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    Synopsis for The German Half-Bloods 
 
      
 
    From the Multi-Award-Winning Author comes, The German Half-Bloods. 
 
    “A historical novel steeped in horror, danger and suspense; a true page-turner.” 
 
    Germany, September 1939. At the outbreak of War, Dieter Vogel and his family face catastrophic events and separation as each member embarks on their deadly paths towards survival, love, and freedom. 
 
    Dieter Vogel, a German industrialist, believes in protecting his family at all costs, but in a bid to keep his English wife and children safe, he is plunged into a well of deceit that tears the family apart. With no escape from the Nazi Party, Dieter risks everything to launch a daring attack on the SS extermination programme knowing that the price of failure might be fatal. 
 
    Doctor Paul Vogel is coerced into working in the Nazi eugenics programme, and soon discovers that sterilising handicapped and mentally-ill Germans is just a prelude to a more lethal plan against those the Reich deem unworthy of life. Paul, trapped by the SS, seeks help from the unlikeliest of people and is plunged into a world of espionage and murder. 
 
    British Army Major, Max Vogel, is attached to The British Intelligence Services and Winston Churchill’s Special Operations Executive. His missions in occupied Europe are fraught with danger, and his adulterous affair with a woman he cannot give up and whose husband is his closest friend, lead him deeper into the quagmire of treachery and lies. 
 
    Wilmot Vogel dreams of winning the Iron Cross, but when he confronts a mass killing of Jews in Poland, his idolatry of Hitler is shaken to its roots, and he finds himself imprisoned in the infamous Dachau concentration camp with no release date in sight. 
 
    Hannah Vogel has no ambition other than to marry her English fiancé, Frank, before the lines of war are drawn. Against her father’s wishes, she leaves Berlin on the eve of the German invasion of Poland, but when she arrives in England, she learns that Frank is not the civilian engineer he claims to be. 
 
      
 
    Early Review for The German Half-Blood 
 
      
 
    “From the hands of the very talented, Jana Petken, comes another gripping story, this time tackling the Nazis quest for world domination. In one of the darkest eras in human history, when a madman’s design was to annihilate an entire race of people, Petken’s masterful writing brings characters alive with action, treachery, deceit, atrocities, and love that burns from the pages. I couldn’t put this one down.” 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The Vogels 
 
      
 
    Dresden, Germany 
 
    August 26th, 1939 
 
      
 
    Laura Vogel tasted a selection of vol-au-vents that were filled with variations of tuna, salmon and chicken in thick white sauces. They were one-bite size, but she’d made over a hundred of the fiddly things along with sandwiches, cooked meats, cheese plates and cakes. Her husband had also brought home caviar and champagne but then he would, being the extravagant idiot that he was. 
 
    “Anna, put more pepper in the tuna, and cut the cucumbers into smaller pieces,” she instructed the housekeeper before sniffing the caviar in their crystal bowls. “Cover these bowls as well or we’ll have a swarm of flies going for them in no time.” 
 
    She could have gone overboard and used ingredients that were much more adventurous, or had a sit-down meal, she thought, exiting the kitchen, but some of the guests who were coming this evening didn’t deserve her culinary skills, or time. Yes, they were important, influential and would expect the best, but for her, they could go to hell and never darken her doorstep. 
 
    Laura was a petite woman, but unlike her children, she was tubby, verging on overweight if she wasn’t constantly taking steps to control it. She had what her husband called ‘an ageless face’ with very few wrinkles and powder-free white skin that burnt easily in the sun. Her pallor was in sharp contrast to her dark hair and eyes, yet, apart from Wilmot, her children favoured their father in looks. Wilmot, dark haired with brown eyes, was the spitting image of his mother, yet he shared his father’s character and political ideals. 
 
    As a British woman in a foreign land, she had demanded that certain English customs be upheld. “For starters, when we have children they’ll call me Mummy and you Daddy while they’re young,” she’d told Dieter just after they got married. “And at Christmas time, we can have our festive dinner on Christmas Eve, but I also want the traditional turkey dinner on Christmas Day. That’s the English way, and I should get my way, considering I’m giving up my country for you.” 
 
    She found her husband, Dieter, pouring himself a brandy in the main reception room. His recently-dyed mop of fair hair partially covered his forehead and was far too long and thick for a man of his age, but Dieter was finicky about his appearance, and he worked overtime to look as young as his sons. She loved his optimism. 
 
    The normally well-ordered room had been turned upside down. Dieter had purchased ten rectangular tables for four with chairs to match. He’d joined them together making three long lines, across the top of the room and down the sides. “They are for our guests who might prefer to sit in a more formal setting after choosing their food from the canapé trays. And being all together like this will make it easier for people to talk to each other,” he’d explained when the furniture van had arrived. 
 
    “It looks like a bloody wedding banquet in here,” she’d told him. 
 
    He’d also hired a well-known pianist and singer to entertain his guests and had even thought to lift the rug to make space for dancing. Unlike her, Dieter enjoyed entertaining in his home. He often told her it was good for business after having arranged a soirée without her knowledge. She scanned the room once more, thinking, just because it could accommodate forty people, didn’t mean that he had to invite that many. She was damn sure she wasn’t going to slave in the kitchen for days, not for his Nazi friends. 
 
    Laura fiddled with a vase of roses. Cut only the day before, their red petals were already turning brown. They’d be dead before the family left for Berlin, which was a shame, for they would be the last she’d see this year. 
 
    She threw Dieter an exasperated look. He’d pestered her for days about this party after she’d specifically asked him to make their son’s celebration a family affair. Dieter was a typical German, rigid and unbending when he made up his mind about something. 
 
    “Ah, there you are, my love. I was just about to call for you,” the subject of her frustration said, pretending he hadn’t seen her enter the room. 
 
    “Well, you needn’t bother. I’m here now.” 
 
    “You look beautiful. Sherry?” 
 
    “Thank you, but I don’t feel beautiful. I feel trapped. You manipulated me as usual – yes to the sherry – and make it a double.” 
 
    Dieter sighed as he handed her the delicate crystal glass. “Laura, darling, please try to make an effort tonight. You know how important this is to me.” 
 
    “It’s always important to you. If we’re not entertaining people in fancy restaurants to bring in more business, we’re opening our house to Gestapo and SS officers so that you can flaunt that bloody swastika flag in the front garden.” Her eyes raked the mantelpiece. “And why the hell is that picture of Adolf Hitler hanging above the fireplace? Why do you insist on having it inside the house?” 
 
    “You’re English. You shouldn’t forget that,” he snapped like a teacher putting a child in its place. 
 
    “How can I forget when you remind me every five minutes? I know full well where I come from. I wish I could get myself back to Kent right this minute.” 
 
    Dieter tried again. “Laura, be careful. The Gestapo is monitoring our family.” 
 
    “I know, I know, because the government is sensitive to foreigners and they think I might try to destroy the Third Reich single-handedly You’ve told me that a hundred times already.” 
 
    “Yes, I have, so, will you please keep that in mind when our guests arrive? And if you must call them Nazis, say the word in a nicer tone with Party after it.” 
 
    “Why should I? Germany doesn’t have a government or a democratic party. Your Führer is a dictator, and you know it.” 
 
    “He’s not my Führer.” 
 
    “Then whose is he? You voted for him,” Laura took an unladylike slurp of sherry. “And as for the secret police who skulk in corners and alleyways trying to look inconspicuous, well, they should have better things to do with their time than observe me shopping for bread and milk.” Laura’s voice was steady, but her eyes were blazing. “We’ve been married for twenty-seven years and have lived in Berlin and Dresden for twenty of them. Do you honestly think the secret police are interested in me? Do they really imagine I’m one of those floozy spies who cavort with men to get information? It’s ridiculous. I’m an apron-wearing housewife for God’s sake.” 
 
    His impatience under control now, Dieter sighed. “All I’m asking is that you please try to be gracious to our guests? I know how you feel about the SS and Gestapo, but when their officers are in our home, it’s our duty to make them feel welcome.” 
 
    “Duty? Oh, for Christ’s sake, listen to yourself. My only duty is to you and our children. I’m warning you, Dieter, the next time you invite Nazis to a family gathering, whether it’s in this house or the one in Berlin, I will walk out and go to your sister’s until they’ve left. I’m not doing this again. They come in here and stare at me with those accusing eyes making me feel guilty even though I’ve done nothing wrong. I can’t stand it. I’ll be glad to get back to Berlin. At least you work all the hours God gave there and don’t have time to entertain – oh, do take that swastika badge off your lapel; wear it in your factories if you must show it off.” 
 
    Laura’s head was pounding before the night had even begun. She poured herself another glass of sherry and then banged the decanter down as though it were to blame for her bad mood. “And another thing, Dieter Vogel, this was supposed to be our son’s big night. You shouldn’t have invited your business associates or our Wilmot’s new SS colleagues; it’s not fair to Paul.” 
 
    Glass in hand, Dieter headed for the door. 
 
    “Don’t you dare walk out on me!” Laura shouted after him. “Burying your head in the sand won’t make Germany’s problems go away. And it won’t make me any less angry. Get back here.” 
 
    Dieter turned to stand obstinately in the doorway, now as angry as his wife. “Do you know why I fly the swastika and put this pin on my lapel, why I keep in with the Nazis – do you?” 
 
    Laura’s eyes flashed as she strode towards him. He towered over her and was still a formidable presence in any room despite being almost fifty-five years old. Her strong, loving, faithful, kind husband had turned into a scared sheep following all the other sheep behind Adolf bloody Hitler and his band of thugs, and she didn’t like him like that, not one little bit. “Why don’t you tell me?” 
 
    Dieter closed the double doors and led her to a couple of chairs. “Sit for a minute with me,” he laid a gentle kiss on his wife’s head. 
 
    Laura placed her palm on his cheek and then ran feather-light fingers down the side of his face. She knew her husband like the back of her hand. He was a sensitive man for all his bluster. She hated fighting with him about politics, but that was all they seemed to do nowadays. 
 
    “There’s a lot you don’t know because I wanted to spare you the harsh details,” Dieter said. 
 
    “Oh, Dieter.” She shook her head. “Don’t give me that. I read the newspapers and listen to the radio as much as you do. I know you’re scared of where the country is heading. We’re all scared, but that shouldn’t mean we give up on our principles. We can still determine the difference between right and wrong for ourselves no matter what that Joseph Goebbels tells us. The reason we’re in this mess is that no one speaks out against the Reich. How I wish someone would put a bullet between Hitler’s eyes.” 
 
    “Laura. Hush!” Dieter removed her hand from his face and downed his sherry in one gulp. His voice was husky when he next spoke. “Look, it’s true that up to a couple of years ago I believed in the Führer’s honest intentions. I thought the real monsters in power were Göring, Goebbels, Himmler, Hess, and men of that ilk. I told myself that if he got rid of his henchmen, everything would turn out all right, but it’s not the hangers-on that are running the show, it’s all him – all Hitler – and no one, Laura, no one dares to openly criticise the Reich because the consequences to one’s family could be…” 
 
    “Fatal. I know, but that’s why we need heroes, not more sycophants who created the brute.” 
 
    Dieter shook his head. “You still don’t understand. A healthy working environment means socialist living. Weak-willed, mealy-mouthed men who don’t immediately denounce others for speaking out against the Regime wind up in a concentration camp. I’ve seen workers being led away by the Gestapo on their way out my factory gates. I never know why they’ve been taken, or where they’re being detained, but I do know that people are reporting their workmates for condemning the Führer’s policies. We don’t have to give up the things we believe in, darling, but we do have to bite our tongues in public.” Dieter’s eyes were fierce. “Being a hero is all well and good, but people with the courage to question and dispute might as well take a gun and shoot themselves in the head.” 
 
    “Oh, my Dieter, my darling, I know you’re a good man with a big heart. Why don’t you talk about your feelings with your children, instead of hiding behind your cold German exterior? I’m worried that if you’re not careful, they’ll think you’re a true Nazi in every sense of the word.” 
 
    “I suppose I have what the English call, a stiff upper lip.” Dieter squeezed Laura’s hand and gave her a weak smile. “I’m going to tell you something, but you mustn’t repeat it to anyone. Promise me?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “It’s about the company,” Dieter began. “You see, I’ve spent a small fortune registering my factory workers with the Arbeitsfront.” 
 
    “The labour unions?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with you? I thought it was voluntary?” 
 
    “It is, or so the Ministry of Labour would have us believe.” 
 
    “But why? Are the workers now being forced to join?” 
 
    “Not as such, but non-union members don’t get jobs nowadays, and those that are in jobs get thrown out of them if they don’t join or pay their union dues every week. Half my unskilled workers in Berlin can’t afford to pay that sort of money to the union, so I’ve been subsidising them for over a year.” 
 
    “What? But that’s ridiculous. Can you afford to carry on doing that?” 
 
    “No, not in the long-term. It’s taking a toll on my profits. That’s why I’ve invited certain people tonight. I need to drum up more business before my competitors get all the military and government contracts. I can’t sit by and watch my workers get thrown out of their tenement buildings, but that’s what will happen if I can’t keep my doors open.” 
 
    “It’s just not right.” 
 
    “I agree. The working man is sacrificing food and money for clothes to pay his union dues. You’d think that’d be enough for Hitler and his cronies but it’s not, because now it’s becoming difficult to get on in life if you don’t join the Arbeitsfront and the Nazi Party. Party workers get more pay, better conditions and other perks. They’re even getting a say in who lives in the same tenement buildings nowadays because they don’t want neighbours who aren’t Aryans.” 
 
    Dieter’s face was becoming livid. “The hatred has to stop, Laura. It’s as if the whole country has been infected by the mass hysteria being fomented by Goebbels. You know me better than anyone. You must see that I don’t want to follow the Führer? He’s not the man I thought he was when I voted for him.” 
 
    Laura, regretting her earlier outburst, said, “I just don’t understand why you try to ingratiate yourself with his ministers and officers in your own home. We English say our home is our castle and our sanctuary? Why can’t we keep ours private, instead of opening it up to Party members? And why do you insist on accepting paintings from SS officers when you know full well they’ve been stolen from Jewish homes? For once, Dieter, can’t you keep out if it like everyone else is trying to do?” 
 
    “I am not everyone else!” 
 
    “Dieter, please don’t...” 
 
    “Sorry. Forgive me. You’re the last person I want to fight with, but I could scream at you sometimes. You don’t seem to understand that I deal with the Ministry of the Interior every day, and believe this, were I not a member of the Nazi Party and fawning over its doctors and ministers, I wouldn’t get any new contracts. Laura, dear, we must play the game and be clever and conniving. I have my part to play and you have yours. That’s just the way things are, and we’re both going to have to make the best of it.” 
 
    At last, Laura half-heartedly agreed. “We’ve been through worse, I suppose ...” 
 
    “Yes, we have. Those four years we spent apart during the Great War were the longest and darkest of my life, but we survived them. This time, we’re living in the same country, and together we can face whatever is to come.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll stop nagging if you promise not to lie or keep secrets from me. There’s enough of those in Nazi speeches.” 
 
    Dieter glanced at the grandfather clock on the wall beside the door. Then he leant in, kissed his wife and stood up. “Smile darling. Our guests will be arriving any minute.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Paul Vogel 
 
      
 
    Paul Vogel cursed his clumsy fingers but refused to be beaten by his lopsided bow-tie. Why he had to wear evening dress to a house party with family was beyond him. He took a deep breath allowing it to linger inside him for a few seconds before slowly exhaling. Then he tried again to make a perfectly aligned bow, failed and ripped the silk tie from his collar. 
 
    He stepped closer to the full-length, gold-framed bedroom mirror, standing straight on at first and then turning sideways to examine the way his jacket lay over his stomach. He wondered if his appearance had changed as much as everyone said it had. He looked older. 
 
    He supposed that five years of studying had aged him, both in body and mind. He flicked his hair back from his forehead. It was fair, like his father’s, but darker than it had been before his university years. He kept it short at the back and sides but left it longer on the top and front. “My Paul’s hair is like a wiry mop and grows as thick and fast as the weeds at the bottom of my garden,” his mother used to tell her friends whenever they ruffled said mop. 
 
    He looked in the mirror, concentrating not on his bowtie, but on his turquoise eyes. A man, disenchanted with the world stared back at him. His pupils, which had once gazed with curiosity, had been drained of innocence and refilled with disillusion and the awareness of bigotry and hatred. His brief and somewhat gullible belief in Hitler’s Nazi Party had ended years earlier, and since secretly rebelling against the Regime, he’d had to censor every political word that left his mouth. His appearance had changed, but so had his personality and principles. 
 
    He left his bowtie undone to draw his fingers down each side of his face. He looked callous, like a hardened criminal, with prominent cheekbones and an angular jawline that had once been concealed by boyish fat. He rubbed his fingers over his stubble, a permanent fixture nowadays. It would always be an inadequate beard, but he liked the look and refused to give up on it, much to his father’s disapproval. 
 
    “You’ve beaten me, damn you,” he said, meaning his bowtie. “I’ll be late to my own celebration.” 
 
    He knocked on his sister’s bedroom door, the tie now draped over his hand. When there was no answer, he peered over the upstairs balustrade to see if he could spot her downstairs in the hall. It was not difficult to pick Hannah out in a crowd. She was like a stick insect endowed with just a hint of feminine curves in the right places, taller than the average woman and crowned with thick, corn-coloured hair curling naturally to the centre of her back. She was usually surrounded by male admirers, much to the annoyance of her English fiancé, Frank, who was spending a week in Dresden with them. 
 
    His eyes went to the front door where his father and brother, Wilmot, were welcoming guests. Paul had a bird’s eye view, and from his perch saw men in uniform standing outside on the porch smoking. His father, choosing business and profits over the family as usual, had deliberately brought the Nazi Party into their home despite promising his wife that he wouldn’t. Mother would be furious. 
 
    A waiter standing close to the centre staircase held a tray of champagne-filled crystal flutes. He offered the beverage to an arriving Gestapo Sturmbannführer and the bright-eyed young woman clinging onto his arm as if she were afraid he’d leave her for someone else. The officer then loitered in the spacious square entrance hall gazing up at the magnificent Goya on the wall. 
 
    Two more guests arrived, both Leibstandarte SS officers. They looked awkward in the setting, their rigid bodies moving with measured steps towards the reception room after accepting a glass of champagne. 
 
    Wilmot, Paul’s nineteen-year-old brother, joined the officers. Paul sneered. Wilmot was wearing his Waffen-SS-Schütze uniform as though it were a comfortable old dressing gown he’d lived and breathed in for years instead of only three weeks. He was a rifleman, the lowest of the low in the SS ranks, but he smiled, tilted his head back and laughed, oozing confidence and clearly at ease in the company of officers who fomented fear with a look, a word, and with their very presence in the room. Had Wilmot not been the son of Dieter Vogel, the two men would have kicked him to the kerb. 
 
    As he watched Wilmot and the two SS officers disappear into the formal reception room, Paul recalled the tumultuous period in his life that had shaped his political views into what they were today. It was hard to reconcile his present feelings of disgust with those he’d harboured years earlier, but in his defence, in 1933 he’d been like many others grappling with the confusing and fast-moving political turmoil. 
 
    He’d been naïve, impressionable and desperate to fit into any group that would welcome him, having just left home for the first time. When he looked back on those days, he recognised a young man swept along by the fervour and camaraderie of Germany’s new idealism. He supposed he’d been just as excited as everyone else to be there at the birth of Hitler’s vision. 
 
    If he closed his eyes right now, he could relive the night he’d unequivocally rejected his father’s and Wilmot’s ideology. It had taken only a single day and one event to make him turn his back on his future, one that had been mapped out for years. 
 
    In the spring of 1933, he’d visited Berlin’s University with his father. Paul had already been accepted into the business school with the view of one day taking over the family’s medical equipment manufacturing company. Unbeknown to his parents, however, he’d also applied to Munich’s renowned Faculty of Medicine at the University Hospital; its board of professors had approved his application. 
 
    After a long day half-heartedly touring Berlin’s Faculties, Paul and his father had followed a massive crowd to Kaiser-Franz-Josef-Platz. All day, people had been talking about a political rally scheduled to take place that evening with the Students Association’s guest speaker being the Nazis’ Head of Propaganda, Joseph Goebbels. Even now, Paul could hear the noise of the crowds, see the engrossed faces of the young and the old, the terrified expressions of the disenfranchised, and the elation of Hitler’s followers. 
 
    At least 20,000 books from the University of Berlin’s Institute of Sexual Research had been piled high in the square in front of Berlin’s State Opera. Goebbels, standing beside a swastika-flag-draped podium in front of numerous microphones, had given an inflammatory speech full of hatred directed at those whom he called degenerate authors, the Jews, and those known to oppose the Nazi Party. It was blatantly obvious to Paul that the speech’s purpose was not only to intimidate but also to give a clear picture of the bigotry to come. 
 
    Ernst Röhm’s brown-shirted Storm Troopers had marched to the front of the crowd carrying flags that flew atop long poles. The Nazi Students’ League stood beside the Jewish professors from the university; those very same professors were thrown out of the university months later. Goebbels had pointed to the learned men, highlighting their depravities to the crowd, and when he’d finished his tirade against them, soldiers had sung a popular song of the Reich. 
 
    Finally, invited dignitaries had set the books alight, making an enormous bonfire of written treasures from world-renowned authors such as Heinrich Mann, Erich Maria, Remar, Karl Marx and Albert Einstein. On that night, witnessing the Nazis petty disregard for literature and his father’s enthusiastic acceptance of the burning, Paul had renounced Hitler in his heart and mind, and decided there and then to switch careers and go to Munich’s medical faculty instead of the University of Berlin. 
 
    Dieter Vogel’s throaty laughter echoed up the stairs. His father was unusually happy. The family business, Vogel Medical Equipment Manufacturing Company, regularly supplied the Wehrmacht, Kriegsmarine, and Luftwaffe with goods, but his father, already Dresden’s wealthiest man, was now in the position to accrue a substantial amount of new business from all branches of the military and Interior Ministry should the expected European war begin. Profits were on his father’s mind tonight, not his son’s achievements. 
 
    The sound of a woman’s tinkling laughter and contrasting boorish male voices became louder as more people entered the house and crossed the hall on their way to the formal reception room. From his concealed position behind the balustrade, Paul could see people arriving while not being spotted by those downstairs. He should be with his father, greeting people, shaking hands and complimenting women on their appearances, but he’d pay any amount of money to stay where he was all night. 
 
    “What are you doing, naughty boy? Who are you spying on?” 
 
    Paul jumped at the sound of Hannah’s voice. His sister, quietly mounting the carpeted stairs towards him, looked poised and mature at twenty-one years of age in her elegant, red silk, floor-length floral dress. Her hair, curled and partially pinned up with gold combs, was shimmering with lacquer designed to hold every strand in place. 
 
    Her twinkling blue eyes were full of excitement. Generous red-painted lips gave her a coquettish pout, perhaps in anticipation of spending an intimate night with her English fiancé. She had powdered her skin, hiding her summer freckles and giving her a pale, vulnerable appearance. She was prettier than many of the women he’d come across in Munich and Dresden, Paul acknowledged, but like most females nowadays she opted for the fashionable white, washed-out look that he was not at all fond of. 
 
    “I’m delaying the inevitable, but unlike me, you seem eager to mix with the Nazis downstairs,” said Paul. 
 
    Hannah glanced over the balustrade. “Ssh, Paul, you shouldn’t talk like that. The people downstairs have purchased Father’s equipment, and his profits have put you through medical school.” 
 
    “I put myself through university,” Paul pointed out. 
 
    Hannah’s pout became a stern line. “Paul, you’re not a doctor because you attended class and studied for five years. You graduated because Papa paid for your tuition and lodgings, and for your books, clothes and everything else you’ve needed to get by. I don’t think you appreciate how hard he works for all of us, or how difficult it was for him to get all these important people here tonight.” 
 
    “And why have people I’ve never met before been invited?” Paul retorted. “This is supposed to be my graduation party, not an opportunity for father to pluck more business from the Wehrmacht.” 
 
    “Stop it. You sound like Mother. She’s having fits in the kitchen because she thinks there’s not enough food to go around.” 
 
    Hannah’s lower lip trembled, so Paul softened his tone. “I’m sorry. I promise I’ll be good. You look nice, by the way.” 
 
    Upset forgotten, Hannah twirled and then gave Paul a mock curtsy. “Why, thank you, kind sir.” 
 
    Paul chuckled and held out his hand with the bowtie in his palm. “Will you tie this blasted thing for me?” 
 
    As she lifted Paul’s collar, she said, “I was sent up here with a message. Father wants you to wait five minutes more before you go downstairs, but even then, you’ve to stand on the halfway landing until everyone is congregated in the hall. He’s going to make a speech about how proud he is of you, blah, blah, blah.” 
 
    Hannah inspected her handiwork, swiped a length of thread off Paul’s black jacket and reminded him again to wait where he was for the next five minutes. “I’ll tell Mama and Papa you’re ready for your big entrance.” 
 
    Paul spotted an elderly man studying the paintings in the hall. Father liked to impress his visitors. He enjoyed displaying his wealth through ornaments, antiquities and art. “My possessions are the symbols of my success,” Dieter Vogel often reminded his four children when he’d acquired a new treasure. “When one achieves wealth, one should display it. People feel secure when dealing with a partner who is successful, reliable and who has never disappointed his customers. Never forget what I’ve taught you, children, money begets money because no one wants to do business with a failure.” 
 
    His paintings were the talk of the city, his love of all things splendid well known. Paul recalled a conversation his father had instigated at a family dinner the week before Christmas the previous year. He remembered it well because it had occurred on the same day a Jewish family had been thrown out of a nearby grocer’s shop and flat they owned and taken away to God only knew where. 
 
    “My dear, I have never seen as buoyant a market for exquisite goods,” his father had remarked to their mother. “It’s wonderful to see these many paintings resurfacing after being sequestered in Jewish houses for decades, and I for one intend to purchase as many as my purse strings will allow before they disappear forever.” 
 
    The current antiquities market was good for serious collectors, Paul believed, but he suspected that the Jews who’d owned the artwork that now hung on the walls downstairs, hadn’t voluntarily handed the paintings over to someone out of the goodness of their hearts. It was a safe bet to suppose that the Goya being admired by everyone walking into the house tonight had been acquired by the Gestapo or SS from a Jewish household after the unfortunate Jews had been removed. How much had his father paid for it? Paul wondered. What manner of backroom deals went on nowadays between people who fenced and bought stolen property? Was it a quid-pro-quo situation in his father’s case, using medical equipment as payment or did hard cash pass from hand to hand? It was troubling, for he was sure that all the valuables should go directly to the Reich. 
 
    Paul took a deep breath, counted to nine and then exhaled. The guests were moving en masse into the hall. As instructed, he walked down the first flight of stairs to the wide landing that separated the top and bottom halves of the staircase and posed with his hand on the balustrade. His mother, standing slightly behind his father, looked uncomfortable, as she often did these days in company. English born and bred, nights like these were becoming increasingly difficult for her, especially now that she had just returned from a holiday in Kent. 
 
    He’d enjoyed the holiday with his mother, but his large English family had badgered him with questions about Adolf Hitler, and he had responded numerous times that the Führer was only interested in expansionism in Eastern Europe and did not seek territory in Western or Northern Europe and Africa. Hitler certainly didn’t want a war with Britain, he’d told his uncles, aunts and cousins. Why should he? He had very influential English aristocrats as Nazi supporters, including the abdicated Edward VIII who’d visited Berlin in 1937. Paul didn’t believe his platitudes, and neither did anyone else. In fact, everyone had agreed that more meetings between Chamberlain and Hitler would only prove to be a waste of time and energy. Hitler wanted Poland, and if he went in there, Europe’s peace would be shattered. 
 
    Dieter Vogel tapped his champagne glass with his gold wedding band to silence the crowd at the bottom of the stairs, then he raised it in the air. “Here he is, the man of the moment. Let me introduce you all to my son, Doctor Paul Vogel.” 
 
    After a round of applause, Dieter continued, “I’ve always had high hopes for my boy, and don’t take this personally, Wilmot and Hannah, but he was always the brainiest out of all of you children, including his twin, Max.” 
 
    Wilmot shouted, “Not true!” and laughed. 
 
    “I’ll be honest with you. I was disappointed when my Paul decided against a career in business,” Dieter carried on. “He would have been a great asset to my company, as would have Max and Wilmot – it seems that none of my sons will carry it on.” 
 
    As though dragging himself out of his melancholy, Dieter rushed on, “Ach, don’t mind me. Who am I to complain, eh? Germany needs good doctors and surgeons, and Paul graduated top of his class and a year early. This is a night for celebration.” 
 
    “Do you have a speciality yet, Paul?” a man with a beak for a nose asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir, I have decided on psychiatry.” Paul heard his father gasp. He should have mentioned that earlier, he supposed. 
 
    “Wonderful!” The bird-nosed man shouted. “We’ll talk later. I’m just the person to give you advice.” 
 
    One could hear a pin drop. Paul dared to look at his father who threw him a stinker of a glare. Then, he flicked his eyes to his mother, who smiled. He’d told her about his choice of speciality when they’d been in England together, and she had accompanied him to London’s Maudsley Psychiatric Hospital for an interview regarding his internship. 
 
    “Well, this a surprise to me,” Dieter said, finally breaking the silence. “I admit I’m shocked. I spent all that money on you because I presumed you would choose a speciality that could actually save lives.” 
 
    “Now, Dieter, you mustn’t be biased,” the beaky man said. “Psychiatric care is just as valuable as cutting someone open and removing a piece of rotten something or other.” 
 
    Paul, dismayed at his father’s reaction, had not wanted the news to come out while standing in front of a room full of Nazis. Again, he looked to his mother for support. She’d been pleased that he’d not been influenced by her husband or anyone else for that matter. According to her, Father had already told everyone that his son was going to be a world-class surgeon one day. She’d also said his father was a snob who cared far too much about keeping up appearances. 
 
    “… we should congratulate Wilmot tonight as well,” Dieter was now saying as though he wished to brush Paul and his news under the carpet. “Go on, Wilmot, stand beside your brother on the landing.” 
 
    When the brothers were together, Dieter continued, “How could I pass up the opportunity to mention my youngest son’s achievements. After vigorous training, Wilmot is finally wearing his Waffen-SS uniform. The boy couldn’t wait to put it on.” He raised his glass and smiled at the people gathered around him. “As members of the Nazi Party, I know you will join me in a toast for his success, so here’s to both my boys, Paul and Wilmot!” 
 
    “To Paul and Wilmot!” the chorus of voices echoed. 
 
    Paul, presuming his father had finished, took a step down. 
 
    “Wait!” Dieter shouted. “If you’d all indulge me, I’d also like to raise my glass to my absentee son, Max. Paul’s twin wanted to be here, but he’s doing outstandingly well in his job at a major city planning firm in London. Most of you here don’t know this, but he’s a fully-fledged cartographer and geographer.” Dieter paused to allow for the enthusiastic clapping. 
 
    “And will he stay in England?” an SS Hauptsturmführer asked. 
 
    “I believe so. He’s settled there,” Dieter responded cheerfully. 
 
    Paul, gazing at his father, suddenly felt an urge to hug him as he struggled to contain his emotions. Papa missed Max terribly; they all did. 
 
    “We Vogels are a close-knit family, and Max’s absence ... you can imagine how it hurts us that he’s not here. It’s still … well … if you would raise your glasses to him...” 
 
    “To Max!” Paul shouted. 
 
    Paul walked down the rest of the stairs on shaky legs. An argument with his father about the choice of medical speciality would come at the end of the night or tomorrow morning, yet he felt as though a ton of bricks had been lifted from his shoulders and he could breathe again. The truth was out. He, Paul Vogel, was not going to be a famous surgeon or a healer of plagues or rare diseases. He’d chosen to research psychological illnesses, ignored by many doctors who believed them to be terminal, to treat the mentally ill and the troubled, because that subject had called to him. I’ve made my decision, Papa, and you will just have to get used to it he’d tell his father as soon as the last guest left tonight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    It was past midnight, and only a handful of guests remained. Most of the partygoers had left the Vogel’s home about an hour after the canapés had dried up, and just two of Dieter’s friends lingered in the garden with a final fat cigar and a last snifter of brandy. Laura was taking a breather in the parlour, drinking coffee, while Hannah and Frank had left the house earlier to take a stroll along the river embankment. 
 
    Paul, who had been instructed to mingle with the guests until the last person left, leant against the terrace’s stone balustrade to admire the end of the garden where tiny twinkling bulbs lit up the trees for this special occasion. Halfway down, near the fish pond, his father sat in one of Mother’s new outdoor chairs, deep in conversation with his friends, neither of whom Paul had ever seen before tonight. He was relieved to have a few minutes to gather his thoughts and plan his defence before Wilmot returned with his glass refilled with brandy. His younger brother, angry about the news of Paul wanting to live in London with Max, had reacted as violently as their father had, and Paul, knowing his brother well, was expecting an ear bashing. 
 
    It was a beautiful night, dry, still and mild. Paul breathed in the scents of flowers and newly cut grass and then cast his eyes over the lawn beyond the terrace. It sloped down to the garden wall built on the bank of the Elbe River where the Vogel’s motor-powered boat was tethered to the jetty. 
 
    The baroque city of Dresden was a breath of fresh air after Munich. It stood on both banks of the Elbe River, mostly in the Dresden Basin with the further reaches of the Eastern Ore Mountains to the south, the steep slope of the Lusatian granitic crust to the north and the Elbe Sandstone Mountains to the east. The views were spectacular wherever one stood on the embankments, and he could understand why his parents had chosen this house where they spent most of their summer vacations and Christmases. 
 
    The garden was his mother’s pride and joy. She had contracted a man who worked tirelessly in it from March until November, landscaping, weeding and pruning the prize roses to try and recapture the English garden she’d left behind in Kent. His father would pay any price to keep her happy. 
 
    “Do you remember nights like these when we were growing up?” Wilmot said softly beside him. 
 
    Paul turned and took the refilled glass from his brother. “Do you mean when you, Hannah, Max and I used to sneak out of the house late at night to jump off the jetty into the river for a swim?” 
 
    Wilmot chuckled, “Yes, and afterwards we’d lie on the jetty looking up at the stars, hoping to see planets like this one with people walking on them – the silly buggers that we were – do you still do that?” 
 
    Paul snorted. “That wasn’t as bad as the game you made us play. Remember the one where we had to imagine what the families were doing in the houses on the other side of the river. I hated that stupid game.” 
 
    “Because you had a stinking imagination,” said Wilmot. 
 
    “Those were simpler days, weren’t they? It’s hard to remember us seeing eye to eye on most things, and Max being here with us … God, I miss him,” Paul sighed. “I’m glad you came home today, Willie, despite our stupid spats – you can be a pain in the arse at times.” 
 
    Wilmot sipped his drink and a comfortable silence ensued. Again, Paul focused his eyes on the tiny sparkling bulbs strung from trees and bushes, one to the other, then draped over them like Christmas tree lights. A childish imagination would say they were fairies flitting from place to place, but, Paul thought, their childish innocence, with all its glorious memories was long gone now. 
 
    “I know you don’t approve of me joining the SS, Paul, but I hope you accept my choice, just as I did when you let father down to become a doctor.” Wilmot shrugged. “I might not have your brains, but I have other skills, and unlike you, I believe Hitler is good for our country. I don’t know why you’re against his policies after everything he’s done for us.” 
 
    “I accept who you’ve become,” Paul responded, determined not to spoil the present friendliness between them. “But don’t ask me to approve of the Nazi Party because that’s not going to happen. And while we’re at it, what exactly has Hitler done for us?” 
 
    Paul was astounded by his brother’s devotion to the Führer. They hadn’t spoken to each other in over a year because of their polarised views. “Don’t answer that. The last time we spoke to each other, you finished the conversation by punching me in the mouth. I’m not going to talk politics with you again.” 
 
    “Nor should you. Traitors and dissidents are being arrested and put into camps every day for saying the things you do. If you know what’s good for you, you won’t say another word against Hitler.” 
 
    “Is that a threat from the SS I’m hearing?” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” Wilmot mumbled. “I’m just saying that you’d be wise to keep your thoughts to yourself, that’s all.” 
 
    Paul tossed his drink back. He wanted to be on good terms with his younger brother who was still awaiting his first posting. He had no idea where the SS were going to send him, but Wilmot was excited about his new career. “So, where do you think they’ll send you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Since Hitler and Stalin’s pact for Eastern Europe, new borders have been mapped. It could be anywhere. I’ll probably be sent outside Germany.” 
 
    “Do you really think so?” 
 
    “Well, yes. They’ve agreed to divide Eastern Europe between themselves, haven’t they? I can’t remember who gets what exactly, but I do know that Germany is looking to expand into Western Poland and Lithuania.” 
 
    “If Adolf Hitler puts so much as his big toe into Poland we’ll face another major war. Just because Stalin and the Führer agree to take what’s not rightfully theirs doesn’t mean that Britain or France or anyone else will allow it. Jesus, Wilmot, Hitler is not God.” 
 
    “Maybe he isn’t, but he’s determined to purify our race and give us back our pride. That’s been a long time coming. Germans deserve more living space, more respect. I’m sick of seeing Jews running our financial institutions, gypsies and migrants cluttering our streets and taking our jobs. Ever since that bloody Treaty of Versailles, we’ve been forced to destroy our industries...” 
 
    Paul raised his hand with his palm facing Wilmot. “No. Wait a minute. Germany was told to disarm its Rheinland region and to destroy its heavy arms industry. It wasn’t told to shut down all its industries, that’s Goebbel’s propaganda machine talking. He’s spreading all the bogus news. Besides, you weren’t even born when that treaty was signed. Why don’t you read books on the subject instead of believing everything you hear coming from the Nazi Party?” 
 
    “I might not have gone to university like you and Max, smart arse, but I do know what’s been going on in my country since 1918, and you’re wrong, Paul. Ask Mother and Father about how much they suffered after the war ended, forced to live in shame and dictated to by other countries. I know what I’m talking about, and if war is the only way to sort things out and put people in their places then so be it. I’ll fight whoever tries to stop our march towards a better Germany, including Britain if it comes to it.” 
 
    Paul gritted his teeth and took a calming breath. He knew instinctively that this might be the last open discussion they’d have together before Wilmot’s uniform went to his head, and he became a thug and a bully like all the rest of the SS and Gestapo officers he’d come across. It was bound to happen. Their bloody motto was loyalty to Hitler until death, and Adolf was the biggest thug of all. 
 
    “Look, I know you think you’re on the right side of history, but you were too young to remember what happened in Munich five years ago with the Brownshirts,” Paul tried a softer tone. 
 
    “Are you going to give me a history lesson?” 
 
    “No. I just want to remind you about how easily Adolf Hitler can turn on his own followers and what he’s capable of.” 
 
    Wilmot wagged his finger in Paul’s face. “For your information, Ernst Röhm’s Storm Troopers had nothing to do with Hitler’s army. They wanted to be bigger and better than the Wehrmacht and compete against the regular military. They were patrolling the streets like a bunch of delinquent bullies, thinking they were untouchable because they were protecting Nazi Party meetings, marching like pompous pricks in rallies and regularly assaulting people. I was taught their history at basic training camp and know more about Operation Hummingbird than you will ever hear about.” 
 
    “You might have been taught in a classroom about the slaughter, but I was in Munich and lived through those three nights of executions when hundreds of people died.” 
 
    “Rubbish,” Wilmot waved Paul away, “It was nowhere near that number. The newspapers exaggerated and twisted the facts like they always do. Besides, they had no right to write about what happened in the first place.” 
 
    “I was there,” Paul fired back. “I saw the funerals going on and the lists of the dead in newspapers. I heard Goebbels’ radio address describing how Hitler had narrowly prevented Röhm and his sidekick, Schleicher from overthrowing the government and throwing the country into turmoil. That was the lie.” 
 
    “You should be grateful to us. The SS rid Germany of a threat, a menace to society.” 
 
    “Oh, wake up for God’s sake...” 
 
    “What are you two yelling about? We can hear you from down here,” Dieter shouted. “Paul, come here. Herr Rudolph, has something to ask you.” 
 
    Paul turned sharply at the sound of his father’s voice. 
 
    Wilmot stormed back to the house. “Please, wait,” Paul shouted after him, to which Wilmot’s faint reply was, “Get lost.” 
 
    Paul shook his head then reluctantly joined his father facing Herr Rudolph and an SS Hauptsturmführer by the name of Leitner. It had been a hellishly long night full of political correctness, apart from his heated debate with Wilmot, and a five-minute chat with his mother. He was in no mood for any more discussions or to endure polite conversation with his father’s friends, but he’d been brought up with a high standard of manners and etiquette; as co-host he would be the last man standing. 
 
    “Paul, let me introduce you properly to Herr Hans Rudolph and Hauptsturmführer Leitner of the SS Medical Corps.” 
 
    Paul shook the men’s hands and then settled back in his chair. 
 
    “Herr Rudolph and Hauptsturmführer Leitner would like to talk to you about a wonderful opportunity, so I want you to listen carefully and not make any rash decisions. You’ve already shocked me once today.” 
 
    Dieter’s expression was not lost on Paul. A sullen, almost childlike pout seemed to be permanently engraved on his father’s face these days. He was a dry and flinty character by nature, not known for public emotion or affectionate outpourings. His watery blue eyes rarely lit up under thick lashes and unkempt eyebrows that knit perpetually across the bridge of his nose. And his lips, partially thatched by a moustache and beard, turned down like a fish’s mouth giving him a permanent air of disapproval. He rarely laughed aloud or showed his teeth when he smiled, which only solidified his cold exterior and lack of any good humour. 
 
    “So, don’t you think you owe me an apology?” the subject of Paul’s observations asked. 
 
    “No, I don’t think I do, Father. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, but it’s up to me what I specialise in, and I’ve made my decision about psychiatry.” 
 
    “I know you have, Son,” Dieter mellowed, “and I’m not so much disappointed in you because you chose to do that, but for your secrecy. Why didn’t you tell me? I had appointments lined up for you to see doctors at Berlin’s Beelitz-Heilstätten hospital. You would have had the opportunity to spend your internship and residency under the tutelage of the very best surgeons in the country. I thought you wanted to be a proper doctor...?” 
 
    “I only knew myself a few weeks ago,” Paul interrupted. “I read works by Eugene Bleuler, and I was fascinated by his views and diagnoses of schizophrenia subjects, and Father, I consider psychiatrists to be proper doctors...” 
 
    Herr Rudolph roared with laughter until the sound trailed off to an amused chuckle. “Paul, I’m very happy you said that. I’ve been hearing remarks like that all my adult life. I think your decision to treat the mentally ill is admirable, and I can understand why Eugen Bleuler turned your head. He’s the genius who’s shaped modern psychiatry.” 
 
    Paul’s eyes widened. “You’ve read his works? Are you a psychiatrist, sir?” 
 
    After taking a puff of his cigar, Rudolph answered, “Yes, but I qualified at the turn of the century when medicine was very different. I switched to general medicine during the Great War but went back to psychiatrics when it was over.” 
 
    Paul’s eyes brightened and his desire to retire for the night was instantly replaced by his wish to talk to the birdlike man who had shouted his questions from the hallway. “May I ask why you felt the pull towards psychiatry?” Paul asked. 
 
    “Hmm, a difficult question, and not one I can answer in a few words, but perhaps you’ll understand my reasoning if I quote the cliché, I was drawn to the mysteries of the human mind.” 
 
    Paul nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    “Of course, what you might not know is that at the height of my career there was not much money to be made in the public sector, at least not in psychiatry. Of course, one could have gone into private practice where one could bore oneself to death in some fine residential centre for the rich. If you go that way, Paul, you’ll find that the wealthy regularly confuse their foul moods and personal problems with mental illness. I always seemed to drift off in sessions with those people. Listening to mollycoddled well-off men and women talk about their unhappy marriages and professional squabbles all day is as tedious as waiting for the tip of a fishing rod to bend. Be careful not to fall into that trap.” 
 
    “You mentioned there was no money in the public sector. Does that mean you’re still in private practice?” 
 
    “No. I returned to state psychiatry five years ago after I was approached by Wilhelm Frick of the Interior Ministry. He requested my expertise in a new programme that was being implemented at that time. You might have heard of it: The Prevention of Hereditarily Diseased Offspring?” 
 
    Paul nodded. “Yes, of course. It prescribes compulsory sterilisation for people with conditions thought to be hereditary.” 
 
    “Exactly. It’s used in cases such as schizophrenia, epilepsy, Huntington’s chorea, and imbecility, and against my better judgement, chronic alcoholism. I felt that people with drinking problems could be treated in a way that doesn’t interfere with the person’s right to procreate, and that it should be exempt from the law. I even took my opinions on the matter to the Hereditary Health Court but lost when the consensus body deemed that alcoholism could be passed from parent to child.” 
 
    Dieter, who’d been listening intently, mumbled, “That does seem a little harsh to me, Heinrich.” 
 
    “It’s been proven,” Hauptsturmführer August Leitner chipped in for the first time. “And I believe you meant to say, Hans, Herr Vogel?” 
 
    “Yes … a slip of the tongue. Forgive me, Hans … too many brandies,” Dieter apologised. 
 
    Paul took his father’s disapproval a step further. “I recall having classes on the subject. I didn’t condone any part of a law that denied a person’s basic right to reproduce. I also read somewhere that since the law’s implementation, an estimated 360,000 people have been sterilised in Germany. Is that true?” 
 
    Herr Rudolph hesitated, stroking his beard and flattening his handlebar moustache that curled up at the ends and almost touched the outer sides of his nostrils. “I believe those figures are accurate, or thereabouts, but I think the ministry has done a marvellous job in benefiting society. After all, is it not better to prevent those terrible illnesses from occurring than having to treat them in epidemic proportions?” 
 
    Paul had always believed that prevention was better than cure, but was unsure of how to answer, not knowing enough about the subject to get into a discussion with the esteemed doctor who had been good enough to give his time to answer questions from a man who had only just left medical school. 
 
    “Yes, prevention is always better than cure,” Paul eventually said. “That was also Bleuler’s premise if I’m not mistaken. He said that the more severely burdened should not replicate themselves because if mental and physical cripples reproduced, the healthy stocks would have to limit the number of children they had because much of the country’s resources would be needed to maintain the less healthy.” 
 
    Herr Rudolph looked impressed and leaned towards Paul and Dieter as though about to tell them a deadly secret. “Here’s something you might not know, and I’d appreciate it if you’d keep this just between us.” 
 
    “Of course,” Dieter and Paul whispered. 
 
    “Well, the thing is, I attended meetings at the highest level where some people within the Nazi administration suggested that the programme should be extended to persons with physical disabilities. I, like others present, was for the idea in principle but such a delicate proposal had to be expressed carefully given that Joseph Goebbels, who as you know is one of the most powerful figures in the party, has a deformed right leg.” 
 
    “Ah, I see … yes, of course,” said Dieter. 
 
    “In any case, it was not a good time to expand the law, what with our labour shortages. And as the Führer rightly said, anyone capable of work should be deemed useful and thus exempt from the sterilisation law.” 
 
    Paul, excited by his guest’s candour on matters he had only ever managed to read about in journals, decided not to tell Herr Rudolph that the reason he remembered Bleuler’s work was because he found it outdated and cruel. He hadn’t lied when he’d said it was the reason he’d chosen psychiatry, he just hadn’t said that, given time, he was planning to destroy the eminent psychiatrist’s philosophy on the subject. “What did you want to speak to me about, Herr Rudolph?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, let’s get to that,” Hauptsturmführer Leitner interrupted “We have a busy day ahead of us tomorrow.” 
 
    Hans Rudolph swallowed the last of his brandy before agreeing with Leitner. “So much to do nowadays. It never stops. So, Paul, as your father already knows, I presently hold one of the top positions at the Brandenburg-Görden Clinic. Brandenburg is only sixty kilometres from Berlin, and the facility on its outskirts will soon be at the forefront of mental illness treatments. We’re interviewing doctors and assistants to fill the necessary posts via the Interior Ministry, but I’m not satisfied with what I’ve seen so far. You see, I’m searching for forward-thinking young men who have total commitment to psychiatry and more importantly, to the revolutionary treatments of mentally ill patients. Considering that you have gone against your father’s wishes and committed yourself to psychiatry, I am inclined to think that you might be a perfect addition to my team. So, will you work for me? For your country ... your Führer?” 
 
    The hair on the back of Paul’s neck bristled. He heard his sharp intake of breath, but it was too late to stop it and he was too embarrassed to apologise for it. He looked at his father, who dipped his head, raised his eyebrows and gave his son a steady, unfathomable gaze. 
 
    “Don’t rush,” Rudolph said. 
 
    For the first time since sitting down, Paul suspected this was not a coincidental meeting. His father hadn’t known about his psychiatric plans and was still visibly shaken by them, but Rudolph’s offer had sounded ominously rehearsed. Perhaps he was imagining something that wasn’t there, Paul thought, but it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility that an eminent influential doctor would spy on a promising candidate coming from an affluent Nazi household. 
 
    “A few weeks ago, I completed the psychiatric orientation cycle in Munich’s hospital. Did you know that, Herr Rudolph?” Paul asked outright. 
 
    Rudolph’s eyes narrowed. “No, why should I know anything about you? I’d never even heard your father speak of you before tonight.” 
 
    “Of course, you’re right. Why should you know anything about a mere student?” Paul sipped his brandy. A half-full bottle was still on the table. He played for time, pouring the golden liquid into the three empty snifters. Then he said what was uppermost in his mind. “Herr Rudolph. While I was doing my rotation, I heard rumours of euthanasia centres being outfitted – Brandenburg was mentioned as a possible trial base – is it?” 
 
    A sharp lift of an eyebrow and eyes thinning to slits betrayed Herr Rudolph’s thoughts. He’d hit a nerve. He’d not allowed himself to believe the rumours, for the subject was too terrible to contemplate. He dreaded Rudolph’s answer. 
 
    “I can’t imagine who would have started that salacious rumour,” Rudolph said, looking appalled. “Decisions about euthanasia are not even close to being finalised, and Brandenburg will be what I said it will be, nothing more.” 
 
    “With respect, I believe it has been decided,” Paul surged ahead. “And if euthanasia is introduced, I will have no part in it. I don’t agree with the practice in any form or under any circumstances where there remains a doubt as to whether an illness is terminal or not. My main reason for choosing psychiatry was to research ways in which we can cure certain insanities, especially acute cases, not how to put people down like animals. So, again, if there are plans to introduce an extermination programme for patients deemed incurable, I would not be interested in your offer and would turn it down flat.” 
 
    “Paul, don’t be rude!” Dieter snapped. 
 
    “Forgive me, Herr Rudolph, Hauptsturmführer,” Paul continued. “I feel strongly about certain treatments being introduced without proper investigations by doctors. But feelings aside, and as grateful as I am for you offering me an opportunity at Brandenburg, I plan to study at the Maudsley Hospital in London. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about that either, Father.” 
 
    Dieter’s mouth opened and then snapped shut, but Leitner didn’t seem to have problem saying what was on his mind. 
 
    “Germany is on the brink of greatness, Paul. Why would you want to live in Britain?” 
 
    “Precisely my thoughts,” Dieter concurred. “It’s bad enough having one son living in England without you traipsing off to join him. No, no, Paul. You will stay in Germany.” 
 
    Paul caught Leitner’s victorious smirk. Already he was not fond of the man’s company, yet he still had to learn what connection he had with the Vogels. He looked too young to be one of his father’s personal friends. 
 
    Like an extinguished light bulb, the kindness in Rudolph’s eyes vanished and was replaced by irritation. “I see. London is it? That’s a pity. I was hoping that you would accept my offer and come on board at the outset.” 
 
    “More than forty percent of Germany’s psychiatrists have joined the SS already. Did you know that?” Leitner asked. 
 
    “No, Hauptsturmführer,” Paul answered. “I’m not SS material, and besides, we already have one in the family.” 
 
    “You’re not going to London, so you can forget that idea,” Dieter insisted. 
 
    Rudolph said, “Tell me something, Paul. Do you believe in Hitler’s vision? I ask because you will be expected to join the Nazi Party, regardless of where you work in Germany.” 
 
    “And he will work in the Fatherland,” Dieter reiterated for the third time. 
 
    Rudolph interjected, “Let me put your mind at rest, Paul. The euthanasia programme hasn’t officially started anywhere in Germany, and when and if it does, only selected physicians, of which I am one, will be authorized to choose the patients they deem incurably sick. And even then, the patients will go through the most rigorous medical examinations. You must know that Germany is preparing to invade Poland and may be at war with our neighbours very soon. This is a time to put country first, to weed out those who will prove too great a burden on our medical resources. Tell me you understand that.” 
 
    Astonished by Rudolph’s admission of the truth only minutes after denying the existence of a euthanasia programme, Paul refused to incriminate himself further. “I do support Adolf Hitler, but I am sceptical about a law that gives doctors the right to decide who should live and who should die based on perhaps, only fatuous parameters. That goes against everything I believe; the Hippocratic Oath states that as doctors we must do no harm.” 
 
    Herr Rudolph’s eyebrows met in anger as he glared at Paul. “Young man, I am offering you an opportunity to learn and serve the Nazi Party at the same time. If a horse broke both its legs, its owner would shoot it to put it out of its misery, isn’t that so?” 
 
    “Yes, but we shouldn’t ever liken ourselves to animals,” Paul responded. 
 
    “Mind your manners,” Dieter again berated Paul. 
 
    “No, no, don’t worry, Dieter. Paul is right to question and to think for himself. All the best doctors and scientists do,” Rudolph said. “But as someone who has met him, I can say with my hand on my heart, that Adolf Hitler is a compassionate man. Only last week he agreed to a request from the father of a three-year-old boy born blind and with missing limbs, for his son to be euthanised. That was not an act of cruelty or of degrading a person’s right to live; it was the mercy-killing of a child who had suffered every waking moment of his short life.” 
 
    “I agree with you, Hans. I would have requested the exact same thing had I had an afflicted child.” Dieter’s expression softened as he shifted his gaze to Paul. “Look, Son, why don’t you put England out of your mind for the moment and just consider Herr Rudolph’s offer?” 
 
    “Yes, you do that.” Rudolph gulped down the last of his brandy and rose to his feet. 
 
    “Reflect on what I’ve said. Think about your father and mother, your brothers and sister.” 
 
    Rudolph then turned to Dieter. “I’m sure the Interior Ministry will look kindly upon your company should your son agree to join the Nazi Party. The Führer takes care of those who are loyal to him and so do his ministers. I will certainly do what I can to see that the Vogel Medical Equipment factory in Berlin is the Ministry’s first port of call should they require products such as yours. I foresee a profitable arrangement between you and the Reich, Dieter, but I can also see your competitors swooping in and putting you out of business should you and your family not please your customers – you know the military, they can be fickle when it comes to their business dealings.” 
 
    Herr Rudolph’s portly frame looked large and overpowering to Paul, who pressed his back against the chair’s hard cane like a cornered rat. Desperate now for the men to leave, he rose with a forced smile. “I’ll walk you to the door.” 
 
    Leitner nodded and began to saunter towards the terrace. Rudolph, however, lingered to shake Dieter’s hand. “It’s been a splendid evening, Dieter. I’m very glad it coincided with my trip. I’ll see you on your return to Berlin.” 
 
    At the front door, Paul offered Rudolph and Leitner his hand. “Thank you for coming, both of you.” 
 
    “You can have a brilliant career in Germany or face being blackballed in the future, Paul. I suggest you make the right decision, tonight,” Leitner warned as he left. 
 
    Rudolph added, “We’ll be in Dresden until tomorrow night. I’ll call on you in the morning for your answer. Sleep on it.” 
 
    Paul nodded. “I will.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Hannah Vogel 
 
      
 
    Hannah and Frank sat at the edge of the jetty, their feet dangling a foot above the waterline. Wet swimsuits lay flat on the wooden planks, and beside them discarded sandals and folded towels. On occasion, they swam naked, feeling each other’s bodies in rare moments of intimacy, but that only occurred when Laura and Dieter were asleep, and the embankment was deserted. Tonight, they’d changed into swimsuits and casual wear before leaving the house, and had redressed straight after their swim, afraid that the Vogels’ guests would venture through the garden’s archway and spot them canoodling. 
 
    Hannah’s hair hung down both sides of her face and was already beginning to curl as it dried. She was silent, her closed eyes flickering nervously. Overcome by conflicting thoughts that changed direction with every ragged breath, she could find no words, no correct answer to give the man she loved. It was unthinkable to let him go back to England without knowing when or if she would ever see him again. A separation without an end in sight didn’t bear thinking about, and neither did the idea that he could one day be an enemy of Germany. 
 
    Frank’s proposition was a harsh reminder of the spiral of violence engulfing her country. She’d planted a smile on her face at the party and had flirted with more than one SS officer, but she’d also listened in on conversations not fit for civilian ears. War was coming. No one could stop it, not even Britain’s idiot Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain. No amount of appeasing Adolf Hitler was going to keep the peace. 
 
    She looked at Frank’s fingers entwined in hers, twitching as she squeezed them. She searched his face. His eyes stared back, patient but also filled with dread. Her hammering heart beat hard in her chest, but every so often when she couldn’t catch her breath, it fluttered erratically making her sigh and gulp at the same time. He saw and understood her confusion and indecision, and she appreciated that gesture, but she was not convinced that he truly comprehended the physical and emotional upheaval leaving her parents and moving to England would bring. 
 
    She rested her head on his shoulder and pressed her palm against his chest to feel his heart beating as rapidly as her own. “Do you really think it will come to war, Frank?” she asked. 
 
    “Darling, I want to say no and that we can hope for a diplomatic breakthrough, but Hitler is flaunting his aggression, and British patience is wearing thin.” 
 
    “But the British allowed him to annex Austria last year, even though it was in direct violation of the Treaty of Versailles, and your government did nothing when he seized the Sudetenland. Your minister even agreed to it in Munich.” 
 
    “Yes, but Britain and France didn’t agree to Hitler’s military occupation of the rest of Czechoslovakia. We gave him a gesture of goodwill, and he’s slapping us in the face. Only if he stops his hostility now, right now, and comes back to the negotiation table with firm promises, will peace still be possible…” 
 
    “But you don’t think he will stop?” 
 
    “No. I think your Führer is going to invade Poland, despite Britain’s pledge to militarily support that country if it were to be attacked by the Germans. My darling, come to England with me. I know I’m asking a lot, but I wouldn’t insist if I didn’t think it was urgent. We can get married straight away. You have a British passport, a brother and an extended family in Kent who love you. You have friends who will help you settle in, and you’ll have me. Don’t force me to leave you behind, not this time.” 
 
    Hannah kissed him urgently, feeling her passion rise. “We’ve known each other for two years, Frank, but we’ve only been engaged for three months. When I left you after spending that year with my aunt in Chislehurst, you and I promised to wait until you finished your engineering degree and could support me.” 
 
    Frank tucked a strand of hair behind Hannah’s ear. “We promised to do a lot of things, my love, but that was before the threat of war – yes, I agreed to have the wedding in Berlin with you surrounded by your father’s family, but sometimes unforeseen circumstances arise, and we have to take leaps of faith off a cliff edge – I’m fond of your father, despite his support of fascism, and I certainly don’t want to upset him, God forbid, but I’ve graduated and already have a good job. You must see I’m right. 
 
    Hannah was still not convinced. “I feel I’d be letting my papa down if I eloped with you and I certainly couldn’t ask him to pay for my upkeep when I’m your wife.” 
 
    Frank let go of Hannah’s hand and stared at her, his deep brown eyes full of hurt. “I have money put aside. I have a house that’s paid for, thanks to my dad. Granted it’s not as big or as grand as your father’s but it’s mine ... it’s ours. Trust me, I wouldn’t ask your family for anything but your hand, not even a penny-ha’penny.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I said that,” Hannah murmured laying her head on his chest again. “You’re the most honourable man I know, but I had plans, Frank. I was going to buy my wedding dress in Berlin with my mother next week.” 
 
    “I know, but that’s a minor detail. London has wonderful bridal shops. Your Aunt Cathy can go with you...” 
 
    Hannah dug him the ribs and giggled. “Are you an expert in bridal gowns now?” 
 
    “No, but I presume London caters for brides.” Frank lifted Hannah’s hand and kissed her palm. “You won’t be alone, my love. I’ll be at your side every step of the way. Darling Hannah, I’m afraid to leave you. Your mother and father waited too long in 1914 and were separated for four years. I won’t survive that.” 
 
    On their return to the house, Hannah and Frank found the family sitting in the garden. They were glad to see them still up. It had been an age since they’d all been together, and as luck would have it, Hannah had come to a decision about her future and wouldn’t now have to spend the night thinking about how to break the news. 
 
    Frank’s words, Hannah, I’m afraid to leave you, had been persuasive. She was also fearful for the future. An atmosphere of war had already engulfed Germany. It had been present all evening in the eyes and words of the SS and Gestapo guests, and in the streets where Jews were being bullied. It filled the hearts of public speakers denouncing the rights of fellow Germans who worshiped a different God, wrote books deemed depraved, or loved someone of the same sex. It was in the smoggy, hate-filled air above the Dresden army barracks where SS recruits were being trained by sergeants who spouted detestable, spiteful mantras that could be heard a mile away. This was a Germany she no longer loved and didn’t want to live in. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Frank and Hannah joined the family who were already in a heated discussion over Paul’s decision to live in England. “Why is everyone so glum?” she asked, sitting on the grass next to Frank. “The evening went off without a hitch. The SS didn’t arrest anyone, did they?” 
 
    “No one is glum, Hannah,” said Willie. “And don’t try to be funny. This is serious. We’re talking about Paul wanting to study in England and his rudeness towards one of Father’s important guests.” 
 
    Hannah’s eyes brightened. “I don’t know about the insulting behaviour part, but I think going to London is a wonderful idea. Max will be thrilled.” Then she grew serious. “Who did you offend?” 
 
    “Never mind who. Paul will go to England over my dead body,” Dieter blazed. “Your brother has just been offered a wonderful opportunity to work with Hans Rudolph who has been selected by Herr Hitler himself to run a new psychiatric programme, and he is going to accept straight after he apologises to the man...” 
 
    “Rudolph is one of Hitler’s cronies, Father, and I have no interest in being a part of his programme,” Paul interrupted. “And God forbid those fascists get it off the ground. They’re a bunch of raving lunatics.” 
 
    Willie’s shocked eyes flicked to Frank who was looking most uncomfortable. “That’s enough of that talk, Paul,” Willie said, staring at his future brother-in-law. “You should know better than to insult anyone who’s personally met the Führer. You’d have been better off kneeling at Herr Rudolph’s feet, not telling him where he could shove his job. And we shouldn’t be talking about this anyway, not while we have a foreigner in our midst.” 
 
    “What’s Frank got to do with anything?” Hannah jumped in. 
 
    Frank snapped at Wilmot, “Yes, tell us, Willie, what’s that supposed to mean? Am I not going to be a member of this family soon?” 
 
    Laura stopped the argument immediately. “Frank, I do apologise for Willie’s bad manners.” 
 
    Hannah, looking just as angry as her brothers, remarked, “Don’t worry, Mummy. Frank knows what Wilmot’s like. Ever since he started wearing that uniform with all its fancy insignias and that stupid skull badge meaning death and murder ... or whatever it’s for...” 
 
    “You’re an ignorant idiot. It means no such thing,” Wilmot shouted his sister down. “The skull emblem of the SS-Totenkopfverbände symbolises that the unit is committed to remaining faithful to Hitler until death.” 
 
    “Well, it scares the living daylights out of people because they think it means your lot’s going around killing folk you don’t like.” Eyes blazing, she added, “You see, Frank, the SS soldiers think they know better than everyone else; that they’re superior human beings. That’s what they told you in training, isn’t it, Willie? God, you’re a moron at times. And why are you talking about foreigners when you’re half English yourself, and your own mother is sitting right next to you? I’m surprised the SS even accepted a half-blood like you.” 
 
    “Stop it at once, both of you,” Laura tried again, this time with rare tears in her eyes. “This has been the first time we’ve spent an evening together for over a year and you’re spoiling it with your petty squabbles ... not you, Frank, dear.” 
 
    Dieter put his arm around Laura’s shoulder, kissed her forehead then gently dabbed her wet cheeks with his handkerchief. “There, there, we won’t fight anymore, mein Schatz.” 
 
    Laura broke away. “Thank you. Now, can we please enjoy each other’s company? We only have two days together before we leave Dresden for Berlin. I’m going to miss you all terribly, and that goes for Frank as well.” 
 
    “Sorry, Mummy – I’m sorry, Frank,” Wilmot said grudgingly. 
 
    “No more fighting, right.” Paul offered Wilmot his hand and they shook on it. 
 
    Hannah gripped Frank’s fingers and squeezed them. “I don’t want to upset you even more, Mummy, but I’ve decided to go back to England with Frank on Monday. We don’t want to be separated again.” 
 
    Dieter and Laura gaped at their daughter. 
 
    “Darling, I don’t understand what you’re saying,” Laura finally said. “Do you mean you’re going to Kent for another holiday? But you’ve only just come back.” 
 
    “No, I don’t mean that. I’m going to live in England for good. With all the uncertainty going on, Frank and I have decided to bring the wedding forward, and not to get stuck in two different countries … like you and daddy did.” 
 
    After an uncomfortable pause, Dieter said, “That’s out of the question, Hannah. I can’t possibly arrange a trip for us all to England at such short notice. I have too much work on, and your brothers are both starting their new jobs. Frank, what stupid ideas are you putting in my daughter’s head?” 
 
    “With respect, sir, they’re not stupid at all. I don’t like the geopolitical situation here.” Frank shook his head. “And I didn’t like the conversations I overheard between some of your guests tonight … and … well, to put it bluntly, I’m not leaving Germany without Hannah.” 
 
    “If you didn’t like the conversations, you shouldn’t have listened in on them,” Wilmot grunted. “Anyway, you’re talking rubbish, Frank. Germany counts Britain as a friend. The Führer admires the English because they’re Aryan, and it’s no secret that some of your politicians admire Hitler. Your abdicated King, the Duke of Windsor, has praised the Führer’s policies. He was here two years ago, for God’s sake, so what’s this really about?” 
 
    Dieter, red faced, said, “You want Hannah out of Germany as soon as possible because you don’t trust us. Isn’t that the truth, Frank?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, it is. I don’t trust Hitler as far as I can throw him,” Frank retorted. “For a start, I’ve seen the violence in the streets against those opposing him. He’s not a Prime Minister, a President, or a traditional Chancellor. He’s a dictator who’s squashing freedom of speech and religious beliefs. I don’t feel comfortable leaving my Hannah here when people are getting thrown in the back of trucks and driven away every five minutes...” 
 
    “Don’t be absurd. All that violence nonsense has stopped,” Wilmot said. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Only reckless upstarts are being removed, along with the Jews and gypsies. And real Germans have finally got the best jobs now that Hitler has shut down all the Jewish businesses. Things have never been better for us.” 
 
    “I beg to differ,” Paul spoke up. “I’ve seen more soldiers on the streets of Munich shoving people into the backs of lorries now than I ever did when Hitler first came to power. And what about Herr Schreiber and his family next door? We all saw them being taken from their home by the SS, and, Willie, you were with me when those thugs stole the Schreiber’s possessions. You saw them do it with your own eyes, so don’t deny it. You go, Hannah. Go to England as soon as you can. I bet you won’t find persecution on the streets of Chislehurst.” 
 
    Wilmot stood up. “I’m not listening to this shit. I’m going to bed,” he said. 
 
    “Wilmot, watch your language!” Dieter shouted. 
 
    “Please don’t go, Willie,” Hannah begged. “God knows when we’ll all be together like this again. Tell me you’re happy for me.” 
 
    Wilmot walked up the steps to the terrace shouting over his shoulder, “Whatever. Do what you want. Be a traitor to your country if it makes you feel any better!” 
 
    Dieter watched with dismay until Wilmot had disappeared into the house. He’d been unusually quiet, leaving Laura to cope with the shouting match. Hannah went to kneel in front of her father’s chair, and resting her head on his knee said, “Daddy, I want to live in England and marry Frank. I don’t want to wait any longer.” 
 
    Dieter stroked Hannah’s damp curls and glanced at Laura. 
 
    “Our little girl is all grown up.” Laura’s lips twitched in a sad little smile. “She’s made up her mind about this, and to be honest, I agree with her decision. They were always going to settle in England anyway, so it might as well be now. Darling, think back to what happened with us. I don’t want Hannah to make the same mistake we did.” 
 
    Dieter, defeated, asked Frank, “When will you marry?” 
 
    “Straight away if we can get a licence and have a civil wedding in Bromley’s Town Hall. Hannah can stay with her Aunt Cathy until the big day.” 
 
    “And what will you live on ... air?” 
 
    “No, sir. I have an income from the proceeds of my dad’s will put aside. I already own my house, so we don’t need to worry about renting a place, and I’ve got a job in a small engineering firm in Kensington. It’s not ideal, but it will do for now.” Frank locked eyes with Dieter. “You already knew that, and you also know me well enough to know I’ll never ask you for a penny.” 
 
    Laura, overcome by an emotional evening full of surprises; some good, others not so nice, began to sniffle again. “Your father and I will do everything we can to be with you on your big day,” she said between sobs. “Won’t we, Dieter?” 
 
    Dieter regarded his future son-in-law, his eyes smarting with disappointment. “I’ll certainly try to make that happen. As soon as you have a date set, send a telegram. I’ll need a few days to organise my calendar.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Paul and Frank remained behind while the others traipsed up the stairs to bed. They had poured one last brandy, and as it had grown chilly outside, now sat in the family living room. Both men were close in age and friendship. They’d met at a cricket match on Chislehurst’s village green when they’d been boys on their summer school breaks. Frank suspected that Paul wanted to talk to him in private about the offer he’d received that evening, but was loath to broach the subject or ask questions. 
 
    “We both know it will be impossible for my mother and father to attend the wedding, Frank. I hope Hannah doesn’t regret not having them with her on her big day,” Paul said. 
 
    “She knows they won’t be able to make it,” Frank replied. “What about you, Paul? Will you go to England?” 
 
    “It doesn’t look like it. I might be in a bit of a bind, Frank. I don’t trust that Herr Rudolph, and I trust Hauptsturmführer Leitner even less – Jesus, I don’t even trust my own father, to be honest.” 
 
    “Will you accept the offer?” asked Frank. 
 
    Paul harrumphed. “That’s just it, it’s not an offer. It’s an order, blackmail, coercion, whatever you want to call it. I don’t think I can refuse. Rudolph is close to people in Hitler’s chancellery. He didn’t directly threaten to destroy my father’s company if I didn’t take the job, but he made it damn clear that Vogel Industries might suffer if I turned him down. And as for him being a family friend … nope, that doesn’t ring true to me.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I know my father when he’s around friends. He’s relaxed and jokes around, but I saw him with his business hat on tonight. And at one point, he forgot Rudolph’s Christian name and called him Heinrich.” 
 
    “Who was the SS captain with Rudolph?” 
 
    “He’s a doctor in the SS Medical Corps. He’s involved in the sterilisation programme, apparently … thinks he’s a bloody expert in eugenics, yet couldn’t give me an answer about why he believed in it.” 
 
    Paul was tipsy, and Frank pressed him more than he normally would have, hoping to find out what the job entailed. “I presume the programme you spoke about has something to do with psychiatry, am I right?” 
 
    “Sort of, but here’s the thing. If it were purely about treating patients, I would have jumped at the opportunity. But it’s not, it’s about stopping Germans from having babies, and killing mentally ill people – euthanasia, mercy-killings for those deemed unworthy of life – I say it’s murder.” Paul’s eyes widened. “Shit, Frank, I shouldn’t be talking about this with anyone. It’s just a rumour. Don’t breathe a word of this conversation to Hannah, or anyone else for that matter, please?” 
 
    Frank was shocked, but he was also filing away every word that came out of Paul’s mouth. “I won’t. Trust me, Paul, that’s not something I would want to talk about with anyone. So, your plans for London are up the spout then?” 
 
    “Yes, right up it. I wanted to spend time with Max, but I was also desperate to live in England. You’ve no idea how much I envy you and Hannah getting out of this bloody country. It’s gone to the dogs.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t envy any of us, Paul. There’s another major conflict coming to Europe, and unfortunately, you and I won’t be on the same side.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Max Vogel 
 
      
 
    Poland, 
 
    September 2nd, 1939 
 
      
 
    Army Major, Max Vogel, of MI6 British Secret Intelligence Service wore a threadbare brown jacket, pale blue shirt, and creased blue trousers too big for him around the waist and too short for his long legs. Braces held his trousers up, but he also wore a belt and holster nestled in the centre of his back, to secure his Luger pistol. On his head sat a flat cap, so faded with the elements it was hard to know what colour it had been when first purchased. Underneath it was flattened fair hair that would spring into curls the instant they were freed. 
 
    He looked as though he’d just been dragged through red mud with stony ground beneath it, for his old clothes were also ripped, dirty and bloodied from a cut to his neck. He was exhausted and nauseous from the wound sustained in the early hours of that very morning, although he suspected that the queasiness was mainly caused by shock – his whole body was trembling, as though he’d been hit by an inner quake. 
 
    The driver dropped Max off in the centre of Warsaw, three streets and a lane away from his safe house. 
 
    Romek Gabula, the man Max was going to see, lived on the third floor with his wife, Klara. He couldn’t wait to get into their welcoming kitchen and to sit at their table. Klara always seemed to have a meal on the go, even when he arrived unannounced. She was a great cook, and he hadn’t eaten for more than twenty hours. 
 
    Before approaching the coal-blackened sandstone building, Max walked around the block with long, brisk strides. It was good to stretch his legs and to reflect on the past twenty-four hours during which he’d been caught in air strikes and explosions that had destroyed parts of his route back to Warsaw. 
 
    He would never be able to forget what he’d witnessed en route. Germany had invaded. He whispered the words aloud, for they were unbelievable in his head. “Germany has invaded Poland.” And they’d done it with incomprehensible speed and precision. 
 
    Terrified, but invigorated during those first few hours of madness, he’d dodged the lethal bombs falling from a sky full of German planes. The ground had erupted like a series of volcanos where the missiles hit, and afterwards, tanks had crunched the newly excavated earth as they stormed through the countryside like giant behemoths. 
 
    He’d survived, but thousands hadn’t that day, and tens of thousands more would die as the Germans got closer to Warsaw. Thank God, he was getting Romek and Klara out, he thought. Another week and he’d have been too late to help them. 
 
    Like him, Romek was a spy. Max had met him at the beginning of the previous year after two Poles were earmarked as possible agents for the British Secret Intelligence Services. Max, an MI6 recruiter and handler, had been sent to Warsaw to conduct the interviews with the two men and had chosen Romek before even meeting the other candidate. He had no regrets about his choice. Romek was one of the best decoders and radio transmitters in the MI6 stable. 
 
    Romek had come to MI6’s attention in 1937. He was a passport officer in the German Embassy in Warsaw. He’d been spotted after falsifying identity documents and a passport for a German Jew who’d previously been expelled from Munich, and obviously, hadn’t wished to remain in Central Europe. “The Nazis were too close for comfort, and I knew what was to come,” the Jew had said upon his arrest in Southampton. 
 
    The man’s passport had been perfectly acceptable, but the custom’s officer at the ferry port had suspected that the refugee was a Jew and not a Christian as stated on the document. Later, upon questioning by a Foreign Office official, the officer had remarked, “It wasn’t his colouring and features that alerted me to his religion, it was because the stupid bugger was carrying the Torah in his suitcase.” The Jew had then been handed over to MI6 because of Foreign Office concerns about an influx of German spies, and during his initial interrogation, had quite easily given Romek’s name and place of employment in Poland in return for asylum. 
 
    Apart from his native Polish, Romek spoke German and French with barely an accent, was well educated, and clearly despised the people who paid his wages. He had oozed charm and had never denied his criminal nature, which he’d said was not meant to harm anyone. On the contrary, he was helping Jews escape the Nazis. Since then, he’d been a great success, steadfastly loyal to the British, regularly sending information to London about what the Germans were up to: who was coming and going at the embassy, and what important or relevant conversations he’d overheard about the German armies and their movements. He’d been a testament to Max’s good judgement, who in turn received a pat on the back for a recruitment job well done. 
 
    Max observed the empty cars parked in front of the buildings then raised his eyes to the windows. Most had their curtains drawn. Doorways were also in darkness, and street lights hadn’t been turned on. He presumed that Warsaw’s government was taking precautions against a German airstrike and had ordered a blackout. 
 
    Finally, he crossed the road to the four-storey house’s entrance and stood for a moment in the doorway observing military trucks full of infantrymen pass by. It was almost midnight on September 1st, “Germany has invaded Poland,” he repeated for the second time. War had come, the days of appeasement, lies and trickery were over, and he was lucky to be alive. 
 
    Romek, sitting beside another man at the kitchen table, leapt to his feet when Max appeared at the door after Klara let him in. The two men shook hands, but then strangely emotional, embraced. 
 
    “Europe was at peace when you left, and now look at us. What the hell did you do?” croaked Romek, his eyebrows soaring. 
 
    Max removed his jacket, wincing as he pulled it off his shoulders. 
 
    “You look as bad as we feel, my friend,” said Romek, inspecting Max’s dirty, bloodied shirt. “Tell us what you saw out there.” 
 
    Max slumped into the chair. Romek poured him a mug of beer, and Klara brought a bowl with water, a cloth and bandages to the table. 
 
    “You’re hurt. Let me clean that for you,” said Klara, examining the gash on his neck. 
 
    “It’s just a scratch,” Max muttered, holding her eyes. 
 
    “It’s deep and caked in dried blood. You need a bath.” 
 
    “I’d love a hot bath, Klara, but I don’t have time.” 
 
    “This is my cousin, Bolek,” said Romek, nodding to the stranger. “He’s a doctor. He’ll look at your wound.” 
 
    Max waved Romek off. “Thank you, but it’s nothing. Klara will do a fine job.” 
 
    Max glanced at a heavily pregnant woman he’d never seen before. She was cutting vegetables into small pieces and hadn’t lifted her head to greet him when he’d arrived. Whatever she was cooking smelt good, Max thought, inhaling the aroma of the meat stock. 
 
    Klara set about cleaning Max’s wound. He sighed with relief, as he remembered the close calls he’d had on his mammoth journey. He’d covered a lot of ground in the past six days, driving from Warsaw all the way to the Baltic Sea, stopping at strategic locations on his route. He’d not slept in a bed or had a decent meal, for time had not been on his side. Troops heading towards the Polish Corridor had slowed his progress, an invasion had been imminent, and he’d wanted to finish the job and get back to Warsaw as quickly as possible before he found himself stuck in the middle of a battle. 
 
    Max’s superior, Jonathan Heller at MI6 headquarters, had given Max his orders on August 24th when he’d left on a plane for Warsaw. The mission, in part, was to get Romek and Klara to Paris. Heller had been adamant that Romek was too good an agent to leave behind in a country that could be overrun by Germans within days. Romek and Klara, a linguistic professor at Warsaw’s university, might have bigger roles to play in MI6 in the future, Heller had added without giving details. Thank God for Heller; he’d been right about the Germans, and he’d be proved right about Romek and Klara’s usefulness as well. 
 
    Max’s other mission had been of a technical nature. Those orders had come directly from the Foreign Minister, Lord Halifax, who had gone personally to MI6 headquarters to brief Max and Heller on the mission’s objectives. “I want you to study the Polish defences and borders for yourself. We need detailed maps. Ours are outdated and probably useless. Get every main road, military base, ship movement and train line.” The list had gone on and on until Max had felt compelled to interrupt. “That’s a lot of ground to cover in a week, My Lord.” 
 
    “Then I suggest you get cracking and don’t waste a minute of your time while you’re there,” Lord Halifax had responded. “We want you out of Poland before Germany drops its first bombs on Warsaw.” 
 
    Max had maintained at the time that it would be difficult to drive to every location on his own and had suggested that a second driver would come in handy. He’d have more time to draw his maps, some from brief notes and others entirely from memory, if he didn’t have to be behind the wheel. It had been a reasonable request, Max had thought, but it was denied all the same. 
 
    He’d worked his way around Poland in the guise of a cartographer contracted to the British Embassy in Warsaw. That wasn’t too far from the truth. He was an Army Major attached to MI6, but he was also a qualified cartographer with various degrees from Oxford University. He carried professional credentials from the London planning offices that he used as a cover, along with one of his many passports. 
 
    As far as missions went, this one had not been very successful, Max thought. At the British Embassy, he’d persuaded the ambassador to loan him a car and driver. He would help in any way he could, the ambassador had said. He’d also predicted that the Germans were on their way to Poland, and, if that were to happen the embassy would have to be evacuated. 
 
    Apart from getting Romek and Klara out, Max now wondered if his observations and maps would be of any use to the Foreign Office. The borders, troop movements, Polish naval ships and air force planes were probably not where he’d first spotted them. In the past few days, borders had disappeared, many Polish ships had been evacuated to Britain, and aircraft fighter planes were either being decimated, or they too were escaping, to where he didn’t know, but he suspected Romania. He had no up-to-date information to give London apart from what he’d witnessed today. 
 
    “Tell us, what’s happening at the borders?” Romek urged again, dragging Max’s thoughts back to the present. 
 
    The women joined the men at the table, eager to listen. He didn’t know Romek’s cousin, Bolek, and wasn’t comfortable telling them anything about what he’d witnessed and where he’d been. 
 
    “We’ll find out what’s going on in the morning newspapers, but we’d rather hear it from you,” Romek insisted. 
 
    “All right, but I’m not going to sugarcoat this like the newspapers will.” 
 
    “We don’t want propaganda lies,” Bolek retorted. “We’ve heard enough of those from our own government.” 
 
    Max nodded. “I was asleep in the truck when the transit depot at Westerplatte was hit by German naval forces and army,” Max began. “The Danzig police joined the attack on the depot. My driver and I got out under a hail of bullets, but not unscathed. We were both caught by flying glass, as you can see.” Max pointed to his neck. “When I left the area, the Poles were taking heavy losses and being bombarded from the sea. German Luftwaffe planes seemed to be above us the whole way here, as though they were our bloody escorts. Their tanks are steaming along and destroying every town and building in their path. I’ve never seen anything like the rate they’re advancing at, and to be honest, I can’t see Polish forces holding them off for more than a few weeks at most.” 
 
    Bolek, looking deeply affected, wiped his eyes. “How did you get back here?” 
 
    “By the skin of my teeth, and I had a good driver.” Max smiled but refused to give details just in case he inadvertently gave away the real reason for his visit to Poland. He was confident that Romek’s cousin, if that’s who he truly was, knew nothing about Romek’s after-hours job with MI6. He recalled Romek’s panic after his training course at Bletchley Park. They’d walked back from a pub on the day Romek had finished his radio operator course. He, Max, had looked very stern, and had gripped Romek’s coat collar. “If you tell anyone about what you do for us, and that includes your wife, Klara, or you make a mistake, your cover will be blown, and we will have to kill you.” Romek hadn’t seen the joke coming, and was deeply upset because he’d already told Klara that he was working for the British Government, although he hadn’t said in what capacity. 
 
    As though reading Max’s mind, Romek told his cousin, “My English friend and I met over two years ago. He’s a geographer and makes maps for city councils and planning offices. He’s also a genius in languages, like my Klara...” 
 
    “Yes, his Polish is very good.” Bolek studied Max’s face. “What’s your name, Englishman?” 
 
    “Victor!” Romek blurted out the lie. “Sorry, I thought I’d told you. Anyway, Victor is here on vacation to brush up on his Polish. You should know, Bolek, apart from speaking four languages, he also draws and paints. He drew my Klara in charcoal, and I swear at first glance it looks like a photograph. He captured her very well.” 
 
    Bolek didn’t seem the least bit interested in Max’s talents and asked, “Will your government help us like they said they would? How long will they expect us to hold out against the Germans when they’ve already obliterated some of our cities?” 
 
    “Bolek is a doctor from Wieluń,” said Romek, his eyes widening slightly. “Did you see what the Germans did there, Victor?” 
 
    “No, we kept off the main roads and as far away from town centres as possible. We should have got here hours ago, but most of the roads were blocked with bomb damage or packed with vehicles. In the end, we used country roads, but even they were mobbed with people running from the coast.” 
 
    “The Germans attacked my town around five this morning,” Bolek said, looking at his watch. “Actually, that would be yesterday morning. Their aircraft must have dropped at least thirty bombs on us. They hit the hospital where I worked, and fortunately for me, I wasn’t there. They killed at least twenty-five patients and a handful of nurses … I don’t know how many … I went there to help, but when I saw the devastation, I ran back to my house. As you can see, Vanda and I are having our first child, and I wanted to bring her home to our families in Warsaw.” Bolek’s hairline was encrusted with dried blood, and one of his eyes was swollen. “The Germans ignored the red-cross marking on the hospital’s roof. They didn’t care who or what they were hitting. They knocked my Wieluń down like a set of dominoes.” 
 
    The women served bowls of stew and slices of bread for the men. After eating it at lightning speed, Romek left the room to put his and Klara’s suitcases secretly in Max’s car. When he came back, Max was already at the door. “It’s good of you to drive me, Romek,” he said after shaking Bolek’s hand. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Bolek asked. 
 
    “Klara and I are taking Victor to a hotel a few streets away. We’ll be back soon, but if you’re tired, don’t wait up.” 
 
    Klara sobbed quietly into a clean handkerchief on the way to the nearby airfield. Max could only imagine how hard it must have been for her and Romek to lie to their family and to leave their country without telling a soul where they were going. Romek’s pain was not as visible as Klara’s, but it was evident in his whitened knuckles and tight grip on the steering wheel. He’d not said a word since leaving his home. 
 
    The light aircraft was ready on the runway. Max was relieved to see the Ambassador, his wife, and two diplomats from the British Embassy waiting beside the plane on the tarmac. “We’re the last of them, old chap,” said the Ambassador. “No one else left now … a sad day indeed.” 
 
    They only had a narrow time window to get airborne and out of Polish airspace before heading to France where Romek and Klara were to remain. Both were now in possession of new French identity documents and passports. Romek had forged them perfectly, preferring to choose their new names himself. He was now called Louis Leroy, and Klara was Marine Durand. From the airfield just outside the city, they’d head to Paris and an MI6 safe house where they’d live until further instructions. The man who owned the house had been informed of the couple’s ETA and had already been briefed on Romek’s mission. Max smiled tenderly at Klara. He’d miss her terribly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Paul Vogel 
 
      
 
    Brandenburg, Germany 
 
    September 3rd, 1939 
 
      
 
    The news ran through the train like a gust of wind. Britain and France had just declared war on Germany citing Hitler’s invasion of Poland as the straw that had broken the camel’s back. Paul, sitting in a first-class carriage, had not been surprised when the train’s ticket-inspector slid back the door to give him the information. On the contrary, he’d expected it the previous day. 
 
    The train rushed past a landscape of leafy trees and green fields, cows, sheep and the occasional farmworkers harvesting fields in the distance. It was a beautiful sunny day, a peaceful, untouched scene far removed from Germany’s new reality, the one where Europe was allied against it – Europe against Germany – it was hard to say that, to even think about the cataclysmic events of the previous week. 
 
    Hannah had left the country with Frank. Wilmot had left Berlin with his SS unit and he was on his way to begin his new career. For the briefest of moments that morning, Paul had wanted to change places with Wilmot. When the latter had said goodbye to the family, he’d not mentioned his destination, but everyone had suspected that he was going to Poland as soon as he’d announced, “I’m going to a foreign country that no one in this family has been to, and it borders ours.” God help the SS, Paul thought. Wilmot was not the brightest button in the box or known for his discretion. 
 
    So much had happened since the family’s return to Berlin on August 29th that Paul found it hard to put the events in order. He recalled, however, the strength of public opinion and mood in Berlin’s busy streets. They were heavily guarded by the Gestapo and SS with special units being deployed day and night around Potsdamer Platz and Pariser Platz. Their aim he’d gathered from a close friend, was to listen in on private conversations taking place in the bars close to those areas. “They mean to stifle any opposition to war that’s left,” his friend had whispered while sitting in a cafe with Paul. 
 
    Paul had seen an emboldened people in Pariser Platze, relishing Germany’s dramatic extension of its borders into neighbouring Austria and Czechoslovakia without having fired a shot. But, unlike Berlin’s 1914 generation, they hadn’t been lining the streets calling for war or for the invasion of Poland. He, and everyone else he’d spoken to who remembered the Weltkrieg, the Great War, had agreed that another major conflict would be disastrous for Germany. 
 
    On September 1st, the Gestapo and SS were ordered to arrest opponents rallying against the Polish invasion. Paul knew about this not because he’d seen their strong presence in Berlin’s streets but thanks to Wilmot who’d been so full of excitement he’d blabbed on and on about rumours he’d picked up at his barracks. Their father, the worrywart of the family, had told Wilmot that as much as he wanted to know what was going on with regards to military operations, he would rather Wilmot kept his news to himself lest he be arrested for espionage. 
 
    Paul now watched the man sitting opposite him in the carriage reading his newspaper while at the same time relating to other passengers what had been said on his radio that morning. What was the point of listening to it, Paul thought? With the state-controlled Reich Broadcasting Corporation, they’d hear nothing but lies. He was sick of the Nazi propaganda machine ravaging the truth. An aggressive, widespread media campaign to build public support for a war that few Germans wanted had eaten up time and space in the newspapers, on radio stations, and in the more exclusive television parlours, of which there were three in Berlin. 
 
    Two days earlier, the Nazis had told their biggest lie to date when they had broadcast what they’d called their morally justifiable invasion of Poland. It had been a defensive action taken to stop Polish atrocities directed against ethnic Germans living in Poland, the man on the radio had announced. Paul hadn’t been surprised to hear that. The mainstream German press didn’t hide their hatred for Polish warmongering and chauvinism as they called it. They were also infuriated by the British, who, a broadcaster announced, were encouraging war by promising to defend Poland in the event of German invasion. Whether that was how the journalists in all three public media services really felt was something he’d probably never know. Far be it for them or anyone else to tell the truth when it opposed the regime’s doctrine. 
 
    The door slid across again, this time to admit a young Waffen-SS soldier. 
 
    “Show me your papers,” the soldier ordered with his hand out. 
 
    Paul, and the other passengers simultaneously went into their jacket pockets in search of their identity documents and train tickets. 
 
    “What’s the reason for your journey?” the soldier then asked Paul. 
 
    “It’s business. I am a doctor.” Paul noticed the soldier’s eyes staring at the red and black swastika pin on his suit jacket. Paul hadn’t wanted to wear it on his lapel, but his father had insisted. He wanted to smile as he recalled what his mother had said. “Wear it, Son. It’s like voodoo magic and will keep you safe from Nazi monsters that lurk in the dark.” His father hadn’t found that amusing and had left the room grunting his disapproval. 
 
    The SS soldier slid the door closed leaving Paul to think again about Wilmot. An hour before he was due to leave for his deployment, his brother had experienced another momentary lapse in discretion – Paul supposed that was the kindest way to describe Willie’s tongue – it was so very loose it was apt to fall out of his mouth one of these days. “The SS are very clever,” Willie had stated during his last breakfast at home. “They staged a border incident last night, designed to make it look like Poland initiated hostilities with us,” he’d said full of pride. “A few SS men got dressed up in Polish army uniforms and feigned an attack on a German radio station at Gleiwitz. I wish I’d been there. I would have loved that.” Then, he’d looked up, Bratwurst sausage hanging off the end of his fork. “You mustn’t tell anyone I told you.” 
 
    After Willie had left, their father had comforted their distraught mother as they listened to Hitler announce his decision on the radio to send troops into Poland in response to Polish incursions into the Reich. Hitler had also been clever, Paul had mentioned to his mother at the time, for the Führer had avoided using the word – war – the bastard would leave the responsibility for declaring war to the British and French. 
 
    At two-thirty in the afternoon, Paul stepped off the train in Brandenburg and immediately found a soldier holding a piece of paper with the name Arzt Vogel written on it. It was the first time he’d ever seen Doctor in front of his name. 
 
    Paul sat in the back of the car and read the orders he’d received the previous evening. They’d been hand delivered by a low-level member of the Interior Ministry, who had refused to leave until Paul had signed for the envelope containing instructions for getting to his new post. 
 
    Paul’s hands shook, not because of the orders, but for the intense emotions coursing through him: dread, a sickening sensation in the pit of his stomach, resentment, fear and self-loathing. He looked at the back of his driver’s head. The man had not said a word since they’d left the station, and he looked as glum as everyone Paul had seen that day. “How long will it take until we get there?” he asked. 
 
    “Fifteen minutes,” the driver answered. 
 
    “So, I hear the hospital used to be a prison?” 
 
    “Ya, the Brandenburg-Görden Prison. It’s in the suburbs of Görden. It’s a nice area.” 
 
    Upon his arrival at the complex, an orderly escorted Paul to his bedroom, which consisted of a narrow bed, wardrobe, desk and chair. It was a sparse but adequate accommodation for his lowly position, he thought, depositing his suitcase. 
 
