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Dedication
To Hayley — a good friend.
Thanks for many words spilled over coffee.
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Author’s note

Hindsight is a wonderful thing, so the saying goes. Never more so than with
World War Two, when no prophet could have foretold the atrocities that were
witnessed and subsequently woven into the tainted fabric of history.

It was that time before that I wanted to capture in The Berlin Girl — a time
when humanity had plumbed certain depths throughout the centuries, but never
to quite the same degree as with the Holocaust. So that time has become divided
into before and after Auschwitz and Dachau — and Sachsenhausen; before and
after we knew what Man’s potential could sink to.

The degree of inhumanity might not have been predicted, but there were
those who both saw and warned of Hitler’s hunger for domination, those who
were there in the eye of the early storm; in my research, from diaries and
biographies, it was the journalists centred around Berlin who warned repeatedly
of the conflict to come — among them, the highly respected William L. Shirer
from CBS, in his Berlin Diary. Sadly, it was a world not prepared to listen
closely enough — politicians especially.

Among the press pack in the 1930s — and throughout the war — were a good
many women, beautifully depicted in Nancy Caldwell Sorel’s Women Who
Wrote the War: Sigrid Schultz, a shrewd Jewish reporter for a US newspaper,
who managed to be both friend and foe to the Nazi elite, and Clare
Hollingworth, who scooped everyone with her exposé on the Nazis’ final move
into Poland. Martha Gellhorn — the reluctant ‘Mrs Hemingway’ — was not in
Berlin circles, but remains a hero of mine, and her excellent biography by
Caroline Moorehead was both an avenue into the mind of a correspondent, and
yet almost a fairy tale of adventure too. Having been a journalist in my days
before midwifery and writing (though a very unexciting local hack), I can only
imagine the courage of such women in times when they were constrained by
their sex, and often by ridiculous etiquette. They broke through many barriers for
women as a whole, not least in print.

In a time before social media, readers hung onto those opinions from
newsprint and radio — it was their window to the world before the luxuries of
mainstream television, Twitter and Facebook.

Like the fictional Georgie, I also wanted to explore the personal side of
impending war — what it meant for families like the Amsels to live life on a knife
edge, for months and years, never knowing if your world would be tipped upside
down in a split second, by a slighted neighbour, or a careless word to the
Gestapo — feelings recalled by Irene Matthews’s memoir, Out of Nazi Germany
and Trying to Find My Way. As I edited this book in unprecedented times of the



UK Coronavirus lockdown, loss took on a new meaning; it was weeks and
months for us, separated temporarily for the most part, but for a lifetime?
Forever? Not based on a quirk of science or nature, but on the whim of just one
man. It still beggars belief for me.

I can’t pretend that including the Amsels wasn’t something of a personal
journey too — my family history is fairly disjointed, but I did discover late in life
that my paternal grandfather was Jewish; likely in North London before the war.
My own father knew very little of him and was not raised as a practising Jew,
but I can’t help wondering what circumstances brought my grandfather to
England — whether he and his family were pushed from a European homeland in
the brutal sweep of fascism.

The research journey was, again, a fascinating one; not only the recollections
of apt and quick minds in the foreign press, but trawling through the hundreds of
pages of old newspapers. The News Chronicle was upbeat and a darned good
read — fierce and brave in the articles it produced — and the adverts for ‘Bile
Beans’ were in there too, I promise.

And of course, any reader that’s familiar with my work knows that I am
hopelessly enticed by any hint of a newsroom; the feverish rush on press day,
furious tap-tapping, even in post-typewriter times. I remember so fondly the
camaraderie of local newspaper offices as we pushed towards a deadline, and the
vast, open space buzz of the Evening Standard offices, where I worked for a
short time. It’s tomorrow’s chip paper, as they say, but something we still can’t
seem to do without — thankfully. Long live print journalism.



Prologue

Plans

Berlin, 23rd July 1938

Leaving the clang of cell doors behind him and the ebbing sounds of agony
within, Major Hugo Schenk holstered his pistol and climbed the stairs from the
gloom of the basement with renewed energy.

As the light of the upper floors lifted his mood further, he spied the tiny
crimson droplet out of the corner of his eye, unable to ignore it soiling the cuff
of his otherwise spotless and pressed uniform. Despite its minuscule size, it
moved like a virtual beacon in his line of vision. He scratched at it, irritation
rising when it remained embedded in the fine, grey weave. These days, he rarely
got his hands dirty, but today’s quarry for vital information had proved intensely
frustrating — the target foolishly stubborn — and he’d acted in haste. Hence the
spatter. He was relieved, though, to have left the majority of the red slick several
floors down, a congealing pool across the filthy tiles of the cells. Doubtless, it
was being mopped as he attended to his business above ground, its donor limp
within the bowels of the building, unburdened of bodily fluid and what
information he and his colleagues had managed to extract before his patience ran
out. Even so, the tiny fleck sprayed upon him during the event was unfortunate,
particularly as he had an appointment with Himmler later in the afternoon.
Despite the day’s intense heat, the Gestapo chief would expect him in full
uniform, collar and shirt tightly fastened.

Back at his desk, he looked with satisfaction at the neat stack of files to his
side, meticulously categorised and all ready for Himmler’s approval. They were
in size order; the fat folder labelled ‘Jew’ on the bottom, topped with ‘Romani’,
‘Sinti’ and ‘Jehovah’s Witness’. Uppermost sat a slimmer folder marked
‘Undesirables’. With a self-satisfied nod, he scanned the full-scale plans for
expansion spread across his desk — yes, much more capacity. More creativity.
They were on target. Himmler would be pleased.

He scratched again at the blood spot as the phone trilled beside him.

“Yes?’

‘Major Schenk, sorry to disturb you. But we’ve just had word on your
attaché. I’'m afraid to report he was killed this morning in a motoring accident.
Both he and the woman in the car.’

The first emotion to rise was annoyance, sparked initially by that blood spot,
but also by the inconvenience. Dammit, it was unfortunate to lose a good
attaché, someone proficient at smoothing his sometimes rough edges, a worthy



diplomat. He’d been efficient and obedient. A good Nazi. Schenk was aware,
though, of the need to conjure up some semblance of sympathy. It wouldn’t do
to appear callous.

‘Ah, that’s unfortunate. He had children, I believe. Do we know if they will
be cared for by others in the family?’

The voice on the other end coughed with embarrassment. ‘Erm, the woman
in the car wasn’t his wife, sir.’

‘Oh, I see. Well, send his wife condolences and flowers. And make sure we
pay for the funeral.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Have we got a replacement lined up?’

“Yes, Major, I have someone in mind. Young, but very keen. I’ll sort the
necessary paperwork; make sure you are able to meet him for approval.’

‘Good work. Heil Hitler.’

He replaced the receiver, and the red speck flashed across his vision, a spark
to his temper within. Fucking Jews. Why did they have to bleed so copiously?



1

Heat and Dust

London, 23rd July 1938

Georgie sat with her eyes fixed on the ceiling, tracking the light glinting off
the chandelier and noting several cobwebs that hadn’t been dismissed by the
cleaning staff prior to this evening’s ball. The glory of the London Ritz held fast
in its reputation, but in its pockets and corners the renowned hotel might have
been fading just a little — clearly dirt and dust soiled even the rich. And yet the
thought made Georgie feel oddly comforted; if this glamorous venue — a place
she could have only dreamt about in her childhood — was hiding behind a facade,
then there must be others who sported such a veneer. Maybe even a good portion
of this well-populated ballroom. It made her feel less of a fraud.

She shifted on her bar stool in an effort to bat away the waves of unending
heat. The barman caught her eye and she smiled meekly, trying not to give the
impression of being either stood up or lonely, when she was neither. Still, he
looked back with sympathy. Others in the room might not have noticed
Georgie’s awkwardness, the way the strap of her dress cut into her shoulder, lent
to her by a cousin who was clearly half a size smaller. Or the shoes pinching at
each little toe, biting into her flesh as she was forced to endure a dance with the
office lothario and his two left feet.

She’d managed to excuse herself after one long and painful tune, retreating
to the bar, where she now sat, nursing a Martini. The dance floor was full again,
as correspondents mingled with reporters and photographers, watching editors
and their wives twirling amid the heady table chatter of wordsmiths putting the
world to rights. The summer media ball was where hardened London hacks let
their hair down for just one night and forgot about the simmering rivalry of Fleet
Street — who was first to the story, who bagged an exclusive, and who splashed
the biggest headline. For Georgie it was intoxicating, though not nearly as
effective as the very strong cocktail mixed by the barman who, in his pity, had
added a second shot of vodka. The music and the heat were making her head
swim, but she was enjoying the spectacle too much to leave.

‘Sitting this one out?’

Georgie swivelled her head in the direction of the voice, her short, blonde
curls swaying with the sharp movement. For a brief second she wondered if it
was the lothario come to hound her for a second dance, but the tone was
unfamiliar. When her eyes fell on its owner, she noted there was barely a smile
to accompany it.



She nodded at her feet perched on the bar stool. ‘I might be willing but my
shoes are working against me.’

‘Oh,” he said, and leaned his elbow on the bar, one flick of his finger
signalling to the barman. Either her reply had come across as tart or he was
simply making small talk, and Georgie returned to her people-watching.

Still, something about him forced a sideways glance; he was tall, lean and
appeared surprisingly cool in his full evening suit. Noting her glimpse, he
grasped at his own cocktail and turned to face her.

‘Are you here as a guest of someone?’ He clearly didn’t absorb the sharpness
of his own tone. Any other woman might have supposed it rude, but it merely
bounced off Georgie’s well-constructed shell. Does he think I’m an imposter,
some kind of gate-crasher? she thought. Her irritation rose, and then fell as her
sense of humour bubbled upwards. There was always fun to be had with such
men.

‘No, I'm here with my boss,’ she replied. ‘I work at the Chronicle.’

‘Oh.” More of an enquiring air this time. “Whose secretary are you?’

Georgie dragged a smile out of her deep and varied supply bag, the type of
expression that hid her contempt well. ‘I work with Henry Peters.’

Whoever this young man was, he couldn’t fail to recognise the name of one
of Fleet Street’s most revered men on the Chronicle’s foreign desk.

‘Oh,’ the man said again.

Is this his entire vocabulary? Georgie mused. He can’t possibly be a
journalist, with such a poor grasp on language. ‘And you?’ she asked, eyeing
her Martini as if it held more interest. She wasn’t in a mood to feed his ego, but
the alcohol was making her playful.

‘I’'m with the Telegraph,’” he shot back, turning and puffing out his chest.
‘Foreign desk.” His voice was pure public school, his stature and dress reflecting
the same.

‘Oh,” Georgie responded. Two can play at that game.

They both looked out onto the dance floor again, the silence between them
hovering like a thick winter fog.

‘Strange to see so many newspapermen with their wives,” Georgie said at
last, when the fog began to feel cloying. ‘I’ve never seen this many on their best
behaviour. Or smiling.” And she peered at him, assessing if he’d caught her
humour. His gruff cough signalled not. Still, he didn’t seem inclined to walk
away either.

‘Not tempted to tie the knot yourself?’ she pressed, noting the absence of a
wedding ring. It was like prodding at a roasting spit of pork, and Georgie felt
slightly guilty at how much she delighted in it.



He looked at her quizzically. ‘Me? Oh no,’ he said decisively. ‘I don’t know
how any serious reporter could contemplate it. Not the way the world is right
now. A foreign posting is no place for a wife. Or any woman, in fact.” His hard,
blue eyes relayed complete conviction in his statement.

‘Really?’ Now Georgie wanted to prod some more. With force. And a sharp
object. ‘Are you not a fan of Martha Gellhorn then?’ she added.

“You mean the future Mrs Hemingway?’ he shot back. His assumptive
pairing would have been a red rag to the celebrated correspondent herself.
Likewise to Georgie.

‘I feel sure Miss Gellhorn would take you to task for assuming she is writing
in Ernest’s shadow,’ she fizzed through gritted teeth. ‘I’m inclined to think her
dispatches from the Spanish frontline are just as good, if not better, than those of
her lover.’

Now he looked at her again, his eyebrows knitting together in confusion.
What on earth would a mere secretary know about that? they seemed to be
saying.

‘Well, that’s a matter of opinion,” he said at last. ‘It’s dangerous out there.
You need your wits about you. And besides, marriage isn’t for me.’

‘Oh,” Georgie said again. And she withdrew the toasting fork. He’s not
worth the wit, she thought and turned her eyes to the dance floor again,
transformed to a kaleidoscope of activity and colour, music flooding the entire
room, the chandelier teardrops swaying from thermals of cigarette smoke and
human heat.

He swigged suddenly at his cocktail, perhaps gaining courage from the
action and the alcohol combined.

‘Care to dance?’ he said, and held out his hand for her acceptance.

Georgie gestured towards her feet and scrunched up her nose. “Thank you,
but my feet are telling me it’s way too dangerous out there.’

Those very blue eyes bored into hers for a second. Realising he’d been
snubbed, the man turned tail without a word, striding up to the first lone woman
teetering on the edge of the floor and almost yanking her into the dancing fray.

Georgie drained her own glass and signalled for one more. Despite her sore
toes and her undersized dress, it really had been a very entertaining evening.



2

Paranoia

Berlin, 28th July 1938

His pace quickened as he hastened down the busy street, breath squeezing at
his ribs. Sweat ran in rivulets between his shoulder blades, causing his shirt to
stick to his skin as he darted forward under the late, low sun nudging at the
Berlin skyline. His brain seesawed while his legs scissored in a motion of their
own making — paranoia and fear were an effective fuel. Should he look
backwards to check if he had a tail? Could he shake them off if he did? Only one
purpose dominated his mind and body: he had to get home.

At the last corner before his own street, he stopped at one of the rounded
pillars pasted with political posters, pretending to read but inching his way
around so that he looked back along the street from where he’d come. In his
heart, he knew this sudden, consuming fear was irrational, but he couldn’t shake
it off until he reached home. Thankfully, no one appeared to be loitering in the
steady stream of human traffic going to and fro, least of all Gestapo. But then,
what did the Gestapo look like? No tell-tale leather coats for months now in this
lengthy, hot summer, and they didn’t tend to favour formal announcements.
Turning towards his own street, he launched once again in the direction of his
own front door.

‘Rubin! What are you doing home so early?’ Sara swung out of the kitchen,
drying her hands on a cloth. ‘Has your work been cancelled?’ His wife looked
suddenly alarmed at the prospect of vital funds no longer dropping into her
purse. Any job the Amsels secured these days was crucial to their survival.

‘No, no, it’s fine, Sara,’ he lied. ‘I was just nearby. How’s Elias?’

‘He’s all right,” she replied. ‘More settled today, dozing right now.’

‘Good,’ Rubin breathed with relief. ‘No callers? No one asking after him?’

‘No ... why? What’s all this about?’ she quizzed with rising unease. ‘Have
you come home simply to ask after my brother’s health?” Rubin was almost
always out from early until late, touting for business — driving, interpreting,
moving groceries — any job he could find.

‘No,’ he admitted, his face pinched with worry. ‘But I do need to talk to you
about him. Come into the kitchen.’

‘But I don’t understand,” Sara said, clutching a cup of the hot coffee she’d
brewed them both. “You mean they would take him away, just because he can’t
work? Put him in a prison for that? He’s sick, Rubin, not a criminal.’

Her husband poured out more of the weak, tan-coloured liquid. Sara was not



naive to the lengths the Reich would go to, not in the Berlin of the day, but she
was a naturally forgiving soul. ‘“They don’t call it a prison,’ he explained. ‘It’s a
camp, they say, for “protective custody”.’

‘Protection from what?’ Sara said, her already furrowed face creased deeper
with misunderstanding. ‘We’ve looked after Elias since his accident. He’s a
burden to no one, least of all this wretched government.’

‘I know, my darling, but that’s not what the Nazi Party think. And he is a
Jew. Two marks against his name.’

‘Are you sure?’ she said, horrified. ‘This isn’t simply a rumour?’

‘No, I’'m not entirely sure, but I don’t think we can take the risk, do you? We
have to protect Elias, as much as we can.’

‘So what do we do?’ She was genuinely empty of ideas. ‘“There’s no one who
can look after him, not like us. Where would he go?’

Rubin cast his eyes towards the ceiling, to the attic above their third-floor
apartment, the space beyond the wooden hatch currently daubed in cobwebs, the
roof slats allowing slivers of daylight and a stiff breeze to come through in
winter.

‘Rubin — no!” Sara said, incredulous again. “This is my brother — we can’t
shut him in the attic. Not in this heat. Not ever. His life is bad enough as it is.’

Rubin didn’t dare voice his thoughts in that moment: it might be no life at all
if what he had heard was right.

Sitting in a bar only days previously, he’d overhead two men talking of their
neighbour’s son, a teenage lad who’d always been considered a ‘bit slow’, one
man said. The boy had been plucked suddenly from his house by soldiers from
the Wehrmacht with no explanation, his parents left distraught and with little
idea where or why he’d been taken. At the time, Rubin thought little of the
conversation beyond a general sadness that accompanied life in Nazi-led
Germany for anyone of Jewish blood.

But this morning, he’d eavesdropped on a different kind of conversation, one
that had caused bile to rise rapidly in this throat; two SS officers outside the
Hotel Kaiserhof, a favourite haunt of Hitler and his inner circle. They were
smoking nonchalantly, clearly unaware of Rubin’s presence. One mentioned a
‘sweeping up’ operation, part of a much larger ‘clean-up’. At first, it had been
hard to work out who or what he meant, but Rubin ran with a chill as it became
apparent: ‘They’ll start with the retarded,” the officer said, ‘then the sick — the
incurables — and those who can’t work will be swept up finally. Who knows,
they might just use a large enough broom for all Jews, eh?’ The two sniggered
and blew smoke into the air while Rubin hardly dared release his own breath.
Tossing aside their cigarettes, they moved inside, leaving Rubin to sprint from



the shadows and head swiftly towards home and his wife.

In his own kitchen, Sara looked at him with disbelief and dread. ‘Is there no
other way?’ she said.

‘I’ll get up in the attic as soon as I can,” Rubin said in reply. ‘Make it the best
I can without drawing too much attention.’



3
The Penny Drops

Croydon Aerodrome, 2nd August 1938

She was bent over pulling at a wrinkle in her stockings when they came into
her vision — tan brogues that were well worn and polished, but expensive enough
not to show their wear and tear. This particular pair she didn’t so much as
recognise, but it wasn’t hard to marry them with the voice directed at the back of
her head: ‘Hello, fancy seeing you here.’

Georgie pulled herself to standing and adopted the same expression she’d
engineered at their meeting at the Ritz, a forced but well-versed half-smile. His
was warmer, though also contrived, his eyes roaming into the distance of the
airport lounge.

“Your feet are not still playing up, are they?’ he said indifferently.

‘Just my stockings misbehaving this time,” she replied, prickling with
irritation that etiquette demand she wear them on such a hot day.

‘Are you off on your holidays?’ he went on.

‘No, no,’ she stammered. ‘A business trip.’

‘Oh,’ he said, his attention on small clumps of travellers milling around the
gate.

For Georgie, it was too much of a coincidence; the penny had begun to drop,
with the force of an anvil plunging into a deep, dark ocean. The man in front of
her, however, had not put two and two together. His face was alight with blissful
ignorance as he continued to skim the airport lounge. She prayed her thinking
was wildly off track, or else this was a cruel irony that life — and her editor — was
playing on her.

‘I’'m off on business too,” he said. ‘Supposed to be meeting someone here,
only I don’t know what he looks like. He’s one of your lot, from the Chronicle, 1
mean. You probably know him, don’t you? George Young?’

It’s now or never, she thought. Better put him out of his misery or we’ll be
here until our flight’s called. She extended a hand, in a ‘pleased to meet you’
gesture. ‘Georgina Young — most people call me Georgie ...’

His eyes were at least on her, but he seemed to have been struck dumb by her
introduction. Pupils wide and disbelieving, jaw sinking towards the floor, his
hand falling away from hers in surprise.

‘Or George,” she went on, to fill the yawning chasm of embarrassment
between them.

‘Oh,’ he managed.



Is this really all he can say? Will he always be so inarticulate?

Finally, his fish-pout of a mouth closed and he was able to form some other
words. ‘I ... I just imagined ...’

“Yes, so do most people,” Georgie said quickly. ‘You’re not the first, and I
suppose you won’t be the last. I am quite used to it.’

He looked at her face-on. There was no apology, though no detectable malice
either. More like a deep-seated disappointment that she recognised all too well.
She suspected from their last meeting that his thinking aligned with the majority
of male Fleet Street journalists, harbouring a long-held belief that women were
incapable of being serious reporters, bar the tittle-tattle of the fashion or society
pages. She might have quoted a long line of celebrated women who were both
icons and heroines, but doing so was increasingly tiresome.

She squared her shoulders and stood tall — Georgie Young had served her
apprenticeship and earned her place on this posting. She just had to prove it.
Starting now, it seemed.

In time, he swallowed down his shock and pulled himself up, as a gentleman
would. Manners overcame prejudice, and he held out his hand, searching for
hers to shake.

‘Max Spender,’ he said, and she noted his cool, lean fingers, mindful hers
were clammy with anticipation as the time of their flight approached. He
hesitated, mid-shake. She watched a shadow move across his face, perhaps
prodding at a dusty corner of his memory.

‘Wasn'’t it you who secured the exclusive with Diana Mosley?’ His features
clouded, with suspicion rather than admiration.

“Yes.” At the time, Georgie had been thrilled at being the first to probe the
aristocratic wife of Britain’s foremost fascist, though she also knew it caused
consternation among the other papers who missed out — rumours circulated of
her using underhand means to gain access. ‘I had good contacts,” she qualified,
which was entirely true.

Max Spender’s expression said otherwise. Disbelief and accusation lodged
firmly on his brow, and it took all her resolve to match his firm stare. Who
would crack first?

‘So we’re to buddy up together, I hear,” he said at last, in a tone that said he
was trying hard to make the best of a bad job. He wasn’t forgiving, just brushing
it aside — for now. ‘You’ve been to Berlin before, my boss says, on assignment?
And you speak German?’

“Yes,” Georgie replied. ‘I was there in ’36, for the Olympics. Of course I
wasn’t based directly in the city centre, but I saw a little of it, plus I’ve got a
map. I daresay we’ll find our way around.’



‘I’'m sure we’ll each be casting out on our own in no time at all,” he came
back quickly, not bothering to even manufacture a smile. She took it as a heavy
hint — he really was planning to have as little to do with her as possible, she
being tainted and untrustworthy. Well done, Georgie, off to a great start.

‘How’s your German?’ she pitched with genuine curiosity. His features
stiffened then — this time, he could not feign any semblance of control.

‘Passable,” he countered.

‘Fairly non-existent then?’ Georgie followed up with her own false grin,
tinged with a smugness she couldn’t resist. If it was bordering on cruel, it was
only payback for his own reactions. And for all those jibes she and every other
female correspondent had been forced to endure with their lipstick smiles.

This time Max bared his straight, white teeth and a sigh fought its way
through. ‘I’ve spent the last week holed up with a German dictionary but I’m not
much beyond saying hello and asking for a beer.’

‘Well, that might get you further than you think,” she said. ‘Never mind,
mine’s a little rusty too. But I think I can at least order us dinner, so stick with
me and at least we won’t starve.’

For a second, Georgie imagined he might have softened a little — spotted the
hint of a slight, appreciative nod in Max Spender.

‘Perhaps we should get a drink before take-off?” he suggested.

“Yes, definitely,” she said, grasping the opportunity. She wasn’t much of a
drinker, never had any real need of it, but the thought of her first ever flight in a
heavy metal tube that lifted several thousand feet off the ground was more
intimidating than their final destination. A drink might just settle the herd of
elephants in her stomach.

Georgie downed her whisky in three gulps, the ice chill causing her to gasp
and swallow hard.

‘Steady!’ said Max. ‘Are you nervous by any chance?’

There was no denying her anxiety — it was his turn to enjoy the upper hand
when she admitted to being a virgin flyer against his veteran status. Still, he
didn’t dwell on it, and this time he was magnanimous in his advice.

‘Just keep yourself distracted during take-off and landing,” he said. ‘Have
you got a book?’

She nodded.

‘Good. And if you have a wobbly moment, just remember the pilots. They’re
not nervous, and they have to fly the bloody thing! That’s what my mother
always told me.” He smiled only briefly, eyes cutting away and staring into his
glass wistfully.

“Thanks. I’ll remember that,” Georgie said.



But as they walked out onto the tarmac, her anxiety reared again. The aircraft
was little more than a corrugated metal crate; beads of perspiration collected at
the nape of her neck. She looked suspiciously at the three extremely small
propellers charged with hoisting such a great mass into the sky, a weight that
would soon include her. The other passengers boarding appeared relaxed
enough, and she had to remind herself of Max’s advice, that thousands of people
flew every day — and survived. As the engine sputtered into life and growled
towards take-off, she opened her book and steadied her breathing, hoping she
reflected a picture of calm. Inside was another matter.

Once in the air, the whisky nicely stroking at her angst, Georgie pushed her
nose further into the pages. Her choice of The Trouble I’'ve Seen by her hero
Martha Gellhorn was not a deliberate irritant to Max Spender, but nicely
fortuitous. She held it high in front of her face, partly as a distraction, but mostly
as a way of nailing her colours firmly to the female mast.

