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Dedication

To Molly Walker-Sharp, my first editor, and an enduring third eye – many, many thanks. 

   


AUTHOR’S NOTE

We know from modern day conflict zones, and those painful images from Syria and Afghanistan, that suffering does not automatically cease when the weapons of war are laid down. Vast swathes of land are scarred, and so too the people. The same is true of WWII, though from the iconic pictures of Victory Day parades and the sheer joy and relief, you might not think so. Still, as the ticker-tape dispersed, London and Britain as a whole took time to rebuild. In Europe, fierce ground battles and aerial raids caused untold devastation, with entire nations broken. Sadly, death lingered all too frequently. 

When I started to read about the hard facts of recovery from five long years of war, I was shocked – at the continuing loss of life, and the remaining fissures between peoples. The war’s end did not signal an end to suffering, and it’s this reality that I wanted to view through Georgie’s eyes. Many of her observations are guided by commentators who travelled to Europe and reported back on the war’s fallout, including the renowned publisher Victor Gollancz with In Darkest Germany, plus German journalists Margaret Boveri and Ursula Von Kardoff, who documented everyday struggles of the displaced – the ‘shoe absenteeism’, a widespread currency of cigarettes, and the value of a simple suitcase.

But this remains a story: Georgie and Harri are fictional, as are the crimes they investigate, though readers of Philip Kerr’s Bernie Gunther books might recognise a few grumpy traits in Kripo man Harri. It’s my little tribute to the work of the late, wonderful Mr Kerr. Georgie was a joy to re-visit after The Berlin Girl, and to discover that she’s still kicking against the expectations for women in the 1940s.

As ever, I have weaved in shades of real people within my own characters: British-born Walter Purdy was an acolyte of the traitor and radio broadcaster Lord Haw-Haw. Enticed by the Nazi regime, the young Purdy went on to broadcast propaganda in Germany, subsequently labelled ‘the man with the golden voice’ by the Nazis, as documented in Ben McIntyre’s excellent history of Colditz. His treason exposed; Purdy narrowly escaped the noose. And, of course, there’s tiny waif-like Meta – a walking metaphor for the enduring tenacity of people everywhere, with that ability to pick themselves up, dust themselves off and simple carry on, in the face of adversity. Without such determined souls, there’s every chance that you and I wouldn’t be here now.




PROLOGUE

Early February 1946, Hamburg, northern Germany

I see her, the vitality in her face, and what looks to me like a hunger for life, as she laughs with her friends, swaying with the music and tapping her feet on the edge of the dancefloor. Under the lights, the shine in her chestnut hair draws my eye, as she flirts openly with a man smiling at her. She pushes away a stray wisp and takes up the offer of his outstretched hand, stepping onto the floor gingerly, as if testing the thickness of a vast frozen pond. So much like Liselle. And just like Liselle, this woman’s face is all innocence, a benevolent smile and white teeth on show as she gains confidence, spinning and looking intently into the man’s features, as if she is interested. But as with Liselle – all of them, in fact – she is not artless. How can this man courting her not see beyond the cleverly painted mask? To me, it’s obvious. I know that behind her smile, she is assessing her dance partner, weighing up how much the British squaddie is worth, in units of cigarettes, or jars of coffee, or loaves of bread to take home to her family. Maybe even a wedding ring, if she maintains her disguise for long enough. They all want something, this new race utterly devoid of loyalty and allegiance to Germany. The men are bad enough, but these women are worse, nothing but bloody scavengers under the make-up and their pinned, preened hair. There are lessons to be learnt. Things that I must teach them. 

Liselle was the same. She pretended to be interested, wanted to talk and engage. She beguiled me, and I fell for it – at first. But her veneer melted away when it became obvious I wanted something too. Of her. Oh yes! Then she wasn’t so attentive, avoiding me at all costs. How dare she play me, lie to me. In the end, though, I gained the upper hand. Before long, it was me who called the shots, steering the way. Leading her into … let’s just say she was very attentive when her future became clear.

Still, I have plenty of work left to do; there are hundreds out there, dotted in and around this dancefloor, on the streets, throughout Hamburg, and Germany beyond. It’s down to me to track them down, seek out where they congregate and live, and offer them the choice. Someone should test the loyalties of those left, and cleanse a country that has become so filthy, wipe away these harlots who will betray a nation without a second’s hesitation. Turncoats and liars, all of them. Traitors.

Look at her now, with her white teeth and brown, shiny hair, smiling her lies as she trips and twirls under the lights, grasping at that innocent dupe in a uniform.

I see through her. And for that, she should pay. In full.




CHAPTER ONE: 
THE RETURN

11 February 1946, Hamburg, northern Germany

Georgie

She’s aware of her own shoes echoing on the rough concrete, soles slapping noisily as she looks left and right for the man who’s set to meet her. As with any arrival in a strange place – and there have been many over the last six or seven years – Georgie pitches her nose into the air, to gain the scent. To place herself, not so much in the geography of a town or country, but in the atlas of humanity. Good or bad, safety or danger. Too often it has been cordite and destruction, and death. Now, above her own scent of magnolia, the smell under her nose is unexpectedly worse: peacetime despair and decay has replaced dynamite. Death, too, remains firmly in the mix, bubbling under. Is that right now the war is over? 

‘Miss Young?’ A man steps forward, marked out less by his khaki uniform than his frame, not weighty as such, but well-covered, his webbing belt snug against his waist. In comparison, the clusters of people gathered outside Hamburg’s military airport waver like blades of grass – even those whose clothes are not rags, but still hang loosely over shoulders that have little more substance than a wire coat-hanger. 

The man’s rounded face broadens as his bristled moustache branches upwards with a smile. ‘Can I take that from you?’ he adds, gesturing towards her suitcase. 

‘No. Thank you.’ Instinctively, Georgie pulls the brown leather valise tighter towards her knees, a reflex from past years. Through experience, she’s learnt to travel light, and so anything packed into her battered old suitcase is necessary, always guarded closely as she and husband Max moved over Europe’s battlefields – notebook, pens, toothbrush and at least one pair of clean underwear, a legacy from her mother that she hasn’t been able to shed, despite a world war. Max teased endlessly about her ‘extra pair’, until he ran out of his own supply one day and was forced to borrow hers. And for years afterwards wished he hadn’t, unable to escape her gentle mocking; the mere mention of the ‘battle knickers’ still has them laughing at their own, very private joke. The suitcase she carries now is the old and battered warhorse that’s been her constant through the entire conflict, Max having bought it for her in Paris as a wedding gift. Not romantic to some, but better than any sparkling bauble in the circumstances, just days after Hitler declared war on Europe. In truth, it belongs to a different era, and she really should retire it to the top of the wardrobe. Start afresh, along with several other elements of life. Somehow, that’s easier said than done. 

