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Dedication

To my father, Hatherleigh Percy Harold Barnes, an enthusiastic ham radio operator for much of his life. 

   


Epigraph

‘Happy are all free peoples, too strong to be dispossessed, But blessed are those among nations who dare to be strong for the rest.’

Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1806–61)

   


Before …

London 

9th September 1926

Her father’s shack, as he’d named it the day they’d moved in a year ago, was sacrosanct. Not that Maddie had really understood the meaning of the word when he’d reprimanded her the first time she’d entered without knocking. 

‘It’s out of bounds if I’m not here, Madeleine,’ he’d added firmly.

But today she’d turned nine – next year double figures, she kept hugging to herself – and was determined to find out what kept her father stuck in his room for hours on end, infuriating her mother. She knocked, and hearing no reply opened the door. Her father swung round in his chair, frowning at his daughter. 

‘Can I come in and watch?’

His expression softened. ‘All right, as it’s your birthday. If you’re really interested I’ll show you how I talk to people in this country and on the Continent and even as far as America.’ He lit his pipe and puffed at it before it finally caught alight. 

‘Is it that tapping thing you do that Mummy gets cross about when she’s calling you for lunch?’

Her father grimaced, then laughed. 

‘What’s it for?’

‘Sit down a moment.’ He pulled up a chair for her and reached for a small instrument, about the size of her hand, with a little metal hammer. ‘This is called a Morse key. Look. I’ll show you how it works. Every letter in the alphabet is made up of dots and dashes in different ways. The letter “e” is only one dot and the letter “o” is only one dash but the others have multiple dots or multiple dashes or a combination of both. You have to tap the key like this –’ he gave a short sharp tap ‘– which makes a dot, and a longer stroke like this, to make a dash. The dash sounds as a “dah” and the dot sounds as a “dit”. Then when the person at the other end taps their reply you understand what they’re saying because you’ve memorised the different series of dots and dashes – dits and dahs. If you wrote each letter in a notepad you’d soon have words and eventually a proper sentence. And that’s called communicating with someone over the air in Morse Code.’ He paused to make some popping noises with his pipe to get it going.

‘When I want to speak to someone using Morse, I have to tap out my call sign “2BV” and that tells anyone who’s listening that it’s me, Walter Hamilton in England. Then whoever’s about will tap their call sign and I can look it up on the list and see who it is. It might be someone I know quite well, or it might be a new chap who’s appeared.’ He adjusted his headphones. ‘We’ll see if someone’s about in America first.’

She watched, fascinated, as her father fiddled with the knobs of his radio – to get the right frequency for America, he explained. After several moments of crackling he tapped his Morse key and wrote something down in the special notebook he used.

‘Ah, someone’s responding.’ He nodded as he then jotted down some letters. ‘I recognise it. It’s Brad Jackson from Oregon – that’s on the west coast of America. Nice chap. I’m now going to ask him if he’s receiving me.’ He tapped some more and waited, then turned to Madeleine with a satisfied grin. “‘Loud and clear,” he says.’

She stood several more minutes while her father sent his message and this Brad person answered. How could tapping that little machine possibly make letters that became words and even sentences? And to America? It was thousands of miles away so how was it possible her father and this man were able to talk to each other in that funny way just by tapping? She wanted to have a go. 

‘It’s like being in a secret club.’ Madeleine’s voice had dropped to a whisper.

‘Exactly like that.’ Her father smiled. 

‘Then that’s what I want to learn.’

‘I don’t know any girls or ladies that do Morse Code – at least I’ve never heard of one.’

‘Why don’t they?’

Her father took a few puffs of his pipe. 

‘Beats me, now you mention it.’ He chuckled. ‘Maybe you’ll be the first.’

A thrill shot through the child. She would be the very first girl to learn Morse Code and make her daddy proud.

‘Will you teach me?’ 

Her father nodded. ‘I will if you’re serious. But you’ll have to learn every letter in Morse Code by heart. It’s not easy at first – like learning another language. But it gets easier and becomes a rhythm – then it’s like playing an instrument.’