Max, by contrast, was reading the morning’s Daily Express — she noted his
eyebrows twitching at reports from the new Austria, still in its infancy, the Nazis
having simply trooped into their neighbouring country in March and declared it
to be henceforth part of Germany. Buoyed by this, native Germans living in the
Czech Sudetenland were agitating for their own alliance with the Fatherland and
looked to be gaining strength. Few in the world, it seemed, had issued much of a
protest, least of all Britain’s politicians, with the British and American
government officially refusing to accept any more Jewish refugees.

And so, even without the summer swelter, Berlin promised to be a cauldron.
Yet, to the population in England, Chancellor Hitler was merely a strange little
man with a moustache who liked to stalk around in shorts and bark into a
microphone at huge gatherings of idol worshippers. It was the correspondents —
writers and analysts tracking Hitler’s meteoric rise and his harsh, legal restraints
directed at Jews especially — who recognised the real threat. To Georgie, Herr
Hitler was both strange and dangerous, and somehow, she needed to get that
across in her writing. Objectively and professionally.

Already, she felt that familiar mix of trepidation and excitement at being the
one to report on Germany’s political tableaux. It wasn’t simply seeing her name
next to the print — though that still gave her a lift — more that her words might
actually inform someone’s thinking. To have that responsibility for representing
the truth gave her a buzz like no other — that she was shaping the tiniest part of
history. And no, she wasn’t naive to that old argument about journalistic bias,
but she still believed passionately in a free press. It was why she had become a
reporter, after all. And if there was ever a need for a free press, it was in a
country under the dictatorship of a small man with big ideas.



Throughout the three-hour flight, broken only with a jerky descent and a
brief refuelling in Paris, they continued to defy the laws of gravity in their
glorified crate, bumping through the cloud film as Georgie peered at the carpet
of sea and land barely visible beneath them.

Coming in to land, her nerves and excitement reared again in equal measure.
The patchwork green of rural fields gave way to granite lines of runways as they
circled above their final destination, the window beside her stippled with cloud
dust. She pushed her nose against the pane, eager to pick out more, and it was
then that — through the white mist — it came into view: a beacon of red pulsing
through the opaque sky, a vast line that seemed to sway in a rhythm. As they
taxied and puttered to a halt, everything drew into focus behind the warp of
noonday heat — the line was moving, huge flags of crimson fluttering above the
airport terminal, each with their own, iconic black and white centre. The sight
was stark and impressive — no doubt designed for its impact, and perhaps as a
welcome to newcomers, although that remained debatable, given what she
already knew. The sun’s glare formed a dazzling backdrop, and yet — in
Georgie’s own mind — the dominant red swathe against the building’s sandy
facade created a brooding, leaden cloud: a tempest of swastikas. And she was
just about to enter into the eye of that storm. By choice.

The tinny speaker aboard the plane crackled into life. ‘“Thank you for flying
Lufthansa today, ladies and gentlemen,’ the stewardess said in her native, crisp
tone. “‘Welcome to Germany’s great capital — Berlin.’

Towards the back of the plane, a voice rang out in response, distinct and
audible: ‘Heil Hitler!”



4
A Simmering City

Berlin, 2nd August 1938

Georgie stepped onto German soil for only the second time in her life and
sensed a change in the air, dense with heat and politics. Glancing back at the
plane, she noted the Lufthansa tailfin was painted entirely in a large swastika and
felt a pinch in her gut that she had been unwittingly flying inside a large advert
for a party she already viewed with a great deal of suspicion.

The small line of passengers made their way towards the terminal, which —
though dressed in Nazi regalia — was undoubtedly impressive: commanding yet
stylish, the sleek art-deco lines of its tall, slim windows cut into fawn limestone
brick, glowing against the sun’s rays.

Civilian staff along the way smiled and said how welcome the passengers
were, how much they hoped she and Max would enjoy their stay. And yet the
atmosphere was thick with mistrust. A uniformed border guard thrust out his
hand for Georgie’s passport, his eyes boring into the print for some secret
missive between the lines. He caught her eye and held it defiantly, perhaps as a
way of injecting a clear message: You may be welcome, foreigner. But you are
watched. If she didn’t know otherwise, Georgie might have imagined Germany
was already at war.

A good deal of Tempelhof Airport was still under construction, with builders
milling about amid the staff. Georgie also felt a definite presence of
Stormtroopers and army personnel, their red or white Nazi armbands easily
picked out against the dull granite of construction and the ghost grey of SS
troops, eyes narrowed under their caps. She stared almost open-mouthed at the
spectacle, while Max the seasoned traveller strode confidently into the building,
casting about for signs of the driver who was due to meet and transport them
both into the city centre. Seeing no obvious driver, he stood awkwardly,
shuffling his feet.

Georgie, for her part, was marvelling at the inside of the terminal, the great
height of its ceiling and its coolness, sleek desks of chrome and muted beige,
airport staff in crisp attire, plus a bustle and excitement that she only ever felt
when travel and change were imminent. It felt a world away from her routine life
in London. It was wonderfully cosmopolitan.

‘Coffee while we wait?’ Max said finally, gesturing at a small bar to the side.

Again, the answer was a resounding yes. It was one of the things about the
continent Georgie missed most — like the French, Germans knew how to brew



thick, strong coffee, unlike the distinctly weaker version back home. It was stout
and uncompromising, and not unlike its politics at present. She was thirsty but
coffee was needed most.

The bartender raised his eyebrows in anticipation, but Max’s eyes shifted
uncomfortably. He turned to her instead. “What will you have?’ He’d lost his air
of confidence — and authority — in an instant.

Georgie took up the mantle. ‘Zwei Milchkaffee bitte,” she said, surprising
herself at how easily it tripped off her tongue. Max pulled a wad of Reichsmarks
out of his pocket before she had a chance to delve into her own bag, but she let
this one go — for now. She would pay her way.

Balancing on bar stools, they sipped at the hot, strong liquid, the caffeine
giving an instant thrust to their senses.

‘So, George, how did you get this posting?’ Max asked.

‘Not how you probably imagine,’ she said smartly. It was a common query
from other journalists, almost always male.

‘And how would that be?’

Georgie looked at him squarely, trying to work him out; even if they were to
have little to do with each other in Berlin, it irritated her that he already swayed
in her estimation, minute by minute. She liked to get the measure of people
quickly — her survival in this world depended on it. But so far she could make
neither head nor tail of Max Spender; arrogance in abundance, yes, but there was
something else. That large chip on his shoulder aside, she also tasted something
nearing fear.

‘“Well,” she said, ‘either you imagine I’ve had some romantic liaison with an
editor or publisher, someone who’s able to arrange a job like this, more as a way
of keeping me out of the way of his wife, or that my daddy is someone rich in
the city and has used his influence.” She sipped again, keeping a firm look upon
his face. Did she catch a split-second wince around his eyes? Maybe.

He was soon back to teasing, except she couldn’t decide if it was out of
humour or conceit. ‘So which is it?’ he said.

‘Could you ever contemplate that’s it’s neither of those?’

“Try me.” His confidence was rising again in line with the caffeine
consumption.

‘All right,’ she said. ‘I got my degree in English at university. I worked on a
local newspaper first and then climbed my way up at the Chronicle. From the
bottom.’

‘Don’t tell me you started as the tea lady?’ His eyes sparkled at his own joke.

But Georgie wasn’t laughing. ‘Pretty much. You’d be surprised at how many
pots of tea you have to make to get an editor to notice your work.’



He noted her vexation and heeded the warning. ‘So, was it in regional news
that you earned your stripes?’

Now, her eyes dropped away — Georgie’s turn for her confidence to take a
knock. She wasn’t ashamed of it, but she surprised herself at how hard it was to
admit which department was responsible for her promotion to foreign news.

She flicked up her head, drew in a breath. ‘I started in fashion actually,’ she
said. Her tone was tart, daring him to respond with incredulity.

He took a second to absorb the meaning of what she’d said. “You were here,
at the Olympics, as a fashion correspondent?” He was barely keeping his
laughter under wraps.

“Yes,’ she said. Steady, Georgie, she chanted to herself, don’t let them get to
you. It had been her mantra almost since entering the Chronicle’s office just two
years previously, principally when she was handed a sheaf of typing and told to
‘make it snappy’. Handing it back and voicing — calmly — that she was a reporter
rather than one of the typing pool had taken a good deal of resolve. Good
training for any journalist.

‘And we uncovered a good many stories that the news hacks did not,” she
added with pride. ‘It does well to be invited to plenty of social events and mingle
among the gossips. It’s where tongues are loosened by too much champagne. In
the end, it was the news boys who came to us for the goods.’ It was also where
she had nurtured her contact for the Diana Mosley exclusive, but she held back
on revealing that little nugget.

It was clear from Max’s face that he didn’t quite know what to do with this
unexpected piece of information — his deep frown signalled it was worse than he
could possibly imagine: stuck with a woman, and one who reports on tweed
versus linen instead of hard news. Georgie, though, was unapologetic. Better she
admit it now, rather than risk being ‘outed’ at some gathering of the press corps,
when the drinks and the secrets flowed freely. She knew her resolve wouldn’t
hold so well in a crowd.

Despite the office prejudice of some, Georgie truly loved the Chronicle. It
was a people’s paper, filled with a diverse mix of news, features and stories;
alongside the adverts for Bile Beans, Bird’s Custard and lawnmowers, there
were endless articles on home management and ‘The best way with a
cauliflower’. But the Chronicle was also keen to publish editorial on women’s
career achievements, and not afraid to call ‘Jew-baiters’ to task. Its politics were
firmly on the side of humanity.

‘I know I have plenty to learn, and plenty to prove,” she said to Max, filling
in the awkward silence.

“You and me both,” she thought she heard him mutter into his cup. But by



then he’d leapt off his stool and was yards down the concourse, chasing after a
man with a welcome sign. Their driver had finally arrived.

The journey north from Tempelhof took them through residential streets and
then into the heart of bustling Berlin. Max rode in the taxi’s front seat, talking
with the driver who had a decent grasp of English, while Georgie was happily
alone in the back, tasting the air through the open window and enjoying the
breeze on her cheeks. A chance to absorb, to take in the extraordinary sights.

Extraordinary it was, in overshadowing Georgie’s last view of the city in
August 1936, when the world’s athletes had descended upon the unlikely choice
of Berlin as host of the Olympic Games. Back then, the pomp and ceremony had
been enough of an eye-opener. Streets around the city and the specially built
stadium — designed to seat 100,000 spectators — were swamped with Nazi
insignia, clean lines of flags that seemed programmed to flutter by order.
Everything was precise and in its place. Pristine. The world was watching as the
Nazis orchestrated their best show at the opening ceremony — a Wagnerian
display of music and procession under the silver cloud of the imposing master
airship, the Hindenburg, which hovered above, a tense build-up to when Hitler
himself arrived in the arena with all the kudos of an emperor and strode up to his
viewing box.

Even when African-American athlete Jesse Owens won four gold medals,
threatening to soil the whiter than white showing of Aryan strength, the Nazis
did not falter. Georgie heard foreign visitors with her own ears, muttering that
perhaps France and Britain, even the US, had been wrong in judging the
National Socialists too harshly. Germany — and with it, Berlin — seemed a place
where you could feel safe. The Nazi propaganda machine had triumphed. What
the visitors hadn’t seen, but the journalists were party to, was more telling; those
Jewish athletes ‘persuaded’ not to take part, or the visitors who’d stood naively
by during a Nazi parade without offering the Hitler salute, being shuffled off the
pavement by Stormtroopers and given a firm, sometimes physical reprimand.
Those were the stories that made it to Georgie’s ears, via the whirl of social
parties and ‘trivial’ fashion journalism. The same stories that occasionally made
it into the paper, buried as a few lines in the back pages, always overshadowed
by the pseudo-fiction of the German Minister for Propaganda, Joseph Goebbels,
and his army of crack publicists.

Two years on, the sheen was gone and the Berlin in front of Georgie’s eyes
was astonishing in a different vein; it was still ordered, the wide impressive
streets designed in distinct, neat lines and the buildings grandiose and imposing.
But there was no mask anymore, no need to hide what the National Socialist
German Workers’ Party — the Nazis — were about. Their determination to



dominate was unabashed; that much was clear from the imposing columns that
came into view as the taxi approached and then turned into the capital’s most
prominent thoroughfare, the Unter den Linden. Scores of white pillars, four
abreast, swept down the entire length of the boulevard, many topped with the
eagle emblem of the Nazi insignia, some white, some gold, blinding in the
midday glare. It was no accident that Georgie needed to look upwards at these
towering symbols of power, like the pictures of ancient Rome she remembered
from her history books — the phrase ‘delusions of grandeur’ came immediately to
her mind. It was an uneasy feeling, and one she would be keeping to herself.

The driver parked at the far end of Unter den Linden, on the Pariser Platz,
unmistakable with the city’s iconic gateway directly opposite: the impressive
Brandenburg Gate, with its six vast columns leading towards the Tiergarten, the
city’s equivalent to Hyde Park. The gate was topped with the statuesque goddess
of peace on her chariot and four horses, embellished nowadays with the Nazi
emblem. Another supreme irony, Georgie mused, given the storm clouds of war
looming in the nearby embassies and scores of government offices.

‘I think my hotel’s a bit further down this road,” Georgie said. They were
parked directly outside the renowned Hotel Adlon, and although the Chronicle
had been generous in its first week’s allowance of a decent hotel, she definitely
wouldn’t be housed in Berlin’s centrepiece of style.

‘Seems there’s a little bit of a post-lunch welcome party arranged for us in
here,” Max said from the front. “The driver says he’ll take our luggage on.’

She felt like royalty as the doors were opened by staff in neat blue livery, and
then immediately underdressed in her tailored but worn everyday skirt and
blouse.

‘Welcome, madam,’ the doorman said in perfect English, and she replied her
thanks in German. Walking into the lobby was like entering a labyrinth of sheer
opulence; her eyes combed over the vaulted and painted ceilings in Baroque
style, feet stepping on intricate Turkey carpets, with statues alongside dripping
in gilt, silent staff gliding to bring glasses that chinked with good cheer and
echoed money. Somewhere in the background, the gentle trickle of water
fountains calmed a total assault on the senses. Neither needed a journalist’s nose
to locate the welcome party, following a general hum of conversation rising
above the splendid aura of the Adlon.

“This looks like us,” Max said as he led them eagerly towards the bar.

‘Here they are, another couple of lambs for the slaughter,” one loud voice
boomed with good cheer, as his long arms extended and his imposing form
scooped them into the fray. “What’ll you have?’

The drinks — Georgie opting for a soda water, while Max craved a cold



German beer — seemed to appear magically and before long they were deep in
conversation. The group was mostly made up of print journalists from the
British, American and French papers, with a smattering of radio hacks too. Was
this their first assignment? they quizzed. What was the feeling back in Britain?
Was there much talk on the streets about Germany, Hitler or war?

The gathering of ten or so clustered around the bar introduced themselves,
though the names swam around Georgie’s tired brain. She was glad to see two
women on the edges of the group, heads together, and for a minute she didn’t
feel quite so alone. She longed to approach them and ask how it was, being a
woman on the job — how they were treated and viewed — but the two seemed
preoccupied, perhaps a little aloof, so she didn’t dare intrude. There’s plenty of
time, she told herself.

Max appeared very much at home, and as if he half knew some of the
personalities. Certainly, his father was mentioned more than once, but he replied
only briefly, steering the conversation promptly back to the Berlin of the
moment.

‘I’'m supposed to hook up with my bureau man today. Cliff Sutton?’ Max
queried, draining his beer. As perhaps the longest serving of the resident
correspondents attached to the overseas newspaper offices — or bureaux — Cliff
was distinctly absent. Looks were exchanged across the group. Georgie noted
several sets of eyes making contact with the floor.

‘Ah well, you’ve missed him for today,” said Rod Faber, the New York
Times’ veteran correspondent and he of the long arms, copious beard and
resonant voice. ‘He’s usually here until about midday, but probably at home by
now. I’d give him ’til at least six before you make contact.’

Max’s face dropped. Reading between the lines was essential for a journalist
and, whatever his background, he was no exception. Anyone who propped up a
bar until midday and then needed a rest was clearly a slave to the bottle — no
wonder the London office had wanted a fit and mobile apprentice in Berlin.
Someone who could focus.

‘And my contact — Paul Adamson? Will he be coming?’ Georgie asked.
Surely they couldn’t be so unlucky in having two hacks married to the schnapps?

‘Hmm, Paul’s suffering from a touch of confusion,” a man behind her
pitched in. Georgie cocked her head with interest.

‘He’s fallen head over heels for a German actress,” the man went on, then
paused. ‘And his wife’s just about to have a baby in England, meaning you
might not see a great deal of him, either before or after the birth.” He placed his
empty glass on the bar. ‘Still, you’ve always got us to guide you through, eh
guys?’ There was a small cheer as they all raised glasses at the suggestion.



Georgie failed to dredge even a weak smile out of her supply bag, despite the
friendship on offer. Instead, she glanced at an equally apprehensive Max. She
had expected to think on her feet, even relished the challenge. But guidance in a
foreign city was essential. She had no contacts and finding them would be
almost impossible in the dark. These men and women of the press, they seemed
nice enough, generous too, but everyone guarded a good story when they had
one. That was just the name of the game. She cast around the Adlon and its
luxury, the beautiful people of Berlin sipping coffee and cocktails, and it all
seemed so perfect. But it wasn’t, was it? This was real life now, not a soiree or a
socialites’ party designed to produce critical copy on whether lace or organza
was more suited to the occasion. This would be hard, and she’d better grow up
swiftly, or Berlin might swallow her whole.

As the hour wore on, one or two of the group left to send over their stories to
newsrooms worldwide and the bar began to empty. Georgie and Max made their
excuses and left together; the Hotel Bristol was a short walk along the Unter den
Linden, and Georgie especially was keen not to waste the day, eager to map the
city in her mind. They walked in silence, Max clearly deep in thought, and — for
the first time — a despondency in his step. Georgie’s eyes couldn’t help but be
drawn upwards, at yet more of the red swathe draping each and every stone
monolith — scores of Nazi flags rippling in a minor breeze, like vast ceiling-to-
floor curtains upon a stage. The same thought crept into her mind from two years
previously: never mind the strong rumours of Hitler’s rearmament, using
Germany’s heavy industry to stockpile weapons and tanks, all in breach of
worldwide conventions, Georgie Young wondered how many factories and
women were now employed in making Nazi insignia, weaving and stitching the
symbol of their Fiihrer into cloth? And how many really believed in its power?
Or his, for that matter?

Such lightweight notions she kept to herself, while Max closely guarded his
own thoughts, his face a cloud compared to its animation at the Adlon bar. They
neared the grand edifice of the Hotel Bristol, embroidered with its layers of
ornate stone lacing. As with every other building, it flew the colours of its Nazi
allegiance at the entrance.

‘So, would you like to look around and find some dinner, after we’ve had a
rest?’ Georgie asked her reluctant companion as they checked in. Presumably, it
was why they’d been booked into the same hotel by rival papers, as a way of
orientating themselves, together. Truthfully, she preferred to explore alone but in
the interests of diplomacy — and her command of the language — she felt obliged
to offer.

‘Hmm, think I’ll grab something at the bar or in my room,” Max replied.



‘I’'m not very hungry, and I'm quite tired.” He turned away and headed towards
the stairs without another word. Suit yourself, Georgie thought. One part of her
registered relief, the other felt slighted for offering an olive branch and being so
quickly rebuffed. What was his issue? Still, if this is how it’s meant to be, she
thought, I°d better get used to being on my own, hadn’t I?

Inside the hotel room that was at least twice the size of her poky bedsit in
North London, she unpacked quickly and pinned her hair up and off her neck,
changed her shoes to flat, walking brogues and stepped down into the lobby,
which was slightly less grand than the Adlon but still of the luxurious ‘pinch me’
variety. Like every life challenge that she could remember in her twenty-six
years, she took a deep breath and uttered under her breath: Come on, George,
you can do this. Then she walked through the doors and entered an early evening
Berlin that was exciting and infamously debauched, cosmopolitan and yet
ultimately German — and now a city cloaked with the cloth and under the
pressing heel of Adolf Hitler.

Map in hand, Georgie strode east, away from the Adlon, over the two
channels of the River Spree and the ‘island’ housing some of Berlin’s grandest
museums, her eyes scanning left and right, absorbing every detail. She reached
the huge, rectangular Alexanderplatz and stood marvelling at the tram
interchange, criss-crossing its centre like a turntable on a toy train set, Berlin’s
huge six-wheeled buses trundling the outskirts, their prominent metal snouts
pushing out a heavy engine throb. It was a metropolis like London, and yet the
drapery of the flags seemed in some way to muffle the raw city sounds.

Hungry for more — and also craving something to eat — Georgie walked on,
veering north, peering into shop windows, delighted when she could make out
the German signs and odd snatches of conversations. She forged on, so
enchanted she almost didn’t realise the landscape changing with each step; block
by block the buildings became less ornate, ordinary and then distinctly shabbier.
The people, too, slowed their step and had begun to stare, their eyes gaping as
she walked past. She noted they looked different from those on the Unter den
Linden — darker features, less Germanic — and she found herself tucking her own
blonde hair further under her cap. Each lengthy gaze seemed to track her, though
whether they were clouded by fear or suspicion it was hard to tell. Perhaps both.

Flattening herself against a wall, she consulted her map. How far had she
come, and where was she? Dusk was fast approaching, the atmosphere murkier,
and she was beginning to regret her enthusiastic wanderlust.

‘Fraulein?’ Georgie’s head snapped up at a gruff interruption. Two
Stormtroopers looked down on her — in more ways than one, expressions as
muddy as the brown of their shirts. ‘Are you lost? You shouldn’t be in this part



of the city.’ It was irritation and not concern. ‘This is where ... where Jews live.
Do you live here?’

‘N-no,” she stammered, tongue twisting around the language. ‘I’ve just
arrived ... from England.” She smiled widely, in the hope of some return.

‘Papers?’ They were not in the mood for diplomacy, twin sets of beady eyes
boring into her.

‘I ... I haven’t got my press papers yet ... only this.” She scrabbled in her
bag for her passport.

‘English press?’ one sneered. ‘You definitely shouldn’t be here.’

Did he mean Berlin as a whole, or this particular street? And why — was it a
crime or simply an affront to them? ‘I suppose, I’ve wandered too far,” she
offered. ‘Can you point me in the right direction, the Hotel Bristol?’

The other grunted to signal his distaste — she as a British alien, sullied in the
same way they viewed Jews as dirty. And rich enough to lodge at the Bristol.
Short of physically turning and pushing her down the street, they pointed her
firmly in the other direction. ‘Down there, keep going. And we would advise you
not to come here again.’ It wasn’t an order, but neither was it an option.

Georgie’s steps were fast and furious, breath rising as she saw the lights and
safety of Alexanderplatz again, then she puffed out her cheeks in relief on
reaching the Bristol and its comforting lobby. There was her taste of the new
Germany. Bittersweet at best.

‘“Welcome to Berlin, Georgie Young,’ she sighed to herself. ‘Round one to
the Reich.’



5)
Hiding
Berlin, 2nd August 1938

Rubin Amsel emerged from the attic with tell-tale cobwebs in his hair, skin
smudged with the dirt of neglect.

‘Well?’ Sara was standing at the bottom of the makeshift steps Rubin had
fashioned with the help of his twelve-year-old son, Leon, nailing together the
struts as quietly as any hammer would allow. No one — not even their trusted
neighbours — should know what they were planning; better to be naive for their
own sakes.

‘I’ve closed over the roof holes as best I can,’ he said, ‘and I’ve made a little
area for a bed and a pee-pot. It’s cleaner at least. He’ll have to have an oil lamp
for light.” Still, he puffed out his cheeks in defeat. ‘But you’re right, Sara, he
can’t live up there — it’s like a hothouse now, and he’ll freeze in winter. You
wouldn’t keep a dog like that.’

‘So what do we do?’ she said in earnest. “You know Elias can’t move
quickly these days, even if he has to. It would take at least two of us to help him
up, and you’re so often out.’

Rubin pictured Sara’s once-vibrant, fit younger brother, now slumped in
their tiny living room, his mind still active but his body broken by a heavy fall
the year previously. His badly fractured hip and leg had been pieced together at
the time by an elderly, out-of-practice doctor and it was a poor job, the nerve
damage beyond repair. Elias would still be able to work, in an office perhaps,
were it not for the Nazi decree banning him and all other Jews from work in
public offices. The fit, healthy ones scrabbled for any job they could find, but
Elias rarely left the apartment. In this tragic journey, he had lost the spark that
made him such a lively spirit, and which Rubin suspected had lost him his health
in the first place — he’d never admitted why he was on a high wall very near to
the Berlin home of Heinrich Himmler, the unimposing but much feared overseer
of Hitler’s secret police. The Amsels rarely spoke of the night when Elias was
brought limp and bleeding to their home, his skin bearing the scrape of a bullet
so close to his scalp. They both sensed that attending the state hospital would
arouse a dangerous suspicion, yet never dared to question him about the cause. It
was often safer not to know.