    “There’s a communal bathroom at the end of the corridor,” Paul’s escort informed him. “I’d get there first in the morning if I were you, Doctor, otherwise, you’ll have a long wait for the showers.” 
 
    After physically showing Paul the bathroom, the same man took him to Herr Rudolph’s office. Paul stood awkwardly in front of the dour-faced female secretary who asked him to fill in a form stating that he would be living at the hospital and receiving meals. Paul could hear Rudolph’s chirping voice talking to someone inside his office. 
 
    “Will this be a long wait … Fraulein ... sorry, did you mention your name?” Paul asked the secretary. 
 
    “Nein. My name is Göring. You may call me Fraulein Göring. And as for the length of your wait; it will take as long as it takes for that door to open and your name to be called.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “Ah, come in, Doctor Vogel. This is good timing, I was just talking about you to Herr Stein from the ministry,” said Rudolph, waving Paul into the room. “He’s been looking forward to meeting you.” 
 
    Paul shook Herr Stein’s hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir,” he said before taking his seat beside the hawkish-looking visitor. 
 
    “Herr Stein has to leave within the hour for Berlin, and we have a lot to get through. You might as well listen and learn, Vogel. Did you get the introductory letter from your driver, and have you met my Miss Göring?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you, I did, to both questions.” 
 
    “Good. Good. Herr Stein and I have just been discussing how important it will be to have our programme viewed as compassionate. We are doctors first and foremost, after all.” 
 
    “But, you mustn’t lose sight of what we’re hoping to achieve here scientifically,” Stein reminded Rudolph. 
 
    Rudolph poured Paul a cup of coffee from the coffee pot sitting on the sideboard behind his desk, asking him if he took milk and sugar as he went along. “Now, Paul, when I mentioned eugenics to you at your father’s house I couldn’t help but notice your scepticism.” 
 
    Paul’s face reddened. Rudolph continued without waiting for a response. “No, don’t look at me like that, Vogel, you’re not in any trouble. In fact, I understood your reaction. The subject often evokes dark visions of forced sterilization in the minds of ignorant people, but only because they can’t see or don’t know its benefits to mankind – don’t you think?” 
 
    “With respect, Herr Rudolph, the very belief in the possibility of improving the qualities of the human species or a human population by discouraging reproduction by persons that have genetic defects or inheritable undesirable traits must evoke a certain darkness to any man who values all life.” 
 
    Stein gasped, and Rudolph shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Paul hoped that his disapproval would be enough to send him packing back to Berlin on the first train. 
 
    “Herr Stein, will you step outside for just a moment?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Stein, glaring sideways at Paul. 
 
    When they were alone, Rudolph went into his desk drawer and brought out a pack of cigarettes. He offered one to Paul, and when the offer was declined, he jerked the carton until one cigarette popped up. He put it in his mouth, lit it with a silver lighter and then sat back in his chair, staring at Paul behind a veil of smoke. “I am under no illusion about your reluctance to join me here,” Rudolph began, “but do not underestimate my importance to the Reich and the Nazi Party. I want you to understand that I offered you this job because of my deep affection for your father and respect for your dear mother, who is from England, a country we are now at war with.” 
 
    Paul swallowed hard, feeling the rope tightening around his neck, and hearing his father’s bark as he ordered him to do his duty for family and the Fatherland. He’d never forgive his father for forcing this on him, or his mother for enabling his father through her silence. “My brother is in the SS. Is that not enough to prove my family’s loyalty to Adolf Hitler?” Paul asked. 
 
    “It probably would be, were circumstances not as complex as they are. I admire your brother’s tenacity. It couldn’t have been easy for him to get accepted by the para-military group. We all know how picky they are. Their stringent rules regarding prospective members are well known, and they are right to live by them. For instance, I learnt through your brother’s application form and subsequent entry that none of your ancestors were Jewish and that Wilmot has agreed to marry only with the consent of his superior officer. There’s no doubt in my mind that your family is of good Aryan stock, but your siblings’ bloodline is tarnished, nonetheless, as is your own?” 
 
    Paul raised an eyebrow. “I see ... tarnished. You seem to know a lot about my family, Herr Rudolph. I wonder, did you learn about me before you came to my father’s house?” 
 
    “My dear boy, you were the reason I went to Dresden.” 
 
    After blowing smoke in Paul’s face, Rudolph continued. “Now, now, I know what you’re thinking. I said I’d never heard of you, but that was to make your father feel comfortable.” 
 
    “You lied,” Paul corrected Rudolph. 
 
    “Did you know I stopped the Gestapo from putting your family on their watch list?” 
 
    At last Paul saw only too clearly why his father had thrown him to the wolves. “Are you saying that my mother’s British nationality is cause for concern to the Gestapo and that my father’s position is in jeopardy because of her?” 
 
    Rudolph nodded. “And what’s more, the Nazi Party might also see you and your brother Wilmot as threats. Germany is in for a fight and needs the unquestionable loyalty of its people to defeat the allies. You have British blood in your veins, therefore, you can only be half trusted. And of course, there’s the question of your other brother, your twin, I believe.” 
 
    For the first time, Paul was not only angry at being in this intolerable situation, he was also scared, not only for himself but for his family. “Yes, Max. What of him?” 
 
    Rudolph responded with half a smile, more like a sneering jibe. “He lives in England, so my question is why did he not come home to fight for his country? Do you see now why your loyalty is important to me?” 
 
    “Yes, I understand completely. What I don’t understand is why you see me as being important enough to go through all this rigmarole?” 
 
    Rudolph’s smile was like a slap in the face. “Well, let’s just say I have my reasons and leave it at that, shall we.” After he’d taken a sip of coffee, he continued, “I’d like you to reflect on your reluctance to join the Nazi Party and to working here, Paul. Until you can put your heart and soul into this programme it will be impossible for you to give your one hundred percent commitment. I also want you to think carefully about what you say in front of my important visitors. I don’t mind you giving your opinions to me from time to time, but I won’t tolerate your smart-arsed comments to persons who have come directly from the Chancellery. Is that understood?” 
 
    Paul nodded in response to the rebuke, but the question uppermost in his mind about why he’d been chosen remained unanswered. Perhaps there was a bigger reason for employing a Vogel, one that didn’t have much to do with him at all? “I meant no disrespect to you, or to your visitor. I’ll be a good student and will serve the Fatherland. You have my loyalty, sir.” 
 
    “I sincerely hope so. The Gestapo are like dogs. They can sniff dissent a kilometre away. I’d hate to see you in trouble, Paul, because if you are packed off to a camp for traitors, your mother and father will probably join you there.” 
 
    Paul was largely ignored after Stein’s return. The two men discussed how the programme could prove cost-effective to the welfare budget. Deep in thought, Paul let the talk of money and facts and figures go over his head until Stein broke from that topic, saying, “Racial hygiene cannot be underestimated. Dealing with the Jews will be useful as far as biological degeneration is concerned, but medical and psychiatric specialists must also play their part and allow the courts to present evidence supporting the state’s case for sterilization. I should hate to see doctors at odds with the law.” 
 
    “How can my staff and I help?” Rudolph asked. 
 
    “To begin with you can continue using family genealogies to track purported inherited taints. We also suggest you try the new innovative intelligence tests containing education-based questions. They’ve proven to be a great source of information.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Rudolph said. 
 
    “It is also our opinion that diagnoses of feeblemindedness and schizophrenia will in most cases provide solid legal grounds for castration.” Stein turned to Paul. “Do you know, Doctor Vogel, that a genetically-ill person costs 50,000 Reichsmarks on average up to the age of sixty? It is a terrible burden for the healthy population to bear, especially now that we’re at war, don’t you agree?” 
 
    “I didn’t know that, sir.” Paul preferred to answer without committing himself. 
 
    “We need fit, healthy people who can and should be well paid and well fed regardless of whether they are soldiers or civilians doing their civic duties.” 
 
    “I can see why the government is concerned, and I entirely agree that everything that can be done to save money should be,” said Paul, glancing at Rudolph who nodded with approval. 
 
    Satisfied with Paul’s answer, Herr Stein went on to say, “Racial hygiene has been useful in the past, but the Führer feels we should now take more radical steps against the sick who pose biological threats to our country. So, Herr Rudolph, the main reason for my visit here today is to inform you that the Reich appreciates the efforts you and your team will make when passing judgement on those you deem incurably ill. Our leader thanks you in advance for doing a splendid job in getting this euthanasia centre up and running and trusts you will all carry out your duties with enthusiasm and vigour.” 
 
    Rudolph was talking, but Paul could hardly breathe and didn’t hear a word. Sterilisation would soon be replaced with the killings of innocent people deemed unworthy of life. He couldn’t help but repeat those three words in his head over and over; they were surreal and barbaric. And, unworthy of life wouldn’t be a term confined within two red lines. It would become the Nazis’ ipso facto right to choose who to kill in the future. 
 
    Paul felt sick as he listened to Rudolph discussing the new Jewish section in the basement. The men sitting next to him would pick out the gravely ill cases at first, he predicted, but then they’d very subtly move those red lines and go on to ethnicity, religious states, sexual preferences, and children belonging to political opponents. And that would only be the beginning of the madness to come. 
 
    “You can go now, Vogel ... Vogel, you can go!” 
 
    Paul, jerked out of his thoughts, stood up on shaky legs and somehow managed to conjure up a broad smile. “It’s been a pleasure, Herr Stein. I’m looking forward to working for the ministry. 
 
    Paul stretched his hand out to shake Herr Stein’s. Stein ignored it and instead, gave the Nazi salute. “Heil Hitler!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    The Webers 
 
      
 
    Berlin, October 1939 
 
      
 
    Adel Weber and his two daughters lived in a third-floor apartment in Berlin’s Riesaer Strasse. They were Jews, as were most of the people living in that neighbourhood. Adel’s wife and mother to the two girls had died three years earlier, leaving Adel with the difficult task of bringing up his daughters by himself; harsh circumstances for any father but doubly so for Adel because of one daughter’s mental and physical disabilities. 
 
    The Webers supplied a veritable feast of conversation to the tenement’s bored housewives, who had neither the spare cash nor the interest to do anything with their dull lives other than cook, clean and gossip with other wives and daughters. 
 
    The subject of the ‘screaming Weber girl at number 34’ as she was called, came up at most afternoon tea parties when such luxuries were possible. In alternating flats, wives displayed their baking skills and discussed matters from Hitler to the competent or incompetent performances of their husbands in bed, and everything in between. 
 
    To keep the suspense at number 34 alive, the women took turns in taking cakes and homemade biscuits to the Weber’s door, hoping to get past it and catch a glimpse of the demented crippled adolescent who’d been a stain on the building for years. 
 
    Until recently, the consensus had been that apart from her obvious leg deformity, Hilde Weber suffered from a traumatic fright brought on by the sudden death of her mother three years earlier. But another theory of demonic possession was gaining ground, a subject far too horrible to speak of in front of children and rabbis who used to pray for Hilde in the temple before it was knocked down. 
 
    The women were even more intrigued now, as they’d heard from reliable sources that Hilde suffered from a mental illness called schizophrenia. They didn’t know what that fancy title meant, but they all agreed to call her from now on ‘the mad girl’. 
 
    Life was hard for the husbands who worked in the factory at the end of the street, and the women trying to make ends meet had enough on their plates to deal with without having to put up with a screeching teenager threatening to kill people. It had taken various meetings, but they’d all finally agreed to report Hilde Weber to the Orpo, a reasonable neighbourhood police force, albeit now under the control of the SS high command. 
 
    On this morning, the policemen had gone up to the Webers before the men in the block had left for work at the furniture factory. The wives, determined to find out if or when steps would be taken to remove Hilde Weber from the building, had told their husbands to get their own breakfasts. They were off to congregate on the building’s front steps before the policemen came downstairs. 
 
    Frau Rosenthal, who lived directly underneath the Webers had been elected as spokeswoman. She and her husband were the most affected by the mad girl’s noisy antics therefore she should be the one to give the policemen an earful, the women had unanimously agreed. 
 
    “Why won’t you tell us anything?” Frau Rosenthal had shouted when the officers came out of the building just after nine. “Our men work hard, and they need their sleep. How would you like to live with a mad girl stomping on the floor above you day and night and shouting that this person or that person wants to kill her? My heart will stop if she screams my name. It’s enough to make me lose my own sanity, and at my age!” 
 
    “You’re exaggerating old mother,” one of the policemen had snapped at her. “A girl with only one decent leg can no more stomp than a snake that slithers on its belly.” 
 
    But Frau Rosenthal had not finished. “And what could be worse than her crawling or slithering and bashing into furniture and throwing things around the room, eh? Tell me that?” she’d shouted as they’d got on their bikes. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    In one of the bedrooms, sixteen-year-old Hilde Weber lay flat on the floor staring up at the ceiling. Her malformed leg, two missing fingers on her left hand, and undeveloped ears were the result of a condition called phocomelia, which had been diagnosed at birth. She wasn’t the first person in the Weber family to have this disease, for her paternal grandmother, now deceased had suffered with stumpy arms and only three toes on her left and right feet. 
 
    Hilde had been in a wheelchair all her life. For years, she’d coped, and the family dealt well with her condition, taking her on outings to the nearby park, to the shops, and sometimes to the factory gates to wait for her father to finish work. But all normal, everyday pleasantries halted when her mother died of influenza in the winter of 1936, and a new, terrifying disease struck Hilde. 
 
    Her round face was like a perfectly designed doll with huge brown eyes surrounded by thick lashes, bow lips and mousy fair hair that was as straight as a poker. Outwardly, she was pretty, but with a bloated appearance due to overeating when she was going through psychotic episodes, and not eating when she was lucid. There had been a promise of beauty in her younger years, but that was before a dark, unfathomable expression had crept into her eyes and scorn had laced her lips. 
 
    Hilde’s bedroom contained a bed, a dressing table with her mother’s old wooden hair brush, comb and mirror sitting in a perfect line on its oak top, a wardrobe filled with hand-me-down clothes she never wore, and paintings on the walls of elegant ballerinas in wondrous poses that she had painted before the onset of her second illness. 
 
    The room had a clinical appearance, but the rancid smell of urine trickling unhindered down Hilde’s legs, wetting her nightdress and the carpet she lay on, remained even after the room had been thoroughly cleaned and Hilde’s clothes had been washed. The stench was made even more repugnant because of the lack of air circulation. On their last visit, the police had ordered the Webers to lock the bedroom windows to muffle noise to the street outside. The curtains were drawn during the day and most nights, for Hilde was averse to bright light and interaction with people; any existence beyond the room’s four walls. 
 
    A neighbour, Frau Bloomberg, used to deliver breakfast, midday snack and evening meal on a tray to the bedroom. She and Hilde’s father had come to an arrangement whereby he gave the old woman money to buy food. She’d cook the meals, but then keep a portion for herself every day. The mutual luxury for the Webers and Frau Bloomberg next door had ended abruptly a few weeks earlier, however, when their neighbour was taken away by the Gestapo on the same day the German army invaded Poland. She’d never been seen or heard of since. 
 
    Judith Weber, Hilde’s elder sister, set the dinner tray on the hall floor, cracked open the bedroom door and took a quick peek inside. When Hilde was between psychotic episodes, she liked to talk about much the same things as any other girl her age. Judith, buoyant with hope on those occasions, encouraged and comforted her sister until her lucidity disintegrated and she regressed into the withdrawn, unresponsive hermit who drowned in a well of paranoid delusions. Judith, therefore, erred on the side of caution whenever she entered, never knowing who she’d find inside the bedroom when she opened the door. 
 
    As she looked at her sister, four years younger than she, Judith saw an antagonist, a person who drained her emotionally and physically imprisoned her. With kind Frau Bloomberg’s disappearance, outings with friends on a Sunday and days when she could wake up and make a simple decision to leave the house, were gone. Yet, for all the bad days, Judith clung to moments when love poured out of her, and the thought of not having Hilde with her was too terrible to contemplate. 
 
    Hilde, lying on the floor, covered her face with her hands and through her fingers screamed, “Get out, you!” 
 
    Undaunted, Judith said, “Your dinner’s here, darling. Shall I help you get into bed, so you can eat it on your lap?” 
 
    “It was you who told the doctor to poison me. You’re going to be punished – they told me – you’ll die soon, too. I heard them say it. See, they’re saying it now. You hate me. I know you want to kill me. They don’t like you at all!” 
 
    Judith turned on her heel and went to the door. Her eyes smarted with tears as she picked up the tray from the hallway floor and then placed it on the bedroom floor just inside the doorway. Hilde could shuffle on her elbows to the food when she was hungry. It was too distressing to watch her devour the dinner like a pig scoffing from a trough. 
 
    In the hallway, Judith shut the bedroom door behind her, pressed her back against it and listened to the visitors speaking with her father further down the hall in the living room. She’d opened the front door to the men when they’d arrived, but her father had told her to leave them to him while she took Hilde her evening meal. She’d known one of the men all her life. He was Doctor Müller, the family’s physician who often called out of the blue. The other two men were strangers, and judging by their well-cut suits, shirts, and ties, were not from her neighbourhood. 
 
    Unseen, she took a few steps towards the living room door to get a better sense of what they were talking about. Her father’s voice was clearly angry and upset with shouts of, “No. My answer is no!” 
 
    “Adel, please listen. Hilde needs professional care and advanced treatments,” Doctor Müller responded. “You’ve done all you can for her, and you’ve done it as well as could be expected under difficult circumstances, but it’s time to let her go to these people. They’re the professionals who know how to deal with this horrible disease. They’ve studied schizophrenia and understand what has to be done to control the symptoms.” 
 
    “If I let her go with them I’ll probably never see her again. I don’t care how qualified these psychiatrists are, they’re not taking my daughter from this house.” 
 
    Judith marched into the room, defiant. “I agree with my father,” she said glaring at the back of the two strangers’ heads. “Hilde is lost at times, but she’s young. She can recover. Doctor Müller, won’t you sit down? You’ll wear out the floor tiles.” 
 
    The two men sitting on the couch stood up. Judith walked to the fireplace, which placed her squarely in front of the visitors. She glanced briefly at the younger man but then addressed the elder. “Good evening. I’m Judith Weber, Hilde’s sister. Have you even met the patient you’re planning to remove?” 
 
    She met Hans Rudolph’s icy smile with one of her own. He stretched out his hand, and she took it out of politeness. “Perhaps you’ll reach the correct diagnosis if you speak to Hilde in person,” she spoke in a high-pitched, accelerated voice. “We, my father and I will be glad to take your advice if you find her medication or care lacking. We know we’re not perfect. We make mistakes.” Judith looked at her father. “Shall I make a pot of tea for our visitors, Papa? 
 
    “A fine idea, Judith,” Adel said. 
 
    Judith served tea to the men, but no cakes; baking day was on Tuesdays. Then, she sat in a hard-backed chair with her legs crossed and her eyes firmly on Rudolph, who had the air of a so-called, superior Aryan person. She also noted her father’s defeated expression while listening to the psychiatrist’s grounds for admitting Hilde to a centre for the mentally ill. Nevertheless, she sipped her hot drink, analysing the continuing arguments and counter-arguments without interrupting once. She’d get her say, she thought. She’d put her case forward when the men decided to get off their backsides to examine Hilde, and if her father gave in to pressure, she would take over the fight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Paul Vogel admired the combative spirit of the young woman sitting opposite him. Unlike most Jewish families he’d met in the weeks since his arrival at the hospital, Fraulein Weber didn’t seem to be intimidated by Rudolph’s sharp tone, on the contrary, she looked ready for a battle of wills. 
 
    Paul continued to study Judith. She was intriguing: not a classical German beauty like Hannah, who had the sought-after golden curls and pale skin, no, this young woman was dark, more exotic with almost black, penetrating eyes afraid of nothing and no one, or at least that was the impression she gave him. He’d been drawn to her the minute she’d marched into the room to give Rudolph a dose of what’s what. He liked her voice, soft yet sure, her expressive, full lips that shone with a colourless balm, making them both beautiful and natural. She wasn’t particularly tall but had perfect curves, evident under her dress and apron. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. Her dark brown, almost black curls, framed her face like a wide, old-fashioned bonnet. 
 
    Paul caught Judith glancing in his direction, and embarrassed, he turned away to focus on Herr Rudolph. 
 
    “... so, you see, you cannot cope because you can’t possibly understand what you’re dealing with,” Rudolph was saying. 
 
    “We understand Hilde’s moods, Doctor,” Judith parried back, “and we’re getting better at managing them. You might not know this, but my grandmother had similar deformities to Hilde’s, yet she married and bore children – my father – look at him, he’s turned out all right for someone who had an imperfect mother. He’s worked hard all his life, and we’re just fine, aren’t we, Papa?” 
 
    Adel nodded. “We’re all right, love. I’ll grant you, Herr Rudolph, Hilde’s unpredictable at times. When her illness struck, we were afraid of what she would do or say. We were even a bit scared of her when she started talking to invisible people, whom she said gave her orders, but she’s been like this for almost three years now, and she’s not done any real harm to a living soul.” 
 
    “I believe there have been numerous complaints from your neighbours over the years about noise and such like,” Rudolph said. 
 
    “Yes, but our neighbours understand ... I ... please don’t take her away from us.” 
 
    “Your neighbours have reported her several times.” Rudolph opened a file and scrolled down the page with his index finger. “Ah, yes, once for screaming abuse out of the window. Another time she ripped off her blouse, exposing her breast as she was being pushed along the street in her wheelchair – would you like me to go on?” Without waiting for an answer, Rudolph stood up. “I would like to see her now. Doctor Vogel, come with me.” 
 
    Judith jumped to her feet. 
 
    “No, Fraulein,” Rudolph pre-empted her. “You will wait here with your father and Doctor Müller. I want to see how Hilde reacts to strangers without people she knows being present.” 
 
    Paul remained at the bedroom door, quietly taking notes and genuinely shocked at Hilde’s wet nightdress and the smell that emanated from it. Her piercing eyes were like those of a monster he’d seen in his childhood comic books; bulging, pop-eyed. 
 
    “You people are pigs. You’re going to hurt me,” Hilde spat. “You want to kill me. You want sex with me – I see you – I know you!” 
 
    “Who told you those things, Hilde?” Rudolph asked. 
 
    “They did. They told me you were coming. You want me to die – you and Judith. She puts shit in my food. They saw her do it. They want me to kill her, but I won’t. Judith is nice.” She looked at the window, pointing to it. “Didn’t you tell me? Didn’t you?” 
 
    “Who’s there, Hilde?” Rudolph asked. 
 
    “People – people are there, stupid man – Jew pig!” 
 
    Paul continued to write down every word being said until Rudolph asked for his help to hold Hilde still while he examined her leg, toes, and ears. 
 
    Hilde screamed. Paul, positioned at the upper half of her body, attempted to restrain her by pinning her arms above her head. She had incredible strength and aggression for her age and gender, and as he concentrated on her hands, she managed to lift her head off the floor, twist it and bite into his arm like a rabid dog. Aghast, Paul groaned as she sunk her teeth deeper into his flesh. 
 
    “For God’s sake, Vogel, she’s a cripple. Control her!” Rudolph shouted just before Hilde kicked him in the face with her good leg. 
 
    The two men rose from the floor, panting. Rudolph looked down at the young girl who was cursing like a coalman and threatening to set her invisible friends on them. 
 
    Paul had no illusions about what was going to happen. Herr Rudolph had brought an ambulance based on Doctor Müller’s written report regarding the girl’s symptoms. He’d also studied her health records and had made his decision before even leaving Brandenburg. 
 
    “I’ve seen enough,” said Rudolph, straightening his skewed tie. “I’ll speak to the family, Vogel. You get the ambulancemen in here. Tell them to bring a stretcher and restraints. Now, before we leave, I want you to tell me what medication I should give to calm her down for the journey.” 
 
    Paul didn’t hesitate. “Amobarbital, sir.” 
 
    “Very good, quite right,” Rudolph mumbled, leaving the room without a backward glance at the screaming girl. 
 
    While the ambulancemen waited in the hallway for further orders, Rudolph and Paul spoke to Adel and Judith. 
 
    “It’s decided. We’ll take her now.” 
 
    “Please don’t,” Judith panicked. 
 
    Paul, who was not expected to speak, suggested that she get a breath of fresh air outside while her father and Herr Rudolph discussed the paperwork. 
 
    “I’m not leaving my house or my sister,” Judith snapped at him. “Tell them, Papa. Tell them they can’t take her.” 
 
    Judith glared at Doctor Müller. “How could you do this to us? You’ve known Hilde all her life. Why did you report us?” 
 
    Müller’s eyes were steady. “I didn’t report Hilde to anyone, Judith,” he shrugged. “It’s the new law. The Ministry of the Interior began registering children with disabilities at the beginning of August. It was my duty to conform...” 
 
    “Duty,” Adel interrupted. “Hilde’s condition is perfectly manageable here at home. You said so yourself on more than one occasion.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” Rudolph butted in. “Your daughter has a malformation of the limbs, a condition that is listed in the Reich Committee for the Scientific Registering of Serious Hereditary and Congenital Illnesses. I have also diagnosed a severe form of childhood-onset schizophrenia.” 
 
    Judith’s eyes smarted with tears. “Don’t try to confuse us with all that mumbo-jumbo. Can’t you just give us medicine? Teach us how to help her?” 
 
    Rudolph shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t. I read in her records that she began to display symptoms at the age of thirteen, couple that with the way her condition has deteriorated since then and the hardships you and your father are suffering...” 
 
    “We’re not suffering. We love our Hilde. How would you know anything about us?” Adel blazed. 
 
    Paul couldn’t take his eyes off Judith, weeping loudly and drowning out Rudolph’s words. Taking the initiative, he took her arm and forcibly escorted her into the hallway where he instructed the two ambulancemen to watch her. He saw no need for her to hear the lies that Rudolph was about to speak. 
 
    When he returned to the living-room, he closed the door behind him. Adel Weber sat on the edge of his chair, elbows resting on his knees, head down and fingers running through his hair. 
 
    “Doctor Vogel, please inform Herr Weber why it is in his and his child’s best interests that we take her with us.” 
 
    Paul gulped. He was acutely aware of his mouth opening and shutting without releasing a single word. This was the first time he’d been ordered to make the standard speech to families. 
 
    Paul recalled his meeting with Rudolph almost a month earlier. “Now that Germany is at war, previous laws and protocols can be overlooked,” Rudolph had informed him as he’d read from a classified document. “Furthermore, we have been granted permission to adopt a less rigorous standard of assessment, which means we will have a quicker approval process. The programme has also been expanded to include older children and adolescents, and we can take Jewish and minor Jewish-Aryan half-breeds at will. I am going to set up a special section in the basement for them and I want you to work there under Hauptsturmführer Leitner’s supervision. You remember him from your graduation party, I’m sure.” 
 
    While Paul waited for Herr Weber to calm down enough to be able to listen, he thought about his own father being threatened and vulnerable to attack. Papa had foreseen great profits from war, and it appeared he’d been correct in that assumption. Only a couple of weeks earlier he’d received a lot of money for a new product ordered by Reichsleiter Philipp Bouhler, Chief of Hitler’s Chancellery and the head of the Euthanasia programme. Bouhler had visited Brandenburg at the end of September, and during a luncheon had mentioned Paul’s father by name to Rudolph. “Vogel has agreed to develop as much as we need,” the man had stated. Paul had not been told what it was his father was developing, but Papa had sounded deeply troubled the last time they’d spoken to each other on the telephone. 
 
    “Go ahead, Doctor Vogel,” Rudolph snapped with impatience. 
 
    “Yes, of course, sir.” Paul cleared his throat. “Herr Weber, Hilde will be taken to a special section where she will receive improved treatment. She will be assessed for the first few weeks...” 
 
    “No, I refuse,” Adel snapped. 
 
    “You can’t refuse us,” Paul forced the response. “If you don’t allow us to take her you will be in danger of permanently losing custody of her. Our country is now at war, and we in the Reich expect parents to cooperate with us for the sake of the child and for the country’s wellbeing.” 
 
    “What the blazes has my daughter got to do with Germany’s war or its wellbeing?” 
 
    “If Hilde is at home you are required to care for her, are you not?” 
 
    “Yes, at times, but I don’t mind.” 
 
    Paul swallowed hard. “That is not the point, Herr Weber. The Reich needs soldiers and workers, skilled and unskilled. You can’t contribute to Germany’s war effort if you and your daughter, Judith, don’t work because you have responsibilities at home.” 
 
    “That’s preposterous. I’m in the Arbeitsfront. I pay my labour dues. I work full-time, but I’m always home in the evenings to be of help to Judith – no – no! I’ve had enough of this. Go on, get out both of you. Get out of my house, now!” 
 
    “If you refuse us once more, you and Judith will be called up for labour duty.” Paul’s dead-pan voice surprised even him. Adel’s face turned white, as though the blood had instantly been drained out of him. Paul had seen this reaction in the parents of a three-week-old deformed baby boy the previous week at another admission. The procedure had sickened him then, and it sickened him now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Hannah Vogel 
 
      
 
    Chislehurst, Kent 
 
    England, October 1939 
 
      
 
    Hannah and Frank had arrived in Britain on August 31st. They’d spent two days in Berlin at the Vogel family’s home before taking the train from Berlin to the Netherlands and then a ship to Harwich in the South of England. They had gone straight to Hannah’s Aunt Cathy in Chislehurst, who’d been beside herself with worry after receiving a telegram from her sister, Laura, advising her of the young couple’s imminent arrival. 
 
    “You look beautiful, darling,” Aunt Cathy said, putting the finishing touches to Hannah’s glorious hair. 
 
    On this, her wedding day, Hannah had elected to wear a pale-pink, silk suit adorned with a string of pearls at her neck and pearl earrings to match. She’d swept the front of her hair back and it was pinned by a mother-of-pearl comb. The rest had been left hanging down her back in loose curls. “Thank you, Aunty. I hope we manage to get some nice photographs in the garden. I’d hate for the rain to spoil them.” 
 
    Alone, Hannah studied her reflection in the dressing table mirror. She looked as radiant as a bride could be apart from a sadness in her eyes that she hadn’t been able to shake off. The short ceremony at Bromley’s Town Hall was over, and now the party with family and friends would begin. Everything was perfect, she thought, except for all the imperfect things that were happening in the world, and her family not being with her. 
 
    She and Frank stood on her aunt’s front porch welcoming the wedding guests who would soon enjoy a luncheon in Aunt Cathy’s spacious garden at the back of the house. Her aunt had insisted upon having a marquee erected after the previous week’s thunderstorms, but luckily the sun was just peeking from behind a cloud and beginning to warm the damp autumn air; a good sign for the afternoon to come. 
 
    The civil marriage ceremony that had taken place only an hour earlier had been far from Hannah’s dream wedding. Both she and Frank had decided not to go through the rigmarole of publishing banns and attending church on four consecutive Sundays. After all, as she’d pointed out to her aunt, her father wouldn’t be there to smile a father’s smile at his beautiful daughter when he handed her to her future husband, nor would her mother be able to fuss over her wedding dress or mop her emotional tears from the front pews as all mothers loved to do. She’d insisted that she wouldn’t need a white wedding gown or bridesmaids and flowers, while secretly longing for those things. But, more important than all the wedding palaver, she’d married the man she loved; the man she might have lost had she not taken the bold decision to leave Germany when she did. 
 
    “You look radiant, Hannah – Frank, you look good as well.” Hannah’s cousin, George, smiled before kissing her on the cheek. “Take care of my little cousin,” he added, showing Frank a playful fist. 
 
    “Go straight through to the back garden. We’ll be with you shortly,” Frank responded, giving George a playful punch as he passed him. Frank and George had known each other for years. It delighted Hannah that her new husband was just as familiar to her English family as she was. Frank knew all the boys in the family, and some of her girl cousins as well. They’d all gone to school together and had played sports in the streets when classes were finished. Both she and Frank had received a warm welcome on their return to England. Frank, trusted to behave himself with Hannah after promising no hanky-panky, had even stayed over at Aunt Cathy’s a few times. England had declared war on Germany, and everyone in the family was beside themselves with worry for the Vogels in Berlin. 
 
    Hannah watched a car pull up in the street. She squealed, and, leaving Frank standing, ran down the path to the front gate shouting, “Max! Max!” 
 
    Hannah threw herself into her brother’s arms almost before he’d got out of the car. “Oh, Max, I’ve missed you so terribly.” 
 
    Max grinned and gently pushed his sister away to take a good look at her. “You’re beautiful,” he said kissing her forehead. “And I missed you as well.” 
 
    Hannah then slapped his arm. “I’m cross at you for making me think you couldn’t come today.” 
 
    Max smiled. “I wanted to give you a nice surprise. So, are you going to introduce me to your husband?” 
 
    “Don’t be silly. He’s still the same old Frank,” Hannah laughed, linking her arm in Max’s to escort him up the path to the porch. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    After lunch, Frank made his speech. For days, he had wrangled with its contents. Should it be uplifting with no mention of war, he’d pondered, or should he use the conflict to highlight his love for his half-German bride and the reason they had rushed the wedding? He’d thought at one point that perhaps he shouldn’t mention the Vogels at all but had then reneged on that idea. This new war was all too real for Hannah and Max who had both left their family in enemy territory. They could no more forget the Vogels than they could forget how to breathe. 
 
    Eventually, after much deliberation over a tumbler of whisky, Frank reached the conclusion that it would be wrong to ignore the violence raging in Europe and England. The British Navy had already received a massive blow after the audacious Germans sent a U-boat into Scapa Flow. The battleship HMS Royal Oak was obliterated in the attack and 833 men had been killed, including Rear-Admiral Henry Blagrove. The country was reeling, its citizens horrified at the intensity of violence that had taken place during the first six weeks of what could be a protracted conflict. War had come to Britain whether he wanted to speak of it or not. His speech, therefore, would be full of love with a reminder of Hannah and Max’s separation from those they cherished. It would be a poignant moment for everyone, he thought, for his and Hannah’s family members didn’t see the Vogels as enemies, but as loved ones trapped behind enemy lines. 
 
    After the luncheon plates had been cleared away, and the other speeches had been made, the atmosphere lightened. The weather remained dry and mild, and while some of the elderly guests headed inside to Aunt Cathy’s living room, the youngsters stayed in the garden marquee to dance. 
 
    More guests arrived, neighbours mostly, who’d been invited to join the party after the formalities were over. A few of Frank’s closest friends had also come, and some, having already taken the plunge, were wearing their military uniforms. 
 
    A trio of musicians provided the music on piano, violin and drums, and a wonderful young lady sang Cole Porter’s songs. Hannah and Frank started the festivities off by dancing to What is This Thing Called Love, and afterwards, when Frank spied male family members queuing up to dance with Hannah, he slipped away to find Max, who had signalled earlier that he wanted to talk in private. 
 
    Frank found Max in the front garden smoking a cigarette, staring at a bush, but probably not seeing it. He studied his friend from his hiding place. He had a lot to tell Max, but this was not the time or place to take unnecessary risks. If anyone were to overhear them, Hannah’s day would be ruined, and their marriage put in peril on its first day out of the box. 
 
    Max was the spitting image of Paul. Neither brother had any features that differentiated them one from the other. It was extremely difficult for one to know which brother one was talking to, even for those who’d known the Vogel twins for years. Their hair, builds, faces, gaits, and tones of voice were identical in every way, even down to their gestures. It was and always had been off-putting, fun, and intriguing to be in the company of both brothers at the same time. Frank chuckled. Oh, the games they used to play on neighbours and strangers alike; the trouble they’d got themselves into when one pretended to be the other. 
 
    “When will you tell my sister about your real job?” Max asked Frank once they were standing together under an ancient oak tree. 
 
    “I don’t know, Max. I’m not sure I should say anything to her until she’s settled. Her life would be simpler if she didn’t know what we do. I have the office angle arranged. I’m supposed to be working at an engineering firm in Kensington, and all calls to that number will go through to our secretary at MI6. 
 
    “What about when you’re called in the middle of the night or have to go on missions?” 
 
    Frank shrugged. “I’m not too worried about travelling. I’ll tell Hannah I’m going on training courses, and when the time comes to put on my uniform, I’ll tell her I’m going to be based at the Foreign Office. She’ll be delighted I don’t have to go overseas to fight. I don’t see the point in making her even more anxious than she already is, and besides, telling her would break protocol. MI6 are still finalising her security clearance.” 
 
    Max put his hands into his pockets and jiggled the coins in them. “She’s been cleared,” he grinned. 
 
    “That’s excellent. Thank you, Max, that’s a lovely wedding present.” 
 
    Max laughed, “There wouldn’t have been a wedding if our office had thought something was off with her application.” 
 
    Frank sighed with relief. “Hannah was worried about being deported. She’ll be thrilled with the news – I suppose operations will be much more intense now that we’re not just building a network for a war that might happen.” 
 
    Max nodded. “Our objectives will definitely change, and our missions will be more frequent. There’s going to be a lot more fieldwork from now on, Frank, including on the continent.” 
 
    “It seems I’ve missed a lot of meetings and conversations,” Frank said. 
 
    “You have. The boss wants you back tomorrow for your debriefing. He’s eager to learn what you saw in Germany.” 
 
    “Impossible. I’ve just got married for God’s sake! I’ve booked a hotel in Brighton. Can’t they give me two more days? What the hell am I going to tell your sister?” 
 
    “That’s up to you,” Max chuckled. “You knew the risks of your job interfering with your life if you brought Hannah back with you. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad you convinced her, but you’ll have to find an excuse to get to the debriefing.” He paused. “At least we succeeded in that part of our plan – tell me about Paul.” 
 
    Frank rested his hand on Max’s shoulder. “I’m worried about him, Max. I was gutted when your dad refused to allow him to study here. I don’t have all the facts, but I’m pretty sure he’s got himself into a rotten situation.” 
 
    “What the hell’s he mixed-up in? Christ, don’t tell me he’s joined the Nazi Party? Not my Paul?” 
 
    “I’m afraid he has, but not through choice.” Frank glanced at Hannah out the corner of his eye and let out a hearty laugh, “... oh yes, I remember that day...” 
 
    “What are you two talking about?” Hannah said walking up the path towards them. “I’m supposed to be in that tent dancing with my two favourite people, and here you both are gossiping like old women by a clothes line. You’d better not be talking about the war, Frank Middleton. You promised me you’d not mention it today.” 
 
    Hannah gave Max an impulsive hug. “And what’s wrong with my big brother? You look as serious as Paul did when I left him in Berlin. Please, darling, write to him if you can, and say you’ll come for dinner on Saturday with Frank and me. I’m bursting with things to tell you, and I want to hear all your news. Promise me you’ll come.” 
 
    “Of course, I’ll come for your free food any day of the week. How could I say no to my darling sister and her big lump of a husband?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Wilmot Vogel 
 
      
 
    Poland, October 1939 
 
      
 
    Wilmot was delighted with his posting to the Leibstandarte SS, under Obergruppenführer Josef Dietrich. Before hearing the news, he’d worried himself sick that they might send him to one of the concentration camps mentioned in his final week of training. He wouldn’t have been happy babysitting communists, gypsies, homosexuals, Catholic priests and all the other big-mouthed dissidents who’d been thrown into the detention camps. Had they given him guard duties in Dachau, Buchenwald or Sachsenhausen where the bulk of the troublemakers were being sent, he’d have gone off his head and tried to resign, even though that was against his terms of service. He was in the SS to fight in the thick of the action, on the streets, cleaning them up, making them safe for Germans, not being stuck in a gatehouse or taking food to prisoners. 
 
    “What do you think of it all so far?” asked Lutz, one of Wilmot’s new best friends. 
 
    “There was a lot more shooting than I thought there would be. I imagined the Poles giving up as soon as they saw how many of us there were. Ach, I like this life, Lutz. It’s even better than I expected.” 
 
    Lutz agreed. “We must seem like Gods to these Poles. Mind you, Wilmot, I’m not keen on the food we’re getting. Nothing will beat my mutti’s cooking. You’ve never tasted lamb stew until you’ve had hers.” 
 
    “I’ll bet she won’t be cooking that very often now,” Wilmot remarked. 
 
    “No, you’re right there. She’s had to pull in her apron strings since they started all that rationing carry-on. I don’t know about yours, but my household can only buy a quarter of the amount of meat we used to have before. She wrote to me, you know, asked me if I’d take a joint of lamb back to her on my leave. How the bloody hell does she think I’m going to get hold of something like that? And even if I did, it’d stink the train out on the journey home.” 
 
    Wilmot laughed. “That’s not the funny part, Lutz – no – what’s funny about that is she thinks you’re going to get leave!” 
 
    The men chuckled. They sat on the steps of Danzig’s church having a light-hearted conversation with other members of their unit. Wilmot’s division’s advance into Poland had been swift and deadly, like a tsunami flooding the Polish territories in West Prussia, Poznan, Upper Silesia and Danzig, leaving nothing undamaged. 
 
    Some one and a half million German troops had invaded Poland along its almost two-thousand-mile border with German-controlled territory. Wilmot had fought, captured and killed Poles, Slavs, ethnics and undesirables that got in his unit’s way, and he’d done so with barely a hint of regret. 
 
    It had all been easier than he’d pictured. They’d moved across the country at a dizzying pace using armoured divisions to smash through enemy lines and isolate segments of the enemy, surrounded almost from the outset. Motorized German infantry had captured thousands of defeated Poles while the panzer tanks rushed forwards to repeat the pattern. And he and his SS division left every village burning. He’d not seen much sense in gutting houses, he’d admitted to himself but no one else. They’d need to build them again later for German citizens. After all, the reason for invading Poland was to give more living space to German people; destroying whole towns was a daft move. 
 
    Wilmot’s gun, never fired in anger before Poland, had felt right at home in his hands. He’d pulled the trigger without hesitation, had seen men, women and the odd child fall as his bullets struck them. His months of training, still fresh in his mind had guided his actions, some unilateral, others under the commands of superior officers, but almost always with perfect precision. His loyalty and commitment had kept him focused, his nerves in check, on those first days when the SS units were encouraged to shoot and kill rebellious Poles breaking curfews or trying to run. He’d been transformed from a soldier-in-waiting to a battle-hardened instrument of death overnight, or so it seemed to him. 
 
    Having been seconded to the transport pool, Wilmot declined the bottle of beer being passed around. Apart from him, the other men were off duty. Reinforcements had arrived that afternoon after his unit had slogged for weeks without a proper recreational rest. The SS looked after their men, demanding that they fight hard, and play just as hard when they got the chance. 
 
    He walked away, his friends’ shouts following him. “We’ll have a few drinks for you, Willie!” 
 
    Wilmot raised his arm and good-humouredly waved to the men. He’d been pleased to get into the driver’s pool. He didn’t want to be stuck in the prison camps or towns for days or weeks. He felt useless, as though he were wasting his time and missing all the excitement of war. 
 
    When he’d been given the task of transporting prisoners, he’d learned that an important part of his duties entailed a measure of secrecy. That had left him feeling uneasy, especially after he was threatened. “It is punishable by death to tell anyone about who you have in your trucks or where you are taking them,” his sergeant had told him and three other drivers on Wilmot’s first day on the job. 
 
    Still in a good mood, Wilmot walked to the end of the street where a temporary prison camp had been set up. He said hello to the guards posted at the checkpoint, and they opened the gates for him. His truck, Number 42, was already being loaded with men, women, and children, all Jews he’d noted earlier from the manifest he’d been given. Two SS friends of his were standing at the back of the transport getting ready to lower and tie off the canvas flap. Wilmot asked them to wait. He wanted to see the state of the prisoners before moving off. 
 
    Fortunately for them, packed in like cigarettes in an unopened pack, the long summer had ended abruptly with thunderstorms. It was now cool during the day and becoming cold at night. Still, the way in which they were jammed in meant that not one of them would be able to sit down for any part of the journey, and he wasn’t happy about that. 
 
    This was his fourth trip with prisoners. The first he’d undertaken had been from the camp he was in now to another camp fifteen miles south of Danzig. The second trip had been to the train station. That one had been a hell of a journey with people moaning with discomfort as they were battered and bruised by other prisoners grabbing onto them for support. Two old Jews had died on the way, suffocated by others when their legs had buckled. They’d been trampled underfoot, and his co-driver, Franz, refusing to take them back to the camp, had dragged their dead bodies into a field and left them there to rot. 
 
    A young woman caught his eye. She was the closest prisoner to him, clinging on to the side rail used to secure the back canvas. Her face was grey, moist with sweat, and creased with pain. She gripped her fat stomach and moaned while the man standing next to her rubbed her back. 
 
    “Are you having the baby now?” Wilmot asked. 
 
    She pleaded with Wilmot as tears ran down her face and then groaned as another painful contraction hit her. 
 
    “Right, that’s it. She can’t go on this run,” Wilmot said to the squad-leader who was waiting for Wilmot to sign for the prisoners before leaving the camp. “She’ll have to go on the next one or stay in the camp until she’s delivered. I can’t deal with this. I’m a driver, not a doctor, and I’m not stopping to let prisoners off so that she can have room to open her bloody legs to let the baby drop.” 
 
    The sergeant stared at the young woman in question and then nodded to the two SS Sturmmann troopers. “All right, get her off.” 
 
    “She’s my wife. Take me with her, please … please!” the man rubbing the woman’s back shouted. 
 
    “Shut up!” snapped Wilmot, as the troopers dragged the woman off the back of the truck. 
 
    “What’s your name?” the sergeant asked her in a kindly voice. 
 
    She bent over, clutching her stomach and moaned, “Ruta Kowalski.” 
 
    “Ruta Kowalski ... Kowalski ... ah, here you are.” 
 
    The sergeant drew a line through her name then handed the manifest and pen to Wilmot. He watched in horror as his superior casually went for his pistol, took it out of its holster, and shot the woman in the head. 
 
    Wilmot gasped. “Why? You rotten bastard…” 
 
    The prisoners on the truck squealed like children, drowning Wilmot’s torrent of expletives. The woman’s husband jumped off the back of the truck screaming and was shot almost before his feet touched the ground. 
 
    Still shocked, Wilmot thrust the clipboard and pen into the sergeant’s stomach. “You’ll have to mark him off too.” 
 
    “Are you giving the orders now, Vogel?” the sergeant grunted and then pointed to the dead husband. “What was his name?” When he didn’t receive an answer, he barked in Wilmot’s face. “What was it?” 
 
    “How the hell should I know? Just jot down minus one and I’ll sign it.” Wilmot was desperate to leave. 
 
    “Vogel, if you ever speak to me like that again, I’ll put you on a charge,” the sergeant said thrusting the clipboard back at him. 
 
    The passengers grew silent as the truck’s flap was lowered to block out their terror-filled faces. Wilmot scribbled his name on the manifest and was horrified to feel a tear slip from his eye and land on the paper. He inhaled deeply, his eyes shut for just a moment before giving the clipboard back to the sergeant. Then, he stretched his arm out in the Nazi salute as he watched the corpses of the pregnant woman and her husband being carried away. “Was that necessary?” he asked, ignoring his superior’s earlier warning about respect. “You didn’t need to make a show of yourself for the Jews. They know how strong we are.” 
 
    He climbed into the driver’s seat next to Franz, his co-driver, and put the key in the ignition. His hands were shaking. He cursed then punched the steering wheel. 
 
    “War is dirty, Wilmot. Get used to it,” Franz said. 
 
    “I didn’t like that, Franz. I didn’t like it at all,” Wilmot responded, as he drove out of the camp. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Paul Vogel 
 
      
 
    Paul scrubbed his hands and arms with disinfectant soap while looking at the unconscious girl lying on the operating table. Thank God, the surgeon had given her sufficient chloral hydrate to fully sedate her. One of the other doctors had told him not all children were as fortunate. 
 
    Paul followed the unconscious girl on the gurney to the ward, then waited until she was tucked in bed. He gazed at her white face: peaceful, sweet, innocent and oblivious of what had just been done to her. She was one of the lucky ones, he reminded himself again. She’d probably be released within a week to live her life safe in her family’s arms for however long that might be. 
 
    He headed down the ward to Hilde Weber’s bed. Her condition had become manageable. She’d shown signs of improvement since starting treatment. Her mood swings were less frequent, and she was having longer periods of lucidity. 
 
    “Hello, Hilde. How are you today?” he asked, holding her hand. 
 
    “I’m feeling better, thank you, Doctor Paul,” she replied. “When can I go home to Judith and Papa? I promise I’ll be good.” 
 
    “Soon, Hilde, soon.” 
 
    After his shift was over, Paul stood under the shower, washing his hair and letting the powerful water jets batter his crown like needles. Judith Weber came to mind. She had touched his heart. Her passionate fight to keep her sister at home had been admirable and had lasted right up until Hilde was hauled, screaming, into the ambulance. Adel Weber had turned on his heel, dragging his feet into his house and slamming the door behind him. He’d given up as soon as forced labour had been mentioned. But not Judith, no, she’d hung on to the Hilde’s restraint straps until the ambulance men had almost broken her fingers to free them. 
 
    Judith Weber was in his thoughts most days, not because he invariably thought back to their first meeting, but because of her weekly, unsuccessful visits to Brandenburg by train. Poor girl, she’d been refused entry on every occasion, but she wouldn’t take no for an answer, and had hung around the car park bothering doctors and nurses as they’d left the hospital building. On three separate occasions, she had asked for him by name and each time he had met with her as soon as he’d been able to get away. He couldn’t give Judith information about her sister’s release date, but he was able to tell her that Hilde was getting better and that he was keeping her company whenever he had spare time. Judith Weber had got under his skin, and he was determined to do all he could to help her family. 
 
    At 8pm, Paul made his way to the conference room for an important meeting. On his way, he passed the admissions desk where the long benches were full, as always, with disabled children and adults suffering physical or psychological illnesses. Nowadays, transportation trucks were used to bring the patients from other hospitals and nursing homes. Gone were the more civilised outings when Rudolph and his team of doctors would visit a prospective patient in his or her own environment to explain to the family why it was necessary to take their child or adult away from them. 
 
    Two men and a woman sat behind the desk dealing with the new arrivals. Their cold, impatient faces displayed their distaste for the sick, and their jobs. They had gruelling shifts that were monotonous in the extreme, and they were undoubtedly questioning the huge number of patients being admitted, and the very few leaving. Paul had overheard two of the desk staff whispering in the communal bathrooms a couple of nights earlier. “Where are they putting them all?” one had asked. “Don’t ask me. All I know is that the number of beds in this hospital don’t add up to the number of patients we’re receiving,” the other man had answered. 
 
    Paul nodded to two SS soldiers hovering at the main glass doors. They were ever present, watching like hawks. Were they there to keep patients in or families out? Probably both. 
 
    “Ah, Vogel, come in, come in,” said Rudolph, waving Paul into the spacious conference room. “This is Dr Hermann Pfannmüller. Doctor, this is Paul Vogel, a prodigy of sorts. He graduated a year early – quite unheard of, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yes, indeed. I hear you’re Dieter Vogel’s son?” Pfannmüller said. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Paul shook Pfannmüller’s hand and was then introduced to another man. 
 
    “Vogel, this is Herr Hans Lammers, head of the Reich Chancellery. We are very honoured to welcome him. We hadn’t expected him today.” 
 
    Lammers studied Paul. Unnerved, Paul gave him the Nazi salute. “Heil Hitler.” He then joined two Nazi medical students and the other ten Brandenburg doctors at the conference table. Hauptsturmführer Leitner was also in attendance, but Paul wondered why. He’d never seen the man treat a patient or lift a scalpel since the day they’d both started working together. The man was hawkish, always watching what others were doing, but seemingly not interested in getting his own hands dirty. 
 
    Paul was nervous and acutely aware of being in the company of two very important men who were close to the Führer, both personally and professionally. Every man in the room had taken the time to pin on their Nazi badges. He’d refused to wear his unless he was specifically ordered to, but as he flicked his eyes from one visitor to the other, he now kicked himself for not towing the line. 
 
    “Herr Rudolph and I have been corresponding with each other for some time.” Pfannmüller opened the meeting. “But due to the sensitive and classified nature of our new scientific and health programmes, we, Herr Lammers and I, felt it necessary to talk to you all here in person.” 
 
    Rudolph nodded. “A good decision. One never knows who might be listening in on telephone conversations or opening confidential letters. I think it’s true to say that delicate matters conducted both orally and in writing during wartime are in constant danger of being used against us by those who seek to do Germany harm. I preferred the communications methods used in the Great War when human couriers passed important messages from hand to hand. I’m not sure how I feel about all these fandangle machines and telephones nowadays.” 
 
    Paul recognised that Rudolph loved the sound of his own voice. He prattled on, but instead of telling him to shut up, Pfannmüller waited until he’d finished. 
 
    “Herr Rudolph makes a good point, Doctors,” Pfannmüller said. “We must be vigilant. If anyone is caught passing secrets, snippets of conversations or sharing any type of classified information beyond these walls, they will be executed. We can’t afford to slacken security.” 
 
    “It will be viewed as treason,” Lammers piped up. “We are standing on a precipice, gentlemen, taking scientific steps that might have been taken many years later were we not at war. But we are at war, and these are extraordinary times.” 
 
    “And they call for extraordinary measures and sacrifices,” Rudolph reinforced the point. 
 
    Pfannmüller took the floor, perhaps to finally shut Rudolph up or to command attention. 
 
    “Doctors, I’ll get straight to the point. It is unbearable to me that the flower of our youth must lose their lives at the front while the feeble-minded and asocial element is permitted a secure existence in our asylums.” Pfannmüller paused, eyeballing every person at the table. 
 
    Paul clenched his fists under the table in preparation for what was to come. The faces of the doctors opposite him suggested that his thoughts were mirrored. 
 
    “The Führer agrees with my sentiments,” Pfannmüller continued, “as do the majority of those who attended the Berlin conference. We cannot and will not continue to spend money on those who are unworthy of life. So, it has been decided that from now on, until we are instructed otherwise, certain patients will be transferred from their present institutions to centres being completed as we speak. And as a testament to your good work, Doctors, Brandenburg will be our main test site.” 
 
    Paul and his fellow doctors began to scribble notes but Pfannmüller stopped them. 
 
    “Do not record what I’m saying. Never write down what can otherwise be stored in your heads … never. I will leave Herr Rudolph a transcript of the Berlin conference, and he will allow you to read the parts deemed pertinent. All I need from you now is your undivided attention.” 
 
    “I apologise,” Paul and the others mumbled, putting their pens away. 
 
    “The new procedures will be as follows. All hospitals, nursing homes, old-age homes, and sanatoriums will be required to report patients who have been institutionalised for five years or more. There will be no exceptions. None. We will target the criminally insane, those who are of non-Aryan race or who have been diagnosed with the following conditions: epilepsy, schizophrenia, Huntington’s chorea, advanced syphilis, senile dementia, paralysis, encephalitis, Downs Syndrome, and general terminal neurological conditions.” 
 
    Minister Lammers took over from Pfannmüller in a bid to put an important point across. “We suspect that many doctors and administrators will assume that the reports are to identify inmates who are capable of being drafted for labour service. Should we be correct in that assumption, they may overstate their patient’s degree of incapacity to protect them from labour conscription. We cannot allow this to happen. So, should any doctor or institution refuse to cooperate, we will send our own teams of doctors, or the Reich’s medical students to compile the lists.” 
 
    Rudolph, looking unusually unnerved asked, “How can we be certain that these ... err ... Nazi teams will not be ideologically motivated when they choose who goes on the lists?” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that they will be untruthful in their assessments?” 
 
    “No,” Rudolph reassured Lammers. “It was just an innocent question that came to mind. After all, as Doctor Pfannmüller said, we will be deciding whether these people have a future by choosing those we deem unworthy of life.” 
 
    “We have strict guidelines in place,” said Lammers. “As with child inmates, adult cases will now also be assessed by a panel of experts working at the Tiergartenstraße offices in Berlin. The doctors there will be required to make their judgements based on the reports, not medical histories or examinations, and in each case, they will identify the patient’s future treatment with an a plus symbol for death, an, a minus for life, and occasionally, if they are unsure, an, a, followed by a question mark...” 
 
    Lammers was interrupted by a woman carrying coffee cups and saucers on a tray. Behind her, a Wehrmacht soldier carried steaming coffee pots. 
 
    Paul used the pause to glance again at Rudolph and the Brandenburg doctors. He felt as though he were in a daze, a nightmare blurring his reality. Were they thinking about their futures as he was? Did they want to run from the room and not look back? It was already crystal-clear that the visitors had come to talk about forced euthanasia, but they had yet to discuss how they were going to carry out the murders, or to pronounce those two words. The word ‘murder’, battered his brain. It was unthinkable, yet evidently, true. 
 
    He recalled asking Rudolph at the graduation party if Brandenburg was to become one of those earmarked as euthanasia centres. Rudolph hadn’t replied, at least not with a comprehensive answer, and he, Paul, had stupidly hoped that any plans to start mercy-killings would be put on hold because of the war and the bureaucratic headaches such actions would entail. After all, what sane person would tolerate seeing their loved ones being senselessly killed in their own homes when other family members were being slaughtered on Europe’s battlefields? Germans needed heroes governing them, not murderers telling them that their children were unworthy of living out their lives for however long they might be. 
 
    Paul watched Rudolph pour coffee like a hostess at a house party. He felt physically sick, crushed, unable to breathe. His thoughts were scrambled in his head as he battled to come up with a way to extricate himself from the hospital, and the people running it. He couldn’t do what they were asking; he wouldn’t. 
 
    After Rudolph had personally served coffee to every man at the table, Lammers continued, “We have arranged for charity ambulance buses to transport the selected patients. They will be called the Community Patients Transport Service, and will be run by teams of SS men wearing white coats to give an air of medical authority.” 
 
    Paul remembered Judith’s reaction to Hilde being taken and asked, “What will you do when the patients’ families or doctors object to your SS men removing their loved ones? Will they be told where they’re being taken, and why they’re going to another facility?” 
 
    “A good question, Doctor,” Lammers responded. “To prevent the families and the patients’ doctors from tracing the selected persons, the sick will be sent first to transit centres in major hospitals for further assessment, although realistically, further tests will not be necessary. Afterwards, they will be moved again for special treatment,” he concluded. 
 
    An excruciating silence filled the room. Paul, slid his eyes towards the doctors sitting beside and opposite him. His breath sounded ragged and laboured in the stillness. He wondered if they were as shocked as he was? It was strange that not one person had objected, including himself, and he wondered if any of the doctors, present, had volunteered to work in this hospital being fully apprised of the insidious nature of the job? Or had they been coerced like him? It was impossible to know. No one talked about anything other than families and spouses. 
 
    Apparently unruffled by the effects his speech had had on his audience, Pfannmüller bit into a biscuit and washed it down with his coffee. “Families will be sent letters explaining that owing to wartime regulations it will not be possible for them to visit relatives in the facilities. In most cases the selected patients will be given mercy-deaths within 24 hours of their arrival at the euthanasia centres. Their bodies will later be cremated, and death certificates will be produced for every person killed, giving a false but plausible cause of death. These will then be sent to the affected families along with an urn of ashes.” 
 
    Lammers carried on despite the wide eyes and open-mouthed shock. “I suspect you might be concerned about some aspects of the euthanasia programme, but I assure you it is not only a kindness to the sick, it is also necessary under present circumstances. We have thousands of soldiers wounded from the Polish campaign, and they must be our priority. They need and expect to be looked after, and we require the hospital space to meet the demand for beds.” 
 
    Paul’s mouth gaped then quickly snapped shut. The doctor sitting next to him asked, “What reason are we to give the families for their loved ones’ deaths?” 
 
    Lammers answered. “I would suggest using a variety of illnesses – pneumonia, dysentery, or natural causes. We shall make sure to give believable reasons – will this be a problem for you, Doctor?” 
 
    “No, sir.” The man’s expression was unfathomable. 
 
    “Good.” Lammers took his time before speaking again. He sipped his coffee, set his cup on its saucer, then picked it up again for another sip while flicking his eyes from one man to the next. “No one in this room should be surprised by what we are about to do for the Reich and benefit of our country. As psychiatric practitioners, you must be aware that the idea of euthanasia is not new.” 
 
    Lammers swept his eyes around the table and most of the men nodded. “You say yes with your heads, yet you don’t look convinced. I’ll be disappointed if even one of you has not read the study published twenty years ago dealing with this very subject.” He raised his eyebrows when no one spoke. 
 
    Herr Rudolph, now looking as flushed as his staff, cleared his throat. “I’m sure all the Brandenburg doctors have read Karl Binding’s and Alfred Hoche’s papers. Their findings are required reading in all university hospitals, I believe.” 
 
    Paul had read the works for the first time only a few months earlier. The written work of the lawyer and psychiatrist just mentioned by Rudolph was one of the reasons he’d chosen psychiatry. He believed he could damage the eugenics notion by attempting to introduce new, enlightened treatments that could eventually change some conditions from chronic and terminal to acute but curable. He was not a genius, but he was determined to send the erstwhile theoretical practice into oblivion, even if it took him his entire life. 
 
    “Tell me, Doctor Vogel, have you read it?” 
 
    Paul, whose expression must have displayed some element of disapproval, raised his head and met Lammers’ eyes. “Yes, sir ... yes … I read it again only recently,” he stammered. 
 
    “Would you enlighten your colleagues, please. Tell them what you gleaned from it?” 
 
    Paul nodded. “Certainly. The papers are entitled Permission for the Destruction of Life Unworthy of Living, and as Herr Rudolph stated, the abstract poses the question as to whether a human being that has no character or will should be entitled to enjoy the protection of the law … if its prolongation represents a perpetual loss of value, both for its bearer, and for society?” 
 
    “Very good, almost word for word,” said Herr Rudolph, an approving glint in his eye. 
 
    Paul arranged his face, aware he was being watched. He relaxed a little more in his chair while Lammers asked another doctor to speak about the authors’ answer to the euthanasia question. 
 
    A doctor Paul had come to know as ‘Chalky’ because of his very white skin, responded enthusiastically. “Yes sir, I’d be honoured. The authors described such individuals as being mentally dead on an intellectual level, a state we only encounter far down in the animal kingdom. The authors also emphasized the economic burden of such individuals to Germany, as you so eloquently stated earlier, sir.” 
 
    Paul contemplated Chalky’s statement and smothered an involuntary snigger. The Nazis were on an even lower level of the evolutionary ladder than the beasts that killed the weakest in their group. A frail animal that passed on its genetics would weaken the herd if the weakness was inheritable. They were useless if they couldn’t hunt for food, contribute strength, or lagged when the pack was on the move, making the other animals targets for predators. Human beings, however, should accentuate the strengths of those who were weaker, or promote empathy towards the handicapped to distinguish themselves from lesser species. He sighed. What was the point of even thinking about it? Until these particular human beings admitted that their intended behaviour was worse than animals’, they would continue to do so. 
 
    Before the meeting was adjourned, a one-page signed document was passed around the table for everyone to look at. When Paul received it, he didn’t first read the contents, only Adolf Hitler’s signature at the bottom. Once upon a time he’d have been excited to have this in his possession, but now, he wanted to rip it up and erase the entire meeting from his mind. 
 
    “Read it carefully, Doctors,” Rudolph said. 
 
      
 
    “Reichsleiter Bouhler and Dr. med. Brand are hereby ordered to enlarge the authority of certain physicians, whose names are to be specified, to include the granting of assistance to death to patients who are incurably diseased, after a most thorough evaluation of their condition.” 
 
      
 
    So, there it was in black and white. Paul passed the document to the doctor sitting next to him while glaring at Rudolph. To hell with your threats, to hell with my father, I’m not staying. Paul’s anger rose like vomit in his throat. He opened his mouth to offer his resignation but was beaten to the punch by another first-year resident called Engel Aust. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse me, sirs, I have ... I would like to ask a question,” Engel stuttered. 
 
    “Yes?” Herr Pfannmüller said. 
 
    Engel’s lip trembled, as did his hands, which he quickly hid under the table. “I am a resident. I am entitled to do a rotation to truly understand the different medical fields. I feel I would learn more if I joined the Wehrmacht. I believe that treating wounded soldiers at the front would stand me in better stead than killing those deemed unworthy of life by men who see themselves worthy of living to old age.” 
 
    Paul gulped. If Engel were permitted to leave, they would all be eligible to offer their resignations. Silence prevailed for a few seconds during which time Engel’s face turned puce. 
 
    Lammers stood up. “What is your name?” 
 
    “Doctor Engel Aust.” 
 
    “Stay where you are, Doctor Aust, the rest of you can go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    November 1939 
 
      
 
    Paul placed his stethoscope on the little boy’s chest and heard the crackling sound of fluid in the base of the child’s lungs. His glazed eyes were trusting, gentle but unseeing, for he was totally blind, as were many of the children in the basement wards. “There, Simon, you’re all done,” said Paul, stroking the boy’s hand. He turned to the nurse. “Make sure he sits up as much as possible. I’ll be back soon with some sulphonamide medication for him.” 
 
    The nurse followed Paul out of the ward. “Doctor Vogel, I shouldn’t bother with the sulfa medication. He’s been selected for special treatment.” The nurse’s eyes were moist. She swiped furtively at her tears, and checking that the coast was clear, she whispered, “I thought you should know.” 
 
    In the corridor, Paul’s feet slammed into the floor with every furious step he took. “What’s the bloody point of trying to heal these people?” he mumbled. Since the important meeting with ministers Lammers and Pfannmüller two weeks earlier, Brandenburg had become a charnel house in which patients were selected through a system devised by so-called experts who sat in the Tiergartenstraße offices in Berlin. Most children were taken from their beds in the morning and were dead within the hour. 
 
    The SS doctors who had recently joined the staff, had been instructed to deal with the patients in the basement first. The children and adolescents down there were predominately Jewish, although a few beds were occupied by non-Ayran, half-Ayran, and Eastern European people. Paul, who had worked in the Jewish section since his arrival at the centre, had not yet been asked to administer the lethal injection containing the Phenobarbital derivative, Luminal, but he had been present at two killings. 
 
    For weeks, he had asked himself a single question: what would he do should he be ordered to hold the needle in his hand, to push it into a child’s arm and deliver the drug? He’d like to think that he was man enough to look his superiors in the eye and say, ‘No, I won’t do it,’ but he’d seen what had happened to his friend and colleague, Engel Aust after he’d tried to resign at the end of the important meeting. On that day, Engel had spoken up with the courage that every other person in the room had lacked. But what had his courage to stand by his principles done for him after he was taken away by Gestapo officers? He’d not been seen or heard from since. 
 
    Paul had learnt that the Nazis didn’t make idle threats or tolerate any dissension within its ranks. Loyalty was everything. The minute a person pinned his or her Nazi badge on their lapels, they lost their souls. 
 
    Deliberately crafted rumours suggested that Engel had been transported to Dachau concentration camp. Paul couldn’t decide whether to believe the story or not, for he suspected that Rudolph was encouraging the gossip to prevent other doctors from following Engel’s lead. As for Paul, he hadn’t discounted the story as nonsense, for had he done so, he’d have resigned by now and got the hell out of Brandenburg. 
 
    He stepped aside to let a trolley pass. It had come from where the mysterious laboratories were situated. He had no idea what went on in there. The doors were guarded day and night, and the SS soldiers wouldn’t give him access. 
 
    He stopped walking to watch a patient being lifted from her bed. The orderly strapped the child onto a gurney, and again Paul sidestepped out of its way. That little girl won’t be back, he thought. She was paraplegic, and thus, going to her death. His stomach lurched as he walked on. How easily he’d dismissed that thought and in doing so, had normalised the murder of sick children. 
 
    He recalled the first euthanasia procedure he’d witnessed. It had happened only four days earlier when a lethal injection had been used on a four-year-old girl with Downs Syndrome. He could still picture her bright smile, her gentleness and joy when he’d sat on the edge of her bed and played pitty-pat with her. She’d died in front of his eyes with that perfect smile still on her trusting face. 
 
    The second patient to die in his presence had been a two-month-old crippled baby boy who was blind and in constant pain caused by a deformed spinal column. Paul hated himself for even contemplating that it might have been a merciful act to put the infant out of its misery. He’d drawn a red line in his mind and as far as he was concerned every lethal injection was murder – but if that had been so, why had he been glad that the baby’s suffering was over – what did it say about who he was becoming? 
 
    Paul ignored the nurse’s advice and administered the sulphonamide drug to the boy with the chest infection. When he left the ward, he hurried along the corridor to the women’s section in search of Hilde Weber. He was still hopeful that the girl would get out of Brandenburg State Hospital alive. He grimaced – what a joke, calling it a hospital? It was a hospital like no other he’d ever seen, built with bricks of hypocrisy and lies and mortar of blood. 
 
    Hilde was going to get out alive, he thought, trying to inject some optimism in what had, so far, been a terrible day. She’d been sterilised, and that was a good sign, for why would they do that procedure if they were going to kill her later. For over a week she’d been lucid, talkative and as normal as any other sixteen-year-old girl, apart from her crippled leg. She had spoken of her wish to go home. She wanted to paint pictures for that was her favourite pastime in the whole world. She was desperate to see her sister, Judith, and her papa, who always told funny stories about the people he worked with in the furniture factory. 
 
    Her condition was manageable now because of her positive response to drugs and treatments, and she could have a half decent life for as long as she continued with the same medical regime at home. He’d gone as far as to write a report about her excellent progress and had taken it straight to Rudolph’s secretary, bypassing Hauptsturmführer Leitner, a man he didn’t trust and didn’t like. 
 
    A window was open halfway along the corridor. The basement was on the same level as the car park, and when a car went past it sprayed puddled rainwater into the hallway. It was windy, the rain lashing down, and a pool was already forming on the floor. Paul stopped to close the window. As he tugged at the handle he looked out onto the car park. Herr Rudolph was in conversation with his father. What was he doing here? The two men were some distance away, so he couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he didn’t need glasses to recognise their angry gestures. 
 
    “Clean up that water on the floor,” Paul barked at nurse who was walking towards him. “Someone will slip and fall.” 
 
    He peered out at the car park again, just in time to see Kurt, his father’s driver, open the rear door of the Mercedes and his father disappear inside. A few seconds later the car drove off with his father in it. 
 
    He slammed the window shut. He almost dreaded the forthcoming weekend he’d have at home with his parents. What father was too busy to speak to the son he hadn’t seen for almost three months? His apparently. 
 
    Children’s screams urged Paul into a run. Hilde and another young girl were kicking and screaming as they were being manhandled onto two gurneys. Hilde’s face was red with fury, her eyes bright with tears. She screeched at the orderly who was working hard to hold her down, then, spotting Paul at the door, she howled. “Doctor Paul, I don’t want to go! I don’t want to go!” 
 
    “Where are you taking Hilde Weber?” Paul snapped at the orderly. 
 
    The orderly buckled the leather restraint strap across Hilde’s malnourished stomach; her ribs were sticking up in her abdomen through lack of food. “She’s going for special treatment – aren’t you Hilde? You’ll feel better afterwards, won’t you, Hilde?” 
 
    “Get off me. I’ll tell my papa. You’re a pig!” Hilde spat in the orderly’s face and then cried out to Paul again, “I want you to come with me. If you don’t come they’ll put me in the rubbish bin … they will … don’t let them, please, Doctor Paul.” 
 
    As soon as the orderly began pushing the trolley, Paul panicked. Hilde’s body shook and jerked, her muscles in spasm so violent, her teeth rattled. She began to scream, conscious now that her wrists and ankles were also bound. He had to stop this. Hilde wasn’t terminally ill, she could have a good life, loved, cherished, cared for by people who didn’t see her as being unworthy of living. 
 
    As he followed her trolley, he could only imagine what she was about to experience. She’d ask questions but would get no answers. Fear would race through her if she saw others go before her, or she might see the bodies of other children as she was being injected with the burning phenol drug. “I’m coming with the patient,” he called out to the orderly. “There’s been a mistake!” 
 
    The orderly halted, looked at his paperwork and shook his head. “No, Doctor Vogel. No mistake here. She’s on the list for this morning, signed by Herr Rudolph, as always.” 
 
    The man set off with determined strides down the corridor, pushing Hilde’s trolley, as she screamed for Paul. Apparently sensing that Paul was still there, he marched on but threw over his shoulder, “Take it up with the director, Doctor Vogel.” 
 
    It was futile to argue further, Paul knew. Spies were everywhere and even the lowly men who pushed the gurneys all day would be under orders to report dissenting medical staff. He watched Hilde Weber disappear around a corner and leant against the wall. His heart felt as if it would burst from his chest. He rubbed his tight ribs, cursing under his breath. 
 
    “Can I help you, Doctor?” 
 
    Paul’s head jerked up. Had the nurse heard him? “I can’t go into the laboratories in the basement. I wonder if you would tell the doctors who are with Hilde Weber to hold off until I get a signature for her release – I sent a report up to the director’s office about her improved condition just yesterday – can you do that for me, Nurse, please?” 
 
    The nurse glared at Paul, unable to hide her impatience. “No, I’m afraid I can’t do that. If she was taken for special treatment, it’s because the director has already signed the form. Anyway, she’ll be in the crematorium by the time you get upstairs to Herr Rudolph.” 
 
    Paul’s eyes were bright with rage as he studied the ice-bound woman before him. Her face held no pity or regret, no guilt or desire to help him. He shook his head. “I see.” 
 
    “Will that be all, Doctor? I must get on,” she dismissed him. “One patient out and another one in. You know how it is.” 
 
    “No, that is not all. Tell me, don’t you feel anything, anything at all for the plight of these poor children? Do you have children? Do you have parents who would grieve if they lost you?” 
 
    “Mind your tone with me, Doctor. We’re all being asked to do difficult things, even when we don’t fully approve of them.” 
 
    “And do you approve?” 
 
    The nurse hesitated as though searching for a safe answer. “Yes. Now is the perfect time to eradicate the incurably ill,” she responded, barely a crease marring her poker face. 
 
    “Eradicate? You mean like cockroaches or rats?” 
 
    The nurse folded her arms. “I don’t know why you’re angry with me? I’m just doing my job. If you ask any honest person, they’ll tell you that they don’t want to be reminded of spastics and cripples when there are soldiers dying for the Reich.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. You’re following the official line on this, aren’t you? But here’s the thing, Nurse, I’ve not heard any German I know say that, or even think it.” 
 
    “Yes ... well ... that’s because we’ve been told not to tell anyone what we’re doing here. But if we were to speak to the average man and woman on the street about our programme, they’d tell you that the physically and mentally handicapped are useless to this country. Why should time and effort be spent on the likes of the patients we have here when resources could be better utilised to provide comfort for our men who are fighting for the survival of the German race. Besides, most of these people will be better off dead. We’re doing merciful work.” 
 
    Paul left Brandenburg around 5am and drove back to Berlin in his new car, a graduation gift from his father. He arrived in the city just as it was waking up. Car and tram drivers were already on the roads, cafes were open, and most houses were lit up despite the new blackout regulations. It had taken him two hours to reach Berlin’s city centre, yet he was not ready to face his father, or to hear his mother’s questions about life in Brandenburg. 
 
    He stopped at a roadside restaurant known for serving early breakfasts, and took his time eating a plateful of eggs, ham, and toast with honey. He washed the food down with a pot of strong black coffee, during which he decided to make another stop before going home. 
 
    He parked the car outside the Weber’s tenement building and then sat for a while contemplating the pros and cons of knocking at their front door. He was breaking the rules just by being at a patient’s house, yet he no longer cared about following the hospital’s stringent regulations. Everything the place stood for sickened him, and, like an impossible jigsaw, he was unable to reconcile his guilt and helplessness with his actions. He had not been able to stop Hilde’s murder, yet conversely, he had enabled it by not being able to protect her either. He was, therefore, an accessory to the crime. 
 
    Judith Weber’s eyes widened with recognition when she saw Paul standing on the landing with his hat in his hand. Her fingers went to her throat as she stepped over the threshold, but then shot out to grip his arm in panic. “Oh God, what’s happened to Hilde?” 
 
    Her ashen face broke Paul’s heart, and for a moment he was tempted to lie. ‘Hilde is all right,’ he was desperate to tell her, but instead, he said, “May I come in?” 
 
    Judith invited him into the living room. He refused her offer of tea, feeling sick at the thought of swallowing anything. “May I speak with your father, Judith?” 
 
    When she’d left the room, Paul let out a long, nervous sigh. Rudolph and Leitner would crucify him if they found out about this visit. It was absolutely forbidden to talk to family members before or after their loved one’s mercy-killing, as was private correspondence between doctors and the families of the deceased. Paul sprang to his feet when Adel Weber came bounding into the room. 
 
    “You have news about my Hilde, Doctor?” asked Adel. Anxiety had aged the man ten years since his daughter had been taken. 
 
    “Good morning, Herr Weber.” Paul cleared his throat, wishing now that he’d accepted the tea. “I’m afraid I have bad news. You will receive a notification this morning regarding Hilde. Her pneumonia came on very suddenly, and unfortunately, she died yesterday. Please accept my heartfelt condolences.” 
 
    Judith was standing very close to him, but her eyes were tight shut. Her white skin turned grey, her trembling lips took on a bluish hue, and she shook from head to toe. “No, no, no! You said she was getting better. You told me!” 
 
    “I’m so very sorry, Fräulein, Herr Weber,” Paul said. “We did everything we could.” He hated himself for the lies that had slipped so easily from his lips. “Can I get you a glass of water, Judith?” 
 
    “I knew it. I knew my Hilde wouldn’t come back to me,” Adel muttered, his words garbled, his voice nothing but a dry croak. “My baby’s never coming back – you took her – you stole her from her papa.” 
 
    Adel’s legs buckled beneath him, but Paul caught him before he crumpled to the floor. He helped the man into an armchair then turned his attention to Judith whose hate-filled glare sent chills up and down his spine. “The hospital will send Hilde’s ashes and death certificate to you,” his words almost burnt his throat, “but as I said, you will get the notification of her death today.” 
 
    Judith’s fist connected with Paul’s face at a speed that knocked him backwards. He fingered the already-bruising cheek knowing full well he deserved it. He stood with his head bowed, unable to look at her. This was the dumbest thing he had ever done in his life. This was the reason why visiting families was forbidden, but he’d thought he knew better. “I’m so very sorry.” 
 
    “You burnt her?” said Adel, horrified. 
 
    “Yes ... no … I didn’t. Herr Weber, I shouldn’t be here in person. It is forbidden you see, but I was on my way home for the weekend and passing through your neighbourhood. I wanted to … I thought I could,” he gulped, knowing he’d gone too far. “I’d be grateful if you would keep this visit just between us…” 
 
    Judith’s eyes sparked with fury. Again, her arm shot out, slapping Paul’s cheek before he could duck or finish his sentence. 
 
    “Judith, that’s enough,” Adel growled at his daughter. “Control yourself before you get us arrested.” 
 
    “I knew something like this would happen,” she said, through gritted teeth. “They did something to her, Papa, and then they burnt her. They might have shot her, or stabbed her, or starved her to death for all we know. That’s why I wasn’t allowed to see her in Brandenburg – what did you do to my sister, Doctor? How did you kill her?” 
 
    Judith’s face crumpled as though something had sucked the breath out of her lungs. She sunk to the floor. Her fists hammered the tiles as if they were the culprits, as if her blows might bring her sister back. “Pigs. You’re all murdering pigs!” she wailed. 
 
    Paul unconsciously began to take steps back towards the door. He’d wanted to break the news softly to the Webers in their own home, thinking that would be a kindness. He’d been afraid that Judith might turn up at the hospital again, and he wouldn’t be there to inform her in a decent, sympathetic way, not that there was a right way to tell someone that their loved one had died. He’d made a monumental error. It was one he would regret forever and never, ever repeat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Max Vogel 
 
      
 
    Holland, November 1939 
 
      
 
    Max and Frank hid in the upstairs bedroom of a dilapidated house at the edge of Emmen, a town set hard against Holland’s border with Germany. From their vantage point, they saw the Cafe Dackus’ car park where two MI6 officers, under diplomatic cover, were due to arrive for their third meeting in as many days with an unspecified number of Germans who opposed Hitler and were plotting against him. 
 
    Frank and Max, both four-year army veterans of the MI6 British Secret Intelligence Services had arrived in Holland five days earlier and were immediately picked up by Dutch agents who’d brought them into Emmen under cover of darkness. They had several missions on this trip, including one which involved observing and reporting back on this series of meetings, the latest in a line of clandestine gatherings in Holland between British agents and German opposition members. 
 
    Max, chewing a lump of hard cheese muttered, “I think the Germans are stalling. There’s something not right about this. It has dragged on too long. It shouldn’t take three separate meetings to make a deal.” 
 
    Frank’s response was more optimistic, “If it’s any consolation, our two chaps on the inside seem more excited about this meeting than they did the last two. If the German information is correct, the attempt on Hitler’s life will be made on Saturday, which means today will be their last chance to discuss what happens afterwards.” 
 
    Max and Frank had met with the two British operatives after the first and second meetings. The SIS had sent an experienced British Army Intelligence Officer who worked under the cover of a businessman residing in Amsterdam. Both Max and Frank had met with him in London months earlier. British Intelligence had also brought in an army captain, relatively new to Intelligence and working covertly for the British SIS in the Passport Control Officer in The Hague. The two men were late, but so was the German contingent. 
 
    Max had been sceptical about the British operatives’ German contact, one Hauptmann Schonenburg. He had promised to bring a general with him to the second meeting but hadn’t done so. According to the Hauptmann, the general had been called by Hitler to an urgent meeting in Munich to consider an appeal for peace made by the Queen of the Netherlands and the King of Belgium. Max had said at the time of the meeting with the two British agents that it didn’t add up, but they had brushed his concerns aside. 
 
    “I wonder who the mysterious German general is?” Max now mused aloud. “It would help if we had a name to reference. Do you think Schonenburg is reliable?” 
 
    Frank nodded. “He’s kept his word so far, and if he does bring a general here with enough clout to get the plot against Hitler moving, we could have ourselves a short war. Our men have come too far not to see this through.” Frank paused to look through his binoculars. “Hmm, I don’t like this either, Max. The cafe is busier than usual.” 
 
    While they continued to observe the car park from the freezing cold room with the glassless window and only half a roof, Max went over his last meeting with their boss, Jonathan Heller. British Intelligence knew of many German officials who wanted to end the war before it got out of control and too much blood was spilt, but all the meetings thus far had yielded nothing but the German side’s desire to support a plot against Hitler, and in turn, establish allied peace terms should their Führer be deposed. Max reckoned they were long shots but better than nothing. 
 
    He and Frank sat a foot away from the window on a couple of hard, three-legged stools. They both used binoculars to take note of who was going in and out of the Cafe Dakus’ car park, but not being able to stick their heads out of the window to look left or right in case of being spotted, that and the inside of the cafe itself, were all they could see. 
 
    Max studied the faces of every person leaving and entering the cafe. He was still uneasy. “I agree. There are far too many men in that cafe and not enough women. I’m not happy about this.” 
 
    “Let’s not panic. We’re right on the border. Women might not be keen on coming within a hair’s breadth of Germany. It’ll take only one stray bullet to start a conflict here.” 
 
    Apart from witnessing and reporting on these latest meetings, Max and Frank had also been ordered to report on German troop movements along the border between Holland and Germany. They’d managed to slip into Germany through a porous half kilometre of the border just before dawn each day and had a good picture of what was going on, or in this case, what was not going on. 
 
    Since declaring war, German and Allied-French troops had dithered on this battlefront without having fired a shot. Both forces loitered half-heartedly, apparently waiting for the other side to do something. Max had been pleasantly surprised at how easy it had been to step from one country to the other without being stopped, and it seemed to him that the border would have been more tightly scrutinised had there been no war on the horizon. It was an area that would, however, blow up at some point if the imminent meeting between the British and German plotters came to nothing but broken promises. 
 
    “Where did you tell my sister, you were going this time?” Max asked Frank who was scrutinising the car park. 
 
    “To another engineering training course in Durham,” Frank responded with a grin. 
 
    “She must think you’re rubbish at your job. That’s four training trips you’ve told her about in the past month,” Max laughed. “How’s married life treating you?” 
 
    “I love it. I don’t know how I managed before she came along. Honestly, mate, my life began when I met her.” 
 
    “Soppy bugger.” 
 
    “Don’t laugh at me. It’s time you and Paul fell in love, not with each other, of course.” Frank punched Max playfully on the shoulder. “I tell you, Max. I love everything about being married, apart from having to constantly lie to Hannah about what my real job is.” 
 
    “Well, that’s going to stop when we get back. We’ve been ordered to wear our army uniforms to the office from now on.” 
 
    “So, my wife’s going to know you outrank me? I don’t like the sound of that.” 
 
    A car drove into the car park. Max lifted his binoculars. “Relax, it’s not them – we both knew it was going to be hard lying to Hannah when we signed up for this four years ago.” 
 
    Frank shook his head. “Ah, but I didn’t. Remember, I only started dating her two years back, and I certainly didn’t plan on bringing her to England before we’d even got married. I’ve been caught on the back foot. I wanted to give the appearance of having a stable job in some engineering plant before she got to Kent. She thinks you and I spent years in universities. Jesus, she thinks I’ve just graduated.” 
 
    “You’ll work it out as you go along, and so will I,” said Max, frowning at the car park. “I suppose war makes liars of us all. My mother and father would have a fit if they ever found out what I do.” Max chuckled. “I wonder what my father would think of me now, sitting here freezing my balls off in Holland. As far as he’s concerned, Paul’s the genius and I’m the lazy bugger who never wanted to leave university to find a proper job.” Max was about to say something else about his family when another car pulled into the car park. “The Germans are here.” 
 
    It was just after four when the two British agents arrived. One of them was at the wheel of the car and drove straight into Cafe Dackus’ car park. Through the binoculars, Max saw the other operative sitting in the passenger seat while the Dutch liaison man, van der Weyde and the Dutch driver sat together in the back seat. Why the Dutch driver wasn’t driving would remain a mystery, one that Max would often wonder about. “We’re on. Get ready.” 
 
    Frank went for his pistol which was concealed in a side holster just above his waist beneath his jumper and coat. Max raised his binoculars and saw the two British operatives open their car doors. Then, another car raced into the car park blocking his view of the two Englishmen. Within seconds, men came running out of the cafe. The first gunshot, snapping loudly in the cold still air, was followed by a second, third and fourth. Still unable to get a good line of sight and unwilling to compromise their position, Max and Frank watched in horror as the Dutch Liaison officer fell to the ground in a hail of bullets. 
 
    A scuffle in the car park ensued. The two British operatives and their Dutch driver were bundled into the Germans’ car. The wounded man, van der Weyde, was thrown into the boot of the British car. A dozen or so men were involved, shielding the abductors’ car as it revved its engines and spun its tyres as it sped out of the car park. 
 
    Max and Frank raced down the stairs. They were dressed like the locals in caps and coats and would blend in now with the crowd of people running towards the car park. 
 
    Max only just avoided stepping in the dark, sticky pool of blood on the ground. They couldn’t help the abducted British agents who were already in the getaway car and on their way to Germany, but if they hung around they might hear a German voice speaking about the incident and letting something slip. 
 
    Frank kicked a stone and cursed, “Damn it, we’ve been played for idiots. We’ve lost them. It was a bloody trap, and we fell right into it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    November 11th, 1939 
 
      
 
    Max and Frank were debriefed at MI6 headquarters upon their return to London from Holland. After the meeting they made their way to Whitehall for an emergency ministerial enquiry. 
 
    While waiting for their boss, Jonathan Heller, Max picked up a newspaper dated 10th of November and read the piece about the Emmen abduction. 
 
    ONE DUTCHMAN KILLED AND SEVERAL WOUNDED 
 
    Shooting Affray Follows Clash With German Officials 
 
    A man was shot dead, and a number of Dutchmen were kidnapped and taken across the border and into Germany after a violent incident at Emmen, on the Dutch-German frontier yesterday. This followed an armed clash between German Officials and Dutchmen... 
 
    Max scrolled down to the last paragraph ... A wild shooting affray followed, and one man, believed to be a Dutchman, was killed, the body being dragged back into Germany. Several other Dutchmen who were in the car were likewise kidnapped, and, with their car, hauled into German territory. The Dutch authorities have ordered an immediate Inquiry. 
 
    Heller walked into the office and closed the door behind him. He sat down at his desk and pointed to the newspaper. “Well, is it accurate?” 
 
    “More or less, though I wouldn’t have called it a wild shooting affray,” Max answered. 
 
    Frank agreed. “There were too many of them and too few of us to put up a fight. We heard four, five shots at most.” 
 
    “And there was no mention of the abducted men being British spies,” Max added. 
 
    Heller said, “That’s something in our favour, I suppose. I read your reports. You did the right thing by not getting involved. We’re in enough trouble without you two being compromised as well.” 
 
    “This has hit us hard, hasn’t it?” Frank said. 
 
    Heller nodded reluctantly. “It’s a disaster, not only because one of our kidnapped agents was carrying a list of European operatives in his damned pocket, but because my agent in Berlin is telling me that Hitler’s propaganda machine is having a field day with the story. We’re convinced that Himmler was involved in the kidnapping. No, involved is not the right word, we believe he controlled and managed the entire operation from start to finish.” 
 
    “Are all our European operatives in danger?” Frank asked. 
 
    “Yes, most of them outside Germany, if not all. The damage inflicted on our espionage network in Europe will be catastrophic. We might have to start again from scratch.” 
 
    “Christ,” Max sighed, “I suppose this means there will be no more trade-offs with German opposite numbers.” 
 
    Heller gritted his teeth, “If Winston Churchill gets into power, there will be no more support for any German group claiming to be plotting against Hitler. Churchill is furious. We’ve been made to look like bloody fools.” 
 
    Heller looked out of the window. He sighed, turned back to the room and said, “This war is not even close to being ramped up yet, and while we’re limping along with an excess of caution trying to get a peace deal on the table, Germany’s digging its talons into the ground across the Continent – and they still have the time and means to find and exploit our weak spots. Bloody marvellous.” 
 
    Frank remarked, “Apart from the human cost, this incident has exposed our government’s desire for a peace deal with Germany.” 
 
    “Meanwhile, Hitler will use this affray as an excuse to invade Holland by saying that it has violated its own neutrality,” Heller added. 
 
    Max, who’d been unusually quiet, finally said what was on everyone’s mind. “God help those two agents. The Germans will milk them dry for information on our spy rings. Germany showed their hand in Poland. I saw its forces and the devastation they left in their wake. They’re playing dirty, and I’m not sure how we can defend these islands if they invade?” 
 
    Heller responded with a shrug, which was anything but nonchalant. “If he comes at us tomorrow with the forces you described in your report from Poland, his army will overrun us from here to John o’ Groats within a couple of weeks. We’re vulnerable and unprepared for an invasion like the one you experienced, Max.” He looked at his watch. “We’d better get moving. This is going to be an important meeting. Change is coming – oh, that reminds me. Uniforms from now on – Major – Captain,” he nodded first to Max and then to Frank. 
 
    “Come for dinner,” Frank said to Max after they left Whitehall. “You’ve not seen Hannah for nearly two weeks, and I think we should both explain to her why we’re dressed as soldiers – she’s going to have a bloody fit.” 
 
    Max grinned. “You’ve not seen her for over a week either. I don’t think you need me around on your first night home, or to hold your hand when you tell her what you do for a living. Besides, I want an early night in my own bed. Unlike you, I didn’t sleep well on the floor of that house in Emmen.” 
 
    “No, do come. Please Max,” Frank pleaded. “You know how sensitive Hannah is. She’ll only worry and hit me with questions all night about why you’ve not been in touch and did you know I was a lying git. You’ve been away for most of the last month. C’mon, I need you.” 
 
    Max knew Hannah, and what Frank said was true. She’d be angry and full of questions, but after she got over the shock of seeing Frank in uniform, she’d pester him all night for information on her brother’s frequent disappearances and whether he’d been lying to her as well. He might as well get it over with and use Frank as the punch bag. 
 
    “All right, I’ll come for an hour. I’ll run the gauntlet with you, but don’t blame me if I leave five minutes after I get there. I know how my sister gets when she has a bee in her bonnet.” 
 
    Frank gave Max the keys to his house, then headed for his car, shouting over his shoulder. “I’ll go pick Hannah up from your Aunt Cathy’s. Go straight home, light a fire. We’ll be there as soon as we can.” 
 
    Max entered Frank and Hannah’s house, put his Major’s cap on the hall table, made himself a cup of tea and switched on the radio. He had some time to relax for once. His Aunt Cathy could talk for England and she would grill Frank about being in the army when he hadn’t even told them he was thinking of enlisting. Him already being a captain would trigger even more questions. He didn’t envy Frank because he was sure to be subjected to tales of Aunt Cathy’s son, George, and his escapades at basic training camp. 
 
    As he stared into the fire he’d just lit, he thought about how fortunate he was. He missed Paul every day and sensed that not all was well with him. He knew this because of a strange, inexplicable mental connection to his twin that had grown stronger with their forced separations. Max was still livid; he could hate his father if he put his mind to it. Forcing Paul to stay in Germany and join the Nazi Party had been one of Papa’s most selfish acts, and he’d committed many over the years. Thank God, I was here when war broke out, and my loyalty to Britain is not in question, Max thought. 
 