‘That’s all right, Daddy. I’m good at reading notes in music in class. I’m sure I can learn dots and dashes of the alphabet. And I’ll be the first girl in the whole world to do Morse Code!’ 




PART ONE





Chapter One

Munich, Germany

Early September 1938

Madeleine glanced at the wall clock, then over to the shiny bent heads of the twins. 

Lotte was reading in her confident tones. She didn’t always pronounce the words correctly but she was game, Madeleine thought, hiding a smile. Erich was more hesitant; he was determined to say everything perfectly even if his delivery was slower. As Lotte read, Erich ran his forefinger along the line, silently mouthing the words: 

Lotte looked up. ‘Maddie, I have … zirst.’ Although she showed the tip of her pink tongue, she was still unable to pronounce the ‘t-h’ sound her twin had mastered. 

‘Better to say: “I am thirsty”.’ Madeleine smiled. ‘All right, children, we’ll finish the chapter tomorrow. But don’t forget you’ve both got homework to do ready for school Monday morning, so it’s not all play.’

She’d hardly finished her sentence before her eight-year-old charges clapped their hands with glee and put their books to one side. 

‘Please may we be excused?’ they said in unison.

‘Yes, you may. I’ll be excused, too.’ She grinned and the twins giggled. ‘You’ve done well today so we’ll pack up and I’ll make you both a drink in a few minutes.’ 

Madeleine ushered them out of the small schoolroom her German hosts, Herr and Frau Weinberg, had had remodelled from one of the pine-panelled bedrooms for their children’s English lessons. Her gaze fell on the huge tiled stove in one corner which Frau Weinberg had assured her they’d be glad of in winter, the hand-painted flower borders on the chest of drawers where the twins kept their lessons and other paraphernalia, and the photographs of the family on every available flat space, juxtaposed with houseplants and books. But the effect wasn’t at all cluttered; it was merely interesting and homely. 

The children were delightful, sometimes surprising her with their level of maturity. Once again she thought how lucky she was compared to her friend Gwen who was a nanny to a baby and a fractious toddler in a family where the parents treated her like a servant instead of a member of the family as the Weinbergs did. 

An hour later and humming a tune as she walked towards the restaurant where she was to meet Gwen, Madeleine relished the rest of the day where she was free until the following morning, Sunday, although she was still thinking about the twins. She loved the good-natured competitiveness between them and so far they were making good progress in English, so much so that she’d adapted The Secret Garden into a simple and condensed play she thought they’d enjoy enacting. She’d run through the first scene with them this coming weekend, thinking how much she was going to enjoy taking them through the actions with the dialogue to help with their understanding of the story. 

Both children were intelligent with a mischievous sense of humour of which she was sometimes the brunt. She grinned, remembering the white rat they’d put in her bedroom two days ago hoping it would scare her, and their disbelief when she’d picked up the little creature and casually handed it to Erich.

‘Your new pet, I believe, Erich,’ she’d said, managing to contain her laughter as Lotte broke into a burst of giggles. 

As Madeleine strolled along the street, she noticed how some of the women with their shopping baskets kept their heads down as though afraid to be conspicuous. Why was that? she wondered. Feeling the sun too hot on her face, she pulled the brim of her hat a little lower as she passed a parade of shops. It was then that she heard shouts coming from one of them. She froze. Two men, who couldn’t have been much more than her own age, were dragging a loudly protesting elderly man from his premises. One of them butted him in the stomach with a rifle. What on earth …? She blinked. Dear God, it was Herr Cohen, one of Herr Weinberg’s business friends. She noticed men and women who’d been chatting together only moments before suddenly melting away. 

Before Madeleine could gather her wits the two men shoved Herr Cohen into a van, jumped in themselves, and immediately roared off. No one even glanced up when a woman whom she recognised as Herr Cohen’s wife rushed out of the same shop but was swiftly intercepted by a man stepping in front of her, his rifle only inches from her face. She blinked. Judging by his green-grey tunic, he was a member of the Gestapo. 

‘Halt! Zurück ins Haus!’ the uniformed man ordered.