Rubin thought hard. ‘I suppose we just have to be extra vigilant,” he told
Sara. ‘Any knock at the door, we have to delay and get him up to the attic
temporarily, with the children’s help if we have to.’



‘And will you tell him why we’re doing it?’ Sara said. “The consequences if
we don’t?’

‘I don’t think we’ll have to,” Rubin answered. ‘There’s nothing wrong with
Elias’s imagination when it comes to Nazi capabilities.’



§)
Welcome to the Ministry

5th August 1938

The following days lived up to expectations for the newest additions to the
press pack: long and hard, with a steep learning curve. Georgie finally met her
bureau chief after several attempts at pinning him down at their office.
According to the Adlon crowd that she met with several times in those first few
days, Paul Adamson was a competent journalist who’d become hopelessly
distracted. He was certainly no film star himself, resembling more of an
insurance broker, and so Georgie had to wonder at his charms to attract a
German starlet.

‘I think perhaps the temptation is his British passport,” someone at the Adlon
had muttered, and Georgie felt sorry for both the actress and his heavily pregnant
wife back home. Each was being strung along in blissful hope of a promised
future.

Paul wasn’t offhand, only preoccupied. He didn’t so much show her the
ropes as point Georgie towards buying a better map, and making a solitary phone
call to request her press accreditation card — vital if she were to access any of the
numerous news conferences hosted by the Nazi publicity machine.

‘So, if you can cover what’s in the diary,” Paul said, pointing to a lengthy list
of invitations, ‘that will free me up to do the rest.’

‘And what’s that?’ Georgie couldn’t help asking pointedly. It was
abundantly clear he’d every intention of leaving her to do the donkey work.

‘Oh, just a story I’ve been working on a while. Can’t say too much right
now,’ he replied, at which point the office phone rang and his voice softened in
an instant, clearly placating the actress, whose flouncy tone Georgie could hear
at the end of the line. An engaging story indeed, she thought.

Max appeared on the third day at breakfast, edging towards her table in the
Bristol’s dining room, though only when it was clear he’d been spotted and
couldn’t easily escape. She saw him pocket a small German dictionary as he sat.

‘How are you? Managing all right?” Georgie said, gesturing towards the
book slipped into his jacket.

‘Oh, that. Yes, fine,” he said with obvious bravado. ‘Coming along nicely.’
His sheepish smile said otherwise.

‘Have you hooked up with your bureau man yet?’

This time, Max couldn’t attempt a convincing cover-up, puffing out his
cheeks in despair. ‘I'm afraid they weren’t wrong at the Adlon — Cliff’s a nice



chap, and a bit of a hero of mine as a writer, but he’s seen too much German
beer. No wonder there weren’t many takers for this posting. Quite stupidly, it
never occurred to me to wonder why. I thought I’d struck lucky.’

He smiled meekly into his teacup, and Georgie felt a pang of sorrow for his
situation, despite his general offhandedness. His appearance was tall and
commanding, but suddenly he seemed a little boy lost, and she wondered what
portion of his outer confidence amounted to bravado.

‘Same here,” Georgie attempted to reassure him. ‘Several in my office back
home did ask why I’d volunteered for the “snake pit”, and I thought they were
either jealous or joking.’

‘I suppose only time will tell,” he said. “We’ll just have to make the best of
it. Along with seeking out that award-winning story, sure to make our names as
crack correspondents. Let’s not forget that.” This time he did smile at his own
sarcasm, following it up with a deep sigh as he bit into a slice of heavy German
bread.

‘Have you got your press card yet?’ Georgie asked.

‘Off to get it this morning.’

‘Me too — shall we go together?’ she shot back, then hoped it didn’t sound
too eager or needy. While she was anxious to understand the Nazi machine, the
Ministry of Propaganda, and the control it exerted over journalists, was
something to be wary of.

‘Um ... I have to pick something up on the way, so I’ll be a while,” Max
stammered, putting down his napkin. It was an obvious excuse, and Georgie sat
for a moment as his frame disappeared from the breakfast room. It could be that
I’m a woman, she said to herself, or that he doesn’t like me, or trust me. Perhaps
all three. Whatever the reason, she was on her own again.

As it happened, she wasn’t alone for long. Georgie ascended the steps to the
ministry building and the bear-like form of Rod Faber — he of the welcoming
arms and New York Times — was on his way out. He greeted her like an old
friend, and hearing it was her first trip inside, and not surprised to learn Paul
Adamson hadn’t come to guide her, he took up the mantle. At first, Georgie
resisted — she didn’t want any kind of special treatment as a woman, and wasn’t
afraid to say so, in the politest way she could manage.

‘Hell no, it’s not because you’re a woman!” Rod said in his distinctive
American twang. ‘It’s because you have to know who to talk to, who to bribe
and who to suck up to. I would have been eaten alive if I hadn’t had my own
guide way back when.’

Rod’s wisdom was proven almost on stepping through the grand entrance,
SS guards on each side of twin granite statues — all four stony-faced. They



climbed the sweeping stairway and were faced by a large, dark and intimidating
doorway, the first in a succession of hoops Georgie was required to leap through.

‘Papers,’ the military man inside barked, looking hard at her photograph,
passport and letter from the Chronicle asserting her role, and then at her face, his
steely eyes crawling over her loose hair and stopping short of her shoulders. The
assessment was meticulous.

‘What on earth was he looking for?’ she whispered to Rod as they moved
down the corridor and towards the next hoop. ‘I felt as if he was trying to stare
into my soul.’

‘Checking to see if you have any Jewish features,” Rod replied. ‘And I think
your blonde hair did you a great favour there.’

She was genuinely shocked. Georgie knew of the Nazi decree since 1934
banning German Jews from working in newspapers and publishing, amongst a
whole host of other professions, including practising as doctors, lawyers and
teachers. ‘Surely, that hasn’t extended to the foreign press?’

‘Not officially,” Rod said, ‘but since when have the Nazis worried about
officialdom when it suits them? If he didn’t like the look of you, he could simply
refuse your press pass. He doesn’t need a valid reason. He has the Reich on his
side.’

Georgie looked aghast, though Rod only nudged playfully at her shoulder.
“Welcome to Hitler’s paradise.’

The wait between successive doors seemed an age, though ample time for
her guide to provide a running commentary of each department and its
occupants.

‘“Watch out, the mini-Fiihrer approaches,” Rod whispered, standing as a man
in a dark double-breasted suit approached, not quite clicking his heels to signal
his arrival, but almost. He was wider and smaller, but his attempts to mimic his
obvious hero in Adolf Hitler made him look faintly comical, like some sort of
tragic lookalike in a sideshow act. His brush of a moustache stood almost to
attention as he tried — and failed — to smile with conviction.

‘Herr Faber,” he said briskly to Rod. ‘How nice to see you here.” His
expression, however, told another story.

“You too, Herr Bauer.” Also a falsehood. ‘May I introduce a new addition to
the press corps, Miss Georgie Young? She’s part of the London News Chronicle
staff.’

‘Ah,’ said Herr Bauer, ‘welcome to Berlin, Fraulein Young. I expect you are
finding the city engaging?’

“Very much so,” Georgie said. ‘It’s very ... pristine. And enticing.’

He took it as a compliment, no doubt to the wonders of Nazism, briefly



flashing his tiny, crooked teeth before quickly regaining a serious composure, as
if his humour — all humour — was necessarily on ration. ‘Not too enticing, I
hope,” he went on. ‘Not so it will keep you from us. I trust we’ll see more of you
at our press calls than your colleague, Herr Adamson. He’s been rather absent of
late.” His eyes were the black, shiny beads of a crow.

‘Don’t worry, we’ll keep her on the straight and narrow,” Rod cut in to soften
the discourse. ‘Make sure she’s in all the right places.’

Herr Bauer smiled once more, his teeth on ration this time, nodded curtly,
turned and marched away.

Rod sighed. ‘That,” he said, ‘was Bruno Bauer. A toady little man but he
does manage the foreign press corps, which means he has a certain power over
us. It’s as well to keep on his right side, or you’ll find yourself frozen out. Don’t
worry, though, I think he liked you.’

‘And are they all like that ..."” It wasn’t often that Georgie was lost for words,
particularly of the descriptive type. ‘I mean, creepy?’ By ‘they’ she wasn’t
alluding to Germans or even German men, but devoted, dyed-in-the-wool Nazis.

Rod laughed under his breath. ‘Oh, he’s not the worst by far,” he said.
“Though he is an obsequious chump. And yes, they are a fairly horrible bunch.
But it is good fun trying to get one over on them from time to time.’

Three hours, several offices and one grilling later, they emerged onto the
ministry steps. Georgie was emotionally battered, though relieved: she clutched
the all-important press card, signed and stamped with the eagle icon. It was a
strange feeling to be accredited by the Third Reich, and yet she was now part of
the pack. Officially.

‘Time for lunch?’ Rod pitched. Georgie’s stomach reminded her it was
midday, but she hesitated, aware of the Chronicle’s diary entry for one p.m. in
the Tiergarten — some middling Nazi official reviewing troops of the League of
German Girls showing off their gymnastic skills. Paul had marked it clearly for
her attendance.

“That?’ Rod scoffed. ‘I can tell you now your paper won’t touch a few girls
leapfrogging as a news item — too trivial. Much better I show you the best café
sights of Berlin, places where you might pick up some real contacts.’

The gripe of hunger and the promise of coffee, plus Rod’s easy company,
persuaded her. She was unlikely to see Paul to have to make any excuses.

They walked up the Wilhelmstrasse and back onto Unter den Linden, where
the crimson banners were in full flight. Rod piloted her to Café Kranzler, a grand
corner restaurant with small, potted trees marking the sitting area outside, its
lantern lights on stalks and neatly aligned with the Reich columns stretching into
the distance. They sat at one of the street-side tables, Georgie instantly seduced



by the vibrant café culture. Berliners, she thought, knew how to socialise both
day and night. The chink of teacups and hum of easy conversation between well-
dressed women might lead anyone to believe that everything in the city — in the
world, in fact — was fine. Unoppressed. Free.

‘I won’t say a thing if you choose to have cake for lunch,” Rod said, lighting
a cigarette and blowing the smoke plume up into the awning. ‘The strudel is
famously good here.” He patted the middle-aged paunch under his shirt. ‘My
daughter is constantly warning me against it.’

‘And how old is she, your daughter? Is she here in Berlin?’

‘No, no, she’s back home in New York, with my son and both my ex-wives.’
His face expressed not sadness, only something like resignation at the personal
life of a veteran reporter. ‘She’s nineteen. In fact, she wants to become a
journalist herself. She’s at college right now.” His face couldn’t muster any
enthusiasm.

‘And you’re not happy about that?’ Perhaps Rod sees me like so many
others, Georgie mused, a woman abroad who’s not up to the job, and never will
be.

‘Oh, it’s not that she’s female,” he added swiftly. ‘More that she’s my
daughter. I dare say your father might think the same?’

He was more than likely right. Georgie thought back to where she grew up —
a small, provincial town in the Cotswolds, with her schoolteacher father and her
housewife mother. Moving to London had seemed bad enough in their eyes but
she wouldn’t easily forget the drained look on their faces after announcing her
posting to Berlin, the worry she’d caused them. It was as much for them that she
felt driven to prove herself now — to survive and succeed in unison.

‘I suppose,’ she said, swallowing back guilt with a spoonful of the strudel.
He was right — it was divine, the pastry light and airy. Unlike the mood of
Berlin.

They lingered for some time, and Georgie held fast to Rod’s conversation —
he’d been in Berlin for ten years, on and off, and he was a fountain of knowledge
on survival; time much better spent than watching Hitler’s young maidens
practise their hula-hooping in the park.

Finally, one of the waiters approached them — tall, his dark hair slicked and
with intense brown eyes. ‘Anything else, sir?’ he asked.

Rod barely looked up or acknowledged the man. ‘Ah, Karl, no thank you,’
he said in a low voice while looking aimlessly at the menu. ‘But my new friend
here — Fraulein Young — might want something else.’

Georgie looked on, a little confused. She was full to the brim with strudel
and coffee and couldn’t stomach another morsel. And yet the air between the



two men, the tone, suggested it wasn’t the menu under discussion.

‘Not just for the minute,” she said weakly. She looked directly at him, but he
didn’t flinch. ‘Perhaps later.’

“Very good, Fraulein,’ he said in a virtual monotone and glided away.

Georgie leaned into Rod with a spy-like whisper. “What just happened
there?’

“You’ve made your first underground contact,” he said with satisfaction.
‘Look around you. There are scores of Nazi, SS and Wehrmacht officers through
here every day. It’s among their favourite female hunting grounds.’

Georgie scanned the Kranzler’s customers — clutches of grey and green
uniforms were entertaining women at the tables, both inside and out, laughing,
smoking and flirting.

‘Free with their Reichsmarks and conversation to impress the ladies,” Rod
went on. ‘And Karl has excellent hearing. If I were you, I’d become a regular
here, once or twice a week, sit in the same place if you can, alone. If he likes the
look of you Karl offers a little extra cream with your coffee.” His eyes sparkled
at the game.

‘Rod, how can I thank you?’

“You don’t have to,” he said jovially. ‘It amuses me to stick two fingers up to
Hitler and his bully boys at every opportunity. Just use your contacts wisely.’

They ambled back along the Unter den Linden, the sun slicing between the
sheer walls of the Baroque buildings. Georgie’s stomach was heavy with pastry
and, despite the strong coffee, she felt weary. Still, she needed to justify her
existence to her employers, to at least feed some copy back to her London editor.
She followed as Rod ducked down a side street, guiding towards their offices,
just a few streets apart.

They were a barely a few yards along when Georgie sensed a scuffle in a
nearby alleyway, assuming at first it was a pair of scrapping cats. There was a
yowl again — undoubtedly not feline. She slowed her step, peering into a narrow,
gloomy gap between tall buildings. The moving forms were too big to be
animals, and she could hear muffled voices, words barked with particular
venom: ‘Kike! Dirty Jew!”

A dull shout followed, an unmistakable sound of someone — a person — in
pain. At the hands of another. ‘No, no, I beg you,” someone pleaded. ‘I’m sorry,
I won’t ...” The voice trailed off to a thud, a shrill cry of pain. Power and pain
inflicted.

‘Rod?’ she said. He stopped and turned, his jovial face immediately sad and
dejected. He’d heard it too.

‘Leave it, Georgie,” he said. ‘You can’t stop it.’



‘But, but ... someone needs help,’ she urged.

‘There are thousands in this city who need help,” he came back gravely.
“You have to pick the battles you might win, and know when to walk on.’

She stood, utterly helpless, the sounds of violence ongoing. Painful to her
ears. More so to its unfortunate recipient.

‘Georgie, please,” Rod said. ‘Intervene and it’s your ticket back home,
instantly. I promise you’ll do more good by staying.’

Her feet were lead, body pushing through a sludge of shame. But she did it.
Georgie walked away, until the sounds receded to nothing, to be replaced by an
uncomfortable clamouring in her ears.

No wonder they called it the snake pit.

In the Chronicle’s small office on nearby Taubenstrasse — empty as expected
— she found a note from Paul Adamson: Gone to Munich for three days. Please
attend to the diary. There was no indication whether it was for work or a last-
gasp holiday before his impending fatherhood, and Georgie didn’t really care.
She was quickly becoming resigned rather than angry about being left in the
lurch. Suddenly Rod and the Adlon crowd seemed even more like family. She
had to look on it positively: a chance to show her enterprise, and the London
office she could do the job as well as anyone. But what did she have so far?

Georgie fed a sheet of paper into the typewriter, a shiny new Deutscher
Mechaniker model, the Gothic type ‘DM’ embossed high on the roller, as if to
purposely remind her she was within and overlooked by the Reich at all times.
She glanced up at the window and caught the eye of a woman on the second
floor of the building opposite, whose gaze cut away briskly. Her dark cap of hair
seemed familiar. Had Georgie seen her at the Bristol, or Kranzler’s? No, stop
being silly, she told herself. It was just a woman doing a job. Yet she couldn’t
shake the sense of being watched; the implied threat of the airport guard and
those two Stormtroopers with their menace.

She shook her head to rid herself of the feeling — come on, George, focus —
pushing her fingers pointedly into the keypads.

Postcard from Berlin, Georgie typed at last. She had nothing of substance to
report on — no news, but just before leaving England, she’d persuaded the
Chronicle’s features editor to consider a piece from time to time. The paper
often ran pull-out pieces — musings and opinion — from their correspondents.
Weren’t her first impressions the best opportunity to offer a bird’s eye view?
This was not the Berlin of 1936, all sparkly and on its best behaviour for foreign
dignitaries and tourists, with the Nazi Party sporting the reasonable face of
politics to pull Germany out of its lengthy economic slump. Now, even three
days in, the air seemed grubbier, despite Berlin’s display of opulence. Already, it



felt tainted.
Georgie had never been short of words — sometimes in her actions she was
reticent, but always free on the keyboard; the blank page did not faze her.

Finally, her fingers set to work.
Postcard from Berlin

Dear News Chronicle readers,

Recently, I became a foreigner in a strange and possibly alien land, a shiny city
of old that is now entirely cloaked in the deep crimson standards of Herr Hitler’s
Nazi Party - only a sea of military green and grey uniforms dilutes the blood-red
palette of the Fihrer’s future vision. In towns across England we are familiar with
newspaper criers touting the news from their stands, but here Berliners stop
randomly at lampposts, eyes on the metal speakers hoisted high, ears tuned to their
tinny barking of rhetoric, inescapable to everyone’s consciousness. By comparison,
Berlin’s citizens appear to gloss over the prejudice of park benches clearly marked
‘No Jews’, unashamedly stepping past - and stamping on - one person’s right to sit
alongside another. The Third Reich, it seems, is everywhere. And no one is allowed
to forget it.

Auf Wiedersehen

Georgie sat back and read the words. She looked up casually, and a shiver
from nowhere zig-zagged up her spine and pricked painfully at the base of her
neck — the woman’s gaze again from across the street. She wished the blinds
were drawn, to blot out the eyes focused on her, and with an added paranoia, her
page too. In a swift move, Georgie pulled out the sheet from the roller,
scrunched it up and tossed it in the bin. Then, she plucked it back out, rifling
through the desk drawers for some matches and setting light to the paper in an
ashtray. As it crimped and burned to nothing, she positioned her back to the
window, hiding the orange flame amid the darkened office that might act as a
flare to unwelcome interest.

She sighed heavily. This was deep distrust, three days in.

Welcome to Berlin indeed.



7
Into the Fold

6th August 1938

There was no sign of Max at breakfast, and Georgie wondered if he had
checked out of the Bristol and moved elsewhere. Fairly soon, she would have to
do the same, and it was part of her day’s work to go searching for a bedsit. First,
though, another trip to the Ministry of Propaganda, this time as an accredited
reporter.

The Ministry of Enlightenment and Propaganda, to give its full and official
title, was a sharp, square building just off the Wilhelmplatz, a short walk from
Hitler’s seat of power, the Reich Chancellery. This time, Georgie passed with
ease through the checkpoints and guards with rigid features, joining the thirty or
so journalists who were seated in rows in a large room, in front of a slightly
raised flooring and a lectern.

‘Morning,” Rod mouthed, and motioned her to a seat next to him. Georgie
found herself sandwiched between her new American friend and another familiar
face from the Adlon, all red hair and spectacular moustache, who introduced
himself with a brisk handshake as ‘Bill Porter, Chicago Herald Tribune, for my
sins.” In the opposite corner, Max was deep in conversation with a woman sitting
alongside him.

‘Looks like we’re to be treated to the man himself today,” Rod whispered
over the expectant hum. Georgie’s pencil twitched with apprehension.

‘Oh, here we go, Joey boy’s approaching,” hissed Bill Porter. ‘Ears on
standby, everyone, for “limping Larry” himself.” All eyes swivelled to the open
door — the man who stepped through triggered an automatic hush.

It may not have been the Fiihrer himself, but arguably the next in line when it
came to wielding power within the Reich; Joseph Goebbels was no military man,
had no army under his command, but the skill with which he twisted words and
information — fed to the German people and seemingly ingested by the bucket-
load — made him equally dangerous, and cemented his place among Hitler’s
closest allies. His fashionable wife, Magda, was a darling of the society pages
and regularly graced Die Dame magazine with her perfect crown of blonde hair
and her tips on being the perfect mother to seven Aryan children. ‘Joey’ — as the
press scathingly called him — possessed nothing like her charm or her looks. His
loathing of the foreign press was also well documented.

He limped onto the plinth, wiry in his brown, fitted suit, with deeply sunken
cheeks and ebony slicked-back hair, a creature halfway between a weasel and a



shrew. His eyes were as black as his hair, darting around the room and settling
momentarily on one body, before sliding to another. Despite his lack of allure,
he held sway and power in his small frame, and Georgie hoped she wouldn’t fall
under his gaze just yet. Perhaps ever.

Finally, Herr Goebbels coughed and drew himself up to full height,
launching into his speech with few niceties — how the Nazi Government had
reduced unemployment during its four years in office, helping good German
families to flourish; a nation fervently committed to peace in Europe, proven by
their signing of various non-aggression agreements with neighbouring states.
The reporters scribbled furiously, though even as a newcomer Georgie doubted
any one person present believed the truth of what this man spouted in his terse
delivery. After all, wasn’t it the Ministry of Propaganda? And hadn’t Goebbels
famously broadcast that good propaganda need not lie — it was only necessary to
present the right idea in the appropriate way? So blatant and yet effective: coat
the stark truth in a convincing way and the nation swallows it whole.

‘He doesn’t mention how they’ve massaged the unemployment figures by
creating spurious labour programmes, or the families that are left out in the cold
if they don’t join the party,” Rod whispered.

‘Something of a magician with the truth then?’ Georgie murmured in
response.

‘Catching on fast, kiddo.’

After a good twenty minutes of rapid-fire lecturing, and with no questions
permitted, Doctor Goebbels — as he insisted on being addressed — picked up his
notes and limped away. At his leaving, a hum of conversation sprung up.

‘Well, what are you going to make of that in print?’ Bill pitched to Rod. ‘I
think my paper will have a good laugh if I file that verbatim.’

‘A little analysis and a good pinch of salt will be my approach,’” Rod said. He
patted his stomach. ‘But first, some lunch.’

Georgie joined a portion of the press pack in a nearby café, where they
chewed over the details and unpicked the truth behind the good Doctor Goebbels
and his rhetoric. Why, when it seemed so transparent to everyone in the room,
did the German people believe it?

‘Fear,” said the Daily Express correspondent swiftly. ‘Maybe your average
German doesn’t believe it, but they wouldn’t dare express it. Not even to their
neighbours. It masquerades nicely as belief when you’ve got no one telling you
you’re wrong.’

Still deep in thought, Georgie unlocked the door to the Chronicle office and
noticed immediately the air seemed different, disturbed. Had someone been in,
checking up on her? Paul was still away ... Her heart jumped. Could it be that



woman opposite? The ashtray was cleared of the burnt paper from the day
before. The bin was also emptied, and the small toilet cabinet in the corner
smelled fresher. Of course! The cleaner had been in — Georgie breathed hard at
her own stupidity, imagining her nerves might give out long before the lead in
her pencil. With the blinds drawn low, she crafted her report of the press
conference several times, each version toning down a cynicism that crept
towards sarcasm. It wouldn’t do for her first dispatch to be inflammatory, and
she settled on a tone alluding to uncertainty instead.

It was only four p.m., and there were still two tasks to tackle before she
rejoined the Adlon crowd, who had promised to introduce her to a new venue
later that evening. She needed somewhere to live after her week’s grace at the
Hotel Bristol was up, and a means of transport — the press gang suggested a
driver was essential if she were to reach some of the events in the Berlin
suburbs, especially if things were to flare up suddenly; likely an unofficial show
of strength from the Reich’s Stormtroopers, usually with Jews or other
‘undesirables’ in their sights.

Rod had offered to pass on some names, but Georgie determined not to rely
wholly on his generosity. She rifled through her dog-eared notebook, recalling
the driver her paper had used during the Olympics. He’d been reliable and a
mine of local information; it was a long shot, but he might still be in Berlin and
available. The telephone number filed was out of order, so she wrote out a short
note and ran to catch the last post. One job half done.

On the way back to the hotel, she bought a copy of the daily Berliner
Tageblatt, and crawled over its pages in the lobby of the Bristol, her heart
sinking as even the rent on small apartments seemed too expensive for her wage.
She was resigned to settling on a room in a flat, though Georgie didn’t relish it.
Would any German be willing to share with her? In their shoes, and with
relations between Germany and the rest of Europe in sensitive limbo, a British
newspaperwoman was far from an ideal tenant.

Deflated, she stood up and sighed. Out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed
Max walking through the lobby, sure their eyes met for a split second — either
they didn’t, or he pretended not to notice. Possibly because he was accompanied
by the same dark-haired woman almost glued to him at the press conference.
Was she a reporter? She didn’t look like one — too timid. And she seemed to be
following in his wake, rather than alongside. Had he found himself a woman
already? If their meeting at the Ritz was any indication, it wouldn’t be a surprise.