‘I’m fine to carry it myself,’ Georgie says, remembering her manners. ‘Sergeant …?’ 

‘Dawson, miss. Or is it mrs? They didn’t say.’

‘Miss,’ she says swiftly, biting back on her sharpness. How many times has she had to say it over past years? Except Sergeant Dawson is probably more used to greeting the wives who have come to join their British officer husbands in the peace and enjoy the spoils of victory. She wonders when, if ever, she’ll get used to being addressed as ‘Mrs Max Spender’. She is his wife – willingly, and without regret – but so far it has never meant forsaking herself. Here in Hamburg, she is Miss Georgina Young. A journalist in her own right. 

‘Sorry, miss.’ Dawson purses his lips and smiles nervously, bringing her back to the bustle of the airport. ‘I’m to take you to your hotel, and then the headquarters. Is that correct?’ 

‘Yes, thank you. Apologies, Sergeant – I’m just tired.’ He nods as if he understands, as if fatigue is a given after years of warring, seeping into your pores in the same way fire smoke invades and clings to every fibre. It sits alongside the same question common to all battle-weary survivors: will this so-called peace be any less exhausting? 

This isn’t the way that Georgie Young, freelance correspondent, would have chosen to arrive in any European town, city or hamlet. The military transport she is well used to – jostling in the back of a jeep, or thrown around the innards of a troop carrier – but any arrangements over the course of a long war have tended to be ad hoc; her and Max cadging a ride on a requisitioned train, a notebook tucked in the inside of her jacket, his camera swinging from the strap around his neck. As with most of the press, they piggy-backed on the action wherever they could, always with the prospect of danger, but of excitement, too. Looking death in the face was not something she and Max had pledged in their wedding vows – an impromptu ceremony back in Paris in the opening days of the war – but it was never destined to be a conventional marriage. And they’d both come out alive, hadn’t they?

Now, there’s no Max alongside, courtesy of a broken leg sustained while skiing in Scotland over Christmas, and she has to contend with the organisation in the British army. Or what passes as organisation. Back in England, she’d been warned that reliance on rail travel through Germany was a risk in terms of timing, comfort and the very existence of a train. Some apparently took weeks to reach their destination, packed like sardines with throngs of Displaced Persons. So, the occupying army of the British Zone has arranged air travel, and the very presence of Sergeant Dawson at the airport seems to suggest the military’s aim is to chaperone her, in favourably promoting their corner in the new dawn of occupied Germany. 

They might need to reconsider, Georgie thinks, since she’s never been in need of a minder. The first time she set foot in the country as a news reporter, way back in 1938, she was a twenty-six-year-old novice, raw and naïve, but her innocence was short-lived. The black crow of Nazism hovered across Berlin, mistrust multiplying daily as Europe hurtled towards bloody conflict, forcing her and Max to learn swiftly. Then, the true battle, with tanks and guns and cruelty beyond measure. They both worked the war principally as a words-and-pictures press duo, but not exclusively. And always in partnership rather than as a married couple. In love, but never reliant. Dependence is not in Georgie Young’s nature.

But that life is over. Hitler is dead, the Third Reich conquered. Georgie is better travelled, and wiser – hopefully. Peace for almost a year now, though the world is far from back on its axis. The London that she and Max now call home is slowly hauling itself back on its feet with a building frenzy, but rationing remains harsher than ever, and the food queues as lengthy as those days of the Blitz. With Churchill no longer at the helm, Britain’s new Labour government talks of renewal and fresh ideas. 

And what of Germany, the losers in that bloody game? Do they share the same hope? Can they? Are they even allowed? 

It’s what she’s here to find out.




CHAPTER TWO: 
THE WAIF

11th February 1946

Meta

Her head lifts at the sound of the door opening, and the first in a new parade of travellers exiting the terminal building, their shoes smacking on the crystallised concrete and patches of hard, packed ice. It’s a sign – the first flight has landed, and with it a fresh influx of spoils. 

She and her fellow loiterers shuffle with expectation. Some prepare to beg with a fixed vacant gaze, others to pickpocket with light fingers, and the rest simply mill about, because being displaced is the only thing they know how to be these days. Meta narrows her eyes to focus but doesn’t look directly at this fresh batch streaming from the airport building. Instead, she keeps her gaze low, at knee-height, scanning and surveying, picking over her would-be treasure. Briefly, her attention flicks upwards to scrutinise several faces, but it’s fleeting; the people interest her only in so much as they have something she wants. Covets. Men and women who are lucky enough – rich enough in some cases – to fly in out and of this post-war chaos that is Hamburg inevitably have need of clean clothes, of fresh underwear and toothbrushes, and perhaps a book to read at bedtime. And for that they require luggage. 

Meta, in turn, has great need of that. Centuries ago, Hamburg was founded on dockside haggling, but in this new dawn of post-Hitler Germany, trade is everything. The contents of these suitcases she can barter for cigarettes; ironically, for something that goes up in smoke, a packet of Player’s or Lucky Strikes represents a far more solid currency than the inflationary Reichsmark, which wavers up and down like a strong tide on the River Elbe. But for Meta, the container is her trophy. In the dawn of 1946, a good, sturdy suitcase has value. With it, you can store the meagre collection of things that have become your entire life, ensuring movement across the city at less of a shuffle as you keep your precious belongings close and confined, not likely to spill with abandon onto the slush-ridden streets. Once in a safe spot, between the slough of winter street grime, you’re able to plant the case on any pavement or surface, and sit on it. Instantly, it becomes a home. Barely a metre square, maybe, but it’s yours, for as long as you squat on the leather joins and the old metal clasps. Despite the swarms of nomads seeking new homes, people oddly respect your claim on it, taking pains to sidestep around you, as if you’d taken bricks and mortar and constructed a solid boundary with a castle moat. And that, nowadays, is a lucky place to be, in a shifting world where countries have borders that stretch like elastic, bending to the will of the Allied troops, or refugees trudging across the lines, smudging any claim on land. For Meta, her own invisible wall is the best that she and her fellow survivors can hope for. 