Hardly realising what she was doing, her heart thumping in her chest and ears, Madeleine flew towards the scene, brandishing her handbag at him. 

‘Lassen Sie diese Dame in Ruhe!’ she shouted.

Two more Gestapo swaggered towards her, their eyes like pebbles, their mouths hard.

Dear God, what had she started?

‘Back, Fräulein,’ the older of the two ordered her in English. ‘It is not your business. Do not interfere with things you do not understand.’ He pointed his rifle at her. 

Out of the corner of her eye, Madeleine saw the first Gestapo manhandle Frau Cohen back into her husband’s shop and ordered her to stay inside or she would regret it. 

‘You’re nothing but cowards – the lot of you,’ Madeleine addressed the older man, her lips tight with rage. She made to go towards the shop. She would tell Frau Cohen how sorry she was and ask if there was anything she could do. 

But he caught her arm in a vice-like grip. 

‘Ihre Name.’ 

For an instant Madeleine thought of refusing to give her name to this callous man. But his ice-cold stare brought her to her senses. 

‘Madeleine Hamilton.’

‘Spelling?’ he barked.

She told him, enunciating the letters in the German way, forcing herself to keep calm, though her heartbeat pounded in her eardrums.

He wrote it down in a notebook.

‘You are English?’

‘Yes.’ 

‘Why are you in München?’ His eyes were steel as they penetrated hers.

‘I teach English.’

His gaze turned to suspicion. 

‘In der Schule?’

‘No, in a private family,’ she answered in English.

Please don’t ask me their name. Madeleine pressed her lips together.

‘And the name of this private family?’ The man’s eyes narrowed.

Dear God. 

She looked at him unflinchingly, the lie springing easily to her lips. ‘Herr and Frau Schmidt.’ 

Cold grey eyes bored into hers. She would not let herself lower her gaze, no matter what it cost her. Did he suspect she was lying? Would she be taken off like poor Herr Cohen? She tried to swallow but a lump had formed in her throat. He didn’t write anything down. He knew she’d lied. Then to her astonishment he jerked his head back and laughed. It was more of a mirthless bark, sending a shiver across her shoulders.

‘You think I am stupid, nein?’ When she didn’t answer, he said, ‘You have your papers to return to England?’

She reached in her bag and pulled out her pass then handed it to him. He studied it carefully, glancing at her now and again. Finally, slowly, he gave it back to her.

‘You have four months still,’ he said, as though he thought she might not be aware. ‘See you do not—’ he broke off, searching for the word he wanted. 

Madeleine’s stomach churned.

‘… interfere with our customs.’ His eyes glinted with warning as they met hers. ‘I wish you enjoyment for your stay in the Vaterland and say your friends at home of our splendid country.’ He gave a tight smile, nodded and clicked his heels together, then the two of them marched off, scattering a few curious bystanders who had by this time silently gathered.

Madeleine bit her bottom lip hard, mainly to stop the sour acid rising from her stomach into her mouth. She shuddered. It wouldn’t have taken much more for him to have arrested her. 

Stop it, Maddie. You’re being ridiculous.

She was perfectly entitled to be here. And she was glad she’d given that hateful man a false name that didn’t sound Jewish for her hosts. There were so many Schmidts, the Nazis would never be able to check them all. Thank goodness he hadn’t asked her address. 

Her heart would not stop pounding. Aware that the two Gestapo had turned round and were still watching her, Madeleine forced herself to walk slowly, as if on a Sunday stroll, towards the restaurant where she was to meet Gwen, though she longed to rush back to Herr Weinberg’s shop and tell him what had happened. To caution him.

Still dazed with shock at witnessing such brutality, she kept her gentle pace, numbly placing one foot in front of the other, convincing herself she’d made too much of what was surely just a routine request to see her papers. It was simply the German way of doing things. But she couldn’t forget how not one member of the public had raised an eyebrow at the way those two thugs had pushed Herr Cohen into the van.

‘Cowards, the lot of them,’ she muttered under her breath. 

The walk steadied her heartbeat and by the time she arrived at the restaurant, she felt almost back to normal and her spirits lifted when she saw Gwen waiting outside, her anxious face breaking into a smile of relief.