For a second, Georgie thought of saying hello, pushing herself in front of
him to test his reactions, prod at him a little. Would he be embarrassed by his
avoidance of her? But she thought better of it. After they each checked out of the



Bristol, she and Max would see little of each other, perhaps only crossing paths
at press conferences. Or she might simply read his reports in the Telegraph from
time to time. That would suit her fine.

Stepping into La Taverne restaurant alongside Rod later that evening was a
delight. It felt immediately like a homecoming to Georgie, a thin cigarette haze
hovering at ceiling height instead of the swirling fog of a London pub. Some of
the Adlon crowd had simply upped sticks and transported themselves into a
much less salubrious, but essentially relaxed, venue, clustered around a large
table in the corner of one room that led into two others, all three full of diners
and a steady hubbub of conversation. The smell and the theme were
unmistakably Italian and yet it was a very rounded, moustached man who
greeted them — only in full lederhosen could he have looked more German.

‘Hallo, Herr Faber,” he bellowed as they eased in around the table. ‘The
usual?’

‘Danke, Herr Lehmann,’ he said, ‘and the same for my friend.” That was the
choice tonight, it seemed — beer or beer. Georgie made a note to check her
alcohol consumption and take it slowly.

While the Adlon was a regular haunt of the foreign press, this was clearly
their daily respite — a real home from home. The owner kept back the same large
table every night, certain of one or two desiring a bolthole, sometimes a whole
posse of reporters late into the night — depending on their press deadlines back
home — chewing over the day’s news or frustrations about Bruno Bauer and his
PR fortress.

The florid red hair and sizeable moustache of Bill Porter were instantly
familiar, alongside a few whose names were not yet fully registered in her
memory.

“The booze here is fine,” Bill said in a low voice as Georgie edged into a seat
beside him, ‘but the pasta is even better. I recommend it.” As if on cue, a
painfully thin woman placed a steaming bowl of spaghetti in front of him and
smiled at Bill.

‘Danke.” His bright green eyes signalled a total love of her cooking. ‘If she
wasn’t already married to the owner, she’d be my dream woman,’ he whispered
with pure mischief.

“Then I promise I won’t tell your wife.” Georgie felt relaxed, among friends
and, perhaps for the first time since arriving in Berlin, truly at home.

The conversation was animated, with a great deal of caustic humour about
the Nazi high command, and not merely centred on Adolf Hitler. The crowd’s
descriptions of Heinrich Himmler — the bespectacled Gestapo chief — and larger-
than-life Hermann Go6ring were puppet caricatures painted with their wit.



‘Last night I was sitting behind old Hermann at a concert and I heard one old
dear say he possessed the “hind end of an elephant”,” said the Daily Herald
reporter, to peals of laughter. ‘She practically shouted it. I desperately wanted to
use it in my copy — then I thought about the Gestapo knocking on my door and
marching me off to the bowels of their HQ.’

‘Perhaps it’s best to keep that observation under wraps,” Bill said, between
mouthfuls of pasta. “‘We like having you around for now.’

A woman’s voice travelled across the table: ‘Just watch your back, and your
own bottom, if you get anywhere within pinching distance of fat Hermann. He
may be a portly old so-and-so, but he’s got very quick hands.’

It was one of the two women Georgie had noted at the far end of the table on
arriving, the same two on that first day at the Adlon in their very private huddle.
Now, they were part of the relaxed crowd, laughing and smoking.

‘Frida Borken,” she said in a light German accent, extending a long, thin
hand. ‘Freelance. And this is Simone Doucette — French free press.’

Georgie muttered something out of politeness but could really only gawp in
wonder. They were stunning, each in their own way, the epitome of everything
she had admired in her journey to being a female correspondent, oozing
confidence and certainty.

Frida’s face was that of a pixie, her enormous doll-like eyes emphasised with
ebony kohl and mascara, tiny bow lips stark red with lipstick. She wore a tweed,
tailored jacket, a cream shirt and a bright red tie, as if she were just off to a
shooting party. Topping it all off was a shocking and sharp blonde bob, cut
bluntly to her jawline; a darling who’d just leapt off the fashion pages.

Simone, by comparison, presented as a pre-Raphaelite painting; long, wavy
reddish hair pulled into a loose tie, pinned in some way to the top of her head
and cascading like a waterfall, strands falling either side of her pale oval face,
her grey irises outlined with a thick, black rim. It gave her a ghostly, ethereal
quality. The spectre in her was intensified by a cloud of grey cigarette smoke
and a shimmering scarf swirling around her neck.

When they both smiled broadly, however, the complete awe that Georgie felt
melted a little.

‘“Welcome to our little group,’ Frida said, shuffling in and causing the fluid
table dynamic to shift again. Georgie moulded as part of their little cluster, more
so when the two discovered she’d been part of the fashion press, pumping her
for the latest gossip from Paris and London, though she had little of recent value
to tell.

‘So, where are you staying?’ Frida said, picking at Bill’s leftover pasta. With
her near-skeletal wrists, Georgie wondered if scraps were the only eating she



ever ate.

“The Hotel Bristol for now, though I only have two days left. I'm looking for
a flat-share.’

The two women stopped and looked at each other; something passed silently
between them and Frida’s eyes grew even wider. Her red bow lips spread.

“Well, it just so happens we have a spare room in our flat,” she said. ‘Clare
Howard moved off to report from the Spanish Front yesterday. It’s fated,
surely?’

The rent, fortunately, was within Georgie’s budget and she didn’t doubt it to
be stylish, with Frida and Simone’s influence. And it was only a short tram ride
from the centre of Berlin and the Chronicle office.

“Then it’s a yes!” Georgie said. ‘When can I move in?’

The glow surrounding Georgie was partly down to the beer, but also the
company and her day’s exploits — she had bagged herself a contact and a flat in
the space of a week. Yes, by a combination of coincidence and assistance, but it
was done. Now, all she needed was a driver, and a clutch of stories to make her
name. She was allowing herself a virtual hug of congratulation when the door
opened and Max Spender walked in with a youngish man, the dour Manchester
Guardian reporter.

There was a slight thud to her heart, perhaps nudging at her very round
bubble of happiness, and she struggled to understand why. She neither
understood nor matched Max’s dislike of her, but his presence then was a
smudge on her otherwise perfect evening. One saving grace: the bird-like
woman was absent. The two men were absorbed onto the table with Herr
Lehmann bringing more chairs and beer, and Max eased swiftly into being ‘one
of the boys’. She wondered how he gained such skills so quickly, and although
she hated herself for it, there was a stab of envy directed at him. Why did it take
her time to trust and join in the general bonhomie of the newspaper world, when
everyone else managed it so effortlessly?

In surveying this new realm, Georgie caught Max looking intently in her
direction, though only because his gaze was set firmly at the body next to hers,
unable to hide his overt admiration. Simone Doucette, in turn, had those grey,
ghostly eyes returning his look of fascination.



8
Old Face, New Friend

7th August 1938

Frida’s place wasn’t a flat by London standards, those poky dwellings
teetering on top of one another, with balsa wood walls masquerading as bricks
and mortar. The apartment — owned by her grandmother — was on the leafy
Herderstrasse, west of the Tiergarten, and a palace by comparison: a vast,
modern edifice cut by clean lines into apartments with high ceilings and tall,
sleek windows stretching almost floor to ceiling. The white walls inside were
enhanced by an eccentric array of furniture and ephemera, quirks and curiosities
provided by Frida, with flowing ostrich feathers draped over lamps, presumably
Simone’s contribution to the décor.

Georgie’s attempts to play it cool worked for a time, keeping her mouth from
falling open in wonder, but only until she reached her new bedroom and shut the
door, jumping on the bed and trying to suppress a fit of giggles at her own good
fortune.

The rest of the day was spent unpacking and appreciating the space and the
roll-top bath, her first full day off since arrival.

Despite Paul Adamson’s continued absence, she felt more at ease setting off
for work the next morning. The office was cool and in shadow, but empty, and
she made a mental note to at least buy a pot plant, something to talk to in her
bureau chief’s absences. Relief, too, at seeing the window opposite devoid of
faces. There was an envelope in the pile of post — the first addressed to her
personally — and she was pleased to find it was a reply from Herr Amsel, the
driver whom she met in 1936. Yes, he would come to the office at two p.m., and
would be delighted to discuss her needs and terms.

Since the diary stipulated nothing of importance, the meeting with Herr
Amsel became her most pressing engagement. In the meantime, she needed to
generate something aside from press conference reports, eager to prove herself.
Already, she had several ideas for news features to tempt the desk in London,
starting with a focus on the young women behind the BDM — the female German
Youth League — since she had little hope of being allowed access to the male
equivalent, the Jungvolk and Hitler Youth, now a compulsory activity for all
German boys aged ten and above.

The second was to highlight preparations for the Nuremberg rally in early
September, the Nazi Party’s annual showcase for its might and the adoration of
its leader. Georgie, by contrast, would not be showing the Fiihrer in a glowing



light, or giving credence to his politics, highlighting instead the pomp and
expense for what it was — a grotesque extravagance for a nation that was still
struggling to pull itself out of a deep economic depression. That was her
thinking, anyway.

The planning of both demanded a lone trip to the Propaganda Ministry —
without Rod Faber to act as guardian this time — and a direct request to Bruno
Bauer. No time like the present, Georgie.

Approaching the building’s entrance, she mentally checked her supply bag of
sweet smiles for each checkpoint; it turned her stomach to employ it, but
feminine charm would be necessary in this case, and it certainly helped. She was
surprised to be granted an immediate audience with Herr Bauer, quickly
composing herself as she was led into his office, easily twice the size of that of
the Chronicle’s Editor-in-Chief back home.

‘Fraulein Young, how nice to see you,” he began in English, and when
Georgie replied in German, he allowed a portion of his crooked teeth to show a
near pleasure. “‘What can I do for you?’ He sat back behind his vast desk, the
marbled eagle icon at its helm almost obscuring his tiny head.

When she explained her idea for an article — though perhaps a little short on
detail — Herr Bauer became animated, reaching for his telephone immediately
and ordering the stables — where the mounted divisions were busy polishing
every equine decoration before the move to Nuremberg — to be on full alert for a
visit that same afternoon. A second call was to the uniforms and insignia section,
with similar requests.

“You understand I can’t permit a ...” the word ‘woman’ was clearly on the
tip of his tongue ‘... reporter to access the armaments section, but I think we can
give you a good representation of how the Reich rightly celebrates the belief in
our future.’

‘Please, Herr Bauer, don’t arrange anything special on my account — I want
to see each place at its most natural, a behind-the-scenes account if you like.’
She used up another supply smile.

He stopped short and looked perplexed, as if the cogs of his brain had ground
down a gear in processing this latest request. In turn, it dawned on Georgie that
the Nazi regime did not understand the concept of ‘natural’ or at ease. The starch
in his brilliant white collar was proof enough. Every newsreel of the Fiihrer ‘at
home’ or mingling with children to show his softer side was clearly scripted and
orchestrated, frame by frame.

Herr Bauer snapped out of his thought process. ‘As you wish, Fraulein
Young,’ he said and stood to show their meeting was at an end. ‘I look forward
to seeing your article.” He let loose with his teeth again, just the top set this time,



and held out his hand. It was warm — too warm — and Georgie squirmed inside.
She skipped down the steps of the ministry, partly from relief, and bought a
sandwich on her way back to the office. From an empty diary, she now had a
tight deadline imposed upon herself. But it’s what she thrived on, and it began a
slow drip of adrenalin she so badly needed.

Herr Amsel rapped on the glass window of the office door at precisely two
o’clock. His otherwise drawn face spread into a smile when he clearly
recognised Georgie from their previous work together. He had been a solid man,
but his big frame was a good deal leaner than she remembered, his greying hair
thinned to sparse strands — except for his same affable manner, she might not
have known him.

‘Fraulein Young! I didn’t recognise the name, but I remember your face very
well,” he said, pumping her hand in greeting. ‘How are you? And what are doing
back in Berlin?’

When she explained her request for a retained driver, with a regular monthly
fee, Herr Amsel’s face lit up. ‘Of course, of course,” he went on. ‘I would be
delighted. Much like during the Olympics, I have use of a car whenever I need.’

“You no longer have your own?’

Very few Jews now owned a vehicle, he explained plainly and without
bitterness, though Georgie burned with her own naivety. ‘But I have a very good
arrangement with a garage owner, and I won’t let you down,” he went on
quickly. ‘In fact, I have the car with me now, if you’d like a tour of the city.’

It was exactly what she’d hoped for — but there was to be no tour, since she
was due at the military stables, and then on to the uniforms section. A quick call
to the Chicago Tribune office had secured the use of a freelance photographer,
and she hoped not to have blown the entire office budget in her first week. Since
Paul Adamson wasn’t there to tell her otherwise, she’d simply employed her
own initiative.

They set off almost immediately so as to take a long route around several of
the suburbs, with the aim of introducing Georgie to the different
neighbourhoods; Herr Amsel pointed out each government building, the
prominent streets, cafés populated by ordinary Germans, film starlets or SS
personnel. And Jews. In other words, where it was appropriate to be seen and
where to avoid. How to stay safe. Both his words and his tone spoke volumes:
the Berlin of 1938 was a world away from the open city of 1936 and the Nazi-
contrived zeitgeist of moderation and tolerance.

Both sessions at the stables and the uniforms were, as expected, played out
like a Reich PR exercise, with the best horses and the most decorated soldiers
laid out for Georgie to inspect, almost as the Fiihrer would in less than a month’s



time. With 100,000 loyal subjects marching and 350,000 spectators expected to
fill the field-cum-stadium — Herr Bauer had reeled off the figures with pride —
preparations began early. Fortunately, the photographer seemed to gauge
Georgie’s desire to dig a little deeper, instinctively snapping close-ups of the
skin-and-bone stable boy and his visible rack of ribs as he worked to beautify the
cossetted, well-fed animals.

Whenever she could escape the minder following her every move, Georgie
snuck into corners and talked with anyone she could find, engaging the woman
whose brow was wet with sweat as she pressed each uniform, thanking the
Fiihrer for the chance to participate in his glory, on top of her full-time job as a
cleaner. Georgie felt there would be little need to inject even a mild irony into
her written piece — it was all there for any intelligent reader to see.

Herr Amsel drove her back to the office and she worked late in typing up her
piece, the images still fresh in her mind. There was a post train leaving from the
central Zoo station the next afternoon, and the photographer promised to meet
her on the platform with his prints, all to arrive in London in the next few days,
leaving no possibility for the editorial team to make excuses over lack of page
space in the time she had allowed. As the light began to fade within the office,
though, she pulled down the blinds that had become her shield, turning on the
lamps. If not safe from prying eyes, it made her feel cocooned at least.

The piece flowed easily for Georgie — her style was naturally more suited to
the lengthier news features than to hard fact stories. Inevitably, editors would be
more brutal with their red cutting pen over the coming months, so this was her
chance to really play with words.

As if by some spooky coincidence, the phone trilled loudly as she pulled the
last sheet from the roller, the sudden intrusion causing it almost to rip. Her eyes
shot to the cracks between the blinds. Who knew she was here?

‘Hello,’ she said, guarded.

‘Georgie! I was hoping to catch you,’ said the crackled but familiar voice of
the Chronicle’s foreign editor, Henry Peters.

“Why are you working so late?’

‘Because Berlin never sleeps, didn’t you know, Henry?’

He laughed and coughed cigarette smoke down the phone. ‘How is
everything? Is Adamson there? Helping you to settle in?’

‘Hmm ... Paul’s in Munich. He has been for ... a while.’

‘Munich? What the hell’s he doing there? I didn’t send him.” Henry sounded
slightly irritated. ‘Are you all right, though, finding your way about?’

‘I’'m fine, Henry — the press pack here are very helpful.’

‘Good, good,” he mumbled. ‘Press men anywhere are usually a nice bunch.



And how’s that Telegraph man we sent you with — are you sorting each other
out?’

“Yes, we’re muddling through,” Georgie lied. Henry — a true mother hen
despite his reputation — might have been on the phone to the Telegraph offices if
he’d known the truth about Max’s chilliness. And gaining a reputation as a
whining female was the last thing she needed.

“The diary’s pretty run of the mill at the moment, Henry,’ she told him. ‘But
I’ve secured a contact and I’m just about to dispatch a words and pictures piece,
a preview to Nuremberg. The word this year is that Hitler will use it to assert his
strength.’

‘Great,” he said. ‘Can’t promise anything, but I'll give it a look. Stay in
touch, Georgie. Keep safe.’

He rang off, and Georgie sighed at the finished piece in her hand. Was it all
worth it? Along with every other journalist under Henry’s wing, she was now
vying for column inches on the page, and with the rise of fascism across Europe
nudging for space — Franco’s war in Spain hotting up and demanding attention —
she had to come up with fresh angles to bid for the reader’s interest.

‘Come on, George,’ she breathed to herself. ‘Just get on with it.’



9
Hope and Fear
8th August 1938

‘Sara, Sara!’” Rubin came barrelling through the door of their apartment in
haste, only to be met with his wife’s ghostly pallor.

‘Oh, it’s you!” she said, grasping at her throat in relief.

“Who did you think it would be?’

“Your footsteps were like a stampede — I imagined it was the Gestapo,’ she
said, her chest still rising and falling with effort. ‘I thought I was going to have
to get Elias into the attic by myself.’

‘I’m so sorry, my love,” Rubin said, though he could barely contain himself,
desperate to reveal the good news. ‘I’m just so relieved! She said yes, Sara. That
reporter, from the Olympics, she hired me! A regular monthly fee — a very
generous one at that. We’ll be fine, for the time being at least.’

Sara smiled her pleasure, though she couldn’t match Rubin’s feverish
optimism. It would mean paying the arrears at the local grocery store, with
possibly something left over. No one admitted it, but all their friends were
squirrelling away every spare pfennig, and not for a family holiday on the lakes,
as in the old days. The stockpiled Reichsmarks were for escape — enough to
bribe for a visa, more for a safe route, with the rumours circling that soon all
borders would be closed to Jews. Imprisoned in their own country, one that had
recently been robbed from them.

An idea brewed within Sara Amsel’s mind as she began scraping together
their meagre evening meal, and she chanced on asking while Rubin was in a
good mood. He’d already pulled out the chessboard and was preparing for his
evening match with Elias.

‘Rubin?’

“Yes, my love?’

‘Do you think she can help with anything else, this reporter?’ She looked at
her husband, her eyes wide and serious. ‘I mean, she’ll have some influence,
surely — at the embassy? She’ll know people. She might be able to help Elias and
the children? It doesn’t matter about us, but ...’

Rubin stepped quickly across the tiny kitchen, put one hand on each of her
shoulders, as if to silence her hope. So that he didn’t have to quash it bluntly.

‘No, Sara, I don’t think she can,’ he said, with a sigh. ‘She’s very nice, and
already I suspect she sees past all this ... the lies, the Reich. But she’s a junior
reporter. She’s new. She’s just finding her own feet. So, no Sara. It wouldn’t be



right to ask her.’

Her look of disappointment, the way she stared past him and into the small
parlour, where her own brother was awaiting his highlight of the day, cut into
him, like a sabre into soft flesh.

‘We’ll be all right, Sara,” he reassured her, rubbing at the thin blouse
covering her equally sparse skin. ‘I’m sure of it.’

But as he turned, his own face creased with worry. Would they? Could
anyone with even a ripple of Jewish blood running through their veins really be
safe?



10
A Good-Natured Scrap

15th August 1938

‘Here she is — reporter extraordinaire!” Rod’s resounding tone spread far
beyond the large, half-filled table at La Taverne. “Watch yourselves, boys — we
can only stand by as this hot-shot correspondent puts us all to shame.’

Georgie slipped in beside Rod and nudged his broad shoulder with an
embarrassed coyness, but she couldn’t deny being pleased at the good-humoured
teasing. She snuck another glance at the back-page spread the Chronicle had
afforded her piece, the photograph of the scrawny stable boy prominent
alongside her copy; from George Young in Berlin. The coverage and Henry’s
short but sweet telegram — ‘Spot on. HP’ — meant it had been worth it.

‘Just a lucky break,’ she said, her cheeks flushing.

‘Quite the opposite,” Bill Porter replied, wiping beer froth from his
moustache. ‘It was a very nice twist on what will prove to be, on the day itself, a
nauseous brown-nosing of the Fiihrer’s status in this sycophantic world.’

‘Thanks, Bill,” she said, and Rod nodded his own admiration. Max was
sitting opposite, and she noted his look — was it bordering on a scowl? But his
attention was soon elsewhere, talking to an equally engaged Simone Doucette.
Utterly enamoured.

Several of the reporters peeled away to file copy — the broadcasters had late
slots booked in various studios dotted around the city, and Georgie and Simone
settled on sharing a cab back home, too weary to brave a late-night tram.

‘Can I hitch a ride?’ Max asked. ‘I’ll take the cab on.’

Simone was only too keen, positioning herself between Georgie and Max,
urging him in for coffee as they reached the Herderstrasse apartment.

‘If you’re sure,” Max said. For all his aloof nature, he was ever the
gentlemen, though he didn’t look to Georgie for her opinion.

‘Of course,” Simone breathed. ‘Frida may be in too.’

Frida was lounging on the sofa in a long silk kimono and talking French into
the telephone. She hung up as they came in, though didn’t move to get up, and
accepted a brandy that Simone offered everyone; coffee clearly only a metaphor
for an invitation. When Georgie pleaded exhaustion and headed for bed, Frida
implored her to stay.

“You’ve lived here for well over a week and we’ve hardly seen each other!”

“Well, all right, just one.’

From across the room, Georgie observed Max and his intent gaze on Simone



as she poured the drinks and handed them out, drawing in her every fluid move,
admiration worn on his sleeve. With her striking looks and breathy delivery, an
accent tinged with Parisian, men flocked like moths to a flame, and Max was no
exception. Frida didn’t appear to notice and was keen to talk about work.

‘I liked your piece, Georgie,” she said. ‘The irony was very subtle — I'd
struggle to phrase something like that.’

Georgie was startled, unsure how to accept praise from a woman with
Frida’s fearsome reputation as a hard news reporter, her bravado in rooting out
stories that sold to publications worldwide. Instead, she said: ‘I only hope I’ve
not made myself persona non grata with Bruno Bauer, so early into my posting.’

‘Oh no,’ Frida replied coolly. ‘Quite the opposite. I saw him today at the
ministry and he was full of it. The stupid man wouldn’t know irony if it clouted
him in his oily face. You’re his star, right now. It won’t last, however, so just
milk it while you can.” She closed her eyes and sank back further amid multiple
cushions.

‘I wonder why you went with a feature?’ Max’s steely voice cut in suddenly,
Simone perched on the arm of his chair. ‘Surely the whole point of a posting for
a foreign correspondent is to report the news — the facts.” He looked at her
directly, his face rigid with some sort of challenge: Come on, golden girl, show
us what you’re made of.

Georgie sat up, as if she’d been physically yanked by the scruff of her neck.
Frida, too, opened her eyes and perked up at the prospect of a juicy dispute, a
good-natured scrap.

‘In times like these I think even news pages have room for healthy
speculation,” Georgie began in defence. ‘It’s what might make our readers think,
stir them to change their opinion.’

‘Isn’t that what the paper’s editorials are for?’ Max said, brow knitted and
leaning forward, readying for some form of hot debate. ‘It’s not our job to
change opinions. Only to report what we see.’

‘Really? I don’t agree,” Georgie said. ‘You’ve heard of newspaper bias,
surely?’

‘Of course I have! I’'m not blind. But if we report the facts, then we minimise
any bias.” He seemed to have forgotten Simone’s presence temporarily, hell bent
on sparring with George. ‘Putting our own spin on it doesn’t help the cause. We
shouldn’t get involved.’

‘And how do you propose to do that?’ Georgie fired back, her fatigue
overridden with passion. ‘Did you forget to pack your heart in your suitcase?
The fact that we’re human makes us biased, Max. Seeing others treated poorly —
Jews unemployed, scraping a living, despite the Nazi glitz. It’s a fact, but it



involves people. We can’t ignore that.’

He sat back, looking stunned at her outburst, as if regrouping his own
argument. ‘It’s just not my style,” he muttered. ‘I prefer to follow where the facts
take me.’

“Yes, well, each to their own,” Georgie conceded, sizzling with irritation.
Who the hell does he think he is?

‘Music?’ Simone suggested swiftly, before they could go in for round two.
Max grunted, but didn’t object, and Georgie only nodded — the static fizz of their
sparring still bouncing in the air. The gentle jazz did temper the atmosphere,
though, and the talk moved on to the bands playing in Berlin.

‘“We have to show you the sights, Georgie,” Frida said from the sofa. “‘We’ll
go dancing and drinking, keep up Berlin’s reputation with a healthy dose of
debauchery!”

‘Perhaps you can write a piece about that?” Max muttered, firing his final
arrow as Simone pulled him out of the room by the hand, and Georgie was left
smiling inside at poking so well at that spit again.

“You certainly touched a nerve there,” Frida said with her familiar pout.
‘Well done, that woman!’



11
A Grey Butterfl
20th August 1938

When it came to socialising, Frida Borken was true to her word. Having
spent her day trawling through government buildings and varying embassy
introductions, walking the city until her feet ached, Georgie was ready for
Berlin’s nightlife in all its excess.