    He recalled the day Heller gave him his code name. He’d explained, “Mirror came to mind because of your twin, Paul. You and he are so incredibly alike that one of you appears to be the reflection of the other in a mirror. I’ve seen identical twins before, but never as perfect a match as you two. What I wouldn’t do to have both of you working for me.” 
 
    A foreign office representative had once asked for the real identity of agent Mirror, and he’d gone as far as to opine that it might be Max. Heller had instantly dispelled that notion with a casual comment. “Max Vogel, my analyst? Are you joking? He’s much too valuable here to put into the field. The furthest he goes is Scapa Flow.” Heller had then reported the man to the Foreign Secretary for commenting on an agent’s identity, and the unfortunate person was transferred to India a week later. 
 
    Max yawned with exhaustion, and still deep in his daydream, thought again about the question of loyalty. He and Paul had been born in England only weeks before the Great War began, and only days before his father had returned to Germany, leaving his wife behind with twin babies in London. 
 
    Max and his father had both posed the same question of themselves at the onset of war, albeit, different wars years apart. 
 
    On September 3rd Max had asked himself: where does my allegiance lie? It had taken him only seconds to answer. He’d spent the last eight years in England, and had gone to university for three of them. During his last term at Cambridge, he’d enlisted, but had kept up the pretence of being a student. Only Paul knew the truth. 
 
    His mother used to take him and his siblings to Kent every summer and in the weeks leading up to Christmas. She’d insisted that their command of the English language should be as fluent as their German with neither having the accent of the other when speaking. He’d always considered himself more English than German; Paul on the other hand, was German through and through. 
 
    Max recalled his father’s explanation for deserting his young English wife and twin babies in 1914. “It was an easy choice for me in the days leading up to the Great War. It took me less than a minute to decide that my allegiance was to Kaiser Wilhelm II, King of Prussia and the German Empire. Even though I’d lived and worked in England and had married your mother, I was a patriotic young German, an idealist who believed in putting nation before self. And in my mind, my wife and sons could wait for me quite happily with the support of the family in Kent, but Germany ... my country … needed me like a hurt child crying out for help.” A poor simile in Max’s opinion. 
 
    The telephone rang. Max, jolted from his thoughts, leapt to his feet and crossed to the hall table. Heller was on the other end of the line. 
 
    “Good. I guessed you’d be there. Can you speak?” Heller asked. 
 
    “Yes, I’m waiting for Frank and Hannah to arrive home.” 
 
    “Your Romek has set up a transmission station in Paris. He has two sub-agents in mind to work with him, but he doesn’t want to go ahead without you. I want you to go to France. Supervise the operation until it’s up and running, make sure these French sub-agents are reliable, and while you’re there, do a bit of reconnaissance for us, like you did in Poland.” 
 
    “All right, but look how well that turned out,” Max joked. He viewed this as good news. He’d do anything to get out of London and that horrible bedsit of his. “How long will I be there for?” 
 
    “We’ll send you retrieval instructions when we want you back. We gave Romek a few crystals to make the transmitters, and he had them up and running within days. His codes are good, and his information is thorough. We’re thinking he might be a good station leader at some point in the future.” 
 
    “What’s his cover?” 
 
    Heller chuckled, “We’ve teamed him up with a high-quality photographer who captures society weddings and the like. You know Baptiste Chirac, Max, he’s been with us for years. According to his last transmission, Romek is moving in some interesting circles. With a bit of luck, he’ll carry that cover on if the Germans get there...” 
 
    “They will,” Max interrupted. “It’s only a matter of time.” Max heard Heller’s tired sigh on the other end of the line. “Are you all right, sir,” he asked. 
 
    “I want to know what the German Secret Service is up to,” Heller responded. “I’ll be very surprised if the Abwehr haven’t already started recruiting their French spy-ring. Find it, before it gets off the ground and causes problems for our agents over there. Be at headquarters at 08.00 hrs for your briefing.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Berlin, December 1939 
 
      
 
    Paul hurried to the car park, desperate to leave Brandenburg for two days’ Christmas leave. It was snowing, and so cold was the air that his nostrils hurt when he inhaled. When he got to his car, he took his gloves off and fumbled in his deep coat pockets for his key. It was going to take him twice as long to get home in this weather, he thought, opening the car door. 
 
    He put his rucksack on the back seat, closed the door then jumped when he saw Judith Weber’s reflection in his rear-view mirror; she was shivering outside the back window. It had been weeks since Hilde Weber’s death, and he had not thought to ever see Judith again after his bungled visit to her home. He was still grateful that neither she nor her father had reported him to the hospital. 
 
    “Fräulein? What are you doing here?” He took in her sodden appearance. She was trembling from head to toe and her hair was straggly and plastered to her head. “Oh, Fräulein Weber, please get in. You’ll catch your death of cold.” He led her around the front of the car to the passenger door. 
 
    Paul ran back to the driver’s side, eased his wet body into the seat, and turned the engine on, powering up the heater as fast as he could. Judith was sitting as straight as a pole without resting her back against the seat or turning her head to face him. He twisted around to fetch a blanket lying on the back seat and then covered her with it. So far, she’d not uttered a word. “Are you all right, Fräulein? Apart from being wet and frozen, I mean.” 
 
    She wiped her face and tucked dripping strands of hair behind her ears. “I know I’m not allowed to come here or to bother the doctors anymore, but I didn’t know what else to do. Please, don’t report me to anyone.” 
 
    “Of course, I won’t. Are you in trouble, Judith?” 
 
    “No, not me, at least not yet, but my father was arrested three days ago. The Gestapo came to our house. They ransacked the place, and when they’d finished stealing half our belongings, they dragged my father into the street in his pyjamas. I ran down the stairs after them, and caught Papa’s eye just as they were shoving him into the back of a truck. I couldn’t think what to do apart from making him see me. I knew he’d be angry if I spoke up or tried to stop them taking him. He wouldn’t have wanted me to be arrested with him. I know he wouldn’t … he just wouldn’t.” 
 
    Judith broke down, her tears coursing down her freshly-dried face. “This is my fault. I told people that Hilde was taken from us by force and that you’d killed her. I wrote … I wrote…” 
 
    “What, Judith? What did you write?” 
 
    “Hundreds of cards saying don’t let your children be taken to hospital. They will kill them. I distributed them in my neighbourhood late at night, and in Brandenburg.” 
 
    “My God, Judith. Do you know how much trouble you could get into?” 
 
    “Yes, I do now. I think that old Rosenthal woman will tell the police. When the truck took off with Papa in it, she smiled at me. But not a nice smile, one of those, ‘see, I got you’ smirks. All the neighbours in my building wanted to get rid of Hilde, but since her death, two more boys from my street have been taken away, and they died as well. I don’t know their names, and they weren’t brothers or related in any way, but they were Jews. Papa works, oh God, worked,” she broke down again, then sat up straighter, “he worked with the boys’ fathers at the factory, and they told him that their sons weren’t like Hilde. One had tuberculosis and the other was mentally … well, I don’t know what, but something was wrong with his brain…he wasn’t right in the head, was what the man told Papa.” 
 
    Paul’s hands were trembling, he knew what she was saying was right, but still he went on the defensive. “People die of diseases every day, Judith. You shouldn’t get mixed up in things you don’t understand, and you certainly shouldn’t speak out against the medical profession.” 
 
    “I understand more than you think, Doctor. My little sister is dead, and she shouldn’t be!” 
 
    Paul was at a loss. What could he possibly say to defend his director, and all the others who were running the deadly programme that was building momentum in five other centres around Germany. He wasn’t surprised to hear that her Jewish neighbourhood had been targeted. That group was at the top of the list regardless of whether they had debilitating mental or physical conditions. They were Jews, and that was enough. 
 
    He took a breath and waited for a beat. “Tell me more about your father.” 
 
    “He did nothing wrong. He told me not to speak about Hilde. He said I should accept what had happened to her and not think about it anymore. I stopped as soon as the cards ran out. I did, really, I did, but Frau Rosenthal had already handed one of them to the Gestapo. She told me she did it, said she didn’t want the authorities to think she and her family had anything to do with writing them or with the rumours I was spreading.” 
 
    Judith fished a wet handkerchief from her coat pocket and blew her nose. “You know I was telling the truth, Doctor Vogel. I was just warning people … that’s all … I swear. I just wanted to warn them.” 
 
    Paul’s hand snaked out as if to pat Judith’s arm, but he withdrew it swiftly realising she would not, could not, accept his solace. Slowly, her sobs died down and her breath steadied. “Where did the Gestapo take your father?” Paul asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. They came to arrest me for inciting unrest, and Papa told them it was him who had done it all and that I had nothing to do with any of it. The men weren’t in uniform, but I know they were secret police. When I appeared on the doorstep, they ignored me as if I didn’t exist. I don’t know where they’ve taken my papa, but I’m terrified they’ll put him in prison for … oh, Doctor Vogel … for something he didn’t do. Please, can you help me find him? Maybe if I apologise in writing and promise not to...” 
 
    “No!” he cried. “No, Judith, you mustn’t go anywhere near the authorities or bring any more attention to yourself. You must let this run its course now. I’m sorry to have to say that, but you’ve got to keep your mouth shut, especially when you’re anywhere near that awful Rosenthal woman.” 
 
    “I can’t...” 
 
    “You must.” 
 
    Judith buried her face in the blanket to hide her tears and muffle her wretched sobs. Then, without warning, she bent towards Paul and leaned her head on his shoulder. “What have I done? What have I done?” 
 
    Paul instinctively put a protective arm around her shivering body and let her cry. Feather-light snowdrops spackled the windscreen, some sticking where they’d landed, others sliding down the glass and turning to water. Still unsure about what he could do for her, he gently pushed her away. This was not a good situation. To be caught consorting with a woman in his car, a Jewish one at that, and the sister of an already euthanised child, would give Leitner the ammunition he needed to reprimand him. The man had been goading him since the first night they’d met in Dresden. 
 
    “Judith, I’m going to Berlin. Let me drive you home. We can talk on the way and maybe stop for a bite to eat,” he said. 
 
    “Thank you. I think I would like that.” She placed her hand on Paul’s arm and added, “Doctor Vogel, I’m sorry I told people you’d killed Hilde. You’re a good man.” 
 
    He wouldn’t be able to help her, he thought, as he drove out of the hospital’s grounds. Not in any way that would bring her father back. He might be able to find out where Herr Weber had been taken, but even then, his inquiry would have to be subtle and unobtrusive. The fact that he was leaving for the Christmas break also boded ill, for he wouldn’t be back at Brandenburg for three days at least, and in that time, Herr Weber might already have been dispatched; to one place or another. Only a week or so ago, the man who owned the grocers shop in the street opposite the hospital had been arrested for serving a Jewish woman who’d been standing in the queue. She’d either ignored or hadn’t heard about the new law, which stated that Jews had to stand apart from other customers in shops so that they were served last. Helping Jews was now frowned upon. He’d have to have a good think about how to tackle Judith’s request, for if he asked too many questions, he’d shoot himself in the foot for being a Jewish sympathiser. 
 
    Paul parked the car outside Judith’s tenement block. He turned off the engine and peered down the length of the street. At the end, the factory gates were open, and a slew of people were leaving work for the night. Everything looked normal, just as it should. Men chatted as they walked, some were greeted by children and wives while others walked with their heads down and dragging their feet after a hard day on the factory floor. 
 
    “The Jews were fired yesterday,” said Judith, continuing to stare out of the car window. 
 
    “All of them?” 
 
    “Yes. The floor manager read out a list of names, which was stupid because only a handful of men are non-Jews. He would have been better saying you five or six stay, the rest of you are finished here, instead of humiliating every Jew in the place by reading out his name and telling him not to come back. They were told they could work until the end of the week.” 
 
    Paul was surprised to hear this news. He was also perplexed. “Who is going to replace the skilled Jewish workers?” 
 
    “Aryans.” 
 
    How easily she had said that word, Paul thought. It was as though Aryans were a completely different species, or from another planet, and she had become quite used to them. He wondered if she knew that true Nazis believed Aryans to be a mythical, super human race from Atlantis who had somehow ended up crossing the seas to become Germanic. Nazis loved to spout shite to ignorant people who wanted to hear nationalist claims that they were superior to all other beings on earth. 
 
    Judith carried on, “There’s a rumour that the factory has been bought or sequestered by the Wehrmacht. They say it will start manufacturing arms: bombs and guns, bullets maybe. I don’t know if it’s true, but I’ve seen plenty of soldiers going in and out during the past week. Maybe they’ll work there from now on?” 
 
    No, Paul thought. Perhaps soldiers will run the place and use forced labour to do the work. The Reich could easily force the Jews they’d fired to return to the factory but under a completely different system of payment, which would be a pittance. This area was a Jewish ghetto. He’d found out from one of his father’s friends that Jews were being thrown out of their houses and relocated in tenement blocks just like Judith’s. What else did the Reich have in store for them? Not wanting to air those thoughts, he said. “Shall I see you to your flat?” 
 
    “No, thank you. I just want to get inside and go to bed. You’ve been very kind to me, Doctor Vogel. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Wilmot Vogel 
 
      
 
    Warsaw, Poland, May 1940 
 
      
 
    Wilmot woke up with a hangover. He groaned, swung his legs over the edge of his bed, and then surprised his neighbour with a loud fart. “Ah, that was a good night last night, Dietrich. I might have been a bit heavy-handed on the beer, but it was worth it. It’s been a while since I haven’t given a shit about anything.” 
 
    “You can’t sing, Vogel, and you stink like a Jew, that’s all I know,” said Dietrich in the next bunk, pulling his blanket over his head. 
 
    Wilmot showered and reported for duty five minutes early. Always be at your station five minutes early had been drummed into him during his basic training. 
 
    He walked the short distance from his barracks to the holding camp near the recently renamed, Adolf Hitler Platz. He was bloated with pride and brimming with confidence. German swastika flags flew on every building and lamp post in the centre of the city, and tanks and trucks were parked along the main avenue running down the side of the Platz. No one was in any doubt about the German occupiers’ goals for the future. They were there to stay, and to prove it were already rebuilding damaged streets using forced labourers who worked hard and cost no more than the price of a loaf of bread for a day’s work. 
 
    He strode past one such building site where the road was full of pot-holes. It wasn’t yet daybreak, but men wearing purple badges on their clothing inscribed with the letter P for Polish, were digging and mixing cement. Warsaw belonged to the Germans now. Poles were no longer allowed to use public transport, they were under a curfew and banned from all places of amusement, so getting a table in a restaurant was easy, although getting a night off was not. The Poles couldn’t go to church either – he’d discussed this issue with one of his friends the previous night – he wasn’t sure if churches should even be called places of amusement, they’d always bored him stiff, and he’d hated the smell of incense since he’d been a boy. 
 
    The only thing that bothered him about this whole discrimination decree was the sexual relations part of it. Touching, talking to or having sex with Poles was forbidden now under the section of Rassenschande, another way of saying Race Defilement. He and every other German soldier had been warned that sticking it to a Polish woman could result in a death sentence. He’d been shocked. He was young, virile and good looking, and it was a cruel order for hard working soldiers who were far from home for extended periods. The bunkhouses were full of men relieving themselves day and night. How else were they supposed to release their pent-up urges? 
 
    He entered the detention camp and found his truck, Number 42, as always already loaded with prisoners. Franz, his co-driver, stood next to the squad leader who held the manifest in his hand. 
 
    “Is this a new truck? I’ve never seen one like this before. What’s all the metal around it for?” Wilmot asked the squad leader. 
 
    “It’s more secure,” answered the squad leader. 
 
    Franz said, “It’s designed to keep the Jews from trying to escape once we’re on the road. Get a move on, Vogel. We’ll be late if we don’t get going.” 
 
    Wilmot took the manifest, and as he read the names and ethnicities, he noted that everyone inside the truck was Jewish. That was rare; usually a few Polish dissidents, gypsies, Resistance nuisances and the like, were in the mix. 
 
    He walked slowly around the truck, frowning. It had no windows or air vents, how were the Jews supposed to breath when the back door was closed? Ach, it was only a short journey to the other camp. They’d be all right. 
 
    Before setting off, he and Franz inspected their passengers. The squad leader told them to physically check for a second time that all the people in the back were Jews and that no mistakes had been made. He was not interested in what region or country they’d come from, only that they were Jewish. Wilmot also thought this strange, but it wasn’t his place to question his superior. Loyalty, always remember loyalty, he reminded himself every morning. 
 
    The inside of the truck was also lined with metal, but a wooden grill covered the floor. As usual, the small space was cramped with barely enough room for the number of people it held. “No sitting room again today, I see,” Wilmot remarked. “I’d rather do two journeys with fewer people in the back.” 
 
    “Why do you care about their comfort?” Franz asked. 
 
    “I don’t. I care that I might have to clean up the mess some of them make. The old ones get sick when they stand the whole way, and some of them piss themselves. Next time, you do the cleaning. See how you like getting your hands dirty.” 
 
    “No, no, Vogel, don’t try to pass the buck. It’s your truck and your responsibility.” 
 
    Wilmot closed the door and remarked again to Franz, “Isn’t this metal business going a bit overboard?” 
 
    “Why do you always have to ask questions?” The squad leader interrupted. “That’s all you ever do, Vogel. Oh, where are the prisoners going? What will happen to them when they get to wherever it is. Oh, I hate not knowing.” Wilmot’s superior mimicked his constant nit-picking about the prisoners’ well-being. “Just get in the truck and drive.” 
 
    Wilmot turned on the ignition and drove out of the camp. As per his directive, he headed towards the large holding camp situated about fifteen kilometres to the west of his base. His headache was subsiding, but he was still a bit groggy and not in the mood for conversation with Franz who liked to talk about how many Poles he’d killed during the invasion, as though he’d been the only bloody person to fire his gun. 
 
    After about twenty minutes, Franz said, “Pull over, Willie. I need to pee. Keep the engine running and get out.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Once the truck had stopped at the side of the road, Franz opened his door and jumped down. “Just do it, Willie. I have to tell you something, and when I do you need to keep your trap shut and follow my instructions.” 
 
    Out of curiosity, Wilmot got out of the truck and walked behind Franz to a tree at the other side of the road. It was light now, but rain was coming down in sheets and the landscape was gloomy. 
 
    The two men put their helmets on and stood underneath the leafless tree. “This is a bloody stupid idea, Franz. I’m getting bombarded with giant raindrops dripping from the branches. We’re getting wetter here than we would have if we’d stayed out in the open.” 
 
    Franz told Wilmot to stay where he was before going to a bush to empty his bladder. When he came back, he tried to light a cigarette with his Zippo lighter, but the cigarette wilted in the rain and the Zippo refused to spark. 
 
    “Hurry up for Christ’s sake,” Wilmot said. “Look at the state of me.” 
 
    “We need to wait fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Franz looked at the truck. “Follow me. I’ll show you.” 
 
    Franz got down on his knees to look under the truck and motioned Wilmot to follow suit. 
 
    “Do you see where that exhaust pipe is going?” Franz asked. 
 
    “Yes – so?” 
 
    “Well, it’s connected to the inside of the truck where the Jews are, and while the motor’s running all the toxic air from the pipe is seeping into the Jews’ lungs. In about five minutes they’ll all be dead. Anyway, that’s the result the officers are hoping for. They’ve only tried this gassing method a couple of times, and a Standartenführer and a doctor will be along shortly to see if it worked. We’ve to wait until they get here before opening the back or cutting the engine.” 
 
    Wilmot sucked in his breath, leapt to his feet and then ran to the truck’s back door. Not thinking about the field commander who was on his way, or about anything except getting fresh air into the Jews, he failed to see Franz come up behind him. Franz grabbed Wilmot by the back of his jacket. Wilmot stumbled backwards into Franz. Both men fell to the ground, Wilmot on top of Franz, who let out an almighty whoosh as his lungs emptied. 
 
    Wilmot, struggling off Franz, muttered, “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    One of Franz’s hands gripped Wilmot by the ankle in a bid to restrain him. The two men wrestled. Wilmot was on the ground again, this time trying to crawl away from Franz, kicking the latter’s face with his free foot until Franz let go. He held his hand over his bloody nose and burbled, “Turn off the bloody engine before you open that door.” 
 
    Franz got to his feet. “Do it, Willie. I’m telling you for your own good.” 
 
    About twenty minutes had passed since Wilmot had stopped the truck and followed Franz’s instructions. He switched off the ignition and then ran to the truck’s back door, knowing now that Franz had been right about the exhaust fumes. Then, just before he opened it, he inhaled and held his breath. 
 
    When he swung open the doors, he retreated to a safe distance. The bodies of those who had been loaded onto the truck last, fell out, landing on top of each other on the muddy ground with sickening thuds. Everyone else lay in a messy heap inside. Wilmot stared, horrified, at the red-tinged skin on peaceful faces no longer cognisant of the monstrous crime perpetrated against them. Then he turned to face Franz, drenched with rain and standing an even greater distance away. “You should have told me. You should have told me, Franz – I thought we were mates.” 
 
    “I know you, Willie. You wouldn’t have done it. We’d have both been on a charge, and I’m not getting reprimanded for your bloody insubordination. Why don’t you, just for once, follow orders?” 
 
    Wilmot, enraged, lunged at Franz, not only because of what he’d done to the Jews but also for his treachery. His failure to show a modicum of empathy for the people they’d just killed, disgusted him. Even now, Franz’s face held a contemptuous smirk, like the devil’s approval of a sin well performed. 
 
    Wilmot hit Franz hard on his already bloodied nose. 
 
    Franz stumbled, fell, but got back up and began his own tirade of punches, first in Wilmot’s stomach and then in his face. 
 
    Franz screeched, “I’m reporting you, Vogel! You tried to save those Jews, and that’s treason – loyalty until death – that’s our motto, and you broke it! You’re a simpering old woman!” 
 
    Wilmot, still doubled over in pain, gazed again at the bodies. Behind him, Franz’s mocking laughter bludgeoned his ears. With breath finally filling his lungs, he shouted back. “You’re a cold-hearted bastard, Franz Bachmeier!” 
 
    Franz laughed again, louder and harder this time. “I can’t wait to tell everyone about you wriggling on your belly, trying to get that door open to save a load of useless Kikes. I suppose you’ll want to find a place to have a good weep. You’re a soppy girl, Vogel. You don’t deserve to be in the SS. Wait ‘til I tell the lads in the dormitory about you crawling on your knees crying for Jews!” 
 
    Wilmot, no longer thinking of anything but revenge, unclipped his side holster, drew his pistol, pivoted and fired at Franz, just as a jeep arrived, carrying the Standartenführer and two SS doctors. 
 
    Wilmot heard a second vehicle pull up, and shortly after, rough voices coming up behind him. He wanted to turn around, but instead, sank to his knees and put his hands behind his head in the same way the Polish prisoners had when they’d surrendered. He was going to be shot for this. Jesus Christ, his temper had got the better of him. He could hardly recall even going for his gun. 
 
    Within seconds, his fellow SS soldiers were running towards Franz, lying motionless on the ground. Wilmot was dragged to his feet. He called out to the SS men who were bending over the shot man, “Is he alive?” 
 
    Then, without getting an answer, he was marched to the jeep. As he passed the pile of dead Jews he knew that the image of their execution would be seared into his mind for the rest of his natural life. He shook his head, tears beginning to well in his eyes as they fixed upon a child with its hand over its mouth, as though yawning into death. He wondered how many more such murders were to come. “I didn’t enlist for this … this is not why I joined the SS … do you hear me? This is not why I signed up!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Max Vogel 
 
      
 
    Paris, France, June 1940 
 
      
 
    Baptiste Chirac, the owner of the photographic shop on Rue Lepic, sat in an armchair in his back office discussing the handover of his business to Romek, Klara and Max. This was Max’s second visit to Paris in as many months, but it had been necessary due to Chirac’s ailing health. He’d been MI6’s bulwark in Paris for a number of years and was highly regarded by British Intelligence. Now, in the sunset of his life, he found the pace too quick and his brain too slow to keep up with the steady flow of information that the London based headquarters required. 
 
    “I’m too old to learn new tricks,” Chirac told the others. “These radios you have, and the codes needed to transmit securely are too much for my old brain. At times, I can’t even remember what happened yesterday, never mind how to decipher letters and numbers in a book.” 
 
    “You’ve taught Klara and me well, Monsieur Chirac,” said Romek. “I have decided to hand this side of the business over to Klara. She can run it while I see to other things. We also think it’s best not to tell anyone about her involvement here, or that we’re even married. The only person who knows about her, other than us three, is Darek, the Pole, who’ll be our courier. 
 
    “Wait, Romek,” Max said, raising his hand. “Before you both jump into this with both feet, you need to think about the possible consequences.” 
 
    “I have … we both have,” Klara answered. 
 
    “We won’t be able to live together as man and wife for the foreseeable future, but that’s a price we’re both willing to pay.” Romek said. “You know her, Max. She’s stubborn, and she’s also right about me not being suitable for this job. She speaks French like a native, whereas mine is rusty. I’d put both of us in danger if I stayed here. She’s got to do this alone.” 
 
    “How will you keep in touch?” 
 
    “I’ll find us a secret location where we can meet once a week. She can hand over her intelligence to me or Darek, and, if there is an emergency, she can use Darek to find me.” 
 
    Klara added, “You must see we’re right about this, Max.” 
 
    Max looked at Klara and then Romek. “All right, I agree on principle, but if the Germans occupy Paris, you might both have to go underground. 
 
    “They won’t get in,” Chirac barked. 
 
    “Baptiste, I hope they don’t,” Max responded. “But the German armies have already opened a 60-mile wide breach in the Maginot Line at Sedan; that’s 93 kilometres of road they’ve taken. They’ve also bombed the hell out of Rotterdam. They destroyed everything in their path from the air and the ground, and they are marching on Brussels as we speak. Romek doesn’t have much time to organise his recruitment drive and new base.” 
 
    “I am organised, almost ready to go,” Romek insisted. 
 
    “You’ll need a lot more men if you’re going to put up any sort of Resistance. We’re going to have to recruit Frenchmen who know the area like the back of their hand and speak like Parisians, as Klara does.” 
 
    “They will not destroy Paris,” Chirac growled as though he’d just tuned into the discussion again. “The very thought of those Nazis being here makes me want to get out my sabre from storage – no, they’ll not damage a brick in this city. Paris is too big a prize. They’ll base an army here and destroy our lives, perhaps, but not the buildings – n’est-ce pas, Max?” 
 
    “Yes, I agree,” Max said, “but the whole point of this meeting is to persuade you to leave Paris. You’re a Jew, Baptiste, and the Nazis will come for you.” 
 
    Romek agreed. “They’ll take your shop and then transport you to some godforsaken camp. You must do what Max says and go back to England with him. If you don’t leave, you’ll put us all in danger.” 
 
    “That’s enough, Romek,” Max said, annoyed at the Pole’s harsh tone. “Baptiste is one of our best agents. He deserves your respect.” 
 
    “Merci, Max, but don’t try to butter me up,” Chirac said. “I am not leaving my country. Let them try to take what’s mine. I’ll shoot any German who so much as sets foot inside these doors. And I’ll tell you another thing, if they try to take me or Madame Chirac by force I’ll shoot her in the head and then I’ll see to myself.” 
 
    Max went into the kitchen with Klara. He’d let the other two men debate the merits of escape versus remaining without interfering further. Neither he nor Romek had the right to tell a man to run away from his own country, especially an old soldier like Monsieur Chirac. 
 
    Klara poured coffee from the pot into two cups. Max loved the arch of her long neck. He adored kissing it, caressing it with his fingers, parting her generous lips and running his tongue over them. He loved digging his fingers into her blonde, almost white hair. It was playfully curly and shorter than the average woman’s. He loved taking forever to run the palm of his hand up and down her long legs and then moving them onto her flat stomach. 
 
    His eyes drifted to her breasts and the narrow waist he’d wrapped his arms around in bed. Had it only been a month since he’d last held her in his arms and made love to her? It seemed more like a year during which he’d ached for her every single day. 
 
    She raised her head and met his eyes, sensing that he was watching her. Their betrayal of Romek, a man they both loved and respected, hadn’t dulled their feelings for each other, but it had been hard to live with. A year earlier, when they’d first succumbed to adultery, Max had told himself that making love to Klara had been due to a temporary loss of sanity, loneliness, a desire to feel more than the dread of looming war. But, she was not a passing phase or a simple, yet inexcusable, dalliance. He loved her. God help him, but he did. 
 
    Max continued to observe her even as he listened with one ear to Romek trying to persuade Monsieur Chirac to hide behind a new set of identity documents, and to leave Paris for a city where he wasn’t known as the old Jewish photographer. Klara sat down at the kitchen table next to him, close enough for him to feel her hot breath on his face. He closed his eyes for a second to take in her scent; lavender, she always had that glorious aroma on her body. It drove him wild. 
 
    “Romek must never find out about us, Max,” she’d told him over a year ago when Romek had been called into work late one night. “He was my childhood sweetheart, and I love him.” 
 
    “You love him, but not as you love me, and you know it,” he’d told her. 
 
    “What I have with him is enough. I make it enough.” 
 
    Max had snapped at her, “Lie to me, but not to yourself. If he were enough for you why can’t we keep our hands off each other? You know you want me, if you didn’t you wouldn’t tell me you dream of us having a life together in the future.” He still regretted his harsh tone which had only made her dig her heels in. She’d seemed so very sad, and only now with the advent of war did he understand why. 
 
    “I’ve known Romek all my life. He has always been my hero,” Klara had told him. “I adore him like a sister would an older brother. We’ve never known passion for each other, although, perhaps, I didn’t fully realise that until you came along and turned my life upside down. When you kiss me, I lose my resolve … but, we have to stop … we have to.” 
 
    Although they hadn’t stopped, Max had never been able to defeat Klara’s loyalty to Romek, and he, supposedly an officer and gentleman, should have known better than to take advantage of her on nights when Romek had been working at the German Embassy in Warsaw. Desperate to have her, he’d shoved all thoughts of loyalty to his friend aside. She had been, and still was, like a drug, a forbidden flower in someone else’s garden, a challenge he was determined to overcome. 
 
    Her sweet, earnest face with those blue eyes that pierced his heart whenever she looked at him, had been his undoing; he knew that now. “I will not break Romek’s heart, but I won’t give you up either,” he told her often. “A man who doesn’t know passion with his wife doesn’t deserve her. You’re too beautiful, and far too young to turn your back on your husband in bed. You’re worth more, and so is Romek.” Then, they had made love again, forever hungry, never truly achieving the satisfaction that comes from total commitment. 
 
    “... do you not agree with me, Max?” asked Romek, arriving suddenly at the kitchen door. 
 
    Max, jolted back to the present, prayed for a clue as to what he was about to agree with. 
 
    “Well, do you not think Monsieur Chirac should go to Marseille or Toulouse?” 
 
    “Oh, yes ... yes, I do,” Max replied. “If that’s the only way to persuade them to leave, then that’s what we’ll arrange.” 
 
    On June 3rd, Max took his morning coffee in the Hotel Lutetia’s reception area. He had stayed in this hotel on numerous occasions in the guise of a German businessman who imported watches from Switzerland. He was known to the staff as a fine upstanding man who always tipped well and never queried the bill at the end of his stay. He knew the staff by name and had come to rely upon their discretion. 
 
    The hotel was situated on Boulevard Raspail in the Saint-Germain-des-Prés district, close to Monsieur Chirac’s photographic shop. Max had picked up a wealth of information over the last two years from unaware German diplomats, whose embassy was close by. Often, he’d catch a titbit from those who drank their morning coffee with colleagues in the open-air cafés, but it was the high-ranking Germans who held dinner parties in posh restaurants that provided, unwittingly, the biggest haul of intelligence – a German who drank too many glasses of French wine and cognac squawked like a crow, especially when he was surrounded by the French, whom he assumed were too stupid or uneducated to understand his language – their arrogance was their downfall. 
 
    Max’s perfect command of the German language had allowed him to not only detect nuances and coded messages in conversations but also to mix socially with Nazis visiting Paris. He touted his watches, often making gifts of them to Germans in the diplomatic corps in return for their friendship. Hitler’s followers were suspicious by nature, tending to keep to their cronies and ringing themselves off to outsiders. They were well-aware of their unpopularity with almost all other European nations including a majority of the British public, but to his disgust, some fascist aristocrats praised the Führer, and one or two had gone so far as to attend Nazi weddings in Germany. 
 
    MI6 knew exactly who the Hitler sycophants were and had taken steps to keep them in their sights. Its twenty-four-hour surveillance of the Duke and Duchess of Windsor had been viewed as unethical by a few people at the Foreign Office, but when it became clear that the ex-king was deepening his friendship with Hitler, the Intelligence Service infiltrated a spy into the duke’s inner circle in the guise of a security officer. That’s how much they trusted the abdicated king; the bloody traitor. 
 
    Max spotted Klara walking into the lobby. She ignored him, as she’d been taught to do, and went directly to the lifts. Max waited for another five minutes and then followed her up to the room. She was already inside, sitting on the edge of the bed smiling mischievously at him when he closed the bedroom door behind him. 
 
    “I see you’ve already packed,” she said, frowning at the open suitcase on the floor. “These two weeks have flown by, Max. Why does time have to move so fast when you’re with me and creep too slowly when we’re apart?” 
 
    He pulled her to her feet and kissed her soundly on the lips, unwilling to waste a second. She stifled a sob as the kiss became hungrier and his fingers dug deeper into her flesh. 
 
    “I love you, Max,” she said, breathless. 
 
    He undressed her. At the same time, she attended to his shirt buttons until her trembling fingers gave up and she ripped the buttons and buttonholes apart. 
 
    They fell onto the bed, their naked bodies entwined. She straddled him, pulling his face up to hers for another deep kiss. Max groaned as he entered her. “I want to remember this moment forever,” he whispered, fixing his eyes upon hers before moving his hips beneath her. She threw her head back as she arched her spine with pleasure, her moans drowning his. 
 
    The explosion reverberated around the room. The glass from the windows shattered and showered their bodies; their lovemaking halting at its most fervent moment. 
 
    Dazed and bloody, they leapt off the bed just as the second German bomb fell on Paris. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    The third bomb landed even closer to the Lutetia than the previous ones. Ornaments in the room vibrated or fell off the sideboard and coffee table. Klara squealed when a flash of light blanched the slate-grey sky outside and the bomb blast made the furniture wobble. Max, already on his feet, dragged her naked body off the bed and onto the floor. 
 
    The shells, whistling as they fell, continued to strike Paris, but they seemed to be more distant now, concentrated in and around the western suburbs. Max and Klara lay underneath the duvet on the floor, relatively safe from flying objects and debris, but doomed all the same if the Germans made a direct hit on the building. Klara prayed in Polish while Max stroked her hair and silently plotted a route back to Chirac’s shop. 
 
    Ten minutes later the bombing halted, and outside, panic set in. People were yelling in the street below and hotel guests ran along the corridor towards the stairwell. Alarm bells rang throughout the building. Unhelpful, and too late to warn the public about the initial attack, the unearthly racket only heightened people’s fear of further air raids. 
 
    Klara pulled some shards of glass from Max’s shoulder, mopping the blood with the duvet. She wanted to treat his wounds, but he insisted on leaving the hotel at once. “You can patch me up when we get back to Chirac’s shop,” he told her as they got dressed. She nodded, but shock was setting in and she was beginning to shiver. Max grabbed a blanket from a high shelf in the wardrobe and then wrapped it around her shoulders. Blood trickled down her neck in a narrow stream, but she hadn’t noticed it. 
 
    Paris’ shocked population was spilling onto the streets, but abandoned cars and buses blocked many of the roads and slowed down those on foot from getting to wherever they were heading. The blockages also made it impossible for ambulances to reach the fires visible to the west of Max’s hotel. 
 
    As they ran, they bumped into a young couple. The woman was cradling a baby in her arms, her husband was pushing the empty pram. “How could this happen to us in Paris? What have we done to the Germans?” the woman sobbed to Max. “Nothing, nothing at all. Not in Paris!” 
 
    The husband, waving a cigarette between his trembling fingers, apologised for his hysterical wife. “Pardon, Monsieur, she’s just seen an old woman die in the street – a heart attack, I think. I’ve never seen panic like this before. It’s like the end of the world is coming.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Max replied, not knowing what else to say. Everywhere he looked, stunned people were weeping and yelling the same words, “Not Paris! Not Paris!” as though the grand city was too precious, too beautiful and too rich in history to be tarnished or destroyed by bombs. It was unthinkable. 
 
    Monsieur Chirac’s shop was now only a couple of streets away, and against his better judgement, Max put his arm around Klara’s waist and held her tight, hoping to ease her shivering. Finally, when they reached the corner and the shop’s sign came into view, he let her go. Their affair was foolhardy, but he wasn’t daft enough to take the chance of Romek spotting them together. “Go on ahead, darling. I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    Klara clasped him to her. “Please, don’t leave tonight. Stay with me, Max. Please, I can’t bear it when you leave me.” 
 
    As he searched her eyes, Max wondered if this would be his last trip to Paris and maybe the last time he would see the woman he loved. He had come to France for Chirac, but he’d always intended to take Klara home with him. His professional relationship with Romek would be over, for if their affair was discovered, Romek would demand another handler, and Heller at headquarters would rant about unprofessional conduct; but that was the price Max was willing to pay to have her. 
 
    “Darling, leave with me. Come to England … please.” His face, white with shock and fear, searched her eyes. “We must do it, sweetheart. We’ve run out of time.” 
 
    Her eyelashes were wet with tears. “I wish ... I want to ... but I can’t. My place is here. I told you in Warsaw, I won’t leave him. He’s my husband. He’s a good man who’s always been loyal to me. He loves me, Max … and I can’t … I will not abandon my duty to him or the country that has given me a home.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Later that day, when everyone was safely at the shop, Romek finally persuaded Monsieur Chirac and his wife to leave for Marseille. The Germans were nowhere near France’s southern border, Romek assured Chirac, but if the worse came to the worse they could slip into Spain. That country was a German ally but was still recovering from its Civil War and in no state to enter a new conflict. 
 
    When Chirac finally agreed, he tried to telephone his niece in Marseille with the news that he and his wife were going to stay with her, however, the telephone lines were down. Romek, undeterred and afraid of a mass exodus from Paris, raced immediately to the Gare-du-Nord train station to purchase tickets for the Chiracs for the following day. 
 
    On Romek’s return, he, Max and Chirac, held their final meeting together. High on their agenda were Romek’s two sub-agents. They were French-born but had both worked in Germany during its reconstruction period after the Great War. Builders and demolition experts by trade, they were too old to fight, but not too old to cause injury to the German logistics divisions. One of the men, experienced in working with explosives, had recently suggested that they should blow up roads and train lines to slow down the German advance, but Romek had been adamant that the French army and her allies would hold the massive enemy force at bay and eventually push them back behind German lines. Max disagreed. German tanks and air power were far superior and more organised than anything the French had to offer, and he believed that the Nazis were going to march into the capital and call it home. 
 
    Henri and Oscar, Romek’s sub-agents, took their instructions from Romek alone. Recently, he’d sent them to gather information on the German army’s manoeuvres on the French-Belgium border, and they’d returned only that morning with the disturbing news that British, Belgian and French forces had been pushed back to the sea by Germany’s mobile operations in Dunkirk. “We will get no help from the Expeditionary Forces,” Oscar had stated. “They’re fleeing to the beaches and trying to get back across the Channel to England.” 
 
    Neither Oscar nor Henri had met Max, and they never would. His identity as Romek’s handler had to remain secret, especially now that France was officially at war. Nor did they know about Klara or Chirac’s photographic shop, and Max had warned Romek of the danger to Klara should the sub-agents ever find out she was also a spy. There was nothing worse than a spy knowing too much, Max had once told Romek. The latter had always considered that to be a contradiction in terms until Max explained that when being interrogated by an enemy, plausible deniability and ignorance was one’s best defence. “It’s one thing for an enemy to take your life, Romek, but when he takes your secrets as well it adds insult to injury.” 
 
    When Max had gone to Paris at the end of the previous year it had been to assist Romek in his recruitment drive. He had followed the would-be spies over a period of two weeks, shadowing one then the other, getting to know their habits, to whom they spoke, where they lived and where they routinely went. He’d listened in on conversations between Romek and the men on separate occasions in the Hotel Lutetia, and through his observations had concluded that both Frenchmen were genuine with deep-seated hatred, not for Germans per se, but for the Nazi party. They had seen the harsh treatment of Jews in Germany and believed that Hitler would do the same to French Jews. 
 
    On one occasion in Hotel Lutetia’s bar, Max had overheard snippets of conversation between Oscar and Romek. “Look, I’ll be honest. I’m not a do-gooder. I don’t like or dislike Jews,” Oscar had claimed. “I’ve never had many Jewish friends, but I’ve also never had any Jewish enemies. They’re greedy buggers, always thinking about money. I hate the way the men dress and the women screech, and how they work their fingers to the bone making the rest of us look lazy. You know, Romek, when I lived in Germany I didn’t speak out or do anything to help an old Rabbi who was battered with sticks in the street, nor did I go to the aid of a woman who was thrown out of a shop on her ear and told not to come back. I walked past her as she lay on the ground sobbing. She wasn’t my problem, you see. Jews didn’t affect my life, and I wasn’t going to get into trouble with the Gestapo on their account.” 
 
    “So, what’s changed? Are you saying that you want to work for me because of a recent urge to save Jews?” 
 
    “No, it goes much deeper than that. We’re civilised and liberal here. We drink wine, make love to our wives, dance and shout at our government on occasion when we disagree with their policies. We’re not like the Germans who look as though they’ve had wooden poles inserted in their arseholes and their lips sewn together to stop them from laughing. French Jews are our Jews, and for all their annoying idiosyncrasies, no Nazi is going to march in here and tell us who can and can’t live freely in our country.” 
 
    Max had been shocked by the openness of the conversation in such a public place, even though it had been quiet at the time the discussion had taken place. He had taken Romek to task afterwards, berating him for being careless. 
 
    While waiting for the reply to his latest radio transmission, Max huddled in Monsieur Chirac’s basement, and in that darkened space he considered his future. He and Romek had planned to set up a Resistance group should the Germans reach Paris. They drank wine together, chatted fondly about Poland, England, and how to beat the Germans, played cards and ate dinner upstairs with Klara. But when the lights went out at night, and she got into bed with Romek, Max was left alone to confront his bitterness and his futile love. And his reflections had brought him to a painful decision. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    On June 7th, Max’s extraction orders finally came through. Romek had left that morning on an errand and Klara was alone upstairs, giving Max the perfect opportunity to say goodbye to her in private. 
 
    She was at the sink with her back to him, but instead of giving in to the urge to embrace her, he kept his distance by remaining in the doorway. “Klara, I’m leaving tonight, and this is the only chance I’ll have to talk to you.” 
 
    Klara bit her lip, her eyes stinging with the tears she was desperately trying to quell. When she turned to face him, Max crossed the room and took her hand. “Look at you, my beautiful angel. When I got my orders just now I felt as though I’d been punched in the gut … as if my life would end if I lost you. Darling, let me send for you when I get to London. There will be paperwork to fill out and security checks to do but you’ll come through them with flying colours...” 
 
    “Max, I can’t…” 
 
    “Shh. Sit with me for a minute.” He led her to the couch in the living room, sitting as close to her as he dared. He gazed in her bright eyes, melting in the love he saw in them. When he wasn’t with her, his days were full of agony, yet also full of hope for a future together. She was bound to come to her senses, he’d often told himself. She’d eventually see that he was the man she should be with for the rest of her life. He’d always believed that she would ultimately break free of her marriage, but when she turned him down two days earlier, he’d admitted that he could no longer live with constant expectations and disappointments. 
 
    “This has become unbearable, and it will become so very intolerable that I won’t be able to do my job without thinking about you,” he finally said. 
 
    Disbelief sparked in her eyes. “Max, we love each other. What we have is beautiful, yet you make it sound like a painful, ugly wound. What are you saying to me?” 
 
    “It hurts, Klara. I can almost feel myself being sucked into a pool of quicksand and suffocating every time I leave you, every time I put a stamp on a letter I write but never send, every time you say no…” 
 
    “Max, please don’t say another word…” 
 
    “Will you come to England?” 
 
    “No, but...” 
 
    “Then, whatever you meant to say, I don’t want to hear it. I’ve been thinking about us all night, and as hard as it will be for me, I need to let you go. You’re refusing to follow your heart because of your loyalty to Romek, and I understand that, I really do. So, from now on I’ll follow duty as well, and erase you from my heart.” 
 
    “Can you really just erase me like I’m a pencil mark or a stain!” she snapped. 
 
    Max closed his mouth, afraid of sounding even more idiotic and Shakespearian. He was like one of those scorned, naïve prats, trying to cause as much injury as he could to the woman who’d thrown him over. “You are my first and only love, of course I can’t just erase you, but I must. The pain of not having you in my life is too much … just too much to bear.” 
 
    “You’re angry. You’re not thinking straight, she sobbed.” 
 
    “I’m not angry with you, but I have come to a sensible decision. I think I was perfectly clear.” He got to his feet and stared down at her tearstained face. “When Romek gets back, tell him I’ve received my answer from London. We’ll have to leave in a couple of hours.” With that, Max strode out the door and back down the stairs to the basement. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Max stood beside Romek at the front door with his duffel bag swung over his shoulder. He pecked Klara on both cheeks and then held her at arm’s length to take one more look at her. His gut twisted, but it might as well have been his windpipe, for he could hardly catch a breath or swallow. “Goodbye, Klara,” he croaked. “Take good care of yourself. Romek would fall apart if anything were to happen to you.” Max saw her flinch at his churlish jibe. 
 
    When they left the flat, Max and Romek drove in Monsieur Chirac’s old van towards the Paris suburbs. For the first few minutes, both men shared a comfortable silence until Romek said, “I can tell you’re worried about Klara and me, Max, but we’ll do a good job for you. You taught me well, and I’ll teach Klara to be a good spy because she’s got her heart set on becoming one whether we approve or not.” 
 
    Max swallowed. He had severed his attachment to her. It was over. He’d rip up the photo by his bed and cut up the petticoat she’d given him as a reminder of their first time together. She loved him, but that brought no comfort. It was time to get down to the business of war without personal distractions. “I’m not worried about your abilities, or hers, Romek,” he said after a long pause. “I have every confidence in you. Just make sure you keep the ring tight, and your transmissions on schedule. If your operation is threatened, destroy everything you have on paper and smash the radios to smithereens.” 
 
    “Will you come back to Paris?” Romek asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ll try. The next few weeks will be crucial. If the Germans reach this city, everything will change. Paris will be behind enemy lines, and our objectives will alter dramatically.” 
 
    “I know you, you’ll find a way. You always do, my old friend.” 
 
    The roads leading north from the city were blocked with traffic, and for two hours Max and Romek were stuck or travelling no more than one or two hundred yards per hour. It was late afternoon, but the grey sky and a downpour made it seem darker than usual for that time of day. Romek had turned off into a side street where he made better progress, but even that route was short-lived when the French military turned them back onto the main road. 
 
    Max had very little time to reach the airfield, regularly used as a hub by the diplomatic corps from all over Europe. The aircraft wouldn’t wait for more than thirty minutes after its scheduled take-off time, but he’d anticipated a bit of chaos on the roads and had left the apartment with plenty of time to spare. 
 
    Max gave Romek a desultory handshake; an unusually cold goodbye. It was all he could muster, all he had in him. The man was his friend, yet he was the unwitting victor in a battle for love. 
 
    “Take care, Max,” Romek shouted above the sound of the aircraft’s engines. 
 
    Max waved then turned to board the plane. 
 
    On board the Armstrong Whitworth Atalanta, Max used his business cover to introduce himself to the other passengers. This diplomatic flight, one of the last to leave Paris, carried a group of people facing the prospect of being in the skies over an embattled country. They had all heard about the shambles in the Dunkirk area, and the reports of German dominance in the air were terrifying to even the most courageous of men. 
 
    Max closed his eyes, not to sleep, but to avoid getting into conversation with one of the embassy wives who was convinced they were going to get shot at. The aircraft was flying in a westerly direction to avoid the turbulent skies over Dunkirk to the east, but she insisted they’d be caught by a stray bomb and would drown in the water beneath them. Once the whimpering woman had calmed down, Max opened his eyes and peered out of the window. 
 
    They’d finally broken land and were crossing the English Channel in the direction of Southampton. Beneath him was only darkness, no twinkling lights from boats and ships attempting to ferry the allies back to England, for the rescues would be done in blackout conditions. But they were down there, braving German air attacks as the full-scale retreat rushed at speed towards friendly ports. He wasn’t a religious man or one to ask God for favours, but as he cupped the sides of his face and pressed his nose against the window pane, he prayed for the hundreds of thousands of men in the water, fleeing from Germany’s leviathan army. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Part Two 
 
      
 
    Mankind’s biggest failure is its inability to learn from the mistakes of the past, and its silence in the face of atrocities committed against those without a voice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Paul Vogel 
 
      
 
    Berlin, June 1940 
 
      
 
    For three months, Paul had watched trucks arriving in the hospital complex. They had not parked outside the main building to offload food, medical supplies, or people, but instead, had gone to the old Görden Prison situated on the same plot of land as the hospital. Once, he had attempted to follow the vehicles but had been stopped by recently arrived SS soldiers who now guarded that area day and night. He had casually asked other doctors if they knew what the trucks were carrying but had only received shrugs and terse comments in response. 
 
    Still working in the basement with the Jewish children, he had also noticed that every few days, ten or more children disappeared at the same time. He wasn’t sure if they’d been transferred elsewhere, or given lethal injections one after the other. If the latter was the case, it meant that the killings were escalating at an alarming rate. 
 
    He was frustrated by unanswered questions. In the Doctor’s recreation room, no one spoke about anything other than their families and Hitler’s great victories in France, Belgium, and Holland. He assumed that the staff members were either afraid of being caught sharing secrets they shouldn’t know about, or that they didn’t want to tell anyone what they knew because they were complicit in the programme. 
 
    The word complicit was ever present in Paul’s mind. He was just as bad as the doctors who were killing his patients, for he accepted every death, neither saying or doing anything to stop them. He’d witnessed three doctors being arrested in the last month. They’d refused to follow the directives of the so-called experts in Berlin who gave the orders to kill on the basis of the evaluation documents only. 
 
    Every morning, he told himself that there was nothing he could do about the situation. He was following Hitler’s orders using his mother’s precarious circumstance as an excuse for staying in the job, but even the motivation to keep her and his father safe was wearing thin. 
 
    Hans Rudolph continued to stare out of the window while he sipped his coffee. He was fully aware that Paul had entered the room but had not yet acknowledged him. Paul sat patiently in the visitor’s chair, wondering why he’d been summoned. Rudolph’s presence at Brandenburg was a rarity nowadays. The director was frequently absent, and distant even when he was in the hospital. He often gave orders to his staff via his secretary, Fraulein Göring – Paul wondered if she was related to Hermann Göring. One day he might pluck up the courage to ask her. 
 
    “Good morning, Vogel.” Rudolph swivelled his chair to face the room. “You will report to the prison complex this morning to begin your training under Hauptsturmführer Leitner. It’s time you got involved in stage two of the programme.” 
 
    Paul felt the hair on the back of his neck bristle. “What am I to get involved in, sir? Does it have to do with the trucks I’ve seen lately or the children that have gone missing?” 
 
    “Vogel, Vogel. As usual, your questions pre-empt the answers already on the tip of my tongue. Be patient. You’ll be given instructions on where to go and what to do by the SS soldiers at the old prison. Do exactly what they say without question until Hauptsturmführer Leitner arrives, and be respectful to the captain. He’s no fonder of your incessant questions than I am.” 
 
    “Is he to be my tutor from now on?” 
 
    “Yes, as he has been since your arrival at Brandenburg.” 
 
    Paul, unable to hide his dislike of the SS doctor said, “I ask a lot of questions, Herr Rudolph because I am here to learn, and as my tutor, Hauptsturmführer Leitner should know that. And while he’s on my mind, why is it that he never treats patients? I’ve never seen him give as much as a pill to anyone.” 
 
    “You need to know when to shut up,” Rudolph barked. “Are you ready to listen?” 
 
    Paul blinked. “Yes … yes, of course … Herr Direktor.” 
 
    Rudolph picked up his pen, waving it at Paul in dismissal before he could say another word. “When you finish your shift with him, you will write a report on what you have witnessed and how you feel about the exercise. I want it on my desk by this evening. Now, get out.” 
 
    Paul walked towards the old barn he’d only ever seen from a distance. He’d always assumed that it was an abattoir because the chimney, located at one corner of the roof, frequently puffed out smoke accompanied by the smell of burning animal flesh. 
 
    “Where do I go now?” he asked the SS guard at the gate, positioned a hundred feet from the barn. Paul noted that the soldier was no more than eighteen years old with an unusually stern expression on his young face, and he was reminded of Wilmot’s dark looks. 
 
    “You’ll need to find the Scharführer, he’s in charge of the barn,” said the soldier, pointing ahead, leaving Paul to walk the rest of the way alone. 
 
    Five trucks were already parked at the back of the red brick building. Paul, as directed, asked another soldier where he could find the Scharführer and was escorted to a man ticking off the names of men, women, and children who were struggling off the back of one of the trucks. 
 
    “I am Doctor Vogel. I was told to report to you. Where have these patients come from?” 
 
    “I’ll be with you in a moment, Doctor. Stay where you are until I call for you.” 
 
    Paul noted that everyone was shuffled into specific groups depending on gender and age. All of them were either mentally or physically handicapped, and about ten SS soldiers were assisting the weakest of the patients to walk. Some of the Jewish children he’d been caring for in the basement were being led from the trucks by several doctors and nurses. The most severely disabled were in wheelchairs while others struggled to walk even though their arms were being supported by their escorts. It struck Paul that were it not for their disabilities, they might have looked like a group of schoolchildren going on an outing. Bright smiles and excitement lit up their gaunt little faces, and giggles of delight and expectation put a bounce in the steps of those who could walk by themselves. 
 
    Some of the children spotted Paul, and waved to him, shouting, “Doctor Paul!” 
 
    He waved back, an encouraging smile on his face. They seemed to think they were going somewhere nice, but if that were the case they knew more than he did. 
 
    Instead of following the children, he examined the barn. His eyes followed the line of the dark, brick walls up to the roof and chimney at the far end. He’d only ever viewed the building through the trees from the back window of his sleeping quarters, but now he saw it as a sinister, ominous place; nothing at all to do with his erstwhile impression of an abattoir: a place for the slaughter of animals. 
 
    Curious and contrary to the soldier’s instructions, he strolled to the barn’s entrance and peeked inside. At their first meeting, Rudolph had informed him that Görden Prison was full of convicts who had been sentenced to death by the infamous Sondergerichte, the People’s Courts. He had also mentioned the barn, which had once been an execution chamber furnished with guillotine and gallows. Now, it was a shower room used as therapy for patients. Paul had been surprised to hear that, for he’d recalled the driver who’d brought him from the station saying that the prison had been closed for years. 
 
    The inside of the barn was only about three by five metres in size, and bare, nothing but empty space apart from wooden benches running along its four walls. Showerheads and pipes crisscrossing the ceiling looked newly installed giving veracity to Rudolph’s insistence that it was indeed a shower room. In the centre of the room, he slowly turned a circle, memorising its layout in detail. Then he crossed to a narrow glass window and peeped through it into an anteroom beyond. The terror of age-old acts of torture seemed to be imprinted in the walls, but visions of more recent deaths also invaded his mind. He gulped, and headed to the entrance, desperate to get out of the barn’s oppressive atmosphere, but also worried that the soldier with the clipboard would be looking for him. 
 
    Outside, where the trucks were being unloaded, Paul watched with mounting concern as the male patients were led away by SS guards to the main cell block inside the prison only fifty metres away. The women and children from the hospital, however, were being led to the barn’s entrance where a soldier was writing consecutive numbers on their foreheads. 
 
    The doctors and nurses who’d brought the sick from the hospital were already sauntering casually back towards the prison gate, leaving the vulnerable children in the hands of soldiers. Did they know what was going to happen in that barn? Paul wondered. He didn’t, but the sense of dread he’d been feeling since he first arrived was getting stronger. Where was Hauptsturmführer Leitner when he needed answers to his questions? 
 
    Frustrated, he approached the man in charge. “I’ve had enough of this standing around, Scharführer. I demand to know why these ill patients have been brought here when they should be in their beds? Not one of them will go inside that barn until you tell me what is going to happen to them. Not one.” 
 
    The Scharführer, a short, skinny man with sunken cheeks, harrumphed. “Doctor, come with me.” He led the way to the barn’s entrance, his over-casual smile showing ugly, yellow teeth far too big for his pinched mouth. 
 
    Outside the barn he shouted to the bemused women and children. “It’s time to take off all your clothes now. You’re going to take a lovely shower. You’ll all feel better afterwards. It’ll be fun!” 
 
    He then smacked the clipboard with the patients’ files and copies of forms signed by experts in the Berlin offices, into Paul’s arms. “Here, Doctor, give the patients a cursory examination. Check their names against these forms. You will make the final decision based on the reports and your personal impressions. Don’t take too long, just go through the motions, make them feel comfortable with their surroundings.” 
 
    Overcome by panic, the forms waving manically in Paul’s hands, he screeched, “I can’t examine the patients and hold these at the same time. I’m not in charge here. This is Hauptsturmführer Leitner’s job.” 
 
    “I don’t see any other doctor here, do you?” The Scharführer, peering deliberately about, scoffed at Paul’s horrified expression, then stomped away to one of the trucks where he leant against it and lit a cigarette. 
 
    Paul glared at the Scharführer as he handed the patients’ records to the soldier standing next to him, keeping only the one-page evaluation forms for reference. He stared down at the paperwork. The code for death leered up at him, and in that instant all uncertainty vanished, replaced by the horrendous clarity of what was about to occur. “No! I’m not doing this … I didn’t become a doctor to get involved in what you’re doing here … whatever it is.” 
 
    The soldier laughed. “They’re just going to have a shower, doctor. What your problem?” 
 
    Paul stared at the man, fighting to control his urge to punch him in his laughing face. This was a mass execution, and the SS soldiers thought him stupid enough to be manipulated into carrying it out. “Shower, or no shower, I am not getting mixed up in this lunacy. I will not do it. Get someone else to do your dirty work, I’ve had enough of this place.” 
 
    With one last contemptuous look, Paul threw the evaluation papers on the ground and strode towards the gate, uncaring if he was shot in the back. The soldiers in front of him blocked his path, but he no longer gave a damn. He heard the Scharführer shouting at him to return to his duties immediately, but he continued towards the gate to freedom until he felt the hammer blow on his skull, and everything went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Paul woke up and felt himself being dragged through the muddy grass. The soldiers dropped him at the Scharführer’s feet. He glared up at the gaunt face with yellow teeth as he tried to stand, still defiant and angrier than he’d ever been at any time in his life. 
 
    Dazed by the blow, he staggered to his feet, his hand massaging his injured skull. At last upright, he spotted someone else in a white coat walking towards him. It was Leitner. Things were about to go from bad to worse. 
 
    Leitner eyed Paul’s mud-stained white coat, his stethoscope hanging by one earpiece from his pocket. “Doctor Vogel, why are you covered in mud? What’s the matter with you?” 
 
    Paul opened his mouth to explain, then wisely shut it. 
 
    “Never mind. You will observe me this morning.” Leitner continued. “When your training is complete, you will be carrying out the procedure by yourself, so I expect you to ask questions as we go along.” 
 
    “I can’t help you. I’m wounded,” Paul muttered, indicating the back of his head. 
 
    Leitner told Paul to turn around. He felt the lump and said, “Wounded? That’s a joke. It’s not bleeding. You’re fine.” 
 
    Paul followed Leitner reluctantly towards the barn, throwing daggers at the Scharführer as he passed. In retaliation, the soldier sniggered raising his hand to his skull with a pained expression. 
 
    Enraged, Paul walked meekly behind his Hauptsturmführer. He’d seen enough. He was out, finished with it all, regardless of the consequences to himself and his family. His mother should have left Germany, and he shouldn’t have to kill innocent people because of her decision to remain with his father. He wished to God he’d found the courage to tell Rudolph and Leitner where to shove their hospital sooner. 
 
    Out of earshot of the patients, he said, “Hauptsturmführer, I don’t know how, but I know you’re going to kill these women and children, and I refuse to take part in whatever sick executions you’re planning. Arrest me, lock me up, fucking shoot me if you want but I won’t lift another finger to help you.” 
 
    For the first time since they’d met, Paul saw Leitner hesitate. 
 
    “Vogel, I’d think twice before you say no to me again,” said Leitner. “Do you know … have you any idea what this disobedience could mean for you … for your whole family?” 
 
    “Yes. I have a very good idea, and still I’m saying, no.” 
 
    Leitner let out an exasperated sigh. “Very well, your feelings are noted, but it changes nothing. You will stay here this morning and carry out your duty. I’ll deal with your insubordination later. Is that understood?” 
 
    “I’m not in the SS or the army. I’m a medically qualified doctor,” said Paul, his voice hoarse. “I take instructions from the director of the hospital, not from people in military uniforms. You and your men are not Gods. Is that understood?” 
 
    Leitner’s smirk was even more terrifying than his tone. “Doctor Vogel,” he said, sarcasm dripping from his lips. “Eighteen of the twenty patients present will enter the barn and you will assist me, or you will be added to their number.” 
 
    Paul flinched. 
 
    “Do you understand me?” 
 
    Resolved not to help physically, Paul gave a brief nod. He refused to hold the patients still as a soldier went along the line to photograph them before they went inside the building. He shoved his hands into his coat pockets when Leitner ordered him to carry the last child in the line. He shook his head when a notebook and pen were thrust at him, refusing to take a note of the procedure. Not one word would he say and not one act would he perform. 
 
    Once inside the barn again, Paul saw it more clearly. Its interior, separated from the external brick by thick concrete walls, had not one but two anterooms closed off from the main area by steel doors. Once the selected patients were assembled, Leitner and Paul went into one of the side rooms. The tiny space had a glass panel separating it from the chamber, plus a wide door at the back that appeared to lead directly outside. Through the small window, no wider than the width of the men’s faces, Paul observed patients sitting on benches. Others, who were standing, looked up expectantly at the shower heads, giggling with their hands out, palms upwards, as though playfully waiting to catch the water when it fell. 
 
    “Watch carefully what I’m doing, Vogel,” said Leitner, his hand gripping a vertically-aligned lever. 
 
    Paul’s mouth was as dry as a desert, his tongue thick against his teeth, his injured head pounding. When Leitner turned the tap horizontally, Paul was transfixed, horrified beyond his wildest imagination. He’d suspected what was about to occur but was unable to believe such an abominable thing was possible in his country. 
 
    “The entry of gaseous carbon monoxide into the barn will take effect almost immediately.” Leitner said. “See how slowly I turned the tap? This is to limit the hissing sound that can sometimes upset the patients.” 
 
    As the first women and children fell to the ground, Paul’s knees buckled. He grabbed the narrow counter in front, his head on his chest. He could tell himself a hundred times that this wasn’t really happening, that it was a nightmare, a sick joke or a moment of madness that had never occurred before and would never happen again. But he would never be able to deny the inconceivable truth of what he was witnessing on the other side of the glass... 
 
    “Doctor Vogel – Doctor!” 
 
    Paul took in the naked women and children spreadeagled across each other on the cement floor like discarded dolls in a child’s playroom. Others were sprawled on the benches, heads on laps, arms outstretched as if reaching for help. He took a step back from the window. His legs gave way again, and he fell to his knees, vomiting violently over Leitner’s black leather shoes. 
 
    “Vogel, you’re a disgrace. Get up!” Leitner shouted, shaking the vomit from his shoes. 
 
    “No, you’re the disgrace. You shame your country and every decent German man and woman living in it.” 
 
    Paul spat the last of his vomit onto the floor and lurched to his feet. Enraged, he looked at Leitner’s scowling face, and was then angered further when the scowl was replaced by a snigger of amusement. “You disgust me, Hauptsturmführer. You’re a murdering swine, and you enjoyed it,” he continued as he wiped his mouth with his sleeve. Once his stomach had stopped heaving, Paul escaped through the anti-room’s back door. Head bent, he stared at the ground, still muddy, still green, waiting for hands to grip his arms, to be hit, handcuffed, arrested or shot. 
 
    Leitner came out of the barn behind Paul, shutting the door behind him. He nodded at the Scharführer and lit a cigarette. “We’ll give it a few minutes longer to be on the safe side.” 
 
    Paul, aware of his laboured breathing, hunkered down on the wet grass. Not even his father would be able to get him out of this mess. He had crossed a Nazi line, but he was determined to leave Brandenburg regardless of the punishment he might face. He glared at Leitner puffing on his cigarette as if he hadn’t a care in the world. If he had a gun, he’d shoot the bastard. 
 
    “Have one, Vogel. It’ll make you feel better.” Leitner threw the pack at Paul. It landed in the mud at his feet, but Paul ignored it, got up, and turned his back on the tittering Scharführer and Leitner, both of whom appeared to be highly entertained by his traumatised state. 
 
    He spotted a glint of metal beside the barn wall and strode towards a row of compressed steel gas canisters fitted to the facade next to a vent. He bent to take a closer look and his gut erupted with bile. His disgrace was now complete: 
 
      
 
    Pure Compressed Carbon Monoxide – Highly Toxic – Do not touch without the regulation breathing mask protection to face – Vogel Medical Equipment Industries, Berlin. 
 
      
 
    His eyes slid from soldier to soldier until they finally settled on the Scharführer. Did he and Leitner know beforehand who had manufactured the gas? Of course, they did. That was probably the only reason he’d not been thrown inside the barn with the other poor wretches who had just been murdered. His own gassing would have been an ironic touch. 
 
    “May I go now?” Paul asked Leitner. 
 
    “No, Doctor Vogel, you have not completed your training for today. In a few minutes, you’ll be going inside the chamber to confirm that they’re all dead, and afterwards you will remain here until their bodies have been disposed of. You can do that, can’t you?” 
 
    Inside the barn, Paul set to work checking pulses, looking for signs of life. A soldier followed behind him removing any jewellery the women in the group might have been wearing. Paul also solved the mystery of why numbers had been written on some of the patients’ foreheads before Leitner’s arrival, and for the umpteenth time that day he felt sick. 
 
    “Is that really necessary?” he asked the soldier who was pulling gold teeth from the mouths of those who’d been numbered. 
 
    “I’m following orders, just like you are, Doctor,” came the man’s deadpan response. 
 
    Paul finished examining the last dead child, and after what had been the worst hours of his life, he watched the bodies being piled onto trolleys. As instructed, he followed the soldiers into the second antechamber where mobile, fired up incinerators were situated. The trolleys, uniquely designed to roll smoothly on the tracks leading to the ovens, were engraved with Vogel stamps. Horrified and ashamed, Paul turned on his heel and ran back to the hospital, while the first dead child went into the fire. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    “You’ve failed me, Vogel,” said Herr Rudolph, tapping his pen on the desktop. “You’ve embarrassed your father and me.” 
 
    “With respect, Herr Direktor, I’m not the person you should be berating. The soldiers beat me with a rifle butt and dragged me face down through a muddy field. They should all be on a charge.” 
 
    “Don’t be dramatic, Paul. They were testing your commitment … teasing you. They did the same to the doctor that went before you and the one that went before him. You know how the SS behave, they have a stressful job, and they’re obsessed with loyalty. You clearly didn’t pass their test.” 
 
    Paul wasn’t listening to Rudolph. All he could think of was his father who owned the factory that had made the trolleys and the poison or canisters, or whatever the hell he was fabricating. “Am I to be dismissed from Brandenburg?” Paul asked, hoping for that outcome. 
 
    A knock on the door interrupted the conversation. Leitner walked in looking relaxed, as though he’d just been for a stroll in the park. 
 
    “The next time you will take charge of the consignment under my tutelage, Doctor Vogel, and your refusal to carry out my orders will lead to your instant dismissal, which in turn will leave you vulnerable to an arrest for treason. If that happens, you will no longer have the protection we give you now.” 
 
    Leitner addressed Rudolph. “Vogel here made quite a spectacle of himself. I had to change my shoes and trousers because he vomited over them. Isn’t that right, Vogel?” 
 
    “Sorry. My stomach isn’t used to witnessing mass murder straight after breakfast,” Paul grumbled. 
 
    Leitner’s expression darkened further. “Leave us, Doctor. Wait outside until you are summoned.” 
 
    Just as the hand reached the half hour on the wall clock in the ante-room, the door to Rudolph’s office opened, and Paul was beckoned. 
 
    “We’ve discussed your misconduct this morning.” Herr Rudolph studied Paul with a mixture of awkwardness and disappointment. “You made a damn fool of yourself in front of SS soldiers. Hauptsturmführer Leitner and I have agreed to reprimand you.” 
 
    “And what will my punishment be? I can’t think of anything worse than what I witnessed this morning.” 
 
    Leitner said, “You will join the SS to prove that you can be trusted. We will accept nothing less.” 
 
    Paul’s jaw dropped. 
 
    “In your defence,” Rudolph continued, “I believe it was wrong of the SS soldiers to antagonise you physically. I’ll also reprimand the Scharführer. Clubbing you with his rifle was unacceptable.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, at least,” Paul muttered. 
 
    “You were to observe the new euthanasia procedure, something that most of the doctors in this hospital have done already,” Rudolph repeated for Leitner’s benefit. 
 
    Leitner added, “Yes, of course, Herr Direktor, but the difference between the other doctors and Vogel, is that they did as they were told without objection.” 
 
    “Really? What about the two doctors who were taken away by SS soldiers last week? Did they obey you or did they object?” said Paul, heading for the door even though he had not been dismissed. 
 
    Rudolph stood, moving deliberately to the front of his desk. 
 
    “Go home to your parents for a couple of days, Paul. Have a good talk with your father, and do yourself a favour, take his advice. If you agree to join the SS Medical Corps, you will be forgiven, and Vogel, before you stick your vain, self-satisfied nose in the air, thank your father for saving your arse. Were it not for his loyalty to the Party you would already be on a train to Dachau Concentration Camp.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Paul left the hospital and drove to the centre of Berlin before crossing Kreuzberg in the district of Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg. Then, he made his way to Hermann-Göring-Straße. 
 
    The streets were packed, and he was stuck behind processionals and military vehicles. Every second day there seemed to be a parade to honour the Führer. Drums beating, flags waving, and children wearing Hitler youth uniforms instead of their school attire, gave the city an air of celebration. But under the layer of joviality and unity, fear festered. He knew it existed in free-thinking people, but it rarely saw the light of day. 
 
    Very few civilian cars were on the roads nowadays. Petrol had almost doubled in price, and many vehicles had been confiscated by the Wehrmacht. Despite the deafening noise of drums and trumpets, Paul rolled down his window and shouted to a young boy of about fourteen dressed in a brown uniform with a Nazi armband. “What’s going on today?” 
 
    “Can’t you see? We’ve just had a Hitler Youth parade,” he shouted back. “The Führer was here. He was here in this very street! You should have seen how many people were waving at him. It was the best day of my life. We’re going to take over the whole world. We’re unstoppable!” 
 
    Paul marvelled at the fanaticism depicted in the flag-waving boys’ faces and in the display of full-size swastika banners on every lamp post and building. The Nazi zeal brought the last conversation he’d had with Max to mind. They had met in London for a few days in April of the previous year. It had been a special time, for they’d shared many heart-to-heart conversations together without having to put up with the rest of the family’s usual interruptions. 
 
    Paul remembered that one of the political discussion they’d had over a bottle of whisky had seemed perfectly ordinary until it had been turned on its head by Max’s revelations. 
 
    Paul specifically recalled that Max hadn’t been drinking very much that night because he was planning to leave for work at 5am the following morning. He wasn’t tipsy, careless with secrets or having one of those sentimental moments in which they had often shared their deepest and darkest thoughts. No, it had not been that simple, Max had wanted to talk about his rank and position in the British Secret Intelligence Services. 
 
    Paul could still picture the earnest expression on Max’s face when he’d said, “You don’t need to know what it is I do, but I’m coming clean with you about my career just in case anything untoward should happen to me.” Shocked at first, Paul had put the whisky aside to listen to his brother’s predictions for Europe. The question of trust and need for secrecy hadn’t even been verbally raised, for the two brothers were fiercely loyal to each other, much to Wilmot and Hannah’s annoyance. They always complained that they were outsiders when Paul and Max got together, and unfortunately for them, they were right on that score. 
 
    On that night in London, Max had been precise and utterly convinced that a war between Germany and Europe was going to be a massive conflict on the scale of the Great War. “Hitler will try to take Poland,” he’d forecast, though he’d also stressed that it was a gut feeling he had and nothing to do with any intelligence he might have received. “And the minute he goes in there, Britain and France will declare war on him. You watch, borders will fall all the way to Siberia.” 
 
    It wasn’t hard to imagine that happening now, Paul thought, but a year earlier he, the rest of his family, and indeed most of the people he knew had remained optimistic that Britain wouldn’t go to war against Germany. Their naïve prediction that England was still exhausted from the Great War and would allow Hitler to annex parts of Poland as they had with Czechoslovakia had been very much mistaken. 
 
    Paul arrived at his destination, parked the car and then removed his shoe. He turned it upside down in his hand, swivelled its heel, and removed a piece of paper concealed inside. Hide it, eat it, just don’t get caught with it, Max had stressed. Paul had obeyed by altering every pair of shoes he’d bought to keep the note safe for a day like today. 
 
    He read, then re-read the phrase and address on the note before replacing it inside the heel. After he’d put his shoe back on his hand went to the door handle, but instead of turning it, he froze. His mind arguing with itself, his nerves sparking with apprehension, and the terrible sensation of being a traitor was stopping him from doing what he’d driven all this way to do. 
 
    The row of grey, terraced houses stretched from one end of the street to the other. He wanted to knock on the elected door and say what he’d rehearsed, but with the note, Max had also given him a stern warning. “Use this information as a last resort. It is a one-time deal, and once you have triggered it there’s no going back for you, or for me.” Paul grunted with frustration, then breathed in and out for the count of nine. “That’s enough. Just do it, for Christ’s sake,” he mumbled as he got out the car. 
 
    The elderly man who opened the front door wore a dressing gown. He was not what Paul had expected. His image of spies had been grim, but exciting. They were men who lived in the shadows, hiding behind webs of intrigue. Fit and agile, they frequented bars misty with the vapours of alcohol and cigarette smoke that coiled up nostrils. And they were always surrounded by the husky voices of voluptuous females. It was a life that could reap high rewards if successful, or end in disaster on foreign gallows or behind huge prison walls. It was a world where no one used their real name. 
 
    But the man standing at the door lived in a working man’s street and looked like an old grandfather with his pipe hanging out the side of his mouth and furry ankle boots on his bare varicose veined legs. His sharp eyes scanned his visitor up and down, down and up until his gaze settled on the paper bag in Paul’s hand. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Good afternoon. Are you Herr Brandt?” Paul asked. 
 
    “Yes. What of it?” 
 
    Paul swallowed a nervous lump in the back of his throat. “The summer seems far away and so do the birds that have flown their nests.” He’d practised that phrase for a year but felt stupid saying it aloud. 
 
    The ensuing silence unnerved Paul. He had the right house, the right man, but the spy he’d come to see continued to scowl at him. 
 
    Eventually, Brandt’s eyes flicked to the Nazi badge on Paul’s coat lapel and without warning, his hand shot out and ripped it off. “You’re not coming in here with that on you,” he hissed. 
 
    Inside the flat, Brandt looked Paul over until he shook his head and sighed. “Unbelievable ... unbelievable resemblance ... incredible. For a second, I thought you were Max until you asked my name, and I saw the swastika pin on your lapel. Nein, Max wouldn’t wear it in my house – nein, he’d never do that.” Brandt handed the pin back to Paul. “Don’t put that on you until you leave, you hear?” 
 
    Paul nodded, relieved to have got this far. “Max sends you his best regards, Herr Brandt. He said if we were ever to meet I was to give you this.” From his paper bag, he retrieved the bottle of Scotch he’d bought many months before. 
 
    Brandt beamed. “Your brother didn’t forget old Ernst. Good for him.” 
 
    Once both men were seated, Brant opened the bottle, poured two tumblers and gave one to Paul. “I know why you’re here, but I warn you if you ask me what you’ve come to ask I will go ahead and neither you nor I will be able to stop it.” 
 
    “I know. Max made that clear.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    Paul had thought about that question on the journey from Brandenburg. He was about to tell a partial lie, but it was to save a life. “Two people – a woman and me – she’s a Jew.” 
 
    Herr Brandt raised a curious eyebrow. “I see. Well, Max and I will sort you out, but I need the woman’s description: age, sex, height, a recent photograph of her, and any scars or moles. The more you have on her, the quicker I’ll be able to forge her passport.” 
 
    Paul’s optimism was crushed, and so was his dignity. “I don’t have a picture of her, or any of the other details you asked for. Can I come back with when I’ve spoken to the lady in question?” 
 
    Brandt thumped his tumbler on the table, the whisky spattering the polished surface. “What? Do you think I’m a bloody personal travel agent? Max should have explained how I work and you should have been organised before coming here. I’ll tell him it’s only you. If there are changes you can sort them out with him – right, that’s it, off you go – come on, I don’t have all day.” 
 
    While Paul was being bundled out the door, he asked, “Wait a minute. I don’t know how to sort anything out with Max. How will I know when he’s organised everything?” 
 
    “You can take it from me that I’ll have sent the transmission to him in London before you get into your car. Now go.” 
 
    Paul panicked. “And will I be informed when and where to meet him?” 
 
    “Not from me you won’t – and you can forget this address and my name. Don’t show your face here again. I mean it, don’t even think about coming to ask me to add your woman friend – once, only once do you get to come here. I won’t answer the door to you, ever again. I will never admit to seeing you before in my life. Max will contact you when the time and place is safe for him, and for you. In the meantime, carry on as usual. Stick that stupid pin back on now. Your routine mustn’t change, and neither should your enthusiasm for the Nazi Party. It’s important that you understand that.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Paul turned into Judith’s street, still so deep in thought about Brandt’s list of instructions he barely saw the soldiers standing in the middle of the road with their palms in the air signalling him to halt. 
 
    He eyed the two SS soldiers manning the new checkpoint. Their rifles were slung casually over their shoulders as they parted company to walk to either side of his car. Paul got out his documents from the glove compartment and then rolled down the driver’s window. “Good afternoon.” 
 
    “Your papers,” said the soldier, clicking his fingers. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Paul demanded to know. 
 
    The soldier looked at Paul’s ID card and documents recording his profession, place of work and home address, and when he responded it was with a more respectful tone of voice. “We’re putting up a fence to keep the Kikes in, Doctor,” he said, pointing up the street in the direction of the four tenement blocks and factory. “Haven’t you heard about this place? We evacuated the last two remaining Aryan families about an hour ago and moved in more Jews from the Klausener Platz district. They’re spreading diseases. Half of them up that road are sick. Turn around. No one’s allowed to go in but them and us.” 
 
    Paul snapped, “Did you not read what was on my papers? I’m a doctor from Brandenburg State Hospital. I have a patient in one of these blocks.” 
 
    “Did you come all the way from Brandenburg to help a Jew then?” The soldier’s eyebrows shot up. 
 
    Paul’s mouth opened before he had truly considered his response. “Yes, and I’ll continue to treat them until I’m ordered not to. I’ve got an urgent case today. She might have to be admitted, and we don’t have any available ambulances to take her to the hospital.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He thought quickly. “We’re trying to get sick Jews into centres before, as you said, they spread their diseases. Will you let me go in there to get her, or will you wait until she passes you in the street and gives you whatever she’s got wrong with her?” When the soldier didn’t move, Paul tried again, “You do know I work for the Interior Ministry?” 
 
    “I don’t care if you work for God himself, you can’t get in.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to tangle with the Chancellery? Or indeed my boss, a very close friend of the Führer, by the way?” 
 
    The soldier stepped back a pace, the colour rising from his neck to his hairline. “All right, Doctor,” he gushed, “but this must be the last time. Once we put the gate up, no one will get in unless they’re on our official visitor’s list. Maybe you can tell your colleagues when you get back to your hospital to put your name on the list for future reference?” 
 
    Paul nodded. “Excellent idea. I will.” 
 
    Once he had parked his car, Paul strode along the street, passing labourers wearing German flags on their armbands. Every day, he saw increasing numbers of forced labourers in the city, as well as those improving roads in the countryside. The unfortunate people were not all Jews, he’d noted, they were from every section of society. Hitler was now using slaves to carry out engineering projects, such as infrastructure for the new autobahns; saving a vast amount of money into the bargain. 
 
    When Paul reached Judith’s block, he saw another sign mounted on a pole. It read: 
 
      
 
    WOHNGEBEIT DER JUDEN BETRETEN VERBOTEN 
 
      
 
    Jewish residence, entry forbidden. It was the third such sign he’d seen since leaving his car. It seemed the authorities had already posted quarantine notices at the entrances to every block warning of the danger of infectious disease. Who in their right mind believed that nonsense? As far as he knew the Jewish faith was not contagious. 
 
    He stomped up the four stairs to the building’s entrance. The fencing cemented into concrete blocks standing knee high at the edge of the pavement boded ill. Barbed wire, now stretching to only about ten feet high was set to be continued, making a totally enclosed Jewish ghetto. 
 
    What a waste of money and effort, a distortion of the truth, a massive fraud. Goebbels’ propaganda lies had taken hold of the city, working the most ill-informed Germans into a lather. Hitler’s mouthpiece was a great manipulator, using deceptive euphemisms to explain and justify the deportation of Jews from their homes to ghettos or transit camps. Paul was sick of seeing the words evacuated and resettled on Jewish patients’ records. Evacuated for what reason? They were in no more danger in their own homes than non-Jewish Germans? The filthy Jews, as they were being called more and more often, were not riddled with diseases, but were being isolated for the benefit of the larger population. They had not been put into a fenced ghetto because it was a new type of residential community where elderly or disabled Jews could retire in peace and safety, playing dominoes to the end of their days. Those were Goebbels’ fictions, invented for domestic consumption. Why in God’s name didn’t ordinary Germans see through the deceit, or at the very least, question it? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Paul stopped short of Judith’s landing to listen to a heated conversation going on between her and another woman. He was perplexed and not a little disturbed; not only were Jews being persecuted by many non-Jewish Germans, but now, it seemed, they were persecuting each other. 
 
    “You’re a selfish tyke, Judith Weber. I’ve got four mouths to feed. You know they took my Ekhard’s mother and father away last week. And you’d deny a growing boy some food? Well, you listen to me, troublemaker, if you don’t give me what you’ve got, I’ll tell the Gestapo about you writing those cards. You’ll be shot, and it’ll serve you right.” 
 
    Paul turned the corner to see a woman dressed in a black coat with a scarf over her head stamping her feet in impatience at the Weber’s door. Her back was to him but Judith, legs planted valiantly on her threshold with fisted hands on her hips, beamed when she saw him. 
 
    “The doctor’s here. If you don’t mind, I’d like to speak to him in private, Frau Rosenthal. I’m not a rude person, but if you don’t get off my doorstep, I’ll slam the door in your face – I will.” Judith raised her eyebrows at Frau Rosenthal. “Well?” 
 
    The old woman turned on her heel and came face to face with Paul. “Doctor, will you come to my flat when you’ve finished with her, please? My husband’s not well. He’s got a nasty boil, and it needs popping.” 
 
    Judith gripped Paul by the arm and pulled him inside. “Go away, y’old hag, and don’t come back.” 
 
    Judith slumped on to the sagging sofa. “I’m sorry, Doctor. Frau Rosenthal’s family torment me almost every day for food or money. And they know there’s not enough to go around. They’re not nice, those Rosenthals, they’re always stealing something.” She raked her fingers through her hair, sniffed then looked up at him. “I’m sorry, Doctor Vogel. Do you have news of my father? Did they take him to one of those camps for Jews?” 
 
    Paul studied Judith’s face and trembling fingers as she wiped her eyes. He had news, but her father hadn’t been transported to a camp, as she presumed. He’d been shot dead in the prison where they’d taken him for processing. 
 
    She gestured for him to take the other chair, but instead he stood staring at her pitifully thin body. Her bright eyes swam with unshed tears but light from the weak ceiling bulb made them shimmer like liquid black pools. His heart broke. He wanted to keep her safe from the madness and evil outside. 
 
    “Where is my father?” she repeated. 
 
    “I don’t know, Judith. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Then, why are you here?” 
 
    Paul’s mouth dried as he imagined her being thrown into one of the ambulance buses and getting out at Görden Prison, having a number written on her head before they pushed her into the gas chamber. He had to tell her now. She was running out of time, and so was he. “Judith, you’re not safe here. You have to come with me.” 
 
    Judith smiled. “Don’t be silly. It’s nice that you care, but I’ll deal with the Rosenthals. I just won’t let them in from now on.” 
 
    Paul searched her face wondering how to tell her without scaring her further. “No, you have to come with me. I will explain later but you must trust…” 
 
    Loud banging on the apartment’s door interrupted Paul mid-sentence. He glared at it, angry with himself that he hadn’t had the guts to prepare her for what was to come. 
 
    “I’ll smack that Ekhard Rosenthal if he’s here to ask for another crumb off me,” Judith barked, heading to the front door. 
 
    Paul grabbed her by the arm, forcing her to look at him. “Listen, Judith! Listen to every word I say. Do as I tell you, and don’t ask questions.” 
 
    Startled by his intensity, she nodded. 
 
    “Your name is on a list of admissions in the hospital. An ambulance bus will come here today or tomorrow, and men will take you to Brandenburg under the Hereditary Health Act.” 
 
    “But I’m ... I’m not like Hilde,” she stammered. 
 
    Paul released his grip. “Judith, I know. I promise I’ll explain later but for now go into the bedroom and put your coat on. Follow my lead. Don’t say a word. Look very scared of me. Do you understand?” 
 
    She nodded again as the banging on the door became louder and faster. 
 
    The SS soldier who had stopped Paul earlier at the checkpoint, scowled impatiently when Paul eventually opened the door to him. “What’s taking you so long, Doctor? You don’t need half an hour to remove a patient, do you? What have you been doing in here?” 
 
    Paul showed the young soldier in, relieved it wasn’t the ambulance bus. “I’m glad you’re here. I’m having trouble persuading her to come with me.” 
 
    “Where’s your patient?” he snapped. 
 
    Judith appeared in the doorway. She stood, head bowed, arms hanging listlessly by her side. 
 
    The soldier eyed her and then flicked his eyes to Paul. “An old Jew woman told me she thought you two were up to something that had nothing to do with health matters. Was she right, Doctor?” 
 
    Paul shook his head, disgusted at the accusation. “Ach! Old Jews, young Jews, men, women, they’re all liars. The sooner we get rid of them the better.” Then he grunted at Judith. “Come here. You’ve wasted enough of my time with your carry on.” 
 
    In a bid to take the soldier’s attention away from Judith, Paul asked, “Where is the Jew bitch that caused trouble for me? She should be arrested.” He watched the soldier’s face keenly, as he was trying to work out how he could comply with that suggestion. Berlin was having an open season on Jews. Zealous soldiers and policemen could arrest anyone wearing the yellow star, even when there was no wrongdoing involved. They could take them off the street, pull them out of a shop, detain them in a doctor’s surgery, or remove them from their own homes. But in each individual case, the arresting officer was faced with bureaucratic procedures involving a slew of forms relating to financial and property declarations. It took hours to fill in the paperwork involved. 
 
    “I’ll get the Gestapo to take her the next time they show up, Doctor,” the soldier nodded. “It was a waste of time putting up that fence if you ask me. I’ve just heard we’ll be removing all the Jews from these buildings in the next few weeks.” He glanced about him. “I wouldn’t mind one of these flats. It beats my family’s two-bedroom basement and outside toilet.” 
 
    Paul stared at Judith, while she buttoned up her coat. “Right, let’s go,” he said gripping her arm. “Any more trouble out of you and this soldier will hit you. Isn’t that right, soldier?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    The Vogels 
 
      
 
    After refusing to give Laura and Dieter details of Paul’s insubordination and subsequent suspension, Hauptsturmführer Leitner went on to blame the Vogels for their son’s disrespectful attitude. Laura, still trying to glean the real reason for Paul’s suspension from the hospital, asked Leitner to sit. Instead, he refused her invitation and opted for a more intimidating pose, peering down his nose at her, his feet rocking from heel to toe on the carpet, his SS cap snug under his arm. She was seething. She and Dieter had taught all their children to have good manners and to respect their elders and peers. She knew Paul better than anyone in the room, and he was the most mild-mannered and good-natured of all her children. The Hauptsturmführer and Hans Rudolph, sitting there with their sneaky little polite smiles, were lying. 
 
    “I’m surprised Paul hasn’t come home yet, Herr Vogel. I was expecting to see him here. This is disappointing,” Leitner pursed his lips. 
 
    “I don’t know what could have happened to him,” Dieter mumbled. 
 
    Leitner said, “Hmm, yes, it’s very strange. Why do you think that is, Herr Rudolph?” 
 
    “I really don’t know what to think. He clearly disobeyed my orders.” 
 
    “You see, Herr Vogel, Herr Rudolph told Paul to go straight home so that you could talk some sense into him. So, you can see why we’re surprised he didn’t do what he’d been told?” 
 
    “Hauptsturmführer Leitner is right, Dieter. That was at eleven o’clock this morning.” Rudolph nodded. 
 
    Laura, annoyed at Dieter’s lily-livered responses, spoke up. “It’s not strange at all. It’s perfectly reasonable to assume he went to meet with friends for lunch, or for a beer. You two work him very hard, and the new rules about not allowing visitors at the hospital, makes it almost impossible for us to have any time together as a family, or for him to see his friends. I’m sorry you’re disappointed, but really, Hauptsturmführer, your concern is uncalled for. He’s not a soldier under your command, he’s free to go wherever he wants whenever he wants, regardless of what happened this morning at the hospital. Is that not so?” 
 
    Rudolph’s eyebrows shot up, his eyes widening in surprise. “Well…” 
 
    “Frau Vogel, our brave men fighting in France and elsewhere have no time to wash, never mind drink beer or see their families,” Leitner cut Rudolph off. “Perhaps you don’t realise how fortunate Paul is, compared to your other son, Wilmot, who I believe is serving the Fatherland in Poland?” 
 
    Laura threw a scathing look at her husband. She would defend him until death, but she wished that for once, just once, he’d speak up for his children instead of allowing the Nazis to walk all over them. “Dear, did Paul mention where he might be going when he called you on the telephone?” 
 
    Dieter responded with a mystified look. “No, only that he was coming home. He might have mentioned that he was stopping off to visit a friend, but to be honest, I can’t recall. I was in the middle of a meeting on the factory floor at the time – my dear, why don’t you make a pot of coffee – she made a delicious cake today. Can I tempt you?” 
 
    Rudolph gave an enthusiastic nod, but Leitner said, “I don’t eat cake.” 
 
    Laura left the room, and only when she reached the kitchen did she admit to being scared for her son, and husband. She filled the kettle with water and put it on the stove to boil. Desperate to hear what was being said, she snuck into the hall, pressed her back against the wall and listened to the on-going conversation. 
 
    It was sad to see her husband cower in front of a bully like Leitner, hear him mumble his excuses and apologies, yet be forced to watch him browbeat Paul into a job he didn’t want. She couldn’t trust Dieter to make important decisions anymore, she concluded. He was a good man but had bad judgement when it came to the Nazi Party. Sometimes, she could almost forget how much she loved him. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Rudolph opened his leather briefcase and brought out a pile of documents. He set them on the table, sorting them into neat piles. When he’d finished, he smiled at Dieter. “The Reich is very impressed by your factory, Dieter. Its layout and specifications suit our needs very well. The product has met our expectations, and the ministry would like to start production of Zyklon B using your building’s basement for the testing phase of the operation.” 
 
    “I see,” Dieter said. “Does this mean I have the distribution contract?” 
 
    Rudolph shook his head. “No. We don’t need your name, only your basement. The distribution will go to Degesch Industries. The ministry believes they will be more suitable for the job as the programme advances. We will at some point be moving into bigger premises, you see.” 
 
    “Tell me about this Zyklon B gas?” 
 
    “There’s not much to tell. Degesch and IG Farben have been manufacturing it for years, but you might know it by the name, Degussa.” 
 
    “The chemical company?” 
 
    “Yes. They own the formula.” 
 
    Dieter gave the appearance of mulling over the proposition, but in fact he was playing for time, trying to find a way out of the hole he’d dug for himself and his family. 
 
    “This is a good deal, Dieter. The Führer is looking forward to your collaboration.” 
 
    “What exactly is this Zyklon B used for?” Dieter asked again. 
 
    “A variety of things. Most of Degesch’s business has come from America in recent years. They work with a group called American Cyanamid.” Rudolph picked up a document and handed it to Dieter. “This is an official document from the United States Public Health Service. In it, it clearly states that the gas is used to disinfect freight trains and clothing. I suppose we’ll be using it for the same purposes.” 
 