‘I was getting worried,’ Gwen said. ‘You’re always so punctual.’ Then she looked more closely at her friend. ‘Are you all right, Maddie? You look as though you’ve seen a ghost.’

‘I can’t tell you in the restaurant,’ Madeleine said, putting her hand through Gwen’s arm. ‘Let’s just have five minutes before we go in and I’ll tell you why I was held up – literally. I’ll warn you, Gwen – it’s not a pretty story.’

Gwen’s eyes almost popped from her forehead as Madeleine recounted the fright she’d had.

‘Oh, how horrible. Poor Herr Cohen.’ She bit her lip and said nothing for a few moments. Then she said in a low quiet tone, ‘I’ve never told you this, Maddie, but I’m Jewish.’ She looked at Madeleine, her eyes shining with tears. ‘It brings it home, rather, hearing that.’

‘Oh, my goodness.’ Madeleine put her hand on Gwen’s arm. ‘I had no idea … not that it matters a jot,’ she added hurriedly. ‘But it’s not something to mention in public while we’re in Germany.’

‘I know. But I never realised until now how bad it would be. I’m not sure I’d have come if I’d known.’ 

‘Well, they’re not going to take any notice of a Jewish English girl,’ Madeleine said firmly. ‘It’s the German Jews that are going to be in for a rough ride.’

‘Will you tell the Weinbergs?’ Gwen said.

‘I must. I have to warn them.’ Madeleine paused. ‘When we’re in the restaurant, Gwen, don’t mention anything at all about what I just witnessed or your religion – nothing that might get us noticed in the wrong way.’

‘No, I won’t. But I’m beginning to feel uncomfortable here and I’m seriously thinking of going home before my year is up.’ She looked at Madeleine. ‘I didn’t tell you but the other evening the Schertenleibs gave a dinner party and they invited me. I don’t know why, because they never have before. I’m always treated politely but like a servant.’ Gwen gave her friend a rueful smile. ‘They’re not like your lovely family.’ She paused. ‘Anyway, there were three couples – the women dressed to the nines like they always do – and the men talking amongst themselves. I understood enough of their conversation to know they were –’ she looked round then whispered ‘– all Nazis.’

Madeleine gave a start. ‘How do you know?’ 

Gwen bit her lip. ‘They mentioned the Great War – how they’d lost everything including their pride. And worse for them that they’re not allowed to build an army. Apparently, Hitler’s never got over it. One of the men said Hitler’s the only leader who can make Germany a great country again and his goal is for the Third Reich to rule the world.’ She looked at Madeleine. ‘I wish you’d been there, Maddie. Another man said in such a quiet tone I could hardly hear him, “Our Führer has great plans – but slowly does it.” That’s my rough translation but it makes my blood run cold just to think of it.’ Gwen took in a breath. 

‘Jews were mentioned more than once and you should have seen their lips curl. I wish I’d been brave enough to tell them I was Jewish but I was too terrified. Can you imagine their horrified expressions if I had?’ She glanced at her friend. ‘I don’t think they realise how much German I understand because I don’t speak it nearly as well as you.’

‘Hadn’t you noticed this before, Gwen?’

‘No, their guests never mentioned politics but this was a different set of people.’ She stared miserably at her friend. ‘It really upset me, Maddie, and now I don’t know what to do.’

Madeleine tried to think calmly but it wasn’t easy after the scene she’d witnessed a few minutes ago. ‘It might be best for you to pack up quietly and go home.’ She paused. ‘You know, Gwennie, this is making me worry even more about the Weinbergs, especially the twins. I couldn’t bear anything to happen to them.’




Chapter Two

After she had said goodbye to Gwen, who needed to do some shopping for her young charges, Madeleine wandered over to Munich’s Englischer Garten, thinking about her conversation with her friend. There she found a hard bench and closed her eyes against the still-warm sun, peaceful even with the sound of children’s shouts and laughter in the distance, but it did nothing to dispel her inner feelings of discomfort. 