‘“What shall we drink to? The great leader and his ridiculous cronies?’ Frida
chinked her glass and wrinkled her nose to signal her mockery. In turn, Georgie
willed the noise of the nightclub to drown out Frida’s words. She was beginning
to believe there really were ears everywhere, not least in her own office, where
the phone line had begun to echo with a curious clicking each time she rang out.

Their indulgence was an alcoholic remedy to an entire day of pure PR — the
Reich, it seemed, needed no excuse to march in front of their adored leader and
afforded lucky Berliners a preamble of what could be expected in Nuremberg,
though it was anything but brief. Bill Porter’s assessment of the Adolf adulation
was perfect: a cacophonous, military brown-nosing, with a passing appearance
on the balcony of Reich Chancellery of the man himself, a few salutes — rather
half-hearted, Georgie thought — but no speech. Instead, they were bored witless
by Goring’s puffed-up words, oozing flattery from his portly features.

In the small press box constructed along the Unter Den Linden, the front
rows were given over to the German press — reporters from the Nazi-controlled
Vélkischer Beobachter, the violently anti-Semitic Der Stiirmer, and Goebbels’s
own Der Angriff, nicely translated as ‘the Attack’.

‘It’s a wonder they bother to bring their pencils at all,” Bill whispered in
Georgie’s ear, ‘since Goebbels has already written the pieces they’re allowed to
print. He’s a dab hand with that crystal ball of his, being able to forecast their
news each day.’

Frida had been placed somewhere near the front of the box, and Georgie
already noticed how she seemed on friendly terms with many a Nazi officer, SS
in particular — and yet she was so scathing of the regime when in press company
or at home. Perhaps it’s what brought her the best stories, some of which
Georgie knew that she wrote under a false name for protection. Being seated in
the back rows, however — with Rod, Bill and more of the Adlon crowd — made
Georgie feel like part of the naughty set. Amid the Nazi sycophancy, it was
exactly where she wanted to be.

Bruno Bauer sat to the side of the press box, like the small child with a large



bag of sweets, eyes fixed on his lookalike hero. For any foreign reporter, the
crowds lining the avenue held the most fascination: some thrusting the true zeal
of a Nazi salute, while others were lukewarm in their reactions, looking furtively
around to check they weren’t being spied on, or that their near neighbour in the
crowd wasn’t undercover Gestapo. What was in the mind of the average German
then? And as the horses came by in their highly polished livery, Georgie thought
of the boy back in the stables, no doubt utterly exhausted, and the sweat-stained
woman, furiously working her hot iron for Nuremberg and the Reich.

After tolerating such a spectacle all day, Frida had decided they needed fun,
food and alcohol in abundance. Simone — who had ducked out of the parade —
professed a headache and needed an early night. Frida was undeterred and rallied
two friends from the theatre world, insisting on wining and dining at Horcher,
possibly Berlin’s most exclusive restaurant — ‘my treat,” Frida had chimed when
Georgie put up a protest. Now she was intent on dancing; expressing her pent-up
energy, effervescing like the bubbles in very good champagne.

‘“We need to show you the Resi.” She winked at her friends.

Georgie had allowed herself to be piloted to a street just off Alexanderplatz,
and into a world that she’d only ever glimpsed in the pages of a novel. She heard
herself gasp as they entered the vast and legendary Residenz-Casino, eyes
squinting against a blanket of tiny bulb lights above her, glimpsing a carousel
and shooting gallery in one corner, a sideshow of water ballet on the other,
where spray jets ‘danced’ to the tune of a live band. It was pure decadence, a
veritable playground for adults. The air was dense with a cosmopolitan hum of
conversation, floating towards the ceiling where endless glitter balls hung and
turned, twisting the light this way and that.

Almost stupefied by the sight, Georgie let herself be led by Frida, who
hopped towards a vast dance floor in the middle of the club and seemed instantly
to bag a table on the edge. She flicked a finger at the waiter and two Martinis
swiftly appeared. By then, Frida’s two friends had peeled away and were waving
at them from the opposite side of the dance floor, already coupled with two men.

‘So, let us see who we can see.” Frida peered into the crowd, the look of a
vixen on the prowl.

In contrast, Georgie could only cast about in wonder. The whole place was,
at first glance, a glorified meat market, and yet vibrant enough not to appear
sleazy. Each table was a mini station, furnished with a telephone on a wooden
stand and a number. Brass tubing in a vast network above head height linked the
tables together, with an ornate dispatch pipe hooking over the edge like the
elegant neck of a swan. She watched a woman at the next table shrieking with
delight as a small package arrived in the mouth of the tube and plopped onto the



table — a neatly tied wrap of bonbons.

Minutes later, the phone next to her tinkled and she was soon talking to her
suitor, whose eye she had caught across the floor. They waved and smiled at
each other and, at the woman’s urging, the man slipped into the chair next to her.
So simple, Georgie thought. And yet, it made her feel uncomfortable too —
women being picked over like an assortment of chocolates. Except, wasn’t that
the function of every dance floor in England too? She liked to think it was about
the dancing, but in reality it was little more than a matchmaking event. Berliners
were simply more open about it.

‘Back in a minute,’ Frida said, ‘I’ve just seen someone I know.’ She bobbed
away like a firefly in the general glow. Slightly groggy with the champagne,
Georgie was content to soak up the atmosphere and focus on the swirl of dancers
beginning to populate the room. It was simply by chance that she spotted him in
between the bodies gliding in front of her; Max sitting at a table to one side of
the floor, deep in conversation. Georgie had to wait for several couples to twirl
by before she had sight of his companion. Her. Not the timid woman. Simone —
an unmistakable flow of her red mane, hand tucked under her chin, eyes fixed on
Max.

Her poise screamed allure and not headache. But why did she feel the need
to lie about it? It had been obvious from their first meeting that the two were
hopelessly attracted to each other. Why would Max want to hide their liaison
from the timid woman? Especially as no one knew who she was, and she seemed
to have faded of late from Max’s side. Was he stringing both along? Much like
the wife and lover of her bureau boss, Paul Adamson. Georgie felt slightly sorry
for both women. And irritated by Max’s arrogance. Less than a month in the
country and he was already playing the field, and yet professing loudly to being
a serious journalist. No wonder he hadn’t wanted her to hang around as the
proverbial gooseberry.

The sudden trill of the phone next to her startled her out of her reverie, and
she jumped. It rang at least six times before she gingerly picked it up.

‘Hello,’ said a voice in German, deep and masculine.

‘Hello,’ she replied.

“You look a little lonely, I wonder if you might welcome a companion.’
Rapidly, Georgie scanned the tables for anyone speaking into a receiver, but the
band had struck up another tune and the dance floor swarmed with bodies.

‘I’m with a friend,’ she stalled, eyes still skimming the crowd.

‘Ah well, sorry,” he said, voice flattened. ‘It was a thought, that’s all.” He
sounded deflated. What harm would it do? Georgie reasoned quickly. She was
here to learn about Berlin and Berliners — and talk was innocent enough, even in



a place like the Resi.

‘I suppose we can say hello, since she’s not here right now,” she found
herself saying, then instantly regretting it as she put down the receiver.

The next thirty seconds dragged as Georgie squinted into the lights, scanning
for a body belonging to the voice. Waitresses streamed by, while one older man
seemed to be heading for her table. Was he looking at her? He strode right by
and into the arms of another woman. With her head turned to one side, Georgie’s
heart began to pound. She wasn’t very good at this, not blessed with Simone’s
innate magnetism, nor a social butterfly like Frida. Speaking of which, where on
earth was she?

‘Hello again,” the voice came from behind her, and Georgie’s head
swivelled.

‘Oh, hello,’ she said. Anxiety and curiosity bubbled in unison. He was either
here to engage her, or arrest her: unlike the majority of men, he was in uniform —
SS. She’d noted a smattering of military as they’d arrived, but unlike Café
Kranzler the SS weren’t in abundance at the Resi. Clear bewilderment must have
given her away.

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to alarm you,’ he said. ‘May I?’ and gestured at the
opposite chair. Since it was clearly free, how could she say no?

He was tall and lean, yet folded his body gracefully into the chair, placing his
cap on the table. He was every inch what Hitler might hold to be the perfect
German: blond, with a strong jawline and full mouth, undeniably handsome. But
it was his eyes that beguiled instantly; even in the gloom they were distinctive
and distinguished — one iris a cat-eye green, the other a pale grey ringed with
black, as if the dye inside had simply drained away to leave a void of colour.
Together, they had a captivating, disconcerting effect. Truly mesmerising. She
had to forcibly remove her gaze in order to focus.

‘Georgie,’ she said, holding out a hand to shake.

‘Kasper,’ he returned. ‘Kasper Vortsch.’

He signalled for a waiter to bring more drinks, Georgie opting for a soda and
a clear head.

‘Is this your first time here?’ he asked.

‘Does it show? Was I really gawping so much?’ She felt sure her accent
would instantly expose her as an alien to Berlin, if not the whole of Germany.

‘No, you look only slightly bemused perhaps.’

‘I am here with a friend,” she added, anxious not to appear either desperate or
a huntress.

‘I did see her briefly,” he said. ‘But if I'm honest I was glad when she left for
a minute. It gave me an excuse to call.’



‘And if I’'m honest I do find this all quite strange,” Georgie said. ‘Beautiful
and crazy, but very odd.’

“This is Berlin.” He laughed. ‘This is what normal looks like.’

Falling in with the flirtatious nature of the Resi ambience, Georgie made him
guess where she was from, pleased when it took him three attempts to place her
accent as British. Instead of dimming at the prospect — a near enemy — those eyes
became brighter. But the next inevitable query threatened to end their
conversation stone dead.

‘So, why are you in Berlin?’ he asked. ‘A holiday?’

‘I’m a writer,” she said in a split second. She didn’t know why, other than —
in that precise moment — she didn’t want him to slink away in fear of the foreign
press. Nor did she wish to be caught as an outright liar. He would find out
eventually, she thought, and then he would be on his guard. For now, it was just
a conversation in a nightclub. ‘I’m just doing some research right now, getting
the lay of the land,’ she added.

‘So really, you are hard at work this evening?’

‘Absolutely! As you can see, it’s a real toil.’

None of it was a lie. It just wasn’t the full truth either. And Kasper Vortsch
seemed intrigued. For once, she was enticing to a man she had never met before,
and Georgina Young was charmed by the very idea.

‘Do you like our city?’ he said, a clear hint of pride in his voice. In her time
so far, Georgie had already noted that Berliners were split in their love of their
homeland, simply by allegiance; those not in favour of Hitler’s politics saw the
city and country in deep decline, yet pro-Nazis — the military especially — viewed
the new Fatherland as a potential Utopia, blind to what the world outside saw.

‘From what I've seen, yes, it’s exciting,” Georgie said diplomatically,
‘although I've barely been outside the city centre.’

‘Well, I encourage you to see much more,” he urged. ‘The forest land and
lakes are beautiful, and only just a stone’s throw from the Berlin itself. I think it
might rival what I’ve heard of the British countryside.’

‘I plan to,” she assured him. ‘For now, I think I can safely say that here is
more vibrant than dreary old London.’

It opened up a conversation that neatly skirted politics and placed them on a
small patch of common ground: a comparison of clubs in both cities, good and
bad coffee in either, where she learnt her German, and a lengthy explanation
from Georgie as to what constituted ‘fish’n’chips’.

‘But why is it wrapped in newspaper?’ he said, clearly perplexed.

‘Do you know, I’m not really sure,” Georgie had to admit. ‘The years of
depression, I can only guess. Us Brits are a thrifty lot.’



The appraisal of her own country caused him to laugh and lean in over the
table, shoulders close in collusion. ‘Well, let me tell you a secret then — we
Germans are not half as organised as we make out.” His lips were broad and
spread with flirtatious enjoyment, and his eyes — alight with mischief — remained
hypnotic.

“Your secret’s safe with me. I won’t tell anyone,” Georgie whispered back.

‘Good, then you are an honorary Berliner already,’ he said, sitting back and
sipping his beer.

If she concentrated solely on the space above his collar, Kasper was easily a
man whom Georgie might have been attracted to back home — young, open and
handsome, easy with his conversation. She was relatively inexperienced when it
came to love, with only a few short-lived relationships to date, but — and it was a
big ‘but’ — if she ignored his attire, she liked what she saw. She wouldn’t be the
first to think it — Nazi officers had a reputation for their charming manners,
whatever was buried underneath. Frida’s numerous acquaintances were proof of
it, and she seemed to get along well enough with them, despite her firm anti-
Nazi leanings.

As if conjured by Georgie’s thoughts, Frida reappeared, apologising for
abandoning her flatmate but acknowledging wildly with her eyes that she had
not been missed. She ordered another bottle, and this time Georgie accepted a
glass, feeling it necessary to get through the rest of the evening. Frida’s
generally flighty manner made their three-way discourse even easier, the
champagne oiling it nicely, so that when they reached the bottom of the bottle
Kasper was laughing heartily at one of Frida’s pert observations, even though it
dared to gently mock the Fiihrer. Another conquest for Frida, Georgie thought.
His attention would inevitably slide towards her, with her quirky and enticing
looks. And yet, Georgie didn’t really mind, her brain mildly pickled and
beginning to think about the attraction of her own bed and blissful sleep.

Kasper suddenly looked at his watch. ‘I’m sorry, ladies — it’s midnight and I
have to be up early to serve the Reich.” He smirked a little at his own, self-
important joke. ‘But it has been a pleasure.’

Georgie pulled her head up to say goodbye casually, expecting his ongoing
attentions to be on Frida. Instead, he caught and captured her gaze, not letting it
go, his face unusually serious. ‘May I see you again, Fraulein Young? Perhaps to
show you some of Germany’s real beauty.’

‘Er, well ... I ...” There was a swift kick to her ankle under the table, and a
sideways glance from Frida. She didn’t dare look at her directly or she might
have laughed out loud. And Kasper Vortsch did not deserve their petty giggles —
he’d been perfectly courteous.



“Yes, I’d like that,” she found herself saying, before scribbling her new
address on a card helpfully provided by the Resi.

‘Until then,” he said, dipping his head and turning smartly. Georgie tracked
his form towards the entrance, noting a second set of eyes on Kasper, swinging
back to her as the SS man melted into the crowd. Max Spender’s flinty glare was
easily decipherable, decidedly unimpressed with her choice of companion.

What does he care? Georgie thought. Or do I, for his opinion?

Towards Frida, though, she was vocal as the band struck up again: “What on
earth have I done?’

“You’ve got yourself a date with an officer — a junior officer, but a very
handsome one,’ Frida said.

‘And what happens when he finds out that I’'m foreign press? He’ll have read
Goebbels’s instructions not to fraternise with us — we’re vermin in his eyes.’

‘And in my experience, if he likes you it won’t make a blind bit of difference
what ole Joey says,” Frida said, tipping back the dregs of champagne. ‘Why do
you think I’ve got so many grey butterflies flapping around my skirt hems? And
the SS are terrible gossips, the lot of them. Like old women, really. Our Kasper
could well have a good story under that cap of his.’

Still, a grey mist of unease was already hovering around Georgie’s ankles,
threatening to rise. However innocent, a date with a Nazi rankled. But if Frida
was right, Kasper might well be a means to an end. Nothing more than a good
contact. After all, weren’t they — the Reich, the ministry, Hitler — almost
certainly watching her? Now, she could observe too. Tit-for-tat.

Georgie sunk into bed fuddled by alcohol, but also by a nagging self-doubt —
uncertainties that had plagued most of her life. And then irritated that it kept her
from sleep. She thought of Frida’s confidence, Simone too. And Max. They
seemed naturally blessed with it. Oh, just do it, Georgie. Take a bloody chance.
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Girl in the Dust

Berlin and Sudetenland, 24th August 1938

There was little chance to think much of Kasper in the next week as those
storm clouds of conflict began to brew anew. Unrest in the Sudetenland, a loose
area of north, south and western Czechoslovakia, had been rumbling since the
spring and was gaining pace. Sliced away from Austria—Hungary after the Great
War in 1918, Sudeten Germans found themselves living in the newly formed
Czech nation, divorced from their homeland. Twenty years on, they were
agitating to be reabsorbed into Germany, and that meant reclaiming the land.

Hitler must have been rubbing his hands together at the thought of loyal
Germans steering the fight, after his unopposed march into the Rhineland
bordering France and Belgium, and the significant gain of Austria. Once again,
the Fiihrer could claim to be the eternal peacemaker, merely responding to his
‘people’s needs’, all the while having an excuse to position troops dangerously
close to the Czech borders. Warmongering at its most subtle. Rumours abounded
that Western leaders from Britain and France were considering meeting the
Fiihrer to broker peace: only the press pack feared it would result in total
capitulation to the German leader.

The Chronicle had requested a reporter to head into the area ‘to gauge the
mood’. On a brief appearance in the Taubenstrasse office, Paul Adamson begged
a reprieve on the grounds that his wife was due to give birth in England any day.
Cynically, Georgie might have supposed it gave him limited time to dwell in the
actress’s bed, though he did appear genuinely grateful when she volunteered for
the trip. He looked grey and tired, and she couldn’t help feeling slightly sorry for
him in the moment, however complicated his private life was. Since his return
from Munich, they had worked together, side by side, in the office on just a few
occasions — he, too, pulled down the window blinds as they typed — and he’d
been generous then in his advice; ways of courting the London desk to place
stories, sidestepping those turgid Reich PR events that would end up on the
waste ‘spike’ and never on the page. His wit was dry and caustic, but it was a wit
nonetheless. And he was — without the distractions — a very good newsman.

Georgie had objected less to the planned trip as Rod Faber and Bill Porter
were heading out too, in a hired car, giving them carte blanche to tour the
various towns and villages and talk to Sudeten Germans. She was doubly
pleased to be included, though her heart sank when she learned Max had grabbed
the last space in the car. At least there would be Rod and Bill for humour and



support. After several failed attempts to secure a driver, she approached Rubin
Amsel and, judging by his positive reaction, the combined fee for several days’
work was very acceptable.

They left early on the 25th, with a true spirit of adventure, a boot full of
luggage and several bottles of good whisky; three passengers piled into the back,
and they each took it in turns to ride up front with Rubin. Georgie opted for the
first shift beside the driver. Once out of the city confines, the rolling countryside
took shape and she realised Kasper Vortsch had not been false or boastful on that
night at the Resi. Germany was beautiful; the feathered greenery of the forest,
roads skirting around lake after lake, and the dotted black and white gabled
homes making a Grimm’s fairy tale come to life.

She stared endlessly out of the window, glimpsing people walking, working
and tending their land. It had a twofold effect: she began to understand the will
of the German people in protecting their own homes and a traditional way of
life, and yet her heart sank too with the knowledge that Hitler was in danger of
dismantling the very things ordinary Germans held sacred; marching towards
war was a sure way of annihilating their entire way of life.

‘Are you well, Fraulein Young?’ Rubin Amsel ventured, an hour or so into
the drive. “You’re very quiet, if I may say.’

‘Oh, just admiring,” she replied wistfully. ‘And wondering. What do you
think about it, Herr Amsel? This piece of land we’re heading to — some say it’s
rightfully part of Germany, and yet it lies 400 kilometres from Berlin. Does it
really matter to Germans like you and your family? Is it your homeland?’

He was silent for almost a minute, and Georgie worried she’d been somehow
disrespectful, pried too deeply. What he said next, his voice calm and measured,
sent tremors through her.

‘I’'m a Jew, Fraulein Young. It no longer matters what I think. According to
the Reich, my family and I are stateless. We have no home.” And yet his voice
was not consumed with bitterness or hatred. ‘Germans may hope for peace. I can
only hope for survival.’

She turned her head and looked at his profile, eyes focused on the road: an
unassuming, kindly man who could have easily been an uncle of hers, a man she
felt her father would have gotten along well with, shared a day’s fishing
together, or chatted over a pint of beer. How and why had Rubin’s family been
so forcibly disengaged from a country they had been born into, and loved —
perhaps until now — as much as any other Germans? It was undeniably insane to
any right-minded person.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said.

‘Don’t feel sorry for me,” Herr Amsel replied, with a brief glance at her. ‘I



have my family, two wonderful children, and we have faith. Perhaps more in
human nature than might be wise, but we do. I’'m a lucky man, Fraulein Young.’

‘It’s Georgie,’ she replied, eager more than ever for him to feel an equal in
their company. ‘If you think it proper, that is.’

‘Proper if we are friends,” he said. ‘Georgie. So, please, call me Rubin.’

The German Sudetens were not hard to track down, and with Rubin’s help at
spotting the most likely watering holes, the small group arrived in the western
areas late in the afternoon and worked their way through several bars, scribbling
down local opinion, which sometimes switched rapidly into rants against the
British and French allies for imposing the ‘unreasonable’ boundaries upon
Germany twenty years previously. They split into two — Max coupling with Rod
and his excellent German, Bill and Georgie buddying up — offering plenty of ale
to keep the Sudetens sweet and talking; Bill’s florid colouring and easy manner
meant they fell into his confidence quickly, eager to offer their views. She was
relieved, at least, in avoiding close proximity to Max and his potential disdain
for her way of working.

Feeling sodden at one point with too much beer and sunshine, Georgie
wandered into the local shop and engaged several women about life at home,
hopes for their children and day-to-day life. She felt the words under her pen
beginning to form themselves into a feature piece, pondering at the same time on
what Max was making of the trip, and if his nose for hard news was twitching
for something more grounded in fact. He’d been nothing short of civil to her on
the trip so far, meaning Rod and Bill might never have guessed at his behaviour
towards her since their arrival in Germany.

‘I’ve got plenty for today,” Rod said as they regrouped in the car.
‘Apparently, there’s a hotel in the next village. I say we head there, get a decent
meal and turn in for an early start towards the north. It’s bound to be a long day.
And hot.’

They arrived late evening at an old-style gabled hostelry, requesting three
rooms — Bill and Rod to share one, Max and Rubin to bed down in another, with
Georgie on her own.

‘Evening,” Rod said, his big form striding up to the reception desk, ravenous
for a good dinner. Rubin and Max were following up with the bags. The hotel
owner perused the group, tiny pupils veiled by enormous eyebrows.

‘Fine for three rooms,” he said good-naturedly, ‘but we don’t take Jews.’
Georgie was shocked at how matter-of-fact he was, his words spoken so
shamelessly as he turned to pick out the keys.

‘Okay, guys, all on to the next hotel,” Rod announced, pivoting and making
to usher the entire group back to the car. Given how much he had been belly-



aching about his own aching, empty belly on the journey over, it was a split
second, though entirely natural, reaction from Rod, driven by a deeply held
belief. Despite her own hunger and fatigue, Georgie loved him all the more.

‘Herr Faber,” Rubin began to protest. ‘It’s fine, really. I will go ...’

‘It’s not fine, Herr Amsel, and it never will be,” Rod interrupted firmly, his
eyes signalling to all there would be no compromise. ‘We either all stay here
together, or we’ll bunk in a barn like the family of the good book. But bags I get
the manger.’

The hotel owner flushed red under his copious hair and cast around at his
almost empty restaurant. Presumably, there were plenty of available rooms
upstairs. “‘Well, I’m sure we can accommodate ... just this once. For one night.’

‘Perfect, one night it is,” Rod said. ‘Now, what’s on the menu?’

There were barely any guests to object to Rubin being part of their table, and
he seemed to relax over dinner.

‘So, Rubin, what did you do before all of this?’ asked Rod, chewing happily
on his pork knuckle. No one present needed an interpreter for ‘all this’: before
the turmoil and madness. Before the Nazis. Before Hitler.

‘I was a journalist,” Rubin said shyly.

‘I knew it!” Rod exclaimed. ‘I knew it. Didn’t I say, Bill? Didn’t I say that
guy’s got a nose for finding the right people?’

“You did indeed,’ said Bill, fighting a piece of gristle. The two were like a
well-tuned double act.

Rubin looked pleased to have been recognised as such. ‘I worked on the
Berliner Tageblatt for years before the editorial ban on Jews,’ he said. ‘It was a
good paper, one of the best, had a very liberal stance. But now ...’

Everyone nodded, aware that any newspaper that survived in Germany, in
Berlin especially, did so at the behest and control of Joseph Goebbels, with all
content heavily censored. It was either compliance or be shut down. There was
no real news anymore, only what the Nazis fashioned. Hence the need for a
foreign press, and the hundreds of underground pamphlets and newspapers
pushing their heads up like daisies through the manure bed of propaganda.

‘Do you keep your hand in?’ Rod probed surreptitiously. ‘Storytelling?’

‘Maybe, a little.” Rubin returned Rod’s wry smile. ‘But it’s a dangerous
business. I have a family and that means being careful.’

‘Of course, but you know, my paper could use a decent copy writer on
occasions. No names, no by-lines. And they pay well.’

‘Of course,” Rubin said, and the rest was left unsaid.

Instead, he regaled them with tales of the Berlin press, life in the early
thirties, in the daring cabarets pushing at sexual boundaries, visits to the Adlon



by notaries and celebrities — Germany’s last Kaiser — Wilhelm the second —
Albert Einstein, Charlie Chaplin and Marlene Dietrich among them.

‘She was beautiful,” Rubin recalled with nostalgia and a flush to his cheeks.
‘And so witty. She held us all in the palm of her hand.’