    “I see.” When Dieter had finished scanning the page, he placed it on top of a pile of other papers and then sat back in his chair, feigning a confidence he didn’t feel. “Thank you for considering me, Hans, but I’m afraid I’ll have to decline your offer this time. I am not in the gas business, and to be honest I don’t want the upheaval of renovating the basement. You know how busy I am with new products going on line.” 
 
    Leitner, who had not been directly involved in the discussion so far, was outraged. “Are you saying no to the Minister of the Interior?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Hans.” 
 
    “I’m disappointed, Dieter. Perhaps you should think again?” Rudolph said. 
 
    “No. I don’t need to. It all seems straightforward to me. You want me to produce gas, and I have refused your offer.” 
 
    “The Minister of the Interior won’t be happy, and neither will the Führer. He’s become personally involved in this project.” 
 
    Dieter lit a cigarette, sucking the smoke deep into his lungs, then slowly and deliberately blowing it out. Saying no was dangerous, but he would not agree to manufacturing a chemical gas when he didn’t have the written specifications for its use in Germany. Just because the Americans used it as a cleaning agent didn’t mean the Nazis would. He still remembered the yellow mustard gas that hovered above the ground like an unearthly animal during the Great War. Its effects on soldiers had been catastrophic, and he never wanted to see a chemical weapon being used again. And that was where his suspicions had led him. 
 
    “Hans, I can see it would be a lucrative deal, a very generous offer,” Dieter reiterated, “but it’s not something I can get involved in. I’m sorry, you can’t use my factory.” 
 
    Rudolph blushed from his neck to his forehead. Gone were the niceties, the gentle persuasion tactics, the semblance of friendship. “You, business types are all the same. You’re incapable of thinking further than your profit margins. Philipp Bouhler and Leonardo Conti both vouched for you, Dieter. Conti is the State Secretary for Christ sake. He’s not a man to cross swords with, especially when you consider all the other products you supply to the Ministry. They might even pull out of their existing deals with you and leave you hanging by your balls. How would that suit you?” 
 
    “They might even see you as a traitor,” Leitner interjected, a nasty grin spreading across his face. 
 
    Dieter’s heart thumped. There it was, the threat he’d been dreading. Traitor. The word that was being bandied about all too often nowadays. Cornered, he said, “I can’t imagine I’m the only industrialist in the running for this contract. I know of at least two other factory owners who’d be only too happy to handle this sort of large-scale production.” 
 
    “The Reich has already commandeered everything from toy factories to bakeries, which are now up and running as weapons depots,” Rudolph reminded Dieter. “But we don’t want to take your factory off you, we want to work with you. You stay upstairs producing medical equipment, and the chemists and technicians manufacturing the gas in your basement, just as we proposed. You’re making a big mistake by turning us down.” 
 
    Rudolph’s smug tone followed by another thinly veiled threat disgusted Dieter, but he’d just been struck by an interesting thought that he believed might give him an edge. Maybe his competitors had already turned the offer down, leaving him as a last resort. He was an industrialist, extremely wealthy and well connected. The Regime wouldn’t want to step on his toes with a hostile takeover of his factories. It needed the support and loyalty of the business community and labour unions. Germany might be at war, but good politics and negotiations were still crucial to the dictatorship, and the running of the country. 
 
    “Hauptsturmführer Leitner, why don’t we tell Herr Vogel what happened with Paul at the hospital this morning?” said Rudolph, breaking through Dieter’s musings. 
 
    “I want my wife to hear what you have to say about our son,” Dieter made to rise. 
 
    “No, that won’t be necessary. You can tell her after we leave.” Leitner smiled without parting his lips. “Herr Rudolph, you carry on.” 
 
    Rudolph removed his glasses and threw them casually on top of the pile of papers. Then, as though savouring the moment, he crossed his legs and looked at Dieter. “When I made this arrangement with you, I didn’t foresee the problems we’d have with Paul, and to be perfectly honest had he not been your son, he would be in prison by now.” 
 
    “I see. That doesn’t sound very good.” Dieter shook his head. All hope of getting out of this unholy alliance had dissolved at the mention of his son’s name. Any minute now, Rudolph would overstate the severity of Paul’s misconduct; the man’s fondness for blackmail did not elude him. Then, he’d make another threat, and finish off by asking him to sign the contract. His tactics were transparent, but nevertheless effective. 
 
    “Well, you had better tell me, I suppose. What’s my son done now?” 
 
    “He disobeyed a direct order, was rude to Hauptsturmführer Leitner, threw a tantrum in front of hospital staff and then refused to finish his shift.” 
 
    Dieter kept his eyes on the papers on the table. It was clear that Leitner and Rudolph wanted him to ask about the specific order that Paul had allegedly disobeyed, but he wouldn’t give the bastards the satisfaction. “So, what now?” he asked. 
 
    Rudolph shrugged, “That’s up to Paul. He could have a very good future or no future at all. He might become a renowned doctor one day or a man who squandered his life in a concentration camp because he couldn’t work with his superiors – we haven’t determined the best course of action yet – perhaps you can help us decide?” 
 
    Dieter ran his fingers through his blond mop, giving himself time to think of a measured response. He wanted to get off the subject of punishments as quickly as possible, lest Leitner make a harsh, irretrievable decision about Paul’s fate on behalf of the more level-headed Rudolph. “I cannot and will not agree to another business arrangement unless you go into more detail about what the gas is to be used for,” he finally said. 
 
    “I told you, Dieter. It’s a disinfectant, just a very effective disinfectant,” Rudolph responded with a victorious smile. 
 
    “And what about the gas that’s already being manufactured in my basement?” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “Are you going to produce that side by side with the new one? Wouldn’t that be dangerous?” 
 
    “Yes, it could be, but we’re going to concentrate solely on the Zyklon B from now on. We’ll move the Carbon Monoxide product elsewhere.” 
 
    “I see. And when does the Ministry want production of Zyklon B to start?” 
 
    “In about four weeks. Will you sign the contract now before we continue our discussion about Paul?” Rudolph took a pen out of his breast pocket and pointed it at Dieter. 
 
    Dieter snatched it from Rudolph’s fingers, but unwilling to cave in completely, said, “I’ll sign this on one condition.” 
 
    “And what might that be?” Leitner asked. 
 
    “You leave my son alone. He’s not a threat to either of you.” 
 
    Rudolph said, “I suppose we could offer Paul a transfer, somewhere more suited to his skills. I don’t think psychiatry is for him after all...” 
 
    “No, out of the question. I’ve invested my time in his training,” Leitner interrupted, “and I’ve brought SS enlistment forms with me. Unlike Herr Rudolph, I still think Paul needs to be taught a lesson in obedience and loyalty. You will instruct him to sign the papers the minute he arrives, Herr Vogel. I’ll give him a few days at home to reflect on his behaviour, but afterwards I expect him to come back to Brandenburg where he will report directly to me. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Sign the contract, for God’s sake, Dieter,” said Rudolph, a surprising hint of an apology in his voice. 
 
    Dieter’s fingers trembled as he gripped the pen. He threw Leitner one last look of disgust and said, “You will make sure my son is treated fairly, Hauptsturmführer, or you will have me to answer to. I also have friends in high places.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    The military vehicle parked outside his parents’ villa caused Paul to brake gently at the corner of the street. He was still some distance away, but his house had unique lights on top of its gate posts making it the most unusual entrance in the neighbourhood. The lamps, created by one of Laura’s cousins in England, looked like huge ice cream cones in the light of the full moon, despite the blackout. 
 
    He turned off the engine and cut the headlamps. He hoped to God that whoever was visiting his father wouldn’t notice his arrival. 
 
    In the rear-view mirror, he saw Judith sitting rigid in the back seat. Her face was just a shadow in the darkness. She hadn’t responded to his question about how she was feeling. He could only imagine she would be pondering her options, so he let her be. 
 
    “Why do doctors want to waste their time with me when I’m as fit as a fiddle? Why? I’m an unimportant Jewish woman who’s never been in trouble, or a bother to anyone, apart from the Rosenthals,” she’d asked during the journey. 
 
    He’d had no credible answer to give, and had purposely not mentioned that she’d been earmarked for the Brandenburg gas chamber. To even admit that he knew of its existence would crush her fragile trust in him. She was understandably terrified, and though she’d not mentioned Hilde, she was undoubtedly still suspicious of his role in her death. 
 
    Unlike Judith’s dark figure in the back seat, the SS driver of the military vehicle was as clear as day, smoking a cigarette beside the driver’s door. Paul had no idea how long the car had been there, or for how long its passenger, or passengers, would be inside his father’s house. If they were staying for dinner, it would be a long night, and he and Judith would be stuck there for the duration. 
 
    “We might be waiting a while,” he said, finally breaking the silence. “But don’t worry, Judith, it’s dark up this end of the road under the shadow of the trees. I don’t think the soldier noticed our arrival. If he had he would have walked over to investigate. Just stay quiet and don’t touch the windows, they squeak.” 
 
    “Is your father important? Is he a Nazi?” Judith whispered. 
 
    “Yes, to both questions, but I know he’ll keep you safe until we decide how best to help you.” 
 
    “I don’t want to get anyone into trouble. Maybe I should just start walking away from Berlin as fast as I can.” 
 
    “Get down!” Paul caught a glimpse of a figure in a grey SS uniform coming out of the house through the open gates a split second before he lay across the length of his seat. With his head now on the front passenger side, he whispered, “Don’t move until I tell you.” 
 
    A few seconds later the soldier’s car revved its engine before moving away, then its dimmed lights flickered briefly over Paul’s car as it passed by on the road. 
 
    Paul waited a few minutes more and when he was sure the street was clear, he sat up and started the engine. “It’s all right, Judith. You can get up now.” 
 
    Judith sat up and leant towards the front seats. “Doctor Vogel, why are you helping me?” 
 
    He paused, trying to assess the impact his words would have. “I hate what’s happening to you, Judith. You can never go home again. You can only go forwards and I can help you do that.” 
 
    Judith sniffed. “But I was born in that flat. Everything I own is in it, all my memories, my photographs, my Hilde’s favourite drawings. Everything. Why do I have to leave it? You’re frightening me.” 
 
    “I know, Judith, but I’ll never let anything bad happen to you.” Even that was a lie, Paul thought, opening the car door. He couldn’t promise her a damn thing one way or the other. To his parents, she’d look like a Jewish pauper who had no money to replace old clothes. Her long black coat was threadbare in places. The scarf draped around her neck was hand-knitted and overstretched through wear, but most telling of her lowly status was her apparent fear and bowed head, the common stance of a Jew nowadays. His mother would be kind, as she was to all his friends, but his father was a deceitful man shrouded in the Nazi flag and unfathomable secrets. He’d be more apt to throw Judith to the SS as a bone than shelter her in his home. No, he couldn’t promise Judith anything except for his guarantee that he’d go to any length to get her out of Germany. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Paul used his key to open the front door and entered the spacious hallway holding Judith’s hand. Dieter appeared from the living room, the initial flash of relief on his face disintegrating when he saw Judith. “Who is this?” 
 
    Paul faced his father’s tight-lipped scowl. “Hello, Father. Sorry, I thought I’d be here sooner, but I got waylaid. Anyway, I’m home now.” 
 
    Dieter’s eyes narrowed. His attention fell on Judith and the yellow Star of David on her coat. “I can see that. Why have you brought a Jew to my house?” 
 
    Laura brushed past Dieter to get to Paul. “I thought I heard your voice, darling, thank God…” her words hung in the air when she spotted Judith. 
 
    “Father, Mother, this is Judith Weber.” Paul tightened his grip on Judith’s hand as he watched his parents’ inner struggles. He could almost hear their thoughts running through his own mind. Apart from the tell-tale yellow star that confirmed Judith’s religion, she was clearly non-Aryan with her coal-black hair and huge brown eyes. 
 
    “You, poor soul. You look half-starved.” Laura finally broke the silence. 
 
    “Laura, take the girl into the kitchen while I have a word with our son.” Dieter’s tone brooked no contradiction. 
 
    Dieter closed the kitchen door behind the two women, then took Paul’s arm and led him into the formal dining room, closing that door after him as well. 
 
    “I’ve just had a visit from Hans Rudolph and Hauptsturmführer Leitner. They told me you disobeyed an order, were giving lip to your tutors and had a fight with soldiers. And if that wasn’t serious enough, you then refused to examine patients. And now this. What the hell are you playing at?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you if you’ll just listen,” Paul spat. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means you always side with Rudolph and the Nazi Party. That’s what you do, Father.” 
 
    “Watch your insolence in this house. I won’t put up with your tantrums. Your mother and I have had a terrible night. Leitner brought SS recruitment papers for you to sign, and to make sure you do, he’s sending a car and driver to pick them up in the morning. They don’t trust you at that hospital, said you are going in the wrong direction, whatever the hell that means.” 
 
    Paul was taken aback. They’d been serious about him joining the SS. He straightened as his mind flashed to the dead children and naked women with their arms around the youngsters. “They can shove their enlistment papers up their arses. They can’t force me to sign them.” 
 
    “Those are bold words when you’re playing with your parents’ lives. Did you know about their visit here? Is that why you didn’t come home?” 
 
    Paul crossed his arms and sneered at his father. “You talk to me about playing with people’s lives? You? I saw Vogel’s carbon monoxide gas being used at the hospital this morning. They didn’t disinfect the wards and operating theatres or delouse clothes and bedding with it. It was poured into a barn being used as a gas chamber. The product supplied by your factory killed eighteen women and children today. So, Father, before you start giving me the holier than thou speech about how important loyalty is, think about the innocent people I saw dying in front of my eyes – think about that. Then ask me what they did with the bodies – go on, ask me!” 
 
    Dieter’s mouth opened and closed without releasing a word. 
 
    “Ask me!” Paul repeated. 
 
    “For God’s sake, Paul … please … keep your voice down.” 
 
    “Of course, we mustn’t let Mother hear the truth about murdered children being put on specially made stretchers with your bloody factory’s name on them, and then thrown into the ovens. That’s what’s going on Father. That’s why I refused to have anything to do with their programmes, and why I’m in trouble today. Jesus, you might as well have murdered those people yourself.” 
 
    Dieter’s slap rang around the elegant high-ceilinged room. Paul’s head whipped to one side, then he glared at his father’s bowed head. 
 
    Dieter gripped the edge of the dining table, his eyes tight shut. “Dear God, I didn’t know … I didn’t know that was what they wanted the gas for … and the stretchers; I just make them to my customers’ specifications. I didn’t know about their use either. They lied to me, bold-faced lies. I wasn’t told about this, Son. Had I known … had I only known … I never would’ve…” 
 
    Paul felt not an iota of pity for his father. “Don’t lie to me. You heard Rudolph talking about Brandenburg’s euthanasia programme last year at my graduation party, and you knew the name of the poison gas that was being produced for the SS. How much of the stuff have they asked you to supply from that factory basement of yours?” 
 
    “I told you, I’m not producing it. I only leased the space to the chemists who were brought in from the outside.” Dieter slumped into a chair at the end of the table. “Please, sit, Paul.” He looked at Paul’s reddened cheek and sighed. “I’m sorry about that. I don’t know what came over me.” 
 
    “Never mind the slap, just tell me about the gas.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Look, it hasn’t happened yet. I’ve just signed a government contract for a gas called Zyklon B. I was expecting Hans Rudolph to telephone me with good news about a new product, but he turned up instead with that Hauptsturmführer Leitner, talking about gas, and Americans – Leitner came because he insists you join the SS?” 
 
    Dieter Vogel was a ruthless businessman, devoted to making money. Yes, he was devious, as most powerful men were, but he wasn’t a liar, at least not a very good one. “Has this Zyklon B got anything to do with what I witnessed at the hospital this morning?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s … they told me it was to delouse … to clean…” 
 
    “And you believed them?” 
 
    “Yes, I believed them. How can you be sure my gas was used in Brandenburg?” 
 
    “I’m certain because your name was printed on the carbon monoxide canisters. Did you know it was going to be used to kill people?” 
 
    “No, of course I didn’t!” Dieter exploded. “I’m not a murderer, and I won’t have you say I’m complicit in what went on at that hospital of yours. The Ministry of the Interior gave me the license to distribute the carbon-monoxide and offered me the opportunity to produce the gas canisters on my factory floor. In return, I leased the entire basement to their chemists at no charge. Paul, my factory is one of the biggest in Berlin. I only ever used the basement for storage and could afford to lose the space. I didn’t think anything sinister would come from it.” He shook his head in dismay. “I can’t discuss this with you anymore. I signed the contract to manufacture Zyklon B half an hour ago, and I can’t undo the deal. That must be the end of it.” 
 
    Paul, still traumatised from what he’d seen earlier that day, deduced that the new gas would be used in conjunction with lethal injections, and would possibly supersede the needle altogether. It stood to reason, he thought, the gas killed larger numbers of people in one fell swoop. His father wasn’t stupid. He had to, now, suspect that Zyklon B was to be used as a chemical weapon. 
 
    “You can’t do this, Papa,” Paul said, softening his tone. 
 
    Dieter stood, casting aside his rarely exposed vulnerability for his customary austere mask. “You need to explain yourself to your mother and me about what that Jew is doing in my home, and where you’ve been all day. And don’t ever forget, boy, I’m your father. I can do what I bloody well like.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    In the kitchen, Paul countered his father’s demands that Judith should leave his house immediately, by appealing to his mother’s better nature. Laura had also pleaded Judith’s case to her husband, but it seemed there was no swaying Dieter when his mind was made up. 
 
    “If she wasn’t on some damned list I would let her stay, but she is, and the SS will look for her everywhere,” Dieter reiterated. “I’m sorry, Laura, but she can’t stay here. I’m not putting you and Paul in danger. You saw that Leitner fellow vying for blood, he’ll make a very dangerous enemy if we’re not careful.” 
 
    Dieter then turned his attention to Paul. “Did they see you outside, Paul?” 
 
    “No, I was cautious. I wouldn’t want your reputation to be tarnished on my account,” Paul grunted sarcastically. 
 
    “Don’t be cheeky to your father,” Laura snapped. “And you, Dieter, don’t be uncharitable. If Paul says it’s dangerous for Judith to go home to her flat, we should believe him. What would you do if it was our Hannah in trouble?” 
 
    “Hannah’s not a Jew, or a waif and stray, she’s our daughter.” 
 
    Judith, who’d been hugging a cup of tea while cowering in a chair at the kitchen table, finally spoke. “I understand, Herr Vogel. I’m a Jew, and you’ll be in trouble with the authorities if you help me.” She stood, as though trying to maintain some semblance of dignity. “Doctor Vogel, will you please take me to the outskirts of Berlin? I’ll walk to wherever from there.” 
 
    “No. Please, Judith...” 
 
    “I’ve made my mind up,” Judith interrupted. “I can see your parents are afraid, and I’m not surprised; we Jews seem to have this effect on people nowadays. But I’m not scared of Nazi hospitals or fences around my home, or the bullies who take my food and threaten to report me. Why should I be afraid in my own country? I’m more German than you and your mother, who’s not a German at all. I’m just as good as any other person who pays rent and taxes. I’ve got nice things in my house worth money. I’ve only got twenty marks and fifteen pfennigs in my pocket now, but I had much more than that before the Gestapo stole what they wanted when they took my father away. I’ve never been in trouble with the police or owed a pfennig to anyone, and I don’t want your family to fight for me, or over me. I’d rather take my chances in another country where my religion and race doesn’t matter to anyone.” 
 
    “But how can a girl like you get to another country?” Laura was appalled. “You won’t get far if you don’t have money or documents, other than Jewish ones...” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Judith spat. “I hate this Berlin, and I hate the people that live in it!” 
 
    “Please, calm down...” 
 
    “You calm down!” Judith gripped the edges of her yellow star, growling as she ripped it off her coat. “I’m not wearing this stupid thing, either. A dirty yellow patch doesn’t define me. I’m as good as any of you.” She flung it on the floor. “You can have your Führer and your Gestapo and all the other bigots doing the Nazis’ bidding, and you can have that badge as well!” Then breathless, she stomped to the door and told Paul, “If you don’t take me out of the city, I’ll walk.” 
 
    Paul glanced at his parents. His mother was crying, and his astonished father looked as though he was wrestling with a momentous decision. 
 
    “Judith, I can’t let you leave,” Paul reached for her arm. 
 
    Laura sobbed. “Paul’s right. Please, don’t go, dear. We’ll think of something.” Then, she glared at Dieter. “Are you forgetting my circumstances ... about what could happen to me if they turned on this family?” 
 
    Dieter let out a defeated sigh. “Judith, is it?” he asked. 
 
    Judith, standing in the doorway, responded with an arrogant nod. “Yes, my name is Judith Weber, and I’m not going to beg you for anything, so don’t think I am.” 
 
    Dieter held her flashing eyes. “No. I don’t suppose you’re the begging type, are you? In which case, I’ll invite you to stay with us for a few days while we think of something … after that, I don’t know ... I don’t know what’s going on around here anymore.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Wilmot Vogel 
 
      
 
    Munich, Germany. 
 
    June 1940 
 
      
 
    He was guilty, guilty, and going to die. Wilmot crossed his arms in defiance as he was pushed into a cell in Munich’s prison. He wasn’t surprised by the hastily-arrived-at verdict against him. He’d been caught red-handed pointing a gun at Franz, and still shouting Up yours, bastard! when the officers’ jeeps had screeched to a stop next to the dead bodies of the Jews. 
 
    Was Franz dead or alive? He’d asked his jailers that question every time they’d come with food or to move him somewhere else, but they’d never answered him. They liked to tease him by leaving him to wonder if he’d murdered a fellow soldier, for if Franz was dead, they’d shoot him or hang him. But, if by some miracle and lousy shooting on his part, he’d only wounded the man, he could end up with a prison sentence, and his father being the important person he was, might be able to get him out before things got too rough. He could think of no great scenarios, but staying in a concentration camp for a little while was infinitely better than death. 
 
    “I’m Christoph Krüger. What are you in for?” the SS Stormtrooper sharing Wilmot’s cell asked. 
 
    Wilmot studied the scared young man before answering. “I’m Wilmot Vogel. People call me Willie. I can’t be sure what I’m in here for, but I think I committed a murder. I couldn’t even tell you why I shot Franz, and I still don’t know if I killed him. Nobody will tell me.” 
 
    “Bloody hell, that’s bad.” Christoph shook of his head. “They’ll throw the book at you for that. Are you getting the death penalty?” 
 
    Wilmot shuddered. “Who knows? I’ve spent two days travelling by train and truck, held in transit cells in Warsaw and now here in Munich, and I’m still none the wiser. I suppose they’ll tell me soon enough. What did you do?” 
 
    “Nothing compared to you. I left my post to have a piss, and when I got back, a Gestapo Major was standing at my checkpoint. You’d have thought I’d walked away leaving the Bank of Germany’s door open by the way he reacted.” 
 
    “That’s bad luck.” 
 
    “I know. I should have got off with a warning. I only went behind a bush for Christ’s sake.” 
 
    As much as Wilmot was grateful for Christoph’s company, he was far too scared to think about holding a proper conversation or to even respond to the boy’s questions. He felt sick, and if his heart beat any faster it would jump out of his chest and make off down the road. It had been two hours since the final verdict had been delivered. How long was it going to take them to pass sentence? 
 
    “Does your family know what you’ve done and where you are?” Christoph asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I hope not. It’d be better if they thought I was fighting in the war like a good soldier. God only knows what they’ll say if I get shot by firing squad.” 
 
    Christoph giggled, a childish squeaky little sound. “Ach, look on the bright side, you’ll not be around to find out.” 
 
    It was dark by the time Wilmot was led back to the courtroom; a room like any other room in a house but with the necessary tables and chairs to hold a military trial. He was told to stand to attention until the SS Obersturmbannführer and the two other officers with him had taken their seats. 
 
    Wilmot’s eyes were full of grit from the dust in the cell. They were red and bright with tears, but he was not going to cry here, not even if they told him he was going to die. 
 
    For a while the three officers appeared to be debating something. Christ, they’d had six hours to reach a decision, yet they were still talking about him. 
 
    “Rifleman Vogel. Your victim survived, but only because you missed a vital organ by hitting him in the arm.” 
 
    Wilmot gasped with relief, the promise of life coursing through him. They wouldn’t shoot him, not now, not tomorrow. Franz was alive, and the bastards hadn’t told him. He scowled at the Obersturmbannführer, causing one of the other judges, a Standartenführer to ask, “Do you have something to say, Vogel?” 
 
    “No, sir, nothing ... well yes, sir, I do. I wish someone had told me that Franz was alive. It’s been a horrible time not knowing if I’d killed a fellow soldier in a fit of temper. I regret my actions. Shooting him was the most stupid and unnecessary thing I’ve ever done.” Wilmot noticed that they seemed to want him to talk, so he took advantage of that opportunity. “I suppose I was unnerved by everything that had happened. I went straight from basic training camp into an invasion. I fought hard, but I don’t think I was prepared for the carnage. And when Franz, that would be, Rifleman Bachmeier, began shouting at me, calling me a soppy woman, I lost my mind for a minute. I don’t remember drawing my gun, or shooting at him … but I’m very, very sorry I did.” 
 
    “You will have plenty of time to ask for forgiveness,” the Obersturmbannführer said. 
 
    “Will you let me prove myself to you?” Wilmot blurted out. “Send me to the front lines. 
 
    I’ll fight for you, and I’ll never fire my gun at another German soldier for as long as I live. I’ll make you proud. You have my word.” 
 
    “We don’t want men like you fighting for the Fatherland,” the Obersturmbannführer smirked. “You’re sentenced to an indefinite period in Dachau concentration camp. Now, get out of my sight, you’re a disgrace to your uniform.” 
 
    Wilmot bowed his head, embarrassed now by his feeble outburst. The guards led him out of the room and down a corridor towards the back of the building. His heart pounded with terror. He was more afraid now than he’d been during the first days of the Polish invasion, when he’d been scared, but also excited – Dachau, that was bad. He’d heard stories about the place, how no one got out of it once they went in – he now believed the tales about people never being told how long their sentences were. He supposed that in time of war, lawyers and judges, and military officers had plenty of other things to keep them occupied. Indefinite? Another way of saying forever? The adage, ‘I’ll put you in there and throw away the key,’ came to mind. 
 
    Filled with helpless dread, Wilmot dragged his feet to the truck parked outside the building. His life was over as he knew it. He’d heard other things about the concentration camps: prisoners were given hard labour, thrashed like mules, and had only just enough food to keep them alive. They were squashed like sardines into dormitories with bunks three high with not enough room to stretch out. He was taller than the average German, who were by no means short; he’d need plenty of leg room. People were bound to die in those places, he thought. It stood to reason that only the very fit and healthy could endure a long sentence under those terrible conditions. 
 
    Christoph and another two SS prisoners were already seated on a bench in the back of the truck. Wilmot nodded to them; their faces were ashen. Christoph, the youngest of them, was only eighteen. He was crying now, doing what Wilmot wanted to do but wouldn’t. He had too much pride to cry like a girl in front of other men who might bully him once he was a prisoner. He’d get to that when he was alone somewhere, if he would ever be alone again. 
 
    “You didn’t die then,” Christoph said, as though disappointed. 
 
    “No, and neither did Franz, the man I shot. I’m going to Dachau.” 
 
    “Me too,” Christoph grumbled. “I’m not happy with me getting the same sentence as you. It doesn’t seem fair that we’ve been given an equal punishment when all I did was piss behind a bush. That’s not right at all. I’ll see about that when we get there.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Dachau was situated only twelve kilometres from Munich. Throughout the journey Wilmot stared at the truck’s canopy opposite him, thinking about what he’d done, his shame and regret, his mother’s tears and what his father would say when he heard. The shame didn’t lie as heavily on him as the regret. He’d ruined his life; he’d admitted that to the officers in the court. But, he couldn’t seem to prepare his mind for what was to come, or even visualise the place he was going to. He was nineteen years old and looking at a future of hard labour and incarceration. How the hell was he supposed to picture that? 
 
    They’d probably get him to lift and lay things all day, for he was young and strong, like a lot of the poor sods he’d seen in Warsaw fixing the roads. He’d laughed at the Poles’ painful struggles pushing heavy stones in wheelbarrows over rough ground, and he’d even had a good giggle when they’d got hit with batons for not moving fast enough. He’d be in a worse state than those poor bastards; at least they got to go home at the end of their shifts. 
 
    Christoph, sitting beside Wilmot, no longer seemed resentful. Instead he appeared to have accepted his fate with stony silence. He’d not uttered a word since leaving the city. 
 
    When they arrived at Dachau’s entrance, the truck stopped at the gates to let the prisoners out. Wilmot looked up at the sign across the top of the gate – Arbeit Macht Frei – work brings freedom. He shook his head. Bloody stupid saying that was. How was work supposed to give a man freedom when he was locked up in a prison camp? That was just pouring salt on the wound. 
 
    Inside the camp, the men were marched towards the prison on the east side of the compound where there were only two buildings. En route, Wilmot saw some of the internees wearing grey and white striped pyjamas. He hoped they wouldn’t make him wear them. They looked pathetic, like children with skinny bodies and old wrinkled faces. Would he eventually look like that? 
 
    Through barbed wire fences, he spotted men with shaven heads exposed to the light snowfall that had just begun. They were picking up wood from an enormous pile, putting the logs into wheelbarrows until a train of them headed towards a building through another gated fence. Were they all Jews? He didn’t think so. He could spot a Kike a mile off. They always looked terrified, kept their heads down, and were quiet like demure girls. Wilmot supposed they didn’t look anyone in the eye in the hope they’d not be noticed and kicked around like a football or shot for gawking. And where were the women? He hadn’t seen any. Maybe their barracks weren’t visible from this part of the camp. 
 
    As he marched, he thought about the Jews. He’d been twelve when real Germans began singling them out as being an inferior race. He supposed he’d grown to accept that they were sub-human. He’d trusted his teacher at school who had taught him that two and two made four, and he’d believed the Nazi Party’s and Adolph Hitler’s theory that Jews were bad people ruining Germany. His mother had once told him that if one heard the same rhetoric enough times it would become an indelible fact, and the truth would then become the lie. Edicts from governments, she’d also warned him, were rarely based on reality, but on well-practised deceit. Strange, he thought, spying an old man fall over in the snow, before Hitler came to power, he and his siblings had paid little attention to Jewish Germans – they had seemed just like him. 
 
    Inside the wing of a bunker where they would now live, the SS prisoners deposited their meagre belongings on the vacant bunks. Wilmot had a rolled-up blanket, a toothbrush and two pairs of underpants to his name. He took a bottom bunk. Even at training camp, he’d preferred the bed nearest the floor. It was warmer than the more open top bunks. 
 
    Fifteen SS prisoners were already in residence in the dorm. They were still wearing either the bottom or top half of their uniforms with the other half being the striped pyjamas. He was glad to see that they were going to stay together as a unit. Maybe, they wouldn’t have to sleep with the Jews, or mix with them at all? That’d be a bonus, seeing as how they were the reason he was in this mess, and he didn’t know what he’d do if he got hold of one. 
 
    A guard marched in, shouted Heil Hitler and gave the obligatory Nazi salute. Then he stood with his hands on his hips in front of the men, staring at each one until Wilmot and his fellow prisoners returned the salute. 
 
    The soldier who arrived next wore the insignia of an Oberscharführer, Wehrmacht Feldwebel on his uniform shoulder. Wilmot presumed that he was the man in charge, being a senior platoon leader and looking like Hitler himself with the high held head and a thin little moustache like a toothbrush atop his skinny top lip. Wilmot stood as straight as he could to show the Oberscharführer the respect he expected. If he were asked to kiss the man’s feet he’d do so to keep on the right side of him. 
 
    “You lot are dogs to us – traitors and scum,” the Oberscharführer said, shattering Wilmot’s hopes for an easy time of it. “I’m going to make your lives a misery every single minute of every day you’re here. Do you know why?” 
 
    “No, sir,” voices mumbled. 
 
    “Well, you should know. You not only betrayed your units, your fellow soldiers and your oath of loyalty, you also spat in the face of the Fatherland. If I see you complaining or dissenting, I will smack you so hard you’ll be spitting teeth for a fortnight. If I notice you feeling sorry for yourselves, I’ll give you twice as much work and half your ration of food. And you, new men, don’t expect to make friends with the guards just because you’re wearing the same uniform as us. We shit on you. Men are dying for the Fatherland while you’re sitting out the war like lazy, over-the-hill grannies, so don’t think for a minute that we’re going to make it easy for you.” He swept his index finger around the room. “You lot make us feel sick to our stomachs, and we’re going to make you regret you’re alive.” 
 
    This time when he paused, he looked specifically at the four new arrivals, including Wilmot. “We are not under the Inspectorate for Concentration Camps here. In this Straflager, this penal camp, you will be under an SS and police court. That means we can do what we like to you without outside interference. We can batter you stupid, and no one will ever find out, or care.” He turned to the two men standing behind him and said, “Let’s show the newcomers what we can do to them whenever we feel like it.” 
 
    The guards approached Wilmot and Christoph, swinging their batons from one hand to the other, and grinning with sinister enthusiasm. Wilmot shut his eyes and braced himself. Four successive blows to his right arm and shoulder were followed by strikes just below his chest. He fell to his knees, gasping for breath as he cradled his injured arm with his other hand. He was in agony, but worse, he couldn’t breathe. They’d broken his ribs. 
 
    When he finally managed to catch his breath, Wilmot squinted at Christoph. The boy must have bitten his lip, or he’d been hit in the mouth, for blood was pouring down his chin. He was holding himself well and still standing. 
 
    Wilmot struggled to his feet, determined not to be the only man to buckle under the baton. No man would call him a soppy woman ever again or put him on his knees. 
 
    His eyes smarted with tears until he glanced at the SS prisoners who’d been there for days, weeks or months. Some were already skin and bone; others had cloudy, lifeless eyes that seemed to stare at nothing. But what was most terrifying, was that all of them, without exception, seemed to have lost their will, their mettle, their desire to survive, and once the spirit of determination vanished, a man might just as well be dead. Willie felt the first tear fall, and thought, I’d have been better off swinging from the gallows or facing a firing squad and dying like a man, if this was what Dachau has in store for me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Romek Gabula 
 
      
 
    Paris, July 1940 
 
      
 
    Romek still found it hard to conjure images of the day when Paris had bent its knee to the Germany Army. At daybreak on June 14th a morbid silence had enshrouded the people of the city, as they’d watched the Germans in their field grey uniforms, march in a dazzling show of might under the Arc de Triomphe and onto the Champs Élysées. 
 
    He remembered following the enemy on foot, noting the heavy weaponry, the horses, and the never-ending vehicles. He had halted behind the last platoon of German soldiers at the Arc de Triomphe, where they’d hung their huge Nazi Swastika, their claim to the city of Paris. And in that place of freedom and hope, the Germans had broken the hearts of the French people and in their silence and sorrow, they had wept. 
 
    He recalled from those early days that the first thing the Germans did was to seize all records from abandoned ministries. They looked for Jews, spies, Freemasons and political dissidents. It was rumoured that they had also snatched the original copy of the Treaty of Versailles – which had so humiliated Germany – and had sent it off to Hitler. They had parked their Nazi arses in cafés drinking coffee like tourists and had filled the restaurants at night with rowdy banter and alcohol-induced bluster. 
 
    At the Paris-Bourbon, where the National Assembly building had been converted into the office of the Kommandant von Gross-Paris, a huge banner was spread across its façade reading: DEUTSCHLAND SIEGT AN ALLEN FRONTEN! Germany is victorious on all fronts! Everywhere he looked, the Swastika flew instead of the French Tricolour. Every day, German soldiers paraded up and down the avenues, swift to act against protestors or dissent. 
 
    Romek could not, would not find it easy to come to terms with the invasion. What he saw everyday was not just unreal, but almost deliberately surreal, as if the conjoining of Germany and France was the result of an elaborate prank on the French nation. 
 
    The number of collaborators and whores wanting to profit from a German soldier’s loneliness was growing. They were also becoming bolder, unafraid of fawning over the invaders and openly reporting the locations of Jewish houses. And what was almost worse were the French people going about their businesses as though a national catastrophe had not just trodden their country into the dirt. 
 
    Romek descended the steps to the basement of an old toy factory in the Paris suburbs. The building was owned by a businessman who had stopped making toys on the day the Ardennes had fallen. He, along with his family had fled to England, but he’d left the property in the hands of a Polish refugee. 
 
    Romek scanned the spacious area and recognised the faces of people who’d been at the previous meeting. Most were fellow escapees who’d already been involved with the Polish 1st Division. They had put up a good fight against the Germans on the front line at Alsace-Lorraine, but they were outnumbered and overrun within days. Now, the patriotic Poles who weren’t spies or experienced soldiers, were establishing a Resistance group designed to wreak havoc on France’s occupiers. In essence, Romek and everyone else in the basement wanted to fight for a country that wasn’t even theirs. 
 
    Romek was baffled by the rants coming from the group’s leaders. They were going to get themselves killed if they carried out their over-ambitious plans to attack German convoys, blow things up, and mount counteroffensives, he thought. It seemed to him that they had no idea of what or who they were up against, and that made them dangerous and stupid. 
 
    As his frustration boiled over, he moved to the front of the room where one of the leaders was still speaking about mounting an assault on trains carrying German soldiers coming into Paris. He pointed to a map saying, “... we can kill a train full of German soldiers if we blow the train line at this point...” 
 
    “You’ve got it all wrong,” Romek interrupted the man taking his place at the front of the group. “I know of subtler methods to harass the enemy – methods which don’t involve military-style attacks. You can’t defeat an army the size of Germany’s with a few sticks of dynamite and stolen weapons. The Nazis are pouring troops into France as we speak, and on their route march they’ve grabbed thousands of French tanks and cannons, not to mention rifles and millions of rounds of ammunition from abandoned warehouses. They control the factories and harbours – and the streets of Paris are theirs too. How many Germans do you think you can kill before a hundred more are drafted in? And how many civilians will die when the Boche take their revenge? I’m sorry to say it, but your way won’t work. We need to build a Resistance movement where we gather intelligence, and share what we find with our allies in Britain. I’m an expert in radio transmissions and code...” 
 
    “Other than that, who are you, exactly?” Edzio Korkowski, the man who’d been speaking before, interrupted. “Who are you to come in here like a bloody general trying to take over our meeting. We don’t even know your name. If it weren’t for Darek vouching for you, you’d have been shot before you got your foot through the door.” 
 
    “My name is Romek Gabula.” 
 
    “We can trust him, Edzio,” Darek piped up from the back of the room. 
 
    Romek had met Darek by chance at the Polish Tea House in Paris, and only two weeks after their first meeting, Romek, going against everything Max had taught him not to do as an agent of MI6, had told Darek about his contacts in Britain. He’d been vague, giving no names and never once mentioning intelligence services, but he had shown the Pole his two radio transmitters. In a candid statement, Romek had told Darek that they should help each other, but he’d also given his new friend a warning. “I’ll trust you with my secrets, but if you ever betray me to the Germans, I’ll lead the Gestapo right to your doorstep before they even have a chance to shoot me.” 
 
    “I hate the Nazis. I’d never betray anyone who was fighting them. I’d rather shoot myself in the head.” 
 
    After involving Darek, Romek had used him to get to other Poles in Paris. He could no longer ask Max to come to France whenever there was a problem, or he needed advice on recruitment. By and large, he’d been left to his own devices, trusted to build a Resistance group that could send clear pictures of what was going on in France in real time, and he wasn’t going to fail, he was going to excel. 
 
    “... Romek could be invaluable to us,” Darek was now saying. “He’s not only got radios he’s got important contacts who can help us. Give him a chance. He knows what he’s talking about.” 
 
    “Look, I don’t profess to know everything there is to know about being a Resistance fighter. Let’s be honest, no one here does,” Romek acknowledged when he managed to get a word in edgeways. “But I don’t think now is the best time to take up arms and fight the Germans face to face. We’ll need to be sneaky, sly, organised and stay underground, not blatant and obvious.” 
 
    “Do you want us to sit on our hands and let them get on with it?” Edzio asked. 
 
    “No, far from it. I’ve been using surveillance tactics for a long time now, and I know how we can hurt the enemy without drawing attention to ourselves. For instance, while observing German vehicles, I noticed that they’re all differentiated by an operational insignia...” 
 
    “So, what of it?” Edzio interrupted. 
 
    Romek had already decided that Edzio Korkowski was too temperamental and ill-equipped to lead this group of people. He was like a petulant child desperate to be the leader, and he would have to be removed. “Edzio, is it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you want to know, or would you rather talk about blowing Germans up and getting everyone in this room killed? Because, Edzio, as I said, if you kill one German officer or soldier, ten French men and women will be rounded up and shot in retaliation. Is that what you want to see in the streets of Paris?” 
 
    Edzio towered over Romek. He had a well-toned body, hard thuggish face with short bristly hair, a snub nose and rough stubble on his chin and beneath his cheekbones. He looked powerful, yet now stood in front of his men with a reddened face. “Go on then, what’s your great idea,” he mumbled. 
 
    Romek continued, “The idea is this, we collect and analyse the insignias to determine the make-up of the German forces in France. For example, I know that there is a high-ranking German intelligence officer in Paris right now because I saw the Abwehr insignia on his staff car. I also know the exact time that an SS Battalion Commander visited the Hotel Lutetia in the Saint-Germain-des-Prés district. If we put our people to work in those hotels, think of the intelligence we’ll be able to gather on supply corridors, troop and prisoner movements, battle plans, and classified documents sitting on bedside tables. I could give you a list of ways to get usable intelligence that the British would be more than grateful for.” 
 
    “I told you he was good,” Darek said. “And he’s been doing all this on his own. Imagine if we worked as a unit and could each find out German routines and habits? We’d know exactly where to hit their High Command at any given time of the day or night. Isn’t that right, Romek?” 
 
    “Yes, although that might be oversimplifying it a bit, Darek,” Romek answered. “I’ve already spotted German tank commanders, intelligence personnel and a car with the German Chancellery insignia on its back-passenger door. What if we were able to strike at the heart of the Third Reich from Paris? Kill one important officer instead of a truck full of grunts?” 
 
    Thrilled to see a room full of nods, Romek continued. “We can also make notes on train schedules, who and what the trains are carrying, where they’re going and coming from, and their frequency. When we have that information, we’ll know exactly what trains to derail and when to hit them. Sabotage can be a powerful weapon but only if it’s well executed.” He paused to study the attentive faces staring back at him, hungry for more ideas. Edzio was no longer in charge. 
 
    “Look, you don’t know me, but I promise you, with hard work we can and will develop a solid Resistance group, well-coordinated and efficient. It won’t be easy. We’ll need to recruit French nationals. It’ll take a lot of organisation to gather the information, but when there are enough of us, we’ll be able to cover the ground, not only in Paris but all over France.” 
 
    “Resist them, tickle them instead of stabbing them. I like that idea. It could work,” a man at the back of the room called out. 
 
    Darek, who’d moved to the front agreed. “Romek’s right, we can’t go around blowing people and stuff up willy-nilly. That would be like lighting a match and throwing it into a pond. We’re not going to damage the German war machine by doing any of that, and as he said, we might see retaliations that would be a hundred times worse for the people of Paris than what we did to the Nazis.” 
 
    “It won’t work,” Edzio said. 
 
    Romek met Edzio in the middle of the room. Romek was a foot shorter but when he was only inches from the man, he straightened and shook his head in disgust. “If you’re this pessimistic before we even put a plan together, you might as well go back to Warsaw and wait for the Nazis to knock on your door. They’ll either throw you out on the street to beg for food, shoot you or transport you to a concentration camp – your choice.” 
 
    Romek dismissed Edzio with a toss of his head before focusing again on the Poles who didn’t seem to share Edzio’s cynicism. “Don’t forget, the French are reeling from shock. Most of them haven’t even come to terms with what’s happened to their country. But soon, they’ll adjust to the reality that they’re being ruled by Germans, and they’ll get annoyed and impatient, and eventually they’ll hate the Nazi pigs and will want to act against them. And that, my friends, is when we’ll be at our strongest and ready for the big fight back.” 
 
    Edzio, shuffling his feet like a scolded schoolboy, appeared to want to ask a question, but his nose had been put out of joint and his male pride had taken a serious beating. 
 
    “We value your desire to help and to lead, Edzio,” Romek said to pacify the man. “Is there anything you want to add?” 
 
    “Yes ... err ... who do you send your information to?” 
 
    “To our allies in Britain, and that’s my job.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Max Vogel 
 
      
 
    London, June 1940 
 
      
 
    The meeting at MI6 headquarters had started before dawn, the fifth such top-brass conference that week. They were becoming the norm, rather than exceptions to the rule, and Max found life easier to sleep in his office at night. 
 
    Heller and Max acknowledged that Germany’s invasion of France had not come as a shock, but the speed at which the German mobile units had pushed back the allies at Dunkirk had left the British Intelligence community scrambling to regroup, a bitter taste in their mouths. 
 
    Max, sitting behind Jonathan Heller, was taking notes. Heller was advising Daniel Crawley, a junior War Office Minister, that an attempt to form a second British Expeditionary Force would fail at this present time, and his recommendation to withdraw the remaining British divisions was being met with truculence. 
 
    “On the contrary, Mr Heller,” said Crawley, “Our people at Bletchley Park don’t see it that way at all.” 
 
    Max, who had compiled a list of reasons for the evacuation based on recent intelligence from Romek, cringed at Crawley’s gung-ho attitude and failure to recognise the need for strategic retreat. Max wanted to remind Crawley that this meeting was to share compelling information and intelligence. Crawley could disagree all he wanted, but he was a War Office underling, nothing more. The final decision to evacuate the force in an operation that MI6 had already named, Operation Ariel, would be taken by Winston Churchill, who insisted on receiving numerous opinions from a variety of sources before making decisions. 
 
    Absent from the recent flurry of meetings was Stewart Menzies, the Chief of SIS and Section 6 of Military Intelligence. He often used Heller as the spokesman for MI6’s London Headquarters because he was a level-headed tactician, cool under criticism and immune to adverse scrutiny. The armed services and their intelligence arms were constantly tripping over each other, their voices disjointed and confused, but MI6 made it their policy to speak as a single instrument. The whole basis for its existence was to supply the country’s leader with facts based on irrefutable evidence, painstakingly gathered by its agents. 
 
    “Perfect intelligence is never guaranteed,” Heller often told his section, “but we must try to get it right at all times … well … as near as damn it, so that we can confidently sell it to the higher-ups making the tough decisions.” 
 
    Max maintained that perfection in the intelligence game didn’t exist. There was no such thing as irrefutable evidence or missions where everything went to plan. He was the only man in that room who had witnessed the disaster in Emmen, Holland, where the facts had clearly suggested that the Germans wanted to cooperate with British Intelligence to bring down Hitler – perfection, facts, irrefutable evidence – four words that shouldn’t ever be mentioned in the spy world. 
 
    “... might I remind you, Mr Crawley, that the loss of material on those Dunkirk beaches was massive.” Heller sounded like he was lecturing the minister. “We left enough equipment behind to equip ten divisions. Shall I give you our tally?” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” retorted Crawley, his face reddening. 
 
    “But I insist. Not counting the ammunition, we lost 900 field-guns, over 300 large calibre weapons, 500 anti-aircraft guns, about 850 anti-tank guns, 11,000 machine guns, nearly 700 tanks, 20,000 motorcycles, and 45,000 motor cars and lorries. And that is only an initial, hurried estimate.” 
 
    Crawley looked aghast. “My God. Well, I suppose that does explain why we only have enough equipment available at home to equip two divisions.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    Crawley tapped his pen on the desk. 
 
    “Look, it’s not our job to make military decisions,” Heller tried again, “but, you came here wanting an up-to-date assessment of what is happening on the ground in France, and based on our intelligence, you need to keep those men out of the line of fire. We believe it will take months for the British Army to regroup, re-supply and attempt another push.” 
 
    “So, your bottom line is that the Second Expeditionary Force would not have the necessary equipment to proceed?” Crawley asked, as though needing confirmation one more time. 
 
    “That’s right, Mr. Crawley. Equipment, men, fire power ... and if you leave them there, they’ll be stranded with no way home.” 
 
    The meeting ended abruptly when the minister rose, shuffled his papers together, shoved his pen in his top pocket and nodded his understanding. He’d heard enough to report back to the Prime Minister. The decision about Operation Ariel had to be taken by midday. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Max and Frank drank their coffee in the recreation room while waiting for the next meeting to begin. Frank hadn’t been present at the previous one so Max had filled him in. Both men were despondent, still shocked by the savage retreat from Dunkirk. Britain faced an overwhelming struggle to recover. 
 
    “You’ve been quiet since getting back from Paris. What’s up?” Frank asked. 
 
    Max put his cup down. He’d trust Frank and Hannah with his life, but not with the personal secret that was causing him so much angst. He drained his coffee and patted Frank’s shoulder. “I’m going for a walk – back in a minute.” 
 
    Outside in the busy street, the noise of traffic and sirens further darkened Max’s mood. He’d tried to keep his mind on the war and work, but all too often an image of Klara’s face shot into his brain and refused to leave. He shouldn’t ignore his feelings; he couldn’t. After all, he was fighting for those he loved and for his future. War tended to smudge the line between the personal and professional, and whether he liked it or not, Klara was both. 
 
    The next meeting began once the tea lady had parked her trolley carrying teapots, cups and saucers, and plates of scones. As always before leaving, she reminded the men not to let the tea get cold. Max noticed that Heller’s mood seemed particularly bleak, and to confirm it he opened the proceedings with a warning. 
 
    “Gentlemen, we cannot afford to be lax, especially after the bloody disaster in Holland where we lost two good agents and God knows how many others within Europe,” Heller began. “It’s only now that we’re seeing the devastating effects of that catastrophe, and it’s not pretty.” 
 
    “Do you have a final count of how many of our assets were picked up by the Germans after they got their hands on that list?” The Foreign SecretaryViscount Halifax, asked. 
 
    “No, My Lord, we don’t, I’m sorry.” Heller shook his head. “We have a rough estimate, but I can’t give you names or a definitive answer at this time.” 
 
    The Secretary said, “The abductions in Holland have been a setback, not only because of the agents we lost, but because it seems our new Prime Minister has refused to even entertain the possibility of working with any German opposition groups in the future. He was absolutely furious.” 
 
    “And we all know how Winston Churchill gets when he’s angry,” Heller responded. “But, it is because of the Prime Minister that we’re here this morning. These are early days, and much too soon to talk about the details of new sections, but in my meeting with him, Churchill made it clear that he wants his own spy and sabotage agencies. They would be the first of many new subcommittees he’s planning to concentrate on Germany’s Abwehr agents.” Heller paused to address Max who was sitting further down the long table. 
 
    “This is Max Vogel, head of our counter-espionage section,” Heller told Viscount Halifax and the two officers from the intelligence arm of the Navy and Air Ministry. “Max, bring our guests up to speed, if you would, please.” 
 
    Max nodded. “Yes, of course. My Lord, gentlemen, after dilly-dallying on the intelligence front, the Germans are now mounting a major campaign to catch up with our agencies. They’ve already tried to infiltrate Britain with their spies...” 
 
    “Why did they procrastinate?” Travis, a naval commander interrupted. 
 
    Heller answered. “Hitler was hoping for British neutrality. He is only just coming to terms with our refusal to sue for peace, and the minute he gives up all hope for rapprochement with us, he will hit hard. You can bet on your life he will upgrade his Abwehr Secret Service machine to counter ours.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but the Abwehr are still on the back-foot?” 
 
    “For the moment,” Max continued. “So far, their hurried decision to drop poorly trained men into Britain has been to our advantage, but given time...” 
 
    “Sorry for interrupting again, but how do you know about their spies being here? Have you caught any?” 
 
    Max smiled at Travis. “Yes, Commander, we’ve been very successful thanks to their sloppy training.” 
 
    “How many have you caught?” 
 
    Max took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “If you’ll indulge me, I will give you a couple of examples.” 
 
    “Let my man finish,” Heller defended Max. “Carry on, Major.” 
 
    Max focused on the Lord Halifax, a serious considerate man who evidently believed in the value of listening. “Here’s what we know. One man in North London tried to use a forged ration book to buy food in a restaurant. The restaurant owner noticed the flaws and called the police. Two other customers prevented the spy from leaving. Another man was caught out when he was billed two and six in a shop and thought he should pay two pounds and six shillings. When he became flustered, his German accent surfaced, and that, plus the money mix-up, was enough to arouse the shop-keeper’s suspicion.” 
 
    “My, my, how unprofessional,” Travis remarked, his shoulders shaking. 
 
    Max continued. “The good news is we’ve already captured eight of their agents because they made gaffs the minute they landed in Britain. They had badly-forged passports and documents, and no local knowledge – one of the German agents tried to get into a pub at nine in the morning when we all know that by law, our pubs don’t open until eleven o’clock.” 
 
    To lighten the conversation, Heller chuckled. “He was disappointed not to get his beer and being captured.” 
 
    “So, what does Churchill think we should do with these idiots?” Lord Halifax asked. 
 
    Heller said, “There’s no doubt in my mind, or the Prime Minister’s, that there could be tremendous benefits to controlling the German espionage programme by turning their spies into our spies.” 
 
    Group Captain Hawkins, the Air Intelligence Officer chuckled. “Are you talking about making double agents out of these clowns?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Heller answered. “But don’t make the mistake of thinking they are all idiots. Up until now, the German agents have been useless because of their lack of training which has made it easier for us to turn them. Three of the spies we captured have already announced that they are not particularly enamoured with Hitler and his regime. One had been blackmailed by the Abwehr, and two weren’t even Germans.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me they were British nationals?” Commander Travis looked appalled. 
 
    Max said, “Yes, I’m afraid they were. They were also known fascists, picked up by the German Abwehr because of their very public support for Nazism.” 
 
    “Traitors,” Lord Halifax spat. 
 
    Max said, “Not quite, My Lord. The two men completed their training in Berlin, but as soon as the Abwehr parachuted them back into England, they handed themselves in to the police. In both cases, British patriotism won over their fascist ideology.” 
 
    “Are you sure they can be trusted, Major?” Lord Halifax asked. 
 
    “That remains to be seen, but I think so, yes. We’re paying them more money than the Germans. We’re giving them the information we want them to have, which is built on half-truths and in some cases outright lies, and we are offering full protection from the law should they be arrested. The goal is for them to pass on false information to the Abwehr in the hope that it will confuse German strategies.” 
 
    The visitors paused to mull over what Max had said. 
 
    “Are you or your men with the double agents when they transmit to their Abwehr handlers?” Commander Travis asked. 
 
    Max nodded, “We write the messages and watch the agents while they send them.” 
 
    “Will you have enough people to babysit these double-crossers?” 
 
    Heller answered, “No, Commander, not in the long term. We plan to turn every German spy we capture and eventually run the operation on a basis of trust, and a certain amount of financial … erm … incentive. Each cell will have a handler, who will encourage loyalty to Britain. We’ll also use surveillance on the agents to monitor their movements and habits, and we will continue to dictate or write the information to be transmitted. Gentlemen, time will tell if we’re successful or not, but so far, I’m encouraged, and so should you be.” 
 
    “Can your agency run all these programmes without affecting your own espionage sections at home and abroad?” Lord Halifax asked. 
 
    “No. We can’t, My Lord,” Heller shook his head. “Absolutely not. We have agreed not to put these new sections under the direct purview of MI5 or MI6. Their responsibilities are too broad and demanding and will require a dedicated sub-committee to concentrate soley on the double-agent division...” 
 
    A secretary knocked on the glass door and then nodded at Max. Max excused himself and went into the hallway. 
 
    The woman handed Max a coded radio transmission printout from Berlin. He looked at it and thanked her, then slumped against the wall, his face ashen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    Paul Vogel 
 
      
 
    Berlin, Germany, July 1940 
 
      
 
    Paul’s smart grey SS Lieutenant’s uniform had been delivered two days earlier. He clipped the cornflower-blue medical epaulettes onto the jacket’s shoulder studs and then studied himself in the mirror. The ensemble fitted him like a glove, made him look strong and powerful, yet he’d never felt as weak as he did now, or as cowardly. 
 
    He stood on the top landing and listened to his parents’ muffled voices coming from the kitchen. They were waiting for him to go down and have breakfast with them before he left for Brandenburg. Eat? He’d not be able to swallow a morsel, not with his father sitting at the same table. He had nothing more to say to the man, no personal thoughts or light conversation to share with the bloody Nazi. 
 
    Paul crept into Judith’s bedroom and crossed to the bed to watch her sleep. She’d asked him the previous night, “Why are your parents afraid of me?” and he’d made a mess of things with an ambiguous answer that had lacked candour. “Our government sees your people as a threat,” he’d told her, but he couldn’t tell her why Adolf Hitler despised Jews. “You’re a beautiful, innocent woman being persecuted by bigots,” he’d gone on to say, “and my parents aren’t afraid of you, they’re afraid of doing or saying anything that might offend the Third Reich. We’re all afraid of being Nazi prisoners, Judith.” 
 
    “That’s a stupid thing to say. You and your father are Nazis. What have you and any other Aryan German got to be worried about?” 
 
    Paul reflected now that during the conversation he could have reminded her of the Catholics, gypsies, homeless people, homosexuals, and other non-Jews who had been transported to concentration camps for speaking out against Hitler. He could have told her that the Jews weren’t the only persecuted group in Germany, but that wouldn’t have been strictly true. Jews were being victimised not because they were viewed as political or religious dissidents but unequivocally because of their religion. 
 
    His father had not been unkind to Judith, Paul admitted, as he left the room. He had allowed her to stay, albeit with harsh conditions attached. She had not been permitted to leave the bedroom under any circumstances and she’d not been allowed to speak about her father or sister because in Dieter’s mind, the less his wife knew about Hilde Weber’s mercy-killing, the better – he wouldn’t call it murder, Paul thought – no, his father would consider that to be a vulgar and unfair term for the SS, who in his opinion, were the backbone of Germany’s armed forces. Whatever malevolent act the SS carried out, his father seemed to want to defend it. 
 
    Outside Judith’s room, Paul leant against the wall, debating over whether he should tell her that she was being kicked out. He was ashamed of both his parents for cold-heartedly dismissing Judith’s safety to protect their own. 
 
    “You’re leaving for Brandenburg tomorrow, Paul, and your mother is going to Dresden for the summer on Wednesday,” his father had begun at dinner the previous evening. “The Jew can’t stay here any longer. Every day she’s in this house puts your mother and me in danger, and I will not risk our lives and reputation because of a woman you’ve taken a fancy to. So, when your mother goes, Judith goes back to wherever she came from. End of story.” Paul had insisted that he had no romantic feelings for Judith, after which, Dieter had asked, “Then why the blazes are you helping her?” 
 
    Paul and his siblings had been taught at a young age never to question their father’s judgement. His word was law. Dieter had always pointed out that he did and said what was best for his children without exception, but Paul wondered how could he now reconcile the mantra, Papa is always right, with the man his father had become? 
 
    Three days left to get Judith somewhere safe, Paul thought walking down the stairs. Only three days until his mother got on a train for Dresden where she would spend the summer with Aunt Gretchen. Her husband, Uncle Wolfgang was a foreman and Arbeitsfront union leader at the Vogel factory. He would remain in Berlin to work, but would commute to Dresden on the odd weekend with Dieter. It was all planned, all wrapped up and tied with a bow, but not so for Judith. 
 
    At the breakfast table, Paul said, “Father, Mother never goes to Dresden until August. Why can’t you put her trip off for a week to give me more time to sort things out for Judith?” 
 
    “I can’t,” Dieter responded without looking up from his plate. 
 
    “Please, just give me a little more time.” 
 
    Dieter chewed on a piece of ham and then took his time to butter a slice of toast. Paul, with nothing more to lose surged ahead despite his mother’s rule that there should be no arguments at the dining table. “I don’t understand why you agreed to work for the Reich when you know what they’re planning to do to innocent people. Be a hero, Father, walk away from your factories. The allies will probably blow them up at some point, anyway, and then all you’ll have is your name and misguided loyalty to fall back on. Is being a rich member of the Nazi Party that important to you?” 
 
    “That’s enough, Paul!” Dieter snapped. 
 
    “If it’s money you want, go to Switzerland,” Paul continued despite the warning. “You’ve got a bank account in Zurich that no one in Germany can get their hands on, with enough in that vault to buy another house and live comfortably for years. And there’s the house in Kent...” 
 
    “I said that’s enough!” Dieter threw his butter knife on the table. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Paul, still furious at the way his father had addressed Judith as, that Jew, played his final card. “Mother, I wasn’t going to tell you this until I’d finalised my plans, but father has forced my hand. I’ve found a way to get you and Judith out of Germany.” He paused to glance at his father’s infuriated face, and then he went back to his mother. “Will you at least think about it before it’s too late?” 
 
    Laura gazed at her son. “Why do you have to go on and on about this? You ask me to leave Germany every time you come home, and every time I say no. Your father has made his position clear, Son, and if he’s staying, a herd of wild horses will not make me budge – for God sake, Paul, stop your badgering. I’m sick to the back teeth of it.” 
 
    “Something else you should understand, Paul. I am a good German,” Dieter said, calmer now. “And that to me means answering my call to duty, even if I don’t agree with all of my leaders’ policies.” 
 
    “What about answering your conscience, Papa?” 
 
    “Let me tell you about conscience. When you were a baby, I was fighting Germany’s enemies. I killed countless men in the Great War and not a day goes by that I don’t think about the lives I took. But, everything I did and everything I do now is in service to my country. Leaders of governments might have consciences, but we, the people, have only duty.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Paul shook his head. 
 
    “No, I’m right. We’re going to win this war, and do you know why, Son?” 
 
    “No, do enlighten me.” 
 
    “Because Germans are passionately loyal to the Fatherland, and we...” 
 
    “Germans are afraid of their Führer and his bully boys. One wrong word from anyone and it’s off to bloody Dachau.” 
 
    Sighing, Dieter told Laura, “There’s no point talking to him. He’ll never understand.” 
 
    “Your father’s right,” Laura said. “We should drop this subject. All we ever seem to do nowadays is fight about Hitler.” 
 
    “When you brought Judith here I agreed to give you a week to find her somewhere safe to live. I didn’t throw her out or report her. I didn’t threaten her or treat her unkindly. I fed her and gave her a comfortable bed to sleep in. I did what I said I would do, but you haven’t lifted a finger to make the necessary arrangements for her, in fact, the only thing you’ve done in the past four days is sulk … and now … now, you expect your mother and me to mop up your mess? You’re asking too much.” 
 
    “I’m your son ... and I have…” 
 
    “And I’m trying to protect you. You can’t go around Berlin helping people to escape the authorities. If Judith wants to leave, she can apply for emigration papers like the tens of thousands of Jews before her. Her people have no future in Berlin, Son. And they are not your responsibility.” 
 
    Paul stared at his mother, dismayed to see her avert her eyes. She wouldn’t even look at him. He wished he could tell her about Herr Brandt who would, at some point, prepare documents to get Judith out of the country. He wanted to tell her that Max was helping as well, though he had no idea how exactly. 
 
    “I’d have thought you’d be eager to help her, Father, since you now know what’s going on in Brandenburg,” Paul finally responded. 
 
    “Whatever do you mean?” Laura asked, perking up. 
 
    “Ask him about his new medical product. Make him tell you what it’s being used for.” 
 
    Laura’s eyes flicked to Dieter, “Darling, what’s Paul talking about?” 
 
    Dieter glared at Paul. “Shut your mouth and get off your high horse. I’m not the one who killed Judith’s sister, you are! You’re as guilty as the doctor who stuck the needle in her vein.” 
 
    Laura gasped. 
 
    Paul reached for her, but she slapped him away. “Take a good look at me, Father,” said Paul, pulling at his epaulettes. “You made me into this ... this thing. We could have wiped our hands clean of this whole business by going back to England with Hannah and Frank. We could have fought the Nazis instead of being party to their sick, murderous schemes. I could have become the doctor I dreamt of becoming, not some vile exterminator!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    Paul put his hand on Judith’s bedroom door, but then walked past it. He’d already said goodbye to her. It wouldn’t be right to upset her again. 
 
    He got into his car, sat behind the wheel and glared at his father who stood on the porch scowling at him. The argument had got out of control, and what had begun as a heated discussion had turned into a fight with cruel words and shocking revelations from both sides. His mother, a kind woman who adored her children, now knew about the gassings. She knew, yet she still wanted to stand by her husband. 
 
    “I am a German,” his father had said, thumping his fist on the table. “I am a patriot. We will win this war, and when we do, I will walk down Berlin’s streets as a proud citizen of the Reich, not as a man who defected to the enemy.” 
 
    Paul would have moved heaven and earth to get them to Switzerland. They could have decided their fate from there: to be with their children, or to stay put until the war ended. He’d given them the chance to turn their backs on Hitler, but they had both looked at him as though he were a madman. 
 
    He had a couple of stops to make, the first being the tailor’s shop in Berlin’s city centre where his father had ordered him an SS medical officer’s uniform in tuxedo style to be worn on formal occasions. He recalled Brandt’s warning about following his routines to the letter and not doing anything different, so, he’d get the bloody tuxedo just in case his father checked up on him. “Now that you’re an officer in the military elite, you should look the part,” his father had said a couple of days earlier, “and the tailor has been kind enough to rush this through. Wilmot decided to join the non-commissioned ranks, but you, my boy, were invited in as an officer and that honour will open a lot of doors for you.” 
 
    Under duress, Paul had also agreed to accompany his father to the Vogel factory the previous day. But, he’d not been happy about wearing his SS field uniform or being paraded about to make his father look good in front of the SS soldiers who now protected the building. 
 
    “I want to show you off,” Dieter had said when Paul protested. “I have SS guards patrolling the factory, and they’ll be more inclined to trust me and my workers if they see that my son is an officer. They’ve been disruptive to productivity. You can do this for me, can’t you, Son?” 
 
    Paul walked into the tailor’s shop, reminding himself that he’d never wear the fancy tuxedo once he left there with it in a box. 
 
    The tailor cocked his head to the side while pulling the jacket down at the front. “It’s perfect. Are you pleased with it, Untersturmführer?” 
 
    The middle-aged man was not his father’s usual tailor, Paul thought, nodding in response. He looked like an owl with large round eyes that never seemed to blink, a little, beak-like nose and nasal whine when he spoke. And he hadn’t stopped sneezing since the minute Paul had walked into the place. 
 
    “You should get that cold seen to before it turns nasty,” Paul remarked. 
 
    “Ach, it’s nothing, just my allergies. I always get them in the summer when the flowers come out.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking, what happened to Herr Baumann? He had this shop for over fifty years.” 
 
    “Ha, that old Jew. The Gestapo threw him out months ago. I laughed when I heard. I wanted to buy the shop from him in 1936 when he threatened to retire, but he wouldn’t accept my generous offer. Serves him right – last I heard, he’d been sent to some camp or other for chaining himself to the till here – he was a typical, greedy Jew. You know how they are.” 
 
    “He was always very kind to me,” Paul said. “He used to give my brother and me sweets when we came here with my father.” 
 
    Paul, cringing at his decked-out reflection in the mirror said, “Today is my first official day in the SS, so, tell me, why do I have two medal ribbons on the jacket?” 
 
    The shop was empty, nonetheless, the tailor looked furtive. “Between you and me, the SS prefer their officers to look like heroes. It’s all a bit of trickery to get the lower ranks to respect their superiors. Don’t you worry about them, Untersturmführer.” 
 
    Paul thought it more likely that his father had asked a high-ranking drinking friend at one of his fancy clubs, to arrange for the medals be put on, “I don’t feel right wearing them,” he insisted. “I’d like you to remove them, Herr...?” 
 
    “Jäger. I’m sorry, but I can’t take them off. That’s what was asked for and that’s how I’ve to present the jacket to you. What you do with it when you leave here is up to you. Wear them, don’t wear them. I don’t care, so long as you tell people that you took them off.” 
 
    Paul hurried into the dressing room, desperate to get the new uniform off his back, only to find his field uniform still hanging there, waiting for him to put it back on. He picked up the cap and fingered the emblem depicting a skull. It meant loyalty to Hitler unto death. He recalled Willie telling Hannah about the skull’s meaning at the graduation party. What would she and Frank think if they saw him, a doctor, wearing it on his SS cap? Hannah would have a fit if she found out. 
 
    After Paul had dressed, Herr Jäger handed him the tuxedo wrapped in a brown paper parcel tied with string. “Don’t worry, Untersturmführer Vogel, you’re not the only officer who’s wearing medals for bravery without having fired a shot or held a gun. Take it from me, all you have to do is wear the uniform with pride, and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    Paul sat in his car without putting the key in the ignition. Brandt, the old spy living in his dressing gown in the grey terraced house hadn’t sent word yet. How might the message come to him, Paul wondered for the umpteenth time? He should have asked Brandt what sort of communication it would be: a carrier pigeon, a coded message from a man standing behind a hedge with a secret handshake, or a good old-fashioned telephone call. His mind boggled. 
 
    He didn’t like the spy world. It was far too secretive and unstable for his liking. He liked order and discipline and facing people straight on without worrying about intrigue and subterfuge. He liked knowing what was going to happen, not wondering if today would be the day, or this would be the week. 
 
    He started the engine and pulled away from the kerb; a destination in mind. He’d thought long enough about his options. Max and Brandt had only three days to finalise whatever plan they were concocting. He was running out of time and couldn’t follow Brandt’s orders to wait for some daft cryptic sign to appear, or a sudden surprise meeting to occur. “You’ll know when it happens,” Brandt had said. What the blazes was that supposed to mean? 
 
    Paul had second thoughts about getting out of the vehicle after parking it in front of Brandt’s house. What if he was being followed by one of Leitner’s men? He still didn’t trust the Hauptsturmführer – but what if he was being paranoid and Leitner wasn’t having him followed at all? 
 
    Paul wrapped his hands around the steering wheel until he reached a decision. Before arriving in the neighbourhood, he’d counted the cars travelling behind him and none of them had pursued him into the last two turnings. It was easy to spot other vehicles nowadays; there were so few of them on the road. 
 
    A woman was leaving the house next to Brandt’s. She glanced at him and then walked off down the street. The only good thing about wearing the SS uniform was that no one would ask questions about what he was doing there or where he was going. It was taken for granted that anyone who wore it was a good Nazi on the straight and narrow. 
 
    Paul knocked three times. On the third rap, he heard Brandt’s voice hiss, “Go away.” Afraid to give his name, or to speak at all, Paul tried again with even louder knocks. 
 
    Brandt shouted, “I said, go away!” 
 
    It was then that Paul noticed the spy hole in the door. Brandt wasn’t going to let him in, not today. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    Paul was embarrassed and frustrated with Brandt for turning him away. He was also uneasy about hanging around the street mulling over whether he should try the old man again. He wasn’t used to being in military attire or seeing people’s guilt-ridden glances as they walked past him. He didn’t have a driver or an official car, and was not adept at putting on a confident Nazi swagger or staring at people with suspicious superior eyes. He was more like a skulking, naughty schoolboy playing truant from school and trying not to be noticed. 
 
    Paul got in his vehicle and repeatedly thumped the steering wheel with his fist. “Damn it! Stupid idiot! What were you thinking?” 
 
    “Yes, what were you thinking, Paulie? He told you not to come back here. You’re still as pig-headed as ever, I see.” 
 
    Paul gasped as his eyes focused on the rear-view mirror where he saw the reflection of Max’s raised hand waving at him. “Jesus, Max, how did you get in here?” 
 
    Max was lying across the back seat and he chuckled. “Do you mean Germany or your car? You didn’t lock it, idiot. Drive. Head in the direction you were planning to go. Don’t turn around to look at me, no matter how much you want to see my handsome face, and don’t stop until you find a secluded spot. We’ve got a lot to talk about, and judging by that monstrous outfit you’re wearing, we don’t have much time.” 
 
    Paul pulled into a country lane at the edge of the Spreewald Forest. It wasn’t a well-used road as such, more like a dirt track used by farmers to herd their cows, but it was as secluded as it got. 
 
    When the twins walked into the forest they were sheltered and hidden by huge oak trees. Max and Paul shook hands and then embraced. Paul, the more sensitive of the two, sniffed hard. “It’s good to see your ugly mug. I’ve missed you, Max. You’ve no idea how much.” 
 
    Max joked, “And I’ve missed seeing my face without having to use a mirror. Christ, Paul, look at the state of you, what have you got yourself into?” 
 
    The two men sat on a damp log and the atmosphere instantly changed. Paul was excited, but still shocked to see Max turn up in person. “I never thought for a moment that you’d actually come here. I imagined you and I meeting across the border, or that you’d send someone to represent you. You’ve taken a big risk.” 
 
    “There was no way in hell I was going to let anyone else guide you out. Besides, I wanted to see what kind of trouble you’d got into for myself.” He paused and stared at Paul. “Tell me more about this Jewish woman. I understand why you’re desperate to help her, but we only have a very small window to get you both to Switzerland. You should have given Brandt her details during your first meeting. He doesn’t have much time, if any, to mess around with new documents for her.” 
 
    “I know that now, but nothing is black and white here. She was safe one day and the next was on a list for … never mind that … I thought Brandt would let me in this morning to explain. I brought a photograph of her as he asked.” 
 
    Max frowned in disapproval. “You put his cover in danger by going there in uniform. I told you last year; espionage is not a game. You can’t break the rules when it involves other people, because mistakes can kill. You understand that, right?” 
 
    “Yes, I understand. I panicked. Don’t patronise me, you sound like Father. There’s a lot you don’t know.” 
 
    “And you can tell me everything that’s going on, but you might have to accept leaving the woman behind.” 
 
    Paul took a deep breath and then slowly exhaled. “I understand the urgency, and you’ve every right to be angry at me turning up at Brandt’s door, but I’m not going anywhere without Judith. I gave her my word and I’m going to keep it.” Paul gulped. “Max, Judith is in this mess because of me. I took her sixteen-year-old sister to Brandenburg Hospital and within two weeks she was murdered by lethal injection, then I went to her house and lied to her family. I’m responsible for everything that’s happened to her.” 
 
    Paul wrestled with his words, unsure about how much to say and what to keep to himself. “You don’t know, Max … you can’t possibly. Judith’s on the hospital’s admittance list, and the minute she gets to Brandenburg she’ll be gassed to death.” 
 
    Max lips moved but nothing came out. He shook his head as though to clear it. Then, his eyes narrowed in anger. “What’s going on in that place?” 
 
    Paul described the gas chamber and the euthanasia programme. He told Max about the number of SS soldiers guarding and maintaining the crematory ovens. He admitted to taking part in the mass gassings by examining the patients beforehand and after they had died, but he also swore that he’d put up a bloody good fight against it. 
 
    “I swear on my life, on Mother’s life, I would have shot those SS buggers had I had a machine gun to hand.” Then tears came from nowhere and Paul broke down. 
 
    “Don’t Paul. You don’t need to tell me if you don’t want to.” Max squeezed his brother’s shoulder. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t … nothing’s okay. What I’ve seen can never be unseen … what I did can never be undone or forgotten. The memory of that day will haunt me forever, and there will be more days like that to come. You must see why I have to do everything I can for Judith?” 
 
    Max, stunned into silence, stared unseeingly at the bush in front of him until he let out a disgusted sigh and put his arm around Paul’s shoulder. “We’ve not heard as much as a peep about any of this.” 
 
    “I’d be surprised if you had. It’s a secret programme. Brandenburg is a test site, but I think they’re going to extend the gassings to other euthanasia centres. I hope to God I’m wrong about that.” 
 
    “This is not war its annihilation – it beggars belief,” Max spat, studying Paul who was trying to hold himself together. “Paul, listen to me, you didn’t turn the lever on the gas pipe. You didn’t gas them, and you can’t save every Jew or sick person that goes to your hospital ...” 
 
    Paul shrugged Max’s hand off his shoulder. “It doesn’t matter whether I gassed them or not. I was complicit. I watched the whole thing. I even checked for signs of life after we were given the all-clear to go inside. I turned children’s bodies over and looked in their dead eyes. I can’t get them out of my head, Max.” 
 
    “Does father know about Brandenburg?” 
 
    “Yes,” Paul sneered. “To be honest, I don’t think I can trust him anymore. He’s working with the Party, getting rich off new contracts from the Interior Ministry. He won’t hear a bad word against Hitler or Goebbels or the high-ranking officials from the Party who turn up at his house for coffee and cake. He makes me sick to my stomach – I’m sorry, I know you don’t want to hear this, but it’s the truth.” 
 
    Max was quiet as though measuring his words, but when he eventually spoke it sounded more like a reprimand than comforting advice. “I can’t defend Father, given that I don’t have an inkling of what’s going on at home and in the factories, but I won’t allow you to condemn him. Papa has never once apologised for supporting Hitler, Paul, and he’s certainly profited from the Nazi years, but he’d never betray you, or Mother. If there’s one thing we know to be true, it’s that he loves her, and us, above all else.” 
 
    “If he loved her, he’d have let her go to England before this mess started!” 
 
    Max lit a cigarette. “Were you forced to join the SS, or did you enlist voluntarily?” 
 
    Paul growled. “What do you think? It was either this uniform or a concentration camp – don’t look at me that way – and before you ask, yes, it’s really that bad. The rule of law has been crushed by that narcissist Hitler. I’ve had no basic training. I don’t have a gun or orders to go to war. I haven’t been taught drills or about ranks and insignias, and I’ve never been inside the SS headquarters. It’s a sham, nothing but a bloody sham to keep me in my place – Mother thinks the Reich is using me to control Father, but I’m not so sure he needs controlling. Not once did he question how quickly I put this on after signing a little bit of paper – It doesn’t make sense. Nothing is real or sane anymore.” 
 
    “I promise you, Paul, we’ll dig deeper into your Brandenburg gassings.” 
 
    Paul grunted. “What’s the point? The British won’t bomb a hospital, and even if they did, more centres are being ear-marked. As I said, Brandenburg is only the test site, and now that they’ve seen it working they’ll go on to use this programme to kill healthy Jews. Mark my words, this is just the beginning.” 
 
    “Then, we’ll have to bomb the factories that are producing the gas,” Max responded. 
 
    Paul’s face reddened with guilt. 
 
    “What is it? What are not telling me?” 
 
    “Nothing … it’s nothing.” 
 
    Max stood to stretch his muscles. “I’ll give you something that might help you persuade Brandt to fix Judith’s paperwork, but even if he agrees, it’ll take him a couple of days at least.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Paul said. 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet. She’s not the biggest problem, you are.” 
 
    Paul was mystified. “Why? I can travel anywhere I want within Germany’s borders, and no one will stop me going into Switzerland. Businessmen do it all the time so long as they pay the border guards and deposit their bags of stolen money in Swiss banks. And look at me. Who’s going to question my motives when I’m wearing an SS uniform?” 
 
    “That’s exactly why you can’t go as yourself. You belong to the Reich now.” 
 
    Paul was still puzzled. “I thought my exit would be easier because I’m in the SS, not harder.” 
 
    “You were wrong. If your Hauptsturmführer Leitner is as bad as you say, I guarantee you’re already on his radar. The Gestapo and SS don’t only have records of Jews and dissidents. They compile lists of possible troublemakers with asterisks next to their names. You’ll never get out of Germany without a signed pass, and he doesn’t sound like the man to give you one.” 
 
    Paul grew thoughtful. What had seemed like a simple train ride to the Swiss border had turned into a life or death operation. He had lied to his father and was lying to Max, which hurt terribly. His plan was to accompany Judith to Switzerland and then return, for despite what he’d witnessed at Brandenburg, he’d decided not to abandon Germany or its citizens. “I never thought about it that way,” he mused aloud. “Do you have another extraction plan up your sleeve?” 
 
    Max nodded. “You’ll go into Switzerland using my identity documents.” 
 
    “If I do that, who will you be?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. I have my exit strategy covered. There are more ways of getting out of Germany than through Switzerland. You’ll be using my Swiss passport under the cover name of Rolf Fischer, a German watch salesman from Zurich. I have friends at both the German and Swiss checkpoints. It’s amazing what the gift of an expensive watch can do, especially in wartime.” 
 
    Paul’s nervousness was growing every time Max spoke. “I wish I had your blasé attitude to life. I don’t think I’d sleep at night if I knew half of what you were up to. Give me your word you’re not putting yourself in unnecessary danger because of me, and mean it, otherwise I’m not doing this.” 
 
    “Cross my heart and hope to die, mate. I’ve never lied to you, and I’m not going to start now. Believe me, it’s more of a risk going to France than coming here nowadays.” 
 
    “All right,” Paul said. “Being you shouldn’t be too hard – and who will Judith be?” 
 
    “She’ll emigrate as herself. The Nazis are still technically permitting emigration from German territories, Jews included. Granted it’s become a lot more complicated in the last year or so, and the paperwork can take up to a year...” 
 
    “Well that’s no bloody good to her, is it?” Paul interrupted. “Judith could be gassed and burnt to ash by then...” 
 
    “Calm down. Brandt won’t be going through any official channels. He’s a cantankerous old git, but he’s still one of the best forgers in the business.” 
 
    Paul was still not convinced, but he was wise enough to know he had to stop questioning his brother’s judgement. “Okay...” 
 
    “Paul, if you want this to work you need to listen, follow my instructions and stop thinking the worst is going to happen, because if you think like that for long enough, it will.” 
 
    Paul nodded. “What do you need?” 
 
    “Does Judith own property?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good. Tell Brandt that as soon as you see him. It will cut the paperwork by half. You’ll have to provide him with the necessary sponsors’ names and addresses. You’ll need two. Give him Aunt Cathy’s and our cousin George’s.” 
 
    “We can’t do that!” 
 
    Max chuckled at Paul’s earnestness. “We’re at war with Germany. The Nazi party are hardly going to write to Chislehurst in Kent for confirmation. They probably won’t even read the names. This whole emigration process is about stealing money from Jews and making sure the rich ones don’t leave Germany with their wealth intact.” Max rubbed his thumb and forefinger together to exaggerate his point. “Jews with money, Paul, that’s who the bureaucrats are interested in, not who they’re going to live with in Britain or Timbuktu.” 
 
    Paul was reassured, but if he were honest, he didn’t fully understand the emigration mechanisms. “I still don’t get it, Max. Wouldn’t it be easier to allow the Jews to leave the country than killing them? I can’t, for the life of me understand why they’re making emigration harder for them.” 
 
    “Germany is not the only country involved here,” Max responded patiently. “Switzerland is bursting at the seams with four million inhabitants of their own. Imagine the mess it would be in if it took every single refugee fleeing Nazism. The Swiss are resisting Adolf Hitler as much as they can, but they’ve been forced to choose between making compromises and complete surrender to try and stave off a German invasion. But it’s more than that with the Swiss; they’re not that keen on Jews either. I’ve seen signs outside cafés in Zurich saying no Jews allowed. Some transport is restricted to them and they can’t even sit on certain benches in Zurich’s park. 
 
    “A couple of years ago the Swiss authorities wanted to restrict the number of immigrants from Germany. They even went to Berlin to discuss it with the Reich, and because of those meetings all Jews now have their passports stamped with the letter ‘J’ so the Swiss can recognise them and keep to their lowered quotas. Look, Paul, hundreds of Jews have been turned around already even with the proper paperwork, and I can’t guarantee that your woman friend will get through the Swiss checkpoint.” Max nudged Paul. “You must like her.” 
 
    “It’s not about romance, Max,” Paul said. “Like I said, I feel responsible for her safety.” 
 
    Paul paused, wondering what other questions he’d face. “What else will Brandt want to know?” 
 
    “Information about her family members, living or deceased, bank manager, doctors, and if there are any police arrest warrants.” 
 
    “She’s on the hospital admittance list.” 
 
    Max waved him away. “They won’t be interested in that, but they’ll want to know about her father. You said he was arrested almost two months ago, but is it possible he’ll turn up at some point?” 
 
    “No, I found out he was shot in prison. Judith doesn’t know. The Gestapo never informed her of his death.” 
 
    Max looked appalled. 
 
    “Jesus, Max, I didn’t know it was all going to be this complicated, and we haven’t even talked about how you’ll leave Germany.” 
 
    “Let me worry about that. Just make sure that you and Judith get into the Swiss checkpoint office at the same time. As I said, the guards know me, and if she’s with you when you go through, they’ll turn a blind eye to her. I’ll give you a couple of watches before you leave – and, Paul, you’ll need to wipe that worried look off your face. The Swiss guards will know something’s up if you don’t act like the happy chap I am.” 
 
    Paul dragged his pessimistic thoughts away to concentrate on more pressing matters. “How much time do you think I’ll have before Leitner will notice I’m missing?” he asked. 
 
    “No one will know you’ve left,” Max said. “I’ve been playing with an idea that might just buy you all the time you need.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    Paul, drenched from a thunderstorm that had followed him all the way back to Berlin, looked up and down Herr Brandt’s street. It was mid-afternoon, and a couple of hours before the factories and shops closed and the streets became crowded with people going home. 
 
    “Knock four times in succession and then slide the piece of paper I gave you with the code name under his front door,” Max had instructed Paul in the car. “And for God’s sake, make sure you’re not being followed. If you think for a second that someone is on your tail, don’t go in. You have to be sure.” 
 
    Paul crossed the street, took one more look around and then walked up the four stairs to Brandt’s door. Nobody was lurking about, and why would they in this bloody downpour? 
 
    Brandt paced the room in his slippers. His shaggy old head shook from side to side and his combed over hair fell like a curtain down one side of his face. One hand overlapped the other at his back, and he grumbled under his breath as he walked. “Your brother’s going to get himself killed. You do know that? I told him not to go through with it this morning when he came here before you showed up and tried to knock my door down. But, oh, no, Max had London’s approval, he said. It was his real mission, he told me.” 
 
    “Max was dishonest and sneaky,” Paul said, surprised and disappointed in his brother. After he’d told Max that he was training with an SS Captain by the name of Leitner for the next week and wouldn’t be treating patients, Max had struck. 
 
    “He made his ludicrous new plan appear spontaneous, as though he’d just thought it up after he’d seen me in uniform and had been forced to change his extraction plans,” Paul explained. But it had nothing to do with being on an SS watch list, Max had seen an opportunity to spy on the hospital, the SS, and the staff that worked there. 
 
    When Max had described his plan to Paul, he’d asked for a scribbled map of the hospital complex, and for the punch-card that the staff used to record them entering and leaving the buildings. He’d wanted to know where the guards were posted and had even laughed when he, Paul, had said that there were no guards outside the tunnel connected to the morgue’s exit. “Well, that makes sense. Apart from the orderlies, no one will come out of there alive,” Max had joked. 
 
    “I’m very unhappy about this. I should have had the guts to stop him,” Paul sighed. 
 
    “Yes, you should have, but he would have worn you down until you agreed. Max is too good a spy to have looked that gift horse in the mouth and walk away. When you think about it, it’s an ingenious way of getting first-hand intelligence. We’re at war, boy, and it’s not every day an agent can mingle with the enemy – he’s you, you’re him – Herr Gott! It’s perfect. 
 
    Paul glared at Brandt’s offhand attitude to what was a very serious business. 
 
    “Ach, c’mon, don’t look so surprised,” Brandt then said. “Did you think his office had allowed him to come on an expensive and dangerous mission to Berlin just to rescue you? You’re nothing to them.” 
 
    Paul’s face reddened further. “I didn’t think I was,” he retorted. 
 
    Brandt slowed his pacing and eventually came to stand in front of Paul. “It’s just as well Max is good at his job. You’re an idiot, a trusting idiot, to boot, which is even worse. You could have got all three of us arrested this morning with your banging on my door and dressed the way you were. Did you not stop to think that my nosey neighbours might gossip about an SS officer being in my house?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No, that’s right, you probably didn’t. Well, luckily for me they haven’t come to my door yet, but they will. One of the housewives will turn up with biscuits and invite herself in for a cup of tea and then she’ll get around to asking if you had come to see me because she’s already asked everyone else in the street and didn’t get an answer. You’re a liability.” 
 
    “All right, that’s twice you’ve told me how stupid I am and what a nuisance I’ve become.” Paul could understand why Herr Brandt was furious. “Herr Brandt, you might find it strange, but I didn’t see this scenario coming. A year ago, we weren’t at war, and I never thought I’d have to take Max up on his offer.” Paul slumped in a chair and pushed his wet hair back from his forehead. “When he suggested he could get me out of Germany if I had to, I thought he was being overly dramatic and went along with the conversation just to shut him up. I’d had a few tumblers of Scotch at the time.” 
 
    Paul accepted a mug of tea and sighed as the hot liquid went down his throat and warmed his stomach. 
 
    “Why do you need to get out of Germany?” Brandt asked him 
 
    Paul felt his skin burn. He’d make a terrible spy. “I don’t want to talk about it, suffice to say I can’t toe the Nazi Party line.” 
 
    “Can’t or won’t?” 
 
    Paul gulped down the tea and sighed, “Both,” he said. He then explained Judith’s situation, omitting the part about the euthanasia programme, and for a moment he thought he saw Brandt’s eyes softening. Perhaps he was wrong, for when the old man spoke it was with a combative tone. 
 
    “When you eventually meet up with Max in Switzerland, you tell him from me that I’m going to need more help if these extraction requests keep coming. I’m good at my job, but I’ve only got one pair of hands on me, and they’re arthritic. And I can’t walk up and down Berlin’s streets every day like I used to because of my varicose veins.” 
 
    “Will you not be seeing Max again?” 
 
    Brandt ignored the question. “Right, no more talking. We’d better get started.” 
 
    Paul followed Brandt from the living room to his kitchen, separated by an arched wall. Brandt went into the pantry and then surprised Paul when he pushed open another door to reveal a cubby-hole. Standing at the door, Paul was instantly transported into his imaginary world of espionage, and for the first time, he felt more excited than afraid. 
 
    “Well, get in here,” Brandt snapped as he disappeared into the dark hole. 
 
    Brant twisted a bulb hanging from a wire across the ceiling above a desk. Illuminated, Paul saw just how narrow the space was. He guessed it had originally been the other half of the pantry, now bricked up. A desk was strewn with a mountain of blank documents, ink, and official government stamps. Above it, maps of Berlin and Germany were pinned to the wall. Overcome by curiosity Paul asked, “How did you get into all this spying stuff?” 
 
    Brandt continued to sort through the documents, and without lifting his head replied, “I hate the Nazis – can’t stand fascism. As soon as I saw Hitler getting involved in that Spanish Civil War, I knew Germany was planning a conflict of its own – he wasn’t showing off his new weaponry for the Spaniards’ benefit,” he let out a disdainful grunt. “All those daft people thought he was helping the Spanish Fascists out of the goodness of his heart, but I knew he was using that war as a practice run for Poland. I might be old, but it was as clear as day to me. I’m an old soldier and a patriot. I fought for this country in the big war, almost lost my life on numerous occasions.” Now he lifted his head and looked at Paul. “And I never thought I’d live to see the day I was ashamed of Germany, and all the foolish people who follow that conman with his populist speeches about world domination; you wait and see, he’ll be the death of us all.” 
 
    Taken aback by the venom in his voice, Paul asked, “How did you meet Max?” 
 
    “I was a geography professor at Berlin University. I spent time in England in the twenties and went back as a visiting professor from time to time. I taught Max at Oxford in his first year. That’s all you need to know about him and me. It’s time you answered my questions about this Jewish woman of yours.” 
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Paul left Brandt’s apartment at three o’clock in the afternoon, after being assured that the papers he needed for Judith would be ready within forty-eight hours. Brandt had more or less confirmed it by arranging to meet with Paul in Berlin’s Potsdam Platz to pick up the paperwork two days hence. 
 
    Paul was still curious about Brandt’s involvement with MI6 and wasn’t convinced that the old man worked alone in Berlin. He seemed to know what he was doing, but it wasn’t realistic to presume that he had the weight behind him to personally sign off on official medical, police, and law court documents. It had also struck him as odd when he’d mentioned ‘walking up and down the streets of Berlin to get to where he had to go,’ which could mean he had contacts in certain government branches. 
 
    As Paul drove through Berlin’s centre, he thought about the incredibly dangerous work that Brandt and Max were doing. According to Max, Brandt had been successful in getting people out of Germany, not once but numerous times, and if that were true he was either a genius, a man taking advantage of sloppy German bureaucracy, or he was a spymaster using inside help in ministry departments. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Laura gave Paul the once over, staring for a particularly long time at his working man’s clothes. “And what on earth are you wearing now?” 
 
    “Where’s Judith?” Paul grinned after giving his mother a peck on the cheek. 
 
    Laura asked Paul to sit at the kitchen table while she made tea. He sat but was itching to see Judith. “I’ll go get her. I’ve got good news for her, and she should be here to hear it.” 
 
    Laura’s hand pushed down on Paul’s shoulder as he started to rise. “No. Paul, wait. I don’t know what happened, but after you left this morning I took her breakfast upstairs … God, this is awful, just terrible. I went into her room, and she’d … well, she wasn’t there. She must have left the house before you did.” 
 
    Paul looked up at his mother’s pale face, her trembling lips and eyes filling up. “She’s gone? How did she manage to leave without us knowing? His voice trailed off, and as his mother’s news fully hit him, he thumped the table with his fist. “She must have heard Papa and me shouting at each other. I need to look for her, she won’t last a day out there on her own.” 
 