Up until now she’d been content with learning a new culture, deepening her knowledge of the German language, and teaching the twins in the family she lived with. And meeting Gwen, who lived in a neighbouring district, provided the much-needed opportunity to have some fun when their days off coincided. Now, it seemed, a darker element had crept in. 

So the Schertenleibs were Nazis. Madeleine turned over this revelation in her mind, nausea spreading into her stomach. Even though Gwen’s family lived in one of the grand houses overlooking the English Garden – where they’d first met when Gwen was taking the baby out in the pram and had struck up a conversation – she didn’t envy her friend one bit going back to such a household and trying to keep it a secret that their nanny was Jewish. 

But maybe Gwen’s eye-opener and Herr Cohen’s abduction were simply a couple of isolated incidents that had happened in a short space of time, and things would now settle. But even as she told herself that, she knew it would never settle. Hitler was too arrogant to change his mind on his grandiose plans. She sighed and glanced at her watch. Ten past three. She should go back to the Weinbergs to be in time for the children coming out of school.

As Madeleine stepped through the front door she thought she heard the faint sound of weeping. Hurrying to the orangery she found Frau Weinberg sitting in a corner by the garden table, her head buried in her hands. 

‘Oh, my goodness, whatever’s the matter?’ Madeleine said, rushing towards her.

Frau Weinberg looked up, her eyes streaming. ‘I cannot tell you.’

‘Please, Frau Weinberg …’

There was such a long pause, Madeleine wondered if she’d attempted a step too far into her hostess’s privacy. Frau Weinberg pulled in a long jerky breath, speaking in rapid German. Madeleine put up her hand.

‘Langsam, bitte schön.’

Frau Weinberg nodded. 

‘In the market this morning the stall-keeper where I was queueing said he was not going to serve Jews any longer,’ she said more slowly. ‘I needed some vegetables but I left before he saw me. He knows I am Jewish. If that is not bad enough, my husband found a notice on his shop window yesterday telling people not to shop there.’ She looked up at Madeleine, her eyes imploring. ‘Do you understand my German?’ 

Madeleine nodded. ‘Yes, so long as you don’t go too fast.’

‘How will we survive if the customers no longer come? We depend upon everyone, Jewish or not, to keep the business running. But it’s partly my husband’s fault. I get so upset because he is not discreet. He says what a dreadful man Hitler is and refuses to give the Nazi salute when he passes an officer. Instead, he dives into a nearby doorway. I tell him to keep his opinions to himself or he is going to land us in trouble.’ She took a spotless handkerchief from her skirt pocket and dried her tears. ‘It is not the first time we have been exposed to such hatred but I have tried to keep it from you. I do not want to spoil your time here.’ She looked up at Madeleine with a wobbly smile. ‘We like you very much, my dear. You are almost like one of the family.’ 

Madeleine swallowed, her eyes pricking with tears. Herr Weinberg was taking a risk in his behaviour. No wonder his wife was so upset.

‘I do not mind about me but I do mind about my husband. He cannot take much more than this, but it is going to get worse with that madman in the Chancellery.’ She paused. ‘The Nazis are ruthless and hate the Jews, particularly those with their own businesses. They want to destroy us – all of us. But my husband doesn’t believe it. He fought in the last war and was decorated as a war hero. He says he is a loyal German. That comes above everything. But I tell him loyalty will not help him.’ She looked at Madeleine, her eyes streaming. ‘There will be another terrible war … and the Nazis will win!’

Madeleine gave a start. This wasn’t a casual conversation between her and Gwen who were mere observers from another country. This was a sensible and kind German Jewish lady who was desperately worried about her family, stating something she saw as obvious. 

As though Frau Weinberg had picked up her thoughts, she continued:

‘I dare not tell him but I can tell you.’ She licked her lips. ‘I am worried sick about the twins growing up under such a terrible regime but I know my husband will never leave the shop he built up from nothing. He loves mending the instruments and talking to the customers about his beloved music. It is his life. Besides, he is too proud.’ She glanced at Madeleine. ‘He insists he will remain in his home – the land that he loves.’