Georgie was enthralled by such talk, had always been spellbound by the
colourful recollections of reporters back home, waxing lyrical in the pub close to
the Chronicle office, cigarette in one hand, whisky in another. She noted Max’s
face was alight, something of his brittle shell softened in the company. It
occurred to her: maybe he was sheltering behind some type of veneer too — that
his was simply more rigid, perhaps by necessity. Hers was thickened by years of
fighting bias against women as journalists. His appeared more personal; he could
easily lower his guard and be one of the boys, but the shield was ever ready to be
pulled up at a second’s notice.

“Thank you all,” Rubin said as they agreed to turn in. “Thank you for making
me feel, at least for an evening, back in the fold.’

Rod stroked his beard, flushed with confusion. For all his years and
experience, his reputation as a seasoned reporter and the ‘father’ at the Adlon, he
had a child-like quality at times — entirely without prejudice.

‘But you are one of us,’ he said, as if it was the simplest of universal truths,
in the same way night follows day. ‘Once a hack, always a hack.’

‘Hear, hear — isn’t that what you Brits say?’ Bill chimed, with only mildly
slurred speech.

‘Hear bloody hear,” Max echoed.

They were up and on the road early the next morning, taking the roads to
what was officially northern Czechoslovakia, though anyone without a map
might have imagined it to be Germany’s heartland. The chalet-style houses, the
traditional German dress and signs written in Hitler’s favoured Teutonic script
echoed where the Sudeten’s own hearts lay, demonstrated plainly by the stark
warnings of ‘Achtung Juden!’: Jews were not welcome here either. Georgie stole
a look at Rubin’s face each time they passed a sign, but it remained passive.
Either he no longer registered them, or he’d perfected a veiled tolerance from
living under anti-Semitism for so long. Georgie didn’t know which was worse.

The day settled into a pattern, arriving in a town or village, splitting into two
groups of reporters while Rubin wandered with his hat cast low, sniffing out any
small bars where the few Jews would be likely — or permitted — to drink. The
Sudeten attitude lived up to expectations; generally mystified as to why they
couldn’t align themselves with Germany at will — Hitler wanted it, so did they.
What was the problem? Never mind the binding word of the rest of Europe,
forged in the Treaty of Versailles in 1919.



At intervals, they reconvened in the local hotel and shared what they’d
gathered, each deciding on a varied tack, or news ‘hook’, to present to their
papers. Being common knowledge, this was no scoop and it made for better
reporting in pooling their material.

‘I’ve just had a telegram from my office,” Bill Porter announced on the
evening of their second day. ‘I’'m needed back in Berlin; someone’s flying in
from the US office. I can get the train back if you need to go on.’

All agreed they had more than enough to satisfy their papers and settled on
driving back the next morning to the relative normality of Berlin. They ate a
good meal — Georgie gradually adjusting to the dense nature of German cuisine
— and while Rod and Bill put in calls to their offices, Georgie and Max gazed in
silence at the debris of the dinner table. It was a familiar, awkward void, hanging
like the fog back at the Ritz.

‘Getting what you need from the trip?’ Georgie ventured at last, if only to cut
through the palpable tension.

‘Hmm, it’s a bit lacklustre for my liking,” he replied.

‘Not enough threats and fistfights for you?’ She tempered her venom with a
sweet, false smile.

‘No, I didn’t mean that ... [ just ...’

But Georgie was up and out of her chair and heading towards the hotel door.
‘I need some air,” she growled.

Max, for his part, was not letting her have the last word, hot on her heels
towards the village square.

They were both stopped in their tracks by a sense of dramatic change in the
dusky air, noses instantly twitching. Something wasn’t right. From the calm of
the afternoon, there was a squall of noise pushing up from one corner, a crowd to
accompany. It looked at first as if it might be an impromptu game, the
excitement of a bet giving rise to the noise. Yet with every step taken towards
the cluster of people, there was a more sinister undercurrent; cat calls edged with
a steely threat. Their rancour quickly forgotten, they traded looks, slicing into
the throng of bodies, Max’s larger form carving a gap and Georgie sidling
behind. Only on reaching the inner ring of the crowd did they see her.

She was on her knees by then, the hem of her torn dress dusty and her bare
feet filthy, her face wet, though with sweat or tears Georgie couldn’t tell. The
girl could only have been in her late teens, Georgie guessed, but fear and shame
made her look younger, her gaze boring into the ground. She looked terrified.
Her vibrant red hair had been roughly shorn, sticking up in uneven tufts from her
scalp, crusts of blood showing where it had clearly been yanked hard. The dark
red melded with the welts on her neck. Resting on the bruises around her



shoulders was a coarse string, attached to a hastily daubed sign hanging limply
on her chest. ‘I have offered myself to a Jew’, it read. Despite the German script,
Max’s look said he needed no translation.

The cat calls were directed at her — a vicious and hostile condemnation not of
the woman as a person, or her life, but as what she had become: a Jew lover.
And she had no choice but to take it, flinching against the verbal onslaught and
gobs of spit flying onto the ring, from men principally, but a handful of women
too. Those housewives with a shining crown of hair but ugly, spiteful
expressions, hurling insults at a woman who was once their neighbour.

In turn, she looked utterly broken. If her family were somewhere in the
crowd, they too were absorbing this denunciation; perhaps they reasoned it was
healthier to stay silent and scoop up her body and soul when it was over, tend
her bleeding scalp and move their lives elsewhere.

It was only Max whose face mirrored Georgie’s abhorrence, features flooded
with total horror at the sight in front of them. Just as Georgie felt she could
watch no longer, the energy drained from the mob and they peeled away, leaving
the woman to slump onto her front, utterly silent. Was she playing dead, or
expired from the humiliation? Georgie waited for the crowd to disperse and took
a step towards the woman. She caught Max’s reaction, reading it as surprise. She
glared back: We have to help.

Approaching, Georgie was halted by a stir from the shadows, like mice
scurrying from dark corners. Two older women and one man were soon upon the
body, which groaned as they tenderly picked up her limp frame, one of the
women looking intently into Georgie’s face.

‘I just ...” Georgie began in German.

The older woman gave an urgent shake of her head, eyes wild with fear, a
clear warning: No, don’t get involved. We’ll see to her.

And they were gone, back into the shadows with her, the square suddenly
empty, as if nothing untoward had happened.

Back in the hotel bar, Max was visibly shaken. ‘Christ, I have never seen
anything like that. I never imagined ...” He took another gulp of a much-needed
brandy and winced as it went down. ‘I thought I’d seen some cruel things at
school — beatings and initiations. But that was ...” he searched for the word °...
inhuman.’

Equally, George clung to her glass, running the scene over and over in her
mind. Did it really happen? Yes, it did. In a nondescript town, in the middle of a
largely unseen land, away from the world’s gaze, she’d witnessed an atrocity. In
how many more places had it already happened, and would do so again?

Though their earlier spat had been eclipsed by the events outside, Georgie



was unable to restrain her thoughts, certain this time that she wasn’t merely
scoring points over Max. ‘What just happened — it’s exactly why we need to tell
the human side,” she said quietly. There was no shade of smugness in her
statement, just plain fact. It was what she had always believed and was utterly
convinced of now.

He looked at her, and he looked swayed. ‘Whichever way we do it, it needs
telling,” he murmured.



13
The Welfare Come Calling

Berlin, 27th August 1938

As Rubin slotted his key in the door he was in a good mood, the brightest
he’d felt in an age. His eyes were tired from driving, but for him it had been a
good trip; he was excited to tell Sara his news, that perhaps alongside the driving
job, he might actually be writing again. Small pieces, yes, and not digging up
stories — just rearranging words — but it was something. It wasn’t until Rod Faber
had suggested he might do some work for the American paper that Rubin
realised how much he missed it, the camaraderie of the newspaper office, the
flurry of deadlines and that tump, tump of the typewriter keys hitting the paper,
tattooing your thoughts into the fibre of each blank sheet. He missed working
alongside Elias especially — then, his thoughts went elsewhere, to a darker place.
He painted on his home smile, for Sara, the children and Elias.

Sara was sitting in the kitchen, one dry, reddened hand propping up her chin,
staring at the wall, her eyes unblinking and not even flinching until Rubin put a
hand on her shoulder and kissed the top of her head. She started out of her
trance, and then pasted on her own smile, for her husband’s benefit.

When they’d eaten and the children were in bed, Elias too, he finally felt able
to ask her, all too aware that she would try to bat it off as nothing. Equally, he
wore that look on his face — the we’ve been married fifteen years, I know you
expression.

‘Sara?’

“We had a visit,” she said quietly, ‘while you were away.’

‘A visit? From who?’

‘They said they were from the welfare, offering aid, but we’ve never had a
sniff of help before. And I could tell by his shoes, he wasn’t from welfare.’

Rubin caught her meaning. Even in their shirtsleeves, Gestapo had a
distinctive look. A smell even. The stench.

‘They asked how many people lived in the house,” she went on, chewing at
the quick of her nail. ‘About Elias, and why was he here. He was in the parlour
and I had no chance even to move him into the bedroom, let alone the attic,” Sara
rattled on, as if excusing some kind of guilt. ‘Luckily, the children were here,
and I pretended their uncle had come over to see them. He was sitting down at
least, so it was less obvious about how he struggles to move.’

‘Do you think they were satisfied? Convinced?’ Rubin’s face could not mask
his alarm.




Sara looked up. She had aged over the last year — he would never tell her, but
his beautiful, once-vibrant wife wore her anxiety these days in the creases
around her face, ploughed deeper and wider with each passing day.

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘But if they come back again, it will be to take him.
I feel sure of it. There are more rumours in the neighbourhood — anyone who’s
not physically fit, they’re taken away, to ... well, I don’t know where. Or what.’
She let out a hefty sigh, dense with despair. ‘Oh, Rubin, what are we going to
do?’

He didn’t know. It was as simple as that. They had no family in Germany
that Elias could be ghosted away to live with, hidden from prying eyes in the
countryside. All their relatives were now, quite sensibly, fanned across Europe,
quick to escape the Nazi scourge. If the Amsel family applied for exit visas now
it would be noted, and they would be scrutinised. They had no choice but to stay
put. And hope.

To lighten her mood, Rubin told Sara of his trip and the prospect of more
paid work, adding to their savings tucked under the floorboard in the larder,
which might buy one or two black market passports. Three if they were lucky.
Sara, though, seemed cheered more by the association with yet more worthy
reporters.

‘Now do you think they could help us, Rubin? If they’re offering work, they
might help in some other way?’

‘No, Sara.” He was quick to cap off her hope, his voice firm. ‘I’ve said it
before — I can’t ask them. I won’t. It would put them at risk. This is our problem,
and we will solve it. By ourselves.” The lines in her mouth crimped with worry
then, with the burden of survival. Like every family around them - the old
woman downstairs, the couple with a new baby in the next block, and the
German with a Jewish lover across the way. All hoping for some tiny chink of
light in the clouds.

In truth, Rubin Amsel went to bed wondering how long his pride might hold
out, what scenario would send him scurrying to others, cap in hand. Would it be
the sight of Elias being dragged away, or his children’s distress at being spat at
in the street, some fellow Berliner barking ‘filthy Jew!’ at them, as if their very
conception had been a crime? So many images came immediately to mind, but
which one would break him into pieces?



14
The Eyes Have It
29th August 1938

Rod and Bill had been equally horrified at what Georgie and Max witnessed
in the Sudeten, but they’d also warned against holding out too much hope of the
story being published; advice gained through years of their own frustration and
dealing with fickle news editors under the thumb of newspaper owners.

‘My editor won’t touch the story about the woman,” Georgie moaned over
drinks at La Taverne, two days after their return. ‘He says there’s no power or
proof without pictures to back it up.’” She’d felt wounded by Henry’s reaction,
hoping her editor had more faith in her ability to paint the sheer degradation of
that poor woman with words — since their return, that dusty, beaten face had
coloured her dreams each and every night. It wasn’t enough that she and Max
had witnessed such cruelty — the world needed to know.

‘Same here.” Max shrugged. ‘I’ve been told to take a more political stance,
that they don’t need “colour” pieces. I wanted to tell my editor what we saw was
anything but vivid, that I’d have a job injecting any colour into such a disgusting
display, but he wasn’t in the mood to hear it.’

They both stared into their drinks, at the disappointment of facing a stark
reality and the limitations of their job. A profession that might not change the
world after all. The irony that Max had recognised the value of reporting a
human side, only to be told it was virtually worthless after all, wasn’t lost on
either of them.

‘Oh dear, look at these sorry two.” Rod sidled in beside them. ‘If it’s any
consolation, I’ve had scores of similar stories rejected.’

‘Don’t they want to show the whole picture?’ Georgie said, knowing in her
heart it was a naive suggestion.

‘Just be grateful you aren’t working for the Daily Mail,” chimed in Granville,
the London Times reporter, from across the table. ‘Their boss, Rothermere, is
more than disinterested. He’s a big fan of Adolf. The Mail staff are forced to
spend all their time buttering up Herr Bauer for access to the great man. They’ve
got front-row seats at Nuremberg, poor sods.’

It didn’t placate Georgie. It didn’t help either that she’d returned to find that
Paul Adamson had finally quit the office to visit his new baby back in England,
leaving only a note. It would be at least two weeks’ leave and possibly more.
Thanks to his long absences, she had already adjusted to her office
independence. Even so, she felt more at sea than ever before, in need of a strong



tether, or a good story. Or both.

One good thing — she seemed to have made peace with Max. They were far
from friends, but on the Sudeten trip they seemed to have struck up an
understanding of sorts, an alliance in their thinking. She witnessed the shock on
his face in that hotel bar, knew for sure he possessed the emotion to be disgusted
by what they’d seen, in the name of National Socialism and the Reich. They just
needed a way of the print getting under the noses — and into the hearts and minds
— of those beyond Berlin. Or else that storm everyone kept talking about would
swiftly become a flood.

With the trip to the Sudetenland, Kasper Vortsch had slipped entirely from
Georgie’s mind. She was surprised to find a note from him waiting back at
Frida’s reminding her of their planned ‘sightseeing’ trip. Somehow, she
imagined he’d already discovered she was press and severed all contact. But
then, Frida was transparent about her profession and still the military and
government attachés flocked to her door. In Kasper’s case, however, Georgie
suspected it was more likely his limited English meant he didn’t read the foreign
papers.

The note said he would call for her the next Sunday morning, for a ‘day trip’
to the countryside. It would be a distraction before Nuremberg, and she felt
satisfied there would be no potential for intimacy, as with an evening dinner
date. She reassured herself — justified it really — that this was likely a one-off;
Kasper would enquire about her work as a writer and that would be the end.
Meantime, she would escape Berlin for a day and dodge the endless fluttering
swastikas that never quite escaped anyone’s eyeline.

The days in between were routine, with the usual diktats at the ministry on
dos and don’ts at Nuremberg, Herr Bauer practising his human smile. ‘I’m
certain he must be permanently constipated,” Rod muttered with an entirely
straight face, leaving Georgie struggling to suppress her laughter.

She had also begun researching an article on the BDM, the female wing of
the Hitler Youth. Much like the pre-Nuremberg article, she hoped it would be no
exercise in free publicity for the Nazis; instead, when she quoted thirteen-year-
old girls as “willing to die for our beloved Fiihrer’, sitting alongside their smiling
parents, British readers would surely see it as unhealthy fanaticism. Unhealthy
and dangerous. And once they reached Nuremberg, she trusted her assigned
photographer would capture further proof for the Chronicle to see, leaving them
no excuse not to print.

Between the constant juggling of work, when Kasper arrived at her door
Georgie was eager for some light relief. And wholly relieved to see he wasn’t in
uniform. He had on dark grey flannel trousers pulled in to his lean waist, a



casual blue shirt pressed so as to be almost creaseless, and a black leather jacket
hooked on a finger over his shoulder. His smile was as bright as the day
promised to be, and those eyes ... still intensely alluring. Politics aside, this man
would surely be considered something of a catch back in England.

Frida was already up and out, and Simone was still in her room, where she
often dwelled among the pillows until midday, which avoided any awkward
small talk.

‘I thought we would head over to the Grunewald and perhaps have a picnic
in the forest,” Kasper said, gesturing to a large basket in the back of the
impressive open-topped car, quick to add that he’d borrowed it from a friend:
“The Reich doesn’t pay its junior attachés that well!” He gave Georgie that
slightly complicit look again; quickly, it was becoming clear that he could
engineer a certain self-deprecation very well, the gentle mockery of his own
Reich. It was a winning part of his charm, but was it real?

Heading west out of the city, the drive was beautiful — more lines of
feathered evergreen reaching up to the cloud-peppered sky, little patch pockets
of houses and the odd village churning at a slow pace through life. In no time at
all they’d left behind the bustle of Berlin completely. The sun was already up,
and although it was breezy in the car and she’d tucked her blonde hair under a
scarf, the warm wind felt glorious on her face. It didn’t escape Georgie’s notice
that to any onlooker, they surely appeared the perfect Aryan couple out for the
day, enjoying their very charmed life.

Conversation was limited due to the wind and the noise of the engine, aside
from Kasper’s attempts at being a tour guide, pushing out his long arm and
hollering proudly: ‘Eleven thousand acres of forest, and all protected.’

They pulled into a well-used picnic area, patches of grass levelled by bodies
previously lying in the most popular spots, the tall branches providing a canopy
to a sun that was now blazing overhead. The space, then, was almost empty but
Georgie was reassured to see one or two other couples sitting near to their cars.
So far Kasper had been a gentleman, but it was always wise to remember that
she was a foreign woman alone, with a near stranger. And a Nazi.

‘It is perfect, yes?” He was trying out his English, competent but a little
stilted.

“Yes, it’s beautiful.’

Kasper had left nothing to chance, providing an abundant picnic basket. The
food was German but light — sausage and cheeses, plus an array of fruit she’d
only seen at Café Kranzler or the Adlon, and with bread that wasn’t black or
dense. He’d supplied both lemonade and wine, and they chinked their glasses to
a background hum of swing music, issued from the tiniest gramophone player



Georgie had ever seen, compacted in a metal case half the size of the heavy
black disc. Kasper beamed with pleasure as he wound up the little machine and
its echoey speaker pushed out the sound. Yes, it was actually quite perfect.

They sprawled across the picnic blanket, with no sense of awkwardness. As
they ate, they talked about Britain and Berlin, about their families and where
they had grown up; Georgie could relate her own images of the Cotswold
countryside around Stroud, in similar woodlands, eating with her friends and
feeling free. And yet not once did he ask about her work. Maybe he didn’t want
to know, or maybe he just assumed she was from a wealthy enough family that
Mummy and Daddy were bank-rolling her pretend plans to write, humouring her
until the impetus fizzled. In past years, Berlin had been full of real and would-be
novelists, and to him, she was perhaps one of a flock.

‘So, what are your plans for life?’ she said lazily. Innocently, she hoped, but
still with a real curiosity, and not simply as a journalist. He had a history degree
from the University of Berlin, so what was he doing in Hitler’s ranks when no
one had — yet — been forced to pick sides and join up?

‘I want to travel, and then maybe marriage and a family,’ he said, pouring
out the last of the lemonade. ‘I thought the military was a good starting point.’

‘Always supposing there isn’t ...” Georgie started, but thought better of it.

‘A war, you mean?’ He flashed his white smile, as if to say: yes, it’s all right,
we can talk about that.

“Well, yes. It would put paid to a lot of plans.’

He lay back on the blanket, staring directly into the canopy of green above.
His tone was relaxed, unchallenging. ‘If there is, it won’t be at the Fiihrer’s
behest. It’s the rest of Europe that seems determined to force a confrontation.
Hitler is a peacemaker who only wants the best for his people.” He closed his
eyes, as if what he said was simply gospel. To him, she supposed it was.

Should I argue it? Georgie reasoned. Should I point out the treaties Hitler
has already marched across — quite literally, with large jackboots — tearing up
the agreements between nations dafter the Great War? Not to mention rearming
Germany, and the creation of a formidable air force expressly forbidden by the
Treaty of Versailles?

But what good would it do? Kasper seemed nice enough as a person, but
he’d undoubtedly swallowed the propaganda pill, a regular dose since the Nazi
rise to power in 1934. He was a product of the Reich. Equally, she had no
evidence that he was guilty of any crime, and he was good company on a
beautiful day. Hadn’t Rod already taught her there were other battles more
worthy of a fight?

Maybe he felt the weight of her pause, because he suddenly sat up. ‘Care to



dance?’ A wide smile spread across his lips. Strangely, in that moment, their
differences were not so much swept away as diluted — by the sunshine, the
occasion, even the wine perhaps.

And so they danced, not under the sparkling Resi illuminations, but the
dappling of the sun through the trees, to the tinny sounds from the gramophone.
How utterly bizarre, Georgie thought and laughed inside herself. One other
couple still present looked up but there was no annoyance at the intrusion. It was
too nice a day for that.

Kasper gripped her hand as they circled over the grass, his other palm resting
on her hip and they moulded into each other, close but not intimate, as if he were
measuring the correct distance. Order at every turn. He smelled nice, of good
cologne, and Georgie could only wonder at his motivations for the entire day.
Did he simply want to practise his English, or be seen with a European woman?
Or did he find her visibly attractive, since he’d approached her at the Resi based
on looks alone? Never very confident in her own appearance, Georgie found that
option quite implausible. Yet here she was: a girl from the Cotswolds in a forest
somewhere in Germany, dancing with an officer of Hitler’s Reich. Quite, quite
mad.

As the gramophone ran out of steam and their post-lunch lethargy waned,
they packed up. But Kasper wasn’t done yet with his magical mystery tour — his
drive took them through several villages, past Hansel and Gretel houses and
farmers working in leather lederhosen. Finally, they drew into a small town with
a village square. She felt a chill run down her spine, recalling events in the last
traditional marketplace she’d seen. But this space was virtually empty, being a
Sunday, and they found a hotel and a bar and drank a jug of very good beer,
reminding Georgie of her father and how he would appreciate this brew very
much.

Kasper was a master at good conversation, more so at sidestepping the issue
of his profession versus hers. She knew he was an attaché, but to what, whom or
where, he didn’t offer. It did seem as though he was enjoying the break from
Berlin and the inevitable restrictions of military barracks. Could she ever believe
they were simply two people relishing the freedom of the day?

‘I’ve enjoyed myself — very much,” he said as he drew up to Frida’s flat.
‘Perhaps we can do it again, dinner at some point?’

“Yes, I'd like that,” Georgie found herself saying, more surprised that he was
asking for a repeat.

‘I have to go away for a month or so — a very dull training course,’ he said,
that slight scorn again, accompanied by a smile. ‘But I'll be sure to call when
I’m back?’



She nodded, silently pondering if part of his time would be at Nuremberg,
but given the reports of the sheer numbers expected, they were unlikely to cross
paths. Hopefully not.

“Thank you for your company, Fraulein Young.” He leaned over and kissed
her lightly on the cheek, a brief peck, but gentle. And as she climbed the steps to
her own front door, she wondered how she felt about his touch — how she should
feel. In truth, not as bad as she ought.

It was early evening and the flat was populated with some of Frida’s theatre
friends having drinks before they headed out. ‘Join us?’ Frida flitted by, a
Martini in hand.

‘No thanks,” Georgie said, ‘I’m really tired.” Frida’s eyebrows arched and
Georgie frowned in reply.

‘Had a nice day?’ Max’s voice came from a chair in the corner, where he
was veiled by Simone’s lithe form. The question was loaded — for all Frida’s
prowess at protecting her professional sources, she was a terrible gossip when it
came to romance. And Max’s tone was challenging — no hint of their new-found
truce.

“Yes, a lovely time, thanks,” Georgie came back, clipped with conviction.
How dare he judge her? Especially as Simone had draped herself like a blanket
across Max, in a clear exhibition.

Georgie was thankful when they left en masse and the flat was silent. She
made herself some tea — the British leaves her mother had packaged up and sent
by post — and cast her mind back to home, rather than the previous hours. She
was forced to admit to herself that she was intentionally evading the situation,
having to think about the morality of a date with Kasper. No, not Kasper. An SS
officer. A Nazi. Could the man be separated from the uniform? Maybe now, but
perhaps not in time, not if Hitler continued on his current trajectory. And yet,
was it so bad, enjoying the here and now, when the whole of Europe might soon
be immersed in total conflict, and her time in Germany would forcibly come to
an end?

Damn! There she was, thinking about it. Justifying it. She sighed and lay
back, filling her mind instead with memories of a Cotswold summer and the
taste of English strawberries on her tongue.



15

The Pantomime

Nuremberg, 6th September 1938

No one in the press pack had the stomach for an entire week of Nazi
grandiosity, and so they set off for Nuremberg a day after its opening, a small
motorcade of cars, with Rod and Georgie’s posse in the lead car and a new
driver; Rod was fervent in his opposition to anti-Semitism, but had the good
sense to know when it had the potential get Rubin in serious trouble — or worse.

Tired and desperate for a bath after a 400-kilometre drive, Georgie was
unprepared for the circus facing her. The mediaeval castle town of Nuremberg
had already been transformed by the thousands of Nazi flags dripping from its
gabled buildings, further still by shoals of brown and black shirts moving
through the narrow streets, singing and chanting, drunk on beer and rhetoric, all
waiting for just one man, one true icon to worship. Georgie watched their
driver’s eyes widen at the increasing intimidation of the crowds as they inched
slowly through, eyes fixed firmly on the road until the hotel came in sight.