    “Your father drove around the neighbourhood for hours, Son. As soon as I’d told him, he jumped in his car and went out to search for her. That was nearly eight hours ago.” 
 
    “She might have gone back to her flat. I’ll start there.” 
 
    Laura sat and put her hand on Paul’s arm. “No, dear, I don’t think you should. You see, Judith left a note on the hall table. She wrote it on the back of a tram ticket. I don’t know what it means. All it says is I don’t want your help. Goodbye. 
 
    Paul patted his mother’s hand, certain now of why Judith had left. “This is my fault. Father and I went too far this morning. She probably heard him accuse me of killing Hilde, her sister.” 
 
    “I had it out with your father after you left, and I told him that was a preposterous thing to say about you – I warned you both to keep your voices down, but did you listen? You’re as bad as each other when you get going – like two peas in a pod.” 
 
    Paul felt the lump in the back of his throat as he watched his mother stir the pot of tea. “Mother, about Judith’s sister…” 
 
    “No, Paul,” Laura spun around, stopping Paul from continuing. “I can’t hear any more about that hospital of yours. This country has gone to the dogs. We all saw it coming, but we, your father and I, never thought the Führer would follow through on some of his more outlandish pledges. No right-minded person could have envisaged Hitler becoming the monster he is. My blood boils when I think of the hordes of women in Germany who screamed his name at his rallies, like he was a God or one of those film actors on the screen. He was an actor all right, with his charm and promises – I hate him and his Nazis, Paul, and I could shake your father for having dealings with them – c’mon, let’s have a cuppa.” 
 
    It seemed that his mother was fully aware of what was going on in Germany. Tea, for her, was the best medicine in the world. It cured everything that was physically and mentally wrong with a person and made them feel better about even the gravest of circumstances. 
 
    He watched her cut two slices of cake, and mulled over how she’d take the news about Max being an imposter in Brandenburg. Even as you pour your beloved tea, your son, Max, a British spy, is walking the hallways of a Nazi run hospital. 
 
    This was like the worst nightmare where one knows he wants to wake up but can’t. He’d been excited, happy, and full of hope on the tram ride home from Herr Brandt’s, and now, an hour later his plans for Judith Weber were in tatters. 
 
    He resented her decision to leave without so much as a by your leave. Because of his involvement with her, he’d risked Max’s life, had been a pain in Brandt’s proverbial arse and had run headlong into the international world of espionage. Guilt had led him to take desperate measures and lose his reason, and for what? Judith Weber had walked out the door without a proper goodbye. 
 
    Paul recalled the strain in Max’s voice when they were driving to the train station. Everything had been discussed regarding the parts they had to play, but until that point, Max had not talked in detail about the family. 
 
    “I almost thought of going to Mother and Father’s house and walking in on them. It stinks being this close and not being able to see them. It drives me mad just thinking about it.” 
 
    Paul sat bolt upright in the chair as a terrible thought struck him. “Mother, when will Father be home?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He’s staying late at the factory because he went in late.” 
 
    Paul shot out of his chair, took his mother’s hand and led her into the hall. He picked up the telephone and said, “Get him on the phone. Tell him to come home straight away. Say it’s urgent, but that you don’t want to talk about it on the telephone. And tell him not to make or receive any other phone calls, especially to or from the hospital.” 
 
    Laura’s eyes widened as Paul’s fear became contagious. “What’s going on? Does the hospital know you’re here? What did you say to Herr Rudolph when you left Brandenburg?” 
 
    “Shh, Mother, please, do as I ask right now. I’ll tell you everything when Father gets home.” 
 
    After the difficult phone call, during which Laura had burst into tears, she and Paul returned to the kitchen. 
 
    “Will you look for Judith?” Laura asked. 
 
    Paul shook his head. Her parting note had been clear. She didn’t want him or his help. “No, I won’t go after her. She knew the SS doctors were coming for her, and she won’t go home to her flat. She could be anywhere by now – I just wanted to do some good – forgive me, Mother, I was wrong to bring her here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-five 
 
      
 
    Max adjusted his tie and put on the SS cap. He studied himself in the mirror, scratched the stubble on his face, unused to it and not liking it, then removed his cap again to wet and flick up his hair. It was slightly shorter than Paul’s, but no one would suspect him of being an imposter because of a different haircut. It was his face and voice that mattered and having Paul’s mannerisms, such as the most annoying one where he ran his fingers down his face when he was nervous, making a scratching sound on his bristles. The clock on his room’s wall struck five in the afternoon. He had an hour to kill before the meeting with Herr Rudolph, the hospital’s director. After that, he’d begin his first shift. 
 
    Paul had mentioned that Rudolph was supposed to be a long-time friend of their father’s, but he suspected that Papa had never met the director before the night of the graduation party. Paul was also convinced that Rudolph had gone to Dresden specifically to reel their father into Brandenburg’s gas programme by using Paul as a hostage. It was troubling to think that their father had lied, but what was even more disturbing was that he’d bartered Paul to the Nazis in return for financial gain. 
 
    Paul had described Hans Rudolph in detail, right down to his round, freckled face, beaky nose, black glasses and white hair. “I don’t have daily dealings with him at the hospital,” Paul had also told him. “We’re not friends, but we are polite to each other at meetings. You won’t get a word in, Max, so remember to nod a lot and laugh if he tells a joke. He thinks he’s a bit of a comedian. He also likes to have tea during meetings, and he personally pours it for his guests. He prides himself on remembering who takes what, so don’t ask for milk and for God’s sake don’t take your usual three sugars.” 
 
    Max looked out of his third-floor window. A dense treeline was about three hundred yards away, but above it and beyond he spotted the barn’s roof and its tall chimney stack. Behind that he could see the prison buildings where inmates were being held in secret. He was going to confront those places in a few hours, and God help him, see despicable things being done to human beings. As much as he hated the thought, he was still convinced that he had to see it for himself in order to write an accurate report later. 
 
    It had been a hard job convincing Heller to allow the mission to go ahead, Max reflected, as he lit a cigarette, hurriedly stubbing it out when he remembered that Paul didn’t smoke. A role of this magnitude behind enemy lines would normally take days if not weeks to plan, and would typically be extremely important. But Heller had recognised a unique opportunity to get to Brandt, code-named Romeo because of his love of William Shakespeare’s plays, and to get a clearer picture of what was going on in Berlin from inside the Reich, right under the Germans’ noses. 
 
    Max had first put the idea of this mission into Heller’s mind by using Romeo’s situation. “He’s been out in the cold for far too long, and you know how Brandt gets when he’s neglected. Sooner or later, someone at the office will have to go to Berlin to check in with him. We can’t send money to him the way we used to, and no one can manoeuvre around Berlin as well as I can,” he’d pointed out, to which Heller had responded, “True. Romeo is overdue his operational and living expenses, but this is a reckless plan, given that we’re at war. No agent has gone to Germany since August of last year, and that was Frank. It’s a different world now, Max.” 
 
    Max recalled the silence that had ensued. Heller had been deep in thought, shaking his head at whatever he was thinking and weaving his pen through the spaces between his fingers. “I’ve just had the most ridiculous notion,” Heller had finally said. “Imagine MI6 having identical twins as agents, both being in two different places at the same time, confusing the hell out of the enemy – it’s espionage heaven – our boss will sanction the mission, but he’ll want your brother on board with us. Can you convince him?” Max had assured him that he could, but he had no intention of forcing his brother into a career that was clearly at odds with his gentle nature. 
 
    Paul’s study notes were on top of the bed. Max leafed through them, seeing mostly written medical mumbo-jumbo and drawings of the human anatomy. Nothing of importance jumped out at him. He supposed it was forbidden to take notes of the mass murders taking place in the name of that ambiguous term, eugenics. 
 
    Paul had briefed Max on the secrecy surrounding the gas chamber. He’d also handed over his shift schedules, which, he’d pointed out, Leitner had hand delivered to their parents’ house together with the SS enlistment papers. 
 
    Max had learnt all he could about August Leitner, the SS Hauptsturmführer, who seemed more interested in giving Paul a rough time than in being a doctor who genuinely cared for his patients’ well-being. Paul had mentioned that he’d never once seen Leitner examine a sick person on the wards or assist in any of the sterilisation procedures. “Be careful around Leitner, he’s vicious,” Paul had said. “He has this way of looking at people, as though he’s trying to bore into their minds. You’ll be stuck with him like glue for the next two days and nights. I’ve been seconded to the Görden Prison complex under his command until I’m fully trained in gas chamber procedures, so don’t question his orders.” 
 
    Paul had whispered the words gas chamber as though he was ashamed to say them aloud, but he’d recovered quickly to stress the reason he was allowing the swap between them to go ahead. “You’ll be working in a completely different part of the complex. It’s run by the SS, not the doctors. You probably won’t go near the wards, and if you do it won’t be to see live patients. And you’ll be on night shift and won’t have to witness any surgeries. Max, those are the only reasons I’m allowing you to take my place, and because I want the British and her allies to know about the gassings.” 
 
    Max rested his head against the pillow, lamenting Paul’s experiences in Brandenburg. His twin didn’t have a nasty bone in his body nor a malicious thought in his mind. As a child, he would see a fallen bird and try to heal it, and collect frogs and ladybirds because he thought he could protect them from predators. He wasn’t a saint by any means, who was? He’d been a scrapper in the playground as much as the next boy, but whereas he, Max, would punch his fist in the air and bask in victory after winning a fight, Paul hid, swathed in guilt for bloodying his opponent’s nose. 
 
    Paul had a placid soul. He didn’t understand the nature of conflict where poker-type politics played a significant role. Max wasn’t sure if the British would take any action regarding the gas programme. Very often, one side was loath to reveal to the other what it knew, and thus, never acted on intelligence. Secrets were gold, every one of them with a price tag that could be bartered or sold when the market was right – but even knowing the illicitness of war, he had assured Paul that his report would reach MI6 and the Central British Fund for Jewish Relief – that he could guarantee if he got back to London in one piece. 
 
    Max, becoming nervous about the night ahead, paced the room. Paul had said several times that it was too late for him. “I’ve seen it. I’ve been party to it, but you don’t have to put yourself through this.” But Max was convinced he did. He had two shifts to get through, and during his time off he intended to mix with other doctors and SS officers at the hospital to find out all he could about the Nazi’s plans. There were no guarantees that he’d pick up a crumb of usable intelligence but he’d have a damn good stab at it. 
 
    He ran his finger across the map of the hospital that Paul had drawn, tracing the line from his room to Rudolph’s office; ground floor, up the stairs, first right and then second left. He looked up at the clock. He had ten minutes to get there. Paul had indicated that it took five, but he was familiar with the hospital’s maze of corridors. 
 
    After brushing a bit of fluff off his jacket, he positioned his cap on his head and stared at his face once more in the mirror. “I am Doctor Paul Vogel – Paul Vogel.” He cleared his throat and heard Paul’s voice in his head. It was slighter softer than his, but that was the only difference. Their accents and intonations were identical, as was the way they laughed and smiled. He stared at his lips, imagining Paul’s, then he looked at his eyebrows and pictured Paul’s lifting when he was excited and joining in the middle when angry. He practised making Paul’s faces, but he reminded himself again that he had no need to rehearse, their facial features behaved in the same way quite naturally. 
 
    Finally, adrenaline rushed through him, making him breathless. Nervousness before a mission was a good thing, he’d always maintained. Any agent who walked into danger without nerves would be careless. An apathetic man in this job was usually rash, a bad observer and analyst, and lasted no more than five minutes. 
 
    Max clenched his fists at his side and made a slow growling noise. There was nothing laid back about him. He was on a knife’s edge and knew exactly what was at stake. “You can do this. You are Paul Vogel – Paul Vogel. Good morning, Herr Rudolph, Hauptsturmführer Leitner, and not forgetting Fräulein Göring, Rudolph’s secretary. I’m glad to be back. I’d be honoured to gas Jews,” he growled again, stretching the muscles around his mouth. “Heil bloody Hitler, you bastards!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
    “I see you’ve come to your senses, Untersturmführer Vogel,” Leitner said, eyeing Max’s lieutenant’s uniform. “It looks good on you. Do it justice.” 
 
    Max, standing at the door to Rudolph’s office, nodded at the three men already seated: Rudolph, Leitner, and a third man he knew nothing about. “Yes, Hauptsturmführer, I’m ready to do my duty,” Max responded to Leitner. 
 
    Rudolph pointed to a chair. “Come in, Vogel. Sit.” 
 
    Max shot a sideways glance at Leitner as he took the chair next to him. His twin’s description of the man was spot on. Early thirties, handsome with a penetrating gaze through dark blue, almond-shaped eyes. He was the quintessential German Aryan with a blond mop of hair and fair skin. In Paul’s brief, he had mentioned that Leitner was from upper Austria, Linz, the town where Adolf Hitler had been born, and that he’d volunteered for the Waffen SS before the war had even begun. He was ruthless, dedicated and underhanded, and his family, prominent Nazis, had moved to Berlin to be near him. 
 
    Rudolph smiled approvingly at Max, then addressed the unknown man in the room, “Herr Heinze, this is Paul Vogel, our new SS medical officer working with Hauptsturmführer Leitner. Of course, you know Vogel’s father?” 
 
    “Yes, indeed. I briefly met Dieter some months ago.” Heinze nodded then addressed Max. “If I remember correctly, you were suspended last week, Dr. Vogel?” 
 
    “Yes, Herr Heinze, and I deeply regret the actions that led to the suspension.” Max heard Leitner’s grunt and continued, “As Hauptsturmführer Leitner remarked, I’ve now come to my senses.” 
 
    “I’m a great believer in forgiveness, Paul. Everyone deserves a second chance. How is your father? I’m sorry I couldn’t attend the meeting at his house in Berlin last week. Next time, perhaps. What did he think of the gift I sent him?” 
 
    Max smiled and nodded to hide his panic. What gift? Was it to drink, eat or look at? “He enjoyed it very much, thank you, sir,” he answered. 
 
    Rudolph said, “You missed a good piece of chocolate cake at the Vogel’s, Hans. Paul, please thank your mother again for her hospitality the next time you see her, will you?” 
 
    “Yes, of course, sir.” 
 
    “Good.” Rudolph then turned to the business at hand. “Now, where were we? Ah, yes, we were talking about when we should relocate.” 
 
    Leitner snatched a piece of paper from the desk. “Must we go through this again? I told you earlier, I don’t wish to move that part of the operation at this stage just because a group of people from the town have been asking questions about what we’re doing in Görden. It’s none of their business, and it will send the wrong sort of message if we let them dictate to us.” 
 
    “Of course, it’s their business,” Rudolph retorted. “They’re seeing the smoke and smelling the stench. They obviously want to know what we’re throwing into the fire. I blame those blasted propaganda notes that were distributed.” 
 
    “What notes are those?” Heinze asked. 
 
    “They were written by a troublemaker warning people not to let their children be admitted to the hospital. Whoever scattered them around Brandenburg’s town centre should be strung up for treason.” 
 
    “I believe they caught the man,” Leitner said. “He was arrested in Berlin.” 
 
    “Who told you that? Why was I not informed of this problem sooner?” demanded Heinze. 
 
    “I’m informing you now. He was a Jew causing mischief not only in Brandenburg but in a Berlin Jewish district where he lived. He won’t be doing it again. He’s been dealt with.” 
 
    “How?” Rudolph asked. 
 
    “Executed by firing squad.” 
 
    “He might be dead, but it sounds as though he did a lot of damage before they shut him up,” said Heinze, his face reddening. “I knew I shouldn’t have spent an entire week in Poland. My business in Auschwitz could have waited.” 
 
    Leitner lit a cigarette, then returned the gold-plated lighter to his jacket pocket. “You wouldn’t have stopped the man even if you had you been here. The crux of the matter is civilians don’t have the right to question the actions of the Interior Ministry. I can have a list of Brandenburg troublemakers compiled by tomorrow morning, if you wish, and have the traitors on transports to Dachau by the afternoon. If we make examples of those spreading the rumours, we’ll stop future ones from starting.” Leitner tossed the paper back onto the desk. “Don’t you agree?” 
 
    Hans Heinze was the Nazi who was heading up the Görden programme, and he also served as one of the three evaluators for children’s euthanasia. He picked up the discarded paper and studied it. “Hauptsturmführer, I don’t like this situation,” he said. “Brandenburg and Görden’s prime purpose is to serve as models for other wards throughout Germany and to make sure that all physicians assigned to the euthanasia programme are trained properly in order to provide terminally ill children and adults painless but necessary deaths. What we don’t want is a public outcry before we even get things off the ground. We have achieved our objectives here, so maybe it is time to move on.” 
 
    “We still have a long way to go,” Rudolph reminded him. 
 
    “And we will continue this path, Herr Rudolph. With Vogel Industries supplying us with what we need, and other camps being built as we speak, we can expect to expand the programme by next year to all our territories, new and existing. But we can’t continue to operate here in secrecy if people are coming to Görden’s gates demanding to know why there is smoke and a stink of flesh coming out of the chimney stack.” 
 
    “That is my view exactly, Herr Heinze.” Rudolph nodded. 
 
    Without waiting for Leitner to interject, Heinze continued, “I’ve made my decision, and I believe it would be reckless to leave the ovens where they are when public opinion is clearly against us. The Führer’s Chancellery Department in Tiergartenstraße also agrees with me. They don’t relish this unrest, or any loss of secrecy regarding a programme that is paramount to our future success.” 
 
    Max, disgusted by the men’s blasé description of the crematorium’s stink, wanted to know what his father was supplying to Brandenburg. He had a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach and it rose as bile into his throat. If Paul knew that their father was somehow involved in the gassings, why hadn’t he mentioned it? He hated the feeling of being unprepared. 
 
    “... you’re worrying over nothing,” Leitner was now saying. “Given time, Herr Goebbel’s propaganda machine will bring the public over to our side. It’s clear now that the German people don’t want the Jews in their towns, or country, any more than we do.” 
 
    “Goebbels has to do something right now, Hauptsturmführer,” Rudolph said. “We have people running to the local newspapers with stories about Görden. We have to nip them in the bud.” 
 
    “You’re making a mistake,” Leitner snapped. “I can guarantee secrecy in Görden. We are already secured behind fencing. I can’t think of anywhere else that has that security – do you even know where to move the crematorium ovens to?” 
 
    “Yes. We’ve found an isolated house.” Heinze narrowed his eyes at Leitner, as though tired of his tantrums. “It’s surrounded by a high wooden fence and located about three miles outside the town, on Paterdamm Street. We’ll camouflage the site and call it the Chemical and Technical Research Institute. But, we will continue to use the barn to gas the patients then move the corpses to the new crematorium site in post office vans at night.” 
 
    Rudolph leaned across his desk. “Must I remind you, Hauptsturmführer Leitner, that the Chancellery is paying all the personnel associated with our programme. They have the final say on this, not the SS and certainly not the doctors involved.” Rudolph picked up the piece of paper again and waved it in Leitner’s face. “Is this not clear enough for you?” 
 
    “It looks like a recommendation from the Chancellery to me, not an order.” 
 
    Max was filing the information in his memory for transmitting to London. What had heartened him, despite the vile subject, were the vulnerable cracks evident within the Nazi Party. It seemed they were afraid of a public outcry were they to be caught murdering people in cold blood. Members of the public protesting? That was something he’d rarely seen or heard of in over six years. Hopefully, the small voices of the few would grow, and in one thunderous voice, would publicly question the actions of Hitler and his Regime. 
 
    “Well, it appears you’ve already made the arrangements without me, Herr Heinze,” said Leitner in a clipped tone. 
 
    “I have, and I want you to make the changes by tonight before our next consignment is due.” 
 
    “That’s much too soon.” 
 
    Heinze directed an impatient sigh at Leitner whose face had turned purple. “Not if you leave now. It won’t take more than an hour to transport the ovens and the men you need to Paterdamm Street. You’ll be back at the gas chamber before the new patients arrive. There won’t be any more corpses disposed of in Görden tonight or any other night. Is that clear, Hauptsturmführer?” 
 
    Heinze rose from his chair, his mission completed. When he took his final leave, he cast a dismissive glare at Leitner, then closed the door gently behind him. 
 
    “This was a waste of my time. I want it recorded that I disagree with Herr Heinze’s decision.” Leitner lurched to his feet. 
 
    Rudolph dismissed Leitner and Max with a nod and glancing at the door, said, “You can complain to whomsoever you like, but you will obey Herr Heinze. That will be all.” 
 
    Max opened the door while Leitner set his cap straight on his blond head. “I’ll have to request more stokers and guards. Let’s see how the ministry likes paying for them.” Leitner scowled with the last word. 
 
    Max, as ignored as he had been during the meeting, followed Leitner down the stairs. 
 
    After punching their staff cards out at the machine, Leitner headed to the car park, lighting a cigarette as he walked. Tense, Max followed until the Hauptsturmführer reached the fence at the far end of the car park, where he turned towards Max. “I’ll be going to Berlin at midday tomorrow. You will accompany me.” 
 
    “Will I be visiting the new site this evening, sir?” Max asked. 
 
    “No. Go to the gas chamber and instruct Scharführer Dunkel to load the ovens onto our truck. Tell him I need four stokers and four guards to accompany the equipment. I’ll meet the truck at the hospital’s main gates.” 
 
    “And me?” 
 
    “You’ll wait for the patients to arrive at Görden. I should be back by then, but if I’m not, start ticking names off – you remember the procedure, don’t you – between vomitings?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Leitner drew on his cigarette while inspecting Max from head to toe. “Tell me, Vogel, where were you when I visited your father’s house last week?” 
 
    Max raised a quizzical eyebrow. “Where was I?” 
 
    “Yes, where were you? You left here at eleven o’clock on the morning of your suspension, yet you still hadn’t arrived at your parents’ house by eight o’clock that evening. So, where did you go for the entire day?” 
 
    “With respect, I was suspended from the hospital, so what I did and where I went that day is nobody’s business but my own.” Max held Leitner’s probing eyes in calculated defiance. “Will that be all, sir?” 
 
    “Yes – go.” 
 
    Max turned on his heel and began to walk back towards the hospital buildings. Anxious to get away from Leitner, he silently applauded Paul for not kicking two barrels of shit out of the obnoxious git. 
 
    “Haven’t you forgotten something?” Leitner shouted behind him. 
 
    Max halted mid-step, pivoted, drew himself to attention and then gave the Nazi salute. “Heil Hitler!” 
 
    “Heil Hitler,” Leitner repeated. 
 
    When Leitner was out of sight, Max lit a cigarette. He expelled the smoke along with a sigh of relief. He’d come to a disturbing conclusion about the Hauptsturmführer that Paul, a relatively trusting and naïve man, had evidently missed. His twin had remarked that Leitner was not in the least bit interested in treating patients as a normal doctor would, and that he was always watching him in rather unnatural way. But, Leitner was doing much more than that; he was investigating him. 
 
    He followed Paul’s directions to the Görden Prison complex, pondering Leitner’s motives along the way. The only answer that made sense was that he was spying on the staff involved in the euthanasia program, including Rudolph and Herr Heinze. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Dieter Vogel 
 
      
 
    The two SS guards posted at either side of the hospital’s main doors eyed Dieter suspiciously. “Halt,” one of them said. 
 
    Dieter met their stern expressions with one of his own. “I’m here for a meeting with Herr Rudolph. I am Dieter Vogel. He’s expecting me.” 
 
    “Sign in at the desk.” 
 
    The SS had wormed their way into just about every government establishment in Berlin, he thought when he saw the heavy SS security inside – they were everywhere – they’d even moved into his factory, making his workforce nervous and the building a dismal place to work in. 
 
    Factory life wasn’t glamourous, or easy, and the men often wanted to let off steam in a variety of ways. They got drunk, brawled and got their backsides kicked by the foremen when they slacked off with hangovers. A few unskilled workers on the payroll were bone idle or consistently complaining about the hours they worked, and the downright rebellious skulked together at the back of the buildings and in toilets griping about fellow workers who took home bigger pay packets. Civilians, registered as Nazi Party and Arbeitsfront members got higher wages than those who’d refused to join, and now the men who wouldn’t sign up were being weeded out and fired, not by him, but by SS Inspectors. 
 
    His workers were subdued for numerous reasons: they’d been made to sign an Official Secrets Act document, rumours of a takeover by the military were rife, they were worried about forced labour programmes, and they also suspected the presence of Gestapo agents; men who had suddenly appeared in the factory at the same time as the chemists and soldiers. 
 
    “The Ministry of the Interior is doing you a favour,” one of its ministers had remarked to Dieter regarding the spies. “You don’t want your workers to blab about what’s being manufactured under your roof, do you? That would be bad for you, and for them.” 
 
    After that visit, Dieter had called his foremen into his office, and without mentioning spies, had warned them to keep their thoughts to themselves. “If you or those in your section complain or insult the Party they’ll be transported to a concentration camp before the end of their shifts. It’s that simple,” he’d said. 
 
    Rudolph poured tea into fine bone china cups and talked about a strange man he’d met at a recent cocktail party. His host was a stickler for his bloody tea ceremonies, Dieter thought, glancing at the elaborate Ormolu clock on the wall. The morning was speeding by, and he had a lot of ground to cover. 
 
    “Ah, thank you, Hans. There’s nothing nicer than a cup of tea, is there?” Dieter smiled. 
 
    “My thoughts exactly, especially in the morning, eh?” He took a sip. “Ah, now that is good. Well, Dieter, what can I do for you?” 
 
    Dieter set his cup and saucer on the desk, annoyed to see his fingers trembling. Damn it, he cursed inwardly, he had to get this right. He’d rehearsed it for long enough. “I’m here on a personal matter, Hans. You see ... no… wait, on second thoughts, it might be best if you read it for yourself.” Dieter pulled a letter from his jacket’s inside pocket. He’d carried it around for two days, dreading people’s reactions should its contents become public knowledge. Berlin was a big city, but news travelled fast within military and business circles, and some would have a feast day over his misery. “Read it aloud, please.” 
 
    Dieter’s heartbeat quickened as he watched Rudolph pull the letter from the envelope. It was from the German High Command; the worst sort of notification a father could receive, short of the death of a son in battle. 
 
      
 
    Leibstandarte SS Schütze Wilmot Vogel, of 2nd SS Panzer Division, has been legally tried in accordance with military rules and regulations, for the crime of attempted murder of SS Franz Bachmeier. Schütze Vogel, was subsequently found guilty of the unprovoked shooting incident. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my God, Dieter,” Rudolph gasped. 
 
    “Read on please.” 
 
      
 
    Schütze Vogel has received an indeterminate prison sentence in Dachau Concentration Camp. The SS, acting in the name of the German High Command, does not and will not tolerate such acts of violence towards a fellow soldier of the Reich. 
 
    All correspondence to SS Rifleman Vogel must be sent directly to the following postal address ...  
 
      
 
    Alte Römerstraße 75, 85221 Dachau, Deutchland 
 
    Do not reply to sender. 
 
    Heil Hitler. 
 
    S-Oberst-Gruppenführer, Franz Achter 
 
      
 
    Rudolph put the letter into the envelope and handed it back to Dieter. “I don’t know what to say. Could it be a mistake?” 
 
    “No. There’s no mistake. I went yesterday afternoon to the SS headquarters in Prinz-Albrecht-Straße. They confirmed Wilmot’s incarceration. He got into an argument with another rifleman and pulled his gun on the man. As you can imagine, I’m a wreck. I could do with your help.” 
 
    Rudolph shook his head in disapproval. “Silly boy. Thank God he didn’t kill the man.” Then, more serious, he said, “I’m sorry, Dieter. I really don’t know how I can help you.” 
 
    “You can ask someone high up in the Chancellery to consider releasing Wilmot. I know you’ve had personal dealings with the Minister for the Interior … Frick, isn’t it? And the Führer’s personal physician might be willing to put a word in; you mentioned once that you played poker with him.” Dieter paused, hoping for a sign of encouragement, but all he got was a gleeful smirk from Rudolph as he refilled his tea cup. 
 
    “You’re respected, Hans. I’m sure if you vouch for my son it’ll go a long way in getting him out of there,” Dieter tried again. “Hans, Hitler himself gave you this job. You’ve met him.” 
 
    Rudolph sipped his tea, his little finger waving in the air. His eyes gave nothing away as he pondered the request. It was as though he was enjoying amplifying Dieter’s anxiety for his own pleasure. “No, I’m sorry. I can’t get involved in the judiciary system, especially when it’s military. Your son has committed a crime, and like all criminals, he’ll have to serve his sentence.” 
 
    “Will you at least think about it? Dieter asked. 
 
    “I will, if you want me to, but I’ll repeat what I’ve already told you, no matter how many times you ask me to intervene.” 
 
    Dieter sat back in his chair, went into his pocket again and brought out another envelope. Inside were three photographs. He took them out, laid them face down on his lap and then took a casual sip of his tea, lifting his pinkie finger in the air in the same way Rudolph had. Then he smiled. “My wife has gone to Dresden for the summer. Did I tell you?” 
 
    “No, but I’m sure it will do her a world of good,” Rudolph said, eyeing the photographs. 
 
    “You’re not married, are you, Hans?” 
 
    “No. I never found the right woman.” 
 
    “It must be difficult for you.” 
 
    “What do you mean, difficult?” 
 
    “Well, trying to hide your ... err … problem...” 
 
    Rudolph put his cup down, very slowly. “What are you getting at?” 
 
    Dieter felt good. He had lost his power on the night he’d first met Rudolph. He had very few cards left in his deck to play with against the Nazis, for they held most of the aces: his wife was English, his children were perceived as half-bloods, half-pure German Aryans, only half trusted. But, now, he had an ace for Hans and he would use it if necessary. 
 
    “What are those?” Rudolph asked, waving his finger at the photographs. 
 
    “In a moment,” Dieter smiled, taking another sip of tea. He’d collected this information months earlier, waiting for the right time to use it. He had spent a lot of money on three investigators who’d followed Rudolph for weeks around the clock until they found his weakness. It had been one of the best investments he’d ever made. 
 
    “You should be more careful, Hans,” Dieter nodded sagely. “When you came to my house to threaten my family and target my son, I recognised who ... what you are. I’m surprised...” 
 
    A loud knock shattered the atmosphere leaving Dieter’s unfinished sentence hanging in the air. Without waiting for an answer, Leitner marched in. 
 
    “Ah, Herr Vogel, what a pleasant surprise to see you here,” Leitner said with a smile that went nowhere near his eyes. 
 
    Dieter gave him a cold nod. “Hauptsturmführer.” 
 
    “What is it, Hauptsturmführer?” Rudolph snapped. “I’m in an important meeting.” 
 
    Dieter covered the photographs with his hands. His heart beat a tattoo in his chest while he casually took another sip of tea. 
 
    “Come back in half an hour?” Rudolph told Leitner. 
 
    Leitner put his hand on the door handle as he shot a penetrating look at Rudolph. “I will. I also have an important issue to discuss with you, and it can’t wait. Please excuse the interruption, Herr Vogel.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
    After Leitner had left Rudolph’s office, Dieter took a couple of minutes to finish his tea and replace the china cup in its exquisitely patterned saucer. For a moment, he’d thought that Rudolph might mention Willie to Leitner, to disrupt the conversation and to shift focus from himself. Rudolph was visibly affected. He reached for the crystal water jug, his hands fidgety as he wiped a droplet of sweat from his forehead. 
 
    “You really should get your secretary to put a Do Not Disturb sign on your door,” said Dieter, placing two of the photographs face up on top of the desk. “As I was saying before we were so rudely interrupted, I knew what you were the first time I laid eyes on you – look at them, Hans, take your time.” 
 
    In the first picture, a man was going into Rudolph’s Berlin house. The other was of the same man leaving the house sometime later with Rudolph just visible in the doorway with his shirt tails out of his trousers and his braces hanging down one visible leg. 
 
    “And? What’s your point?” Rudolph asked. 
 
    Dieter placed the third picture beside the others. “The first two might look innocent enough to some people, but I think you’ll agree that this one, taken two weeks later, leaves nothing to the imagination.” 
 
    Rudolph gasped, this time slumping in his chair like a man who’d just been hit over the head with a sledgehammer. “Someone broke into my house, was in my bedroom at night? In my bedroom! How is that possible ... how ... who...?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how, who, or when. I got what I needed, and now you’re going to pay me to keep quiet about your … sexual appetites.” 
 
    Rudolph flinched but kept his head down, eyes flitting from one photo to the other. Dieter was unsure how far he could take the blackmail. The Nazis were hunting homosexuals and those caught were being sent to concentration camps. He didn’t know; how could he, but he imagined death would come swiftly to many of them in those places, and Rudolph’s terror-stricken face suggested he thought so too. 
 
    “Do you remember the speech Heinrich Himmler made to the SS Group Leaders about the ‘Question of Homosexuality’?” Dieter asked after a generous pause. “You might have been there being a psychiatrist and having a special interest in the subject. I was also invited. Of course, I don’t remember all the speeches made two years ago, but that one stuck with me because of Himmler’s emphasis on extermination. It was a brutal attack on your sort of … well … your community … dreadful, I thought.” 
 
    Rudolph continued to gaze at the middle photograph, his pink tongue repeatedly licking his top lip. 
 
    “Himmler didn’t mince his words that night, did he?” Dieter continued, quite enjoying himself now. “Who’d have thought that seven, eight, or even ten percent of the German male population was homosexual? Ach, I don’t know if I believe that, but he did. I recall Himmler saying it was a plague that could destroy Germany, and that ... let me get this right ... ah, yes, ‘to say we are animalistic is an insult to animals, for animals do not do such things. This is a life or death situation for the country.’ I’m paraphrasing that last sentence, of course, but I think it is accurate.” 
 
    With Leitner now forgotten, Rudolph squirmed, white-faced and stunned into silence. But Dieter wasn’t finished with him yet. He only had one crack at the whip, and he intended to hit hard. “You underestimated me, Hans. Did you think you could come to my home in Dresden, claim to be my friend, threaten and blackmail me without my retaliation?” he leant in. “I am a businessman who built his company from the ground up with only my brain and very little capital. I made it my priority to study the competition’s methods and became an expert in pre-empting whatever they were thinking of bringing into the market. I earned hospital and government contracts through sheer hard work and by being a sneaky bastard, not above industrial espionage, and sabotage if necessary. I always win because I know how to play the game, the system, and the customer.” 
 
    Dieter poured himself a glass of water, his milky tea gone cold and rancid. “Then, you come along to destroy my Paul and make me an accessory to mass murder. You’re lucky I didn’t have my investigator kill you and your little playmate while you slept.” 
 
    Rudolph was breathing hard. He glared at the photographs as if his glare would wipe them clean. He seemed mesmerised by the picture of his well-guarded private life. “Have you shown these to anyone else?” he finally asked. 
 
    “No. Not yet.” 
 
    “What do you want for them?” 
 
    “We’ll go into that in a minute.” Dieter expelled a long breath from his nostrils. “First, there are certain questions to be answered, Hans, such as why my factory was chosen to produce gas and how high up the chain of command this coercion went. I want the truth.” 
 
    “Ah, the truth,” Rudolph looked at Dieter from under his eyebrows. “The truth is you weren’t our first, second or third choice. We don’t like your British connections, you see. The only reason you got the contract was that the others turned us down flat. Perhaps you know them? Their factories were recently closed and then re-opened by the Wehrmacht as weapons manufacturing depots. Have you asked yourself where those businessmen and their families are now?” Rudolph wiped his damp forehead with a handkerchief. “You were fortunate, Dieter. I saved you, your wife and your children by forcing you to agree, and if I’m honest, the only reason I helped you was because your son was a fellow doctor … and I wanted him here...” 
 
    Dieter was becoming angrier, but also determined to control his temper. “Don’t speak my son’s name, he’s a pawn in this, nothing more. And I was not fortunate, Hans. You didn’t do me any favours. You forced me to say yes because the Chancellery probably decided that putting too many German industrialists into concentration camps wasn’t a good idea. The Arbeitsfront and its union leaders had already kicked up a fuss and threatened to strike because of their bosses’ disappearances, and their factories being taken over by the Army. And though it might want to, the Reich Labour Service can’t incarcerate every worker that disagrees with it.” 
 
    Dieter paused and for the first time connected his competitors’ incarcerations to the Ministry of the Interior’s gas manufacturing programme. “You are right about one thing, Hans. Had the Ministry come to me first without using blackmail, I would have refused.” 
 
    “And where would you and your English bitch of a wife be now had you done that?” 
 
    Dieter’s hackles prickled the back of his neck, but he focused on the business at hand. “Let’s get back to the photographs, shall we? This is what I want...” 
 
    “Why did you suspect me?” Rudolph interrupted, subdued. 
 
    “Gestures, the way you looked at my two boys,” Dieter lied. He hadn’t suspected a thing that might have alerted him to Rudolph’s homosexuality. He’d been shocked by his investigators’ evidence. “As I said, nobody else noticed, at least not at my party.” 
 
    “And you say no one else has seen these pictures...?” 
 
    “I have the negatives,” Dieter warned. 
 
    “Of course, you have. So, what do you want? Just Wilmot’s release?” 
 
    “Yes, only that. Get him out of Dachau, and you can have my word that no one will ever see these pictures. Have him released and sent back to the war, preferably somewhere relatively safe – Paris might be a good posting for him.” 
 
    Rudolph laughed, “You think too highly of me. The High Command won’t listen to a word I say.” 
 
    “Make it listen. Go above its head. Go to the Führer if you must. I know you have the influence to do this.” 
 
    Rudolph stood, but Dieter wasn’t finished. “Don’t think I won’t carry out my threat. Bigger men than you have fallen to Hitler’s displeasure. You must remember what happened to Field Marshal von Blomberg after it was discovered that his wife was a prostitute, and Fritch, the Commander in Chief of the Army, when he was accused of having a homosexual relationship in a bathroom – where are those two influential men now, Hans – hmm? 
 
    Rudolph, still afraid, retorted, “Who told you those ridiculous stories?” 
 
    “Who told me is not important. What will happen to you when I show someone in the Führer’s inner circle those photographs, is the only thing that should concern you now. I’ll give you two days to set my Wilmot’s release in motion, no longer than that. Are we agreed?” 
 
    “I can’t promise...” 
 
    “Oh, yes, you can, because if you don’t make it happen, you’ll be signing your own death warrant.” Dieter walked to the door then turned around. “I want to take Paul out for breakfast. I believe he worked the night shift?” 
 
    Rudolph scowled and lifted the telephone from its cradle. “He did. I’ll alert the guards in the residency building that you’re going over there. Don’t be too long with him. He’s going to Berlin in about three hours with Hauptsturmführer Leitner. Goodbye, Herr Vogel.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
    I don’t know if we can trust Papa anymore. With his brother’s warning in mind, Max gritted his teeth, opened Paul’s bedroom door fully, and let his father pass. 
 
    Without taking his eyes off his son’s face, Dieter stepped into the room. 
 
    “Father?” Max said, as he closed the door behind Dieter. 
 
    “My boy, my dear Max. It’s good to see you.” Dieter squeezed his teary eyes shut as he pulled Max close to pat him on the back. “Oh, my boy, my darling son. You’ve come back.” 
 
    He broke away to hold Max at arm’s length, anxiety masking his lined face. “We need to get you out of here right now. Your brother is waiting for us at the Oro Inn outside Brandenburg. Get your stuff together.” 
 
    Max, his nerves already frayed, stared at his father in astonishment. Why was Paul in Brandenburg and not at the Swiss border, or on his way to it? Was he staying in Germany? Was this a trick? 
 
    Dieter put his hand on his son’s shoulder, and when Max shrugged it off, his face crumpled. “Max, what’s wrong? What’s the matter with you? I’m here to get you out of this mess. Paul is waiting in the Inn to swap over with you. Son, we have to go!” 
 
    Had his father reported him to the SS or Gestapo? Were they waiting downstairs to arrest him? No, they’d have come to the room and dragged him out. “You’ve put us both in danger by being here. What did Paul tell you?” 
 
    “Only that you had taken his place to help him get away, and now he’s not going. I’ll explain everything when we get to him. Please, we must go now. Max, say something.” 
 
    Max continued to stare at his father, afraid to open his mouth. The nefarious accusations against the great Dieter Vogel, were like knives in his gut, yet he couldn’t speak them aloud. 
 
    He was furious with Paul, and any joy he might have felt at seeing his father was buried beneath a mountain of disgust. His papa, the man he’d looked to for guidance since childhood, was now a fully-fledged member of the Nazi Party, a duplicitous agent of terror, the producer of a lethal weapon, and a repressive father who’d destroyed Paul’s future for his own ends. 
 
    Finally, he averted his eyes, ashamed of the Nazi standing before him. The gassings he’d taken part in the previous night would be impossible to erase from his memory, futile to describe, for he would never be able to aptly relay what he’d witnessed to anyone who had not seen it with their own eyes. He’d never forget what he’d been forced to watch, never forgive anyone else who’d played a part. 
 
    Max dressed hurriedly, ramming his feet into his boots while scowling at his father who was clasping and unclasping his hands. What’s wrong with you, Son? He’d tell him what was wrong after he’d found out what the hell was going on with Paul. His twin brother, the person he shared his heart and soul with, had disappointed him twice over. When they’d spoken in the forest, Paul had not warned him about Vogel Industries’ involvement with Görden Prison, and now he’d betrayed him to their father. Paul’s big mouth and lack of discipline had put all their lives in peril, including their mother’s. 
 
    Max, fumbling with his tie said, “I’ll come with you, but don’t say another word to me until we’re inside the Inn. And don’t speak to anyone you don’t have to until we get out of the hospital grounds. You’ve no idea what you’ve got yourself into.” 
 
    “I don’t like your tone. This is no way to speak to your father...” 
 
    “Stop – just stop.” Max’s mouth snapped, his finger pointing at Dieter’s face. “Not a bloody word, Father.” 
 
    Dieter’s car was parked in the visitor’s section of the car park at the back of the hospital. Only a handful of cars were there. Most people took trams or buses nowadays, having got rid of their cars for measly sums before the Wehrmacht forcibly requisitioned them to convert to military vehicles. And, apart from that issue, there was no great need for a visitor’s car park anymore when no visitors were allowed into the complex to see the patients. Max counted six in total, all empty. 
 
    Dieter strode towards his driver, who nodded in recognition to Max. Kurt had been his father’s driver for years, both in Berlin and Dresden. He had a flat above the garages at both properties and Dieter trusted him with every secret and every lie. 
 
    The Oro Inn was one kilometre east of Brandenburg. The detached building was set back from the road and was surrounded by pine trees. Dieter, who had instructed Kurt to drive past the entrance to the back of the building, pointed out the ground floor room where Paul was waiting. 
 
    “Max, I’ll go back around to the front entrance with Kurt. Paul will be looking out for you and will open the side window to let you in.” 
 
    Max’s worst fears had been unfounded. On the journey, he’d imagined arriving at the Inn and having to evade detection by whoever was at the reception desk. It looked like a small place with no more than ten or twelve bedrooms, and the person running the show was bound to have noticed Paul as he registered with their father the previous night. He or she would also have observed Dieter leaving alone earlier that morning. He had to give Papa his due on this occasion, he’d planned things well so far. 
 
    Max shot his father a sideways glance just before the car drew up behind the building. His face had a grey pallor, he’d aged in the year they’d been apart. Murdering people would do that to a man, Max thought dispassionately. 
 
    Dieter pointed out the window. Two cars were parked nearby but were empty, and Max saw no one milling about. 
 
    “I’ll see you both in a minute, Son,” Dieter said. 
 
    Max nodded. True to his word, he’d refused to speak to his father on the short drive to the Inn. Afraid of spouting vile accusations and living to regret his foul temper in the years to come, he’d set his mouth in a tight line and had thought instead about how the day would play out. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    August Leitner spotted Dieter’s car and driver from his position behind a tree. Dieter Vogel got out, and his driver then parked the car near the Inn’s entrance doors. The man checked the vehicles’ tyres and then walked towards the Oro café – hmm – where was Paul? 
 
    Leitner stood for a moment, concealed in the coppice of trees. Not wanting to be spotted by the Vogels, he’d parked his car in a lane off the main road just before the turn off to the Oro. He was baffled, annoyed, and trying to work out about whether to go ahead with his current plan or return to the hospital. Where was Paul? He asked himself again. Dieter Vogel hadn’t been out of his sight from the time he’d left Rudolph’s office to when he’d gone into the doctors’ residence. There, Leitner had waited for about fifteen minutes and was rewarded for his patience when he spotted Vogel senior and junior leave the building together. Paul Vogel had got into his father’s chauffeured-driven car and had been sitting in the back seat when the vehicle left the compound. How could Paul have disappeared en route? He had followed the Vogels’ car all the way until it went around the back of the Inn’s building to turn around – why had the driver done that when there was plenty of room to turn at the front? 
 
    The Vogels had been in Leitner’s sights for months. His bosses in the Abwehr Secret Intelligence Service were understandably interested in a German family of significant standing, which had an English mother and two children living in Britain. Ongoing questions needed to be answered. His section chief had itemised: what was the measure of contact between Dieter Vogel and his eldest son, Max, who made maps for a living in London? Could Paul Vogel be trusted with Interior Ministry secrets when he had displayed contempt for the program, and how far did treachery stretch in the family? Dieter and Paul Vogel were not the only Vogels who’d been under surveillance, for Wilmot, the youngest son, had also been in play and had been caught red-handed trying to defend Jews in another secret test programme. 
 
    Leitner had read the report on the shooting incident, and had even interviewed the victim wounded by Wilmot Vogel’s gun. Vogel, had rushed to save Jews on a truck, his victim had testified, and when he saw they were all dead, had turned his gun on his fellow storm-trooper. 
 
    Leitner’s job as an Abwehr agent, was to make sure that the doctors and staff at Brandenburg obeyed their directives. Secret gas trials, such as the ones going on in Görden, were also being carried out in Poland and Czechoslovakia, and any soldier who whispered about them in the wrong ears, had, and would be dealt with severely. The obligations of soldiers during wartime were clear to him: they must do as they were told without question and keep their mouths shut when secrecy was called for. 
 
    Leitner lit a cigarette, still confused, yet hopeful that Vogel junior would show up. He didn’t want to return to Brandenburg. He had a duty to perform, and he’d rather do it discretely, without Rudolph or Heinze poking their noses in. Rudolph, the only person who knew about the Abwehr’s infiltration in the hospital, had cooperated, thus far, but he would not approve of this mission to bring down the Vogels. 
 
    The Vogels were an interesting catch, Leitner reflected. He had nothing on the father, Dieter Vogel. He was a decorated soldier from the Great War, and from all accounts was a good Nazi and loyal to the Reich. He couldn’t help but like Dieter. He was a good German with rotten sons. 
 
    The Abwehr chief, Vice-Admiral Willhelm Canaris, based at Tirpitzufer in Berlin, had informed Leitner that Dieter Vogel was not to be targeted for arrest unless he openly subverted the Brandenburg program. The Chancellery had already shot themselves in the foot by detaining influential industrialists who were, without doubt, the most capable men in the country to build Germany’s war machine. Canaris had apparently been furious about the arrests, and he’d gone on to say that war or no war, German workers were still the backbone of the Fatherland. If we lock up the country’s industry leaders, the Reich will not get our workforce’s respect, trust or sincere loyalty. It cannot happen again. 
 
    Thus, Dieter Vogel and his English wife were not to be touched. Fine, he agreed with Vice Admiral Canaris’ decision. Paul Vogel, on the other hand, was an enigmatic young man who constantly conveyed a rebellious streak that couldn’t be ignored. It’d be better to arrest him now, Leitner had suggested to his boss, than wait until he did real damage and betrayed his country. 
 
    Leitner’s boss had pointed out that Paul was insignificant in the grand scheme of things, and only in the picture because he was Dieter Vogel’s son. But, inconsequential as he was, Paul was guilty of a serious crime against the Reich, and he, as an Abwehr agent dealing with domestic threats, was expected to facilitate a minimum number of arrests each month. The Intelligence Service and the Führer now expected excellent results from their spies, who had been neglected for years in a run-down government department that had very few resources compared to their British counterparts. 
 
    Leitner strode across the courtyard thinking about the Brandenburg programme. It was going to end long before its original termination date. He’d heard a rumour from his contact inside the Chancellery that not all of Hitler’s inner circle were happy about the mass euthanasia plan, some, including those in his cabinet, thought it prudent to discard the idea of using gas elsewhere. That was not on the cards, Leitner determined, but shutting down Brandenburg was, for not even the recent move to a more discrete location was halting the local authorities’ letters demanding information on the prison’s and hospital’s suspected immoral activities. 
 
    Determined to ask Dieter Vogel how his son had miraculously disappeared from his car, Leitner walked into the Inn and approached the desk. “You have a Herr Vogel staying here.” The young girl at the reception counter heard a statement, rather than a question. 
 
    “Yes, Hauptsturmführer. He’s just this minute arrived back.” 
 
    “Was he alone?” 
 
    The young woman looked nervously at the office door behind her. 
 
    “You will answer my question, Fräulein.” 
 
    “Yes ... no. His driver is also staying here, and his son, but … but I haven’t seen him since last night. I don’t think he’s left the room at all.” 
 
    Leitner moved to the window and studied the trees outside. How could Paul Vogel be in the bedroom where he’d been all night if he’d also been at Görden prison gassing Jews? “You say his son arrived last night with his father?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. They got here about eleven o’clock from Berlin. I remember his son because he didn’t say a word when they arrived, not even when I asked if he wanted a plate of cold meats from the kitchen. The restaurant was closed, you see.” 
 
    Beautiful butterflies fluttered in Leitner’s stomach. He’d discovered something infinitely more interesting than Paul Vogel’s cavorting with a Jewess. To confirm that he’d heard correctly, he repeated, “Are you sure he was Herr Vogel’s son?” 
 
    The young woman looked at the registry and pointed to Dieter’s name. “I can’t be sure. The young man didn’t sign the book, but as you can see, Herr Vogel wrote, Vogel times two, plus driver.” 
 
    “What room are the Vogel’s in?” 
 
    “I’m not supposed to...” 
 
    “Give me the room number.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    Max paced the room, ignoring Paul who was desperately trying to calm their heated argument before it got out of control. Max’s hot-headedness had mellowed since boyhood, Paul acknowledged, but his temper was as fiery as it had been the day he’d stabbed Wilmot in the arm with a fork. He’d been ten at the time. 
 
    Paul placed his hand on Max’s shoulder to stop him moving. “I’m not apologising for being here, and Father won’t either. I’m staying and you’re going, that’s all there is to it.” 
 
    Max shrugged Paul off then stepped backwards out of reach. “Jesus, Paul. You might as well have thrown a homecoming party for me and invited the whole damn Nazi Party. You told Papa? What were you thinking? And where’s the woman you were taking to Switzerland?” 
 
    Paul blushed. The situation couldn’t get much worse, he thought, Max was raging. He might as well come clean about everything and get it over with. “Judith ran away from me. She didn’t write a note, apart from a scribble on a tram ticket. Don’t ask me why she left, I don’t know.” 
 
    “You must know.” 
 
    “All right, I might, but it doesn’t matter now. The thing is, Max, I lied to her, and to you as well. I was never going to go into Switzerland, as such. I intended to take her to the border, make sure she got through it with me and then I was going to come back the very same night. I owed her that.” 
 
    Max leapt forwards, pushing Paul’s back against the wardrobe. “You didn’t owe her anything. What happened to her family is a tragedy, but it wasn’t your fault,” Max shook his brother’s shoulders. “You understand that, right?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “Well, nothing. You let me down, listened to me rambling on with instructions about what to do when you got to the hotel in Zurich, and what my cover was and how you should use it. You even took my forged identity documents.” 
 
    “I’m sorry…” 
 
    “No, you’re not – Christ, Paul, you can’t lie to me about something this important, or change your mind about where your loyalties lie. This is more than bad form, it’s a bloody double-cross. Have you any idea how difficult it was for me to get the permission to mount this operation?” 
 
    Paul’s anger surfaced. “All right, that’s enough. Jesus, you’re a sanctimonious arsehole at times. I’ve brought your documents and watches back to you, and I’m staying in Germany because I want to help the German people … they are my people ... mine.” Paul panted with anger, but he wasn’t finished with Max yet. “Did it ever occur to you that I’m afraid for our parents? You’re standing here giving me a lecture when I’m the only bugger in the family that gives a damn about their safety. Willie’s off playing SS bully, which he’ll get tired off, because he’s not the Nazi he thinks he is. Hannah left her distraught mother for Frank, and you, well, I don’t even know who you are anymore. Admit it, Max, I didn’t let you down, because you didn’t come to Germany to help me, it was to spy for your bosses in London.” 
 
    Max flopped into the tapestry-covered armchair in the corner of the bedroom. His anger appeared to be subsiding. “I don’t get it, Paul. The woman you did all this for has disappeared without a word, and now, you’re planning to go back to work at the gas chamber because you’re worried about our parents? I can understand you being concerned for our mother’s safety, but she made her choice to stay, numerous times according to you. It’s not your job to keep Mother safe it’s our father’s, and that’s what he’s doing, in his own warped way.” Max slapped his hand against his forehead. “Why … why are you even thinking of going back to that hospital? You’re not practicing medicine or training to be a doctor in Brandenburg…” 
 
    “I won’t be there for long, a week at most,” Paul interrupted. 
 
    “How can you possibly know that?” 
 
    “Because I do.” Paul sat on the bed and ran his fingers through his hair. “Father has already taken steps to get me out of that place. He is adamant that his contact will be able to solicit a transfer, and although I don’t know who this contact is, I believe Papa will come through for me.” 
 
    Max looked unimpressed. 
 
    “I was supposed to meet Herr Brandt in Potsdamer Platz at three o’clock,” Paul said, changing the subject. “He’ll go berserk when he finds out I don’t need Judith’s documents. What should I do about him?” 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do. You’ll have to stand him up,” Max sighed. 
 
    Max wrung his hands, frustrated with Paul’s stubbornness. He looked at his brother’s depressed expression and despite his irritation, said, “Before Father comes in, I have to get you up to speed with what’s happening at Brandenburg. If you do go back, you should know that I supervised the SS stokers when they transported dead Jews in post office vans to a new crematorium site. Apparently, the public is complaining about the smell and smoke coming from Görden Prison.” 
 
    Paul’s eyes brightened. “That’s good news, isn’t it? That’s what we want.” 
 
    “Yes, but when the gassings stop at Brandenburg, they’ll begin again somewhere else. I know you think you’re doing what’s right for Mother and Father, but have you considered that you might be sent to Poland, or France, or further afield? And have you weighed up the odds of you being posted to another hospital or camp where they’re continuing this gassing program?” 
 
    “Father is influential. He might be able to convince someone higher up the ladder to keep me in a Berlin hospital for wounded soldiers.” 
 
    Max paused, wanting to make sure he didn’t trip over his words. His twin was naïve at times. “All right, but even if he does manage to set that up for you, life is not going to get better for the Jews. It’s going to get worse, and the authorities will dispose of even bigger numbers. Knowing that, do you still want to fight for the Reich?” 
 
    “Why do you assume you know what’s going on here? Stop, Max – stop,” Paul said raising his hand. 
 
    But Max couldn’t stop. “Think about what it will be like in six months, or a year when they start gassing Jews in the concentration camps they’re building. They spoke at a meeting yesterday about Auschwitz in Poland and the camps and ghettos being set up for the Jews. Leitner remarked that soon there would be no Jews left in Germany, and Rudolph joked that they’d eventually be obliterated from Europe. That might be nonsense, but think about it, Paul, if you were the Reich, would you want to spend money feeding and clothing Jews sitting around in camps for God knows how long? What would be the point of using resources and soldiers to look after a race of people who don’t contribute to the war effort? Do you think the medical experiments on them will stop…?” 
 
    “What medical experiments are you talking about?” 
 
    Max hesitated. Paul seemed genuinely confused. Softening his tone, he finally said, “Ah, you don’t know, do you? I had a look inside those sealed laboratories you told me about. I went to the basement and broke into one at five o’clock this morning. I saw the equipment, the blood, the notes and diagrams of bodies before and after death written on a blackboard, and I looked at the corpse of a child no more than six years old with its head cut open. They’re documenting their human experiments on living children and killing them in the process.” 
 
    Paul slumped onto the bed. “Leitner told me they were conducting autopsies, the lying bastard.” Paul squeezed his eyes shut as if to allay the images that came flooding in. “You have to tell your superiors to stop the...” 
 
    Max spread his arms. “Stop it how? Should we bomb the hospitals and concentration camps I’ve learnt about? What about collateral damage…?” 
 
    Max’s answer was still hanging in the air when Dieter arrived. His earlier nervousness had gone, as had the vulnerable, moist-eyed father overcome with emotion upon seeing his eldest son. Now, he stood in front of his two boys as the domineering paterfamilias they both knew so well. 
 
    “Max. I’m guessing you’ve told your brother about your disgust,” Dieter began. “Don’t think I don’t know what’s wrong with you, and why you can hardly look me in the eye.” 
 
    Max sneered, “What? My disgust with you for producing gas that kills children? Could well be.” 
 
    Dieter threw a scathing glance at Max before saying, “You don’t have the right to judge me and I don’t have the time to explain myself to you. No one will touch your mother because of what I’m doing, that’s all you need to know.” 
 
    When the knock on the door came, the three men froze. Max, taking no chances, immediately lay down in the narrow space between the single bed and the room’s side wall. Dieter walked to the door, and Paul leant casually against the wall next to the window. 
 
    “Good morning again, Herr Vogel,” said Leitner when Dieter opened the door. “I’ve come to arrest your son. Ah, there he is. Good morning, Paul.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-One 
 
      
 
    Once admitted, Leitner removed his cap and smiled to cover his uncertainty. He was still pondering how Paul could be in two places at the same time when that was an impossibility. It was feasible that the girl at the reception desk had been mistaken or had lied to him, but she’d clearly marked the Vogels arrival time in the ledger, and nothing she had said explained him seeing Paul Vogel get in his father’s car at the hospital and not getting out of it at the Inn. 
 
    “I’m glad I found you here,” he said, casually. “I would rather do this now than make a scene at the hospital. Like you, Paul, I believe the appearance of loyalty is important.” 
 
    Dieter stepped between Leitner and Paul, a furious scowl on his face. “What do you want, Hauptsturmführer?” 
 
    “I intend to take your son into custody. Examples have to be made, Herr Vogel, and Paul I’m sorry to tell you, is guilty of treason.” 
 
    Paul held his breath while Dieter gaped, but Leitner, exuding a more confident mien, nonchalantly sidestepped Dieter and moved to the window. There, he propped himself against the wall and gazed into Paul’s terrified eyes. “You’re scared, Paul. And you should be.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you. What’s this about?” Paul retorted. 
 
    Leitner lit a cigarette. “Last night, when you ticked off the patients’ names as they came off the buses you noted that one was missing.” 
 
    Paul said nothing. 
 
    “You wrote no show next to the name – you don’t remember a Jew on the list with the name of Judith Weber – think about it – Judith Weber?” 
 
    Leitner saw the flash of recognition in Paul’s eyes. “Ah, I thought so. She’s been of interest to me because we executed her father not that long ago for circulating anti-propaganda leaflets. I’ve been looking for her for four days.” 
 
    “What does she have to do with my son?” Dieter asked. 
 
    “I’m getting to that, Herr Vogel. When our SS soldier on the ambulance bus went to her flat the first time, he marked her as missing. On the second occasion, he questioned her neighbours about her whereabouts, but they said they knew nothing. On the third day he visited, he asked the soldiers building the ghetto fence if they had seen her, and to his surprise he found out that a doctor had removed her from the building three days earlier. Imagine my astonishment, Paul, when he told me that the doctor in question was you. Where is the Jew bitch?” 
 
    Paul’s breath was caught in his throat. 
 
    Leitner continued, “The soldier guarding the ghetto fence was quite specific. He told me he went to the Jew’s flat because a neighbour had informed him that you and Judith Weber were cavorting sexually. She heard loud moans coming from Weber’s bedroom, apparently. The soldier even took a note of the neighbour’s name, a Frau Rosenthal. Tut, tut, Paul, you know that sexual relations with a Jew is against the Rassenschande. You are aware of that law, are you not?” 
 
    Paul’s lips twitched, but he was still incapable of speech. 
 
    “Unfortunately, Frau Rosenthal and her family have now been relocated,” Leitner then said. “But that doesn’t matter, does it? Not when multiple witnesses saw you driving away with Judith Weber in your car.” 
 
    “This is nonsense,” Dieter said. 
 
    “Where did you take her, Paul?” Leitner ignored Dieter’s protest. “She didn’t end up at the hospital, so I assume you’re hiding her from the medical authorities. If I’m correct, you’re guilty of a second violation: aiding and abetting Jews. That’s a death sentence in the hands of a clumsy judge.” 
 
    Dieter took a step backwards towards the door. Paul moved to his father’s side, but then took another pace rearward until he felt his back touch the door panel. “Those are ridiculous charges, Hauptsturmführer, and if you believed in their veracity you would have dealt with me last night.” 
 
    Leitner chuckled. “If you open that door and try to make a run for it, you’ll only solidify my case against you. I came here in good faith to take you to Berlin where you’ll get the opportunity to defend yourself. I didn’t bring an armed escort with me because I knew you wouldn’t want to disgrace your father and mother, or put them in harm’s way. And I didn’t arrest you last night because it would have presented an ugly scene to my men. Don’t make this any more difficult for yourself.” 
 
    “You’re not taking my son anywhere,” Dieter said. 
 
    Leitner flicked his eyes to Dieter then drew his pistol. “I would stay out of this, Herr Vogel, if I were you.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Max recalled writing no show next to the name of the Jewish woman that Leitner was referring to because it had seemed the logical thing to do. He hadn’t pieced together the fact that she was Paul’s Judith, and Leitner hadn’t raised an eyebrow at the time. 
 
    Sweat rolled down Max’s forehead while he lay motionless on his stomach behind the bed imagining what might have happened had Leitner decided to arrest him during the night. Christ, he’d have disappeared without a trace leaving MI6 wondering what had happened to him, and his father and Paul being blindsided today. 
 
    When he heard the familiar sound of a pistol being drawn, Max rehearsed his next move. He’d have to be lightning fast when he struck, for if the gun went off during a struggle, it would alert the whole bloody Inn, and possibly kill someone in the doing. 
 
    He wriggled to the bottom edge of the bed and poked his head out. His brother had had the good sense to go to the door. Their father was in front and to the side of Paul, making Leitner face them with his back to Max’s hiding place. 
 
    Max caught Dieter’s eye and nodded to the door. His father stepped back, as if to shield Paul, dramatically spreading his arms wide in defence. 
 
    “Why are you doing this, Hauptsturmführer?” Dieter shook his head. “You’re a doctor, not a policeman. And even if you were, where’s your warrant?” 
 
    Leitner, his pistol aimed at both men, sniggered again. “I don’t need a warrant. I am SS Hauptsturmführer August Leitner of the Abwehr Intelligence Services. I am not a doctor, God forbid, and I don’t give a shit if your factory is important to the Interior Ministry, or to the Führer. People like your son subvert the law by shielding Jews when they are on our detention lists. That makes our job harder and goes against everything we are trying to achieve.” Leitner waved his pistol at Paul. “You knew that, didn’t you, Paul? The day you put on the uniform, I informed you of your duties and the importance of loyalty. But you, true to form, disobeyed and thumbed your nose at the authorities. You might have made a good doctor one day, but you’d never have made a decent soldier.” 
 
    “Does Hans Rudolph know you’ve been spying on his hospital pretending to be a physician?” 
 
    Leitner threw Dieter a pitying look. “Get out of the way. The evidence against your son is irrefutable, and you’ll only make things worse for him if you persist in protecting him.” 
 
    Max got on his knees, then silently, to his feet. Leitner was lecturing Paul on the meaning of treason, clearly enjoying the sound of his own voice, giving Max the chance to lunge at him from behind. 
 
    Leitner, sensing a presence, spun straight into Max’s right hook. Dazed and unsteady, he dropped his pistol and stumbled backwards into Dieter. Dieter wrapped his arms around Leitner’s neck from behind and pulled him down. Both men toppled to the floor with Dieter slamming against the door, and his arms still encircling Leitner’s neck. Leitner, in a half-sitting position with his backside pressing on Dieter’s legs and his back against Dieter’s chest, was struggling to break free. Paul grabbed the gun which had skittered under the nearest bed, and gave it to Max. 
 
    “Let go, Father. We’ve got him, “Max said. 
 
    Paul gripped a handful of Leitner’s hair and jerked him off Dieter and onto the floor. Leitner squealed as the roots pulled out of his skull. Dieter, already on his feet drove his knee into Leitner’s back forcing him to lie on his stomach. 
 
    “Father, hold him down. Paul, tie his wrists with your tie. Do it quickly.” 
 
    Leitner was bucking ferociously, struggling to get Dieter’s knee off the centre of his back and his hair out of Paul’s clenched fist. 
 
    Max kicked Leitner in the ribs, but his muffled groan was almost inaudible as Paul pushed his face deeper into the rug. 
 
    “The gun is on you, Leitner. Stop moving – Paul, your tie.” 
 
    Paul unclenched his fists, releasing Leitner’s hair. Then he followed Max’s instructions. 
 
    After Paul had tied Leitner’s wrists together behind his back, he rummaged through his bag and pulled out a pair of clean underpants. “These should shut him up.” 
 
    Max handed the gun to Dieter. “Shoot him if he even looks at you in the wrong way,” he said rolling Leitner onto his back. 
 
    Max stuffed the pale-blue briefs between Leitner’s teeth. “I have questions for you, Hauptsturmführer August Leitner of the Abwehr Intelligence Services. Answer them, and I might let you live.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Two 
 
      
 
    Max was formulating a plan, but he was loath to speak it aloud until he’d taken it from A to Z in his mind; one misstep, one moment of panic or a suggestion of failure, and Paul would fall apart. 
 
    “What the blazes are we going to do with him?” Dieter asked. 
 
    Max, deep in thought, stared at Leitner’s stuffed mouth with half of the blue cotton underpants sticking out the side of it. “I’m going to remove your gag, Hauptsturmführer, but if you as much as whimper I’ll shove it all the way down your throat and leave it there. Understood?” 
 
    Leitner nodded, and as soon as his mouth was free, he shifted his eyes to Paul. “I didn’t suspect this … I didn’t see it … how could I have? How could anyone?” He looked again at the two brothers, his fascination apparently overshadowing his fury. “Which one of you worked with me last night?” 
 
    Paul opened his mouth, but gave way to Max when he said, “How did you get here, Leitner?” 
 
    “In my car.”  
 
    “Did someone drive you?” 
 
    Leitner didn’t respond. 
 
    “Where is your car?” Max tried again. 
 
    Dieter, who was watching the door and window, asked again, “What are we going to do with him? He’ll have your mother arrested before we make it back to her.” 
 
    “Father, let me handle this,” Max said in English before switching back to German for Leitner’s benefit. “Where is your car parked?” 
 
    “Why should I tell you? You’re going to kill me anyway.” Leitner looked up at Max a moment longer and then nodded. “You’re the brother who lives in England, aren’t you? Paul Vogel doesn’t have the balls to handle a situation like this. Nein, you’re the boss. What are you? Military? Intelligence?” He turned his head to the right and gazed at Paul. “Does your brother know you have a weak stomach? Have you pissed your trousers yet?” 
 
    For that, Leitner received a resounding slap around his ear from Max. “Father, get Kurt to bring the car around to the window. Now, Papa, and for God’s sake try to look as though this is just another day.” 
 
    After Dieter left, Max asked again, “Where is your car?” 
 
    Leitner said, “If I tell you, will you give me your word not to kill me? We can be civil about this, can’t we?” Then he focused on Paul. “Leave me here like this … or tie me to the bed … knock me out if you want. By the time I’m found you’ll be well on your way. I won’t come after you or your parents; you have my word. You don’t need to kill me, Paul. This isn’t who you are.” 
 
    “Tell us where your car is, and my brother might be lenient,” Paul said. 
 
    Leitner shot a hopeful look at Max. “It’s in the lane just before the turning to the Inn…” 
 
    “Thank you.” In a heartbeat, Max straddled Leitner’s stomach and then wrapped his hands around his victim’s throat. 
 
    Leitner flinched with sudden terror as Max took his neck in both hands and began to crush it. 
 
    “Max, no!” Max heard Paul’s plea but ignored it, squeezing Leitner’s neck, tighter and tighter. 
 
    Leitner’s face reddened, his lips were tinged blue, and his thrashing legs were like scissors banging against the floor. 
 
    “For Christ sake, Paul, hold his legs still!” shouted Max. 
 
    Blood vessels burst in Leitner’s eyes, flooding them red as they stared up at Max. Unable to defend himself with his arms or legs, he made a futile attempt to escape by rocking his torso from side to side under Max’s weight. Seconds later, however, his eyes rolled upwards and he blacked out. 
 
    Max cupped Leitner’s head in his hands, and twisted it to the side with one quick, sharp jerk until his cervical spine snapped. “Thank you, for your cooperation, Hauptsturmführer,” he said, getting to his feet. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Leitner’s eyes stared sightlessly up at the ceiling. His blue, swollen tongue protruded from between his lips, an expression of shock still planted on his face. Dismayed by what he’d witnessed, Paul saw Max in a frightening new light. “Jesus Christ, Max, did you have to kill him? Did you have to enjoy it?” 
 
    Max, who was already rifling through Leitner’s pockets looking for the car key, looked up briefly and replied, “Would you rather I’d let him take you? You’d have been shot within hours in a military prison.” 
 
    “You murdered him in cold blood.” 
 
    “I’ve saved our lives.” Max finally looked at Paul. “Don’t feel guilty about this piece of trash. You didn’t kill him, I did.” 
 
    Paul wiped the sweat from his eyes. “I’m glad the bugger’s dead. I’m just worried about how we’re going to get away with it.” 
 
    Dieter came back into the room, shut the door and stared down at Leitner’s body. 
 
    “Father, Max had to do it.” 
 
    “I know, Son.” Dieter surprised Paul and Max with his calm answer and shocked them further when he added, “I would have done it myself had I not been sent out of the room. Kurt will be here in a minute. I presume we’re putting Leitner in the boot?” 
 
    Paul watched Max strip the jacket off Leitner’s body, and tried to guess the next part of the plan if one existed. “What are we going to do now?” he asked, unable to gauge Max’s intentions. 
 
    Max handed the jacket to Paul and then began to undo the dead man’s trouser buttons. “He’s blond, our height and build. He walked in here on his own two legs and he’s going to walk out of here the same way, head down and straight out the front door.” 
 
    Dieter began to pack what little they had with them into the overnight bags while Paul helped Max finish undressing Leitner. The Vogels’ car was right outside the window and Kurt sat behind the wheel looking like the sangfroid man he was. Nothing seemed to faze him. Laura found him to be a cold, unresponsive man, and she was often resentful of his closeness to her husband. Dieter, however, went to great lengths to make Kurt feel one of the family. 
 
    Paul, now back in his own uniform, went to the window, raised the bottom pane as high as it would go and clambered out. Then, he and Kurt scanned the area. “All clear.” Paul nodded. Max and Dieter picked Leitner up between them, handing his body through the window to Kurt and Paul. They then threw Leitner into the boot, and closed it. 
 
    Paul climbed back into the bedroom, but he still hadn’t dared ask what they were going to do if and when they got out of the Brandenburg area. He presumed that Max had a plan to dump the body, but he was loath to ask his brother anything, for he seemed to be going through some sort of ritual in front of the mirror, opening and closing his mouth and mumbling to himself as he knotted Leitner’s tie. Maybe he was taking on Leitner’s persona; maybe he’d done this sort of thing a thousand times? Paul also noted that their father was unusually placid. He was silent, nodding when ordered to do something, and stranger still, he had not admonished Max for committing murder. His father was an inscrutable stranger at times, and after what he’d just witnessed, so too was Max. 
 
    Two composed men who looked as though they habitually murdered people, stood together in the hotel bedroom, in sharp contrast to Paul, who was a wreck, completely overawed by the situation and terrified of being caught. 
 
    Max turned finally from the mirror, fully dressed in Leitner’s uniform. He outlined his plan swiftly and succinctly. He would drive towards Berlin in Leitner’s car. Kurt, Paul and Dieter were to follow behind in the family vehicle. When they were a fair distance from Brandenburg, Max would find a suitable spot and set fire to Leitner’s vehicle with the body in the driver’s seat. It seemed sound enough, Paul thought, but it’d only take one person to spot them to finish the whole family off in one clear-cut Nazi swoop. 
 
    Max adjusted Leitner’s cap, then headed for the door. “Leitner didn’t seem the friendly sort, so I should be able to walk straight through the reception hall and out the front door without having to speak to the person at the desk,” he said, pulling the brim down as far as it would go. “Father, have you settled your bill?” 
 
    “Yes, I did it when I went to look for Kurt. There’s a young woman behind the desk, and after I gave her the money for the stay, she seemed more interested in reading a magazine than watching what I was doing, or where I was going.” 
 
    Max nodded. “I’ll go first. You and Paul wait fifteen minutes before you leave. I’ll walk up the drive to the main road and then head for Leitner’s car using the trees for cover. If he lied to us, and I spot SS soldiers anywhere near, I’ll double back to the top of the Inn’s driveway, and you can pick me up there – we’ll just have to find another way to get rid of the body.” 
 
    “Shit, Max,” Paul blurted out. “You sound as though you’ve done this sort of thing a hundred times. Who the hell are you?” 
 
    Max, trying to reassure Paul, said, “I’m guessing Leitner came here alone to take you to Berlin with him. We’ll never know, but I suspect he thought you would go quietly for Mother and Father’s sake. He wasn’t a good spy, Paul, and no to your earlier question, I’m not enjoying myself. Killing people is not my favourite pastime, but at times, it’s a necessary evil. You do know there’s a war going on?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Three 
 
      
 
    Max walked briskly out of the Inn, his head down as he pushed open the Inn’s double doors. He was confident that the girl behind the desk had only looked up briefly, and at best she’d have only seen his profile. 
 
    Minutes after Max’s departure, Paul and Dieter crossed the reception area on their way to the restaurant, where they lingered with mugs of coffee for a good fifteen minutes before getting into their car. 
 
    Kurt stopped at the junction at the top of the Inn’s drive, turned left and crawled towards the lane where Leitner’s car was supposedly parked. At the lane’s turning, Dieter instructed Kurt to stop, sighing with relief when he spotted the headlights of Leitner’s car flashing them down. “Thank God. Wait until he gets onto the main road and then follow him.” 
 
    Later, when both cars were well on their way to Berlin, Max indicated right and turned into a deserted dirt track bordering a field of grazing cows. Halfway along it, he swerved onto the grassy verge and hit a tree trunk. His head jerked back, causing a shooting pain in his neck. “Sod it,” he cursed, getting out of the vehicle; that wasn’t his brightest idea of the day. 
 
    After reassuring Paul and Dieter that he was all right, Max ordered Kurt to turn their own vehicle around to face the main road for a quick exit. It was unlikely that anyone but a farmer would venture down the lane, Max asserted, but privately he was praying that he wouldn’t have to kill anyone else that day. 
 
    Max and Paul crouched behind Leitner’s car and began the tedious process of redressing the body in its SS uniform. Max then dressed himself in the civilian clothes that Paul had been wearing earlier. 
 
    Once Leitner’s body was in the damaged car’s driver’s seat, Max closed the door, looked in the boot and found an oil rag. He took Leitner’s gold-plated lighter out of his trouser pocket while Paul unscrewed the gasoline cap. Max said, “Our biggest worry will be the tracks we’ll leave in this soft ground.” 
 
    “That’s our biggest worry?” 
 
    When Paul and Dieter were at a safe distance, Max lit the end of the rag. He was not as confident as he would have Paul and his father believe. He looked at the flame and mumbled, “This plan will have to be good enough.” Then he threw caution to the wind, stuck the lit rag in the gasoline tank, and raced back to the other car just as Leitner’s vehicle ignited in a ball of flame. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    As the car drove through Berlin towards the area where the Vogel factory was situated, Dieter prepared himself for the inevitable goodbye. Paul had consistently refused to discuss the subject of leaving Germany, and what had begun as a discussion between the twins, had ended in a blazing row. That, plus Max’s reluctance to speak at all after that, had made the atmosphere in the car almost unbearable. 
 
    Instead of even attempting to begin a civil conversation, Dieter mulled over the defence he’d use should the Abwehr, SS, or Gestapo turn up at the factory or his house later that day to ask about Leitner. During his musings, however, he felt compelled to air his thoughts. “Even if we’re suspected of seeing Leitner today, the girl at the reception desk will claim that Leitner left the Oro Inn long before Paul and I did. That’s the key.” 
 
    “Do you think Rudolph knew about Leitner’s intention to follow you from the hospital?” Paul asked. 
 
    “And did Rudolph know who Leitner really was?” Max added. “It seems unlikely that Rudolph or that Heinze fellow, weren’t aware of Leitner’s ocupation.” 
 
    Paul disagreed. “I think Leitner was spying on everyone, including Rudolph. Maybe the Abwehr was spying for the Ministry.” 
 
    “Either way, if Rudolph knew that Leitner was going to the Oro Inn, the police or SS, or whoever gets involved, will suspect that I was the last person to see him alive,” Dieter pointed out. “They’re bound to put two and two together and ask the girl at the Inn who was there.” 
 
    “Don’t lie,” Max suggested. “Tell them you did see Leitner at the Inn, and that Paul decided to travel with you to Berlin instead of Leitner. They won’t find anything to tie you to the car crash. This is going to work, Father.” 
 
    When the car was two streets away from the factory, Dieter instructed Kurt to pull over. Then, when the engine was cut, he asked Kurt and Paul to get out. “I want to say goodbye to Max in private. Do you mind, Paul?” 
 
    Dieter climbed into the back seat and once alone with Max, his eyes welled up. “Let Kurt drive you to the station, or wherever you feel is a good starting point for your journey. I won’t ask you how you got into Germany or how you’re going to get out; I have a feeling you won’t tell me.” 
 
    Max said, “Papa, please don’t tell Mother I was in Berlin.” 
 
    “No, of course I won’t.” Dieter shook his head. “Just tell me you have a solid plan.” 
 
    “I do. I’ll be fine. Stay calm, Father. Interrogators have a habit of making their suspects feel comfortable by reeling them into casual conversation. Keep your guard up, anticipate the questions, they’ll be subtle to begin with, and don’t hesitate when you give your answers.” 
 
    Dieter nodded at the irony of Max’s instructions. He, the dependable Dieter Vogel, was an expert in subterfuge and lies. He’d been practising both every day since joining the Nazi Party and was accomplished in the art of deceit; perhaps a little too skilled. 
 
    He looked at Max, swallowing the lump in his throat. In the years to come, he’d regret many things, most of which would be the words and feelings he should have articulated. He was suffocating with self-disgust, but he’d never once come to a decision without considering his wife’s and children’s best interests first. He was also hiding Wilmot’s dire situation in Dachau from Max and Paul, and the hurdles he was jumping to get him out of there. He’d not had the time to defend himself to his boys or to enquire about his darling daughter, and Frank who was like a fourth son. Should he survive to see the world at peace, he’d open up to all his children, but until the dawn of that distant day, he’d remain tight-lipped and fight his war his way. 
 
    “You mustn’t worry about me, Son,” Dieter finally answered Max. “I just need to know you’ve arrived safely in Britain. Can you get word to me?” 
 
    “I’ll try, but it seems unlikely.” Max leant forward and kissed his father’s cheek; it was a cold goodbye and not the affectionate gesture Dieter had hoped for. 
 
    “Goodbye, Father. Take care,” said Max, getting out of the car. 
 
    “Goodbye, Son – I love you.” 
 
    In the street, Max and Paul walked to a shop doorway. It was more discrete than standing on the pavement. “Is there nothing I can say to change your mind?” Max asked Paul. 
 
    Paul shook his head. “Look, I know you don’t think I’m capable of dealing with my situation alone, but if you can’t trust me, trust Papa to find a way out of Brandenburg for me. You’ve been hard on him, Max. He’s suffering, too.” 
 
    “His conscience might be suffering, but he’s not going to tear up his government contracts, is he?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then, that makes him guilty in my book.” 
 
    “Will you put his factory in your report?” 
 
    Max hesitated. “I should … I want to … I don’t know yet.” 
 
    Paul hated saying goodbye to Max. He always got a knot in his stomach, and for days he felt waves of loneliness wash over him. Max felt the same way; he was adept at hiding his feelings from everyone else, but not his twin. 
 
    Disappointment played over Max’s face, but that expression was also tinged with anger, “I can’t believe you’re doing this, but whatever trouble you get yourself into, remember Brandt. He’s a sanctimonious old git at times but that’s only because he lives for a bit of drama. The poor sod hasn’t got much else in his life. Go to him if you’re in real trouble, Paul. He’ll always help you.” 
 
    “I will, and you remember, Max, I’m not a Nazi and I’ll never be one.” 
 
    “I know that, but when this is all over you still may be on the wrong side of history.” 
 
    “You have your purpose. Maybe mine is to help the German people,” Paul parried. 
 
    The two men shook hands. Paul looked at Max’s face, lips set tight and moist eyes displaying his emotions. “I love you, mate.” 
 
    Max drew himself up to his full height, took a deep breath and said, “I’ll miss you to my bones, Paulie.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Four 
 
      
 
    Paul refused his father’s offer of a lift and instead took the tram to Berlin’s city centre where the SS Headquarters on Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse were situated. Max had suggested earlier that Paul do that to obtain a tram ticket proving he’d been in Berlin at a specific time on the day of Leitner’s death. The more alibis he had, the better, Max had thought. 
 
    On the journey, Paul practised answering the questions he imagined he’d eventually be asked about Leitner. He wouldn’t know until he got to the headquarters if Leitner’s burnt out car had already been found and a communication about the incident had reached the SS and Abwehr. He didn’t know if the authorities would declare Leitner’s death an accident or immediately suspect foul play, and more importantly if the SS Medical Corps knew he was a spy, or even knew of him. A myriad of scenarios drove his thoughts deeper and deeper into a minefield of possible cock-ups. One wrong word or facial expression and he’d be faced with a slew of questions he’d not even thought of. Total ignorance might be the best way to go, he thought. He knew nothing, nothing about who the Hauptsturmführer worked for. 
 
    When he reached his destination on Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse, he showed his identity papers to the SS guards at the doors and then walked into the concrete monstrosity of a building, known for almost a year as the Reich’s Main Security Office. He paused in the lobby to get his bearings, turning a full circle to take a lingering look at his surroundings, and was flabbergasted at the amount of foot traffic he saw. Gestapo, SS soldiers, officers, civilians and visiting dignitaries with their security entourages waddling behind them packed the hallways like travellers at a busy railway station. If he didn’t hate the Nazis to distraction, he might be feeling pride right now instead of shame and anger. 
 
    The ugly, yet impressive building was the nucleus of the Reich’s elite forces. One night at dinner, Leitner had told him that the whole set up in Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse had been Heinrich Himmler’s idea, and that when it was up and running, he’d placed it under the command of Reinhard Heydrich who ran it for the whole of Germany and occupied Europe. 
 
    Paul approached the centre of the lobby where a command post manned by SS soldiers and three females in Wehrmacht uniforms was situated. He assumed they were there to check IDs and direct or escort visitors to the different sections in the building. 
 
    He studied the goings on at the post for a few minutes and noted that people were queuing up in front of the counter. He walked towards it and jumped the line to the sound of shouts and insults. “I need information,” he said in a sharp tone of voice to one of the male soldiers. “I am Lieutenant Paul Vogel of the SS Medical Corps. I’m waiting for Hauptsturmführer August Leitner. Have you seen him?” Paul, pleased to see he’d got the attention of the females and one of the soldiers with his haughty attitude, demanded again, “Well, has he arrived or not?” 
 
    One of the women behind the high counter glared at Paul, her expression just as stuck-up as his had been. “Have you any idea how many people come and go through these halls every day?” she shouted back. “And do you not see there’s a queue? Please, go to the back of it. Good manners cost nothing.” 
 
    “I only want to know about one person – Hauptsturmführer Leitner.” 
 
    “Why don’t you take a seat, sir,” an SS rifleman said, ushering Paul away. “If Hauptsturmführer Leitner comes to the desk and asks for you, we’ll let you know.” 
 
    Paul stormed off to eventually sit in an uncomfortable chair near the counter. He was in position. 
 
    For over an hour, Paul watched people come and go until his eyelids drooped and ultimately closed. Sucked straight into what he could only describe later as a half-sleep, half-daydream, he saw himself armed with a machine gun, climbing the impressive staircase to kill Himmler. All he could think about in that dream was that Himmler’s presence on the top floor had made this building the default headquarters for the entire SS, and if he were to kill him, things might fall apart… 
 
    “Untersturmführer … Untersturmführer!” 
 
    Paul woke up with a start and straightened himself. He was groggy and still coming out of the spectacular killing spree he’d just lived through in his mind. “What?” he muttered. 
 
    “You have been sitting here for almost two hours, Untersturmführer. Do you have an appointment to see someone in this building or not?” 
 
    Paul stood, straightened his jacket and put on his cap. “Almost two hours? My God, it seemed like five minutes.” 
 
    “Where are you meant to be going?” 
 
    “The Medical Corps section on the second floor.” 
 
    “I see. Wait here, sir.” 
 
    When the soldier returned, Paul asked, “Shall I go up.” 
 
    “Yes, Untersturmführer, but not to the second floor. It seems Kriminaldirektor Biermann of the Gestapo is expecting you.” 
 
    Surprised to be seeing a Gestapo Major, Paul followed the soldier to the third-floor administration department, a massive open space housing secretaries and uniformed Gestapo personnel who were making a deafening noise as their fingers battered the typewriter keys in unison. 
 
    “Go to that secretary over there and ask for the Kriminaldirektor,” said Paul’s escort. 
 
    After an agonising ten-minute wait imagining the very worst developments possible, Paul was eventually shown into Kriminaldirektor Biermann’s office. The officer in civilian clothing was familiar to Paul. He couldn’t place where or when he’d met the Major, but he wasn’t a stranger. 
 
    “Paul Vogel. Look at you.” Freddie Biermann smiled. “The last time I saw you, you were just about to go off to university. You probably don’t remember me. I’m a close friend of your father’s.” 
 
    Paul gave him a polite smile but still couldn’t recall where or when he’d met the man. 
 
    “If I told you how long I’ve known Dieter Vogel, and what we used to get up to, you wouldn’t believe me.” 
 
    Paul’s eyes widened in recognition as a memory surfaced. It was Max’s and his nineteenth birthday party, and their father had invited his friends and business associates to the house. He couldn’t recall the Kriminaldirektor by his name, for his father probably wouldn’t have bothered to introduce the man to his sons, but his face was becoming even more familiar. “I do remember you, Kriminaldirektor. If I’m not mistaken, you came to my father’s house once.” 
 
    Biermann laughed. “I have been to your house countless times, but you were never at home. On the one occasion we did meet, you and your brother Max were about to go off into the world of academia. Time is like a flash of lightning, Paul, it strikes and then it’s gone.” 
 
    “How long have you known my father, sir?” 
 
    “It seems like only last week that we became friends. You know, I’d like to think I was the reason your father started his company,” said Biermann, once Paul was seated. “We served together in the First World War.” Biermann’s eyes began to wander, as though he’d lost focus. “You know, Paul, I remember when that term for our bloody times was first used. It was sometime in the September of 1914. A biologist and philosopher – a wonderful philosopher, named Ernst Haeckel, claimed there was no doubt that the course and character of the feared European War would become the First World War in the full sense of the word. He was right. I wonder what he’d call this new conflict were he still alive?” 
 
    Coming back to the present, Biermann carried on, “Don’t mind me, Paul. My mind often takes me back to those terrible times. It’s like a door that never completely closes. The past for me is always ajar, it seems.” 
 
    “You and my father fought together?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, we did that. I was a young stretcher bearer in those days, complaining to your papa about the decrepit medical equipment being used in the trenches, and Dieter, who was also often on stretcher-bearer duties, used to say, ‘Ach, Freddie, it’s a crime. Our injured soldiers deserve better. I might do something about this when the war’s over.’ As if he thought it would be easy to start a company when he was as poor as I was in those days.” 
 
    “And yet he did,” Paul smiled. 
 
    “He did indeed. Your father is a very clever man, Paul.” Biermann offered Paul a cigarette, and when Paul declined, he said, “I was surprised to see him here the other day, delighted, but surprised. He’s never been to my office before, never once asked a single favour of me. But, he told me you’re unhappy at Brandenburg and opened my eyes to a few things going on in that hospital of yours.” 
 
    Paul’s heart was thumping like galloping horses’ hooves. Was Biermann talking about the gassings, or about a person? Choosing caution over curiosity, he said, “I appreciate everything Herr Rudolph has done for me at Brandenburg, sir, but I’m desperate to expand my knowledge as any medical intern would be. I understand that these are trying times and we’re at war, but I can see no better place to gain experience than on the front lines, or here at one of the hospitals treating our soldiers when they’ve been wounded. I suppose my father thought you might understand my feelings…” 
 
    “I do. I do, Paul, and I agree with you. The decision, however, must be up to your superior SS officer in Brandenburg.” Bierman’s eyes bore into Paul. “Who is he?” 
 
    “Hauptsturmführer Leitner – August Leitner – I was supposed to meet him here this morning, but he didn’t show up.” 
 
    Biermann flicked through some files and then, seemingly incapable of concealing his fury, he thumped his fist on the table. “All right, no more pretence. I’ll be honest, Paul, I already knew his name. What do you know about the man?” 
 
    “Nothing, apart from his rank, and that he’s a hard taskmaster.” 
 
    “Have you ever seen him treat a patient; pick up a scalpel or needle?” 
 
    Paul looked mystified. “No, sir, I haven’t.” 
 
    “Your father informed me that he recruited you for the SS.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Well, Paul, it seems your Hauptsturmführer Leitner isn’t who he claims to be.” 
 
    Paul’s mouth opened and closed in feigned surprise. “I don’t understand…” 
 
    “No, you don’t, and that’s what makes this so damned wrong,” Biermann paused, his eyes scrutinising Paul’s as though searching for something. 
 
    Paul needed to know what Biermann knew, and trying his luck he said, “I was waiting for two hours downstairs for the Hauptsturmführer. Do you think I should stay here until he arrives? He told me I had to sign some important SS documents…” 
 
    “He duped you,” Biermann interrupted. “You signed an SS application form, that’s all. Your enlistment hasn’t even been approved yet. I couldn’t believe it when your father told me. It’s an outrageous fraud to put an SS uniform on someone who hasn’t even taken the loyalty oath or been through basic training. Didn’t you think to enquire about those procedures?” 
 
    Paul squirmed in his seat, shocked and worried about where this was going. “Hauptsturmführer Leitner led me to believe that I would be signing official papers here today. Who am I to question a senior doctor and officer?” he responded calmly. “Are you saying, sir, that I shouldn’t be wearing this uniform at all? The tailor insisted on sewing medals on it, on Leitner’s orders – or so I presumed…” Paul let his words hang in the air. He could hardly contain his satisfaction. 
 
    Biermann shook his head in disgust. “Wait ‘til I get my hands on Leitner – that damn Abwehr sticking its nose in as usual, going over everyone’s heads and damning the consequences…” Bierman stopped short, clearing his throat in embarrassment. “You leave the Hauptsturmführer to me, Paul. This has been a misunderstanding between departments. A huge misunderstanding. Herr Rudolph and I will clear this up.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Do you want to join the SS?” 
 
    Paul’s heart was thumping. Biermann had said, do you want to, not did you want to, signifying that he was possibly still a civilian. “No, I don’t. I’m not averse to joining the Wehrmacht if my services are required or remaining a civilian doctor in service to wounded soldiers at home, but I never wanted to enlist in the SS, sir, never.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Biermann lifted the telephone off its cradle, and Paul felt a surge of optimism that he’d not had for a very long time. Anywhere, anything would be better than returning to Brandenburg, he thought. He sat back in the chair and let out a quiet yet gratifying breath. His father’s work was done, and now his fate was in Biermann’s hands. 
 
    “… I see … when did this happen … yes, I understand … yes, Paul Vogel … Vogel.” Biermann frowned as he repeated I see to someone on the other end of the telephone. “Yes … please do that.” 
 
    When he hung up, Biermann stood up, clenched his fists, and went to the door. “I’m sorry, Paul, we’ll have to cut this short. I have an urgent matter to attend to. What are your duties at the hospital this evening?” 
 
    “I have none. I was to have dinner with Hauptsturmführer Leitner in Berlin after our meetings here,” Paul lied through his teeth. 
 
    Biermann was thoughtful, but he also looked furious. “You can’t go back to Brandenburg as a civilian, and you can’t wear the uniform,” he eventually said. “Go home to your father. You won’t be returning to Brandenburg except to pick up your belongings and a reference from Rudolph – we can’t have confusion among the staff about whether you’re a civilian or an SS officer. I’ll come by your house tomorrow evening, and hopefully, I’ll have answers for you.” 
 