She wrinkles her nose and sniffs. Above the thermal waves of aviation fuel and general fug of pollution, a scent tweaks inside her nostrils. Not an odour that’s rancid or foul, but something pleasant. Of lavender water, perhaps, or magnolia. Perfume. Not cloying or expensive, but fresh, and that almost brings tears to her eyes. 

Mother.

Meta pushes herself to focus again, her gaze set just above the knees of a khaki-green swathe, the hordes of military personnel toing and froing from the terminal to the landing strip. Her eyes are drawn towards a pair of grey-fleck trousers, two slender legs in a thinner tweed that can only be female. The clip of low heels tells her the rest. Bobbing and nudging against this woman’s knees is the prize. Meta’s pupils widen, and her dry mouth runs with a little spit: this target is sturdy brown leather, well-used by the looks of it, though the clasps may have been shined recently. Just the right size, too. Perfect. 

Her desire burns inside. She shivers beneath her layers to inject some energy and feels her bones rattle with complaint, stamps to push life into her frozen toes. Her legs are weary today, flaccid and wiry in unison, and increasingly devoid of energy. Women, however, are generally easy prey for her, even though Meta hates to admit it. They will rarely give chase, particularly on the ice and snow, afraid of snagging their stockings or falling on the filthy winter fallout. And she’s so thin nowadays that her body can weave through the tiniest of gaps, disappearing like a whisper on a breeze. She just has to time it right. 

Meta sniffs the air again. Let the hunt begin.




CHAPTER THREE: 
A SURPRISE WELCOME

11th February 1946

Georgie

‘HEY!’ Georgie is wrenched from her thoughts by a blur of limbs by her left side, a sudden yank as the hand clutching the leather strap of her case is left swinging in the air. She feels the chilled breeze weaving around her empty fingers. ‘STOP! Come back!’ she yells.

Instinctively, Georgie takes off after the culprit, sensing Sergeant Dawson hesitate for a half-second before he pursues, though at a much slower pace. ‘Stop that thief!’ she hears him bellow from behind, the volume of his voice thrown further than his body.

The blur ahead is fast, weaving in and out of people who startle at the human missile coming towards them, too sudden for them to snatch and stop. Georgie is panting, her shoes slipping on the icy surface, and yet she can’t give up. She won’t. There are the precious knickers, but also more. Her notes and notebook are inside – tiny props to some, but which make up her being as a reporter. And the picture, dog-eared and blood-smeared, of Max on their wedding day tucked inside the case that made it all the way through the war. She will not allow a common thief to snatch her life away. 

As Georgie’s legs struggle to keep up, it seems the blur is slowing, the heavy case impeding the progress of its human slalom. She watches the moving vision stumble and falter, then fall again, a small crowd closing in around it. By the time she reaches it, bodies have enveloped the robber in a human cage, cat-calling and baying for blood. ‘Let me through, let me through!’ she cries, pulling out her rusty German. ‘It’s my suitcase.’ 

The circle of people opens out to reveal their catch, and it takes Georgie half a second to spy the ‘blur’ on the ground, little more than a waifish head cloaked in a strange concoction of clothing, a mobile jumble sale of layers. Skinny fingers clasp the case in front of it, an expression of outrage between the wide eyes and pinched nose, as if they’re the one who’s been wronged. 

‘Someone call the police,’ says a man, jabbing his walking stick at the waif and receiving a loud hiss in response. 

‘What can they do?’ a woman asks the crowd. ‘Stealing is like breathing these days. Someone needs to teach her a lesson.’ 

Her? Georgie realises for the first time that yes, the blur is female. Woman or girl it’s hard to say, even when she reaches down and grabs at what looks like a pyjama jacket, the thin weave beginning to split under her nails and releasing a stale, unwashed odour. 

‘Hoi!’ the waif says indignantly, squirming away from Georgie’s grasp, a possessive grip still on the case. Despite the smell, Georgie moves closer, aware the thief might be planning to dart sideways in a second attempt to escape. A breathless Sergeant Dawson catches up, causing the group to quickly disperse at the sight of his army uniform, slinking back into the human fabric milling about. 

‘I can call the local police,’ Dawson says officiously. ‘Have her taken away.’ 

Georgie watches fear bloom in the waif’s eyes, then a determination close behind it. After five years of conflict reporting, it’s an emotion she recognises all too easily. ‘To where?’ she asks.

‘I’m sure a night in the cells will teach this wretch a lesson.’ He prods at a thin shoulder through the layers, but without any real malice or intent. The waif doesn’t shrink, remaining as firm as her gaunt form will allow. 

Judging by her appearance, Georgie feels that a lesson is not a priority. ‘No, Sergeant,’ she says in English. ‘I just want the case back.’ She beckons for the girl to get up. 

The waif cocks her head, wisps of dark hair poking out through the holes in a loosely knitted hat. She stands, using the case as leverage but not taking her eyes off Dawson, visibly pulling back her bony shoulders. There’s a clear message in this gesture that Georgie recognises – defiance. At times, it might signal aggression, but in this instance, it’s like staring at her own reflection, back in the day. 

‘Give it back and you can go,’ Georgie says in abrupt German. 

The girl’s eyes, protruding from her gaunt cheeks, dim several shades. She looks more defeated than if she were facing the certainty of a night in jail. Reluctantly, her grimy digits peel away from the leather, and she seems to sniff the hide on letting go, as if to bank the smell. 

‘Sorry Fräulein,’ she says quietly, in broken English. ‘I don’t want what’s in it.’ 

Georgie cocks her own head in confusion. ‘Then what is it you do want?’ 

‘The suitcase,’ Dawson interjects with a huff. ‘That’s what they all crave. It’s good for bartering.’ 

‘Not this one!’ the girl protests. Her hand strokes at it again. ‘I would have this one. For myself.’ 

The exchange is attracting attention, and Georgie is keen to defuse the situation. She wants to get to her hotel, have a hot bath and get to work. It’s what she’s here for. And this former blur, this waif, is holding her up. But more than that, this encounter has tweaked something within her stomach, rippling up towards her heart; the filth of this girl, and her ragged, inadequate clothes. The look on her face is worse. Tenacious, and yet so needy. As if her life depended on a bloody suitcase. And perhaps, in some way, it does? 