This was far worse than Madeleine had realised. She tried to swallow but a lump had formed in her throat. She didn’t know how to answer. What was the right thing to say?

‘I’m sure it won’t come to war,’ she managed. ‘No one can want another one after only twenty years since the last.’

Frau Weinberg threw her a pitying look. 

‘You will see that I am right,’ was all she said.

Two days later Frau Weinberg confided to Madeleine that her husband had scrubbed off the notice pasted by the Nazis from his shop window. Consequently, most of their regular customers, Jews and Gentiles alike, were still bringing in their instruments for him to repair and asking his advice on which make of violin they should buy or arranging an appointment for him to tune their pianos. More importantly, they were spending money. But Madeleine could tell from Frau Weinberg’s tone that her employer didn’t believe for one moment it would last. 

Madeleine turned the question of returning home over in her mind before going to bed that night. But in the morning when the household sprang into action and she heard the twins laughing, she told herself she’d be turning her back on the family who’d been so kind to her. Besides, she wouldn’t be carrying out her plan to stay a year. She’d be giving up. Once again, she’d see the expression on her parents’ faces that said she never stuck at anything. Madeleine sighed. She couldn’t bear that. How often she’d tried to vie for her mother’s attention and approval. But her gaze was always firmly directed towards Maddie’s two older brothers and Maddie had grown up with the idea she would never be successful like them. 

But if she’d been allowed to do what she’d always dreamt of – to train to become a professional actress – she was sure that with hard work she would have eventually become successful too. Surely being given the lead parts in school plays proved she had some talent. And to show how serious she was, she’d applied and had been accepted at one of the most reputable drama schools, but her mother had refused to sign the papers and had persuaded her husband to do the same. And at only eighteen she needed parental permission. ‘It’s not a proper career,’ her mother said scathingly, ‘and it’s very unstable unless you’re one of the few big names.’ Madeleine had had to bite her tongue that a romantic novelist, as her mother was, didn’t seem any more stable as a career choice, though she had to admit her mother was very successful. She grimaced. She’d given up reading her mother’s lightweight novels by the time she’d turned sixteen and realised life wasn’t the way her mother portrayed it with everything tied in a neat bow at the end. And as for now, being an actress would have to remain a dream. 

She’d stay with her Bavarian family a few months longer and see how things went. Keep up her German that she’d worked so hard at, both at school and college.

Except you gave it up – you didn’t finish your degree. 

Madeleine shook her mother’s words away. Frau Weinberg often talked to her in German and she was improving fast. So whether she stayed in Germany or not, if the present situation worsened, she might find the language useful one day.




Chapter Three

‘I’ve given in my notice, Maddie,’ Gwen said. ‘I’ll be on my way home at the end of this month.’

Several days had gone by since they’d last met and the two girls were walking alongside the Isar River which flowed through the middle of the city, Gwen with two-year-old Beatrix in her pushchair. 

Madeleine wasn’t surprised at her friend’s announcement. Gwen’s nervous tension was palpable today. 

‘Have you learnt anything more at the Schertenleibs’ that’s made you decide this?’

‘Yes.’ Gwen stopped and faced her. ‘I think there must have been things going on that I didn’t notice, or maybe I chose not to, but yesterday I saw an envelope on the hall table with a swastika. It gave me the creeps. That’s what made up my mind.’

‘Then you’ve made the right decision,’ Madeleine said.

‘I wish you’d come with me. But it’s no good trying to persuade you if you’re determined to stay. I know what you’re like. But I just don’t want you to get caught up in any war, that’s all.’

‘I can’t believe we’re talking about the likelihood of a war, and yet I suppose it really is possible.’

‘You haven’t been here as long as me,’ Gwen said, ‘and you’ve already witnessed that horrible scene with Herr Weinberg’s friend, and the threatening way that hateful Gestapo man spoke to you.’

Madeleine’s heart thumped as she pictured the two scenes again. Was it just a preview of what it would be like living here under Hitler? She set her jaw. She would not be intimidated. No. She would go in her time, not Herr Hitler’s. 

‘If I can I want to complete the year as I set out to do.’ She paused. ‘But I’ll really miss you.’