    Paul stood, and unable to believe his luck said, “Just so I’m completely clear about this, sir, does this mean I’m still a civilian?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll be honest with you, Paul, I can’t believe your father didn’t question the speed in which you put on that uniform. I’m sorry this has happened to you. I’ll make sure you don’t have to deal with Hauptsturmführer Leitner again.” 
 
    Paul’s knees were trembling as he stood; he could only imagine what the Kriminaldirektor’s urgent business might be. He’d apparently found out that Leitner was a spy, not a doctor, for he’d mentioned the Abwehr, but had he also just been told that Leitner was dead? “Thank you, sir, I appreciate you seeing me – how did you know I was here?” 
 
    “I saw you in the lobby sleeping like a baby.” 
 
    Paul left the building and hurried along the street. He was furious about Dieter’s delayed reaction to his posting to Brandenburg. It was evident from the meeting with Biermann that his papa could have asked for that favour months ago and saved a lot of grief for his twin sons. Max might not even have had to risk his life by coming to Germany had Brandenburg been out of the picture, and neither of them would have witnessed events that would haunt them forever. Their father had let them both down in a spectacular way, and he wanted answers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Five 
 
      
 
    Dieter, already at home when Paul arrived, was sitting at the kitchen table. The fury on his face reminded Paul of Freddie Biermann’s an hour earlier. 
 
    “What’s happened,” Paul asked, joining Dieter at the table. 
 
    “Rudolph has just been on the telephone. He thinks we had something to do with Leitner’s death.” 
 
    “Why would he suspect us?” 
 
    “Leitner went back to Rudolph’s office this morning after I left. He wanted to know where I was going. The bastard was probably waiting for me to come out of the doctor’s residence with you … Max.” 
 
    “Rudolph is surmising. He has no proof,” Paul said. 
 
    “No, but one wrong word from him and we’ll both be dragged into an investigation.” Dieter waved his hand. “Ach, pay no heed to me. I’m not too worried about Rudolph. Freddie Biermann telephoned five minutes before you arrived. He told me that Leitner had died in a car accident. I didn’t ask, but I got the impression that there won’t be an inquiry into the crash.” 
 
    Paul let out a long sigh of relief. “Thank God. Does the Kriminaldirektor know we saw Leitner at the Oro Inn this morning?” 
 
    “Yes, I was honest with him. I said the Hauptsturmführer offered to take you to Berlin for a meeting, but you decided to travel back with me instead. I also told him that Leitner left the Inn quite a while before we did. I phrased it exactly as Max instructed us to do.” 
 
    Dieter squeezed his eyes shut and wrung his hands together, a nervous gesture he was known for. Paul, quick to see that his father was on the verge of tears, placed his hand over his father’s and asked, “Something else is bothering you. I saw it on your face when I walked in. What are you not telling me?” 
 
    Dieter withdrew his hands and cleared his throat. “Your brother Wilmot has received an indeterminate prison sentence in Dachau for attempting to kill another SS rifleman. One of the reasons I went to Rudolph’s office this morning was to persuade him to use his influence to get Willie out.” 
 
    Paul felt as though his lungs were being crushed. His eyes welled up, and a throaty sob tore from his throat. He covered his face with his hands and took deep breaths, in and out, in and out. A week earlier, he’d overheard that SS traitors were being sent to a special prison camp inside Dachau, and that the incarcerated soldiers were being treated worse than any other prisoners, including Jews. He was devastated, but he was also angry with his hot-headed brother. “Stupid bugger … reckless, foolish idiot … when will he learn to control that temper of his? Jesus, Willie … does Mother know?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me? Haven’t there been enough secrets between us.” 
 
    “I planned to show you the letter, but then Max turned up and we had to contend with Leitner, and…” 
 
    “Don’t bother, Father,” Paul dismissed his excuses. “Will Rudolph help Willie?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I blackmailed him. I had him up against the wall, but that was before we murdered Leitner.” 
 
    Paul gaped at Dieter who had casually said the word blackmail as though he was all too familiar with the term. Out of his curiosity, he asked, “What information do you have on Direktor Rudolph?” 
 
    Dieter chuckled, “Photographs proving he’s a pansy, a homosexual, a raving buggerer of boys.” 
 
    Paul giggled until it morphed into full-blown laughter. Finally, he managed to stutter, “Rudolph is a homosexual … a homo … Christ, and I thought this day couldn’t get any more bizarre.” 
 
    Dieter also allowed a smile to lift the corners of his mouth. “You see now why I’m not worried about Rudolph airing his suspicions about Leitner’s death to anyone?” 
 
    Paul let out a whoosh as he exhaled. He had been complicit in murder only that morning, yet were it not for the news about Willie, he’d be feeling better than he had in months. He agreed with his father, they were probably in the clear. Rudolph would know more than anyone how precarious his warped lifestyle was. He’d do everything in his power to help Willie, and he’d keep quiet about Leitner’s death. 
 
    “If Mother were here, she’d make a cup of tea. Do you want one, Papa?” Paul started for the kitchen. 
 
    “To hell with tea, Son, let’s have a Scotch.” 
 
    When Dieter had poured the Whisky into two glass tumblers, he lifted his in a toast. “We couldn’t have managed today without Max. I’m worried sick about him.” 
 
    “Me too, Papa. Here’s to Max, and Willie.” Paul drank it down to the last drop. He refilled the glasses and asked. “How did you find out about Rudolph’s tawdry secret?” 
 
    Dieter pulled the three photographs from his jacket pocket. He threw them on the table in front of Paul who studied them one at a time. His eyes widened with a mixture of disgust and shock at the most revealing one. “I don’t know whether to laugh or be sick.” He turned serious. “Couldn’t your friend, Biermann put a word in for Willie as well?” 
 
    “No. No military person would touch Willie’s case. There’s no greater crime or insult for men in uniform than one of their own being convicted of treason or the attempted, or successful, murder of a brother-in-arms. Rudolph is a civilian. He’s my best and only hope.” 
 
    “He’ll come through for you, Papa, given the seriousness of those photographs. I won’t even ask how you got them.” 
 
    Dieter, evidently not listening, thumped his fists on the table, “I’ve lost my boy, my poor, stupid, hot-headed Wilmot.” 
 
    Dieter’s eyes were once again tearing up. Paul, who’d discovered more about his father’s character that day than he had in his in his entire life, was genuinely sorry for the pain Willie was causing his parents. “Your friend, the Kriminaldirektor, seems like a good man. He’s fond of you, Papa,” said Paul, changing the subject. 
 
    Dieter, still clearly upset, gulped down his whisky and then managed a weak smile. “He should be fond of me. I saved his life in 1916. We were … well, it doesn’t matter where we were. I pulled him to the ground just in time, that’s all you need to know – you know, Son, every time I see Freddie, he tells me, ‘Dieter, you still have that favour in the bank.’ I never intended to use it. Saving him was the best thing I ever did. He told me about your meeting. He’ll try to keep you in Berlin, but I can’t guarantee you’ll be any happier on a battlefield or in a hospital in Germany.” 
 
    As though sensing Paul’s thoughts, Dieter continued, “Yes, I should have spoken to him about your situation before you went to Brandenburg, but I was afraid for my family. I didn’t know, still don’t know how far the Gestapo’s arm reaches, or if Freddie, yes, even my good friend, Freddie, is in the Abwehr’s pocket? War makes monsters of us all. I was overly cautious, and I’m sorry, Son.” 
 
    Paul felt the lump build in his throat. “Nothing is simple anymore, Father. People are guided by manipulation and lies and driven by fear. We’ve all been contaminated by Goebbels’ propaganda and Hitler’s outlandish reasoning for everything he does. He made sense to most Germans when he first took over with his love of country and determination to make us proud again, make Germany the great nation it once was. But all that rhetoric was a cover for what he really wanted.” 
 
    “And what was that?” Dieter asked. 
 
    “Domination of a race of people who are nothing less than perfect in his eyes, expanding Aryanism to the rest of Europe, and a total intolerance of anyone who doesn’t agree with his vision…” Paul’s words trailed off. “Enough of that. I’m going to burn this SS uniform, and I made it clear to Kriminaldirektor Biermann that I don’t ever want to put another one on again.” 
 
    Dieter refilled Paul’s glass, saying, “You know, Paul, when I fought in the First World War, I remember thinking that I might bump into our neighbours from Kent, or people who came to my wedding, or members of your mother’s family. Every morning, I’d peek my head above the trench’s parapet and pray I didn’t see a familiar face I’d drunk a pint with or played cards with in our one-room-and-kitchen flat, or went hop-picking with in the summer – I was torn and heartbroken about the difficult choice I’d been forced to make, but I kept telling myself that I was German, a Berliner with a family and neighbours who needed me to fight for them – I saw you choose Germany this morning, knowing that you might have to kill enemy soldiers, including those in the British army. Have you thought about Max and Frank enlisting, fighting alongside each other against you? How do you feel about that?” 
 
    Paul cupped his glass and swivelled it around and around in his hands as he thought of an appropriate answer. “I don’t know how I would feel, to be honest, but I do know that I’m a German who loves the Fatherland as you do. I will never abandon it.” 
 
    “You surprise me.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, Papa,” Paul corrected him. “I like Britain and the people who live there, but I don’t know the British as Max does. I don’t have his affinity with the English way of life.” 
 
    “Is that why you stayed?” 
 
    “Yes.” Paul took a sip of Scotch, then shrugged. “I’d never say this in front of Mother, but if push comes to shove, I would rather kill a British soldier than a German one. I despise Adolf Hitler, but I won’t abandon the ordinary man and woman in the street, like the kind old lady who owned the bakery across the road from the university, or the janitor who used to tell me about his experiences in The Great War, or the professors who taught me and nurtured my dreams. If I must, I’ll fight for them and for millions of other Germans. All any of us can hope for is a quick end to the conflict.” 
 
    “Thank you for being honest,” Dieter said. “You deserve the same from me.” 
 
    “Yes, I do. For a start, you can tell me why you treated Judith with such contempt. Do you really share the Nazi doctrine, or are you towing the party line because you have to?” 
 
    Dieter didn’t answer. Instead he refilled his own glass. 
 
    “I hope to God Judith made it out of Berlin,” Paul mumbled. 
 
    “She was a resourceful woman, Paul. She’ll be all right. You did all you could for her.” 
 
    “Did I do everything I could to help her?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, Son, and now you must think about your own future.” 
 
    His father was right, Paul thought, he had to move on. He would never see Judith again, never know if she was alive or dead, or in a detention camp. He’d made mistakes, but he couldn’t beat himself up forever over Judith Weber’s disappearance, or for the crimes against her race. 
 
    “It seems such a small victory; me saving her from the gas chamber when there were so many others who weren’t so lucky. I just hope she never has to face that horror,” said Paul, downing his whisky in one. 
 
    A somewhat comfortable silence ensued. Paul, now thinking about Max, wondered what his father really thought about Max’s performance that day. Ignorant about Max’s rank and occupation with Britain’s MI6, their father had not mentioned his eldest son’s evident self-confidence that morning, nor had he asked how Max had managed to swan into Germany undetected or how he was planning to get out of the country. Max was a cold bloodied murderer. He had squeezed the life out of another man in an almost effortless and trivial manner and had then got on with his plan of escape without breaking a sweat. Papa couldn’t possibly believe that Max made maps for a living, could he? 
 
    “I’m going to bed, Father. I could sleep for a week,” Paul said kissing his father’s cheek. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Six 
 
      
 
    Long after Dieter and Paul had retired to their rooms for the night, Dieter crept back down the stairs, crossed the hall to the telephone and dialled the number for the phone in the garage flat. “Kurt, be in position within the hour.” He hung up, went into his dressing gown pocket and pulled out the key to his office. The door was always locked. Inside were his private correspondence, business documents and factory plans. It was a room he’d refurbished six years earlier, the only place in the house that was his and his alone; not even the cleaner was given access. 
 
    Behind the desk, a tall book cabinet stretched from one end of the wall to the other. He sat in his chair, swivelled it to face the books and then removed one of them to reveal his radio transmitter, a coding machine, headphones and the notebooks he regularly used to send transmissions to Jonathan Heller at MI6. 
 
    It was crucial that Heller receive the intelligence tonight, Dieter thought, for he’d discovered information on the Wehrmacht’s Sea Lion operation to invade Britain. He had gone to Freddie Biermann’s house for dinner three nights earlier, and after a few whiskies Biermann had talked about Hitler’s plans to invade the British Isles – that Hitler now wanted Britain was no secret, for he’d already occupied the Channel Islands: Jersey, Guernsey, Alderney, Sark and Herm. Dieter, knowing that Biermann attended top brass meetings on the Gestapo’s third floor Headquarters, had dug deeper for more information that the British could use to defend themselves. 
 
    “I don’t see how they’re going to do it, Freddie,” Dieter had toyed with Biermann, who had responded with classified Luftwaffe’s plans, number of aircraft, their locations and how they were to be used to crush Britain. “We’ll take that island within weeks,” Freddie had slurred. 
 
    Dieter opened the book, Green Hills of Africa by Ernest Hemmingway, and began the tedious work of writing down the codes he would need to make a coherent message. When he’d completed that task, he walked to the window. The torchlight outside flashed once. Kurt had arrived in the street and was keeping his eyes peeled for direction-finding trucks used to detect illicit signals. 
 
    Kurt had proved his worth time and time again, going with him on missions and relaying messages between himself and Ernst Brandt, who also reported to Dieter, code named Big Bear. Without his driver, he’d have no prior warnings of danger and wouldn’t be able to go on air without worrying if his signal was being discovered. 
 
    As an industrialist with contacts all over Germany, Dieter had an excuse to travel extensively on MI6 business, which he frequently did. Kurt also accompanied Dieter to functions, both social and business. There, he made the most of his time, chatting with other drivers who often let overheard conversations between their Reich passengers slip. 
 
    Once he’d put on his headphones, Dieter switched on the radio. He fingered the dial and changed the radio frequency to 7. He’d gone through this routine a hundred times, but on every single occasion his fingers trembled, his conscience plagued him, and fear gripped him to the point where he often imagined that the enemy was just outside the door waiting for the right moment to break in and arrest him. Was he a traitor? No, his inner voice always answered back. He was a patriot, doing what was best for Germany and its people, and what was best was trying to shorten the conflict, or bring down Hitler. 
 
    On occasion, Heller in London replied immediately with new orders. Sometimes, when he’d sent a particularly short, simple message, Heller would send confirmation of receipt containing only one or two coded words, and then end the transmission. And at times, he wouldn’t reply to Dieter at all, preferring to communicate with Brandt a day or two later. It was a fickle, hit and miss job that required not only stealth but great patience. 
 
    After six weeks of radio training to achieve at least a nodding acquaintance with the subject, Dieter had paired up with Heller, and together they had developed a good rapport, and more importantly, a way of communicating using a code within a code, which only the two of them could break; they had ostensibly invented a whole new language, according to Heller. 
 
    Since the start of the war, Dieter had become more cautious. He went on air only when he had material he considered vital, and he always kept his transmissions short. He’d changed his transmitting procedures from those he’d been taught, to one which enabled him to reduce his time on the air. Being light and relatively small, he also took the transmitter to other operating locations after Kurt had scouted them out. 
 
    Dieter was Heller’s man and so deeply embedded in Berlin and Dresden that not even the Foreign Office or highest echelons of the MI6 committees and sections knew of his existence. He’d wanted to tell Max that the reason he was in MI6 was because his father had ordered Brandt to Oxford to recruit him. He, Dieter, had suggested to Heller that his son would make a good agent and army man, for Max had made no secret of his hatred for the Nazi ideology and his desire to fight it. There were times, however, that Dieter regretted Max’s recruitment, for it was a lonely, scary, unpredictable job that involved keeping secrets and lying to everybody one cared about. 
 
    His heart thumped as he began to transmit the coded language and numerals to Heller. The static on the line was as loud as an orchestra. When on air, he felt that he was in the middle of a crowded railway station, such was the interference and static that came through his headphones. But, regardless of the uncomfortable environment, he continued, pausing when necessary to indicate that a sentence was finished, emphasising certain words, telling Heller that it was an urgent issue, and finally saying ‘over’ when he was done. 
 
    Two minutes passed, during which time the Abwehr or Gestapo could find him if they were in the area. Using this location, he’d told Kurt, was like being a criminal hiding in plain sight of the police. He lived in an affluent district full of Reich members and high-ranking military officers. “Kurt, it’s well known that I entertain influential Nazi Party members. Who’s going to suspect me of espionage against the Fatherland?” he’d said with exaggerated confidence. 
 
    Finally, Heller’s reply came through, jolting Dieter from his thoughts. ‘GHTYNJ 1200 Roger. ES GC.’ He let out a long sigh of relief and switched off. Heller had understood and would transmit new orders in three days, and his ending, ‘Mirror in clearing’ was Jonathan’s way of saying that Max had made it to Switzerland. 
 
    Dieter put his office back the way he’d found it, then switched off the lights as he left the room. It was three o’clock in the morning, but Dieter had one more telephone call to make before he went to sleep. Paul had convinced him that Hans Rudolph was bluffing and that his threat to accuse the Vogels of Leitner’s murder was a last-ditch attempt to avert Dieter’s blackmail. 
 
    “He’s probably terrified of being found out. He’d not last ten minutes in Dachau, and he knows it,” Paul had said before going to bed. 
 
    Paul was right. Leitner’s death had already been deemed an accident, and no one was going to investigate it apart from his bosses at the Abwehr. And what could they do? They’d illegally placed a spy in a hospital posing as a doctor putting patients’ lives at risk, not to mention pissing off the Gestapo and SS. 
 
    Dieter placed the call to Rudolph and when he was put through, said, “You have twenty-four hours to start the ball rolling for Wilmot’s release. If you don’t do as I say, you will spend the remainder of your life running from prison guards and German criminals who will show you how they feel about homosexuals.” Then he hung up and went to bed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Wilmot Vogel 
 
      
 
    September 1940 
 
    Dachau Concentration Camp 
 
      
 
    After his second breakfast, Wilmot marched towards the Arbeit Macht Frei gate on the west side of the camp’s administration building, to the music of Bach played by the camp’s orchestra. Beside him, Christoph limped, his bandaged foot trailing behind him. He no longer told everyone about how his unsanctioned piss behind a bush had landed him in Dachau. Christoph had had the stuffing knocked out of him, and no longer talked much about anything to anyone, apart from the odd, short conversation with Wilmot, who had taken him under his wing. 
 
    Weeks earlier, Wilmot had been optimistic. The guards’ beatings he’d endured in the days following his arrival had stopped, and he’d been selected to work on the Kiesgrube detail, shovelling gravel. The recompense for that honour was the allocation of subsidised food, including two breakfasts each morning. The second, the Brotzeit, consisted of an eighth or tenth part of a loaf and two ounces of sausage. It wasn’t much, but it staved off the hunger and gave him added strength to endure his gruelling job. 
 
    Now, two months into his indeterminate sentence, he was seeing his chances of survival fade. He’d witnessed three internees collapse and die on the job, which entailed loading wagons with crushed rocks at an unsustainable pace from morning ‘til night. He suspected it was only a matter of time before that same weakness of body struck him down. He recalled that the prisoners’ dead bodies had been kicked aside until the end of the shift and then carted off in a wheelbarrow for burial. No one had warned Wilmot that the Kiesgrube detail was considered the worst work detail internees could be given. 
 
    Both he and Christoph wore their uniform trousers, but they’d been forced to wear the striped penal shirt after their own had been destroyed by rocks ripping the material until the shirts were in tatters. White, rectangular patches with their prison numbers were stitched onto their trousers, next to those were green triangles that identified their classification. Wilmot didn’t see himself as a German criminal, but apparently that was who he was according to the colour green. 
 
    The line of workers halted and bowed their heads until Piorkowski, the camp’s sadist commandant had passed. Since seeing the man shoot a prisoner in the head for no apparent reason, Wilmot had been too afraid to look Piorkowski in the eye, or wander around alone. 
 
    “I’m not going to last another month,” Wilmot said to Christoph as they were leaving the camp for the quarry. “My legs and arms are ton weights, I can’t sleep for being too tired, and I’m holding my bloody trousers up with string. I don’t see how we can carry on doing this, Christoph, I really don’t.” 
 
    “I haven’t had a food parcel yet,” Christoph said. “I thought my family might have sent me something nice. You’d tell me if you got anything from your parents wouldn’t you, Willie?” 
 
    “Ach, Christoph, I don’t think I’ll get anything. My father has probably disowned me by now. He’s a bit of a stickler for discipline, my father. He’d rather see me rot in here than show me sympathy. I bet you he’s too ashamed to mention my name to his friends now. No, Christoph, I’ll get nothing from him.” 
 
    “I thought I would have got something nice,” Christoph repeated, as though in a daze. “I really thought I would.” 
 
    Wilmot hadn’t told Christoph that he’d already received a scathing letter from Dieter. He recalled ripping the envelope and finding the two pieces of paper inside. His hopes had been dashed, for it hadn’t been what he’d call a letter, it had been more of a note, already read by numerous people by the looks of the grubby pages and redacted lines – only twelve or so had been untouched by the censors, and those were full of his father’s predictable rebukes. 
 
    You, my dear Willie, are in an irreversible situation and therefore must bear it for however long the circumstances dictate, his father’s coldness had been in every syllable. 
 
    As he marched towards the quarry, he dreamt of escape. He paid attention to his surroundings: turnings, lanes between buildings, the number of paces between his bunker to the gate. And when he arrived at his place of work each day, the thought of making it out of Dachau was what kept him going. 
 
    Christoph had become sick, and later that day a Kapo struck him on the back with a baton for slacking off. He fell to the ground; a beaten bundle of bones. Everyone on the work detail hated the guards’ assistants. Kapos took their frustrations out on men who couldn’t or wouldn’t hit them back. Most of them were criminals and some were in the camp for more serious crimes than some SS prisoners like Christoph. They were crueller than the SS guards, who often looked the other way when the Kapos indiscriminately whacked the prisoners. But they only hit them when they were outside the camp’s gates. Unlike the internees in the concentration camp, the SS prisoners were loosely protected under the SS official rules for the treatment of prisoners. 
 
    Christoph curled his skinny body into a ball, knees to his chest and head buried in the folds of his arms. Wilmot, unable to watch further, dropped his tools and tried to pick Christoph up before the Kapo beat him again. 
 
    “Don’t lie there like a lump of lard. Get up, or they’ll keep hitting you,” Wilmot whispered in Christoph’s ear. 
 
    “Fuck off!” Christoph groaned. “No more, Willie … no more.” 
 
    Wilmot felt the wooden baton thump him in the centre of his back. He groaned and hastily left his friend on the ground to raise his arms in surrender. “Sorry … sorry … won’t happen again.” 
 
    As he thumped a rock with his sledgehammer, he watched Christoph being hit time and again, but his friend refused to stand up. He was crying for his mother, and it struck Wilmot that Christoph was only seventeen or eighteen years old. Furious, he advanced on the Kapo; Christoph was being beaten to death. 
 
    Wilmot gripped the Kapo by the collar and dragged him backwards until he fell on his backside. “Fight me, coward. He’s a sick boy. He doesn’t bloody know what day of the week it is.” 
 
    Wilmot’s legs gave way when the baton hit him behind his knees. 
 
    “I will crack your skull open and piss on your brains, traitor!” The Kapo shouted as he got to his feet. 
 
    The baton rained down on Wilmot’s shoulders. He covered his head as best he could with his arms until felt his collarbone crack. His agonising screams pierced the air as the baton continued to strike. His arms, now useless barriers, hung limply by his sides. Dizziness swept over him as he tried to support his inflicted shoulder at the elbow with his free hand. Nausea was making him wretch and he felt as though every drop of blood in his veins had gone to his toes. Defenceless, he swayed and wobbled on his knees, expecting the final blow that would render him unconscious. 
 
    Two snaps from a pistol echoed around the surrounding hollowed-out stone ground. When Wilmot opened his eyes, the two Kapos were lying dead on the ground next to him. An SS officer put his pistol back in its holster and strode towards the unconscious Christoph. 
 
    Wilmot froze, but even if he wanted to run, he couldn’t get off his knees and the slightest movement would cause excruciating pain. He looked at the killer’s insignia, and confusion joined his panic. What was a Standartenführer, a full colonel in the SS, doing in Dachau when the highest-ranking officer he’d seen at the bunker thus far had been a Captain? 
 
    The Standartenführer bent over Christoph and felt for a pulse. Then, he called for two SS guards and instructed them to carry Christoph to the jeep. “Take him to the hospital.” 
 
    After Christoph had left, the officer addressed the prisoners. “Wilmot Vogel? Which one of you is Wilmot Vogel?” 
 
    Wilmot said, “Here, Sir,” staggering to his feet. 
 
    The Standartenführer took one look at Wilmot’s ashen face and said, “Come with me.” 
 
    In the camp’s hospital, Wilmot was given a smidgen of morphine and a painful jolt to his collarbone when the doctor realigned the shattered bones. Then his arm was strapped up and he was told to wait in an empty office. 
 
    He asked the guard who’d accompanied him from the quarry if he was to be punished, and when he didn’t receive an answer, his mind went skittering off into terrifying territory. The morphine was taking effect, dulling his pain but also his ability to think straight. It seemed reasonable to presume that he would be given some form of reprimand for interfering with the Kapos – the Kapos – why had they been shot in the head when doing such a thing was against SS rules and regulations. He was too dizzy to worry about that detail. 
 
    During his time at Dachau he’d witnessed a variety of punishments. What else could they do to him? He was already in the Strafkompanie, the penal company where the hardest work in the camp was done. He supposed they could put him in detention in a pitch-black cell, chain him and strap him, or force him to stand for days and nights at the camp’s main gate until he collapsed and died. He’d seen it happen to a man … seen it with his own eyes. 
 
    He almost nodded off in his morphine haze until a loud voice startled him awake. He was light-headed, but he loved the couldn’t-care-less sensation and hoped he’d get another injection of morphine to love it for a while longer. 
 
    “Wilmot Vogel, you have powerful friends,” said the Standartenführer who’d killed the Kapos. 
 
    “I do?” Wilmot giggled. 
 
    “You’re being released. But you’ll never be welcomed back to the SS. When you recover, you’ll report to one of the Wehrmacht’s basic training camps and start from scratch. If it were up to me, I’d leave you here indefinitely…” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Wilmot muttered. 
 
    “As I said, some influential people have decided you should be given another chance. Wait here. Someone will come for you.” 
 
    Wilmot wasn’t sure if it was the drug or the relief that made him cry. Whatever it was, he couldn’t seem to stop sobbing. If the Standartenführer hit him over the head with a hammer, he’d die crying in a pool of grateful sobs. Eventually, he looked up. The Standartenführer had departed, leaving him to wonder what was to happen next. “Thank you … thank you Papa, I love you … Jesus, thank you … love you, too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Part Three 
 
      
 
    Victory is a bitch built on a mattress of blood 
 
    where the vanquished forever sleep 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Max Vogel 
 
      
 
    London, May 11th, 1941 
 
      
 
    On May 11th, Hannah and Frank dressed their one-month-old baby boy in a fine, white cotton gown with frills at the edges and a white lace cap tied with a bow under his tiny chin, an outfit which had been worn by both his Grandmother Laura and his Great-Aunt Cathy, as well as every cousin and second cousin in the family. The gown had been preserved in mounds of tissue paper, and undoubtedly would continue its symbolic journey when it was handed over to Aunt Cathy’s son, George, for his second child, due in October. Frank and Hannah were also dressed in their finest garb, for the christening of John Francis Middleton – already being called Jack – in Bromley’s Parish Church, was a significant event. Hannah, had been adamant that it should take place now because for the first time in almost a year both Frank and Max were in England at the same time – even though Frank had wanted to put it off until the end of the year. 
 
    Hannah left Frank to finish dressing and joined her brother in the living room downstairs. He’d only just arrived but already he was tackling the bottle of whisky from the sideboard with hands that shook as he poured the amber liquid into a tumbler. 
 
    “Here, give me that, Max, you must be worn out.” Hannah took the bottle and poured him a couple of fingers of Johnnie Walker Black Label. 
 
    Max slumped into an armchair and groaned with exhaustion. “I’ve seen bad ones, Hannah, but last night was like being in the depths of hell. The fires are still raging south of the Thames. I wouldn’t bet on your London guests getting here today.” 
 
    “I understand. In fact, after all our arguing about dates, I suggested to Frank earlier that we call it off. It doesn’t seem right to have a celebration knowing that hundreds of people might have lost family and loved ones.” 
 
    Max grinned, his eyes sparkling after his first gulp of whisky. “That’s why you should go ahead with the christening, sweetheart. You know, stiff upper lip and all that.” 
 
    “Where were you when it started?” Hannah sat on the couch, adjusting her dress so it wouldn’t crease at the back. 
 
    “I’d been to dinner in the Fulham Road with a couple of people from the office. I was well on my way back to the bedsit when the air raid sirens went off, and then a couple of minutes later I saw the first German bombers. There were at least fifty, fifty of the damn things lit up by the full moon and whistling their way along the Thames. I ran to the office and got into the bunker just as the building was being secured. Five minutes later and I’d have been stuck out in the street nowhere near an underground station.” 
 
    “Did you stay in the bunker all night?” 
 
    “I went up top about five o’clock with a few others to lend a hand. We knew Westminster had been hit, but Jesus, Hannah, the destruction was spread all the way across the city. The bombers had targeted all the bridges west of Tower Bridge. They got the factories on the south side of the Thames, the warehouses at Stepney, and the railway line that runs north from Elephant and Castle. And they hit the Houses of Parliament.” 
 
    “Oh, no, not there, not when it’s withstood so very much already!” 
 
    “I went inside with some firemen. There’s nothing left of the House of Commons Chamber but a smouldering ruin. It’s a bloody sin. The Bar that kept intruders out is no longer standing. The Speaker’s Chair is lost, the green-padded leather lines of seats are charred and drenched, and all the gothic architecture has gone … forever, Hannah … all that history. The Chamber is a mess, and the Press Gallery and the Strangers’ and Ladies’ Galleries have been completely destroyed.” Max took another slug of whisky and grimaced as it hit home. “The whole of Westminster smells as though there’s a layer of plaster-dust hanging in the air. I can still taste it in the back of my throat.” 
 
    Hannah’s eyes filled up. “God help those poor people who’ve lost family members and homes. Do they have a casualty list yet?” 
 
    “No, nothing official. The Times managed to get a skinny edition out late this morning. It was only a couple of pages long, but they published a loose figure of fifteen hundred dead and thousands injured. It’s still too early to count the fatalities. We’ll know more when they go through the rubble.” 
 
    “It never gets any easier, does it?” Hannah paused and then whispered, “I can’t stop thinking about Mother and Father, and Paul and Willie. Every time our boys hit Berlin I get a knot in my tummy. Do you think about them, Max? Is it wrong to hope that the bombs don’t hit our houses or Papa’s factories?” 
 
    Max took his tumbler to the couch and held his sister’s hand. “No, darling, it’s not wrong. They’re our family. It’s only natural for us to be worried about them, just like they’re worried about us, too, praying we’re surviving all the bombs Hitler’s lobbing at us.” 
 
    “If only we could speak to them or at least find out if they’re all right. I still get angry at Mother for not coming here, and then I think about how I would feel if I were forced to leave my Frank. I understand her rather better now that I have my own family.” 
 
    “Hannah, Frank might have to fight one of these days,” Max reminded her. “You’re very lucky he’s been at home this long, but you can’t expect him to get away with it for much longer.” Max scratched his head and a cloud of dust puffed out. 
 
    Hannah gasped. “Max, your hair?” 
 
    “Oops, I know. I did wash out what I could under a cold tap, but as I said, the streets are clogged with dust. Sorry.” Max gulped down the remaining whisky. 
 
    Hannah patted Max’s knee then rose and crossed to the window. When she turned around she had tears rolling down her cheeks. “Has Frank spoken to you about his posting?” 
 
    “No?” Max lied. 
 
    “I didn’t want to talk about it today of all days. I wanted to have just one pleasant time with our family, but I can’t keep it to myself, and I know you’ll understand why I’m upset.” 
 
    “What? What is it darling, what’s happened?” Max set his tumbler on the coffee table and joined her at the window. “Tell me?” 
 
    “Frank’s leaving, he’s going, and he won’t tell me where. I hate the intelligence services. Why can’t you both serve in the regular army? All this secrecy, and not knowing what danger you might both be in when you go on missions for days and weeks at a time. It drives me potty. I know you’ve got to go, but it’s hard … it’s horrible, especially now we have a son. I want Jack to know his father. I can’t bear to think he might go through the same as you and Paul did for the first four years of your lives. I’m being selfish, I know … but … oh, Max, I can’t stand the thought of losing him.” 
 
    Max put his arm around her, chucking her chin with his other hand. “You have to be brave, Hannah. You’ll have to put up with it, the same as thousands of other families are. This war isn’t going to be over anytime soon. We’ll fight to the bitter end, you know that. C’mon now, cheer up. Your son’s being christened, and I’m going to be the best godfather a little boy could have.” 
 
    Hannah gave him a weak smile and kissed his cheek. “Don’t mind me. I know you’re right. I’ll go see what’s keeping my husband. He’s probably watching Jack sleep in his crib. He does that for hours, just stands there gawking at our baby’s adorable little face.” 
 
    When Max was alone, he pondered what Frank had, or hadn’t, told Hannah about his new assignment. For three months, he and Frank had eased their way out of MI6’s Section D and into a new intelligence section called the Special Operations Executive. Max believed that C.D Nelson, the director of SOE operations, had personally requested him. They were already acquainted, having cooperated with each other when Nelson’s undercover job had been that of British Consul in Basel, Switzerland. 
 
    Heller had fought tooth and nail to keep Max who’d added insult to injury by requesting that Frank go with him to the new agency. MI6’s primary role was to gather intelligence, break communications’ codes, and send agents into enemy territory as discretely as possible, whereas the SOE were sending men behind enemy lines to work with the development of Resistance movements in Europe, carry out sabotage missions, make lots of loud bangs and create a thorough nuisance of themselves. They had no desire to hide their exploits, only themselves. 
 
    Max had informed Nelson that he and Frank worked exceptionally well together, and that Frank would make an excellent instructor for new recruits to the SOE. But he’d also been truthful, telling Nelson that Frank was not proficient in any foreign languages and wouldn’t be a viable asset to send behind enemy lines. Nonetheless, despite that missing component, Max’s ruse to keep Frank in Britain had apparently worked for his new posting was to Skye in Scotland for a period of at least six months, and possibly for the duration of the war – Hannah’s squeals of joy would reverberate down the stairs any minute, for she was about to find out that it was a married posting and she and the baby could accompany her husband. 
 
    Max lay down on the couch thinking about Heller. He was a verbal critic of the SOE, concocted by Winston Churchill after he’d demanded that Europe be set ablaze by sabotage. Heller, a man who didn’t pull punches, disagreed with the new executive’s strategies in occupied territories. He believed that they put the continent’s civilian population at greater risk because of the Germans’ brutal reprisals. He had a point, Max thought. The staggering and needless loss of civilian lives in France was heart-breaking. Three months earlier, a high-ranking Nazi officer was assassinated by an SOE agent in Paris. It was a great kill, but days later two hundred civilians were rounded up and machined-gunned in the street – yes, Heller had a valid point, but Max saw the SOE as a natural progression for existing intelligence gathering methods. Sabotage, propaganda and other irregular means to weaken the enemy would always be an invaluable part of operations, but in his opinion it was now necessary to hurt the Germans through more physical, mechanical means, such as derailing trains, blowing bridges, damaging canals, and yes, assassinating German officers to lower their soldiers’ morale, and throw a bit of chaos into the occupying armies’ comfortable lives. 
 
    Hannah’s squeal came just as Max had nodded off. He smiled, delighted to hear her happy hoorah. Frank’s reaction to the news, although manly and controlled, had been just as joyful. He’d been informed about his posting to Scotland as an instructor with married quarters, just three days earlier. He’d be training men and women to kill with their bare hands, to survive behind enemy lines, derail trains, blow bridges and evade capture. He’d also have to make it clear to his students that coming back alive from certain missions was often the exception to the rule, and that the life expectancy for wireless operators in occupied France was approximately six weeks. Complicated coding and decoding procedures left wireless telegraph operators with no choice but to transmit for long periods of time. This gave German military intelligence, the Abwehr, ample time to find their quarry using radio detection vans. 
 
    It had been drummed into Max and Frank when they had been sent on refresher courses in commando tactics and parachuting, that every minute of being an SOE agent was dangerous. They were going to be involved in a secret war that took no prisoners, and would be expected to die with their information intact, should they be captured and tortured. That expectation was unreasonable, Max had later remarked to Frank, as it came from the clowns at headquarters who, as far as Max was aware, had never been tortured. 
 
    Max looked sufficiently startled when Hannah rushed into the room, “What on earth was the noise upstairs about?” he said with a straight face. 
 
    “Max, guess what. Oh Max, you’ll never believe it. I’m going with Frank. We have a house and garden and a car … Scotland, for six months, Max. Isn’t that wonderful news … isn’t it?” 
 
    Frank entered the room with a cheesy grin on his lips and the baby in his arms, and Max watched his sister and brother-in-law embrace. Stricken with envy, an emotion he’d rarely experienced, he rolled off the couch and went to the window. They had everything he’d wanted with Klara; a house, a child, love and loyalty that had breached the walls of bigotry and the fires of war. He’d been a fool, dismissing the woman he loved in a childish tantrum because he hadn’t got his own way. He was… 
 
    “… Max … Max, come on, we have to leave for the church. What on earth’s the matter with you?” 
 
    Jolted from his gloomy thought, Max collected his jacket from the couch. “Sorry,” he smiled. “Let me carry my beautiful godson.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Nine 
 
      
 
    The Vogels 
 
      
 
    Berlin July 1941 
 
      
 
    Paul was in no rush to arrive at his destination. He had ample time to observe the busy streets of Berlin’s Zoologischer Garten area. It straddled Tiergarten, the vast park that divided the east and west districts; it was always busy, day and night. 
 
    He helped a woman lift her pram up to the pavement and gave her a charming smile. It was good to be home. It had been a while since he’d strolled aimlessly through Berlin’s streets, for until recently he’d worked as a civilian doctor in a military hospital some distance from the city and hadn’t had the time for excursions during his off-duty periods. The city he loved looked just as it had before the war had begun, but he surmised that most of the people he observed had no notion of what he’d seen at the hospital: the terrible physical and mental damage of those injured in the conflict. 
 
    He leant against some railings, crossing his arms and drinking in the peaceful scene. Bike riders weaved dangerously from lane to lane in a bid to stay ahead of the traffic, with no consideration for other vehicles, as always. When the rush hour began, trams came thick and fast in both directions crisscrossing tracks as they pulled into stops to pick up and let off their passengers. A few people ambled along the pavements, stopping to peer in shop windows, but most strode with their heads down in the pell-mell rush to get home, or finish their shopping before closing time. 
 
    Another solitary male figure leant against the railings in the centre of the dual carriageway. He lit a cigarette, stared at a shop door then checked the time on his wristwatch. Since Max’s last visit, and Leitner’s death the previous year, Paul had paid more attention to individual people. He wondered if the smoking man, leaning nonchalantly against the railings, was a spy? Or was he shadowing someone and later reporting his target’s movements to an equally shady figure, like Herr Brandt? He could be a Jew pretending to be Christian. It was rumoured that some Jews had acquired false papers on the black market. Or was the man a Gestapo agent? Maybe not, he thought, as a woman approached him, kissed him on the lips, and they went off hand in hand into the sunset. Paul chuckled, he was becoming paranoid. 
 
    He crossed the street, narrowly escaping a collision with a cyclist, then carried on zigzagging along the pavement to avoid colliding with anyone walking in the opposite direction – yes, at first glance, this was a picture of normality, and that’s what any visitor to the city would see. Shops, cafés, garages, government buildings, all open for business as usual. The sun had risen that morning in a clear blue sky, and now its dying rays were cloaking the buildings in a dusky-red hue, just as it had probably done the previous day and the one before that. But nothing on the ground or in the sky was normal anymore. Any true Berliner would know that the British were ramping up their air campaign on the German capital, and soon they’d see piles of rubble instead of splendour. 
 
    He watched the sky as the deep red welts faded into darkness. The Royal Air Force would come when the sky was starlit and clear, bringing with it the bombs that would change Berlin’s landscape forever. In the previous year, the allies had hit Tempelhof Airport and the Siemensstadt area near the centre of Berlin. Newspapers had reported that many bombs had been dropped that night, yet the damage to the city had been slight. Paul reflected now that the psychological effect on Hitler must have been devastating, for in that same week he had ordered the Luftwaffe to shift targets from British airfields and air defences to the cities. 
 
    Hitler’s reaction following that air raid had seemed misguided. Many knowledgeable people believed that the British air defences had been close to collapse and should have been finished off. And he, half-British, with one foot in the British camp and another with the German army, had wanted Hitler to defeat Britain as soon as possible, to stop the ruined lives he’d witnessed at the hospital. He didn’t care who won so long as it was quick, and the Russians weren’t involved in the victory; he hated communism. 
 
    The allies had been sensitive so far, hitting industrial and weapons targets outside the city’s central hub, and though the raids had become more frequent in the past few months, they seemed to be ineffective in hitting important sites. 
 
    His father’s factory was on the outskirts of Berlin in an area where bombs had already struck. Still, his father went to work every day, convinced that he and his workers would be safe until nightfall. “They won’t hit us while we’re at work.” His father had told Mother months earlier. “Berlin, at 950 kilometres from London, is the farthest range attainable by the Allied forces’ bombers,” he’d asserted as though he’d read that straight from a newspaper. “And if they’re going to bomb, they’ll only do it at night and in the summertime when the days are long and the skies are clear. You must trust me, darling, if I thought you were in danger, I’d have sent you to Dresden for a longer spell.” 
 
    His father had been mostly correct, for not a brick or roof slate had been damaged at his factory, yet he, Paul, prayed for a direct hit on the Zyklon B gas-making hub during the night when only SS guards were patrolling. 
 
    A policeman ordered Paul to move along just because he’d been lingering at a crossing. Jolted from his thoughts, Paul obeyed, striding across the road with an apologetic wave. No, he thought as he walked, so far, the Allies had refrained from doing anywhere near the damage the Luftwaffe had inflicted on London, and elsewhere. The British planes had accomplished nothing more than getting on Berliners’ nerves, for every night many of the four million people living in or around the city were forced from their comfortable beds and into shelters. 
 
    He sat on a park bench inside the Tiergarten and consulted his watch. He still had plenty of time to take in the scent of the glorious flowerbeds and enjoy the green, leafy trees swaying gently in the breeze, the restaurant was only a five-minute walk from the park, and he didn’t particularly want to be the first to arrive. 
 
    A Jew scurried along a path bordered by grass with a peculiar left and right swing of his head as if he were constantly saying no, no, no to himself. The yellow star was on the back of his jacket instead of on its lapel, something Paul had noticed on other Jews, male and female, perhaps deliberately stitched on the back to forget it was there. 
 
    It was rare nowadays to see a man, woman or child wearing yellow star patches anywhere near the busiest neighbourhoods, Paul reflected. They were usually thrown out of shops and onto the pavements if they tried to buy anything. They weren’t permitted to sit beside non-Jews nor enter cafes and restaurants frequented by Aryans, neither were they allowed into any theatres or cinemas. He supposed they had no reason to venture out of their own districts apart from during the hours they were at work in the armament factories. Those Jews, he’d been told by someone in the know, were the only ones who were considered safe from deportation nowadays. 
 
    He’d also noted on his tram journeys through Berlin that the synagogues had disappeared. It had been reported recently that all one hundred and fifteen Jewish houses of prayer had been closed, burnt down or demolished. The annihilation of the freedom to pray en masse was difficult to reconcile, he thought, for recent government figures had stated that almost seventy-five thousand Jews still lived in Berlin. 
 
    Whenever Paul thought about Jews, Judith Weber came to mind. It had been ten months since she’d run away from him, probably still believing he’d killed her sister. Days after her disappearance, he’d disobeyed his father by going to her tenement building in the slim hope that she’d returned. The fence had been completed with signs saying No Entry to Non-Jews plastered every few feet, so he’d sat in his car for over four hours wondering if he’d see her walking in or coming out. Perhaps he’d be lucky enough to spot the family doctor who had once treated Hilde Weber; Jews still needed doctors, didn’t they? Afterwards, he’d driven miles south of Berlin, stupidly thinking he might see her walking to freedom along the open road, and on that day he’d recognised the futility of his search and had abandoned the idea altogether. 
 
    The spiral stone staircase seemed to go on forever, as Paul went deeper and deeper underground inside Berlin’s Einstein Bunker Restaurant. The walls, also made of rough stone, housed electric candles in holders giving the place a medieval castle effect that appealed to Berliners’ romantic side. Hauntingly soft music echoing up the stairs greeted the diners, and although it became louder as one descended, it also mingled with laughter and conversation. 
 
    When describing the place to his mother, his father had remarked that the entire concept for the intimate dance hall-cum-restaurant, was to allow the highest echelons of Berlin’s civil and military elites to shed their austerity and enjoy themselves. After all, he’d added, that’s what Berliners did best. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty 
 
      
 
    Laura, Dieter and Paul were joined for the evening by Freddie Biermann, his wife, Olga, and their daughter, Valentina. Their round table was well positioned: not too close to the musicians who sometimes drowned out the diners’ conversations, and not too far from the dancefloor and larger tables usually reserved for the most important military patrons and their guests. 
 
    Paul had once joked to his father that The Einstein Club was like a market, a menagerie of deal-making, back-scratching connoisseurs, a place where civilian wealth mixed with powerful military men who saw the usefulness of a person long before they recognised his character. Dieter had replied that being in the company of narcissistic men kept him relatively safe from scrutiny into his own political leanings. Most people were bound to think that he felt the same way as they did, for if he didn’t agree with their politics, why would he socialise with them? 
 
    “Here’s to Paul. At last, he’s decided to get his hands dirty,” Dieter grinned, making the first toast of the evening. 
 
    “That’s not fair, darling,” Laura admonished Dieter. “Paul’s treated plenty of soldiers from the front in the hospital. He was a hero before joining the Wehrmacht.” 
 
    Paul laughed. “Thank you, Mother, but what I think Father means, is that the uniform will make me a better doctor.” 
 
    “Not at all … not at all, Son,” Dieter blustered. “I meant to say that you’ll be joining the fight somewhere…” 
 
    “It’s all right, Papa, I know what you meant, and I agree, it’s time I put on a uniform and learnt what it is to treat men on the battlefield. The way I see it, it’s a gift of experience.” Paul acknowledged, however, that he was terrified of being anywhere near a fight where men were dying in horrific ways. 
 
    “You’re very brave. Do you know where they’re going to send you?” Valentina asked. 
 
    Paul shook his head. His cheeks burned crimson, and he couldn’t think of what to say except, you’re beautiful. Valentina Biermann’s huge green eyes, luscious, perfectly formed lips, chocolate brown hair and sweet lyrical voice had ensnared his heart. 
 
    While Paul listened to his mother talking about where she’d like him to serve and under what circumstances, he continued to gaze at Valentina, fixated now on her throat and neck, and downwards to the narrow line of her cleavage. 
 
    “… I work in the secretary pool in the Reich Chancellery,” the subject of his desire was saying. “You’ve no idea how I look forward to going to work every day. It’s all hustle and bustle, and I’ve seen just about all the members of the Reich Cabinet. I even saw the Führer once. That’s right, he walked into the hall where we secretaries were working and came up my aisle. I swear, for a moment I thought he was going to stop at my desk and speak to me. I would have died a happy death if he’d even glanced at me…” 
 
    “Did he?” Paul blurted out. 
 
    “No, he walked past, but he did thank us all before he left the place.” 
 
    It was a marvellous feeling to be mesmerised by a woman, Paul thought, letting Valentina’s voice envelope him. In the past year his stomach had churned with fear and disgust at sights and speeches, at Leitner and Rudolph, at his father and Hitler – the nucleus of all that was wrong with the world – and this magical sensation of butterflies tickling his insides was somewhat alien to him. He hadn’t been with a woman for over a year, and that had only been a fleeting roll in the hay after a rowdy night in a bar with fellow doctors and nurses from the hospital. He acknowledged that the alcohol in his system might have something to do with his mind-boggling visions of he and Valentina lying by an open fire cuddling, kissing, getting married and having children, but it had only enhanced the coup de foudre, the lightning bolt, he’d felt the first moment he’d laid eyes on her. 
 
    “… Paul… Paul?” 
 
    Paul tore his eyes away. “Sorry, Herr Biermann, you were saying?” 
 
    “I was just telling your mother that your instructor at the academy will tell you where you’ll be going on the last day of training.” 
 
    Dieter added, “But don’t be surprised to learn you might be staying in Berlin, Son. They can’t send all our doctors to the far-flung regions of Europe and the East.” 
 
    “Would you like to stay in Germany?” Valentina asked, her green eyes round. 
 
    If he could see more of her, the answer would be a resounding yes. “I’d like that very much.” 
 
    “Freddie, I’d be delighted to have him nearby,” Laura said, covering Paul’s hand with her own. “I must admit I’ve been tearful since our Willie left for the Eastern Front. He looked dreadful when he arrived home from … well, you know where, but after I’d fed him up and he’d had a good rest, he looked as good as new. I didn’t expect him to go to Russia, though. Who would have thought we’d declare war on that country? I don’t understand why at all. Russia is so very vast, and I would have thought, unconquerable…” 
 
    “Why is not a question you need to ask, my dear,” Dieter scolded her gently. “But if anyone can defeat the Russians, it’s the armies of the Fatherland. Isn’t that right, Freddie?” 
 
    Freddie raised his champagne flute. “Well put, Dieter. They should clear it up in a matter of months. I hear there are almost three million men on that route march to Moscow and elsewhere.” 
 
    Paul shivered. As a student of history, he was aware of the catastrophes that had befallen foreign armies who’d tried to occupy the East in the past. Hitler’s plans for Russia were no longer a secret, and in Paul’s first week at basic army training, he’d heard lecture after lecture, devoid of specifics, on why the Führer was going to be the man to crush the Russians. But Paul was sceptical, for Stalin didn’t seem the kind of man to give up easily, nor did his countrymen. 
 
    “Our army is impressive, and it’s hard to imagine the Russians stopping one hundred and fifty-three German army divisions, but the way I see it, overcoming the enemy might be easier than defeating nature. She’s a powerful foe in that region,” Paul said, munching on a piece of bread. 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” said Dieter. 
 
    Paul shrugged. “I’m just concerned that our army will be like many others before it who didn’t plan properly for the extreme weather. Russia’s vast plains could potentially bog down man, beast and machine should it rain or snow. According to military history books I’ve read, the Russian army fell back when they fought Napoleon’s forces, but they burnt villages, towns and crops as they fled, and, if they do that again, our army might face supply problems. I’m only pointing out that Russia is going to be a much more difficult terrain to manage than anywhere else we’ve encountered so far.” 
 
    Paul waited for his father to tell him that he was being pessimistic, but instead, Dieter said, “I agree with you, Son, and furthermore, we mustn’t overlook the Russians’ ferocity. They’ll fight to the death under Stalin, and there will be enough of them to keep on coming and coming and coming for more.” 
 
    “How can you two be this cynical after the Reich’s recent victories? We’ve already conquered the west, and all but destroyed the British capital,” Freddy Biermann said with a hint of annoyance. 
 
    “I was just pointing out, Herr Biermann.” Paul put his bread down and looked Biermann in the eye, “that Russia’s terrain is vast and unfriendly to marching armies who go too deep into its bog-lands. It’s summer now, but what will happen when winter comes?” 
 
    “Yes, yes. I understand what you’re saying, Paul, but we’ll prevail nonetheless,” Biermann said, signalling the end of that conversation. 
 
    During dinner, Paul cast his eyes around the room and noted that every table was occupied by a sea of grey and black-uniformed men and glamorous women. The five-piece orchestra was playing one of his favourite songs: Johannes Heesters: Jede Frau hat ein süßes Geheimnis. It was from a movie he’d seen two years earlier called, Das Abenteuer geht weiter? He remembered it well because it had been the last time he and Willie had gone to the cinema together. 
 
    His eyes widened. Herr Rudolph was sitting at an intimate table for two in one corner with a woman who was not what one would call, even with the best will in the world, attractive. Paul looked at his father, who had also spotted Rudolph. “Do you see what I see?” he asked leaning towards his father’s ear. 
 
    “The poor man is probably having a terrible time of it and would much rather be with another type of partner,” Dieter winked like a mischievous child before continuing. “After he got Willie out of Dachau, he married. It was quite the shock for us all.” 
 
    “And you didn’t tell me? Who is she?” Paul asked. 
 
    Dieter chuckled again. “Some well-to-do heiress, apparently, but how should I know who that unfortunate woman is? I wasn’t invited to the wedding.” 
 
    “What are you two whispering about?” Laura asked. 
 
    Dieter clasped her hand in his. “We were talking about Herr Rudolph over there. He just got married, isn’t that wonderful?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, the eternal bachelor has finally succumbed to the wonders of wedlock.” Freddie waved to Rudolph who didn’t wave back, then he pinched Olga’s cheek. “He’ll never be as contented as we are, my sweet.” 
 
    After eating, dancing and drinking a bottle of brandy between them, the Vogel and Biermann parties decided to call it a night. Paul couldn’t remember the last time he’d had this much fun. He’d danced with Valentina, who’d proven to be much more agile on her feet than he was, and they’d even managed a lengthy conversation about Dresden, a city they both adored. At the end of it, Paul had invited her to have dinner with him the following week, and to his delight, she’d accepted. 
 
    When they emerged from the Einstein Club up on the street, they were horrified to see flames, clouds of smoke, and blankets of brick dust blocking out the stars to the west of the club. 
 
    “Have we been hit?” said Paul rather stupidly, craning his neck. The aircraft were invisible to the eye, but the sound of their engines seemed to be directly overhead. “I think we should go back downstairs and warn the others. Just to be on the safe side, don’t you?” 
 
    The Vogels and Biermanns, and everyone else who’d been in the underground club had been blissfully unaware of the air raid. No glasses or bottles had vibrated, and the only noises they’d heard had been ones of laughter and music. Paul instinctively took Valentina’s hand, and she allowed him to lead her until they came level with his parents. “By the looks of it, it’s just begun; this could go on for hours,” he said with more urgency. 
 
    After a brief yet calm discussion, Dieter and Freddie decided to go for their cars parked in the street behind the club. Paul and Valentina followed the parents. They were going to try and make it home to their well-equipped shelters in their own gardens, rather than waste time going back down to the Einstein. 
 
    When they reached their cars, another explosion erupted nearby. This one shook the ground and was so very loud that Dieter’s ears were ringing. “It’s going to get worse, Laura. I think we should do as Paul suggested. I’m not happy driving home in this.” 
 
    Olga Biermannn burst into tears. “I won’t get in the car with you, Freddie. What do we do? Where should we go?” 
 
    Laura slipped her arm through Dieter’s waiting for him to say, ‘it’ll all be all right, darling,’ but instead he jumped as more whistling bombs slammed into buildings only a couple of streets away. “Right, that’s it, we’re going back to the Einstein,” he said. 
 
    “We’ll be fine, Dieter. Göring assured us that no enemy planes could ever break through the outer and inner rings of Berlin’s anti-aircraft defences,” Freddie said, his blind trust in the Nazis intact. 
 
    “Well, it seems that the British have other ideas,” Laura said in a clipped tone. “And I’m not waiting around to be blown to bits in case you’re wrong.” 
 
    Dieter was frustrated with the Biermanns’ attitude. The argument that the British were no threat to the capital from the air was wearing very thin. Berliners were a naïve and simple people, and they believed every word that came out of Göring’s and Goebbels’ mouths, and it appeared that Freddie did as well. 
 
    It was true that the air raids had not inflicted much damage to the city thus far, Dieter admitted, but he had recently given MI6 the coordinates of many of the factories in the centre of Berlin, and it was clear to him tonight that the British planes had found a way to reach and target those places. 
 
    Olga Biermann was frozen to the spot, wailing like a mournful cat and refusing to take a step forwards or backwards. The noise soon became deafening: throbbing engines, whistling bombs, explosions, buildings crashing to the ground, and people screaming at each other in a terrified scramble for the nearest shelters. 
 
    “We should follow those people over there,” Laura said pointing to people with children running in the same direction. 
 
    “Freddie, if you and Olga won’t come with us, at least let Laura and I take Paul and Valentina back to the Einstein – what do you say? Just for once, let’s trust our eyes rather than the Nazi Party’s propaganda.” Dieter yelled over the cacophony. 
 
    Dieter’s teeth rattled as another spate of bombs fell one after the other, and the horizon to the west turned orange with flames rearing into the night sky. The concentration of anti-aircraft fire was the greatest he’d ever seen, but although it provided a magnificent, yet terrible sight it seemed to be strangely ineffective. Dieter craned his neck at the blackness above; he didn’t see any planes being brought down and not one aircraft was even being picked up by the searchlights that flashed back and forth across the skies. 
 
    Olga shouted at her husband that they might be buried alive inside the club, and the group wasted yet more time trying to persuade her to go back there until another bomb shattered a shop’s window pane on the opposite side of the street and Dieter was cut on the forehead by flying glass. 
 
    “That’s it, come on everyone,” said Freddie, grasping his wife’s sleeve and almost dragging her behind him. “It would be a shame to be killed after we’ve had such a nice night out!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-One 
 
      
 
    Romek Gabula 
 
      
 
    Paris, France, August 1941 
 
      
 
    Romek stood with a mug of coffee in his hand quietly studying his mistress, Sabine, who was sitting at her station hitting the typewriter keys with gusto unaware he was watching her. As always, in these unobserved moments, Romek’s face was embittered by hurt and anger, and at times, incomprehension. Sabine was an attractive woman, but she was not his Klara. His Klara had betrayed him with another man, a man who had turned her head and killed their marriage. With whom, he had yet to discover, but discover he would. 
 
    “I will always be your friend, Romek, but as much as I’d like to, I can be nothing more than that,” Klara had said months earlier in an infuriatingly dismissive tone. “My heart doesn’t beat for you the way it should. Please, forgive me.” Then she’d wept with the drama of a bad actress. 
 
    What the hell was that supposed to mean? he’d asked her at the time. They weren’t star-struck young lovers, they were a team living through a war, depending on each other for support. 
 
    His eyes drifted from Sabine’s hands to the back of her head and curve of her neck, but still, all he could think of was his Klara. He hardly saw her now. She was a secret, a stranger to his Resistance group, and to him. They’d been intimate only once in the last year, he reflected, and it had been a bitter-sweet moment with her hiding her naked body from him as though he was no longer worthy of that vision. On their final night of tenderness, she had poured salt in the open wound and he’d been forced to acknowledge that she was no longer his. 
 
    Her rejection still irked him. His wounded pride hadn’t yet healed, but he was not heartbroken. He didn’t hate her or adore her as he had once upon a time, he was bitter. He supposed his state of mind was that of any man who’d been scorned by a deceitful wife, and he was determined to find out who had stolen her heart, who she’d deemed the better lover; better than her once dedicated husband. 
 
    Sabine had risen from her chair and was heading for the sink in the corner of the room. Romek caught up with her and kissed her on the lips. “I missed you,” he said, tucking a strand of black hair behind her ear. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” Sabine giggled, giving him a girlish peck on the cheek. 
 
    She filled a cup with water then beamed at him. Sabine, devoted, and more than happy to give him her body, had a knack of making the war and every other bad, ugly thing in the world disappear, including Klara. 
 
    Later that day, Romek stared at a map of France pinned to a wall in the basement. Coloured pins had been stuck in areas and cities on the map where Resistance groups and cells were situated, and even now after a full operational year, he marvelled at how far they’d come since those fledgling days of German occupation. 
 
    Romek had possessed the guile and strength of will to become the leader of the Paris Resistance group known as Les indomptables, the indomitables. The name, thought up by Oscar, Romek’s and Max’s first ever French agent, had described the group well in Romek’s opinion, for the men and women he fought with were unconquerable, heroes who would die undefeated in spirit. 
 
    Although he was cautious in his selections, Romek’s newly formed group had grown swiftly, with Frenchmen, anti-Fascists from Spain, Poles, and the displaced from German-occupied Europe. That they were taking orders from a Pole didn’t seem to matter to the men and women risking their lives to fight the occupiers, for Romek had a good reputation throughout the growing French underground network. 
 
    The group, now numbering thirty, operated out of the old toy factory’s basement where he had attended earlier meetings with Darek, the Pole. Situated on the outskirts of Paris, the place had proven to be an ideal location for the Resistance. It had, for some strange reason, been constructed in the middle of a forest and was surrounded by trees that stretched for miles, and was serviced by only one road in and out. It was also enclosed by a high wall with towers on each of the four corners. Although not confirmed, Romek believed that the building might have been used as a prisoner of war camp during the Great War. 
 
    Some of the Resistance fighters complained when they were given tedious perimeter guard duties that involved hours watching the service road at various points, as well as inside the dense woods within a half kilometre radius of the building. But Romek reminded them that he knew of no secure place in France to hide from the Germans. “This factory is a gift and worth protecting to its last brick, even if it means you freezing your balls off in the woods or getting soaked at the side of the only road in,” he’d barked at the whiners. The building also boasted an underground tunnel that only Darek and he were aware of. It began underneath the floorboards in the radio room and went all the way to the trees on the far side of the factory’s outer wall. Romek believed that a well-rehearsed evacuation plan would give the Resistance fighters just enough time to scatter into the woods, but not to destroy all their files or intelligence-gathering materials. 
 
    Romek had predicted in the previous year that French hatred for the Germans would grow and with it a desire for action from all quarters of the population, and he’d been correct in that assumption. “Our gestures of defiance won’t necessarily change the outcome of the war,” he’d told the Polish fighters at that first meeting a year earlier. “The Germans will probably mend and replace whatever we destroy within days, but even so, we’ll frustrate and delay them, and the people of Europe will know we’re not giving up.” 
 
    He often thought back to the moment he’d spoken those stuttering, timid words. At the time he’d had no concept of what outcomes or retaliations would result from their brave acts. He’d been hopeful, yet hesitatingly so, ambitious, yet afraid to voice his hopes to people who had just been defeated by a seemingly unstoppable army. Now, only now, did he regret not being more optimistic from the outset, for he and his fighters had proven that they could do more than exasperate their enemy, they could hinder and thwart it. 
 
    One of Romek’s ongoing strategies was to send couriers into the unoccupied French territories in the south, and from there, slip into neutral Spain with rolls of film holding comprehensive reports, diagrams and maps for British Intelligence. Another leap forward for his group was its new association with various networks: telephone workers had united in secret to sabotage telephone lines and intercept military messages, which they then gave to Romek. Postal workers were organised to capture important military communications. 
 
    The French railroad workers had also formed a Resistance group called the Fer Réseau, the Iron Network. They diverted freight shipments to the wrong locations, caused derailments by not operating the switches properly, destroyed stretches of railroad tracks and blew up railroad bridges. But for all their advances, the French Resistance groups were still desperate for well-trained men to lead their overworked members, and to find a safer way in which to communicate with all the other cells throughout the European continent. Romek admitted that his group still had a long way to go, but he also acknowledged his immense progress. Max would be delighted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-Two 
 
      
 
    After they had completed their latest report for Max, Romek left Sabine’s station and headed to the radio room to send the time and coordinates for the handover of a batch of documents and films to Max’s courier in Marseille. The reports contained important information about the German-held airfield at Juvincourt-et-Damary in the Aisne department of Northern France. Romek and Darek had gone there three days earlier and had been shocked by the massive amount of construction work going on. It had previously been a base of operations for air attacks on Britain, specifically London, but it had now morphed into a major supply and military camp for thousands of Luftwaffe and Wehrmacht soldiers. Romek hoped that the British would blow it to smithereens. 
 
    Radio transmissions were few and far between now because of the risks of signals being picked up by German detector vans. Every time Romek sent one, he posted extra men around the factory’s perimeter. He halted at the radio room’s partly open door, and unseen, watched the newest member of the group study a typed document sitting on the desk next to the transmitter. He was not reading a significant or classified report, Romek acknowledged, for he and Sabine kept top secret intelligence in a room that was bolted and padlocked from the outside, but regardless, the man had no business snooping around in a place that was off limits to his men. 
 
    Romek forced himself to stay put to see what else the man, Albert, would do. He took a backwards step into the shadowy doorway and continued to study the recruit, who’d been recommended by Darek, the Pole, only three days earlier. Darek, until now, had been a good judge of character. 
 
    Spying through the door jam, Romek could see no more than Albert’s arm and one side of his jacket, shoulder and profile, but that was enough to observe his hand go into his pocket and pull out a camera. 
 
    Enraged, Romek pulled his gun from its holster, burst into the room and fired on Albert. “Traitor!” Even as his victim lay at his feet, he continued to shoot until every bullet in his clip had been discharged, and a pungent cloud of smoke hovered in the air. 
 
    Romek heard hurried footsteps come to a halt behind him. He listened to the voices, the questions, yet he continued to point his gun at the dead man on the floor. 
 
    “Romek, you’ve killed Albert? What happened here?” Sabine tugged his sleeve. 
 
    Romek continued to stare down at the bullet-riddled body. A dark red puddle was spreading behind the man’s head, his bloodstained hair, face, and clothes. The carnage disturbed Romek more than he cared to admit. He’d never killed a man before, never seen a human being’s brains spurt out of his head like pink and grey, creamy rice. It was not at all how he imagined that organ would look. 
 
    He dropped the gun and turned to the sea of faces, their mouths agape, their eyes questioning. If he had made a monumental mistake, he would have to justify it. 
 
    “What happened?” Sabine asked again. 
 
    Behind her, Oscar, Edzio, and eight other men who’d been preparing for missions that night, shoved each other out of the way as they tried to get a look at the body. 
 
    Romek walked to the door where Darek stood. “Albert, the new man you brought in is … was, a spy … how could you be that stupid? You’ve burnt us.” 
 
    Darek stared down at the body, shaking his head. “He can’t be … he couldn’t … he can’t, I did a background check … I always do one … you know me, Romek.” 
 
    Romek pushed Darek against the wall, his bunched fist touching the man’s chin. “You fool! He was photographing top secret papers. Merde, Darek!” 
 
    Darek pushed Romek’s hand away from his face, and spat, “I didn’t know. I swear to you, Romek, I thought he was clean.” Then, he pointed to Edzio. “Edzio told me Albert was desperate to fight the Germans. He said we could trust him.” 
 
    Romek looked at Edzio, who was trying to back out of the room. 
 
    “That’s right, blame me, troublemaker Edzio, the man who wanted to be leader but ended up as a flunky,” Edzio said. “I’m always in the wrong according to you, Romek, but not this time. No, I’ll not be held responsible…” 
 
    “Hold him,” Romek ordered the two men standing next to Edzio. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything wrong.” Edzio tried again as his arms were pinned behind his back. “I thought he was genuine, and so did Darek.” 
 
    Romek waved him away. “Get him out of here. Lock him up. I’ll deal with him later.” 
 
    “I knew I’d get blamed – oh, yes, Edzio did it, Edzio’s fault – get off me! I’m as loyal as any man here. It’s you, Romek, you’re the problem. You don’t know how to lead us. You said, bring us good recruits and that’s what I did…” 
 
    As Edzio’s voice faded down the corridor, Romek said. “And lock Darek up as well.” 
 
    Darek looked appalled. “Don’t be stupid, Romek. Are you really going to accuse me after all we’ve been through together?” 
 
    Oscar, who’d been staring at the dead man said, “Look, Darek, the man has a camera in his hand. We’ve been infiltrated, and you had a hand in it whether you knew it or not. You understand the rules as well as I do.” 
 
    After Darek and Edzio had been taken away, Sabine, her pretty face stained with tears and red with panic, rushed to Romek’s side. “You could have been killed. Will they find us now, Romek? We can’t stay here; we have to go – now!” 
 
    “Don’t be daft,” Oscar hissed at Sabine. “We’re safe here. If Albert had told the Germans about this place, they’d have come to arrest us by now. Anyway, we can’t just walk out of here with nowhere to go. We’ll need to pack up, and find another base of operations…” 
 
    Romek raised his hand. “Shut up, all of you.” Then he nodded to two of the fighters near the door. “You two, bury Albert at the back of the building and come straight back. We’ll decide what’s to be done after we’ve questioned Edzio and Darek.” 
 
    “It might be too late by then,” said Sabine, clinging to Romek’s arm. “Edzio did this. You know he’s always hated you, Romek.” 
 
    “We all know he’s an obnoxious pain in the arse,” Romek said. “But we don’t know if he is a spy.” Romek ground his teeth. He approached the dead man and rifled through his pockets, which were empty apart from a few francs. He then handed the camera to Sabine, saying, “Develop every negative on the roll, and hurry, they might show us what else he’s been taking pictures of.” 
 
    “Do we have time for that?” Sabine asked. 
 
    Romek watched Albert’s body being carried out. “We’ll make time. We need to know what we’re facing.” 
 
    In truth, Romek was no longer worried about what Albert might or might not have done. He was more concerned about whether the Germans had been watching the comings and goings of the group for weeks, even months maybe. “If either Edzio or Darek is a German spy, the Boche could have gathered untold intelligence by now,” he mused. 
 
    “We have men on missions right now,” Oscar reminded him. “They might be walking into traps.” 
 
    “Then we’d better hope to God that Albert was the only infiltrator, and not Darek or Edzio who have been with us for over a year.” 
 
    “If that’s so, why haven’t they arrested us?” Oscar asked. 
 
    Romek sighed, “Why arrest six people when you can wait until a group reaches strength and then capture thirty?” 
 
    The thought of being watched and spied on for months by a double agent made Romek’s skin crawl. It wasn’t beyond the realms of possibility that the Germans would allow Resistance missions to go ahead until they decided it was worth striking and closing the entire Resistance group down in one fell swoop. 
 
    “I’d be happy to beat the living daylights out of Darek and Edzio to get answers, but we might not have enough time…” Romek’s words were left hanging in the air when his eyes caught a burnt-out, black patch on one of the radios. He picked it up and threw it against the wall, then looking at Oscar, he snapped, “Tell the men to start packing.” 
 
    When he was alone, Romek punched the wall, groaning with pain as his knuckles connected. He shouldn’t have killed Albert before getting information out of him about who he’d been working with. And in the process, he’d hit and destroyed one of the radios. Edzio was right, he wasn’t fit to lead, yet now he must. He looked at the only functioning radio, sat down and began to transmit the simplest and most basic of Morse codes. S.O.S. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-Three 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Romek and Oscar noticed a wanted poster taped to a shop window. Romek halted, not surprised to see the faces and names of two of his men plastered on the paper, for he already knew about their capture. Jacques Boyer and Henri Rousseau wanted for treason and murder. God, not Henri who’d been with him from the beginning. What a joke, he thought. Treason, why? They were fighting for France not against her. 
 
    “This is nothing but a sham, a simple display of power,” Romek whispered to Oscar. “And why are they lying? The Germans already have them in custody.” 
 
    Before the Albert debacle at the toy factory the previous day, Max had transmitted a coded message ordering an attack on German telegraph systems by cutting lines and severing their communications. Romek, however, had considered it too risky an operation, for the men involved had to sabotage high-value targets in not one but various locations in central Paris to cause a blackout, and in all cases those places were heavily guarded. 
 
    He stared again at the poster with Jacques’ and Henri’s photographs on it. He could kick himself for allowing the operation to go ahead. “I shouldn’t have listened to Mirror. What does he know about the dangers in the field when he sits in a London office across the channel?” 
 
    Oscar, nervously pulling at his collar, whispered back, “That’s enough, Romek, it’s too late to blame yourself.” 
 
    A crowd of people had gathered in front of the shop window, trying to get a closer look at the unfortunate men the Boche were after. Romek’s shoulders slumped; he was wracked by guilt. Losing Jacques and Henri was a terrible blow not only to himself, but for the whole Resistance group. It took time to choose and train good men, time he didn’t have, especially now when they were in upheaval, possibly infiltrated by traitors. He nodded and turned away from the poster. “How about a coffee?” he said cheerfully, and they ambled in the sunshine towards the Arc de Triomphe. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, Romek, but you mustn’t feel responsible. We all know the risks of being captured, including you,” said Oscar. 
 
    “I’m the person who gives the orders, not you,” Romek snapped. “Henri has three small children, and we both know what the Nazis do to Resistance fighters’ families when they’ve been caught.” 
 
    “We all have families who are at risk because of what we do,” Oscar said equally as sharply. “You need to toughen up. You’re our leader and guilt doesn’t suit you.” 
 
    Despite their disagreement, Romek and Oscar walked on in companionable silence until they reached the Champs Élysées. Both men carried briefcases and wore smart suits, shirts, ties and fedoras. To the world, they were respectable businessmen with identity papers to back up the claim, and only once since the invasion had the Germans stopped them in the street to question them. 
 
    When they reached the busy café on the corner of the Champs Élysées, they sat at the only unoccupied table. Le Petit Croissant was packed as usual with German soldiers and well-dressed women sporting fancy hats and slinky, figure-hugging summer dresses. Romek frowned his disapproval before fixing a smile on his face. He saw them, the French and refugee whores looking for patronage from some well-to-do Nazi officers; he’d like to teach them a lesson they wouldn’t forget. 
 
    Romek had drummed into his Resistance group that if they could listen in on German conversations, so could the Germans eavesdrop into those being held by Frenchmen, so for a while the two men chatted about the weather, their imaginary printing business, their wives and any other false and inconsequential chit-chat they could think of. 
 
    Towards lunchtime the café began to empty as people hurried to the bustling restaurants. Paris was alive and well and the Germans were enjoying life to the full. Romek and Oscar, however, were worried, ordering one coffee after another while they waited for Darek, who had been due to arrive twenty minutes earlier. 
 
    The previous night, after questioning Darek and finding him innocent, Romek had sent the Pole to a Communist Resistance cell, to warn its leader not to contact Romek at the toy factory. It had been compromised, he was to say specifically. At dawn that morning, Romek had ordered the remaining fighters to destroy all evidence of their year-long occupation, and then to evacuate. 
 
    Sabine, and one another fighter, had been instructed to take Edzio, tied and gagged, to Sabine’s home. His face had been riddled with guilt the previous night, and Romek wanted to continue his interrogation before deciding whether to shoot the disruptive Pole or cut him loose. 
 
    Romek looked at his watch again. His fighters should have abandoned the factory by now. His heart plummeted. It was all over, everything he had fought so very hard to achieve had been crushed because of a camera and his gut feeling that he’d been betrayed. But what hurt the most was that for a while, at least, he wouldn’t see the men and women who had become like family. He’d ordered them to lay low and wait for orders to re-join him, which would be issued once the Resistance group had been reorganised. 
 
    He groaned as the noise of beating side drums interrupted his thoughts. “Another German parade.” He rolled his eyes at Oscar. Every day, the German army marched in formation on the Champs Élysées in a dazzling display of supremacy. Every bloody day at twenty past one in the afternoon they demanded the population’s full attention – as if les Parisiens could ever ignore the Nazi presence. 
 
    “The other day I saw hundreds of German soldiers arriving at the Gare du Nord. They believe they’ve won the war,” Romek said to Oscar. 
 
    Oscar scoffed. “I know. I was in this café yesterday morning, and I heard someone remark that Paris is being used as a recreational destination for German soldiers. They think they’ve invented mass tourism.” 
 
    “The poor, hard done by bastards need to relax by drinking the French wine vats dry and having sex with French women, is that it?” Romek grunted and then watched a woman with a flower in her hair walk past their table. “I know what I’d like to do with the French whores who collaborate with the Boche. I’d string them up in the Champs Élysées – and I’d poison the wine vats as well. What about you, Oscar? What would you like to do to them?” 
 
    “I’m not for doing either of those things.” Oscar looked askance. “All we French have left is our wits and our wine. I’d like to have a good go at mowing the damn tourists down as they get off the trains; that would make me feel better.” Oscar chuckled and then paused as though measuring his next words. “Not all French women are whores, Romek. Most of them are protesting along with the men, at least they are here in Paris, last time I looked.” 
 
    “What sort of protest is that?” 
 
    “We call it the walk of the ignorant. When we pass Germans on the street, we show them our backs. Last week in Saint Germain, a pretty young woman got a couple of SS officers’ attention by pressing her newspaper to her face when they walked towards her. You should have seen her courage. She stood like a statue on the pavement, covering her face until the Germans had passed, then she tossed her head in the air and walked on. That took nerve. I swear, Romek, if looks could kill, the German’s would be falling like bloody flies in the streets of Paris, so I’ll not have you saying the French are all collaborators and whores.” Oscar leant in closer. “Those that are will get what’s coming to them after we run the Nazis out.” 
 
    With their voices mostly drowned out by German boots and drums, Romek put his mouth to Oscar’s ear, “Are Jacques and Henri still alive?” 
 
    “Yes, according to our man, Jules, both men are being held on the sixth floor of number 84 Avenue Foch. The building has become the Gestapo’s main headquarters. They’ve been taking in boxes of files and registries and have set up a command centre. Jules said the sixth floor has been converted to torture rooms and cells. Apparently, the neighbours hear the screams from the victims of Gestapo torture. It’s not a street you want to visit, Romek. It’s a bloody place of horrors.” 
 
    “Where is the Abwehr. 
 
    “They’ve moved into the Hotel Lutetia.” 
 
    Romek digested the news; his two men were being tortured, and French neighbours were listening to their screams. He shuddered. “Is Jules safe in Avenue Foch?” 
 
    Oscar nodded. “He’s cleaning, mopping floors, taking food to the cells on the sixth floor, but like the other French civilians working there, he’s supervised by a soldier whenever he goes near a restricted area. They want the French to work for them, to clean their lavatories, but they don’t trust them. This will be hard to hear, Romek, but according to Jules, Henri and Jacques will probably be dead before nightfall. The SS have already shot seven people in the garden behind the building in the past week.” 
 
    Romek scratched his nose. “If we could just get in there…” 
 
    “Don’t even suggest it. Just hope our men don’t break under torture and give us up before they die.” 
 
    His mind wandering, Romek now asked, “Who did the SS execute? Anyone we know?” 
 
    “No, but Jules saw a woman being taken out to the back of the building. A soldier pushed her against the garden wall, blindfolded her and then he and the other soldiers shot her – strange…” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “Well, from what I heard, she’d been in the building a few times, seemed cosy with one of the officers according to Jules.” 
 
    “She wasn’t with us. We’ve had no women in there,” An image of Klara swept into Romek’s mind. He was desperate to know that she was all right, but with her safety in mind, he’d determined not to go near the photographic shop in case he was being followed. 
 
    “What if I’m wrong? What if I’ve destroyed our Resistance cell for no good reason at all?” Romek asked Oscar. 
 
    Oscar tapped his spoon on the table, deep in thought. “You were right to kill Albert and right to abandon the factory. You know that, Romek. There’s no point second guessing yourself. What’s done is done.” 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say, you didn’t put the bullets in him, I did. What if he was practising to be a spy with the camera, the stupid bugger?” 
 
    Oscar sniggered. “Listen to yourself. You don’t believe that any more than I do. No, Romek, better to kill him than risk a unit of Germans blowing up our operations. He was a spy. I’d bet my shirt on it – and as for Edzio, guilty or innocent, he’s not to be trusted – you should shoot him as well.” 
 
    Romek looked at his pocket watch. An icy shiver crept up his body. “Darek is thirty-five minutes late, and he’s never late. Something’s wrong.” Romek drained the last drop of coffee from his cup. “C’mon, let’s go, we’ve got a toy factory to blow up.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-Four 
 
      
 
    On their return to the base, Romek got out of the car and cast his eyes around the area. The last remaining vehicle had gone, and it was so very quiet he heard a great spotted woodpecker drumming at a tree trunk in the woods in front of the building. He acknowledged the broken windows then flicked his eyes to the door, ajar as it was supposed to be. 
 
    Once inside, he pulled his gun from his sock. The building was eerily quiet, just as it should be, but his nerves were tingling, and nothing felt right. He put his finger to his lips and motioned to Oscar that they head down to the basement. 
 
    At the bottom, Romek whirled suddenly when a bird, caught in the area upstairs, flapped its wings in panic. Like the bird’s, his heartbeat thrummed in his chest, as they tiptoed into the basement. 
 
    Several disarmed safety catches shattered the silence. 
 
    Romek was blinded by torches shining in his eyes and instinctively he raised his gun. 
 
    “Drop it!” a voice called out. 
 
    Oscar raised his hands above his head. 
 
    German soldiers rushed Romek whose eyes flicked from a civilian-clothed Gestapo to SS storm troopers. “Don’t shoot! I’m putting my gun down,” he shouted. He laid the weapon on the floor, then clasped both hands behind his head. 
 
    An SS Hauptsurmführer joined the black-clad Gestapo officer. Both men studied Romek’s face, cocking their heads from side to side in comical unison. “At last, we meet in person.” 
 
    Romek glanced at Oscar and caught his breath as his friend got to his feet and dusted himself down. “Oscar, what are you doing? Do as they say. Stay down.” 
 
    “I’m sorry Romek,” Oscar hung his head. “They have my family … my children.” 
 
    Romek gawked in disbelief as Oscar walked to the Hauptsturmführer’s side. The sensation of a knife twisting in his gut was so real, he gasped in pain. “You, Oscar? You’re the traitor? You’ll go to hell for this!” He screeched, as a rifle butt thumped the back of his head. Pushed onto his knees, he continued to stare at the man he’d trusted with his life. He’d shared every secret with him, had given him more secrets than any other fighter in the group. 
 
    Oscar seemed unable or unwilling to look at Romek. The Hauptsurmführer prodded Oscar in the back with his pistol, his eyes riveted on Romek’s fury. “You can go, Oscar. Go back to Paris. I’ll let you know when I need you again.” 
 
    “My family?” 
 
    “I’ll send them home – go on, get out of here.” 
 
    “Bastard, traitor, backstabbing Nazi lover!” Romek panted with rage and despite being told not to move, he rose to attack Oscar. “I’ll find you, Oscar. I’ll rip your guts out!” 
 
    “Calm down, Romek. It wasn’t him we wanted, it was you,” said the Gestapo officer. 
 
    Romek swayed, feeling blood trickle into his eyes. He’d failed everyone. He had killed Albert, unsure of his loyalty, yet the man he’d called his second in command had been turned by the Germans possibly weeks or months earlier and was walking to freedom. He raised his head and spat in Oscar’s direction as the latter hurried up the stairs. 
 
    While handcuffs were being secured on Romek’s wrists, the Gestapo officer lit a cigarette, and nonchalantly leant against the wall nearest Romek. Romek flicked his eyes around the room as far as his line of sight would allow and thanked God that his Resistance fighters had got out. When he’d left with Oscar at dawn that morning, he had ordered Sabine to uncover the entrance to the tunnel. Hidden inside it were sticks of dynamite and rifles that Romek had collected from dead German soldiers who’d been killed on hijacking missions. His men were to take the weapons and explosives to a derelict house inside the woods. It had a crawl space under the floorboards, and he’d already hidden a box of grenades, half a dozen rifles, and ten pistols there. 
 
    He had also instructed Sabine to leave dynamite in the factory for him to blow up the building upon his return from the city. “Why do you want to do that?” she’d asked. He hadn’t answered, for his reason had sounded petty even to his ears. The Germans might find the factory useful one day, and he’d wanted to demolish the place leaving only piles of rubble. If he couldn’t have the factory, neither could the Boche. He gave an arrogant toss of his head. He’d pre-empted the Nazi scum, got his people out, and had a healthy weapons’ cache for his people to use, regardless of what was going to happen to him. 
 
    Stubbing the cigarette butt with his heel, the Gestapo officer ditched his relaxed expression and replaced it with one of impatience. “Right, down to business. We know who you are, Romek Gabula or Louis Leroy, as you like to call yourself on forged documents. I’ve been watching you for a while.” 
 
    Romek blinked. 
 
    “Ah, you’re wondering why I didn’t arrest you and your … your band of criminals before now … you are, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m afraid you and the Hauptsturmführer have the wrong man. I’ve done nothing wrong,” Romek replied with a steady gaze. 
 
    The Hauptsturmführer nodded to the soldiers standing slightly behind him and they left the room. 
 
    Romek rocked from left to right on his sore knees. His head was throbbing, his vision blurry from the strike to his head. First, he heard mumbling voices and then watched in horror as Sabine appeared, her blouse torn, her face red from weeping, her top lip cut, and her hands tied behind her back. Next came Edzio, looking even more terrified than Sabine. He stared at Romek in disgust. Afterwards, nine more Resistance fighters were led out and pushed to their knees in a line facing their injured leader. 
 
    The Hauptsturmführer sneered as he waved his hand along the line of prisoners. “You see, Romek, these people claim to know you. Every one of them has been trying for hours to save their miserable skins by giving you up. They must be a disappointment to you. It took us all of five minutes to find out that you were going to return here to blow the place up. Do you deny knowing them? Are they all liars? Shall I shoot them?” 
 
    “I have done nothing wrong. You have the wrong man,” Romek repeated. 
 
    “You’ll get us all killed, you fool!” Edzio shouted, his eyes wide. “Hauptsturmführer, he’s our leader. I swear to you on my mother’s grave, he is. He knows everything that goes on here … me, I’m just a man trying to survive. I don’t care who I fight for … I’ll fight for you if you want me to.” 
 
    The Hauptsturmführer smiled, cupped Edzio’s chin and tilted his head back. “You’re a pathetic coward. You’re useless to me.” He paused, sweeping his eyes along the line of prisoners, then issued an order to one of his soldiers, “Shoot this spineless Pole in the back of the head, then take the prisoners outside.” 
 
    Edzio crawled on his knees to the Hauptsturmführer, wrapping his arms around the officer’s legs. “No! Not me please, I’ll do anything … I’m begging you … I have information about a lot of things...” 
 
    When the bullet struck Edzio’s skull his whole body toppled forwards until he lay face down in his own blood. 
 
    Romek tried to get to his feet. “Don’t kill them. I am their leader, just like Edzio said. It’s me you want. My name is Romek Gabula. I’m the man who gives the orders.” 
 
    The Gestapo officer clapped his hands. “Good. Good, Romek, now we’re making progress. My name is Gert Dreschner, and you will be seeing a lot of me in the next few days.” The German smirked. “We’re going to get to know each other very well.” 
 
    A soldier appeared at the bottom of the stairs and gave the Nazi salute. “The trucks are here, Mein Hauptsturmführer.” 
 
    Romek glanced at Sabine. Edzio’s splattered blood and brains had sprayed her face and hair, but she seemed unaware of the dismal sight she presented, instead she was mesmerised by the puddle of blood surrounding the dead man’s head. He longed to take her in his arms but was determined not to give the impression that she was special to him, lest the Germans used her against him. 
 
    Sabine stared at him as she was led away. Romek switched his gaze from her to concentrate on the Gestapo and SS officers who were whispering in one corner of the room. Klara shot into his mind and his heart thumped. Only Darek and he knew where she was and who she was. She should be safe unless Darek was also a traitor? He hadn’t turned up that day in the café, so, where was he? 
 
    As his people were taken outside, other questions regarding Klara tumbled into Romek’s mind: had Darek delivered the radio to her at the shop? Had the Gestapo or SS followed him to Chirac’s? Had the radio been found? Was Darek already in prison, spilling his guts? Jesus Christ, he couldn’t think anymore. He was going to be shot in a day or two, a week at most, and then he’d never think or wonder about anything again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-Five 
 
      
 
    Wilmot Vogel 
 
      
 
    Russia, August 1941 
 
      
 
    It was several weeks into the never-ending route march across Russia, and Wilmot felt as though every orifice in his body, including his backside, was clogged with dust, smoke and dirt. Yet even under the brutal sun’s rays in the dirty environment and terrain where asphalt didn’t exist, he and his division had managed to march almost fifty kilometres every day. 
 
    He slogged along behind a tank, absently taking in the arid, burnt-out wasteland, but without his previous enthusiasm for war. He was lost, directionless and wondering why he hadn’t told his parents the truth about his experience in Poland; the tantrum which had led to his incarceration at Dachau. 
 
    The more he tried to bury his rebellious thoughts, the more they crowded his already overtaxed mind. That he was a lowly Schütze who would probably walk all the way to wherever the hell they were going while other higher-ranking soldiers rode horses or sat in vehicles, didn’t bother him in the slightest. That he was going to spend months, or even years, eating field rations and shitting behind bushes with icicles hanging from his arsehole didn’t faze him either, for he was young and fit and could handle the elements, whatever they were. No, what bothered him about the army wasn’t the discomfort, it was its incomprehensible wickedness; immorality that was totally unrelated to war. 
 
    Wilmot always began his daily musings with the Jewish question; was he a Jew lover? The answer still came back, no. Like many Germans, he resented the Kikes, and he agreed with Goebbels’ analysis that they had, for years, moved into countries throughout Europe in a bid to change them to their liking from the inside. He’d always despised their organised communities in Berlin that lobbied for self-serving political and social reforms. They had never been satisfied; always wanting the best jobs, acquiring the biggest businesses and the fanciest places of worship. Yet, for all their annoying idiosyncrasies and shortcomings, he’d come to realise that he didn’t hate the Jewish race. That was the crux of the matter, his dilemma in a nutshell. 
 
    When the army had surged into the Northern Baltic States some weeks earlier, Wilmot had been taken aback by the population’s reaction to them. Battles had taken place, aeroplanes had dogged them from the air, but after the Russian retreat, the German forces had been met with cheers and flowers and had been hailed as liberators by many of the local people. Stalin’s reign of terror, and the ruthless actions of the NKVD – the Soviet Secret Police who tortured and killed Communist dissenters – had caused such intense suffering that the people now seemed delighted to see the new occupiers. 
 
    In the last town before the Russian border, Wilmot had marched through the streets singing songs of victory with his Schütze comrades, planning his strategy to win the Iron Cross, just as his father and Hitler and had done during the First World War. Only one act of bravery would be needed to get that medal pinned on his chest, and at the time, that hadn’t seemed out of reach. 
 
    Prisoners, killed by retreating Russians for being anti-communist dissidents, had been laid out in rows in front of the town’s prison. That sight had not turned Wilmot’s stomach, for he’d seen plenty of dead bodies. No, it hadn’t been those lifeless bloodied creatures who’d dampened his spirits, it had been something much more chilling. 
 
    During his first day in that town, the name of which he could no longer remember, he had witnessed Jews being rounded up by local anti-Semites. Accused of colluding with the Communists, the Jews had been ordered to cart the dissidents’ bodies off the streets. The local population then organised a pogrom, an organised massacre of the Jewish citizens. And Wilmot had watched it all with a mixture of astonishment and dismay. 
 
    “Do what you want with the Jews.” The German officer had been encouraging the townspeople. “But make sure you don’t leave a trace of them behind.” Claus, a soldier the same age as Wilmot, had dragged an old Jew by his long white beard, and pulled him along a line of German soldiers, as though the ancient little man were a dog. “What have you stolen today, Old Father?” Claus had asked the man in an exaggerated kindly voice. “Eh, who have you stolen from this time?” he added with a swipe to the man’s black-hatted head. 
 
    When the local mob began pushing and pulling Jews into the street, Wilmot had retreated. He’d stood at the top of the Town Hall steps, watching the hatred haemorrhaging from the anti-Semites in the crowd. Jews being kicked was nothing new, but watching men and women bludgeon, shoot and stab unarmed Kikes, regardless of gender or age, had disgusted him. He didn’t know how many had died in that town, but ever since, flashes of body after body being thrown onto a pyre in the street and torched like wood on a bonfire, had fomented his growing desire to call it a day and go home. 
 
    He groaned at the ravaged and ruined fields, razed of produce by Russian peasants before the invading army had had the chance to eat or store any food. The Russian civilian population gave true meaning to the saying, cut off your nose to spite your face, for thinking that they wouldn’t be returning to their homes, they had destroyed everything in their wake. 
 
    It had all seemed very easy at the beginning of the march into Russia, Wilmot thought, as he passed yet another burnt-out farm. The invasion force had consisted of one hundred and fifty-three divisions, all German, Finnish, Slovakian, Hungarian, and Spanish fascist troops. Three million men along with six hundred thousand trucks, three thousand tanks and three thousand aeroplanes had surged confidently, and without restraint, into the vast hostile Russian territory, expecting to conquer Moscow, Leningrad, Stalingrad and the rich oilfields of the Caucasus within three months. Now, Wilmot was convinced that the time frame for victory concocted by the 4th Panzer Division’s Commander, General Reinhardt, was a load of hogwash. 
 
    Reinhardt and his batallions had spearheaded the advance for Army Group North in the opening phase of Operation Barbarossa, crossing the Neman River in good time until they were counter-attacked by 300 Soviet tanks near Raseiniai. It had taken a gruelling four-day battle to encircle and destroy the Soviet arms before they were able to seize the Daugava bridges and begin their advance towards Leningrad. How long would it take to defeat that city when Russian leaders seemed willing to sacrifice their soldiers en masse, and have the capacity to send just as many men into the fray the next day, and the next, ad infinitum. How many bloody Soviet troops were there in Russia? He tripped over another boulder. “For God’s sake, pay attention, Willie,” he mumbled. 
 