‘Just the suitcase?’ Georgie queries. The pull on her heartstrings she’s used to, having witnessed so much human suffering, but this girl … 

The waif nods. 

‘All right, you can meet me at the entrance to the Baseler Hof Hotel at six p.m.’ 

‘Is that wise, Miss Young?’ Dawson starts. ‘I mean you don’t want to encourage …’

‘Wise or not, it’s my choice, Sergeant,’ she says in English, intentionally clipped this time. 

Waif’s eyes switch from left to right briskly, Georgie to Dawson, woman to man, between hope and penalty. 

‘Do you know where that is?’ Georgie says.

The girl nods mutely and pushes the case towards Georgie, confirming her limbs are spent of the will to pick it up. 

‘What’s your name?’ Georgie asks. 

‘Meta.’

‘Well, Meta, I’ll see you at six.’ Georgie offers a smile, to signal there’s no threat. Of Dawson, or those like him. It’s an odd thing to be offering after minutes on foreign soil, but years of war have taught Miss Georgina Young that you take your chances when present. On many occasions, her and Max’s survival has been down to providence; lingering for an extra coffee on a roadside, only to watch a mine or a grenade explode in the near distance just minutes later; accepting a ride offered in the opposite direction, and then hearing their intended destination had been flattened by an aerial raid. Today, chance has offered up Meta, and Georgie reasons it might be a fleeting acquaintance. Equally, it could be fated, perhaps for them both. For now, the hope is that her intended good deed will be helpful. She reaches into the pocket of her coat and finds a crumpled paper bag, still half full with lemon bonbons, her favourites. Despite his heavily plastered leg, Max had clearly limped out to their local corner shop on crutches, leaving the bag for her to find as she left in the early hours for the airport. Sweets for my sweet, his note had said. It was his way of apology, of trying to mend the singed bridges between them. Of saying, ‘I love you’ and ‘Come back’ with rationed sugar baubles, of patching up those fractured few days before she left. Now, she holds out the same gift to Meta, whose already bulbous eyes protrude at the yellow jewels poking through the paper. Georgie knows a square meal is what she and half the population really crave, but sugar will do for now. ‘Here.’ 

Meta’s thin digits reach out hesitantly, almost in disbelief. She wipes her mouth with the other hand, perhaps salivating. ‘For me?’ 

Georgie nods, and the grimy hand snatches at the bag. Suddenly, she’s a blur again – has turned, ducked and disappeared in the blink of an eye. 

Dawson huffs. ‘I wouldn’t worry, you won’t see her again.’ 

‘Really? What makes you so sure?’

‘She’s trümmerkinder, more than likely – groups of kids living in some rat-infested hole in the ground. Those sweets will be swapped within the hour, for cigarettes probably.’ 

Georgie looks beyond the clusters of people, into the space where the waif has ghosted away. ‘Hmm, perhaps. Let’s see. In the meantime, Sergeant, I need to get to work. By way of a bath.’




CHAPTER FOUR: 
A STARTLING REFLECTION

11th February 1946

Harri

At this time of year, the grey of daylight is never quite strong enough to split his sleep. Today, though, the thin shaft of brightness before his eyes is a sword, a huge, glinting shard that hovers just inches above his body, ready to strike at the space below the window, where Harri Schroder lies inert, seemingly pinned to the mattress. Helpless. Upright and deadly, the steely blade is preparing to stab at him with brute force – once, twice, three times! Fighting his groggy sleep with panic, his eyelids prise open and he hurls himself bolt upright, chest pulsing like a set of bellows, the thin membrane of his lungs rammed against his ribcage; one more breath and surely they will burst. He holds it for a second in abject fear, and when the sword miraculously doesn’t plunge downwards, Harri gently frees up the air inside his chest, watching his breath curl white in the dim light. 

‘Oh Jesus,’ he pants, his gaze swiping left and right. Blinking rapidly, the sword melts away as Harri’s bleary vision clears, his vivid dreams receding alongside. Gradually, he sees that it’s no weapon splicing the gloom of the room, but a new dawn outside, drab but bright enough to plough through a lengthy split in the dark, patched fabric that doesn’t quite span the window space. Still, he’s grateful to have curtains. Or curtain – singular. And glass in the window, something else to be thankful for, even if it is crusted on the inside with a white, thick frost. 

Fully conscious, Harri flops back into the pillow and reviews his sudden jolt into this new day, now that his heart has limped back into its rightful space. It’s not his usual nightmare, at least – not the one where he stumbles blindly through the inferno of a building, scrabbling and searching, molten hands grabbing at his ankles from a floor in flames, scuppering any attempt to move forward. Always searching. Never getting anywhere. It’s terrifying each and every time, and yet he’s also become quite jaded by it, the same vision having invaded his sleep countless times over the space of three years. And not once has he managed to escape that burning building, or those pawing, clawing hands. Last night’s visitation represents a change, and was mercifully shorter – had it played out, it might have meant sudden death from that blade. On certain days, he might even welcome it. 

The heat from his body drains rapidly, and Harri pulls the meagre blankets up and around his chin, shivering to incite some warmth, knowing that soon he will have to leave his sanctuary and brave the freezing apartment, for hot water, weak ersatz coffee and a shave. He puts a hand to the bristles on his chin; on any other day, he would forgo the razor and no one at work would be any the wiser. But he’s been told that today he needs to ‘smarten up’, to greet some dignitary or other, no doubt come to view the rewards of victory, albeit in ruins. As if he hasn’t got enough to do. Harri eyes the few clothes hanging limply from the picture rail (the wardrobe sacrificed long ago for firewood) and sighs at the challenge of looking presentable when every item is either torn, threadbare or patched, a consequence of five long years of war. The result, too, of being in a country of occupation. The nation that lost. 

When he finally makes his move, the sprint to the kitchen sink is necessarily quick, like plunging into an ice-cold lake in autumn, though in his clutch of happy memories Harri recalls that sensation as refreshing and pleasurable once. Now, it’s merely shocking. The water that emerges coughing and spluttering from the tap is freezing, and he puts a pan onto the small stove to boil, jiggling up and down on the spot to keep his blood flowing. The tiny cracked mirror propped above the sink confirms what he already knows. 