‘I’ll miss you, too,’ Gwen said fervently, ‘and Beatrix – she’s such a darling, though I hate to think of her growing up in a family where there’s such a beastly undercurrent below all their charm.’

Madeleine bit her lip. Herr and Frau Schertenleib’s enthusiasm for the Nazi party were obviously affecting her friend badly. She was about to say something when Gwen’s expression brightened as she looked down at Beatrix. ‘You know, Maddie, I’d love a daughter like her … one day – though she probably wouldn’t have the same blonde hair,’ she added lightly. 

At that moment the child twisted her head round and stared up at Gwen, then for no apparent reason screwed up her face and let out a wail.

‘Even when she’s like that?’ Madeleine said, grinning.

‘I think she’s too hot, aren’t you, my love?’ Gwen stopped and put the brake on. ‘Frau Schertenleib insists she has to wear a bonnet and jacket even though it’s so warm. Would you like an ice-cream, Beatrix?’

The little girl didn’t respond, though she immediately stopped crying.

‘Möchtes Eis?’ Gwen said in a strangled accent.

‘Möchte Eis,’ Beatrix repeated, tears standing in her eyes. 

‘Isn’t it strange when a little child speaks in another language?’ Gwen said, chuckling. ‘They always sound so clever.’ She lifted the brake off the pushchair. ‘All right, then, let’s go and find some ice-cream.’

‘There’s a stall over there and by the looks of things they’re selling drinks.’ Madeleine pointed. ‘I’m sure they’ll have ice-cream as well. And it’s my treat.’ 

They strolled over to the open stall, Beatrix grizzling until Gwen removed her bonnet and jacket. There were several people in the queue, mostly mothers with children, and two young men in front of them. One of them, the blond one, turned round when Beatrix gave another wail. Madeleine couldn’t help noticing his refined features and penetrating blue eyes, as if they missed nothing.

‘Bitte schön,’ he said, waving for the girls to take their place in front.

‘Danke schön,’ Madeleine said, giving him a grateful smile. The sooner Beatrix got her ice-cream the better. 

He gave a slight bow. 

‘Will Beatrix eat one on her own?’ Madeleine said, turning to Gwen. 

‘I’m not sure. But if she doesn’t finish it, I’ll do her the honours.’ Gwen giggled. 

Madeleine heard the two young men behind them mutter something she didn’t catch. Then she felt a light tap on her shoulder. She swung round. The blond one was smiling.

‘Excuse me, but you are English,’ he said. ‘We would like to buy you an ice … for all.’

‘That’s very kind of you, but really—’ Madeleine started.

‘We insist,’ said his taller, auburn-haired friend, gazing at Gwen as he spoke. 

‘Thank you,’ Gwen said. ‘I’ll have strawberry … bitte.’

‘And for your little girl?’

‘Oh, she’s not mine,’ Gwen said quickly. ‘I’m her nanny.’ 

‘Ach so – an English nanny.’ He kept his gaze upon her. ‘You must live with a good family.’

Madeleine shook her head at Gwen to try to stop her from saying any more. The boys seemed friendly enough but they’d never set eyes on them before.

But Gwen simply smiled and nodded towards Beatrix. ‘She’ll have a small strawberry ice-cream as well, please.’ She paused. ‘I’ll just be standing over there.’ She guided Beatrix out of the queue.

The blond one watched her go with raised eyebrows and an amused smile playing on his lips. 

‘And for you, Fräulein?’ he said, turning to Madeleine. ‘What flavour would you prefer?’

‘Vanilla, thank you,’ Madeleine answered as graciously as she could muster, not really understanding why she felt slightly uncomfortable.

He stepped past her saying, ‘Entschuldigung’ and turned his smile onto the prim middle-aged woman serving the drinks. A minute later he handed Madeleine a vanilla ice-cream, then he strolled over to where Gwen was waiting with Beatrix in her pushchair, leaving his friend at the counter. Soon the little girl was delicately licking the ice-cream with her small pink tongue, letting it dribble down her chin as it immediately began to melt. 