    Wilmot also liked to remind himself that he was lucky to be alive after a battle against a massive Russian defence line some days earlier. 
 
    It had begun on a hot, sunny day with clear blue skies and a perfect line of sight for over a kilometre. After the German cannons had weakened the Russian trenches, Wilmot and his fellow riflemen were ordered to assault the remaining active dugouts. His heart had thumped in his ears, his insides vibrating when the big guns let loose their loads, and he and his comrades hollered an adrenalin-filled “Arrrrgh!” as they surged across the rough terrain into fountains of dirt and dust. 
 
    Men to Wilmot’s left and right had fallen to machine-gun fire coming from the trench directly in front of his unit. He’d fired his rifle indiscriminately at the glinting tips of Russian helmets; actions driven by fear and the hope that he’d get them before they got him. 
 
    He’d been struck by a sudden searing pain in his chest – which he now knew had been caused by a stitch and not a bullet as he’d thought at the time. His throat had constricted making it difficult to swallow, and dirt and dust had clogged the back of his mouth and blurred his vision as clouds of the stuff continued to shoot into the air. 
 
    He’d glimpsed a Russian soldier coming over the parapet with a sabre waving in both hands. The man had been like a wild beast, growling and howling in Russian at the top of his lungs. Wilmot, struck utterly breathless, had become dizzy, and had stumbled into a shallow pothole – or had it been quite deep? As he’d lain winded by his fall with his foot wedged in the hole, he’d tried desperately to roll onto his other side where his pistol was holstered – somewhere during his fall he’d lost his grip on his rifle. 
 
    Paralysed by fear and a cold, sharp pain in his side as well as his foot, he’d gawped in horror at the chaos around him. Gunfire snapped in the air, but most of the noise in his immediate vicinity had been that of soldiers screaming for their mothers, desperate to live, to kill, to survive another day. Bodies were entangled in an orgy of hand to hand combat, and for a few seconds Wilmot was a spectator, forgotten, or so it had seemed. 
 
    Minutes later, when his body finally managed to react, he’d rolled over and grasped his pistol in both hands. Out of the corner of his eye, he had seen the giant Russian slashing at German soldiers with his sabre until no one stood between them. 
 
    Wilmot’s pistol had been waving in his hands but by the time he’d pulled the trigger the tip of the Russian’s bayonet had nicked the mud-hardened material of his uniform field jacket and he’d passed out. 
 
    When his senses had returned, and he’d opened his eyes, the sabre’s tip was lying flat, pointing towards his neck and sandwiched between his body and that of the dead Russian. He’d fought for breath under the Russian’s weight. The man’s blood had gushed from the gaping hole in his cheek and coated Wilmot’s half-parted lips. It had grown dark, not like a sunset, but instantly, as though night had descended like a stage curtain, and once again he’d felt himself falling, falling, falling into oblivion. 
 
    Later, someone had pulled him from under the Russian, bandaged him up and then sent him back to the German lines to march on as if nothing had happened. 
 
    He often recalled his frantic efforts to defend himself on that day, the pain and terror of impending death, his mistakes, his hesitations. Even as a child, he’d perfected a soldier’s swagger and a chilling tone of voice that he’d used to scare his playmates. The tough Vogel kid, the teachers at school had often called him, the boy who would either end up a general or spend his life in prison, for he seemed to lack restraint. In every daydream he’d ever had as a teenager he’d come out of an imaginary fight victorious; standing over his dead enemy, slicing a throat, shooting a gun, breaking a neck, pummelling his enemy to death, but not once had he envisaged himself curled up on the ground, unable to catch a decent breath. He pressed his hand against his ribs, now tightly strapped with layers of bandages. He was lucky to be alive. 
 
    “Halt!” someone shouted, bringing Wilmot back to the present. Thank God, they were taking a rest, he thought. It was still painful to walk, to laugh, to breathe at times, but he’d been more fortunate than the scores of Germans who had died or suffered terrible wounds at that German trench. All he’d got were a couple of cracked ribs from the tumble, a sprained ankle and a graze on his chest from the Russian’s sabre. He chuckled to himself – he’d been given a sign – he wasn’t destined to die in Russia. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-Six 
 
      
 
    The Vogels 
 
      
 
    Berlin, September 1941 
 
      
 
    Paul took Valentina with him to his parents’ house for the last family dinner before leaving Germany. It was the second anniversary of the Polish invasion; the reason for the war against Britain and France. 
 
    Laura had decided to make the evening a special occasion by inviting Valentina’s parents for a dinner that was to be held in the rarely-used formal dining room. That morning, Dieter had asked her why she thought it was necessary for Freddie and Olga to be present at what would be the Vogels last evening together and Laura had replied, “You’ll find out why soon enough, darling.” 
 
    At the lavish dining table, Paul listened to Valentina talking to her parents about her promotion at the Neue Reichskanzlei on Hermann-Göring-Straße and the corner of Voßstraße. Her animated face, flushed with her first glass of wine and no small measure of excitement, was the vision he’d take with him when he left Germany – love was a divine gift. 
 
    “Every girl I know wants a job at the New Reich Chancellery, even though the only work available is in the typing pool. It’s hard, no one says thank you when one’s table is piled high with completed documents, and the noise of typewriter keys being hammered all day, every day, is irritating to say the least.” Valentina was laughing as she spoke and her parents and the Vogels were enchanted. “I’ve been especially lucky. I truly believe that.” 
 
    “Why do you say that, dear?” Freddie asked. 
 
    “Well, Papa, it must have been luck. I don’t know how my work came to the notice of the Vice Chancellor’s offices when there are at least fifty other high calibre typists in my pool; they’re all so good, you see.” 
 
    “You weren’t lucky, Mein Engel,” Paul told her. “You’re clearly very good at your job, and your superiors thought you deserved the promotion.” 
 
    “Who are you going to work for?” Olga asked, beaming with pride. 
 
    “I don’t know the person’s name yet, but I’ve been told I’ll be going to the Vice Chancellor’s offices. He has almost an entire floor to himself, so I presume I’ll be working for someone high up. Oh, Mama, imagine me, a proper secretary to someone important, someone who will know my name and personally call for me to do things for him.” 
 
    “Wonderful, darling,” Olga said, squeezing her daughter’s hand. “I’m so very proud of you.” 
 
    Paul, listening to Valentina tell her parents that she would now have a real desk with a telephone, not just a table with a typewriter on it, felt like the luckiest man alive. It had only been one month since he and Valentina had first met at the Einstein club, but during that short period of time he’d found what every person searches for in their short lives; mutual love between two people and all the heavenly trappings that went with it. 
 
    He looked around the table. The Biermanns were grinning, admiring their vivacious daughter while she spoke. Dieter and Laura, both almost as in love with Valentina as Paul was, looked as though they were bursting to receive the news that Paul was about to deliver to Freddie and Olga. He wagged his finger at his mother in mock admonishment. She’d evidently let his father into the secret when he’d asked her not to. 
 
    “So, Paul – Paris, eh,” said Freddie Biermann, breaking into his thoughts. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I couldn’t have wished for a better posting. I admit, I dreaded the thought of being sent to Russia or elsewhere in the East – not because of the fighting, of course, but I’m sure I wouldn’t like the winter weather when it eventually sets in.” 
 
    “I’m delighted for him,” said Dieter, pouring more wine into everyone’s glasses. “To be given a job at the medical facility in the centre of Paris, looking after our soldiers’ health and wellbeing is a great honour considering his junior rank. Dieter waggled his finger at Freddie. “I suspect you might have had a hand in this, Freddie. I know how influential you Gestapo types are.” 
 
    Freddie smiled. “Nothing to do me with me. Like Valentina, Paul got his reward through his own hard work.” 
 
    “I’m just happy he’ll be safe and won’t see any fighting – not like my poor, Wilmot,” said Laura, a little down at the mouth. Then she seemed to cheer up. “You’ll have a splendid time, won’t you, Son?” 
 
    “Not too splendid, I hope,” said Valentina, a small smile touching her lips. 
 
    Paul kissed the back of her hand. “No, not too splendid. I can’t possibly enjoy myself if you’re not with me, darling.” 
 
    “Oh, my, how lovely,” Laura gushed. 
 
    Paul took a deep breath as he continued to gaze at Valentina. Her smile, the memories of her kisses from the previous night, her arms wrapped around his neck, her body pushing against his manhood in a cruel, mischievous manner that had driven him mad with desire – yes, it had only been a month, but a month in wartime was like an eternity, for no one made long-term plans anymore or looked to the future beyond a day, a week or a month at most. 
 
    Sighing contentedly, he gazed at his mother. She, the only person complicit in the secret, and now his father, apparently, had urged him to marry as soon as possible. She was not a particularly good conversationalist, guarded with her feelings and restrained in an often cold, English way, but she was intuitive and wise. “You should marry Valentina Biermann before you leave Germany,” Laura had insisted earlier that day. “You’ll be a fool if you abandon her to the officers and Reich officials in the Chancellery. Mark my words, Son, she’s far too attractive to go unnoticed, and if you don’t act she’ll be swamped by invitations and proposals the minute you leave Berlin. You’ll kick yourself for hesitating.” 
 
    “Herr Biermann, I wonder if I could have a word with you before our food arrives?” Paul asked. 
 
    Freddie smiled. “Yes, of course. I…” 
 
    Kurt appeared at the dining room door and the conversation died. “Excuse me, Herr Biermann, a Gestapo Kriminalobersekretär is here. The lieutenant wonders if he might have a word with you. He said it was urgent.” 
 
    Dieter and Paul rose to their feet, sitting again after Freddie had left the room. 
 
    “My husband never gets a moment’s peace,” Olga lamented. “There are enemy secret agents in Germany. They’re everywhere, apparently. Did you know that?” she asked. “The cheek of them, thinking they can come into our country and spy on us. It never fails to amaze me how…” 
 
    “Mother, should you be talking about Papa’s work?” Valentina scolded her. 
 
    “Oh, for goodness sake, everyone knows there is a spy world out there. It’s all part and parcel of war.” Olga leant in as though she were about to impart a great secret. “We weren’t supposed to, but Freddie and I watched a spy movie a couple of years ago. Don’t ask me how my Freddie got hold of the reel because I have no idea. It was by Alfred Hitchcock and called, The 39 Steps. It was very disturbing, naturally, but I couldn’t help being a tad thrilled by it.” 
 
    “So, you think there are spies in Berlin, do you?” Dieter chuckled. 
 
    “Most definitely. Freddie has people going around the city in detection vans all the time. That’s what his Section E does.” 
 
    “Mother!” shouted Valentina, horrified at Olga’s indiscretions. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be silly, Valentina, dear. We’re all friends on the same side here.” 
 
    When Freddie returned his brow was furrowed. Nevertheless, he sat down and said, “I’m sorry about that. Paul, what did you want to ask me?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Dieter got off the tram, glanced over his shoulder, and, satisfied he wasn’t being followed, set off along the street. In this working-class district, a man like him would be forgiven for not knowing the lay of the land, but he knew this area well and had been there on numerous occasions. 
 
    “I will have a Scotch, especially as you say my Max brought it for you. Thank you, Ernst,” said Dieter, as he relaxed on Herr Brandt’s couch. “Any news from my boy?” 
 
    “Yes, but we agreed not to discuss Mirror – he’s fine, safe, that’s all you need to know. How is your other son? I admit, he worried me. He seemed naïve to me, like a babe lost in a world he doesn’t understand. I’d keep my eye on that one if I were you.” 
 
    Dieter decided not to tell Brandt about Paul’s posting to Paris. “Paul is well. He’s getting married on Saturday, and to be honest, his big day is the only reason my wife and I are still in Berlin.” 
 
    “I had a feeling this wasn’t a social call,” said Brandt, reaching into a cabinet for the whisky. 
 
    “When is it ever social, Ernst?” sighed Dieter with a rare bout of melancholy, as he watched Brandt pour whisky from the bottle of Scotch that Max had given him. Not hearing from Max, Hannah and Frank was a hard pill to swallow. Laura had announced only a few weeks earlier that they were being punished for remaining in Germany after Hitler had come to power. “Had we moved back to England as I suggested years ago, we’d still have our children,” she’d scolded him. He’d rarely lost his temper with Laura, but he’d taken her to task over that issue. “And what about Paul and Willie? Are they not our children as well? Or do you not care about them?” he’d blasted her. He’d had to eat a lot of humble pie later that day. 
 
    Heller had frequently written a specific code known only to them into his transmissions, letting Dieter know that Max, Hannah and Frank were well. Through Heller, Dieter had learnt that he and Laura were grandparents to a baby boy, but unless Hannah contacted he and Laura directly, he couldn’t tell his wife and German family the wonderful news. Lying and harbouring secrets was the price he had to pay to keep Laura and his children safe, and he wouldn’t apologise for his deceit. 
 
    “What about our mutual friend?” Brandt handed Dieter the Scotch and sat in the chair beside the sofa. 
 
    Knowing he meant Heller, Dieter replied, “He’s one of the reasons why I’m here. Last night I held a dinner party for a Gestapo Kriminaldirektor…” 
 
    “Ah, a wolf at your dinner table then.” 
 
    Dieter shrugged. “Not for the first time, Ernst. The point is, he received a message while we were eating. Radio detector vans were in the area and had picked up a signal.” 
 
    “Yours?” 
 
    “Possibly – probably – don’t look at me like that. I’ve been very careful. I don’t transmit from home anymore. I took greater precautions after I learnt from my Gestapo friend that he was going to purge my area. I transmitted from the woods about two kilometres from my home. There’s a signal tower over there.” 
 
    “Well, you know the old saying: know thine enemy,” said Brandt. “You certainly know yours. Doesn’t your friendship with that Gestapo fellow go back to the first war?” 
 
    “Friendship,” Dieter sniggered. “I’m afraid that ship sailed years ago for us both. It ended the day Freddie joined the Gestapo’s section E and began persecuting Germans who spoke out against Hitler’s policies. I tried to talk him out of it. We had a blazing row over a bottle of Scotch. He was determined to make a difference, get Germany back on its feet by expediting Hitler’s laws and ideology to the letter. I warned him that our friendship would become superficial, that I’d never trust a Gestapo officer with my secrets or thoughts. He said he’d always be the same old Freddie – same old Freddie, my arse, he thrives on torturing people, notching up his victims’ names in his little black book.” 
 
    “Why are you complaining? You’ve used him for years, and you get the better of him every time,” Brandt reminded Dieter. 
 
    “Yes, I have. So far. I’ve taken every loose comment and inadvertent piece of intelligence that’s come out his, or his wife’s mouth and passed it on to London, and if I need to kill him to protect my wife and family, I’ll not think twice about putting a bullet in his head – I would have died for that man in 1916, but now I don’t even remember why I liked him.” 
 
    “Where is the radio now?” Brandt asked. 
 
    “It’s safe.” Dieter swallowed, reflecting how close Kurt and he had come to being caught the previous afternoon. He’d transmitted a radio message to Heller only one hour before the Biermanns arrived at his house. The Gestapo consistently kept tabs on their senior officers, but he’d thought that the detection vans wouldn’t operate in areas where their superiors were going for fear of corrupting some top-secret operation, but he’d been wrong. Kurt had listened in on the conversation between Freddie and the Gestapo officer who’d interrupted the dinner party, and had distinctly heard Freddie ask how far the signal was from the Vogel’s house. 
 
    Biermann had been euphoric upon hearing that his daughter wanted to marry the son of his closest friend, and after celebratory champagne and brandy, he’d continued to let slip his suspicions about spies being in the centre of Berlin; perhaps even in the Reich Chancellery itself. He’d been like a leaky tap dripping intelligence and revelling in the power he believed he held; no one was infallible, it seemed to Dieter, not even the fearsome Gestapo. In fact, Biermann was a stupid man. 
 
    “What now for you, Dieter?” Brandt asked. 
 
    Dieter cleared his throat. “I have orders, but first, I’m getting my wife out straight after my son’s wedding.” 
 
    “Out of Germany?” Brandt stood and went to the window. He moved the dirty white net curtains aside with his index finger and thumb and peered through a corner of the window pane into the street. 
 
    “Oh, do sit down, Ernst,” Dieter said. “Do you think I’d be stupid enough to come up here if I thought I’d been followed?” 
 
    “People who are followed don’t generally know they have a tail on them,” Brandt warned, then sat down again. “All right, I’m listening.” 
 
    “Good, because this is important. Two of our agents have been captured in Hamburg, and we’ve been instructed to shut our radios down.” 
 
    “London said nothing about that when I reported in last week,” Brandt snapped. “Why am I always the last to know about these things?” 
 
    “You weren’t informed because the men were only captured two days ago. Look, Ernst, we knew it was only a matter of time before the Abwehr strengthened in manpower and resources. They were late to the spy game, but by God, they’re beginning to catch up with a vengeance, and that means we have to be much more careful.” Dieter wagged his finger at Brandt. “And you’ve got to stop taking things personally, you’re like an old Frau at times.” 
 
    “And has this old Frau to be left to his own devices from now on?” 
 
    Dieter, regretting his harsh words to a man who had dedicated the last five years of his life to help political dissidents escape Hitler’s Germany, said in a softer tone, “The British haven’t forgotten you. My replacement will arrive within the next two weeks. He’ll contact you as soon as he gets his feet on the ground.” 
 
    “What’s his code name?” 
 
    “The Barber. He’ll be based in Switzerland but will slip in and out of Germany using a cover, much like Mirror did before the war started. Just sit tight until he arrives, Ernst.” 
 
    “I will. Unlike your boy, Max, I don’t have a death wish,” said Brandt, getting up to fetch the bottle of Scotch. 
 
    Dieter looked at the shabby cushions on the couch. He hadn’t been in Brandt’s flat for more than a year, for on the rare occasions they had met, both men had preferred to conduct their get-togethers in the park or at a workingman’s beer hall next to the nearby factory. 
 
    Whenever Dieter had gone to Zum Nussbaum, a smelly den of alcohol and sweat where men played dominoes and poker for matchsticks, he’d donned old clothes that his gardener had previously worn. 
 
    Brandt had informed Dieter, through Kurt, that the bar had been infiltrated by the Gestapo’s secret police. They’d hung around the bar area, asking people if they’d had trouble with interference on their radios at home, if they’d seen strangers or heard anything that insulted or threatened the Führer. Secret police, my arse, Dieter had mocked. They were as undisciplined and as unguarded as Freddie and his wife had been a few nights earlier. 
 
    “So, have the Gestapo been spotted again in Zum Nussbaum since we last spoke?” Dieter asked. 
 
    Brandt topped Dieter’s glass up. “Yes, a Sohn einer Hündin, son of a bitch, as the Americans would say, was in there three nights ago. Nobody answered his questions, not one person – foolish people, the Gestapo. They think we can’t recognise them when they all wear the same black clothes and hats, the bloody arschlochs.” 
 
    Dieter chuckled at the way Brandt screwed up his face when agitated. “I was just thinking the same thing. Ach, they’re over confident, Ernst.” 
 
    “I remember a time when the average working man could enjoy a beer and speak his mind without getting shot,” Brandt continued. “But in these dark days, beer halls are no longer sanctuaries, and households are terrified of a knock on their front doors. Every person who lives under the Nazi yoke is afraid of the Gestapo, Dieter, and you should be afraid of your Kriminaldirektor friend as well.” Brandt gulped down the whisky, went for the bottle again and asked, “What will happen to your boys if you disappear. Two of them are still in Germany, are they not?” 
 
    “The boys will be fine. I’ve accounted for the fallout.” 
 
    “You won’t tell me what your mission is, will you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Brandt exhaled a long breath, then lifted the tumbler to his mouth. After a large, noisy glug, as though he were drinking water, he wiped his mouth and sighed again. “I don’t blame you for getting out, Dieter. You’ll probably be more useful to the British in London than you are here. Things are getting worse rather than better, and there’s nothing we can do about it. The Gestapo’s warped philosophy, their master plan for total social control over everything and everybody is driving people underground. Control of thoughts and actions, and Christ forbid, what we say. Who would have imagined it, eh?” 
 
    “That’s what Hitler wants from the Gestapo,” Dieter said, recognising that Brandt was tipsy. “You don’t think he’d have got this far were it not for his instruments of terror, do you, Ernst? He knew exactly what he was doing when he forged that sword.” 
 
    “Let me ask you something, Dieter,” Brandt leant in. “How can you live from day to day knowing that your best friend, the Kriminaldirektor, might suspect you of being a secret agent?” 
 
    “I might ask you the same thing,” Dieter answered. 
 
    “Ah, but I count myself infinitely more fortunate than you.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Well, I’m an insignificant fellow, an old dithering fool to most people. I live alone without a wife or offspring to care for me. I dress in my pyjamas most days, go out only for bread and other sundries because I can’t afford to eat in fancy restaurants or have a cook to make me elaborate dinners. I keep my thoughts to myself and I don’t mention politics or war to anyone apart from my neighbour, a floor down, and even then I’m guarded.” 
 
    Brandt went to pour some more scotch for Dieter, but the latter held up his hand. “Funny, Dieter, I’ve left Max’s bottle alone for a year, hadn’t touched a drop of it since your other son was here,” said Brandt, pouring more into his own tumbler. “I suppose I was waiting for the right occasion – ach, I don’t think it’ll do me any harm to finish it off now. It tastes better when I have company.” 
 
    “You were saying about the Gestapo,” Dieter interrupted, looking at his watch. 
 
    “Ah, yes, unlike me, Dieter, you deal with the Wehrmacht High Command on a regular basis. It must be exhausting to put on an act in front of those people, day after day, and betray the country we once fought for – you and I both know how hard it is to do our jobs – loving our country yet working against its interests.” 
 
    “We’re not betraying our country, or working against it,” Dieter corrected Brandt. “We’re trying to save it from a narcissist who’d blow it to smithereens in an instant if he thought the allies were defeating him. You’ll see, he’ll take every German down with him. No, Ernst, we’re not the traitors, he is.” 
 
    “Quite right … you’re right, of course we’re not. He’s the one that killed my family in 1934, not me … no, I didn’t shoot my wife or daughter or grandson.” 
 
    Dieter grew silent as tears sprouted from Brandt’s eyes. The old man had never once mentioned why his family had been murdered, and Dieter had never asked. Brandt wiped his eyes, sniffed and said, “Well, my friend, let’s get to it before I can’t remember why you’re here.” 
 
    “I’ll miss you, old goat,” Dieter chuckled, wondering how the new agent, code named The Barber, would get along with the habitually ill-disposed Ernst Brandt. “When the Barber contacts you, you’ll find him experienced and thorough, so don’t be fooled by his youth, and don’t give him any trouble, you hear?” 
 
    Brandt gave a mock salute. “Do you know him? Is he a foreigner?” 
 
    “You’ll find out. I’ve told you all you need to know for now.” 
 
    “What do you need from me today?” Brandt asked, now looking more tired than tipsy. 
 
    “Two things; the first is a forged passport, and the second is a communication, of sorts…” 
 
    “And with whom should I communicate?” 
 
    Dieter, growing nervous at the thought of the upcoming mission, snapped, “Let me speak without interrupting and I’ll tell you. In exactly two weeks from today, you will buy the Das Reich newspaper. Go to the book reviews page on page six and look for the reviewer named Franz Schwarz. If I have successfully escaped Germany, you will read the headline for a book by Pearl Sydenstricker Buck. The book is called, China Sky, and my headline will be, A Not to be Missed Chinese Extravaganza.” Dieter pulled a piece of paper from his jacket’s breast pocket. “Here, I’ve written the date, page, text and name down for you.” To reiterate, Dieter pointed to the text. “If you see that, you’ll know I made it out.” 
 
    “Who’s the passport for?” 
 
    “I’ll give you the details after you get some coffee down you, Ernst.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Klara Gabula 
 
      
 
    Paris, August 1941 
 
      
 
    Klara locked the shop’s front door for the night and climbed the stairs to Chirac’s one-bedroom flat. She kicked off her shoes, wiggled her newly-freed toes, then fell onto the bed. Another day without any sign of British help arriving, she thought, staring at the crack in the ceiling that stretched from one corner to the bare bulb hanging on a wire in the centre. Another day to wonder if Romek was still alive, another long night ahead, dreaming of Max holding her in his arms. “Stop it,” she muttered, “Enough of the self-pity.” 
 
    She began to cry despite her best effort to stay strong. She’d convinced herself that fate had intervened on her behalf, for had she been involved with Romek’s Resistance fighters, she’d have been arrested with the group, and might be dead by now. Her decision to go it alone, to leave her marriage and husband had saved her life, yet she was filled with guilt. 
 
    She crossed to the window, drew back the curtains and looked down on the street below. A group of rowdy German Luftwaffe airmen were walking past her shop. They crossed the road to claim a table outside the Café Francoeur. A smile lifted the corners of her mouth. On the café’s façade, a large letter ‘V’ was written in chalk. The ‘V’ for victory symbol had reached Paris from Britain and was plastered all over the city. It had been painted on the walls of the Metro, and even on German vehicles, though unsurprisingly those were removed as soon as they were discovered. 
 
    The French had been quick to adopt the symbol of defiance after the idea was broadcast on the BBC’s French language service, which began at 9.15 every evening. The programme always started the same way, with an opening message of encouragement for the occupied French people and the first four notes of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, which sounded like the Morse code for ‘V’ as in victory. 
 
    She looked forward to listening to it every night, not only because the service was being transmitted by their ally but because it also brought hope. She, more than Darek, who brought news reports to her most evenings, was convinced that at some point in the broadcast a direct communication would come through for the survivors of the captured Polish-French Resistance group. 
 
    Romek, also an avid listener, had told her once, “Yes, Klara, the BBC often include personal messages in its broadcasts. You must listen carefully, for they come in a variety of ways, such as within lines of poetry or even seemingly nonsensical items that someone somewhere will understand.” But Darek was still sceptical and fond of saying in French, L’espoir jaillit éternellement dans le coeur des hommes: Hope springs eternal in the hearts of men. 
 
    She opened the window and stuck her head out. The rowdy and somewhat tipsy Luftwaffe men spotted her and waved up at her. Alarmed, she slammed the window shut and went to the kitchen for a glass of milk. 
 
    It was nine o’clock according to the wall clock. Darek was due to arrive at any minute, and hopefully, bring an update on Romek and the others. With or without up-to-date intelligence, he came to Chirac’s flat an hour after the shop closed every evening, and upon his arrival, asked the same two questions, “Have our friends across the Channel made contact?” And, “Did you hear anything interesting today from your German customers?” 
 
    A bottle of French brandy was on the sideboard in the living room. She picked it up, tempted to drink a thimbleful before he arrived, but decided against it as alcohol made her overly emotional and apt to cry at the drop of a hat. She set the bottle down on the dining table behind her, went back to the sideboard and removed the glasses and ornaments from its top before lifting the lid to reveal her radio transmitter. Her fingers hesitated as though afraid of being burnt. She gazed at it for a moment, then, timidly at first, ran her fingers along its length turning the dials as she went. 
 
    The radio had lain unused since Darek had deposited it in the flat on the morning Romek was arrested. It was a powerful weapon, she thought, one that could get her killed if she dared to use it, or give her the pleasure of contacting Max, who might be sitting next to a radio like this one in Britain worrying about her. 
 
    Finally, she took it out, sat it on the table and played her reticent fingers across it. If only she had the courage to switch it on. She knew what to do, how to use the most basic of codes. 
 
    Darek’s three knocks at the front door startled her. She looked longingly once more at the radio and then put it back in its hiding place. She would have to use it eventually if she were to carry on the fight against the Nazis, she thought, closing the sideboard lid; but not tonight. 
 
    “Are they still alive?” said Klara before Darek could pose his habitual questions. 
 
    “I went to the prison, but it’s impossible to get any closer than a hundred metres. The number of guards has doubled in the last three days. They’ve blocked the road leading to the compound and all vehicles including horse-drawn carts were being searched. I don’t know what to tell you, Klara. There’s no way of knowing if our people are alive, or if they’ve already been shot.” 
 
    Klara was frustrated. “We have to do something. Can we get a man in there?” 
 
    “I suppose it’s possible. I saw French civilians at the barricade. They showed their papers to the Boche guards and were let in. I presumed they were going to work at the prison. But, Klara, the civilians are probably the same ones who guarded the prison before the Germans took it over. It’s unlikely they’ll take someone asking for a job off the street.” 
 
    “Who do you know that’s still active and loyal to Romek?” she asked. “We’ve got to rebuild the group, otherwise the intelligence I’m gathering will be a waste of time.” 
 
    Klara sat at the table. Darek fidgeted with his cap, his eyes unwilling to meet hers. 
 
    “Don’t keep secrets, Darek. I can take it, whatever it is,” she said. 
 
    Darek gave her a reluctant nod. “I don’t want to believe this, but I think Romek has broken under interrogation. Those in our group who were lucky enough not to be at the factory when it was raided have been arrested.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Eighteen, so far.” 
 
    Klara gasped. The image of Romek being tortured by the Gestapo was almost too much to bear. But she was sure Romek would rather die than give up his men. “You’re wrong about Romek. You can’t know what he has or hasn’t said?” 
 
    “True, but I’ve spent most of this week trying to contact our remaining fighters in the hope that we can get something moving again. Romek had a list of our people’s addresses and places where they could be found in a hurry. He had it to keep tabs on the men in case they betrayed him, or were in trouble. He saw it as a necessary precaution, and I agreed with him.” 
 
    “You mean he found it necessary to spy on his own fighters? Well, he didn’t do a good job with that Albert you told me about, did he? And neither did you. You can’t even find out about him and the others, and you have the cheek to sit here and call Romek a traitor. You’re probably the reason Romek is either dead or about to be killed.” Kara clapped her hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry … sorry…” 
 
    Darek shook his head. “I’m sick and tired of you throwing Albert in my face every time I come here. Only you, Romek and I know about this place, and if I were a German spy, the Gestapo would have been here by now to arrest you. We don’t know if Albert gave the Germans our location or if it was someone else in the group. But it certainly wasn’t me!” 
 
    Klara flinched at Darek’s words, but he wasn’t finished. 
 
    “If you don’t trust me, I’ll leave, but I won’t come back to help you if you get yourself into trouble. You’re playing a dangerous game here. Your luck will run out eventually.” 
 
    Klara’s fingers trembled as she poured Darek a shot of brandy. “It’s not luck that’s kept this place going. I’ve been very careful.” Finally, she apologised, “I’m sorry, Darek. I know Romek and you did what you could to protect the group’s security. I have no right to object to whatever you two did or didn’t do.” She knocked back her own drink and then asked, “Who else knew the names of our men and where to find them?” 
 
    “Apart from Romek, only Oscar and me.” 
 
    “Oscar wouldn’t blab, would he?” 
 
    “If we knew where he was we could ask him.” 
 
    Klara banged the tumbler on the table, the remaining brandy spilling on the tablecloth. She was impatient to do something other than sit in the apartment wondering what had happened to her estranged husband and almost thirty Polish and French fighters. “Who gave the other fighters up under torture is not important now. We should be putting a plan together to get our people out of there.” 
 
    “How? Are you thinking of going to the prison’s doors and saying please?” 
 
    “Darek, think! There has to be something we can do.” 
 
    Darek poured more brandy into their glasses and then pushed the cork back into the bottle. “That’s it.” He nodded, his eyes wide with an idea forming. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Klara asked. 
 
    “Did you ever hear Romek talk about a Communist called Florent Duguay?” 
 
    “No, the name doesn’t ring a bell but then I didn’t see Romek in the weeks running up to his arrest.” 
 
    “Romek and I ran across Duguay when we were trying to uncouple a railway track to derail a train. We’d just about finished and had tied up the two French civilians who were guarding the line when Duguay turned up with two other men to do the same job as us.” 
 
    Klara chuckled, imagining that scene. “So much for cooperation.” 
 
    Darek smiled for the first time since he’d walked in. “After that first meeting, Romek and I had a few get-togethers with Duguay. We didn’t exchange names until much later, of course, but once we’d established trust, we found out that he runs a partisan network.” 
 
    “Are they active?” 
 
    “Yes. Since June, they’ve set off about twenty bombs, derailed four trains and carried out over fifty acts of sabotage, but unlike the heavy-handed British attacks, no French people were killed. Most of Duguay’s men are French Communist veterans of the Spanish Civil War. They’re used to operating in secret, and to be honest, they’re much better at it than we ever were. They’re organised like an army, tightly disciplined with snipers and experienced demolition experts in their ranks. Romek and I met with Duguay two days before the raid on the factory and we agreed to merge certain operations.” 
 
    “Will they help us?” 
 
    “Yes. I think they will, but you’ll have to give them something in return – locations, functions attended by high-ranking officers and Reich officials, that sort of thing – this is good, Klara, they’d pay a good price to get a few high-profile assassinations under their belts.” 
 
    “Do you know how to find Duguay?” 
 
    “Yes, but…” 
 
    Klara donned her cardigan. “What are we waiting for? Take me to him.” 
 
    “No. If we’re going to do this, we will do it my way.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifty-Nine 
 
      
 
    The Vogels 
 
      
 
    Berlin, September 1941 
 
      
 
    “Why are you going to work now?” Laura asked Dieter, who’d already donned his hat despite his wife’s pleas to stay at home. 
 
    “I have things to do, darling,” Dieter replied in his most patient voice. “You can’t expect me to take a week off work at short notice without tying a few things up in the Berlin factory first. You know I’m not free to walk away whenever I want.” 
 
    “Oh, that old excuse.” 
 
    “Laura, dear, you seem to forget the pressure I’ve been under lately, what with the wedding and important meetings.” 
 
    Laura harrumphed. “How can I forget when you’re never home. You always have things to do at that bloody factory. You might as well live there.” 
 
    Dieter opened the front door, but before he left, he kissed Laura hard on the mouth. “You are the most important person, thing, in my life. I promise, we’ll go to Dresden and spoil each other rotten. No distractions, just you and I taking long walks on the embankment.” 
 
    Laura tried to hide a smile, “And what about your Dresden factory?” 
 
    “It has run smoothly enough without me for months. I’ll go in for an hour or two in the mornings, that’s all.” 
 
    Laura had the right to be angry with him, he thought, getting into the car. She’d already been upset about Paul leaving that morning. “Our son has just gone to war, and now you’re leaving me,” she’d rebuked him. But he’d reminded her that their son had gone to Paris, which was hardly a war zone. 
 
    “I lied to Laura,” Dieter remarked to Kurt on their way to the Grunewald, the forested area in Western Berlin situated ten kilometres from the city centre. 
 
    “There’s nothing new in that, Dieter, and as I’ve always reminded you, you lie to protect her from the truth – plausible deniability will be her best defence if we muck this up,” said Kurt, using Dieter’s Christian name as he always had when they talked in private. 
 
    Dieter lit a cigarette, then thinking aloud he said, “It’s become easier over the years to look her in the eye and say, I promise, we’ll do this or that, and to tell her I’ve been here and there when I’ve been somewhere completely different doing something I shouldn’t be doing. I’m afraid my years of subterfuge has moulded me into an overly cautious and aloof man, one who is also rather flippant with the truth.” 
 
    “We grow into our roles as spies, Dieter, that’s all. In some ways, the man and spy conjoin to become a flawed person full of deceit. But it doesn’t mean one is heartless, we’re just, as you say, overly guarded.” 
 
    Dieter grew quiet and turned his thoughts to Paul. He’d got married only twenty-four hours earlier and was now on his way to Paris after what he’d described as the most wonderful honeymoon night imaginable. His son had left with mixed feelings. He was deeply in love with Valentina and unhappy to be leaving her behind, but although he’d tried to hide it from her, he was also excited to begin a new life in the army. 
 
    At first, Paul had not wanted to join any branch of Germany’s armed forces, but Dieter had urged his son to volunteer before he received the mandatory enlistment papers that would eventually catch up with everyone of a certain age regardless of political ideals or qualifications. “Don’t leave it until they call you up,” he’d advised Paul. “The good postings will be gone, and you’ll be sent to the worst corners of the world.” It seemed his analysis had been correct, for Paul had been given a choice of postings available for commissioned medical officers, and had elected to go to Paris. 
 
    “This is the best possible outcome,” Paul had said to Valentina just before he’d left. “I’m a doctor, a non-combatant, a protected person who under the Geneva Convention won’t be attacked, harmed or taken as a prisoner of war.” On the way to Paul’s base, Dieter had put his son right on a few things. “Smarten up, Paul, before war kicks you in the gut and leaves you for dead in some trench or concentration camp. No one is protected on a battlefield, and the Geneva Convention is not respected half the time.” 
 
    The wedding, held the previous day, had not been what Laura had envisaged for their son, and it hadn’t been what he, Dieter, had wanted for Laura either. She was still disappointed that she had missed Hannah and Frank’s wedding, and had wanted a church ceremony for Paul, followed by a reception at a fancy Berlin hotel, although she’d not gone as far as to name the venue. Dieter, however, had persuaded her to acknowledge that time was not on their side. He had also reminded her on the night of the wedding that both families had achieved wonders in successfully arranging the no-fuss, civil ceremony followed by a luncheon held in the Einstein Club with only four days’ notice. It was well done to both sets of parents as far as he was concerned. 
 
    “What time is it?” he asked Kurt, who’d been driving for almost an hour. 
 
    “We have plenty of time. It’s only seven o’clock.” 
 
    “Drive down to the river and park up. I want to go through the plan one more time before we get to the Grunewald.” 
 
    “Dieter, we’ve been through the plan three times. We’re as prepared as we’re going to be.” 
 
    Dieter smiled. “My father used to say that one can never be over-prepared for the unexpected or unthinkable.” He closed his eyes and inhaled a long, deep breath to relax him. He’d been calm up to this point, but his nerves, he was sorry to say, were fraying at the edges and his resolve was weakening. 
 
    He had not wanted to act unilaterally. If he were honest, he had hoped that the Royal Air Force would take the decision out of his hands altogether and bomb his factory from the air. How difficult could it be to hit his massive building complex? He’d given Heller the coordinates, the night skies had been clear for over a month, and the Allies were now hitting targets in Berlin with greater accuracy. Yet after every bombing raid, not one brick or window of the factory had been damaged. “What are they waiting for, a bloody written invitation?” 
 
    “Are you, all right?” Kurt asked. 
 
    “I’m fine.” But that wasn’t true, Dieter admitted. He hadn’t been ‘fine’ since the meeting he’d attended two days earlier with SS officers in the Reich’s security headquarters. They had all sat so fiercely upright, they’d appeared to have poles stuck up their arses. 
 
    The board executives from the chemical and pharmaceutical companies that manufactured and distributed Zyklon B gas had also been there, pacing up and down the conference room because the Chancellery officials and their host were a mere ten minutes late. He’d hated every minute he’d spent with the sycophants in that room, yet he admitted that he’d behaved in a less than honest way himself. Perhaps every one of them had been acting? It was difficult to truly know anyone nowadays. The meeting with the SS had ruined his enjoyment of the wedding. 
 
    At the reception, he’d drunk champagne after champagne, had danced with Laura and his new daughter-in-law, and had laughed with Freddie and his Gestapo colleagues. But nothing, not even his beloved Laura, had been able to take his mind off that blasted meeting where he’d met SS-Obergruppenführer and General der Polizei, Reinhard Heydrich, for the first time. 
 
    Heydrich, the man famed for being behind the attack on the Jews on Kristallnacht, was known throughout the Reich as having an iron heart, and it was rumoured that Hitler had personally given him that name. The Obergruppenführer had walked into the conference room just as people were being seated, but he had stayed only long enough to welcome Dieter and the other civilians present. He’d been polite, shaking hands, and thanking the executives from IG Farben, Degesch and Vogel Industries for their cooperation. Then, he had uttered the devastating words that would remain in Dieter’s mind forever, whether he succeeded tonight or not. 
 
    “I am pleased to tell you that my aides have returned from Poland with excellent results from our first tests using hydrogen cyanide, known to us as Zyklon B gas,” he’d announced with a self-satisfied smirk on his face. “I believe, therefore, gentlemen, that we have found our solution to the Jewish problem.” 
 
    The SS officers in the room had clapped at that point, and Dieter had joined in while wondering if any of those present had found Heydrich’s announcement as abhorrent as he had. It had been impossible to gauge the feelings in the room, to see behind the veil of smiles and nodding approvals. Heydrich’s pronouncement had signified an evil, comprehensive policy to exterminate human beings, to all intents and purposes, genocide. But to his disgust, no one had dropped their smiles of satisfaction, not even him. 
 
    After Heydrich had left the room, his aide outlined the Polish experiment, step by step, leaving nothing to the imagination. Dieter had not been told why he’d been invited to what had been a classified SS meeting, but as Heydrich’s aide went into more details, the reason for Vogel Industries’ presence became clear. 
 
    “The testing took place in a makeshift gas chamber in the cellar of Block 11 in the Auschwitz camp,” the SS Brigadeführer began. “The location used was not ideal, given that we didn’t know if the area was fully airtight. But, as we had no other suitable venue within the concentration camp’s grounds we decided to forge ahead taking extra precautions for our own safety by wearing masks throughout our preparations and during the experimentation. 
 
    “How many test subjects did you use?” An official from the Interior Ministry asked. 
 
    “We worked with six hundred Soviet prisoners of war and two hundred and fifty ill or weak … let me see … those inmates who were not going to live very long due to their various conditions.” The Brigadeführer dithered as he read the brief. 
 
    “And did the gas perform as quickly and as thoroughly as we’d hoped?” the same minister asked. 
 
    “Yes, Herr Schmidt. It was a very smooth procedure from start to finish. The canisters were the right size, very well sealed, easy to move, and the gas, when released, was almost silent, apart from a couple of times when it was discharged too quickly by the handler. That problem will be eliminated as our men become better accustomed to the correct dispensing techniques.” The Brigadeführer paused to take a sip of water before making his final announcement. “The success of this latest experiment means we can confidently adopt Zyklon B as our preferred killing agent.” 
 
    Minister Schmidt, the only other man to have spoken, thus far, asked, “Where will it eventually be used?” 
 
    “Ah, that is a good question. Unfortunately, I can’t give you a list of locations until we investigate their suitability. I can tell you, however, that we received confirmation from Poland this morning that a new facility will be constructed in Auschwitz-Birkenau, specifically for our gas programme, and in time we will also manufacture and distribute the gas from there.” 
 
    The Brigadeführer had then directed his attention to Dieter. “Herr Vogel, we plan to move the Zyklon B stock in your factory to Poland on Thursday of next week, and then close down our operation here and transport the machinery and equipment to the Auschwitz camp. On behalf of the Reich, I want to thank you for your cooperation during this experimental period – we will, of course, return your factory basement to its original condition.” 
 
    Dieter had been quick to respond. “Your thanks are gracious, but not necessary, Brigadeführer. I played no part in the setting up of the gas plant, or the manufacturing process. I merely supplied the space.” 
 
    His spirits had soared at the news, but as he walked to his car, so had his guilt. The rumours he’d refused to believe for over a year had become facts. The gas was an extermination weapon, and the Reich wouldn’t stop at Auschwitz, they’d employ it in other camps eventually, and perhaps even modify its uses on battlefields, or in heavy weaponry projectiles. He’d experienced mustard gas during the First World War, had tasted it in his mouth, had watched men squirm in agony as it blinded them and filled their lungs. He knew what a vile weapon poison gas was, especially this new generation, which would be fatal to every single victim exposed to it. 
 
    He’d got into his car, cursing Reinhard Heydrich, and at the same time, trying for the umpteenth time to absolve himself of responsibility. He hadn’t manufactured the gas; that badge of horror belonged to Degesch. It was their name on the canisters, and the Vogels would not own it now or in the future. He’d played no part in the design and renovations that had transformed his factory’s basement into a secure chemical plant. His workers didn’t even use the machinery producing the canisters, for specialists on the manufacturer’s payroll managed the apparatus, using only a few of Vogel’s labour force to clean up after the outside contractors. 
 
    On that day, Dieter had tried to soothe his beleaguered conscience, but the truth had been the more enduring enemy; he was as much to blame for the deaths of over eight hundred people in Poland, as Adolf Hitler, Heydrich, and the Third Reich. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixty 
 
      
 
    Kurt parked the car in a secluded spot at the edge of the Grunewald Forest, confident that it wouldn’t be spotted from the road. The two men then walked half a kilometre to the derelict gamekeeper’s lodge where they’d earlier hidden the wireless transmitter and equipment. 
 
    Kurt cranked the generator and positioned the poles on which the antenna was strung while Dieter communicated with London. The Allies had secret agents in every corner of enemy territory, and even in Germany it was almost impossible to tune into a communications receiver of an evening without running across signals which were obviously not what they were pretending to be. In the early days, he’d wondered why spies weren’t captured the first time they went on air? It hadn’t taken him long to realise that the sheer volume of traffic on the airwaves using numerous different frequencies confused the hell out of the Gestapo and Abwehr, and that more transmissions, not less, thwarted their efforts to catch the perpetrators. 
 
    After a successful transmission, Dieter and Kurt made their way to the Vogel factory, and when they got close they parked at the side of the road to check their equipment and weapons. 
 
    “We have less than an hour to do what we need to do,” Kurt said. “I hope the British air raid isn’t early. I won’t be happy if I’m killed by our friends.” 
 
    “It won’t be early. You worry too much.” Dieter scratched his head. Heller had assured him that the British bombers wouldn’t take off until ten o’clock GMT. They were going to hit Berlin, and the industrial zone where Dieter’s factory was located, was a priority. Dieter gave Kurt a sardonic smile. “C’mon, Kurt, what can go wrong? The British haven’t been able to hit my factory once in the last year, and if I thought they were going to hit it tonight we wouldn’t be here blowing the damn place up.” 
 
    When the Vogel Medical and Surgical Equipment factory had begun manufacturing gas, the SS had erected a barbed wire fence around its perimeter, as well as a gate and guard post that was manned twenty-four hours a day by SS soldiers working twelve-hour shifts. Three more SS guards took on day and night watches inside the factory, but they were not interested in securing the main floors where Dieter’s workers manufactured legitimate equipment, only the basement and grounds. 
 
    Gone were the days when one civilian night watchman would patrol the factory’s sprawling floors every couple of hours, and in between his rounds, eat sandwiches lovingly prepared by his wife, drink coffee from a flask, read a book or do a crossword. No nefarious act had ever tainted the factory’s proud history, no thieves or vandals had ever stolen or damaged property, spread graffiti on its walls or so much as pilfered a screw. The Vogels supplied a living to an entire neighbourhood of working-class people who protected the factory as though it were their own. The workers didn’t tolerate chattering moaners, unproductive wastrels, or anyone else who might get up to mischievous antics, for those people were seen to be risking everyone’s jobs in a place now run almost entirely by the SS and their toadies. 
 
    The SS soldier at the entrance gate snapped Dieter a Heil Hitler salute before letting Kurt drive the car inside the property. Dieter found the gesture amusing, and not for the first time. Everywhere he went in the factory, SS soldiers, and his own people, saluted him in that way, as though they were afraid he was a Reich-loving bootlicker who’d report their lack of respect for the country’s demi-God. 
 
    Kurt stopped the car but kept the engine running while Dieter got out and walked to the guard-post hut. “Good evening, is everything quiet?” Dieter asked the soldier who opened the log book. 
 
    “Yes, all quiet, Herr Vogel. I’m surprised to see you here on a Sunday night. Sign in, please.” 
 
    “You do know I own this factory, Schütze?” 
 
    “Everyone signs in at night – orders.” 
 
    After scribbling his name, Dieter asked, “Do you get a break during your shift?” 
 
    “Yes, my watch finishes at eight o’clock in the morning, but I’m relieved every two hours to stretch my legs and have a hot drink, or maybe a cold one.” 
 
    “And when is your next break?” 
 
    “I’ve just come back from it.” 
 
    “Very good, Schütze,” Dieter said, pleased with the information. “I’ll be here for an hour or so. Please inform the three guards inside to gather at the basement’s entrance. I would like to speak to them about a security matter.” 
 
    Kurt drove the car to the factory’s main doors, parked right in front of them and then accompanied Dieter inside. There, the civilian night watchman, gave the salute, his eyes wide with surprise at seeing Dieter. 
 
    “It’s been a while, Gert. How are you? How’s the family?” Dieter asked. 
 
    “I’m well, Herr Vogel. The wife is fine, too, but my grandchildren are fed up with the air raids. They’re scared to go to sleep at night, and there’s the back and forwards to the shelter. The poor mites are having a hard time with their learning in school. Still, as Herr Goebbels says, we must put safety above our own comforts.” 
 
    “And he’s quite right, Gert. I’m going down to the basement. You stay here and keep your eye on my car, there’s a good man.” 
 
    The basement had two entrances: an airtight interior door situated at the bottom of a stairwell at the end of a corridor running the whole length of the building, and an exterior door in the basement that led to a loading bay, rarely used in the past fifteen years as there was another loading bay on the main floor upstairs. 
 
    When Dieter and Kurt arrived at the entrance to the basement, the three guards were failing miserably at hiding their dereliction of duty. A wooden table with cards in a heap in its centre, matches, three stools brought from some other part of the factory, three mugs with tea dregs in them, and three men, half dressed, with collars and jackets undone, were evidence enough that they’d been enjoying a game of poker. 
 
    The men stood in a line, red faced with embarrassment. “Herr Vogel, we had a short break,” one of the soldiers with glasses and a bald head rushed out. 
 
    “So, this is how you defend my factory,” Dieter said, his stern expression matching his tone of voice. “Get properly dressed and clean up this mess.” 
 
    As the soldiers buttoned their jackets and fixed their collars, Dieter and Kurt went for their Welrod Mk I pistols tucked into their waistbands, and then in unison, fired on the three men before they even saw the gun barrels. 
 
    Dieter’s bullet hit one of the guards in the stomach. He fell to the ground, squirming in agony as he tried to go for his gun. Kurt had fired twice at the remaining two men with lightning speed and precision, killing them with shots to the chest. 
 
    “Christ,” Dieter muttered, as his young victim’s eyes pleaded with him for mercy. 
 
    Two more muffled shots from Kurt’s silencer hit the boy’s chest, putting him out of his agony. “Never hesitate, Dieter,” Kurt said. “Had he got to his gun, he would have shot you.” 
 
    Dieter knelt to unhook the keyring holding the basement keys from the man’s belt. “I know that. You don’t need to tell me I mucked up,” he said getting to his feet. 
 
    Dieter went into Kurt’s rucksack and pulled out two gas masks. 
 
    Kurt shook his head. “I told you, I’m not wearing it. They won’t keep us alive if we get caught in the explosion, and they probably won’t protect us if we make a mistake and release the gas.” 
 
    Dieter shrugged. “Suit yourself. One of these saved my life in the Great War.” 
 
    “Well, that may be so, but the gas they make nowadays is much more lethal than it was in 1916. I’m telling you, putting them on is a waste of time.” 
 
    Dieter had learnt quite a bit about the gas plant’s inner workings, but he didn’t fully understand the design of the gasholders and cylinders or what most of the dials, levers and gauges did. “If this Zyklon B stuff goes in your eyes, nose or mouth and you die, don’t blame me,” he said putting his mask on. 
 
    Both men pulled the airtight door open. Made of iron, it was much thicker than a normal door. It also had a panel of three-inch-thick glass at eye-level height to enable those outside to monitor the gasholder storage tanks and their pipes during periods when only the guards were in the building at night. The door’s purpose was also to protect everything outside the hazardous area from contamination, although they didn’t know if it had ever been tested in an explosion scenario, which was what they now hoped to achieve. 
 
    Dieter had never been allowed to go into the basement without an SS escort, but he had been given access to the gas plant whenever he wanted. He’d told the SS officers at the outset that it was his building, his factory, his workers’ safety that would be on his conscience should something untoward happen. 
 
    His hands shook, and his breathing was heavy in the stillness – he had his escort, he thought, looking back at the dead bodies. “We should have done what I suggested and slit their throats, so there would be no trace of bullets in them.” 
 
    “I disagree. I’m not as quick on my feet as I used to be, and neither are you,” said Kurt, rummaging through his rucksack. 
 
    “Even so, if a keen investigator gets to their burnt cadavers, he’ll see the bullet casings.” 
 
    Kurt raised an eyebrow and then chuckled, “Dieter, this whole place will be incinerated by the time we’re finished. They’ll find rubble, that’s all.” 
 
    Dieter looked again at the bodies. “I hated killing that young man – reminded me of my Wilmot – but you’re right, I’m getting too old for this game.” 
 
    Kurt placed his hand on Dieter’s shoulders. “I know this is hard for you. You’re about to destroy the business you spent years building. But think about Laura. She’ll never leave Germany without you, and you can’t walk away into the sunset without leaving a mess behind for Paul and Willie to clean up. Your friend Freddie might act like a complete dolt, but I think he’s a snake slithering closer and closer to the truth about you. He’ll bite you in the arse, Dieter, you mark my words, he will.” 
 
    Kurt’s analytical mind hit the mark, Dieter admitted, still thinking about the bullets in the dead men. He was worrying for nothing, for when the SS eventually came back in here they’d be more concerned about the gas they’d lost than the burnt bodies. 
 
    Dieter found the sealed canisters filled with Zyklon B on pallets in the storage room next to the loading bay. Empty bottles of eye irritant were standing in rows against the wall. The chemists, it seemed, had already added the irritant to the less volatile cyanide compound. Together they reacted with water and heat to become hydrogen cyanide, the deadly weapon. “Don’t touch anything,” Dieter warned Kurt. 
 
    The name ‘Degesch’ was printed in black letters on the canisters’ labels, propelling Dieter’s mind back in time to when the carbon monoxide canisters, the first gas produced in his factory, was labelled with ‘Vogel.’ Those canisters were much smaller than these, and his twin boys had witnessed first-hand, the damage they’d done. 
 
    “I admit, I thought there would be more,” Dieter now said. 
 
    “What do you think the fallout will be with this lot?” Kurt asked. 
 
    “Production was suspended on the day I attended that meeting with Heydrich, so the explosion should be more contained than I originally thought. I’ve just looked at the gauges on the gasholder cylinders and they’re all showing empty, and it appears that the chemical waste has already been taken away.” He walked around the pallets. “At a guess, I’d say there’s about two hundred canisters here, each one with the capacity to kill about fifty people.” 
 
    “Ten thousand?” Kurt was appalled. 
 
    Dieter nodded. “And this facility was just a testing ground, producing a tiny amount of gas compared to what IG Farben and Degesch will manufacture and distribute when they build their facilities in Auschwitz and elsewhere.” 
 
    Kurt repeated the question. “So, what will the overall damage be to the factory?” 
 
    “The blast might destroy half of it. As I said, the storage tanks are empty, and the gas in the canisters will probably burn up in the explosion.” Dieter had helped design the factory when it was originally built some fifteen years earlier, and he knew where the building’s structural vulnerabilities were located. The aim of their mission was to destroy the basement’s gas plant and every canister of gas in it. Dieter desperately wanted to save the bulk of the factory, which produced life-saving products and employed hard working people who needed the money to provide for their families. He also acknowledged that if the Royal Air Force ever did bomb the building, it’s destruction would not be on his conscience. 
 
    Dieter cracked open the basement’s outer door and looked up at the peaceful black sky. “We’ll bring the bodies in here before we set the explosives,” he said. “And we should hurry.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixty-One 
 
      
 
    “Achtung! Achtung!” the man’s voice sounded over the city-wide Tannoy system, then as his voice died away the sirens wailed their morbid warning to Berliners. 
 
    The planes’ engines rumbled in the sky above the capital until their chilling hum was drowned out by bombs whistling louder and louder as they neared the ground. 
 
    The numerous, but almost simultaneous explosions at the Vogel factory were as loud as the lethal weapons engulfing the capital from the air. The blast wave blew out window glass that looked like horizontal rain, such was the shattering effect of the chemical explosions in the basement. On the left-hand side of the building, the roof and sections of the outer walls blew outwards; a colossal eruption of smashed brick and concrete. Parts of the building on the affected side weren’t even visible through the slate-grey clouds of smoke and dust, while bright red flames licked hungrily up the remaining façade. But the explosion had damaged less than half the building, leaving the entrance and everywhere to the right of it unscathed apart from broken window panes. 
 
    The guard who’d been at the factory gates, ran full pelt towards Gert, the night watchman, while Kurt staggered out of the building, his face bloodied and his jacket ripped. 
 
    “Get back! Get away from the building!” Kurt shouted to the young soldier. 
 
    The soldier halted, then pivoted and sprinted back towards the gate. Behind him Kurt ran, almost blinded by blood dripping into his eyes, but nonetheless trying to hurry along the elderly Gert who was stumbling and tripping over the rubble. 
 
    Kurt craned his neck up at the sky. The British raid was not abating. Instead, the planes appeared to be homing in on the industrial suburbs and dropping every bomb in their payloads. He fought for breath as he ran, but with one misstep tumbled onto the grass in the middle of a field on the other side of the gates, some four-hundred metres from the factory. His face was barely recognisable. His cheeks, pitted with glass fragments had ballooned to twice their normal size, his bottom lip had been split by a shard of metal, and his pale skin looked as though it had been smeared with strawberry jam. 
 
    “Where is Herr Vogel and the other guards?” the soldier panted. 
 
    “Dead … all of them … I think,” Kurt coughed. 
 
    “You left them in there? Didn’t you try to help them? Herr Vogel too?” Gert gasped, slumping to the ground next to Kurt. 
 
    Kurt shook his head and covered his face, wincing as his fingers brushed against glass fragments lodged in his skin. “Everything happened at once. The building shook. I thought the factory had been hit but then I saw pipes bursting in the basement … water gushing everywhere, and sparks … I saw sparks.” He coughed again then continued. “The leak must have been caused by the impact of a bomb exploding nearby. We couldn’t hear the sirens at first, but we felt the ground shaking when the bombs hit.” He paused again to catch his breath. “Herr Vogel told me to get out of the building, then he and two of the guards went into the gas plant to try to shut the electricity and water off. They closed the airtight door behind them, and that was the last I saw of them – he and the guards were probably electrocuted, or burnt in the explosion, I don’t know. I was lucky to get up the stairs and along the corridor in time – Christ, my skin stings like hell.” 
 
    Explosions continued to pound the area. The night watchman scrambled to his feet, panting with emotion. “They’ve hit it! They’ve got the factory. That’s our bloody jobs gone up in flames!” 
 
    “Don’t go back, Gert,” Kurt said, as the old man started to stagger towards the factory gate. “This is the safest place to be other than in an underground shelter. Going back to see if the factory’s been flattened is not worth risking your life for.” 
 
    “English bastards! Come down here, and we’ll show you what’s what!” Gert screamed at the sky, shaking his fist in the air. Then he dropped to his knees next to Kurt again. 
 
    “Which guards went inside the gas plant with Herr Vogel? What were their names?” the soldier asked, getting back to his questions. 
 
    “How the buggery should I know? I’m just a driver. Two of the soldiers went with Herr Vogel as I said, and I don’t know where the third is. He’s probably dead as well.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “I know the explosion ripped through three floors…” Kurt’s words hung in the air. “Do you hear that?” he said. 
 
    “What?” the soldier replied. 
 
    “Exactly, what?” Kurt got to his feet and looked up at the sky again. “I think it’s over.” 
 
    The air raids usually came in two waves, making the men stay where they were for some time longer until it was clear that the planes had retired. One could be forgiven for thinking that the end of the world had come, for they were surrounded by a ring of flames leaping into the air and lightening the dark sky with an unnatural orange hue. 
 
    “This is as close to hell as I ever want to be,” Gert said, weeping now. “You’ll see, Berlin will soon cease to exist. The British are going to destroy my city … Meine liebe Berlin.” 
 
    Kurt patted the old man on the back. “Stay here, Gert. Wait until I give you the all clear.” As he jogged back to the factory, Kurt went over the story he’d tell Laura. As an MI6 agent, one was taught to present an interrogator with an account built on half-truths while making sure that one did not lead the enemy to any factual conclusions. The SS soldier had believed him, he thought, for not everything he’d said had been a lie. Dieter had gone inside the gas plant, accompanied by not two, but three now-deceased SS guards, and he’d also secured the door from the inside. Kurt had then timed his walk up the stairs and along the corridor towards the building’s main doors, to coincide with the explosive device which had also been on a timer. The explosions had occurred mere seconds before he’d reached the exit doors on the ground floor, thus, the mess on his face from flying glass from the corridor’s windows. He’d followed their plan to the letter, but he didn’t know if Dieter had made it out in time, or if he’d been caught by the blast. He really didn’t know. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixty-Two 
 
      
 
    Kurt entered the room to find Freddie Biermann comforting Laura, still as distraught a day after the funeral as she had been on the morning after the explosion at the Vogel factory. During the week since the disaster, the Vogel house had been invaded by men in uniform from the SS, the Gestapo, officials from the Ministry of the Interior, and Dieter’s brother-in-law, namely the Arbeitfront Union boss who had taken over the funeral arrangements. 
 
    Kurt had been questioned twice about the night Dieter had lost his life, but as he sat on a high-backed chair opposite Freddie Biermann, he was on edge. He recalled saying to Dieter in the car, that the man might not be as stupid or as loyal a friend as they thought he was, and he still believed there was more to Biermann than met the eye. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Kriminaldirektor,” Kurt asked Freddie who was still stirring his coffee. 
 
    Freddie responded with a half-hearted smile, “A thought struck me the other night, Kurt – you don’t mind if I call you, Kurt, do you?” 
 
    “Not at all. That is my name.” 
 
    “Thank you. You see I have been mulling over the reason why Dieter would have gone to the basement on a Sunday night when he must have known that no one was working apart from the three SS guards. And to be honest, you’re the only person I thought might be able to give me a satisfactory explanation.” 
 
    “Gert, the night watchman, was also there,” Kurt corrected him. 
 
    “Yes … yes, of course. The thing is, I read your testimony, Kurt, and for the life of me, I can’t imagine why Herr Vogel was inspecting the gas cylinders and pipes through the window on the basement door when ostensibly, he had nothing to do with the gas plant. I wonder if you would indulge me with your eyewitness account, just once more? If you can remember anything … anything at all that Dieter might have said before his death, it might help to clear up some puzzling inconsistences.” 
 
    Kurt cursed the drops of sweat springing along his hairline, making him look like a guilty man under Biermann’s scrutiny. Fortunately, it was a blistering hot day and all three of them were sweating. “Frau Vogel, may I have a glass of water?” he asked, postponing the need to answer. 
 
    As he waited for the drink, he calculated whether the Kriminaldirektor was asking for the information because he’d been Dieter’s friend, or as a Gestapo officer who didn’t believe the original testimony. Kurt was finding it difficult to believe the supposed sincerity spewing from Beirmann’s mouth, along with his sympathetic gaze washing over the grieving widow. “You want to know why he went to the basement, Herr Biermann?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “Well, I cannot speak for Herr Vogel’s state of mind, or for his reasons for going down there, but I can surmise…” 
 
    “That will do.” 
 
    Kurt nodded. “Then, I surmise that he wanted to check the gauges on the storage cylinders. He mentioned that the entire stock of gas was being transported that week to Poland, and that the operation was being run down at his factory. He said something about … ah, yes, if the gas holders were empty he would ask that they be removed as soon as possible so he could step up production of portable X-ray machines and stretchers. He wanted to meet the spike in demand by using the basement space, you see.” 
 
    “I see,” Biermann said, looking unimpressed, “… but why go there on a weekend?” 
 
    “We were supposed to be going to Dresden the next morning, Freddie,” said Laura, handing Kurt a glass of water. “Perhaps that was why he thought it was an urgent matter.” 
 
    Biermann wrote something on a piece of paper, giving Kurt the time to further study the Kriminaldirektor. He was trying to find contradictions, but the man with all his Gestapo power behind him had nothing to go on – nothing. The SS investigators and Biermann’s secret police hadn’t found the explosive materials on their first search of the place, and now that the damaged site had been gutted, they never would – the clowns had missed the boat entirely. 
 
    Kurt wanted to grin, gloat, and declare this small victory to the world, but had a sip of water instead. The authorities had found three burnt cadavers inside the gas plant. The men’s remains had been nothing more than bone and ash, but one of the bodies had been identified as Dieter’s by the two missing bottom teeth from its skull. The gummy space had always been evident when he smiled, but he had never wanted to replace them for he’d always maintained they were badges of honour from the Great War. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    After Freddie had dismissed Kurt, he continued his tea-drinking visit with Laura in a more relaxed setting. He’d replaced his notebook and pen in his jacket pocket and now sat back in the armchair in Laura’s living room, grieving with her, as they talked fondly about Dieter. 
 
    “I was so very busy making arrangements for Dieter’s funeral, I didn’t have time to think about what’s to become of me,” Laura confided. 
 
    Freddie placed his cup on its petal-patterned saucer and gave Laura a weak smile. “I have something for you. In fact, I’ve had it since 1916 … I don’t know … I suppose I kept it for sentimental reasons.” He withdrew an envelope from his breast pocket and studied it. “When Dieter and I were in the trenches at the Somme, we exchanged letters in case anything should happen to either of us … you know, if we didn’t make it home. I’ve often wondered if Dieter kept the one I gave him, but I … well, as I said, I couldn’t part with his.” 
 
    Laura took the letter and her eyes welled up when she saw Dieter’s handwriting. “Thank you, Freddie,” she said, opening the faded, mud-stained envelope with one page inside it. 
 
      
 
    My darling, Laura. 
 
      
 
    Freddie Biermann and I have become as brothers here in the hellish trenches we reside in. In this ugly world where black landscapes and burnt out buildings blight our eyes, we find light in friendship, for that is the only pure thing we can wholly believe in and cling to, even as death claims many of us every single day. 
 
    Freddie is a fine, upstanding man who has saved my life on more than one occasion, as I have his. We made a pact, my dear, a solemn oath to look after each other’s wives should the war take one of us to eternal sleep, so, if Freddie comes to you bearing this letter you will know that I thought of you until my last breath and that I go to that rest knowing that you will be taken care of. 
 
    Heed Freddie’s advice, as I have on many occasions, and my dearest Laura, do not hesitate to do what is right for you and the children. I pray that will I live to see my boys in their father’s and grandfather’s birthplace, and that you and I can be together without the destructive prejudices and politics that have landed me in this almighty darkness. But, if that is not to be, you must do as you see fit, and live where you will have the most fulfilling of lives. 
 
    I shall write to you now about my time here. You will probably never receive the letter, of course, or any others I might pen for we are surrounded here on all sides. To ask a British Tommy to deliver mail for me is hardly plausible under the circumstances, but nonetheless, I shall put my heartfelt words on paper and pretend that you are reading them. 
 
    Please, kiss the twins, and tell them who their father was and how much he loved them. 
 
      
 
    Forever, 
 
      
 
    Dieter. 
 
      
 
    Freddie stared out the window while Laura sobbed, as she read the letter to herself a second time. 
 
    “How strange,” she said eventually, “that I should have this letter now, twenty-six years after it was written, that you should still have it in your possession. This is the most wonderful surprise I could have ever imagined, and I am eternally grateful, Freddie. I’ll look for your letter among Dieter’s things. You should have it back.” 
 
    Freddie moved to the couch and sat beside her. He patted her trembling fingers and then lifted them to his lips. “Laura, now that you have read it, what can I do for you?” 
 
    The question struck her as being far too complex to answer straight away. He couldn’t bring her Dieter back, or her children. She needed neither money nor belongings. Both her homes had been left unscathed by the bomb strikes, and the only thing she really wanted was her husband’s fate to be reversed. 
 
    “… how about that idea?” Freddie asked. 
 
    Laura gazed at him, so deep in thought she hadn’t heard a word he’d said. “Forgive me, Freddie, what did you say?” 
 
    “That’s alright my dear. I asked if you had thought about going to Dresden for a while. I’m sure you’d feel better if you got out of Berlin.” 
 
    “Oh, Freddie, I’m afraid that’s not far enough away for me to feel better about anything. To be honest, the only thing that might comfort me right now is my family. I know I can’t have Paul or Wilmot with me, but I was just thinking about Kent. Hannah and Max are there … my sister and cousins.” 
 
    Freddie lit a cigarette. “It could be done with my written approval, but if you go, you won’t ever get back into Germany. Is this what you truly want?” 
 
    Laura had not seriously thought about leaving Germany before today, but her going back to England made sense. Freddie had very kindly sent death notifications to Wilmot and Paul, but she wouldn’t see them for months, perhaps years, and it had struck her how lonely she was, and would be, rattling around this house like a pea in a drum. She nodded, confirming her request. “I want to go back. I can’t stay here, not without my husband or my children.” 
 
    “Olga and I will miss you terribly, but I understand. I’ll draft a letter and rush through your emigration papers. I don’t foresee any hitches in getting you across the Swiss border, but, Laura, you will be investigated by the British authorities as a German citizen who gave up her British passport. They might suspect you of having sinister motives for requesting re-entry, or even turn your immigration papers down flat. I can’t do anything for you if that happens, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “I understand, but I have plenty of family members over there who will vouch for me. I must be optimistic.” Laura rose from the couch, signalling the end of their meeting. She’d had a thumping headache all day, and now she needed to have a lie down and think about her future. “Thank you for coming, Freddie. Please, see to my emigration papers. The sooner I leave, the better.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixty-Three 
 
      
 
    Max Vogel 
 
      
 
    France, September 1941 
 
      
 
    The aircraft crossed the English Channel, flying at 250 miles per hour and only 50 feet above the water to avoid detection. Its destination was the French city of Saint Quentin where its passengers would parachute out before the plane turned around and went home. 
 
    Max cracked an eye open and watched his SOE agent check his parachute. Like him, he had dressed in French labourers’ clothes, was in good spirits and cracking jokes, no doubt to cover his apprehension. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Pasqual,” Max said, “If your chute doesn’t open, just go to the quartermaster, and he’ll give you another one.” 
 
    “Bugger off, Major,” the Frenchman laughed. 
 
    Max chuckled, spread out the map on the floor, and shone his torchlight on it. “We’ve got about fifteen minutes until we jump, so get over here. I want you to take another look at the map.” 
 
    The Special Operations Executive arm of British Intelligence, was involved in numerous ongoing missions in occupied Europe. Its agents were organising newly formed Resistance groups, training them in the art of sabotage and intelligence gathering, and on the nuances of coded radio transmissions. But Max, on this occasion had another objective involving Klara and Romek, both of whom had gone quiet since Romek’s SOS call nine days earlier. 
 
    Max had learnt through his contacts in France that Romek and other members of his group had been detained in a prison to the south of Paris, but it was unclear who they were and how many were being held. His contact had also informed him that the Germans frequently executed or deported spies and saboteurs within days of capture, forcing Max to face the prospect that the man he’d recruited and had admired, could already be dead or transported to one of Germany’s many hellholes. 
 
    Although he couldn’t verify if the members of Romek’s network were still alive, he’d stressed to his superiors that Klara, code name, Marine, was probably not incarcerated with the group. She’d worked with Romek, passing him information on the movements of high-ranking Wehrmacht officers, supplying photographs of possible targets. But she was on the periphery of his organisation, and only Romek and one other Pole, by the name of Darek, knew of her existence. He had also put it to his superiors that to abandon her would be a major blow to British operations in France and a possible death sentence for her. 
 
    It had taken two days for the top brass at Bletchley Park to come to a decision: Romek and his men may be beyond help, but Max had been given the green light to investigate Klara’s situation. If she was still active he was to bring her to England where she would officially begin her training with the SOE. 
 
    “The local Resistance fighters will meet us here.” Max pointed to a small spot on the map. “It’ll be pitch dark, and we’ll only have a few minutes — no more than that — to hide our parachutes, find the weapons crates and get to the rendezvous point. And remember, this is a hot zone. We’re being dropped into a railway and canal transportation hub…” 
 
    “Did ‘D’ give you a final number, sir?” Pasqual asked, referring to the director of the SOE and the number of Germans who might be in the jump zone. 
 
    “Same number as quoted in the briefing yesterday.” Max folded the map and put it back inside his breast pocket. “What are you worried about, mon ami? It’s only a couple of thousand Germans. We’ve faced worse odds.” 
 
    Pasqual laughed, then pointed to the three crates near the aircraft’s door. “I hope to God the weapons come down next to us. The last time I jumped with a crate of guns, I spent two hours searching for them in a field full of randy bulls.” 
 
    “Lucky you.” 
 
    They both chuckled then Max shut his eyes to mull over the more serious problem of Romek’s capture. For days, he had pondered on Romek’s state of mind. Both MI6 and the SOE relied on their agents’ physical stamina and mental discipline, and they had learnt to their detriment, that leaving men in the field for too long could initiate grave errors. No one wanted to become complacent, Max acknowledged, but it had been proven that the longer the secret agent operated successfully behind enemy lines, the less secretive he became. He was loath to believe it, but he had to consider that Romek may have become sloppy in the lead up to his arrest. 
 
    “It’s time, Major,” the co-pilot announced. 
 
    Sudden turbulence caused Max to feel queasy and lose his balance. His feet rocked from side to side as he neared the door being opened by an airman, and twice he stumbled. 
 
    “Right, see you on the ground,” he said to Pasqual. “Don’t be late.” 
 
    After being jerked upwards when his chute opened, Max settled into a smooth downwards path towards the ground. Pasqual jumped seconds after Max, but the latter couldn’t see so much as a nearby shadow. It wasn’t a good night to parachute, Max thought, completely blind. The weather forecast before leaving England had been positive with a half moon and clear skies over Northern France, but he was experiencing low-lying clouds blanketing the Loire valley, which made it impossible to anticipate possible dangers on the ground. 
 
    As the clouds shifted, a sliver of moon came into view, and for the first time Max saw a dangerous landscape racing to meet him. 
 
    “Shit … fuck, no, not this!” His muscles tensed as the white tips of rocks loomed. Too late to adjust his position or escape the inevitable, he squeezed his eyes shut and prayed. He was going to land in a field strewn with jagged boulders, the worst possible landing site on a dark night for even the most experienced parachutist. 
 
    His ankle thumped against the side of a rock, then bouncing off it, he rose about a foot into the air before coming down with his legs sliding into a rocky crevice. 
 
    His torso, falling half-onto and half-off a two-foot-wide rock, lay awkwardly across it with his head dangling over the side. Breathless with pain and unable to move, he lay there, desperately trying not to cry out in agony. 
 
    Footsteps pounded towards him, but the figures were obscured by the rock that imprisoned him. He was groggy with pain, his breathing was laboured, and his eyes were misty with tears. He attempted to reach his pistol, to shoot himself in the head if necessary, but couldn’t raise his arms. He also had his cyanide kill-pill to swallow, which would finish him off within seconds, but that was in his breast pocket, also impossible to reach. 
 
    “Major?” 
 
    Max heard Pasqual’s voice but couldn’t respond. The pain took his breath away, and though he tried to keep them open, his eyelids drooped. 
 
    “Don’t you worry, we’ll get you out of this mess,” was the last thing Max heard before blacking out. 
 
    When Max came to, he saw four men surrounding him. Dizzy, he blinked, and struggled to focus. The multiple figures and the circle of trees above him wouldn’t stop darting to and fro, but he realised they were in the woods, no longer out in the open where they’d have been more easily spotted by enemy soldiers. 
 
    He continued to blink his eyes from one figure to the other until the men stopped their imaginary dance. Pasqual knelt, and three men towered above him with rifles slung over their shoulders. 
 
    “These men are from the Saint Quentin,” Pasqual told Max. “This is their leader, Marcel.” 
 
    Marcel, the man Pasqual had pointed out, got down on one knee. “Let me have a look at you,” he said examining Max’s head. 
 
    Max responded in French, “What’s our position and situation?” 
 
    “We’re in the drop zone, exactly where we were supposed to be,” Marcel said. “But we can’t hang around here, there’s a German patrol heading this way. Can you walk?” 
 
    Max shook his head. “I can’t even feel my legs, never mind use them to walk out of here.” 
 
    “Oui, c’est domage. You might have damaged your spine.” 
 
    “You think?” Max groaned as another wave of pain crashed over him. 
 
    “We’ll take you to the safe house and decide what to do with you in the morning,” said Marcel, producing a fully loaded syringe from his rucksack. “Lie still.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Max choked. 
 
    Marcel put his hand on Max’s shoulder. “Apart from killing Germans, I’m also a trained doctor’s assistant. I work at the hospital in Saint Quentin. This morphine will help with the pain, and hopefully knock you out.” 
 
    Max digested the news that his spine might be damaged. It wasn’t broken, for if it were, he wouldn’t be feeling this much pain. Bloody great stuff, the mission hadn’t even begun, and already he’d failed. And what about Klara? How could he find her without the use of his damn legs? “Don’t put me under,” he snapped at the Frenchman with the needle. “That’s an order. Get that fuckin’ thing away from me. Don’t do it.” 
 
    “Désolé, Major. Sorry, we can’t take the risk of you screaming in agony while we carry you through a German infested area,” said Marcel, sticking the needle into Max’s thigh. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixty-Four 
 
      
 
    Romek Gabula 
 
      
 
    Paris, September 1941 
 
      
 
    Romek and twenty members of his group had been taken from Paris to the German’s Fresnes high security prison. Romek had been told upon his arrival that they were facing execution at the hands of the Gestapo, yet after almost two weeks, he was still alive and being largely ignored by his captors. 
 
    His cell was two metres in length and one metre wide. The door was made of iron with a peep hole that he couldn’t see through. A tiny, glassless window the size of his head and too high to look out of was on the cell’s thick, back wall, but he rarely saw or heard anything but the sound of chirping birds outside. 
 
    Romek had considered numerous ways to escape, but though these ponderings passed the time, they were always broken at some point by visions of his death. He also tried to imagine how his fellow prisoners were faring. He had no way of knowing if Klara or Darek had been captured, if sweet Sabine had been shot or if she’d cracked under interrogation, or if any of his men had survived for as long as he had. 
 
    He wouldn’t mind being interrogated, he thought, for even the company of a stinking German would be preferable to the constant silence in a cell which was bathed in light, then shrouded in darkness, light and dark then light again, and on and on until he’d lost count of the days he’d been incarcerated. He was losing his blasted mind! 
 
    It was late evening and the cell was gloomy. Romek, torn from a pleasant dream about Poland, leapt to his feet and squinted as harsh light from electric bulbs in the corridor invaded his cell. 
 
    Two SS soldiers unlocked the heavy door and entered. With barely enough room for three people, Romek pressed his back against the wall. He’d only ever seen one soldier at a time when they’d brought him food and water – so, this was it – they had come to take him away to be executed. 
 
    He didn’t resist when one of the soldiers turned him around and handcuffed his wrists behind his back. What was the point of struggling? He’d probably done all the resisting he was ever going to do. 
 
    The soldiers marched Romek along the corridor, and for the first time he saw the other cells, visible through their bars. Six of his men shared one of them. They called out his name as he passed, shouting, “Vive Les Indominables!” 
 
    “Vive la France!” Romek added, and his spirits rose. 
 
    The guards pushed Romek into a room where a man he’d never seen before was seated at a table. He appeared engrossed in the document he was reading, not lifting his head when Romek was dumped into a chair opposite and his handcuffs were removed. About Romek’s age, the man wore a smart, grey civilian suit with a white shirt and a bright red tie. A strange choice, for red was the symbol of Communism. He looked to be in his thirties with black hair turning grey at the temples. He was non-descript, apart from his relaxed pose and a large black mole on his left eyelid, which made it droop somewhat, and he seemed in no hurry to begin the interrogation. 
 
    The longer he sat there, the more Romek fidgeted, his nerves taut. If he were to die today, he’d rather the Boche got it over with, without the games and torture the Gestapo enjoyed so very much. “Are you going to interrogate me before you shoot me?” Romek asked in perfect German. 
 
    The man still didn’t lift his head. 
 
    “You’ll get nothing from me, so you should save yourself time and put your bullets in me now,” Romek tried again. 
 
    The interrogator finally looked up and smiled. “Romek Gabula, a Pole who thought he’d fight the Germans in France, using filthy tactics unbecoming a soldier. Your reputation precedes you.” 
 
    “And what reputation might that be?” Romek asked. 
 
    “Well, let me see, apart from your mother tongue, you speak French and German without an accent, and you are also fluent in English. You are a talented radio operator who managed to hide from us for over a year, and you have a good tactical brain and leadership qualities.” 
 
    “I’m flattered. Sounds like it would be a shame to kill someone like me.” 
 
    Again, the German smiled. “My name is Kriminalobersekretär Conrad Hoch. I am here on behalf of the Abwehr Intelligence Service. Have you heard of the Abwehr?” 
 
    Romek nodded. This was more serious than he’d thought. The Abwehr would also torture him, but they’d do it until death, forgoing the favour of giving him a quick end by bullets. “What does the Abwehr want from me?” he asked, feigning composure. 
 
    “We want a great many things from you, and others like you. It’s no secret that we’re suffering from a lack of agents. The shortage is such that I am not above reviewing prison lists for prospective recruits, which is how I found you.” 
 
    Hoch paused, as if anticipating a question, Romek decided not to say a word, or to contribute in any way to the conversation. He felt as though his heart would bound out of his chest, and someone had lodged a rock in the back of his throat. Something was going on here, but it didn’t seem to involve him dying, at least not yet. 
 
    “Your role as the leader of a Polish-French Resistance group should make it impossible for you to even consider becoming a spy for Germany. But, your record shows that you have a deep loyalty to your family and your fellow prisoners. Am I correct in that assumption?” 
 
    Romek stared at Hoch, but when he’d recognised the not-very-well concealed proposal, he burst out laughing. 
 
    Hoch raised his eyebrows, looking like a man who had seen this reaction before, and was in no hurry to tamp it down. 
 
    Romek cleared his throat and wiped the smile off his face. It was a vile idea and not one he’d ever consider, even if the offer meant he might get out of prison alive. “Are you out of your bloody mind? I’d rather you shot me in the head now than spy for the Nazis,” he said, spitting in Hoch’s face. 
 
    Hoch took out his handkerchief and wiped the saliva from his cheek. When he’d finished, he folded the handkerchief and put it in his trouser pocket. “I expected that answer, it’s the one I always get, at first – though, I admit, you’re the only person to spit in my face – let me put my proposal another way, Romek. Work for the Abwehr in Britain as a secret agent and not only will you be freed, but the jailed members of your Resistance group will be treated as prisoners of war rather than face execution.” 
 
    “Go fuck yourself,” said Romek. 
 
    “Very well.” Hoch stood, pushed his chair back and left the room. 
 
    Romek stewed for an hour, debating the merits of his hasty response. He reiterated it, but a minute later he called himself a stupid bastard for turning the offer down. He gazed at the wall in front of him, his mind going backwards and forwards over the issue until finally he came to a decision. The Germans were overwhelming the Soviet forces. They were almost at Moscow’s door and were fighting in the streets of Stalingrad. Poland’s destiny lay in Germany’s hands, he thought, and he might as well get on board with them and maybe even have a life in Poland worth going back to. 
 
    “Guard! Guard!” He shouted as loud as he could, hoping there was a guard outside the room and that the Abwehr Lieutenant was still in the prison, and hadn’t offered the position to someone else. 
 
    After informing the guard that he wanted to speak to Hoch, Romek broke down; tears of gratitude or terror, he didn’t know, but relief that his fellow fighters weren’t going to die. They’d be sent to a concentration camp and might suffer German depravities. Some of them might die of disease, or be killed by the SS, who wouldn’t be party to his arrangement with the Abwehr. But, wasn’t living under those conditions better than the finality of death? He thought so. 
 
    When Hoch returned to the room, a small smile feathered his lips. He was accustomed to that reaction from prisoners, as well. 
 
    During the second meeting, Hoch explained the Abwehr and its functions. He also informed Romek that an Abwehr agent would fetch him from his cell later that day, to allegedly escort him to another interrogation facility in Paris. However, he would be allowed to escape en route. 
 
    “So, it’s as simple as that?” Romek asked. 
 
    “No, it’s not simple at all. You see, Romek, I may believe in your sincerity, but my superiors will not.” Hoch leaned across the table and offered Romek a cigarette, and the latter accepted it. Earlier, he’d imagined a German soldier giving him his last cigarette just before he faced the firing squad. 
 
    The Kriminalobersekretär held out his lighter, and when Romek had lit his cigarette, he said, “To be honest, Romek, my superiors don’t approve of my recruitment methods, and so, in a show of good faith I take steps to ensure my agents’ loyalty by holding their family members as hostages; in your case, your mother, sister, and a cousin in Poland.” He puffed on his cigarette, the small smile still in place. 
 
    Romek’s mouth dropped open. He clenched a fist under the table, picturing it smashing into the sinister, smiling face of the Lieutenant who had all the bloody answers. “Are they in prison?” he asked. 
 
    “No, not at all. Let’s just say they’re in German hands.” Hoch pushed a pen and a document towards Romek. “When you sign this, you will guarantee your loyalty to us, and we will abide by our bargain. But, if you double cross us we will execute your loved ones and every member of your group now in custody. Do you understand me, Romek Gabula?” 
 
    Romek glared at Hoch, furious that he held the fate of his family in his stinking Nazi fist. He puffed on his cigarette a few times, then pulled the document towards him. He scanned it, saw his family’s names in bold black letters and signed at the bottom. 
 
    “What do I do after I have escaped custody,” he asked throwing the pen onto the table. 
 
    “Find the Resistance…” 
 
    “You’re off your head if you think I’m going to lead you to another Resistance group.” 
 
    “You have my word we won’t follow you. It would hardly serve our purpose if you were to be known as a German collaborator, now would it, Romek?” 
 
    “I suppose not,” Romek shrugged. 
 
    “Good. When you reach the Resistance you must convince them to get you into Spain. We will contact you in Madrid through our Consulate.” 
 
    “Is that it?” 
 
    “Yes … no, one last thing. Where is your wife, Klara Gabula?” 
 
    “She left me over a year ago for another man. I don’t know where the whore is.” He jabbed his heel into his cigarette stub on the floor. 
 
    “Sorry to hear that – ach, never mind about her. Trust me, Romek, this will be good for you. You won’t regret working for the Fatherland.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixty-Five 
 
      
 
    Klara Gabula 
 
      
 
    Paris, September 1941 
 
      
 
    Florent Duguay, the leader of the Paris Communist Partisan group, looked like a hardened criminal. His mousy-brown hair had either been shaved and was growing back, or he’d just had it razored to what Klara would describe as a full head of hedgehog bristles. He was intimidating. His large, cold eyes didn’t look at people, they swept over them as if they were barely there. But as much as she wanted to look away, she was beguiled by his features: a bashed in boxer’s nose, a strong square jaw with the shadow of a beard, and two horizontal scars stretching across his throat as though someone had tried to garrotte him, twice. He exuded power, his shoulders broad, a tapered waist, and powerfully muscled arms and legs. He certainly was a compelling figure. God help anyone who got on his wrong side, Klara thought, as she waited for him to speak to her. 
 
    “Well, well, you are Romek’s wife?” said Duguay, finally giving Klara his attention. 
 
    “I’m his estranged wife. We haven’t been together for almost a year.” How easily she had said those words, and what little emotional effect they’d had on her. “But I’m desperately worried about him, of course.” 
 
    “Of course, you are, Marine.” 
 
    His eyes travelled the length of her body and Klara allowed the invasive gaze, feeling strangely empowered now instead of afraid. “Has Darek told you about my situation, and that I can help you?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, and I’m sure you can, but we’ll get to that in a minute. First, I have news of your husband.” 
 
    Klara’s face fell. “Is he dead?” 
 
    “No, on the contrary. He was being transferred from Fresnes prison two days ago. He was supposed to go to Paris for interrogation, but he managed to escape en route.” 
 
    Klara drew in a sharp breath. “How do you know that? Are you certain? Could he have got away?” 
 
    “I’m certain he got away. Come with me.” 
 
    The hideout was ideally positioned in a village, fifteen kilometres from the capital. The detached house stood well back from the road and boasted a garden and vegetable patches at the rear as well as an unused stable, and no other property in the area overlooked it. 
 
    Klara followed Duguay to the kitchen door. He opened it and then lead her through the garden to the dilapidated barn. She was desperate to hear more about Romek and the other prisoners who’d been incarcerated with him but kept her mouth shut; she deduced that one didn’t demand anything from Duguay, especially information. 
 
    When Klara entered the barn, three men were standing with their backs to her. One of them turned around, and she let out an almighty sob. “Thank God, Romek – thank God you’re safe – tell me everything?” 
 
    Duguay’s expression relaxed, as though he’d needed absolute proof that Klara was who she said she was, and now he had it. “Everyone out,” he said. Then he spoke to Romek. “We’ll get you as far as the French-Spanish border, but we need to leave in an hour and drive through the night. I’ll let you say goodbye to Marine, or whatever her real name is.” 
 
    “Thank you, Florent,” said Romek, his hungry eyes on Klara. 
 
    “I love you, Klara,” Romek blurted out as soon as they were alone. “I’ve always loved you and I always will. The woman I told you about … Sabine … she was just someone I used, to try and make you jealous…” 
 
    Klara was appalled. “Stop it, Romek. Whoever she was to you, she doesn’t deserve your scorn.” 
 
    Romek’s eyes, full of suspicion, looked her over as Duguay had done earlier. “I don’t know why our marriage ended; God help me, I don’t. Make me understand, Klara. If this is the last time I’m going to see you, tell me why I failed you as a husband.” 
 
    “Romek…” 
 
    “Do you have a lover?” 
 
    Klara blushed under his urgent gaze. “I love you, Romek and I always will, but not as a wife should love her husband.” She couldn’t bear to see him shaking like a lost puppy. She had betrayed him, and for the first time, she wanted to tell him everything. 
 
    Romek’s hands shook as he placed them on her shoulders. “I can see you don’t even want to look at me, so we should get this meeting over with.” 
 
    Klara straightened her back, saddened that he had called their reunion a meeting, as though they were merely associates. “What are your plans? What will you do when you cross the border into Spain? Where will I find you when the war ends?” 
 
    Romek snorted. “Ends? It’ll never end, and even if it does, the world will never be the same. We’ll be under the Nazi yoke, every person in Europe and Russia and Britain. The Germans are winning, and I was a fool to think we could stop them.” 
 
    Romek looked angry as he sat on the ground. “Sit. I need to talk to you about a few things – oh, for God’s sake, Klara, sit down. It’s not about you and me. I’m not going to touch you” 
 
    Once Klara had settled next to him, Romek described the prison he’d escaped from. “They kept me in solitary confinement, and I don’t know what happened to the other members of our group after I left. It’s possible that some if not all have been interrogated, but your cover is secure. You should carry on your work at the shop.” 
 
    “What’s the point? You won’t be here. Who do I pass the information to?” 
 
    “I asked Duguay to bring you here for good reason. If you agree to work for him, he will train you. It means you’ll have to stay here for a week or two, but you’ll be much better equipped to do your job when you eventually return to Chirac’s.” 
 
    Klara liked the idea but not the part about staying there with Duguay and his people. “I can’t leave the shop for two weeks. I have German customers. Besides, you haven’t told me what Duguay wants from me in return.” 
 
    “He wants to kill high-ranking Wehrmacht officers, and you can find the targets, photograph them, discover their movements and listen to their drunken conversations. You’re one of the few people in Paris who’s permitted to break the night-time curfew. You get escorted into buildings Duguay and his men can’t get into.” 
 
    She hesitated. She was afraid to commit herself for she believed Duguay to be a cold-blooded killer who wouldn’t hesitate to murder one of his own men should they betray him. She looked around the barn and shook her head as the seriousness of her situation struck her. She was in Duguay’s hideout and knew about his setup. “I don’t suppose I have a choice. He’s not going to let me walk out of here alive if I turn him down.” 
 
    Romek, she saw, did not deny it, instead he took it as a sign of her agreement. “It’ll be hard, Klara, but you have nothing to lose. Max has let us down, and so have the people he works for…” 
 
    “No. That’s not true. Max wouldn’t abandon me!” Klara gasped at her folly and her cheeks burnt red. She averted her eyes, only to feel Romek’s fingers on her chin, jerking her face around so she had no choice but to return his gaze. He nodded and then whispered. “It’s him … my God, it’s Max, isn’t it … isn’t it, Klara?” 
 
    Klara shoved his hand away and got to her feet. “Don’t be stupid. I would never…” 
 
    Her denial hung in the air as Romek also rose and strode out of the barn without another word or a backward glance. She called his name, but he got into the passenger seat of a waiting truck and rolled the window up. Seconds later, the driver climbed in and drove Romek away. 
 
    Klara made her way back to the house, drying her tears and pushing her fingers through her hair. She needed to look calm, in control. In an upstairs room shouts of, “Traitor!” echoed down the corridor. She held onto the bannister at the bottom of the stairs, listening to a man whining like a cat, and felt goosebumps rise on the back of her neck. 
 
    The alleged traitor, whoever he was, let out another desperate howl of pain, making Klara take to the stairs, but before she’d got halfway, Duguay appeared on the top landing. 
 
    “You, get up here,” he said, pointing at her like a teacher about to give her the belt. 
 