‘Christ, Harri Schroder,’ he murmurs to his own reflection. ‘The only certain thing about today is that you look like shit.’




CHAPTER FIVE: 
MAP MAKING

11th February 1946

Meta

Six o’clock can’t come soon enough. Meta spends the remainder of the morning on her ‘rounds’, surveying the line of bodies at several soup kitchens and judging if the lengthy queue is worth the wait. Her stomach says so, the lining tugging painfully at her insides rather than grumbling with hunger; for it to growl she thinks there must be some substance to the tissue, and hers shrivelled to nothing long ago. And yet, in the time it takes to wait her turn for a cup of thin broth, she could barter the acquired trinkets in her bag for a few cigarettes, exchanged for a bread roll and perhaps some stale sausage, if it’s near to growing mould and those without a strong stomach won’t chance it. 

She walks to a pawnbrokers near the Alster basin and trades several watches stowed under her layers – a recent hoard from an abandoned house – though only one is ticking, and she’s forced to check the time against the clock on the imposing Rathaus, the age-old town hall centrepiece of Hamburg that miraculously escaped annihilation under the bombings. If the Rathaus clock is wrong, then time really has stopped still in Hamburg. Isn’t that what the Allies dubbed it anyway, the day of German surrender, in May 1945 – ‘Germany’s Zero Hour’? 

By midday, Meta is exhausted from hauling her body and bag around. She pays calls on two trümmerkinder squats to make minor swaps, grateful for the meagre fires the rubble kids manage to keep burning with their constant foraging of house furniture. She needs light and warmth for her fingers, because there’s something she has to do. At her third port of call, the fire is sufficient, and the ruin deserted, except for one of the gang keeping vigil. 

‘Hey, Meta, where have you been lately?’ A boy with one damaged, unseeing eye turns his head as she crouches beside him, holding out her fingers to the shallow flames. 

‘Here and there,’ she says. 

‘Any good pickings?’ 

‘Some.’ 

It’s like a polite exchange from before the horror, similar to how their parents might have passed the time of day at a tram stop perhaps. Except neither Meta or one-eyed boy have any family left alive, or the twenty pfennigs for a luxury ride across town, in places where the meagre tram service lurches and weaves between the piles of rubble. Besides, each of them knows a single ticket price equals as many as three decent cigarettes, duly exchanged for a meal or a hot drink. Which means survival, for another day at least. 

Neither will they reveal their prized ‘picking’ spots, usually among the grand houses of Hamburg’s pre-war rich facing onto the wide, watery expanse of the Elbe, now requisitioned by the British for their higher-ranking officers. The mansions are often unoccupied, waiting for Mrs Smith or Jones to arrive and take up residence, and, in the meantime, the elaborate contents are a prime target for any thief brave enough to risk a British patrol and their snarling dogs. While these huge houses stand empty, thousands of Germans, Russians, Poles and Jews crowd into the city’s bunkers, living in squalor and filth, wandering aimlessly to nowhere, to scavenge almost nothing. So what are Meta and her fellow rubble kids to do, but help themselves to the treasure of the once wealthy Hamburgers? It’s not stealing, they reason, merely the laws of survival. Even one of the highest churchmen in Germany has sanctioned it as necessity. It’s every man, woman and child for himself. In Zero Hour, time has been reset and the rules redrafted. Nothing and no one is the same any more. 

‘What you doing?’ The boy – who’s known as Popo – shuffles closer, in his equally ragged outfit, squinting with his remaining good eye. Meta can smell his rank breath, and realises with sadness that it’s probably no better than her own. He’s around her age – sixteen – and was on the way to being handsome, before the burn across one side of his face and the milky maiming of his eye. Now, he’s just a filthy trümmerkinder, smelly and unwanted. Like her. 

‘It’s a map, stupid,’ she grunts, at which Popo throws himself backwards with a loud belly-laugh, rolling on the wooden pallets roughly fashioned as a hard sofa. 

‘Who on earth would want a map in this shit-show of a city?’ he cries. ‘You’ll be doing guided tours next.’

She doesn’t baulk at his obviously un-German way of speaking, since all the boys talk like Tommies nowadays, purporting to hate them and yet adopting anything of the ‘free’ world – accents, mannerisms, and sucking in the strains of jazz music – when they can. Instead, Meta stares at the marks scratched into a single sheet of paper that she’s traded one of her good watches for, along with a stubby but precious pencil. 

‘I just need to draw,’ she says. ‘Someone needs it.’

‘They paying you for it? How much? One of those idiot Englisch?’ He sniggers again to himself and pokes at the dying fire. ‘Come on, Meta, why don’t you join us here? The gang? We could clean up, fleece those bastards for every cigarette and coffee ration they have. Make maps and pilfer their pockets at the same time.’ 

She only shrugs. Having posed the question many times before, Popo knows the answer. Meta works alone. In a city where the homeless often roam in shoals, searching for fertile feeding grounds, she guards her privacy closely. It’s true that she can’t gather enough fuel by herself for a fire most nights, but her rudimentary home is just that – hers. A refuge. A place where she can shed her bravado, drop the steely gaze she’s forced to adopt in fighting for every morsel on the streets. Where she can weep in solitude for her mother and sisters, for her father who marched to the Eastern Front and never came back. And never will. It’s where she can shiver and sob herself into sleep, and – at the moment of drifting – often wish not to wake up.

Having finished her pencil scratchings, Meta looks at Popo, his good eye trained on the glowing embers of the fire, deep in thought. He looks like he needs a good cry, she thinks. Or a hug. She inches closer and nudges her shoulder against his. Clad in so many layers, their bodies have no hope of contact, and so she reaches for his hand, blackened from the fire, foraging and months of city grime. Popo doesn’t startle or pull away as she thought he might, but wraps his fingers around hers and squeezes. Tight. When he turns to reveal the unburnt, mobile side of his face, there is a river of tears streaming towards his mouth that ripples with the reality of defeat.

She pulls out a torn bag from inside her coat and offers him the sweet succour of a lemon jewel. 




CHAPTER SIX: 
GOOD MORNING HARRI

11th February 1946

Harri

‘There’s been another one.’ 