Bill and Rod were veterans of Nuremberg and took it in their stride. Max,
however, stepped out of the car and echoed Georgie’s reaction — a pair of rabbits
in the headlights.

‘And I thought an English cup final was bad enough,” he uttered as they
headed through the hotel door.

It was the tip of a large iceberg. In the next days, rally upon rally was
attended by the German High Command, whipping up the already converted
crowds — Hess, Himmler, Goebbels and Goring as the stage stars. Hitler rationed
his appearances, despite the throngs baying for his presence outside his hotel,
gaggles of BDM girls shrieking for just a glimpse. He kept the early day
speeches to a minimum, an expert at stoking the excitement and anticipation.
And on his plinth at every event, overseeing the spectacle, Joseph Goebbels
acted as the master puppeteer, smiling at his perfect pageant.

Georgie wrote copious notes and wondered how she would ever make sense
of them in her own head, let alone on the page. It was like being taken to the
circus as a child; overwhelmed by the display, wanting to see everything and yet
always looking around corners for any leering, scary clown to jump out. As with
any Nazi affair, order was paramount, but with the volume of beer consumed,
tongues were inevitably loosened. It meant that, at times, she was glad Rubin
wasn’t present, wincing as she heard with her own ears the intense hatred aimed
at Jews, ugly mouths spewing with venom and laughter. The Stormtroopers gaily



burst into song at regular intervals, “‘When Jewish blood spurts from my knife’
sung with particular gusto. Georgie wished then her German was not quite so
acute.

Each day, she and the pack filed their reports home. The Nazis were spouting
the same rhetoric as in past years, Rod and Bill reported, but even they sensed a
heightened zeal among the devotees, a total belief that Hitler’s projections for a
true, vast Fatherland could be realised. And soon.

On their last night, the rally was orchestrated as the ultimate finale and the
global press were out in force. Despite their sometimes irritable relationship,
Georgie sensed she and Max had again reached some understanding in
Nuremberg — this time, a form of continued astonishment. They were driven
close to the Zeppelin field outside of the city and Max nudged at her, half in
joke. ‘Hold on to your hat,’ he said. ‘Prepare to be blown away.’

Old Joey did not disappoint. Where the Olympic stadium in ’36 had been
built to house spectators, here there were 100,000 participants alone — row upon
row of marching SS, Stormtroopers, Wehrmacht army, Jungvolk, with the BDM
girls in their distinctive white shirts and neat, golden plaits, standard bearers and
flocks of static eagles swaying in the air. Those armies of flag-making women
had been busy again.

Georgie screwed up her eyes as the SS formation trooped past, wondered if
Kasper was among the moving swarm below. But he would have been
impossible to single out — an ant in the ranks. It was the precise symmetry that
fascinated her the most; every platoon in strict formation, blocks of colour and
people, yet not one straying from the lines, not a foot out of step. People in
containment, not allowed to move freely. Or think independently. That’s his
secret — keep them all in the box.

Amongst the crush of spectators, there was less reserve; a continual cascade
of emotion for the Reich as solemn Wagner and rousing Beethoven pumped out
of the numerous speakers. Before the sun went down, Georgie eyed the crowds,
the women especially as they thrust the Heil Hitler salute in unison, gaping in a
trance of ecstasy at a huge eagle icon spiked like a dead butterfly to the back of
the speaker’s platform. It was where he would appear. Then, the sun’s glow
fading rapidly, Joey put his light spectacle into operation — a fan of military
searchlights, scores of them, shooting from ground level into the sky, strobing to
a central point and creating his ‘cathedral of light’. An intense beat of drums
began, almost tribal, gaining pace to charge the air with man-made electricity
amid the deafening drub of noise.

Into this drove the emperor Adolf, standing and saluting, the women
shrieking with delirium. If she hadn’t been there, rooted in the reality of it,



Georgie might have read it as fiction — verging on a horror story. How do I ever
relay this to any reader back in England? she wondered. Who would ever
believe me?

The Fihrer, though, proved himself all too human up close — small and
inconsequential at first glance, his angry, hateful rhetoric was soon projecting
into the air, his body rigid with animosity towards Jews, the West, Communism.
Anything not purely Germanic. Flecks of his spit cast against the light from their
nearby position in the press box, and yet his inner circle only gazed with
outward adoration. At each pause, the crowd went wild with applause. Max
turned his head towards Georgie, and she felt their fears align.

Oh Lord, his look said. Look what’s coming.
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Life and Oppression

Berlin, 14th September 1938

‘Winded’ had been the only word Georgie managed to conjure for Henry in
verbalising her first experience of Nuremberg.

‘I have had to tone your reports down a little,” he said on the phone days
later, though with more humour than irritation. ‘We’ve the owners to placate,
and we can’t be seen as biased.’

Georgie told him she understood, but in truth, she was mystified. Why
weren’t people overtly opposed to the events in Berlin, all over Germany? How
could they all be so blinkered?

“What’s the feeling in London?’ she said. ‘Is it making any impact?’

‘On the street, few people are talking of Hitler,” Henry sighed. ‘With
Chamberlain set to meet him, they think a deal will be made and he’ll go away
satisfied, happy to get his hands on the Sudetenland.’

Georgie was sceptical, recalling the little man before her eyes just days
before, combusting with righteousness. His hot, sweaty loathing for the world at
large. ‘I don’t think he will,” she murmured, though whether her words reached
across the lines to London, she couldn’t tell. Henry thanked her for holding the
fort so well, confessing that he didn’t know when Paul Adamson would return —
apparently, the baby had been born healthy, but there were issues with his
family. Georgie made a mental note not to hold her breath.

In the end, it was as the reporters predicted and feared. In mid-September,
and again a week later, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain met with Hitler on
the Fiihrer’s home ground of his Bavarian mountaintop retreat, the smiling
diplomacy of British and French leaders masking their total submission. Hitler
would get his Sudetenland without a single bullet being fired. Reading the
reports, Georgie imagined Hitler as the child who’d thrown his toys out of the
pram, with the rest of Europe considering whether to pick them up. The child
held fast, and those around him plucked each one off the floor.

In Britain, the stand-off provoked some concern at last, with gas masks being
issued in some areas, while the British fleet was briefly mobilised ‘as a
precaution’, though it was short-lived. By the end of the month, Chamberlain
had returned from Munich displaying a piece of paper in his hand, flashbulbs
popping on the steps of the aircraft. There would be ‘peace for our time’, he
pledged in the glare, claiming it as a triumph, though few at La Taverne believed
it.



‘Just gives Adolf more time to amass his troops,” Bill observed gloomily.
‘It’s a nice bit of breathing space for him, considering where to set his sights on
next.” Often, Bill was like a prophet in these projections; he was a stooge most
of the time to Rod’s outward humour, but his reading of any situation tended to
be spot-on. Everyone nodded into their own glasses.

Precarious or not, it made for exciting times in Georgie’s orbit, learning each
and every day — albeit in a world that seemed naive to the fact that it was sitting
on a knife-edge. A razor sharp one.

The next few weeks signalled grassroots change in Germany — and much
closer to home than the vast political stage around them. One morning in early
October, Georgie opened the office door to Rubin and immediately sensed his
low mood; for a man who could muster a smile to almost anything, he looked
dejected.

‘Rubin?’ she said. ‘What’s wrong?’

Slowly, and almost as if it were lead, he pulled out a small and slim
cardboard wallet from his pocket. ‘The family, we got these today,” he
murmured.

When he opened it, Georgie had to consciously ground herself, though her
gasp escaped too quickly for her to stop it. There, stamped — emblazoned —
alongside Rubin’s photograph, was a large, red ‘J’. ‘J’ for ‘Juden’. But also for
undesirable. Unwanted. Second-class. It served to obliterate any notable element
of the holder. Jew, it shouted. JEW. And nothing else.

“They took our passports,’ he said, and Georgie had to look away to save him
the embarrassment of his emotion. ‘And with it our last remaining hope that we
might get away, or at least the children.’

He wasn’t looking for sympathy, never had, but Georgie could see Rubin’s
broad chest had been hit square on. His rights as a German citizen had long
gone, but this ... this theft had robbed him of any status, reduced his identity to a
scrappy piece of card. A smudge on his proud character.

The Amsels weren’t alone, all Jews being subjected to a blanket order across
Germany. Strangely, there was no fanfare press conference on the subject from
Herr Bauer this time, and this steady trickle of persecution throughout the Reich
offices went unopposed, except in the foreign press. Only the underground
pamphlets that Georgie sometimes picked up on her way across the city spoke of
any resistance, but it was subtle and designed to work around the system instead
of against it. There simply weren’t the numbers or the support from abroad to
muster any real fight.

Rubin and his family were now, officially, aliens in their own country, and
Georgie’s opinion of Herr Hitler was rapidly turning from deep dislike to a



burning hatred. Was it possible to remain objective in such an insidious climate?
Her answer was to reignite her ‘Postcards from Berlin’ series, where she
could express her true feelings but use her persona to distance herself. And hope

that Herr Bauer didn’t see it too often.
Postcard from Berlin

Dear Readers,

While we are congratulating Mr Chamberlain and his fellow politicians on their
peace pledge, we might spare a thought for those who cannot now move between
nations, as Herr Hitler is so apt to do, or Mr Chamberlain hopping to and fro on his
aircraft. Germany’s Jews have been robbed of their passports and issued with
identity cards, emblazoned not with a stamp of freedom, but a large, red ‘J' - a
warning rather than a celebration, a curtailment to liberty and movement.

And so while Britons are only constrained by the seas around us, the Reich’s
Jewish residents are constricted by borders and prejudice .1 .1. and simply being
born. I wonder, how might this constitute the peace for our time that Mr Chamberlain
so avidly champions?

Your correspondent in Berlin

Life, as they say, went on through the rest of October. Berlin was still fun, if
you had a little money in your pocket, and you weren’t a Jew, a Romani or a
Jehovah’s Witness. And so long as you mouthed your support of the Nazis
dutifully. Georgie noticed Rubin was becoming increasingly reserved, the worry
lines over his brows more permanent, and she thought of the ID card as an insult
in his pocket — hidden but never forgotten.

Yet outward persecution was also becoming more brazen every day; a
prominent ‘J’ scrawled in chalk on the pavements outside Jewish shops as a
warning. Sometimes it was ‘Juden’ daubed in fiery red paint, the proprietors
unsure whether to attempt removal under cover of darkness and risk the
Stormtroopers’ backlash. Mostly, the branding remained, cracking and fading a
little when it rained, though everyone saw it as a stain, instead of the proud
declaration it might have once been.

Georgie accepted an invitation from the Amsels for tea at their home that
Wednesday and spent the whole of Tuesday afternoon shopping for a gift to
take. She worried that foodstuffs might seem like an insult to a proud man like
Rubin. Flowers for his wife, on the other hand, were too frivolous. She settled on
food items that passed as treats: a box of sumptuous chocolate biscuits from
Wertheim’s department store — which she hoped the children especially would
enjoy — and a good bottle of brandy for the adults.

Early on Wednesday afternoon, she left the office and walked north on the
wide avenue of the Friedrichstrasse daubed in flags, across the river Spree, and
then turned right into what had become the Jewish ‘ghetto’: Jews in the west of
the city were increasingly ‘encouraged’ to swap apartments with Aryan families
in the east, in the Nazis’ flagrant attempt at herding. It had only been a month or
two, but she felt a world away from that ill-fated exploration on her first day in
Berlin, when the ghetto had appeared dark and intimidating. Her hair was no less



blonde, but her confident step had changed dramatically. Yes, the streets and the
houses were a little shabbier, gardens not pristine, but the atmosphere was
palpably lighter on this side of the city. People returned her wide smile, sounds
of children playing wafted from balconies and shopkeepers said ‘good day’ as
they tended their displays. Georgie noted she had not looked over her shoulder
since leaving the Friedrichstrasse. Nowhere in Berlin felt entirely safe, but here
seemed comfortable. Among friends.

The Amsels’ home was in a nondescript block with a typical Berlin
courtyard at its centre, paint peeling on the stairwell, but scrupulously clean and
swept. Sara greeted her with warmth and decorum, and she’d clearly scraped
every ounce of flour and butter from her larder in baking a cake. The afternoon
was a joy; the children, Leon and Ester, were talkative and curious about life in
Britain, practising their impressive English. Although she and Sara came from
different worlds — a wife and mother versus a single, carefree woman — Georgie
found they had plenty to talk about. Only the presence of Elias, quiet and
watchful in the corner armchair, darkened the atmosphere a little.

‘An accident,” Sara explained as they both cleared the plates in the kitchen.
‘It took out most of his left side. His brain is still razor sharp, but his speech is a
little slurred and he’s lost his old spark.” She sighed with genuine sadness. ‘He
used to be such a rascal, a typical younger brother. Now, he can’t work at
anything physical, at least that would pay money, and he’s become very
withdrawn.” She looked back through the doorway, at Rubin coaxing out some
words from her brother, a smile even. There was such regret in her weary eyes.

‘“What did he do before the accident?’ Georgie asked.

‘Oh, he worked on the newspaper with Rubin,’ she said. ‘That’s how we
met. He was the youngest in the office.” Here her eyes lightened with the
memory. ‘They used to call him the “newshound”.” Then a dimming of her
pupils. ‘We think that’s how it happened — some mad chase for a story, but he
won’t say for sure. I think he’s ashamed at what it’s led to, feels himself a
burden.’

Georgie looked at the sad shell of a young man. He was only a little older
than Max, a whole life ahead of him and hundreds of stories that would have
been channelled through his fingers. Perhaps in any other nation he would still
able to work in some capacity. But in the Berlin of 1938 he was what the Nazis
might term a “‘weight’ upon the nation.

She left with promises for them all to meet again, a walk in the Tiergarten
with the children perhaps, and Georgie felt grateful to have found a place of
comfort and relaxation amid a family. The irony was not lost on her — feeling at
her most safe alongside a persecuted family whose future was in every way



tenuous.



17
An End to the War

22nd October 1938

True to Berlin’s black and white reputation, Georgie was pulling out her best
dress within a week or two, in readiness for a press reception at the British
Embassy, part of the endless social round intent on maintaining the fiction that
diplomats and their countries were not seething enemies. Whilst she dreaded the
occasions, they could often be entertaining; if she managed to escape to the
sidelines, it was a worthwhile exercise in reading body language and proved
very amusing.

The Adlon and La Taverne crowds were out in force, Rod in his tuxedo
straining across his waist — ‘bought this pre-strudel, I’'m afraid,” he laughed,
scooping up another glass of champagne. Frida was in Paris, and there was no
sign of Max — or Simone, for that matter. Georgie mingled for a while, said her
polite hellos to the British and American ambassadors, and then took her glass to
a corner, hoping to be absorbed by the beautiful, high-ceilinged room and all its
Weimar opulence.

It lasted all of thirty seconds. ‘Evening, I’ve been tasked with not allowing
anyone to sit in sadness alone and you’re my first target. Sorry ... candidate.’
The accent was quintessentially British. And diplomatic.

‘But I'm not sad, or lonely,” Georgie said quickly. She looked up at a young
and willowy red-haired man, whose eyes were striking — a dazzling emerald
green, underneath lengthy lashes any woman would have paid good money for.
He held out a slim hand.

‘Sam Blundon,’ he said. ‘Assistant to the Assistant Ambassador.’

“That’s a lot of assistance.’

‘Well, it means dogsbody really, but they couldn’t very well put that in the
job description.’

‘Assistant is definitely better then.’

Squeezing on the couch beside her, Sam declared himself a veteran of Berlin
by a year, still finding his feet, he said, but enjoying the political cat and mouse
— or at least bearing witness to it. His sweet nature was evident straightaway, and
Georgie considered how he had wound up in such a profession. He appeared
such a gentle soul. And being a nosy reporter, she asked the question directly.

‘Public school,” he said matter-of-factly, with an automatic smile at a woman
passing by. ‘It’s like a passport to the diplomatic service — whether you like it or
not. I happen to like it. Mostly.’



He was good fun and a willing partner in George’s gentle mockery of the
room — much like at the Resi, she gazed at couples turning on the floor to a
string quartet, mentally pinching herself at being present in such company.

Sam was distracted by the subtlest of nods. ‘Sorry, duty calls,” he said,
standing up. ‘Perhaps we can go out for a drink sometime, talk about home, or
even see a film?’ His smile was so eager and engaging. ‘I would love to escape
the embassy circle for an evening.’

“Then, let’s do it,” she said. ‘Give me a call at the office or leave a note at the
Adlon.’

‘I will. Be sure of it.

A certain peace — that little hole of solitude even when surrounded by a
hundred or so people — descended again. Until a second voice pulled her from
her daydream.

‘If T were to ask you for a dance, would you refuse me again?’

It was Max, dapper once again in his evening suit and a wry look on his face,
somewhere between humourous and challenging. He’d left his arrogance at
home this time.

‘I might, might not,’ she teased. “You could try me.’

‘Hmm, sounds dicey, but here goes. Miss Georgina Young’ — a heavy
emphasis on her full first name — ‘will you do me the honour of a dance?’

‘I will, since I’m actually wearing shoes that fit.’

‘Well, that’s a relief.’

He was a good dancer, though perhaps it was no surprise; Georgie imagined
he was no stranger to a ball or two, given the circles he clearly moved in back
home. ‘Smooth dancing, Mr Spender. Who taught you?’

He pouted playfully at her gentle sarcasm. ‘My mother,’ he said. A wistful
edge to his voice.

“What does she do?’

‘Did. She’s dead. But she did ... well, she did dancing, and a lot of
shopping,” he said, as if faint echoes were washing over him. ‘I suppose you
could say she was a socialite.’

‘Oh. ’'m sorry.’

‘Sorry she was a socialite or that she’s dead?’ But his grin was a get-out
clause for her sympathy.

‘Sorry if you miss her a lot. It sounds like you do.’

“Yes. But it’s all right. I have plenty of good memories.’

They turned again in silence, almost colliding with Rod, who appeared to
have the dancing prowess of an octopus.

‘So, no Simone tonight?’ she pitched. ‘I thought she would have been



invited.’

He pulled back slightly, looked at her quizzically.

‘We’re not joined at the hip, you know.’ His tone was more surprise than
irritation. ‘She is her own woman.’

‘I know, but she likes you — that much is obvious.” And you like her. Don’t
deny it.

‘Never had you down as the jealous type,’ he said. ‘Especially with all your
suitors ...’

‘All my suitors! Where did you get that idea?’ Georgie almost ground to a
halt mid-spin.

Max propelled her on, relishing the tease. ‘Well, there’s our man Nazi and
his expensive sports car, and your young follower this evening ...’

‘Sam? I don’t think so.’

‘“What makes you so sure?’

‘Because I’'m not his type.’

‘How do you know?’ he pushed.

‘Because I’'m a woman, Max.’

‘Not all the female race are blessed with God-given intuition, you know ...’

‘No, Max. I suspect it’s because I’'m a woman.’ She stared hard into his eyes,
pulling up her eyebrows.

‘Oh. Oh,’ he said, the penny dropping like a feather.

She filled the short silence. ‘Anyway, you can talk — there’s Simone, and
what about that slip of a woman just after we arrived? You didn’t waste your
time.’

His brow wrinkled with confusion. “You don’t mean Frau Keller?’ He let out
a laugh loud enough to rival Rod. ‘Ha! Did you imagine she was a love interest?’
Now his amusement had an irritating edge.

‘Well, what else would she be trailing you around for?’ Georgie pressed.
‘She certainly appeared joined to your hip.’

‘I’'m flattered you think I’'m capable of winning over women so readily ...’

‘Don’t be.’

‘... but she was my translator. I needed her.’

“Your translator!” Georgie didn’t know whether to laugh or step on his toe
with the sharpest point of her heel. ‘And what about me? Am I covered in hairy
warts or something? I offered to help you in those first few weeks — that’s
exactly why we were sent out together.’

He didn’t flash an answer, only absorbed her wounded sentiment, appeared
to be plucking at his next words carefully.

‘I’'m sorry, George,” he said, with what seemed like genuine remorse. ‘I



suppose I didn’t want to be a burden, slowing you down. You seemed so ...
well, so on top of it all.’

Inside, she started. Really, is that how he saw me?

‘Honestly, I wouldn’t have minded,’ she said quietly. ‘And for the record, I
wasn’t on top of it all, if you’d bothered to look carefully. I would have
welcomed the company, doing it together.’

She pulled her head back and stared at him. There’s more, her pointed look
said. She was prodding at the roasting spit again. Out with it.

‘All right, I was embarrassed too.” He drew in a breath at the admission. ‘I
come from a world where the boundaries between men and women are, let’s say,
less fluid.’

‘And what world would that be?” Except Georgie knew all too well — the life
she’d seen already: university, the city, London, newspaper offices. She just
wanted him to say it.

He blew out a breath, as if the admission itself was an effort. “‘You don’t
want to know about my world. But the point is that here, I feel free of it. Despite
Herr Hitler.’

He smiled. Broadly. Georgie thought he really should do it more often.
Angst was definitely less attractive. The music stopped and they moved to sit on
chairs at the edge of the floor, the conversation halted with the music.

‘Nun, wie kommt deine Sprache voran?’ she said suddenly.

He laughed. “Yes, my German is coming along nicely, thank you very much,
Fraulein Young. I can even ask for a decent coffee, as well as a beer.’

‘Well, I’m so glad your survival is now assured.” And then they were both
laughing — at the same joke, in unison. It had only taken two months to achieve.

‘So, truce?’ he said.

‘I wasn’t aware we were at war.’

‘Hmm, maybe a little. Let’s call it a skirmish.’

‘All right, a skirmish,’ she agreed.

‘Friends then?’

‘Friends — always better than enemies. And let’s face it, we might soon have
a few of those.’

It had been a good evening, Georgie decided. Plenty of handshaking and
work politics oiled by alcohol, but a minimal presence of Nazis, meaning a
lighter atmosphere than so many of the functions the press were invited to. They
shared a taxi back to Frida’s flat, as Rubin had the night off. Max seemed
suddenly tired or troubled and fell into a near silence.

‘Will you be at the press conference tomorrow morning?’ Georgie prompted.
‘I really wish Herr Bauer wouldn’t call them for such an ungodly hour.’



“Uh, no — giving that one a miss,’ he said, poked out of his reserve.

She raised her eyebrows. Friends? Remember?

‘My father’s in town. I’ve been summoned to meet him. Dinner at the
Adlon.’

‘Surely it won’t be that bad? And it is dinner at the Adlon.’

‘And this is my father we’re talking about.” He shifted and sat up, sparked by
a sudden idea. ‘Come and see for yourself if you don’t believe me. I can promise
wonderful food.’

‘“Would it help?’ She sensed her presence — any presence — might act as a
buffer.

“Yes. A good deal. Could you bear it? You can always make your excuses
early and leave if it’s really awful.’

‘Well, then, how can I refuse?’

‘Really? You’ll come?’ He was like a small boy being granted access to a
funfair.

‘Of course. What are friends for?’
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Reprieve
23rd October 1938

Across Berlin and away from the genteel echoes of music and diplomacy,
Sara lay awake as Rubin slid into bed beside her at one a.m.; she seemed weary
and aching for sleep, though listening intently for the apartment to settle. She
shifted awkwardly, her back to him, and he felt the crackle of tension coming off
her. Sara turned, mouth twisting into a grimace, lips tight. In the gloom, Rubin
watched tears fall onto her cheeks.

“What are we going to do?’ she managed, a tone of utter despair.

The images from their evening remained all too fresh in Rubin’s mind.
Unusually free of work, he had enjoyed a rare family dinner and time with his
children, later setting out the chess pieces for his game with Elias.

They heard the commotion first in the courtyard, then moving to the
stairwell: urgent shouts, frenzied barking. Rubin recognised it as Frau Vitten’s
noisy dog two floors below — she’d let it out as a warning. He was up in a flash,
the ladder pulled from under the bed and set against the attic entrance. Elias was
already alarmed, garbled sounds coming from him, his speech confused in a
panic. The children, bless them, knew what to do — Leon helped Rubin lift Elias
from the chair, and scooped him to the bottom of the ladder, while Ester moved
to the landing with her dolls, pretending to play. Her presence outside the door
might delay, if only for a few seconds.

Leon shimmied up the ladder, and with Rubin behind and Sara steadying,
they attempted to push and pull Elias into the attic. He tried so hard to help,
though with the deadened half of his body like a lead weight, they floundered.
One leg up, and then it flopped down, all the while each trying to urge and
instruct each other in a whisper, sweat forming, listening for the heavy jackboots
getting closer, Frau Vitten’s voice giving way to Ester’s purposely loud
greetings.

‘Stop, stop,” Elias said in despair. ‘Please stop.” Rubin shouldered his
weight, lowering him to the floor. They all slumped, heavy with defeat, bracing
themselves for the invasion, the cruel grasping of his frail body; Elias’s face
already stricken with fear and resignation combined.