    A sturdy rope was coiled around the man’s waist, his torso flopping forwards, his downturned head bobbing up and down as he tried to keep it erect. His shirt was drenched in blood. 
 
    Klara’s hand flew to her mouth but when the shock of seeing Oscar’s swollen and bloodied face abated, her surprise turned to anger. “Why are you torturing him? I’ve seen him with Romek.” She took a step towards Oscar, but a heavy hand on her shoulder jerked her back. 
 
    “Don’t go near him. He’s not your friend. He’s the reason your husband’s whole group was captured.” Duguay’s face was puce with exertion, his knuckles raw from punching Oscar. “Had Romek not escaped, this man would have brought you down, and us with you. He’s a filthy traitor, Marine, the man who gave up his fellow Frenchmen to the Nazis.” 
 
    Klara glared at Oscar who was spitting blood and teeth and refusing to meet her eyes. “He doesn’t know me. Romek never said anything just now … I had no idea. I didn’t suspect … not among his own fighters.” In her mind’s eye she saw the betrayed men and women who had worked and fought hard, diligently, faithfully, being shot. Enraged, she rushed forwards, and this time Duguay didn’t stop her. When she reached Oscar she slapped his already beaten face, twice, three times, she lost count, and howled, “Why? Why?” 
 
    Oscar finally looked up at her. His right eye was swollen closed, his top and bottom lip were split, as though a knife had cut them, and his broken jaw was bloated like a squirrel’s nut-filled mouth. Klara tore her eyes away and faced Duguay. “Has he given you what you need?” 
 
    “He’s said enough. He was supposed to report to his German handler later today. The SS planned to use him to infiltrate another group.” 
 
    Klara’s eyes widened. “Could he have been followed here?” 
 
    “Do I look stupid?” Duguay retorted. 
 
    Klara straightened her shoulders, wiped her face, and looked again at Oscar. “God forgive you because I never will,” she hissed. Then she spoke to Duguay. “Kill him.” 
 
    The pistol sat snugly in Duguay’s enormous hand. Unhurriedly, he attached the silencer, screwed it onto the barrel and then held the gun out to Klara. “That’s just what Romek said, but as I pointed out to him, he’s not my man. You do it.” Then he left the room. 
 
    When Klara was alone with Oscar, she listened to him mumbling through his half-parted lips. She was glad he couldn’t speak, beg for his life, or mention the wife and children Romek had told her about. “Oscar, Romek talked about you a lot when we first came to Paris. He said he trusted you. Look how you betrayed him.” She knelt in front of him and lifted his chin. “I don’t want to do this, but you know that if I don’t, the men downstairs will.” 
 
    Oscar nodded. Tears rolled down his cheeks leaving clean stripes in the blood. He sniffed, then closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and straightened himself as Klara got to her feet. Unable to hold the gun still, she took a step forward, pressed the barrel against Oscar’s forehead, shut her eyes and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Blood and brains splattered the wall behind Oscar’s chair. Klara dropped the gun to the floor and rushed from the room. She was an adulteress, and now, also a murderess. How had she changed from a language teacher to this … this thing she had become? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixty-Six 
 
      
 
    Max Vogel 
 
      
 
    Max opened his eyes to bright sunlight streaming into the room through an open window. He squinted at the sparsely furnished room, the polish on the wooden nightstand shining in the sunlight. A small chest of drawers, a chair and wash basin were the only other articles of furniture apart from the bed in which he lay. Through the window he saw the tops of trees, suggesting that the house was on a hill, but it was unclear whose house he was in, for he couldn’t remember the journey here, or being lifted off the damned rock he’d landed on. 
 
    He tried to sit up but fell back as soon as he lifted his head off the pillow. He couldn’t even raise his legs an inch off the mattress or turn his hips, but despite the pain sending daggers through his lower body, he was eager to speak to the leader of the local Resistance group about how to proceed with the mission without him. 
 
    In another room, the Frenchmen were discussing him. He couldn’t catch every word they were saying, but the word Mirror, his code name, was being mentioned repeatedly. 
 
    “Hello. Is anyone there?” he shouted at the closed door. “Hello!” he tried again. 
 
    The door swung inwards admitting Pasqual, and behind him two Frenchmen with quintessential black berets on their heads. 
 
    “You’re awake, sir,” Pasqual beamed. “This is the local doctor. You probably don’t remember, but he’s been in to examine you a couple of times and to inject the morphine – it’s not dreadful news, thank God, but I’ll let him tell you, shall I?” 
 
    “Pasqual, wait,” Max croaked. “What’s our situation?” 
 
    Pasqual pulled a chair over to the bed. “We’re in Marcel’s farmhouse, and we recovered the crates of weapons without any problems. Don’t you worry about a thing,” he answered, making way for the doctor. 
 
    Max, desperate to know, asked, “Am I paralysed?” 
 
    “No. I don’t believe you are,” the white-haired doctor said. “I would have preferred to examine you in the local hospital to get a more precise picture, but of course, that was out of the question.” 
 
    “Will I be able to walk again?” 
 
    The doctor looked surprised at the question. “Mais, oui. Your lack of motor function is only temporary, mostly bruising. I had a look at your injury using a portable X-ray machine. Our friend, Marcel, here, stole it from a derailed train. It’s a marvellous invention…” 
 
    “Doctor, you were saying?” Max interrupted. 
 
    “Ah, oui, bien sur. You have contusions and bruising to your gluteal muscles, your buttocks. And of course, some deep shock to your spine, to be exact.” 
 
    Max gasped with relief but then asked, “Are you telling me I can’t move because of bruising?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s more complicated than that. As I said, you’ve suffered severe trauma to the muscles and jarred your spine. In some cases, it can take days or even weeks for people with this injury to get back to normal, although I’m not sure what normal activities are for soldiers like you these days.” 
 
    Max blinked and exhaled a deep sigh. Only now did he realise how scared he’d been of a much more serious diagnosis. He was sure he would be on his feet long before the doctor’s prognosis even if he had to fight through the pain. “Thank you, Doctor. I’m grateful for your help.” Max then asked Pasqual, “How long have I been here?” 
 
    “This is the third morning…” 
 
    “What? You let me sleep for three bloody days?” 
 
    “Non, Monsieur. He did not. I did,” said the doctor. “Keeping you under sedation with morphine was the only way to stop you howling when we moved you. I don’t suppose you remember the state you were in when Marcel and his men brought you here?” 
 
    “No, not a thing –forgive my bad manners, Doctor. Three days is a long time to be out of commission.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I don’t suppose the Germans are in any hurry to leave,” the doctor muttered, reaching into his black bag for a syringe, hypodermic needles and three vials of morphine. “This will be the last time I inject you,” he said. “Marcel or Pasqual will boil the syringe and hypodermic and administer the other two doses. After that, you must suffer the pain, I’m afraid. We can’t have you addicted to the stuff. I’ve seen what it can do to a man’s mind.” 
 
    Marcel nodded. “He can’t come back. This is a small village, full of busy-bodies. The Germans often drive through here, and they’ve been known to use the bar in the main street where they stuff their ugly faces and drink our wine. People might see the doctor walking backwards and forwards up the hill, and everyone knows this is the only house up here. I don’t want anyone asking questions about the doctor’s visits, vous comprenez?” 
 
    Max nodded, getting a good look at the middle-aged Frenchman for the first time. 
 
    “Oui, Marcel is right,” the doctor said, injecting Max in the thigh. “Besides, there’s nothing more I can do for you, except to prescribe bedrest, which I am now doing. Don’t try to run before you can walk. You’ll only delay your recovery.” Again, the doctor mumbled, “I know what you youngsters are like.” 
 
    Max, who had not objected when the needle penetrated his thigh, was already feeling lightheaded. The pain seemed to miraculously slip away, and the doctor now had two faces instead of one, and both were swimming in and out of focus. 
 
    “London knows the situation and they’re sending a replacement. You’ll be back in England before you know it,” Pasqual said. 
 
    Max tried to keep his eyes open but failed miserably, “No … no,” he slurred. “I’m not going back … must get to Klara. Take me to Paris … Pasqual, Paris.” Then his eyes closed to oblivion. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    During the next six days, Max worked from his bed, setting up a chain of command and training programme for the Frenchmen who were still unfamiliar with the use of weapons and explosives. Men as young as sixteen and as old as sixty were willing to fight the Germans in Saint Quentin, but most had never been involved in an armed struggle before. Max had also asked Pasqual to go with Marcel to a remote location with the radio, to contact the SOE in London. Max’s message insisted that a replacement agent wasn’t necessary. The operation had not been hindered by his injury as the mission had always been to leave Pasqual in charge while he, Max, went to Paris to discover what had happened to Klara and Romek’s group. And that was what he planned to do in four days’ time, come hell or high water. 
 
    Max had not thought about Klara, or about much of anything in the last few days, but his mind was clearer, the morphine having been purged from his system through drinking copious glasses of water, and wine. He was now anxious and impatient to get to Paris to extricate the woman he loved. 
 
    He raised his legs off the mattress, grimacing as the pain shot into his lower back and backside. He cursed, but surged ahead, rolling his whole body over the side of the bed as he’d been instructed, getting his feet onto the floor then take a few shuffling steps towards the window. 
 
    Marcel knocked on the bedroom door, entered without waiting for an invitation, and almost knocked Max off his feet. “Damn it, man, could you not have waited a minute longer before barging in?” Max snapped as Marcel caught him just before he toppled over. 
 
    “You would have landed on your black and blue derriere had I not held you upright, Englishman,” Marcel retorted. 
 
    “Hang on, I’m not a bloody racehorse,” Max chuckled, then groaned with pain as Marcel pulled him towards the bed at a faster pace than he was used to. 
 
    “I have news of the Resistance group you asked about. I have an associate working at the train station in Fresnes, Val-de-Marne,” said Marcel when Max was propped up in bed again. 
 
    “Near the prison?” asked Max. 
 
    “Yes. My man saw thirty-five prisoners being put on a train, including three women. They were wearing Fresnes prison uniforms, and some of them were talking in Polish. After the train left the station, he managed to speak to one of the civilian prison guards and found out that the prisoners were being transported to Buchenwald concentration camp in Germany.” 
 
    Max’s heart sunk at the knowledge that some of the prisoners were Polish, for as far as he knew, Romek had cornered that market in Paris. “I don’t suppose he heard any names being mentioned?” 
 
    “If he did, he didn’t say.” Marcel turned away. 
 
    Max gripped Marcel’s arm. “What are not telling me?” 
 
    “I can’t confirm…” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “All right. The guard also mentioned that most of the prisoners being transported had been captured from a single group and that the Germans were delighted with themselves for having caught them – it has to be the Polish-French Resistance run by your man, Romek.” 
 
    Max squeezed his eyes shut, a mixture of anger and sorrow making his stomach churn. He had arrived in France too late, too bloody late to help the group because of a stupid accident which had left him lying in a bed with a sore arse. 
 
    After Marcel left the room, Max wondered again if Klara had been one of the women prisoners getting on the train? Was it possible that Romek had cracked under torture and given her cover away. In four days he would find out. To hell with the pain. He needed to get moving and drag his bruised backside to Paris. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Wilmot Vogel 
 
      
 
    Russia, September 1941 
 
      
 
    From his muddy ditch, Wilmot watched as thousands of captured Soviet troops trudged westwards to a concentration camp under the watchful eyes of the SS guards. He lifted his can of beans in the air as the columns went past his hole and shouted, “Do you want some beans, ya’ load of Commie bastards?” Who’d have thought he’d be jealous of prisoners? He had food and they had gaunt, emaciated bodies, but they were leaving this Godforsaken country when he wasn’t; lucky swine. 
 
    A truck hooted its horn and flashed past the ditch, splattering mud into Wilmot’s face and eyes. “What’s your hurry? Are we not wet enough?” Wilmot yelled and then kicked the soldier lying beside him. “I wish I was going in the other direction with those SS guards. I can feel snow in the air already, and it isn’t even October yet. I’m freezing, aren’t you, Claus?” 
 
    “Shut up, Vogel. You talk too much. I’m trying to get some sleep here.” 
 
    Wilmot sighed, finished his beans and then rattled his knife against the insides of the can just to annoy Claus. They were on Leningrad’s doorstep and had already pounded the city with shells and cut off the remaining railway connection. Wilmot could smell victory in the air, see the tops of buildings. They were so very close, yet his unit hadn’t moved forward for two days. He didn’t understand the madness in their methods at times. He just hoped those in charge did. 
 
    Wilmot heard his name being called. He sat up, peered over the lip of the ditch and heard it again, “Vogel! Schütze Wilmot Vogel!” 
 
    After climbing out of the hole, he looked around him. Overwhelmed by the sea of men, tanks, military vehicles, and horses, he couldn’t spot the source of the voice until the Gestapo officer on horseback was almost upon him. “Vogel!” the officer shouted again and this time he got a reply. 
 
    “I’m Schütze Vogel,” Wilmot said standing to attention and wondering what stupid rule he’d broken this time. “What can I do for the Gestapo, sir?” 
 
    The officer handed Wilmot an envelope. “This has come from Gestapo headquarters in Berlin. Someone important has gone to great lengths to get a letter to you,” he said, turning his horse’s head and riding away without another word. 
 
    Wilmot got back into his ditch. It was uncomfortable, but its back wall kept the wind from scouring his face. He stared at the envelope, afraid to rip it open to see the letter inside, perhaps telling him he was to go back to Dachau because his release had been a mistake, or that he’d been reinstated in the SS, which he didn’t want either – the bloody animals shooting civilians every five minutes were creepy buggers – he was glad to be out of all that nonsense. 
 
    “Who’s managed to get a letter through to you here, and why are you important enough for an officer to deliver it?” Claus was wide awake now. “Are you going to open it or gawk at it all day?” 
 
    “Go back to sleep. It’s none of your business.” Wilmot lifted the one-page letter out of the envelope and began to read it. 
 
      
 
    My name is Kriminaldirektor Fredrich Biermann of the Gestapo. At the request of your dear mother, Laura, I must inform you of your father’s death. He was killed by an explosion in his factory during a British air raid on Berlin. 
 
    As your papa’s good friend, I must also tell you that your mother has legally emigrated to England. Whether she has arrived safely or not, I cannot say yet, but I believe she will not return to Germany for the foreseeable future. 
 
    You and I have met on numerous occasions, Wilmot. I attended your baptism, and birthday parties when you were growing up. Please know that I am also grieving for Dieter. Your father was like a brother to me, and only one day before his death, he became my daughter’s father-in-law, after we celebrated the wedding between my Valentina, and your brother, Paul. We are now part of the same extended family, Wilmot, and I shall endeavour to keep tabs on you, as your father would wish me to do. When you return to Berlin, look me up. 
 
      
 
    Please accept the Biermann family’s sincere condolences. 
 
      
 
    Kriminaldirektor Fredrich Biermann 
 
      
 
    “Well, what does it say, Willie?” Claus asked again. “Vogel, who’s it from?” 
 
    Wilmot stood on shaky legs, climbed out of the hole and ran. Blinded by tears, he bumped into men and horses, but kept going through the vast German lines. Consumed with grief, he fled from the news, from this hell, from himself, running faster and faster, knocking into more and more people as his rage grew. Who was he to go home to if he ever got back to Berlin? Who cared about him, stuck out on a limb away from the rest of his family in a country that smelt of burnt vegetables and animal carcases? 
 
    When he finally stopped running, he found himself between two tank columns. He’d run about five-hundred metres, and the German battle group still stretched before him all the way to the horizon. He bent double, trying to catch his breath, head hanging down to his knees, his hands gripping his side where he’d suffered broken ribs on the day he’d been injured at the Russian defensive line. 
 
    Men were arguing on the other side of the tank nearest him. He couldn’t see their faces or ranks, for the tank stood as a barrier, but by the discussion they were having he deduced that the voices belonged to high-ranking officers on the general’s staff. He should leave, he thought, but he was too sore and breathless, and the officers might see him and think he was listening in to a conversation he shouldn’t know about. Anyway, he didn’t want to leave, they were talking about Leningrad, and he wanted to hear what was being said. 
 
    “… are you questioning the Führer’s wisdom?” an angry voice asked. 
 
    “In this instance, yes, I am. We’ll weaken the entire Army Group North if it stays out in the open during winter,” another voice answered. 
 
    “It won’t take that long to starve the Russians in Leningrad. The blockade will stop supplies getting in and people getting out, including their army. It could work,” a third voice said. 
 
    “He should be telling the Army to take Moscow.” 
 
    “Moscow will come after Lenningrad…” 
 
    The discussion continued, but the voices faded. Wilmot peeked around the back of the tank. The officers, including the North Battle Group Commander, General Reinhart, walked to a command trench and disappeared into it. 
 
    Wilmot took stock of his new surroundings; he was still far from his unit and the ditches they lived in, and the ground here was blanketed by tanks rather than men and heavy weaponry. He looked to his left, to the edge of the woods where a large crowd of civilians and soldiers were gathered. He crossed the field to get a closer look and found a unit of Wehrmacht infantrymen aiming their rifles at a group of Russian civilians huddling on the lip of a long trench. Behind the soldiers, SS Stormtroopers sat on the grass eating from cans of something or other as he had done earlier. 
 
    He observed the prisoners, mostly Jews and a few Russian soldiers in uniform. Men and boys laboured in the waist-high trench, digging it deep. The adults used spades, but the boys were burrowing into the ground using their bare hands. Women and children congregated at the side of the hole, crying, half-naked and in some cases devoid of clothing altogether. 
 
    Wilmot wondered what was going through the prisoners’ minds. Did the men and boys know they were digging their own graves? They probably did, yet they were working hard, sweating with exertion, appearing desperate to finish their task, perhaps to please the soldiers in a last-ditch attempt to be spared a bullet. Were he a Jew with a spade in his hand, he’d throw it at the guards and tell them to dig the hole themselves. He’d die just the same, but with his dignity intact, not as a lamb going to the slaughter while smiling like a half-wit trying to get his captors to like him. Not wanting to watch what was to happen after the hole was long enough and deep enough, he turned to walk away. 
 
    “Schütze, come back here!” 
 
    Wilmot halted, turned around and approached the SS-Untersturmführer, who was gesturing to him with his hand. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I was going for a walk, sir,” Wilmot said. 
 
    The Untersturmführer peered at Wilmot’s face, his eyes red raw from crying and his mud-caked cheeks streaked with tears. “Going for a stroll, eh?” The Untersturmführer and the SS soldiers laughed. “Where’s your rifle?” 
 
    “I don’t have it with me,” Wilmot said. 
 
    The officer laughed for a second time and his men joined in. “Listen to this, boys. He’s a rifleman, and his only job is to walk beside the tanks and carry a bloody rifle; instead, he’s wandering about the place like a lost tourist,” he sniggered. “You’re obviously a clever lad. Your father must be very proud of you, Schütze.” 
 
    Wilmot clenched his fists, allowing the laughter and insults to wash over him without retaliating. In his mind, he saw Franz, the man he’d shot in Poland, the guards in Dachau, and the civilians who’d killed the Jews in the last Baltic town before entering Russia. He pictured his father’s body, blown up by the British, and his brothers’ voices telling him he was an idiot, but they loved him all the same. And finally, he saw naked children howling with terror, but he held his anger in check, lest he join them in the hole. 
 
    “What’s your name?” the Officer asked. 
 
    “Schütze Wilmot Vogel, Untersturmführer,” Wilmot answered, his head high. 
 
    “Well, Vogel. You might as well make yourself useful. Borrow a rifle from one of my men – you do know how to shoot, don’t you?” he laughed and then continued, “Follow my Oberschütze’s orders. This will teach you to be nosey.” 
 
    When he was handed the rifle, Wilmot realised that the SS guards had no intention of killing the Jews themselves. The loathsome task was being left to low-ranking cannon fodder like himself. The SS men had laughed at him for leaving his rifle behind, yet they were bucking their responsibilities by passing them on to others. 
 
    The slaughter began half an hour later. On the SS-Oberschütze orders the soldiers fired first at the Jewish men who had dug the grave and were still in it. Wilmot, who’d pretended to pull the trigger, watched as women and babies, young boys and old men lined up on the lip of the hole to be shot. 
 
    When the rapid gunfire began, most of the prisoners tumbled into the hole, dead by the time they hit the bodies beneath them. But after each round, the soldiers jumped into the hole firing at heads with pistols to make sure none of the victims had survived. 
 
    When it was over, Wilmot found a spot to empty the cartridges from the Mauser’s chamber and then went to the SS-Oberschütze. He set the rifle on the ground and said, “If I don’t get back to my unit I’ll be on a charge. Can I go?” The man would eventually realise that the rifle had not been used, Wilmot thought, but he hadn’t been the only one not to fire his weapon. He’d seen at least two others who had not squeezed the trigger once. 
 
    “Cover the bodies,” the SS-Oberschütze ordered the infantrymen, and then to Wilmot, “Get out of here.” 
 
    Wilmot’s knees wobbled as he tottered back to his line. Dizziness made his head swim and he vomited his beans to a chorus of jeers from some nearby soldiers. He walked on, trying to grieve for his father, which was why he’d left his post in the first place, but instead, he wondered what his father would say about this earth-bound hell in Russia? What could anyone say, now or in the future? Who would be able to plumb the depths of these Eastern lands where raging hatreds, appalling indignities, terror and the wholesale slaughter of human beings was witnessed and ordained by a flick of a pen every single day. 
 
    This, he thought, was a war without compassion or honour, a titanic struggle in the murky atmosphere of kerosene and cordite, in choking heat and in what soon would be, the flesh-scarifying cold of winter. This war had just begun, yet he predicted that Russian soil would be soaked in the blood of millions before the insanity ended, and would warp and twist the souls of those who survived. 
 
    Wilmot reached his ditch and found Claus sitting in the same spot as he’d left him. It had started to rain, and he pulled his coat over his head. “Where have you been, Willie? Are you going to tell me what was in the letter or not?” Clause asked again. 
 
    “Shut up, will you?” Wilmot reread the letter, and once finished he sobbed like a baby under Claus’ concerned gaze. Embarrassed, Wilmot turned to face the ditch’s wall. He hadn’t thanked his father for getting him out of Dachau; on the contrary, he’d complained that his release had been far too long in coming, and then he’d thrown a tantrum because of his posting to the Eastern Front. 
 
    He recalled the last conversation he’d had with his papa. They had gone for a beer together and had sat in the corner of a bar that neither had been to before. His father, as always, had reminded him of his duty to the Fatherland while refusing to listen to Wilmot’s reason for shooting Franz in Poland. 
 
    “The reason doesn’t matter, Willie, it’s in the past,” his father had pointed out. “What matters now is that you never disobey another order or get into a fight with your fellow soldiers. They’re the ones who might save your life one day.” 
 
    Dieter had then become unusually melancholic. “Son, I want to see all my children around my dinner table when this war is over, and yes, even Frank. But I worry about your temper. You’re not like your brothers or sister, you have this passion inside you and I don’t think you know what to do with it yet. But always remember, regimes and dictators ebb and flow, they have their moment in the sun and then burn into the pages of history. But family, Willie, is forever and must always come before politics – always, without exception.” 
 
    Wilmot’s heart ached for one more conversation with his father, just one more beer with his brothers, one more kiss from his sister and mother – but he had come to believe that if the Russian army didn’t take his life, the unforgiving Russian climate would. 
 
    He folded the letter, put it inside his rucksack, stood up and peered into the distance at the plumes of smoke rising to the heavens from the heart of the city. They were pounding Leningrad again and within minutes, the Russian batteries would fire up and hit the German lines in retaliation. How many men would die today? he wondered, shaking the rain off his helmet. 
 
    “Claus, we’re staying here,” Wilmot eventually said when he’d calmed down. “We won’t have the satisfaction of going into the city. This is a blockade, and if we even try to breach it, our officers will shoot us down like dogs. We might even die here.” 
 
    “You’re talking rubbish, Vogel,” Claus retorted. “You’ll see, we’ll be marching into Leningrad by this time tomorrow.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Klara Gabula 
 
      
 
    Paris, France, October 1941 
 
      
 
    Duguay strolled into the farmhouse’s parlour with his usual swagger and severe expression. He shook hands with the four men but ignored Klara whose presence he had demanded for this impromptu meeting. Klara had been training with Duguay’s Resistance group for six days, and during that time, she had learnt how to clean, load, and fire pistols, how to accurately collect and hand off intelligence information, and about the importance of security. She’d also been given reading material: a brochure published by the communist group that summer entitled, Manuel du Légionnaire. It contained detailed notes on how to fire guns, manufacture bombs, sabotage factories, carry out assassinations and perform other skills useful to the Resistance. The brochure had been cleverly disguised as informational material for fascistic Frenchmen who had volunteered for the Legion of French Volunteers Against Bolshevism on the Eastern Front, and Klara had found that detail amusing. The Germans were conquering Europe and blasting their way through Russia, but they had not come to realise yet that the manual was a Communist publication meant to train the French Resistance to fight the occupying forces. 
 
    In the days following Romek’s departure, Duguay had repeatedly referred to Romek’s group as a failure, a careless, badly secured network, destroyed by one German collaborator. The Gestapo and Abwehr had been successful in taking down The French-Polish group in one fell swoop by capturing and then turning Oscar into a German agent, he reminded his fighters daily, and that traitor had been effective because Romek had not seen the signs. Klara was not fond of the conceited Duguay. He complained continually about Romek’s ineptitude. But, she had reminded him that it was only a matter of time before members of his group were arrested or shot, or proved to be German agents, and when that time came, he’d realise that there was no such thing as infallible secrecy or security. 
 
    Duguay sat down at the table, gesturing to the others to join him. 
 
    “I have the names of three Frenchmen in my hand,” said Duguay, waving a piece of paper in the air. “Two of them have joined the pro-Nazi Milice française, and the third, the Waffen SS, and were I to spend more time investigating French citizens I would find hundreds of traitors in Paris, and perhaps thousands across France.” 
 
    With a look of disgust, Duguay threw the paper across the table. “We need to make an example of collaborators, men and women who have taken the alien presence in our country as an acceptable continuance of French life. And let’s not forget the silent witnesses who know but don’t protest when people disappear, buildings are renamed, books are banned, art is stolen, and people are deported back to the Reich territories from whence they’d fled at the rise of fascism.” 
 
    Duguay paused to pick up another piece of paper. “Three days ago, on September 30th, the German Military Governor, General Otto von Stülpnagel issued a decree. In it he explained what he called a code of hostages. He has ordered all district chiefs to draw up lists of people to be executed in the event of any German being assassinated, and at the top of the lists will be Jews, German dissidents and Communists. I believe he did this as a reprisal for our assassination of the German Naval Officer in the Paris Metro at the end of August.” 
 
    One of the men at the table said, “We knew they were going to take their revenge, but we shouldn’t stop killing the Boche because a few people will be executed.” 
 
    “Would you say that if the Germans shot one of your innocent family members?” Klara blurted out and then raised her hand in apology to Duguay. She had discovered in her first two days at the hideout that her job would involve not only passing along information to the Communists but also photographs of prospective targets for assassination. She had become embroiled in a dangerous and lethal business, and had no idea how to get out of it. 
 
    Voices rose around the table; everyone had a different point of view. Duguay, raising his hand, silenced the men and said, “We have to acknowledge that killing one German will not change the outcome of the war and that a lot of innocent people might be shot in reprisals. But, we must also contend that to cease our assassinations will prove that the Germans can push us around in our own country.” Then he spat, “The French government may have surrendered to the Nazis, but they didn’t surrender the spirit of the French people, and I say we should continue our battles in the biblical sense: an eye for an eye, they kill us, we kill them, and what’s more, we choose who should die.” 
 
    Finally, the meeting ended with everyone agreeing that their assassination strategy should continue. The men left, but Klara had been instructed to remain. She was exhausted from putting her body through the rigorous physical training regime with Duguay’s men during the day, and at night, taking photographs of Germans attending functions where an official German photographer was either not required, or was needed to take only sanctioned pictures. 
 
    Klara had come to realise that Germans, like any other race, enjoyed getting drunk, canoodling with pretty women, singing, dancing until dawn, and having individual and group photographs taken for their families at home, and for their own gratification. If her camera held bullets, she’d have killed hundreds of vain Nazis by now. 
 
    “Well, Klara. You listened to the arguments for and against assassinations. What do you think?” Duguay asked when he returned to the room. 
 
    “I don’t know what to think, to be honest. The Germans are going to kill French men and women no matter what we do to their soldiers. They’re going to come after our Jews as they did in Poland and Czechoslovakia, and they will try to get rid of Communists as well. I’ve just lost my husband and thirty of his men, and I’ve also killed a Frenchman for cooperating with the enemy. How can I answer your question when I don’t even know who I am anymore?” 
 
    Duguay cocked his head. “Freedom means not trying to hide who we are, Marine.” 
 
    Klara averted her eyes. 
 
    “I’m not asking you to give me your real name,” Duguay said. “Are you afraid of me?” 
 
    She let out a tired sigh. “Yes, you’re stripping me of my cover. It’s unnerving.” 
 
    “Your days of anonymity are over. You work for me now, and that means operating alongside my Resistance fighters, and trusting them with your life. That’s the only way you’ll stay alive.” 
 
    He gazed at her, his eyes penetrating her being, her very soul. “What are my orders?” she mumbled. 
 
    “Return to Paris today with Claude. Call him a new assistant photographer if you like.” 
 
    Klara met his stare, this time with anger. “You mean a spy to keep you informed of what I’m doing?” 
 
    Duguay smiled, softening his appearance. “Or you could just call him what he is…” 
 
    “And what is he?” 
 
    “A go-between, nothing more sinister than that. He will take the risks of going backwards and forwards with intelligence from you to me and vice versa. You’re much too valuable to be captured and shot.” 
 
    “Should he be caught, the Germans will get to me,” she retorted. “The only reason I’ve survived this long is because Romek took precautions by not telling anyone about my job at the shop. Your suggestion doesn’t instil confidence.” 
 
    Duguay rose from the table, signalling an end to the meeting. “It’s not a suggestion.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Klara handed a cup of coffee to Jean, the elderly man who ran the photographer’s shop when she was on errands, as she called her clandestine outings. He had no idea about her involvement in the Resistance movement or that she was married. He had suspected that her accent was not that of a Frenchwoman’s, and after hearing her mumble in Polish one day, his suspicions were confirmed. But, what did it matter if she wasn’t who she said she was, he’d announced casually to her one day. He was more interested in keeping a job that paid well and afforded him a decent relationship with the Germans, than to blab to the authorities about her false identity documents. 
 
    “Don’t forget tonight’s appointment, Marine,” he said just before leaving work for the day. “The German officer who booked us is from the Hotel Lutetia, and you know how many important Germans live there. The birthday boy’s name is on the invoice. The function will be held in the restaurant and there’s to be a dance afterwards. It’ll be a late one for you, so I’ll open up in the morning as usual.” 
 
    “What would I do without you, Jean?” said Klara, giving him a peck on the cheek. 
 
    That night, Klara donned her white and pink flowery dress with a stand-up mandarin collar and pink buttons that travelled down to her waist. Her hair had been left loose but pulled back at one side by an ornamental rose, and to complete the outfit she wore a pink belt, white shoes, and white cardigan. 
 
    She left the shop at 8pm, accompanied by Duguay’s man, Claude. Before leaving Duguay’s base, she had been firm with him. Claude might be your man, but I run the operations, and if he doesn’t do as I say I will close the business. Wretched man had laughed at her for the second time that day. 
 
    But, to her surprise, Claude was an avid photographer who’d spent years working for an underground Communist newspaper. He was also familiar with the cameras Klara used and easily accepted her guidance on how to approach and charge the Germans for each type of photograph taken. She had also told him what to look out for, as far as intelligence gathering was concerned, and again he had bowed to her experience. 
 
    Claude couldn’t speak German, but that wasn’t an issue, for the German officers felt more comfortable when they thought they were surrounded by people who couldn’t understand them. “Listen to the Frenchwomen, who are invariably invited to these functions at the Lutetia,” she had instructed Claude. “They add colour and glamour to the occasion and are a good source of information.” Claude had looked confused by that statement until Klara had added that the women were eager to learn all they could about the German soldiers they wanted to hook up with. They asked questions and usually got answers. Men liked to boast, and after a few drinks they became careless with classified information. 
 
    Many of the girls, originally from the countryside, had moved to Paris where they discovered that powerful benefactors could make their lives a little easier, and the higher their lover’s rank, the better off these women became. She hated to admit it, but German officers were known to be exceptionally generous to their mistresses. 
 
    The Hotel Lutetia, situated on Boulevard Raspail, in the Saint-Germain-des-Prés district, had been requisitioned by the Abwehr and its counter-espionage officers. It was also used to house, feed and entertain those in command of the occupation, such as the men who were celebrating the birthday of a visiting Oberstleutnant Field Commander by the name of Horst Jürgen Bach. 
 
    As she approached the hotel, she was thrown back in time to the days just before the Germans’ arrival in the city. Then, the hotel had housed displaced artists, writers, poets and musicians fleeing the occupying forces as they’d swept through France. It was also in one of Lutetia’s bedrooms that she and Max had made love for the last time and had been bombed in the process. He had pleaded with her on that day to leave Paris with him and saying no to him was the biggest regret of her life. 
 
    Upon meeting with the hotel’s German liaison officer, Klara received instructions to remain in the foyer until the official photographer had taken his group photographs of Oberstleutnant Bach surrounded by his guests. Dinner was over, and as soon as the birthday cake was cut, she and Claude could enter and begin their work. 
 
    When they were finally allowed inside the restaurant, Klara and Claude split up, each taking a different side of the room. Both carried a shoulder bag with a money purse attached, a notebook to take orders, and a camera. 
 
    The restaurant grew silent as the medal-laden Oberstleutnant stood up, thanked the guests for their hospitality, and then surprised them all by leaving with his entourage. He was not a good target, Klara had already decided. The man had heavy security and was leaving early the next morning for Nantes. 
 
    A few moments after the host left, the guests applauded the arrival of the French women who headed straight to the tables. The real party was about to start, the musicians tuned up for the first piece of music in their repertoire, and Klara was asked to take her first photograph of the evening. 
 
    Her eyes were drawn to a rowdy table near her. She was on the point of inviting the men to pose for the camera when she heard a familiar voice amongst the good-humoured banter. Her eyes flicked to the man speaking and she gasped, almost dropping her camera with the shock of seeing him. Unable to peel her eyes away, she lingered at the table; the man’s face, his laughter, and his perfect German accent was good enough to fool even Adolf Hitler. 
 
    She was giddy with confusion. Max wore a Wehrmacht doctor’s uniform and a gold wedding band on his left hand – Max, her Max, deep undercover in the German Army, speaking like a German, looking like one, and completely ignoring her presence with not a glance or gesture in her direction, even though he must see her! 
 
    “… Mademoiselle … Mademoiselle, take a picture.” She turned her attention to the man who’d addressed her and smiled. “Yes, sir, certainly. Group and individual?” 
 
    “Shall we all get in this one?” the man asked the seven other men and three women at the table. 
 
    Klara directed the men as they huddled together. They had decided not to have the women in the photograph after Max and a couple of others protested. Max’s words rang in Klara’s head like an untuned bell. “Not me, I’ve just got married.” 
 
    After she’d finished with the group, she took individual photos, including one of Max, whom the Germans called Paul. The Major, the man who had tugged her arm, was paying for the photographs. His staff sergeant would pick them up from the shop in one week’s time. She gave him the invoice with the shop’s address on it, and then rushed out of the restaurant. 
 
    For a few minutes, she sat in a stall in the ladies’ powder room shaking like a leaf, crying with happiness, but also bewilderment. He had looked right at her as she’d taken his photograph. She’d seen no recognition in his eyes, which had looked different; dispassionate – he was different, with stubble on his face, and a laugh she didn’t identify with him – he had the ease of a man perfectly comfortable in the company he was keeping, gushing about his wife and parents in Berlin. What was he? A British agent undercover, or a German spy who had infiltrated Romek’s group, passing on secrets to the Germans for more than three years? If that were so, why had Romek and she not been captured long before Oscar’s betrayal? Had Oscar worked for Max? Was Max married in his ‘real life’ or was he an expert in the field of espionage; fooling her, fooling the Germans? Did he love her, or was that a sham, a cover to get information from her? 
 
    She went to the sink, splashed water on her face and then gazed at her reflection. Her face was the colour of ash and her lips had lost the rouge she’d painted on earlier. She reapplied the red powder, staring at her wide-eyes instead of her lips, admitting that her joy at seeing Max had gone and in its place, was anger and fear. 
 
    She wrote in her notebook, ripped out the page and folded it up until it lay hidden in her fist. Max had no excuse for not contacting her. She had listened to him tell the other men at the table that his first two weeks in Paris had been enjoyable, but that he missed his new wife and wished she could join him. “That’ll wear off, Paul,” the man next to him had said. “When you’ve been here for a while and seen the beautiful women Paris has to offer, you’ll be glad the wife’s not here with you.” Then the man had pointed to Klara. “You can’t get more beautiful than her with the camera.” And she had pretended not to understand a word, as she always did. 
 
    Max could have come to the shop, let her know he was back, helped her in the days after Romek’s arrest, told her about his mission, or got her out of France and across the channel to England. But he’d done nothing of the sort, proving Romek’s speculation to be true; Max had abandoned and deceived them both. 
 
    Towards the end of the evening, Klara followed Max to the men’s room. She waited close to it, using the time to change the film in her camera. When Max walked towards her, she blocked his passage. It was almost midnight, and the foyer was empty, apart from the SS soldiers guarding the entrance doors. 
 
    The folded paper was in her grip. She hesitated but reminded herself that he was her Max and thrust the note into his hand. “Take it – when I leave, follow me,” she said in French before walking back to the restaurant. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventy 
 
      
 
    Paul Vogel 
 
      
 
    Paul read the note. Urgent. We must speak tonight. He read it again and shrugged. Frenchwomen were strange creatures, self-assured and with dubious morals. The photographer, whose name he didn’t know was a beautiful woman probably wanting crude sex with him at the back of the building, and he was flattered, but follow her? It was a ridiculous notion, yet he was tempted to ask her what she wanted from him if only to appease his curiosity. 
 
    Paul followed Klara to the foyer. There, he observed her speaking to her colleague before leaving the hotel. He contemplated his next move. He was intrigued by her intense gaze, directed at him for most of the evening. He was tipsy, feeling more relaxed than he had in months, and if he were honest, in the mood for a little adventure – not sexual, of course. 
 
    She stood in the shadows at the corner of the street behind the hotel, surrounded by a veil of smoke, which was in fact steam shooting out of some nearby pipes. She beckoned him to her, and he shrugged again. Where was the harm? He was going in the direction of his barracks anyway. 
 
    Paul reached her just as a post van drew up. Those and German military vehicles were the only traffic one saw on the streets at night during curfew hours. He turned his head as the driver got out. The blow to his head was accompanied by the word, “Sorry.” Then he fell into a big black hole. 
 
    When he woke up in the van he found his wrists tied behind his back, his sore head covered with a stinking vegetable sack that smelt of rotting turnips, and an equally foul-smelling rag lodged into his mouth. 
 
    He struggled against the ropes and tried to dislodge the gag with his tongue. Since the assassination of the naval officer weeks earlier in a Paris Metro station, High Command had issued a new directive to its officers not to travel in the city alone or unarmed, which was precisely what he’d done. He might be killed by a pretty woman using the oldest trick in the book, and he hadn’t seen it coming. 
 
    Paul’s body shuddered as the van came to a halt. He had no idea where he was, for he’d lost all concept of time. At the thought of dying, he struggled again, ripping the skin on his wrists as he tried to free himself and kicking the van’s back doors with his heavy boots. He cursed as he thought of Valentina; I’m a doctor, no one will touch me, he’d promised her. What a damn fool he was. He was an enemy of France, and the French people hated his Wehrmacht uniform as much as any other worn on their streets. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    In the farmhouse kitchen, Klara faced Duguay’s scorn, refusing to back down or admit she might have made a blunder. “When you speak to him, he’ll tell you who he is, and you’ll be glad I brought him to you.” 
 
    “You had no authority to bring anyone here without my say so!” Duguay blasted her. “And as for you, Claude. What the hell were you thinking?” 
 
    In contrast to Klara’s self-assured bearing, Claude trembled under Duguay’s glare. “She said he was a British undercover agent, and the only way we could talk to him in relative safety was to bring him here. You told me to follow her orders, and that’s what I did.” 
 
    Duguay banged his fist on the table. “Are you both as stupid as each other? If he was a British agent, why didn’t he say so when you gave him the note? And if he is undercover, why is it as a doctor? Or don’t German doctors have to prove they have medical training?” 
 
    Klara began to unravel. She’d asked herself that question on the journey from Paris but had shrugged it off. “It’s him. I’ve known the man for three years. If Romek were here…” 
 
    “Romek is not here!” Duguay shouted again. “Damn you, Marine. If he is not who you say he is, I’ll have to kill him.” 
 
    “No!” Klara panicked. “I might have been impulsive, but I know him. Give me fifteen minutes alone with him? He’s either a German spy who hoodwinked Romek and me for years, or he’s on some elaborate mission for British Intelligence. Either way, we have him.” Her voice finally broke. “Please, Duguay … he’s a good man … he’ll help us. MI6 are looking for Resistance groups to fund and train. They’ll supply us with weapons and radios … they want us … they need us to succeed.” 
 
    Duguay let out a tired sigh as he looked out of the kitchen window at the van parked in front of it. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t go out to that van and put a bullet in his head right now.” 
 
    Klara shook her head. “I don’t know what else to say. I’ve just given you three good reasons.” She had come too far to back down, but she was perplexed by Max’s behaviour. Her faith in the man she loved was crumbling, and she suspected that Duguay sensed unease from her rather than confidence. 
 
    Deciding to play her best cards, she said, “I know him because he’s the reason Romek and I parted. I love him, and I know every inch of him, from the Union Jack tattoo on his shoulder to his broken molar. He’s British, born in London, and an only child to parents who work in a factory.” 
 
    “Mon Dieu,” said Duguay, shaking his head. “The stupidity of women never ceases to amaze me – wait here – I’m warning you, don’t move.” 
 
    Klara watched Claude and Duguay open the van’s back doors and drag Max out. He struggled, and she wished she could calm his fears. Max was the bravest man she knew, but even he must be terrified, and as confused as she was. 
 
    Upon his return, Duguay seemed to have calmed down. Klara’s eyes were wet with tears. She wiped them away with the back of her hand and said, “Trust me, please.” 
 
    “He’s in the basement. You can have ten minutes alone with him before I come down there to see to him myself. Here, take this.” Duguay handed her a pistol. 
 
    The basement had no electricity, but two gas lamps were adequate to see the man she adored sitting in a chair with his wrists and feet tied together with rope, the gag still in his mouth. 
 
    She looked at him, her eyes tearing up again. She wanted to remove the gag, to kiss him, to tell him how much she cared for him, but first, she needed to speak without being swayed by his responses. “I’ve waited for so very long to see you again,” she began. “I’ve prayed for your return. I’m sorry, Max, but I couldn’t think of any other way to get close to you … and I’m sorry about Claude hitting you over the head … I was angry when you looked at me as if you didn’t know me. I’ll make this better, I promise you, I will. All you have to do is tell the leader of this group who you really are.” 
 
    She let out a ragged breath as she approached him, and when she removed the gag from his mouth, her voice was but a hoarse whisper. “Please, Max, tell me you’re not working for the Germans, that you didn’t lie to me, or to Romek.” 
 
    Paul coughed. “Water, please,” he said in a barely audible voice. 
 
    She shook her head. “No water. You’ll be dead in the next five minutes unless you tell me what you’re doing in Paris dressed as a Wehrmacht officer. For God’s sake, talk to me.” 
 
    Paul cleared his throat. “I am a doctor, and under the Geneva Convention you cannot abduct me or harm me – I’m not Max, I’m…” 
 
    Klara bent down and kissed him hard on the mouth to stop his lies, to provoke a response from him, but like a stranger’s, his mouth was cold and closed to her. She slapped his face with her open palm and then staggered backwards shaking her head, over and over. “I don’t believe you…” 
 
    “I am Paul Vogel, a Wehrmacht officer.” 
 
    Klara’s mouth dropped open as she realised her mistake. It had seemed impossible that two totally unconnected men from different countries could be as identical as Max and the German sitting in front of her. Yet even with that unlikelihood, she now believed he was who he claimed to be. “Who are you?” she whispered. 
 
    “Paul Vogel – Max is my brother. You have the wrong man, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “You and Max are twins?” 
 
    “Yes, and if he were here, he’d tell you that I know what line of business he’s in, and that I can be trusted. I’m not a threat to you or the men who abducted me. I won’t…” 
 
    Klara jumped as the door at the top of the wooden steps opened sending a shaft of light to shine on Paul’s figure. 
 
    “Well, is he your man or not?” Duguay asked Klara. 
 
    Klara straightened, trying to pull herself together but failing miserably. “He is, and he isn’t. He’s my man’s twin brother.” 
 
    Duguay’s mocking laughter filled the room as he and Claude walked into the basement. “What are the odds of that, eh?” Claude uttered in the background. 
 
    “What are the odds indeed?” Duguay said, wiping the smile off his face as he looked at Paul. “Do you speak French?” 
 
    “A little, enough.” Paul stared up at Duguay. 
 
    Duguay’s cold eyes bored into Klara’s. “You said you knew everything about your British agent, your lover, but it seems you were wrong – or did you know he was German all along?” 
 
    “No, I would have told you upstairs had I known,” Klara retorted. 
 
    Paul, looking sideways at the rifle in Claude’s hands, said, “I give you my word, I’ll tell no one about you or this place. I’m a German citizen, but Max attended university in England and took a British passport – that’s the only difference between us – I’m not a Nazi. I hate Adolf Hitler with every bone in my body … that’s the truth.” Then he stared directly at Duguay. “Max is a British Army Major, and he is the last person in the world who would betray England. Please, let me go for his sake. It would crush him if I were to die here.” 
 
    After Klara had finished translating Paul’s appeal to Duguay, the big man turned on his heels and went to the stairs. “You and Claude, get up here – now — leave him!” he shouted over his shoulder.  
 
    Klara gulped down a cup of water from the kitchen tap. “I’m sorry. Max told me he was an only child.” 
 
    “Spies lie as easily as men pee in the morning,” Duguay sighed. 
 
    Klara covered her face with her hands to hide her anguish. “This is all my fault, but I can fix it, I know I can.” 
 
    Duguay spread his arms. “How? I’d love to know how you’re going to fix this.” 
 
    “His brother will come soon. I’m waiting for him to arrive. He’ll get his twin out of France, and the Germans will never know he was here or what happened to him. British Intelligence have ways of making people disappear.” When she didn’t receive a response, she added, “You can keep him here until then, can’t you?” 
 
    “Do you expect me to trust the other brother now?” asked Duguay  
 
    “Yes. Max wouldn’t jeopardise his cover in France, not even for his twin.” 
 
    Duguay leaned against the sink and nonchalantly crossed his arms. “A driver is waiting for you in the truck outside. Go back to Paris. I’ll send Claude to you when I’ve made my decision about what to do with the German.” 
 
    When Duguay left the kitchen, Klara knew there was nothing more to say on the matter, and reluctantly gathered her belongings. She was desperate to go back down to the basement to give words of hope and encouragement to Max’s brother. It had been unbearable to see him tied to a chair, terrified of Duguay, trying desperately to stay alive, for it had been like observing Max’s every gesture and expression. 
 
    Outside, she reached the waiting truck and opened the passenger door. A gun went off, its loud snap echoing up from the basement. A sob tore from her throat, and unthinking, she threw her camera onto the passenger seat and ran back into the house. 
 
    The basement door was locked, and she thumped on it with her fists, screaming Duguay’s name again and again. “You let me in Duguay – Duguay, let me in – Duguay!” 
 
    Claude, appearing from the kitchen, gripped her by the arm and dragged her out of the house even as her rage was becoming hysterical. She pummelled his chest, but he shook her until her teeth rattled. “That’s enough from you!” he barked, pushing her into the truck. 
 
    Klara screamed, “I’ll kill Duguay for what he’s done. You tell him I don’t want anything to do with him and his communists. He’s as bad as the Nazis … you can all go to hell!” 
 
    Claude, usually a man of few words, stood at the truck’s door staring at her anguished face with an inscrutable expression. “This is not a romantic game you’re involved in, Marine,” he said in a softer voice. “We’re at war, and that man in the basement was our enemy – perhaps this lesson will teach you to remember whose side you’re on?” 
 
    Klara glanced at the driver, a man she’d never seen before, and not wishing to say another word to any of Duguay’s people, she turned her face to the window. I killed Max’s brother … I killed him … me … it was me … forgive me. Oh, God forgive me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventy-One 
 
      
 
    Laura Vogel 
 
      
 
    Laura fidgeted outside the Ambassador’s office, having seen no one else on her way up the diplomatic chain. Three days earlier, however, she had been involved in an argument with a very rude secretary who’d declined to give her a time and date to have a meeting with even a low-level diplomat at the British Embassy in Geneva. 
 
    She was nervous but also philosophical about her chances of being approved for travel. If she were denied entry to Britain, she’d accept the decision and deal with it. She had legally passed into Switzerland and was confident she wouldn’t be sent back to Germany, and she had enough money to stay in a Geneva hotel for months should she have to remain in this neutral country until the British decided she was not a spy, or a threat to anyone. 
 
    “The Ambassador will see you now.” A young male secretary with a bright smile ushered her in. 
 
    Laura entered the British Ambassador’s enormous office with breathtaking panoramic views over Lake Geneva. It was furnished like a living room, and she almost relaxed while making herself comfortable on the plush couch. “Thank you so very much for seeing me, Your Excellency. This is a wonderful surprise. I thought I’d have to go through the system first … you know how bureaucracy is. Is this a good sign … am I cleared to go home?” 
 
    The Ambassador’s smile was rather frigid, not what she would have expected from His Majesty’s representative in Switzerland. 
 
    “Mrs Vogel, I’m afraid I can’t take credit for the speed with which your application has been managed. Your case was taken up by another branch of the Foreign Office, you see.” 
 
    Laura didn’t see at all, but asked, “Does this mean I’ve been approved already?” 
 
    “Yes, you have, but it’s a little more complicated than usual. One second, please.” The Ambassador lifted the telephone, waited, and eventually said, “Show him in.” 
 
    Laura, somewhat bewildered, tried to fathom the Ambassador’s expression. He hadn’t shown much courtesy during their very brief meeting; he hadn’t even sat down. “Is there a problem, Ambassador?” she asked. 
 
    “Mrs Vogel, I honestly don’t know. As I mentioned, your case has been taken out of my hands. 
 
    A knock on the door heralded the new arrival. 
 
    “Come!” the Ambassador barked and then said in a clipped tone, “Your escort will explain what will happen next. Goodbye.” He gave a stiff bow, and when a friendlier looking man came into the room, the Ambassador left closing the door behind him. 
 
    Laura rose to her feet, leaving her handbag on the couch beside her. “Hello, I’m Laura Vogel.” 
 
    He beamed at her. “Yes, Mrs Vogel, it’s a pleasure to meet you. My name is Jonathan Heller. Please, sit.” 
 
    Delighted to see a friendly face at last, Laura sat again, clasping her leather handbag to her chest. Her muscles visibly relaxed as Heller came to sit opposite her. He seemed to have a genuine spark of kindness in his green eyes and a smile that was completely natural, but she was still a little worried about her fate. “I must say, all this cloak and dagger doesn’t suit me. Perhaps you could tell me what’s to become of me, Mr Heller?” she said to break the long silence. 
 
    “Please don’t worry; I’m friend not foe,” Heller said in an almost teasing voice. 
 
    Laura nodded and managed a weak smile. “I’m glad to hear it. Do you work here at the embassy?” 
 
    “No. I’m here to take you to England, Mrs Vogel, and we only have two hours to get you to the plane. Would you mind if I answered your questions once we’re on board?” 
 
    Laura searched Heller’s pleasant face, struggling to understand the situation. He was self-assured, dressed in a suit, handsome, and carrying a civil service briefcase, but she didn’t know the man from Adam, and didn’t want to go anywhere with him. 
 
    He took out a silver case, opened it and offered her a cigarette. She declined, and while she watched him light his, a terrible thought struck her; I’m here to take you to England. Was he going to arrest her as a German spy and throw her into prison the minute the plane landed in England? Dieter had worked with Hitler’s Nazi Party, and it was possible that the Swiss authorities had told the British about the Vogels even before she’d set foot in the embassy. She finally admitted she was afraid. Her voice shook as she got to her feet. “I would like to talk to the Ambassador again.” 
 
    “I’m afraid we don’t have time for that,” Heller said. 
 
    “Then I’m not going anywhere with you.” 
 
    Heller gestured to her to sit. “Mrs Vogel, I assure you, I would not have been allowed to walk into the British Ambassador’s office were I not carrying authentic documents with the proper authority to take you to London – but we really must hurry. I promise to answer all your questions but only after we leave Switzerland – will that be all right?” 
 
    Laura nodded. “I suppose … I don’t think I have much choice, do I?” She wanted to believe him, to see Max, Hannah and Frank, and to finally free herself of the Nazi shackles that had controlled her life for so long. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    By the time the plane had landed on an airstrip in Kent, Laura had ascertained that Jonathan Heller was a senior officer in MI6, the Secret Service arm of the British Foreign Office. He’d been charming to her, but very much mistaken to believe she was at ease with him, for he still hadn’t answered the fundamental question of why she had come to his attention, and what it was he wanted from her. Heller had said only that she was to accompany him to London where she would undergo what he had called, a debrief, the reason for which he also hadn’t explained. 
 
    Laura had wept on the car journey. Kent had looked much the same as when she’d last seen her childhood haunts, but she’d been shocked when the car crossed London Bridge and neared Buckingham Palace and the surrounding areas. The German newspapers had boasted about the Luftwaffe’s successes over the British capital, and they had not exaggerated in their descriptions of the devastation. 
 
    Laura was ushered into the sitting room of a Knightsbridge townhouse and invited to sit on a small velvet sofa. She gratefully accepted some tea from a woman in an army uniform. Heller then joined her, but before sitting, he handed her a foolscap sealed Manila envelope. 
 
    “Before you leave, you will need to fill out the document inside. It’s just a necessary formality for the Foreign office.” He smiled. “I’ve taken the liberty of bypassing the interview you were expected to have with the ministry. I have a feeling you’ve had enough of bureaucracy by now.” 
 
    Laura sipped her tea but found it hard to enjoy. She had followed Mr Heller’s instructions, had been patient to the point of stupidity by not demanding answers to her questions, but enough was enough. “I can’t thank you enough for your kindness. You have no idea how relieved I am to be back in England. But I’m desperate to see my children, as you might imagine. I have to tell them that their father is dead, you see, so I need to be with them, to hold them in my arms, to comfort them.” She paused, uncertain for a second. “Is there more to this cup of tea than meets the eye, Mr Heller?” 
 
    Heller placed his cup on its saucer and for the first time, hesitated. “Mrs Vogel, I had hoped to handle this better, but there really is no easy way to tell you, so I think I’m just going to have to jump in with both feet.” He took another sip of tea. “I helped you because of your husband, Dieter who, contrary to what you might think, is not a Nazi, Laura, at least not at heart. May I call you Laura?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “You see, Dieter is a spy, a secret agent. He has worked for me at MI6 for more than seven years.” 
 
    Laura gaped, then started to giggle. Heller’s ridiculous suggestion was ludicrous. Tears gathered in her eyes, then poured out of them. She couldn’t stop the half-laughing, half-crying sound, or digest Jonathan Heller’s statement about the man she’d been married to for almost twenty-nine years. 
 
    Then, he said something even more unbelievable. “Mrs Vogel, Laura, Dieter didn’t die in an explosion in Berlin. He is very much alive and right here in London.” 
 
    Laura dropped her cup, the remaining tea spilling onto the table, the saucer cracking. She covered her mouth with her hand and let out a throaty sob. Her dark, wet eyes bored into Heller, daring him to retract what he’d just said, but he didn’t. 
 
    Speechless, she wrapped her arms around her waist and began to weep, conflicting emotions of hope, joy, and anger assailing her mind. Dieter was dead, yet he wasn’t, her head screamed. He was buried in Berlin, yet he was in London, very much alive. “It’s impossible,” she whispered to herself. 
 
    Heller, struggling to speak, stuttered, “Do you want me to bring Dieter to you now, or would you like … do you need some time alone to come to terms with the news?” 
 
    “Of course, I want to see him now! I’m sorry, Mr Heller. Oh God…” Laura wept again until she was gulping for air. 
 
    Dieter, waiting outside the door to the sitting room, gripped the doorknob, his heart beating like a caged bird flapping in his chest, his courage fading with every passing second. He had imagined this scene many times, and in it he’d received an understandably angry response from Laura: a slap to his face, a few choice words from her in a less than ladylike fashion, and finally a sweet delicious kiss and a blissful reunion. But as he listened to her weep, he heard pain, only pain, and he had no idea what to do or what to say when he got into the room. 
 
    He finally entered, crossing to her before she got the chance to stand. He squeezed in beside her and took her in his arms. “Forgive me, my darling.” 
 
    When she wrenched herself away and slapped him, he welcomed the stinging pain. His Laura wasn’t a hysterical mess after all. 
 
    Laura’s bright, unblinking eyes swept over every part of Dieter’s body. “Forgive you? Do you … can you even begin to imagine what hell you’ve put your family through?” 
 
    “Hannah and Max don’t know,” he said stupidly. 
 
    “Freddie Biermann wrote to Paul and Willie to inform them of your death! Those boys went to war to please you and now they think they’ve lost their father. Forgive you? No, Dieter, I’ll be dead and buried before I forgive or forget your bloody deceit … for your years of lying to the people who love you … for having to bury you in the ground. I buried you!” 
 
    Dieter opened his mouth, but then snapped it shut, unnerved by her glare. 
 
    “They found your body with missing teeth and your medal … what did you do? How did you do that?” She demanded to know. 
 
    “Laura, hush, please, let me speak,” said Dieter, raising his hand in the air. “I promise, I’ll let you slap me again as soon as I’ve finished if that makes you feel better. I will if you’ll just let me explain.” He held her eyes and to his relief, finally saw her swallow her anger and hurt. “Freddie Biermann suspected me of espionage and it was only a matter of time before he arrested me,” he began. “Had I run, you and our boys would have paid a terrible price. Had I been captured, you would have been detained with me. When we stayed the night at Freddie and Olga’s house, I overheard him talking to someone on the telephone. We had gone to our beds by that time, but I crept to the top of the stairs when the telephone rang in the downstairs hallway. My name was mentioned during Freddie’s conversation, and so was the word surveillance. Laura, when one hears those two words in the same sentence it can only mean one thing.” 
 
    “You think he was on to you?” 
 
    Dieter nodded, heartened that she was at last willing to listen. “I could go into details about how I set the explosives in the factory, how I got out alive, where I went afterwards, and how I escaped Germany undetected, but all I need you to know is that I did what I did to safeguard you and the boys. I am deeply sorry for the heartache I’ve caused you and our sons, but I couldn’t ask you to lie to Freddie. It’s his job to interrogate people and he would have seen through you in minutes. Your ignorance was the only way I could keep you and Kurt safe. Tell me, darling, would you have been able to lie to the Gestapo?” 
 
    Her expression softened, and she shook her head. “Why were you convinced that Freddie suspected you of … whatever you were doing?” she asked, calmer now. 
 
    “I had no evidence to say he did, but I watched his behaviour change towards me.” 
 
    “I didn’t see that,” she said. 
 
    “Neither did I until it struck me that he was wanting to be around me rather more than usual.” 
 
    “Did Kurt know you were a spy? Or was he a pawn like me?” Laura asked. 
 
    “Kurt knew nothing.” Dieter lied as he caressed her face. “Jonathan Heller is a friend, darling. He wants to help, but first you need to answer his questions about your conversations with Freddie after the explosion at the factory. Will you do that for me?” 
 
    “I suppose…” 
 
    “You might not have realised it at the time, but Freddie might have said something to you that could tell us if he did or didn’t believe my death to be real – it’s important. I wasn’t the only MI6 agent in Berlin, and we, Jonathan and I must do everything we can to ensure the safety of the other operatives – and, Laura, our two sons could be in danger if Biermann suspects I’m still alive.” 
 
    Laura blew her nose with her handkerchief and then looked at Dieter’s hand. “They also found your wedding ring … Oh, Dieter, I don’t know how long it will take me to get over this shock. I feel betrayed and hurt, and now … now, I’m worried about Willie and Paul. I can hardly look at you without wanting to throttle you.” She crossed her arms. “I’ll answer your Mr Heller’s questions if you promise to take me to Hannah and Max straight afterwards, and when we get there you will tell the truth to your children?” 
 
    “Of course, mein Schatz.” He saw her anger and hurt and decided to give her some long overdue good news. “Dearest, Hannah and Frank have a son, Jack. I couldn’t tell you before, but I was desperate for you to find out.” 
 
    Laura took a sharp intake of breath and started to cry all over again until the sound of weeping became bubbles of joy. “I’m a grandmother – oh my Goodness, I have a grandson – I hate you for not telling me about something that important – wait ‘til I get my hands on that Hannah, for telling you and not me.” 
 
    He pulled her to him, counting the number of other lies he’d told her since sitting beside her. He imagined he’d tell her a lot more in the future, for that was the nature of his job. But nothing could dampen this wonderful moment with her snuggling into his chest, finally succumbing to joy not pain. 
 
    “You are an incorrigible man, but I love you, Dieter Vogel. This is a miracle.” 
 
    He kissed the top of her head. “The worst is over. I promise you calmer seas from now on, my darling. No more secrets or lies.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventy-Two 
 
      
 
    Max Vogel 
 
      
 
    Paris, October 1941 
 
      
 
    The Paris safe house was situated in the busy Rue Durantin, a stone’s throw from the Moulin Rouge, a cabaret hall Max had frequented many times. Almost two weeks after his spectacular landing in Saint Quentin, he had finally made it to Paris, accompanied by Marcel, the Frenchman he’d grown to like and trust. 
 
    Max had not recovered from his injury as quickly as he’d hoped. He still shuffled like a penguin with the aid of a walking stick, and was in a great deal of pain with every step he took. He was not ready to trudge the Paris streets in search of Klara, who had not been in her shop on the three occasions he’d sent Marcel to contact her. 
 
    She was, however, safe. Marcel had reported after his first attempt to find her that an old man called Jean who worked with her in the photographic studio, had informed him that she was out but would be returning that evening. Marcel had gone back then, but had missed her yet again. 
 
    After the third attempt, Max had asked Marcel to buy a gold hand mirror to take to Chirac’s. Inside the gift box was a note, see me in your reflection. Max had been confident that Klara would know its meaning. She knew his code name, Mirror, and would remember the day they had picnicked at a lake in Poland. The water had been so calm they’d seen their reflections in it, and when Max had made it ripple, they’d laughed like children as the two images melded into one. 
 
    Max heard the apartment door open and limped eagerly into the hallway. “Was she there?” 
 
    “Yes, she was,” Marcel smiled. “I gave her your gift and she invited me up to her flat above the shop, away from Jean. She opened the package and then she asked why you hadn’t brought it yourself? I didn’t want to say too much, Max, so I said it was little complicated and you had thought it safer to meet somewhere else. I suggested the Café des Chiens at 3pm. And she agreed.” 
 
    Max limped back into the living room and sat gingerly down on the sofa. “Thank God for that.” 
 
    Marcel followed him and sat in a nearby armchair. He fished a large folded piece of paper from his pocket. “But your Marine is the least of our problems, Major. You’d better look at this.” 
 
    Marcel unfolded the paper and smoothed it on his knee. “I don’t know who this is, but I have a feeling you might.” 
 
    Max took the paper from Marcel, his heartbeat quickening as he gazed at the roneoed photo of his brother. Paul, looking proud and happy was dressed in a Wehrmacht officer’s uniform, the cornflower-blue epaulets of a doctor gleaming on his shoulders. But underneath the photograph was a warning written in French: 
 
      
 
    Missing German Officer, Oberleutnant Paul Vogel must be handed back alive and well to an Occupying forces’ commander immediately, or we will take measures against the people of Paris. The bearer of information about his whereabouts will be well rewarded by the Wehrmacht.  
 
      
 
    The poster fluttered to the floor. Max squeezed his eyes shut and then covered his face with both hands. His shoulders heaved, thoughts barged into each other as his mind filled with dread: why was Paul in Paris? Was he dead? If not dead, where was he? What had happened to him? He grunted, swallowing the sob that threatened to burst from his mouth. 
 
    Marcel was talking. Max hardly heard him. Just loud ringing in his ears. What was he saying? He glanced at Marcel’s questioning, furious face. 
 
    “…Max! Listen to me, this is serious. This man doesn’t just look like you; he’s identical. Who is he?” 
 
    Max, breathing as if he’d just run up a Scottish hill, was trying to deny the numerous conclusions tumbling through his mind. Was Paul beyond hope? That horrific logic was as clear as if somebody had thrust a picture of his twin’s dead body in his face. Yet, somehow, he didn’t feel his brother’s death, couldn’t sense his demise or his absence at all. His eyes smarted. 
 
    “Max! Answer me. Who is this?” 
 
    Max opened his mouth, but, like a fish gasping for air, nothing came out until finally he uttered, “This is my brother, Paul – my twin.” 
 
    Marcel blanched. 
 
    Max got to his feet and headed for the sideboard where an unopened bottle of Cognac was calling his name. He drew the cork and poured two glasses. Behind him he heard Marcel’s pistol being drawn from its holster and the thought ran through his mind that if his brother was dead, he might as well be too. He shrugged and brought the two glasses and the bottle to the coffee table. 
 
    “Do you want one?” 
 
    “Stop it, Max. If your brother is a German soldier, you have some explaining to do, and I suggest you do it quickly – my trigger finger is very shaky.” 
 
    Max grunted, “Drop the dramatics, Marcel, you know me better than that, and this is not what you think … whatever you’re probably thinking. Calm down. Have a drink for God’s sake.” 
 
    Marcel’s chest was heaving, his arm trembling from trying to keep the gun steady on Max. 
 
    “Listen Marcel … and for Christ’s sake get that gun out of my face. My father is a Berliner, and my mother is from Kent, near London. I gave up my German passport when I joined the British Army years ago – do you know how many Germans are spying for the British against the Reich, and putting their lives on the line every day?” Max took another slug, but Marcel’s resolve hadn’t weakened. “You’d be surprised. I’m a British Army Major, not a double agent for the Nazis and not loyal to the Third Reich.” He picked up the poster again and shook it at Marcel. “If this means what I think it means then I’ve just lost the one person I loved most in the world. I’d like to spend some time grieving for him, if it’s all the same to you.” 
 
    Marcel hesitated, evidently deciding whether to believe Max. “How do I know you’re telling the truth?” 
 
    “You don’t. So, either shoot me, or put that fucking gun away before I ram it down your throat. We have a mission to complete, and I could do with your help.” Max took another slug. 
 
    Marcel finally lowered his gun as he stared at the poster on the floor. “Is it possible he deserted?” 
 
    “Of course not. Do you believe me?” 
 
    “Yes, for some reason that evades me, I do. I’ve watched you operate in the last two weeks with Pasqual, your sergeant. And I’m not surprised to hear there are a few Germans fighting with the British. You can’t all be fascist bastards.” 
 
    Max gave Marcel a weak smile and then reread the poster. “He would never desert. Paul is the most loyal person I’ve ever known. I’d lay odds he was abducted, and whoever took him still has him.” 
 
    “If a Resistance group took him they won’t let him live for long. You know that as well as I do.” 
 
    “I know how it works, but Paul and I have a connection. We’ve never been able to explain the feeling of being bonded to each other even when we’re hundreds of kilometres apart. When I look at his picture I know he’s still here.” 
 
    “Or you don’t want to believe he’s gone.” Marcel put the pistol back in its holster and accepted the brandy. 
 
    “I want you to use every contact you have within the Resistance movements to help me find him – someone has him – he’s alive, I know he is,” Max said. 
 
    Marcel took a sip of brandy but worry still shadowed his face. “Max, there’s something else you don’t seem to have considered. These posters were on lamp posts and windows all over the city. You’re blown here … finished. You’ll be recognised the moment you leave this flat. Anyone who’s seen the posters will hand you to the Wehrmacht and take the reward. We need to get you out of Paris today.” 
 
    As Marcel’s words sank in, Max realised that not only was his cover blown in the city, it was probably in jeopardy throughout France. The Germans would make a big deal of Paul’s disappearance for he was a doctor, and as such, held a protected non-combatant rank. 
 
    At 3pm, Marcel went into the Café des Chiens while Max waited in the back of the van. After about ten minutes or the time it took to drink a cup of coffee, Marcel returned with Klara and handed her into the front passenger seat, and then drove north out of Paris. 
 
    An hour later, Marcel parked the vehicle in a side turning off a country road with nothing but cows and sheep as witnesses. He opened the back door, helped Klara into the back of the van then shut the door behind her and went to the grassy verge to smoke a cigarette. 
 
    Max, sitting on a vegetable crate, took Klara’s hand and without a single word drew her to him in an embrace that left them panting with desire. For just a moment, he allowed himself to feel the joy she brought him. Seeing her, touching her, holding her, blotted out everything but her; it had been so long. Salty tears merged in their mouths as hungrily they kissed and tore each other’s clothes away leaving them naked. Max spread his coat on the floor of the van and laid her gently down, his kisses following her until she lay beneath him. She pulled him into her, throwing her head back with the rekindled pleasure of him inside her. Their eyes never left each other’s until, gasping, their urgent passion was spent. 
 
    He rested his face on her bosom and wept, tears of anguish melded with those of joy. She wept with him and held him close, her sobs mixing with timorous kisses as they lay together. 
 
    At last when all the tears were expended, Max cupped her face and gently pushed himself away. Time was running out. It was time for her to know why he’d come for her. 
 
    “My beloved Klara, there are things I must tell you, things you must hear.” Klara opened her mouth as if to speak but Max laid a gentle finger on her lips. “The British government has ordered me to bring you in. You are to train in Britain with a new executive intelligence branch. Afterwards, you’ll be reassigned with a different identity and sent to Poland. This is not a suggestion, it is a bona fide instruction from the British Government, and it’s a one-time deal…” 
 
    “Max? What are you saying? You want me to leave France?” 
 
    “Yes, my darling. I need you to be brave, this is a fait accompli, do you understand?” 
 
    Max had already guessed that Klara hadn’t seen the poster of Paul, for if she had it would have been the first thing she would have mentioned. Just as well, he thought, it would have made their reunion much harder to handle. He wasn’t ready to discuss his brother’s situation with anyone, not even with Klara. 
 
    “Max? Are you saying that I have to leave Paris today?” 
 
    “Yes. Will you?” 
 
    “No. After all I’ve set up and achieved here, to leave now? No!” 
 
    Max, running out of time, decided to try another tack. “Klara, this order has nothing to do with how we feel about each other or how you feel about Paris. It comes from official channels, and it’s quite clear – if you don’t come back with me, MI6 will disavow you. You will not receive support or another handler. You were finished when Romek’s group went down. Frankly, it’s a miracle you’re still alive. The British won’t continue to use a blown agent, not even one who has been as loyal and successful as you.” 
 
    “I see. I’m a blown agent now. I’m to be abandoned, thrown out with the rubbish like a defective part.” She scrambled to put her clothes on, angry and trembling. “I have struggled to build my network, and sacrificed everything … I’ve lost my soul … even that…” she hissed, refusing to look at Max. 
 
    He sensed fear in her, he knew her so very well. But what she was afraid of he didn’t know. He gripped her chin between his thumb and fingers and forced her to look at him. “If Romek is in a German concentration camp, the SS will wear him down until the name Klara and Chirac dribbles out of his mouth into the Gestapo or Abwehr’s lap. Intelligence is like a fine wine, Klara, it is patiently stored until it matures, and then every drop is savoured – you weren’t captured, but that doesn’t mean you’re not being investigated or that your cover wasn’t burnt the minute Romek was incarcerated – trust me, the Germans haven’t taken you down yet, but they will.” 
 
    Klara’s eyes welled up and her face crumpled like a baby’s. “You don’t know everything, Max.” She gulped. “Romek escaped German custody. The last I heard, he was in Spain.” 
 
    Max was elated, but those details would have to wait for another time. “That’s the best news I’ve heard in a long time. But it doesn’t change my orders concerning you.” 
 
    He gazed at her as she wiped her eyes. He had never seen her this lost or desolate and he couldn’t help but wonder what she’d been through. “Klara, say you’ll come with me? You’ll be invaluable to us in Poland.” He tucked an errant tendril of golden hair behind her ear. “You’re invaluable to me.” 
 
    He leant in to kiss her again, but she pulled away, leaving him still naked and alone. She shot him a cold, almost disdainful glare. “All right … yes, I’ll come. I’ll do whatever it takes if it means defeating the Germans. I’ll work for the British, and I’ll even go to Poland, but you, Max, you will leave me alone to do my job. We cannot love each other again, we can’t…” Unable to finish, she mumbled, “Get dressed. Go and sit with the driver and leave me to my thoughts – I need to come to terms with this.” 
 
    Max regarded her defiant, upturned chin and for a moment was confused. She was clearly shocked at his decision, but her ice-laden words gutted him after the passion they’d just shared. She’d probably gone through hell in the last year, and he hadn’t lifted a finger to help her. Her husband and friends were lost, and she was suffering survivor’s guilt. He had a lot to learn about women and their peculiarities. “Very well,” he said in a business-like tone of voice. “Thank you … Britain thanks you.” 
 
    He dressed quickly, trying to hide the pain in his legs and buttocks, then he opened the back of the van and got out. 
 
    “She agreed,” he told Marcel, now waiting in the driver’s seat. “Let’s get back to Saint Quentin, it’s time to go home.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventy-Three 
 
      
 
    London, October 1941 
 
      
 
    Max took Klara straight to his SOE headquarters in Orchard Court near Oxford Street. There, he left her in an interview room with an SOE intelligence officer and told her not to worry; the captain’s job was to debrief her not to interrogate her. She had responded with the distant, frosty attitude he’d come to expect from her over the last twenty-four hours, and he left her to it without a backward glance. 
 
    As he waited outside his boss’ office, he wondered if he’d ever really understood Klara Gabula. She had listened to his advice and insights about what she’d face in England like a willing partner, but she’d barely spoken to him from the moment they’d arrived in Saint Quentin until they’d boarded a light aircraft in Dieppe two days later. 
 
    German anti-aircraft guns had targeted the plane all the way to the Channel, but she had shrugged him off when he’d tried to hold her hand as they were buffeted about. Flights between England and France, known as the ‘goodnight flights,’ were incredibly dangerous because they had to fly at very low altitudes to avoid detection. They affected the bravest of people, but against human nature, Klara had stared torpidly at the bulkhead or out of the tiny window the entire way as though she were utterly oblivious to the possibility of being blown out of the sky. He recognised that she was a complex creature, maddening and unpredictable, but whenever he’d been with her, she’d seeped into his skin and nourished his soul. 
 
    Major Bernie Blackthorn, the commander of the SOE’s French F-Section, had built his department almost from scratch. It carried out sabotage, intelligence gathering, and provided the funds and equipment to the French Resistance. 
 
    Blackthorn had joined the British Army in October 1939, after a spell in France working as a reporter for a French newspaper. He’d also been with the British Expeditionary Forces fighting in France until the retreat to Dunkirk, and afterwards, he went from the General List to the Intelligence Corps. He was not a politician or a sycophant to those he served up the chain, he fought for his men and women and had been instrumental in getting Klara to England and obtaining her security clearance without the tedious paperwork that could take weeks or even months. 
 
    “I’m deeply sorry, Max. Please accept my condolences. Is there any hope he might still be alive?” Blackthorn asked after Max had shown him the poster about Paul. 
 
    “Thank you, Major. I’m clinging to the hope that maybe he’s got lost or has been injured in some way. I’m trying to run through every conceivable reason for his disappearance, apart from the most terrible one, but he went missing over ten days ago, and I … it’s not looking good.” 
 
    Blackthorn offered Max a cigarette. “You must be devastated. I can’t begin to imagine what you’re going through.” 
 
    Max paused to regain his composure, sucking hard on his cigarette and expelling it with a long sigh. “The Saint Quentin group will keep their eyes open for news of Paul. If the Wehrmacht recover his body, they’ll inform my parents in Berlin. With that in mind, I’ve already contacted Romeo in the hope that he can get to Big Bear who has access to the German High Command. If anyone can find out what’s happened to the son of one of Germany’s principal industrialists, it’ll be him.” 
 
    “You’ve never met Big Bear in person, have you?” 
 
    “No. Heller and Romeo deal with him. All I’ve ascertained is that he’s a German national and moves in important circles.” 
 
    “Speak to Heller about it. He was asking for you this morning.” Blackthorn then changed the subject. “You won’t be returning to France until we sort this out, but you already suspected that, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. Where do you want me to go?” 
 
    “Home. I’m giving you a week’s leave. You need to clear your head and grieve, Max. I see from your records that you’ve not had a break in over two years, so don’t argue with me, take some time off. We’ll decide where to send you when you get back. Now, as for Marine, she will go on to the Polish section after her training courses. She’ll begin her transition tomorrow.” 
 
    “I thought I might take her to dinner this evening,” said Max. 
 
    “No. You’re no longer her handler. Best not to, eh?” 
 
    Max’s face fell. 
 
    “Don’t worry about her, Max. You get off now and leave her to us.” 
 
    Max went straight to MI6 Headquarters. Heller wasn’t in his office when Max poked his nose in, but a message from him said to go home and Heller would contact him soon. 
 
    In a cab, Max reflected on the conversation he’d just had. Blackthorn was right to give him leave. He was exhausted and in no fit state to function mentally or physically. He needed to heal, both his injury and his heart, although the latter would never be whole again. He needed to sleep, and yes to cry. The bloody war and everything else could wait another day. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Klara’s head was spinning. She’d answered what had seemed like a thousand questions about whom she had met in Paris? What had she seen that might determine the mood within the German High Command? Did she uncover German battle plans or atypical troop movements? What happened to Romek and his fighters; and so on and on, and on. 
 
    The officer conducting the debrief was kind and easy to talk to, and were she in her right mind she’d be savouring her transfer to the SOE. But she wasn’t herself and wouldn’t be until she’d told the truth about everything she’d been involved in with Romek and Duguay – only then could she move into a new phase in her life. 
 
    “Well done, Marine, I think we’ve finished for today,” the captain said, putting a pile of papers into a file. “You must be tired.” 
 
    “Yes, I am very tired, Captain.” Klara smiled. “Maybe you could call me by my real name. I’m not going back to France, and it’s been a while since I’ve been able to be myself.” 
 
    “I understand, but until you leave F-Section, we need to stick to your French cover name. Let’s not complicate things.” 
 
    She had already complicated things, she thought. She’d behaved despicably towards Max and had been dishonest with him on two fronts. She had melted at the sight of him in the van, and all she’d wanted to do was make love to him, to kiss him, to feel his arms around her as he whispered, I love you, and respond in kind. But after they had made love, when she’d looked at him, she’d seen Paul, Max’s mirror image, pleading for his life, and she’d wanted to escape. 
 
    “Marine, are you all right?” the captain asked when her eyes started to tear up. 
 
    “No, I don’t think I am,” she told him truthfully. “And before I leave this place, I need to tell you about a specific incident that happened in Paris.” 
 
    “I see, carry on.” 
 
    Klara gulped, guilt festering like a cancer at the back of her throat. 
 
    “We’re here to listen, Marine. You’re not the first woman, or man to find it difficult to talk about actions you took in the field. Take your time, we have as long as you need.” 
 
    She began from the beginning, but was unable to look directly at the captain as she spoke. “You know, I thought it would be exciting to play a part in a world that the average person knew nothing about, but since being involved in the spy game, and please, forgive me for calling it that, I’ve learnt that it is managed and controlled by deceit and sustained by a never-ending cycle of mistrust and one-upmanship. I have also experienced, first-hand, the fatal mistakes inflicted within Resistance groups when paranoia supplants common sense.” 
 
    Klara paused. She checked the captain’s expression, but it didn’t inspire much confidence. “Please, bear with me. Everything I say is for a reason.” 
 
    “Yes … yes, of course. Carry on.” 
 
    She took a couple of sips of the water that had been sitting in a glass on the table for the past two hours. “Romek killed a fellow Resistance fighter because of his fear of being betrayed.” She snapped her fingers. “Albert … dead, just like that, without being able to defend himself or give an explanation because Romek believed that Albert was guilty. He shot him in the head there and then – but the irony, Captain, is that Oscar, the man who was the traitor to the Polish-French Resistance group, deliberately ordered Albert to practice his espionage skills with a camera while fully expecting Romek to catch the man in the act.” 
 
    Klara closed her eyes. “Some weeks later I, too, made a similar mistake out of fear and suspicion and deceit in all its glory. And my error of judgement caused the death of Major Vogel’s twin brother, Paul. He’s dead because I couldn’t … I didn’t do my job properly. So, you see, Captain, I’m not at all sure that I’m cut out for this line of work.” 
 
    The captain nodded, cool as an ice-cream, as Klara wiped her eyes. It was out in the open, she thought. She had told the truth, and with it would come a torrent of hatred from the man she loved, and her possible dismissal from British Intelligence before the ink was dry on her enlistment papers. 
 
    “Did you kill the Major’s twin personally?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But you saw his dead body?” 
 
    “No, but I heard the shot. Minutes later, Claude, the man I told you about, warned me that I should get used to killing the enemy. He said Paul’s death served as a reminder that war was not a game. Captain, I’ll give you the details, every single one of them, but first, you should know that Major Vogel knows nothing about his brother’s death.” 
 
    “In that case, you won’t be giving the details to me, young lady.” The captain waved a dismissive hand in the air. “You’ll have to talk to Major Blackthorn about this. Wait here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventy-Four 
 
      
 
    The Vogels 
 
      
 
    London, October 1941 
 
      
 
    Max arrived at his bedsit to find two notes in his pigeonhole. He unlocked the door, went into his room, looked at the couch, the bed, the sorry excuse for a kitchen and threw his rucksack on the floor. It was an unwelcoming dump, but at least it was still in one piece. 
 
    He fell onto the bed, unfolded the first piece of paper dated four days earlier, and frowned; it was from Hannah. I’m at my house in Kent. Come, urgent. Then, he unfolded the second, which was dated two days after the first, and read the same appeal as the other apart from the end: Please Max, you need to come as soon as you get this. 
 
    He dragged his exhausted body off the bed, not wanting to go anywhere, but into the arms of Morpheus. He was worn out. 
 
    He rinsed his face at the sink and ran his fingers across his stubble. It was cold outside, and when he was fully dressed, he put his army greatcoat over his uniform cursing colourfully as he buttoned it up. Hannah should be in Scotland with Frank. Only a very serious problem would have torn her away from him. 
 
    The train conductor announced the Orpington stop, jolting Max from a light doze. He got off and removed his hat for safety when the freezing wind hit him in the face; he wouldn’t be able to run after it if it came off his head. 
 
    He limped to the station’s exit, every step giving him shooting pains up and down his right leg and into his backside. He’d be known forever as the man with the sore arse, he thought, trying to walk as naturally as possible. 
 
    What should he tell Hannah about Paul? Should he say he was dead? Or that he was missing in action? No, not that, missing in action didn’t ring true, for Paul hadn’t been in action, he’d disappeared from relatively peaceful Paris streets. How was he to begin the painful conversation when he didn’t have any information apart from what was on the poster which he could feel crackling in his pocket? How could he say, our brother is dead; when he didn’t believe it himself. 
 
    Hannah opened the door, scanned him up and down in the hallway, and gave him a tight little sisterly hug. “Don’t go into the living room until I tell you.” 
 
    “What’s going on? Are you all right?” He turned his head at the sound of a woman’s voice coming from the other room. His eyes widened with surprise as he stared at the closed door. “Is that Mother’s voice I hear?” 
 
    Hannah nodded. “And Father is here as well. They were worried about you when they found out you weren’t in London, but Jonathan Heller arrived about an hour ago and told them you were home. I knew you’d come as soon as you saw the notes.” 
 
    Stunned, Max cocked his head to the side. “Heller’s here? How did he get here before me?” 
 
    “Well, he does work for British Intelligence, and...” 
 
    Overjoyed at the news about his parents, Max left Hannah mid-sentence, and hobbled into the living room. 
 
    Laura squealed with delight and ran to him, sobbing as she smothered his cheeks with kisses. “Let me look at you, Son – oh, Max, you look dreadful – and you’re injured!” 
 
    Dieter pulled Laura gently away and shook his son’s hand. “Max, it’s good to see you. What’s the matter with your legs?” 
 
    Finally, Heller shook Max’s hand, saying, “I hope you don’t mind me butting in on your reunion, Max.” 
 
    Laura shook her head and wiped her eyes with her handkerchief. “Hannah, we’ll let the men talk. Help me with the tea and cake.” 
 
    Max, breathless with emotion, hobbled painfully to the couch and sunk into it, groaning as he sat. Questions ran through his mind; questions he was desperate to ask but whose answers he was scared to know. He gazed at Dieter and Heller, waiting for them to say something. “Are you just going to stand there and gawp at me, or tell me why you’re both here?” 
 
    “How did you get injured, Max,” Dieter asked. 
 
    “It was stupid. It’s nothing, just an unfortunate accident, that’s all – Papa, what are doing in England – Jonathan, what’s going on?” 
 
    Dieter and Heller eyed each other, neither speaking until Max snapped again, “One of you had better tell me what the blazes is going on around here? I’m in no mood for mysteries. Seriously, it’s been a bloody long day.” 
 
    “Son, you’re probably wondering about a lot of things right now…” 
 
    “Hah. That’s an understatement. I hoped Mother would leave Germany but bugger me if I know why you’re both here now.” 
 
    Dieter and Jonathan seemed to mull over what they were going to say next, but Max refused to wait. “Oh, for the love of God! If you don’t say it, I’ll ask; Jonathan, have you spoken to my parents about my job? Are they being investigated?” 
 
    Dieter took breath. “No, no, Son. Jonathan is here because he and I have worked together for years, and when he told me you’d come back from a mission this morning, I asked him to come over.” 
 
    Dumbfounded, Max’s eyes flicked from one man to the other. 
 
    “That’s right, Max. He and I have a professional arrangement. Do you understand now?” Dieter asked making the situation even more baffling. 
 
    Max looked to Heller for an explanation, however, he seemed unwilling to get involved at this stage in the conversation strolling to the window where he looked out on the street. Max stared at Dieter as he lit a cigarette. It was a preposterous notion to think that his father was involved in MI6 – ridiculous – laughable? “You worked with Jonathan in what capacity?” 
 
    Dieter joined Max on the couch. “I’ll tell you, Son, but you need to keep calm. I know what a fiery temper you’ve got, and I’ll not have you upset your mother’s homecoming.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Max retorted. Calm down? He was wound up like a ticking clock! 
 
    After an uncomfortable silence, Dieter said, “I’m an MI6 agent. I have been for almost eight years. I joined long before you were approached by Romeo in Oxford, a meeting I set up, because I’m Big Bear.” 
 
    Max’s jaw dropped, as Heller finally turned to face him and nodded in confirmation. 
 
    “I can see you’re struggling, Max, and I’m sorry we’ve had to spring it on you like this,” said Heller. “But your father’s involvement with British Intelligence was on a need-to-know basis, and you of all people should accept that without question.” 
 
    “Accept it? You put me in the field with my bloody father and didn’t tell me!” Max blazed; then he turned on Dieter. “I’ve been passing messages through Romeo to Big Bear for years. I’ve written reports about Vogel Industries’ involvement with the Reich. I’ve profiled you as a Nazi. You milked Paul for information on Brandenburg, didn’t you? Is that why you forced him to work with Rudolph? Father, tell me you didn’t destroy your son’s life for the sake of intelligence gathering?” 
 
    Dieter shook his head. “No. No, it wasn’t like that at all. As I told you in Berlin, I encouraged Paul to go to Brandenburg because the family was being blackmailed by Hans Rudolph and that creep, Leitner. I was telling the truth. We were all in danger, including Paul.” 
 
    Max, unappeased, faced Heller again. “You saw how disgusted I was with my father when I came back from Berlin – that would have been a good time to tell me he was not the monster he was pretending to be – don’t you agree?” 
 
    “Watch your tone, Max,” Dieter warned. 
 
    “No, you watch what comes out of your mouth from now on because if it’s another lie, I’ll walk out of here and I won’t come back.” 
 
    “This was a mistake. This is neither the time nor the place for this discussion,” said Heller. “Why don’t the two of you come to my office in a couple days and we’ll sort this out. Your father’s right, Max, you need to relax for the sake of your mother and sister.” 
 
    Dieter said, “You have no idea what your mother has gone through in these past few weeks...” 
 
    “Maybe not, but I know what she’s put up with for years. Your perception of the truth has always been lax, at best, but this is a low bar even by your standards.” 
 
    Heller glared at Max. “That’s enough. Instead of being a sanctimonious little prick, why don’t you ask your father why he’s even here, why he can never return to Germany unless the Nazi Party falls, or Germany is defeated? Why he destroyed his life’s work. Or why everyone he left behind thinks he’s dead. Ask him about the sacrifices he’s made to protect your family, and the treason he committed against his country to help ours. Sit him down one day and ask him how many Jews he’s managed to get out of Berlin to safety, including a Jewish woman called Judith Weber, whom he personally had escorted to the Swiss border. Does her name ring a bell?” 
 
    Max’s eyes widened. “Judith? Paul’s Jewish friend?” 
 
    Dieter nodded. “I dealt with it because he couldn’t handle it. He’s not like us, Max.” 
 
    Max squeezed his eyes, he didn’t want to think about Paul right then, or ask where Judith Weber was now. Struggling to unscramble his thoughts, he sat in stony silence, his hands covering his face to hide the emotions running the gauntlet from anger to astonishment. A long conversation with his father would come, but overwhelmed by these revelations, he declined to launch into it now. “How much does my mother know?” he needed to ask. 
 
    “Everything, except for what my job entails,” Dieter answered. “She also knows you work for British Intelligence…” 
 
    “I gathered she knew something when she didn’t question my uniform.” In pain, Max tried to stand to stretch his legs, but the walk from the station to the house had crippled him.  
 
    “Oh, Son,” said Dieter, helping Max to sit again. 
 
    “You have a lot of explaining to do, Father, but Jonathan’s right, not today, nor about who you’ve just claimed to be, and what you’ve done to get out of Germany.” Grimacing with pain, he slumped further into the couch and ran his fingers through his hair. “I should congratulate you two, you had us all fooled…” 
 
    “Well, I could cut the atmosphere with a knife in here,” said Laura, returning from the kitchen with a tea trolley laden with a pot of tea, cups, saucers and cake. “We could hear you three argy-bargying from the kitchen. Can we have a truce, please, at least until we’ve had a nice cup of tea?” 
 
    Hannah followed her mother with the sugar bowl and milk jug. “I’ll be off,” said Heller, “I don’t want to ruin your family reunion any more than I have already.” 
 
    “You will not go anywhere until you’ve tried my cake, Mr Heller,” Laura said. “I couldn’t have managed without you in Switzerland. You were so very kind to me, absolutely wonderful, a real godsend.” 
 
    Hannah said, “Why don’t I bring your Godson down to see you, Max. I can hear him stirring after his nap.” 
 
    A somewhat flippant, yet light-hearted conversation went on around him, and Max suspected that the others were giving him a bit of a breather. He was grateful, for he was still reeling with the life-changing events of the last two weeks without having to deal with today’s bombshells. He needed this respite, albeit for a mere five or ten minutes. He was also in urgent need of a couple of restful night’s sleep in a bed without air raid sirens going off or bombs dropping on the city. 
 
    Tea cup in one hand and cake on a dainty plate in another, Max glanced at a photograph of Paul hanging a little askew on the living room wall. He still felt his brother’s lifeblood flowing – a stupid thing to think – maybe he was in shock and just couldn’t accept Paul’s passing, or perhaps his gut feeling felt a truth that was more powerful than the suggestions laid before him. Before long he’d be forced to tell his family about his twin’s disappearance, and he’d watch them spiral out of control into the depths of anguish as they waited for news. 
 
    His mother and father sat together on the other couch, holding hands, love shining from their eyes. Soon, they would most likely hear of Wilmot’s dramas on the Russian front through a source his father had not yet mentioned, and they’d worry themselves sick about their youngest child. He, Max, the cold-hearted MI6 spy, would leave them to go back to the ugliness of war, and in some dismal setting, would deal with his heartache over Klara and his twin brother, and continue to handle the business of staying alive. 
 
    Hannah arrived with the baby in her arms, and Max teared up. For now, he’d throw the war to the kerb, enjoy this family reunion, appreciate his mother’s warm embraces and tender words, fall in love with his godson’s innocent smiles, and make himself oblivious to the madness of the world he’d been born into. And just for a little while, he’d stay inside this wonderful cocoon of love, for it was for times like this that men would continue to fight and die. 
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