Harri is barely through the door of the staunch, upright (and still standing) police station on David Strasse when he’s met with the news. He doesn’t need to ask what, only where.

‘In the ruins of Weiland Strasse,’ Paula reports, blinking through her round, wiry glasses. ‘Found this morning.’

‘Do we know how old she is?’ he asks, moving towards the burner in the corner of the office, though it’s already starved of fuel. With this news and the chill, he doesn’t bother removing his coat.

‘Difficult to say,’ Paula reports, ‘but we think between fifteen and twenty.’ 

Harri’s chest deflates. Another life lost is nothing new, even after the bombs have stopped – starvation, disease and the freezing weather are the new agents of death. But this … needlessly, at the hands of another: one culprit, they suspect, who’s waging his own, private war against Hamburg’s women. So far, everything smacks of one perpetrator, a single maniac wreaking havoc. A true madman. And that’s an all too familiar scenario the German nation would like to condemn to a bloody, besmirched portion of their history. 

‘Are there similarities with the others?’ Harri asks, fingering his chin and realising he missed a patch with his blunt razor. 

Paula swallows and nods. ‘Strangled and cut, I’m told, so probably. Though no chance to check over the whole body yet. Do you want to head to the scene now?’

‘I’m afraid it – she – will have to wait for an hour or so,’ Harri says. ‘We’re expecting a visitor, someone important, apparently, from the British side. I can’t get out of it.’ He’s been told, very firmly, by his senior officer at the Kriminalpolizei not to duck out of it. To shake hands and nod in all the right places, to reassure the British authorities that Hamburg’s home-grown detective division – the ‘Kripo’ – is no longer staffed by former Nazis and is capable of solving crime, despite losing half their number to war and the subsequent peace, plus an upward trend in suicides of low-ranking officials. Some would rather face the cyanide capsule than the probing de-Nazification process.

‘Send a message to ensure the scene is preserved,’ Harri tells Paula. ‘If those bomb site kids get anywhere near, we’ll have no evidence at all.’ With luck, the freezing temperatures will do the rest of conserving the scene until he gets there.

The dignitary, some visiting busybody, keeps them waiting for half an hour, which does nothing for Harri’s mood, the meagre fire having burnt down to nothing by the time he arrives. As a British Member of Parliament, the Right Honourable Henry Portman is not in uniform under his thick overcoat, though he looks unimpressed that the entire Kripo department have shed theirs. Even smartened in honour of his visit, the office apparel is ‘relaxed’ and downright shabby alongside his pin-striped suit and British worsted wool. 

‘Sir, uniforms from the old regime tend to make the German public nervous nowadays,’ the man standing behind Portman whispers in his ear, clearly sensing the MP’s disquiet. In turn, the guide is in the navy blue of the Control Commission Germany – known widely as the CCG – those administrators now charged with bringing calm to the post-war chaos in the British zone. And for today, his unenviable job is to pilot this parliamentary do-gooder towards the vital work of the Commission, in feeding and housing the thousands of officially Displaced Persons that have poured into Hamburg in the nine months since German surrender: refugees, former prisoners from both sides, and the generally dispossessed. 

‘Does he speak English?’ Portman enquires, in a tone that the British upper class imagine is discreet, but plainly isn’t. 

Harri deflates. It’s bad enough having the British military oversee almost everything they do, without the pomposity of others poking their noses in. ‘He does,’ he bats back, with a smile that’s obviously forced. ‘I mean, I do.’ 

‘Good man.’ Portman coughs, momentarily off balance. ‘Well, I hear theft is rising dramatically,’ he adds officiously. ‘And I’m told the black market is rife. How are you proposing to put a cap on the numbers, Inspector?’ 

Harri can’t help it when his smile drops in surprise, at the sheer naivety of this man. Has he not just lived through a war himself? Albeit in London, cushioned by the privilege of the British Government. Yet surely, he can see from a single journey across Hamburg that it’s pure chaos out there. There’s little order, and scant law to go with it. Robberies up not by one hundred per cent, but eight times that, Harri’s desk piled high with case reports, everything from a loaf of bread to a diamond tiara and, in one instance, a bicycle actually robbed from under someone’s backside. Each report is scratched in pencil because they have one typewriter in the entire building, no pens and a single telephone line for one of the busiest stations in Hamburg. Tackling a tenth of the unsolved crimes feels more impossible than resurrecting Adolf Hitler from his grave – not that Harri would ever relish that prospect. 

‘We do what we can, sir,’ he says in his accomplished English, gathering every ounce of calm from within. ‘I can assure you my officers are working very hard, in very challenging circumstances. Inevitably, we have to prioritise.’ 

‘Yes, well. I can see it’s tricky for you.’ Portman trawls his gaze over the pocked walls, peeling plaster and desks patchworked from every shade and shape of wood. ‘Perhaps we can talk to the Commission about some more resources for you. Eh?’ The MP looks hopefully at the CCG man, who nods in deference. 

Harri’s smile of gratitude is a reflex. Along with the CCG man, he knows full well that while there may be a small surplus of resources available, the German Kripo are low on the list of priorities. Nearing the bottom of a large pile, in fact. So, for the time being, the Right Honourable’s visit means precisely nothing, aside from a good hour’s delay getting to a prime murder scene.

‘Sir, perhaps we should move on?’ CCG man urges into the uncomfortable pause. ‘We’ve quite a day in store, and I think you will definitely want to see one of our resettlement centres …’

Harri is stood down as Portman is led out, enduring yet again the half-second hesitation so common between Allies and Germans these days: the MP deciding if it’s the ‘done thing’ to shake hands with the enemy, then determining that it’s perfectly acceptable, not because the war is over, but because they – the British – are on the winning side. 

Paula re-emerges from the office shadows when Portman has finally gone. ‘What did he want?’

‘To show who’s boss. As if we don’t already know.’ Harri sighs and rubs warmth and life into his face. ‘Right, let’s get going to the scene. How many bikes have we got?’

‘Two.’ 

‘Ah!’ Some good news at last to beat against the gloom of the day so far – one bicycle apiece. Almost a luxury. The joy dims a second later. ‘How many have flat tyres?’ 

‘One,’ Paula says matter-of-factly. ‘But it’s my turn on the best one. Remember?’