But it never came. Frau Vitten’s hectoring was long and loud enough that a
second rumpus in another part of the building diverted the invaders below.
Hearing footsteps stomp away, Rubin chanced a look down the stairwell — some
plain clothes, but mostly the muddy brown uniform of the Stormtroopers, gone



to snatch at some other poor target.

Their relief was welcome, though with a bitter aftertaste. It took Sara an age
to settle the children, and Rubin longer in calming — and convincing — Elias. His
heart had nearly broken when his brother-in-law had stared at him and said: ‘Let
me go. Please.” His words were indistinct, but the message clear in his sad eyes:
Don’t let me be a danger. The family is safer if I surrender.

‘No! No!” Rubin had cried. And he meant it. “You’re family, Elias. We’ll
find a way.’

Looking at his wife now, her distress cloaking them under the eiderdown,
sheer exhaustion washing over him, Rubin Amsel did not know how he might
achieve it.

He put his arm around Sara’s body, quelling a slight tremor in her ribs, either
from the cold or fear. At least he might be able to keep her warm. The rest was
anyone’s guess.
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Father, Dear Father

23rd October 1938

Max was propping up the bar as Georgie blew in from the October chill
outside to the warm balm of Adlon familiarity. ‘So how was the press
conference?’ he asked casually.

‘Uh, turgid content, the same old angry hot air from Doctor Joey, puffing on
about some new propaganda tool disguised as a feature film.” She yawned her
distaste. ‘I honestly don’t know how they maintain the constant fervour — it’s all
so exhausting the way they bark at us. But Rod and Bill were on good form,
prodding at Herr Bauer with supreme sarcasm.’

“Those two ought to be careful,” Max said. ‘People have been kicked out of
Germany for far less, had their press cards revoked.’

“They do it with such skill, though,” Georgie replied. ‘It makes the whole
thing just bearable.’

‘Martini?’ Max said, looking eagerly towards the bartender.

‘Haven’t you indulged already?’ She eyed the empty glass at his elbow.

“This is my father we’re meeting, and this is my way of ensuring it’s
bearable,” was both his answer and his excuse. ‘Two Martinis please,” he
requested. ‘Large ones.’

Max was perhaps justified. Montague Spender lived up to his grandiose
name in every way — tall, imposing, and possessing a confidence that only comes
with being born into either money or an old, established family. This assurance
was transferred in his handshake, firm, uncompromising and just a little
uncomfortable.

‘So, Georgie — and would that be Georgina? — what do you think of Berlin?’
Mr Spender began, as they settled in the Adlon restaurant, a place Georgie had
not stepped foot in; despite spending so much time in the bar, the restaurant and
its luxurious menu were well beyond her purse. The décor, she noted, was even
more opulent than the bar and foyer.

‘Strictly speaking, it is Georgina, but I prefer George or Georgie.” She
plucked out a diplomatic smile. ‘And I love Berlin. I feel very at home here
despite the ... well ... the shifting sands.’

Spender senior shot a look at Max, who appeared to brace himself for
inevitable embarrassment. ‘Well, Georgie, you’re a lot like my son, here, in
sidestepping his full name. It’s a wonder why parents go to all that trouble of
naming their offspring. Eh Maximus?’



Georgie’s eyebrows arched in surprise while Max’s lips levelled to a thin
line of resignation.

‘Maximus Titus Aurelius if you want my full title,” Spender junior cut in,
pre-empting his father’s reveal and no doubt robbing him of the pleasure, with
purpose. ‘Dad’s got something of an obse ... he’s very interested in Ancient
Rome.’

‘Not just interested, Max.” Spender senior swiped his attention to face
Georgie. ‘My son doesn’t like to admit that his father is an author — two books
on the subject, so far. Hence his name. I like to think Max will one day progress
to real writing — books — once he’s had his fill of journalism.’

Mr Spender switched neatly to the wine list, clearly ignorant of the hurt he’d
so swiftly and expertly decanted upon his son. Max looked strangely unaffected,
leaving Georgie to wonder if he’d simply become numb to it. Now, she could
see the need for that second Martini. Hold on tight, George.

Despite the simmering acrimony between father and son, the conversation
did flow, not least because the cuisine was stunning, but also down to Montague
Spender’s principal profession as a banker, skilled in holding court, well versed
in soft-soaping and wheedling high-powered deals in expensive restaurants. That
tricky question, though, was inevitable.

‘Having been here a little while, Georgie, what do you make of our Herr
Hitler?’

Max froze, mid-forkful, an expression of alarm skittering across his face.

‘Well, T think he’s undoubtedly a driven character, Mr Spender,” she
ventured. ‘And not unlike a good many Roman emperors in his visions. Much
like in history, though, only time will tell about his methods of attaining them.’

Montague Spender let fly with a hearty laugh and Max’s shoulders slumped
with relief — she’d clearly passed some kind of test.

‘I’'m with Rothermere on this,” Max’s father went on. ‘I think the Fiihrer’s
doing great things for the German people. We need to work with him to assure
the peace in Europe. It’s only a shame you’re not on the Daily Mail staff, Max.’

Having spent the previous hour with Spender senior, this was no revelation
to Georgie. The real shock was in how Max — his flesh and blood — was so
unlike Spender senior, even with that initial display of detachment. Thankfully.

“You were brilliant with him,” Max said, crumpled in the back of a taxi, like
a cushion with the stuffing beaten out of him. He looked exhausted with the
effort of diplomacy. ‘Usually, he eats my friends alive. He must like you because
he didn’t suggest leaving early, though more’s the pity.’

‘I quite enjoyed myself,” Georgie said, mentally crossing her fingers in the
white lie.



Max laughed. ‘I thought we were friends — you know, honest with one
another?’

‘Well, the food was delicious, and I had too much to drink, so it’s not all
bad.” She dug him playfully in the ribs.

They were silent for a minute or so in watching the lights of Berlin move by.

Then Georgie’s curiosity got the better of her. ‘Has he always been like
that?’

“Yes, afraid so,” Max sighed. ‘I was away at boarding school most of the
time, and my mother ... she was very different. Loving. Vibrant. They were
divorced by the time she died.’

‘“When was that?’

‘I was thirteen.” He stared out of the taxi window and Georgie couldn’t see
his eyes, didn’t want to lean over and pry. Still, she could feel the pain of a sad
adolescent pulsing off him.

‘It hit me like a brick,” he went on, face to the glass. ‘I veered off the rails at
school for a bit, which Father did not approve of — not the done thing. My saving
grace was my English master. He got me to write it all down. And then I
couldn’t stop.” He turned towards her with a wan smile. ‘And here I am.’

Georgie swallowed back the emotion in her throat, in thinking of Max so
angry and alone, and then of her parents back home. They were not larger-than-
life characters like Montague Spender — just quiet, hardworking people — but
always supportive, despite their natural anxieties about her choice of career. She
thought of her schoolteacher father being the type to have helped a boy like
Max, pulling him out of an emotional hole, and she felt proud. And very, very
lucky.

‘He’s not all bad, I suppose,” Max said, the alcohol suddenly making him
ruminative. ‘You may as well know, because it’ll come out eventually, but he
got me the post at the Telegraph — his “old boys” influence. I imagine he thought
it would help me work it out of my system, and then I could slip nicely into an
academic post and write books — something worthwhile in his eyes. Thank God
my older brother has gone into banking.” He turned to look at her. There, his
expression displayed, you know the full me now. The fraud I am.

Georgie thought of his reaction to her origins on the fashion pages, back in
Tempelhof all those months ago; she could have been angry at his latest
admission. Should have been.

‘And you’re still there because of you,’ she said plainly. ‘Your paper does
not shoulder useless or even mediocre reporters. It can’t afford to.” She took a
breath. ‘Anyway, while we’re into confessionals ...’

“Yes?’ Max’s curiosity was suddenly piqued.



‘It’s not really a confession,’ she said, ‘more of an explanation.’

‘I’'m all ears.’

‘I didn’t step on anyone’s toes in bagging that Diana Mosley interview ...’

‘I never said you did,” he cut in.

‘But you thought it, like a lot of others. I actually met her at a party — a
fashion event and we just got talking.’

“Then, that’s the sceptics well and truly silenced, isn’t it?” He smiled. ‘So
we’re square — like friends?’

“Yes, square. Are you coming up for coffee? Simone might be in.’ In reality,
Georgie hoped not — for Simone to see them arriving home a little sodden with
alcohol, though given Montague Spender’s fairly brusque opinions about the
French, she understood exactly why Max had not invited her to dinner.

He ran both hands up and down his face, drawing on his pale skin. ‘No,
thanks, not tonight. I need to go home, sleep, recover from my father and wake
up a new person.’

She leaned to get out of the taxi, Max grasping at her arm. ‘Thanks, Georgie.
A lot. I owe you one.’

‘Nonsense. What are good friends for?’

The flat was empty as she let herself in, rifling through the post to find one
addressed to her — ornate script, and a Berlin postmark. She opened it tentatively,
since anything stamped with the Reich icon prompted caution. It wasn’t unusual
for the Gestapo to send out letters, or even postcards, requesting someone’s
‘presence’ at their dreaded No. 8 Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse HQ. She tore open the

envelope, and unfolded a single sheet, in German script.

Dear Fraulein Young,

My sincere apologies for not contacting you sooner, as I promised, but I have been very busy with
work commitments. I so enjoyed our last day out together that I wonder if you might want to repeat
it? If you are agreeable I will collect you this Friday, at 10 a.m. Please wear something warm!

Yours in faith, Kasper Vortsch (lowly officer of the Reich)

Georgie sighed, principally with relief, but also astonishment. She’d barely
thought of Kasper since they parted — it had been almost two months since their
day in the Grunewald, and she felt sure of slipping from his mind too. Or that
he’d discovered somehow what she did. She sat in bed and reviewed her feelings
— he was a potential contact, but also a curiosity for her, in knowing what made
men like him tick, the inner workings of a Nazi. Since childhood, she’d been
keen to unpick people, feeling relieved now that layers of Max had begun to
strip away, like coatings of paint in an old house, revealing the true structure
underneath. Her interest in Kasper was awakened. She heard her father
whispering in her ear then: ‘You’re such a nosy Nellie.” He would laugh and
pinch the nub of her nose with affection. ‘It’ll get you into trouble if you’re not



careful.’
It was child’s play back then. She just needed to be wary of when curiosity
turned perilous in this new, real world.
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The L.eaden Cloud

25th October 1938

Before Kasper, Georgie had her promised — and distinctly less formidable —
meeting with Sam Blundon from the embassy, at Café Kranzler. The tables were
full and they squeezed in near the window; in the background, she spied Karl
circling the customers, though he didn’t seem to see her among the crowd.

Away from the confines of diplomacy, Georgie found Sam funny and clever,
with a healthy cynicism. Above all, he seemed intently human.

‘So, tell me, what do you think of Berlin and where it’s going?’ she pitched
as they shared a huge slab of apple cake. “You must see both sides of the coin.’

He blew out his cheeks, and lowered his voice slightly. ‘Well, it’s very
changed — I’ve been in post a year, but I did live here as a child for a few years.
It was wonderful then, felt so free — skating in the winter, the lakes in the
summer. The Nazis have changed that. Berliners are different now, Jew or not —
they’re much more guarded. Oppressed.” He took a gulp of his coffee, and
switched on a light in those very green eyes. ‘But I have faith the city will come
through, whatever happens. Berlin has been fought over through the ages, and
this is just one more battle.’

Whatever happens ... Working in the embassy, Sam was party to
whisperings in the corridors, the machinations of governments. And yet, Georgie
was buoyed by his optimism, and the work he felt he could do day by day, away
from the parties and receptions — helping Berliners relocate, away from Nazi
oppression.

‘Doesn’t it get you down sometimes, seeing people forced to leave their
entire lives behind?’ she probed, her natural curiosity engaged.

He considered carefully. ‘It helps when you take it one day, one person or
family, at a time. We can’t save a whole country — that’s what diplomacy teaches
you — but you can help some.’

‘“Well, I salute you,” Georgie said, holding up her cup. ‘I much prefer being
the agitator, on the outside looking in. And having you as an ally, of course.’

Three days later, Georgie braced herself against the chill, and what such a
different encounter might bring. This time, Kasper drew up outside Frida’s flat
in a relatively staid staff car — mercifully there were no tiny swastikas fluttering
on the lamp heads.

‘So glad it’s not windy,’ he said, beaming as she opened the door. He issued
a compliment on her general dress, most of which came from Frida’s far more



appropriate wardrobe: trousers and a slim-fitting sweater, a button-down jacket
and her hair ready to be tucked under a cap. Even if it was borrowed, she felt
stylish and comfortable. Annoyingly, she couldn’t help liking that he noticed.

He wasn’t in uniform as such, though dressed head to toe in black, his leather
jacket zipped up with a grey scarf around his neck and just covering the small
swastika metal pin on his collar.

‘Am I allowed to know where we’re going?’ Georgie said as they set off.

Another broad smile reflected enjoyment of the secrecy. ‘I would tell you,
but then I might have to kill you.” Her body stiffened, eyes surely betraying a
genuine shock, however casually he said it. He let out a swift laugh at his own
mischief. ‘Just joking. Trust me, it’s best as a surprise. If you’ll allow me the
indulgence.’

They headed out of the city, in the direction of neither the Grunewald nor the
famous lakes at Wannsee. Soon, the countryside replaced the suburbs and
Kasper kept up the conversation, asking how she’d been, if her research was
going well. She gave a veiled ‘yes’, but didn’t go into specifics, and he didn’t
delve any further.

‘And your training, was it worthwhile?’ Georgie continued their loose dance
of enquiry.

‘Hmm, yes and no. I can now recite the SS handbook in my sleep, but as for
the application I’'m not sure. Theory is always a little warped in a vacuum. Don’t
you think?’

Georgie wondered then if SS rules detailed methods of persecuting those
whose politics they didn’t agree with. Namely Jews. Or whether it was a skill
picked up along the way, in purely practical sessions.

‘I’'m lucky enough never to have been through any formal training,” she said
lightly. It wasn’t a lie — her journalism had been learned mostly on the job — and
it held aloft Kasper’s vision of her as a dabbling writer.

“Then you are lucky indeed,” he said. ‘I’m sure most of the lectures were
designed as an effective sleeping draught.’

There it was again — the subtle ridicule of an organisation he must owe some
allegiance to. She felt sure no one half-heartedly joined the SS, and Georgie
realised they had been driving almost half an hour without Kasper letting go of a
single fact about himself or his work. Well trained indeed.

They were in open country but had been travelling for some minutes along a
towering wall of evergreens, planted in a straight line and forming a dense
screen. Kasper steered the car into a well-hidden gap in the greenery and onto a
gravel road. Only then did it become clear what they had come to see. Georgie
gasped aloud, and Kasper couldn’t mask his satisfied grin — clearly, it was the



reaction he’d hoped for.

The sight was beyond huge. Aside from an ocean liner, it was probably the
biggest thing Georgie had ever seen with her own eyes — and yet it looked
almost comical too; a bulbous grey rugby ball squatting low to the short grass,
the people milling under it minuscule in comparison. Kasper pulled up alongside
a monumental hangar rising out of the flat landscape.

‘Isn’t she gorgeous?’ He dipped his head to look through the windscreen at
the sleek lines of the enormous airship, pulling gently on its rope tethers.

‘She’s certainly impressive,” Georgie said. Gorgeous was maybe a step too
far — beauty certainly in the eye of this beholder. But what were they were doing
in its midst? It wasn’t her idea of a date.

Kasper held the car door open for her. ‘So, do you fancy a spin?’ he said, his
face alive with amusement.

What does he mean, a spin? Her thoughts whirled for several seconds. Until
the reality hit. The corrugated metal tube posing as an aircraft had been bad
enough, the take-off and the bumpy landing, but did he seriously expect her to
float up in an oversized barrage balloon, full of hot air? Highly flammable hot
air at that.

The Hindenburg disaster only the year previously had left its mark
worldwide — that fateful day when Germany’s largest and most famous airship
came in to land in the US after a trans-Atlantic flight, the resulting fireball and a
horrific loss of life caused by a spark to the combustible hydrogen gas keeping it
aloft. It was reduced to a burnt-out shell in a matter of minutes, every agonising
second captured on film. Almost overnight, the Hindenburg put paid to
commercial airship travel in Germany and beyond. So what was this one doing
here, and why on earth would Kasper expect her to step into it, let alone drift
through Germany’s airspace. Did he really imagine she would enjoy herself?

‘I don’t know, Kasper,” she began. ‘I’m not terribly good at air travel. What
about last year, the Hin—’

‘Oh, but it’s much safer now,’ he cut in, tugging at her arm. “They’ve sorted
the problem. Some of the engineers are good friends of mine. They assure me
it’s totally safe. I’ve been up several times, and look at me.” He splayed out his
hands. ‘I'm still here. And I so want to show you more of Germany’s beauty.
This is by far the best way.’

His enthusiasm was hard to push against, and she could see Kasper might
easily be offended. But that, against her life? The terror of the journey?

There were no other potential passengers lurking, and only flight engineers
and ground crew hovering; no one, it seemed, travelled by airship anymore, at
least not for pleasure.



‘So, you can just request a trip in this?’ she asked.

Kasper laughed heartily. ‘Me? No, I’m not important enough for that. But
they use it for weather research, some reconnaissance. I’'m friendly with some of
the crew — they let me hitch a ride occasionally.’

‘How long will we be ... in there?’ She stumbled for any excuse. ‘I have an
appointment later.’

‘Half an hour perhaps,’ he said. ‘Just a short test flight.” His features were lit
up but his tone darkly persuasive; it was clear to Georgie she would be heading
into the clouds, whatever her reservations.

Still, she shot him a look. It was unequivocal. Test flight?

‘A trial for some of the radio equipment,’ he reassured her. ‘The aircraft is —
what is it you English say — as safe as houses?’

Having run out of reasons beyond genuine terror, Georgie found herself
being led up a small set of steps, a groundswell of nausea brewing in her throat.
The sheer enormity of the grey shell lurked above as they boarded, like a
bloated, ashen cloud. As if the sky really might fall upon their heads.

Once in the cabin below the balloon, Georgie was encouraged to relax a
little. Inside felt more stable, the same air as a solid train carriage. It was
sparsely decorated — unlike the opulence of the Hindenburg, which had
apparently afforded every luxury to its passengers — but there was a small sitting
area with a table and chairs. Beyond were closed doors, presumably the control
rooms and equipment. Even with her limited knowledge, Georgie had little
doubt this craft was used for more than just weather research; ‘surveillance’
quickly came to mind.

‘Here,” Kasper said, still beaming. ‘I’ve arranged some tea.” True to his
promise, a tray arrived, and Georgie accepted a hot cup with both need and
pleasure. The tea calmed her and gave her something to occupy her mind beyond
the prospect of crashing amid a fireball as the doors were closed. Kasper was
hopping in and out of his chair like an excited child, checking progress out of the
window.

‘Here we go,’ he said after only a few minutes, and Georgie flinched, though
she noted the craft did not. She felt the rope tethers drop away to shouts of ‘all
clear’ from the crew below, but the rise was gentle and seamless, only the view
from the window marking their movement, alongside the hum of the rotors
behind them. The treeline sank below the window, replaced by blue sky, and
Georgie had a brief flashback to being at the funfair as a child, on the Ferris
wheel — that giddy sensation of your stomach having to catch up with what’s in
front of your eyes.

‘Come and watch.” Kasper pulled her gently by the hand towards the



window, and she relented, as if her feet rested on air.

Her head did a single spin at the altitude they’d reached, but levelled at the
sight below — the vast greenery nudging up against the city’s suburbs, pockets of
village life with ant-like people and animals below, lakes that were mere puddles
with matchstick boats bobbing on the water. It was stunning in its entirety. They
drifted over Berlin itself, Kasper pointing out the Brandenburg Gate and the
Adlon beside it, sinking low enough to spot small clusters of people standing and
looking at the moving cloud in the sky, children pointing.

‘I told you I would show you more of our great country,” he murmured, his
nose virtually to the glass. Unlike his politics, Kasper’s pride in his own nation
was unquestionable. Possibly admirable? Georgie glanced at his profile and his
satisfaction. Was there a measure of innocence in there too? She felt uneasy in
being wooed, though whether by Kasper or the occasion she couldn’t say. What
she had seen so far in Germany made her wary of the political elite, its beliefs
and some of their methods. But should she tar everyone and everything with the
same brush, Kasper among them? In that moment, it felt almost impossible to
view the uniform, the party and the man as one embodiment.

‘It is a beautiful sight’ was her only conclusion.

It was over before Georgie’s fear had a chance to brew into a knotty terror.
The descent was gradual and nothing like the jarring decline of the aircraft into
Tempelhof; they seemed to drift slowly downwards, and before she realised, the
ground was coming up and a slight bounce marked their landing as the ground
crew pulled in the ropes. The jolt was in her stomach as she listened out for
evidence of disaster — explosions, shouts or warnings. But nothing. Finally, she,
her heart and her being came back down to earth.

‘See?’ Kasper couldn’t help pointing out. ‘It’s very safe now.’

They descended the steps, Kasper first and Georgie behind. Her foot caught
accidentally on a loose tether and she stumbled, almost into Kasper’s arms,
righting herself in time.

‘Are you all right?’ he said with concern, before rounding on one of the crew
members standing nearby, his fury instant and fleeting but ferocious, letting fly
with a torrent of abuse towards the poor, blameless man. ‘Are you blind?
Incompetent? How could let his happen — idiot!”

‘I’'m fine, Kasper, fine,” Georgie protested, watching the man and his fellow
crew shrink under the tirade. ‘It was nothing. My fault.’

He stopped suddenly, grunted and stood tall, like a viper retracting its
tongue. ‘As long as you’re not hurt.” Awkwardly, he nodded his thanks to the
rest of the ground crew and marched to the car.

Georgie followed, looking back at the enormity of the craft, its dominance



over people. I went up in that, she mused, feeling satisfied inside. Where was
Max to see her now, conquering her fears?

On the drive away, Kasper’s outburst sat heavily with Georgie, though he
chose to ignore it, switching instantly to his charming self. When he suggested
lunch, she realised how hungry the tension and adrenalin had made her. They
stopped in a small village en route to the city, chancing upon a hotel bistro. Over
the table, the look on his face heralded complete satisfaction.

‘“Why didn’t you join the air force?’ she asked. “You look so at home in the
air. I would imagine it to be your first choice.’

‘It would be — if not for being colour blind,’ he said plainly. ‘Fairly crucial to
be able to distinguish the ground from the sky.” He tried to hide it with a light
laugh, but his disappointment was evident. “They wouldn’t even consider me.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry.” And she did feel for him, though perhaps it was nature’s
cruel payback for such enticing eyes?

‘Never mind, I’m charged with the Reich’s business at ground level. And
begging a lift into the sky whenever I can.’

‘I have to come clean and tell you I'm fairly terrified of flying,” Georgie
said.

“You do surprise me.” But the curl of his lips said not.

‘However, you might have won me over just a little,” she went on. ‘And I
can always tell my grandchildren I went up in an airship.’

‘It might creep into that book of yours,’ he said. And then stopped short of
mentioning her ‘work’ any further. Or his, for that matter. And yet somehow the
conversation was never wanting, perhaps down to the mounting skills of an
attaché.

They drew up outside Frida’s flat late afternoon. ‘Thank you,” Georgie said.
‘I had a lovely day.” Oddly, she did mean it.

He came back again with a peck to her cheek, though no awkward pause in
expecting an invitation inside. Georgie had to wonder at his motives: what did he
want out of their liaison? She found it hard to believe it was merely her
company, when — in his uniform especially — he would have had the pick of so
many German women vying for his attention.

‘Again, I can’t promise when, but may I have the pleasure again sometime?’
he said.

Was there any real reason to say no? That flash of his temper, perhaps. But
she could hear Frida’s voice in her ear: he was still worth cultivating.

‘I’d be delighted,” Georgie said.

Back inside the flat, Frida was clearly impressed. ‘A little trip in an airship,’
she said. ‘I’m going to have to get to know your officer Vortsch. Maybe he has a



friend?’

Max was in the living room, presumably waiting for Simone to emerge from
her bedroom, where she preened and pampered herself for hours.

‘How’s your Nazi man?’ He seemed unable to prevent a caustic edge
invading his tone. Georgie prickled: why was he so damned changeable?
Charming one minute, judgemental the next.

‘He’s fine if you really want to know,’ she shot back. ‘Though I doubt you
do.’

‘A good contact to nurture?’ he prodded.

‘He’s a friend,” she snapped back, tone sharp enough for Max to put up both
hands in mock surrender. She turned and walked out of the room, his comments
chafing but more surprised at her own revelation. She considered Rubin to be a
friend. Did it mean Kasper could be one too? Two very different sides of a coin.
And was it even the same coin?
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Asking for a Friend
29th October 1938

Before Rubin had even closed their front door, Sara appeared in the hallway,
her tired eyes expectant, hands wringing the dishcloth. ‘Did you see her?
Fraulein Young? Did you ask?’

“Yes, my love.” He was relieved to be able to give his wife something
positive to hang on to at last, though whether it would bear any fruit ...

He’d gone to the Chronicle office early that morning, his courage fuelled by
desperation, pride relegated to somewhere deep in his boots as he faced Georgie.

‘I n