He does. He knows, too, that a bone-shaking ride across the pocked concrete of Hamburg is not the worst of today’s prospects for Harri Schroder. Not by a long stretch.

The dead girl in a ruin will trump anything on his daily shit-list. 




CHAPTER SEVEN: 
CREAM CAKES AND CHAOS

11th February 1946

Georgie

The desolation she is prepared for, having seen towns and countries across Europe reduced to a shadow of their prime, some almost completely flattened. But jostling alongside Sergeant Dawson in the passenger seat of his jeep, wind whistling through the broken window, Georgie is shocked. Utterly. What’s more, she’s lost for words. 

As the aircraft made its approach into Hamburg, she’d had to blink twice at the ground below and reset her perspective; skeletons of buildings standing like ghosts, mere bones of whole apartment blocks and offices backing onto a swathe of forest trees, which in winter are mere carcasses themselves. Where the concrete ended and nature began you simply couldn’t tell. From the air, they were all just spindles clinging to existence. The trees at least have nature on their side and a chance of replenishment come the spring. 

Down at street level, the devastation feels more acute – not just the obvious destruction of a city, but total annihilation of a way of life. It’s just gone ten, and there are people everywhere, on the roads that necessarily merge into pavements, moving in throngs, with handcarts, some pulled by emaciated donkeys, children riding on top with withered faces and sunken cheeks wrapped in threadbare blankets. The parents leading the way look hopeless, trudging on a road to nowhere. Georgie, naïve or not, had never imagined the ending of a war looking like this. 

The vehicles weaving around the trains of people are largely military, with a few black Mercedes in the mix. Requisitioned, no doubt, because in the back sit starchy officers in the khaki green of the BAOR, the British Army of the Rhine. Po-faced and important.

‘Didn’t you fancy staying at the Atlantic, Miss Young?’ Dawson says brightly. He’s trying hard at his charm offensive, and she’s beginning to warm to his effort, given her rather prickly ripostes at the airport. ‘I’d have thought the CCG would be more than happy to put you up there. It’s the sort of hotel my wife can only dream of, even now.’ 

‘I have heard it’s very nice, but I prefer something smaller, a bit quieter,’ she says. In truth, she dreads the thought of having to sit daily in the Atlantic’s plush interior, hemmed in by high-ranking officers and service wives, in a place notorious for its wartime menu of kangaroo tail soup. She’s here to do a job, not to drink tea and pick at cucumber sandwiches.

‘And how long do you plan on staying? Oh Christ!’ He swerves suddenly to avoid a motorcycle that’s been upended in a large pothole, the rider tossed several feet across the road. ‘Sorry, miss, occupational hazard. Are the roads just as bad back in London?’ 

‘No, not any more,’ Georgie mumbles. ‘The road crews have been busy for months.’ 

The jolt tosses her mind back to a London ravaged in the war’s later stages by Hitler’s V2 rockets, even though it’s a city on the rise again, a grand old dame that’s fought off war, pestilence and fire for centuries. A daily percussion of hammers and nails is the soundtrack to life in Britain’s capital now. True, there are returning soldiers being demobbed, a portion of whom are disabled and depressed, or both, but nothing like the nomadic swathes she’s seeing right now. She knows from her research that the British face an uphill struggle in dealing with untold numbers of Voelkerwanderung pouring into Hamburg from the industrial wastelands – a drifting shoal of forced labourers, refugees, abductees, those poor wretches from the camps, German POWs being released in stages, and bombed-out families; Germans, Czechs, Hungarians, Slavs and Poles. A shared compendium of sorrow and death. And that’s only what she gleans from the expressions on their faces. Lord knows what stories simmer underneath. For the first time in years, she doubts her ability to distil such loss into words. 

She checks into the Baseler Hof and asks – politely – if Dawson might call back in an hour. The bath water is warm, her room small but clean, and Georgie is refreshed and back in the downstairs lobby with ten minutes to spare, a steady stream of middle-rank officers coming and going who don’t give her a second glance. And that pleases her. With her short blonde hair, dark knits and tweeds, Georgie has become adept at blending into the smudgy tones of war, of not sticking out like a sore thumb as a Woman Among the Boys. The cosy shabbiness of the Baseler Hof is a perfect base for her, with a private lounge area for work and a small bar for those long, dark evenings. It’s also in direct contrast to the grandiose entrance of the Hotel Atlantic, an age-old monolith overlooking the water basin of the Alster river, where Dawson deposits her twenty minutes later, in time for her first official meeting. 

‘Can you wait half an hour, please?’ she asks. 

‘Not a problem, miss,’ Dawson says. ‘I’ve been allocated to you for the entire day.’ 

Stepping into the Atlantic’s once-ornate and lofty foyer feels like entering so many requisitioned grand hotels across Europe, the ones where the British military had a knack for making themselves at home in any given place, as they pushed back Nazi forces in the closing days of the war. There’s a muffled clatter of typewriters, though none in sight, and a general shroud of khaki green masking the faded glamour of this establishment that, she’s been told, was once the haunt of the wealthy cruising classes in the 1920s and 30s. Alongside the placard signalling the ‘Adjutant’s Office’, a painted sign points towards the ‘Palm Court’, and Georgie follows the strains of a lone piano player doing his best against the excited chatter of ladies taking tea. In among the crowd, uniformed men huddle around several tables, a mix of military green and the navy blue of the CCG, busy planning Germany’s future, no doubt, or at least a portion of it. Hamburg’s destiny, certainly. 

‘A table, Fräulein?’ A waiter guides her towards a discreet corner, past a collection of service wives distinguished by their penchant for talking too loudly in affected English and layers of bright lipstick. 

‘The tea here is dreadful,’ one woman complains loudly. ‘Why is it the Germans can’t brew a better pot?

For the same reason that the British don’t ‘do’ anything other than weak, insipid coffee, Georgie thinks with irritation, cringing with embarrassment for her own countrywomen. It’s not merely their attitude which makes her feel so out of place; the ladies who lunch are well-turned-out, chauffeured in their expensive, purloined Mercedes-Benz, to save their high heels from making contact with the filthy pavement slush. Hair is carefully styled and pinned, in contrast to Georgie’s gamine style, kept purposely short throughout the war, a practical and timely disguise in several tricky moments. Now, she’s too lazy and distracted to grow it out and tend to a new style. Besides, Max professes to love it. Here, she is glad to be different. 

Georgie sits only a minute or two before her contact approaches, his look distinguished by the CCG uniform, and a lean, pallid face that says he spent his war cocooned not in a foxhole, but the corridors of Whitehall, battle-weary in an altogether different way. 

‘Lieutenant Howarth?’ Georgie rises and offers a hand to shake. 

‘Pleased to meet you, Miss Young.’ 

She doubts it, wondering how Howarth drew the short straw of eliciting favourable publicity from a freelance reporter with her reputation. It’s not that she’s intent on digging the dirt, merely telling the truth to readers back in England and across the world. 

He is, however, enthusiastic in reeling off a list of ‘sights’ she should see in her tour of Hamburg – the soup kitchens, resettlement centres and factories kept functioning with British funds. ‘I’m afraid I won’t be able to accompany you on all of your visits, but I have a contact lined up at each point to show you around,’ he concludes.

Georgie coughs, and takes a sip of tea. ‘That’s very kind, Lieutenant Howarth, but it’s not how I’m used to working. Of course, I am grateful for the CCG’s help, for the flight and the billet especially. Perhaps in the first few days, it would be useful to have a driver, and accreditation to allow me access. Beyond that, I usually go where my nose takes me.’ She rounds off her speech with a fixed, determined smile.

Howarth’s face falls, with disappointment she thinks, but perhaps a glimmer of relief mixed in? ‘But, er … The work we’re doing here …’ he tries.

‘Will be written about in the way it deserves, and in the context,’ Georgie steps in firmly, the only pledge she’ll commit to for now. She draws in a breath. ‘I promise you, Lieutenant, I’m not here to demean the effort you and your colleagues are making. Far from it. But from what I’ve heard, there is a long way to go yet, in winning the peace.’ 

She shoots him the line so often quoted in the press, in politics and on the street: the infamous General ‘Monty’ Montgomery’s warning as he took over the unenviable task of co-ordinating the British zone in north-west Germany, when the nation was carved into four separate areas after the surrender. The American- and French-occupied areas to the south, Russians to the east, while Britain got the battle-scarred industrial zone of the Ruhr and more than twenty million souls. ‘We have won the German war, now we need to win the peace,’ Monty pronounced with optimism, though – to Georgie – his words will have been spoken with reservation. Of all people, the celebrated general must have recognised the colossal challenge before him, perhaps even trickier than defeating Rommel in the deserts of North Africa.

Howarth sips his own tea and considers. His shoulders droop and something seems to fall away within him. After several seconds, he sits upright and nods to himself. ‘Can I speak off the record, Miss Young?’ 

‘Of course.’ She splays her hands, proving she has no notebook hidden under her jacket, and fixes him with her practised look, the one that says: I’m listening. 

‘It’s chaos out there,’ Howarth says definitively. ‘It’s estimated there are nine million displaced people across Europe, though that’s likely to be conservative. There’s nowhere to house them, and very little food, since the railway lines moving supplies into Hamburg alone are shot to pieces, and the weather this past winter caused so many roads to close.’ 

Georgie remains silent in his pause. The surroundings of the Palm Court tell her that some do indeed have plenty – plates of sumptuous cakes are being waved away by women lamenting their expanding waistlines. She also knows that such inequality is not confined to Hamburg or Germany, merely the way of the world. 

‘That’s before you’ve even got to the politics,’ Howarth pushes on with his confessional. ‘We need to move tons of grain in from the east to make the bread, but the Russians are playing hard to get, and they’ll only open the transport corridors if we pledge to dismantle German factories and ship out the hardware. But if we do that, the Germans have nowhere to work, and no way of earning even a pathetic amount of Reichsmarks. A good proportion of Germans hate us being here, and more than a few British feel all Germans should pay dearly for Hitler’s crimes – in blood, sweat and tears.’ He sips again, eyes skittering left and right, as if his words will somehow send up a toxic cloud above his head, marking him out as a traitor to the British cause. ‘This is all off the record, isn’t it?’ 

‘Yes, it is,’ Georgie reassures. ‘But I am curious. Why tell me this? Why not just pilot me around the sites that will make a good story, and hope I don’t dig any deeper?’

‘Because, Miss Young, I’ve read your pieces throughout the war.’ A faint smile creeps across his lips. ‘I know for a fact you will see through it. Personally, I would like you to tell it like it is – not that we British are having a hard time dealing with the chaos, but the real existence of German people, day to day.’ He swallows, and scans the sumptuous surroundings with disdain. ‘Quite literally, it’s hand to mouth. Of course, it is necessary to weed out the complicit Nazis who’ve gone to ground, and I agree that the whole thing must never be allowed to happen again. But most people out there can barely function’ – he pushes out a hand to beyond the palm frills and sanctity of the Atlantic – ‘let alone raise another army, if that’s what people back in Britain are really frightened of. Whether or not the Germans bear the guilt of a nation is irrelevant right this minute. Mostly, they are simply hungry.’ 

Howarth flops back, looking relieved, unburdened. Still weary, but lighter. 

‘Thank you for your honesty,’ Georgie says. ‘And I promise you one thing – that whatever I see here, I will tell it like it is.’

‘Then, Miss Young, that’s all I can ask.’

Georgie appreciates Howarth’s candour, but it’s not news to her. Details of the chaos are what’s brought her here, stirrings in the press from visitors to post-war Europe – a trickle of academics and writers appalled by what they saw – and confirmed by a letter from an old school friend. Posted first as an army nurse to France, Eleanor had trailed the British army on the final advance into Germany, staying on to help with the huge task of repatriation in Hamburg’s largest public hospital. 

Naively, I thought the dying would stop with the surrender, she’d written to Georgie. But there are hundreds succumbing every day – from starvation, TB, and typhus. People have fought for years to survive Hitler’s madness, and they’re dying because we can’t feed the peace.

She was exhausted, Eleanor added, and planning to head home for respite. 

But Georgie, people in England need to know what’s happening. We can’t tar everyone with the same brush and exact revenge on a whole nation, just because we won. Of all people, you can shed light on the truth. 

Since that eye-opening first year in Berlin with Max, back in 1938, it’s been Georgie’s task to report with both accuracy and empathy. There, she witnessed first-hand how Jews were treated, how the German nation was systematically hoodwinked by
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