‘Where do you live?’ Madeleine heard the blond one asking Gwen as she joined them. 

‘Not far from here,’ she interrupted before Gwen could answer. She felt embarrassed eating the ice-cream he’d bought her and sounding so short but he seemed to be taking the new acquaintance too much for granted. She didn’t even know his name.

‘Are you a nanny also?’ he asked, turning to her.

‘No,’ Madeleine said, reluctant to say more. But she could tell he was waiting for her to expand. Well, there couldn’t be any harm in it. It wasn’t a secret and she had to be here for a reason. ‘I teach English to German children.’

‘Ach so.’ He looked at her with interest. ‘In a classroom or in a family?’

There he was, firing questions again – almost the same questions as the horrible Gestapo man last week. Thankfully, Madeleine was saved from giving him any more details when the friend came up holding two mugs of beer and handed one over.

‘Danke schön.’ 

‘Do we sit at that table?’ He nodded towards an empty wooden trestle with several chairs just a few yards away. 

‘Good idea.’ The blond one strode over and pulled back two of the chairs, gesturing for Madeleine and Gwen to take a seat, leaving enough space for the pushchair. Once they were all seated, he continued. ‘We are pleased to have such an opportunity to talk to two charming English ladies.’ That smile again as he pointed his forefinger at his chest. ‘I am Rolf and my friend is Otto.’ He gazed at Madeleine and Gwen. ‘We know the little one is Beatrix. So will you tell us your names?’

Why did she feel so uncertain – even wary? But she’d felt wary ever since poor Herr Cohen had been dragged off. And any rate these boys were much too young for her to be in the least interested although Otto seemed genuinely nice. But Rolf … with the sun catching his blond hair … 

She couldn’t stop a prickle of apprehension. She’d heard that Hitler preferred blond-haired boys for his Hitler Youth training programme. Rolf was probably still young enough to belong. 

‘When do you come to Germany?’ Rolf now enquired, turning towards her, then taking several gulps of his beer.

‘At the beginning of this year,’ Gwen said before Madeleine could answer. 

‘And how long do you stay?’

Gwen hesitated. With his eyes fixed on her, Madeleine felt she had to give him some kind of reply.

‘We’re not sure … a little longer, perhaps.’

‘And where other have you seen in my country?’

‘Just Munich really.’

‘That is good, but not enough.’ He threw her a smile. ‘Would you like us to show you more of Germany?’

‘Aren’t you at school?’

Rolf smiled. ‘Nein. I am on holidays from university. We go back very soon. But tomorrow morning Otto and I go to Nürnberg.’ He glanced at his friend who nodded. ‘We would like you to accompany us. You will see something of the greater Germany.’

Madeleine blinked. What on earth did he mean – the ‘greater’ Germany? 

‘What do you think, Maddie?’ Gwen said, her eyes lively with enthusiasm. ‘It’s Sunday tomorrow and I have the day off.’

‘I usually work Sundays.’

‘You said you had to work yesterday on your birthday so maybe they’d let you off tomorrow.’

‘I’d have to see.’ She wouldn’t tell Gwen in front of Rolf and Otto that she’d been given Sunday off. She needed to think.

‘We are from good families,’ Rolf broke in. ‘You will be safe with us.’

‘How far is it?’ Gwen said.

‘On the train? One hour and half.’

Gwen turned to Madeleine. ‘It would be nice to see somewhere new in Germany …’

Otto pulled out a card from his jacket pocket.

‘It is my student identification,’ he said, showing it to Gwen who passed it to Madeleine. ‘Rolf has the same.’

Madeleine glanced at it, then at Gwen.

‘I suppose it would make a change,’ she said slowly. 

‘Gut. Sehr gut.’ Rolf swallowed the rest of his beer. ‘We meet you at the Hauptbahnhof tomorrow morning at eleven.’ He jumped to his feet. ‘For now, we must go. It is good to meet you.’

‘Goodbye,’ Otto said, shaking hands with them. ‘I look forward to seeing you tomorrow.’ 

They both bowed, brought their heels together, and strode off.

‘That was a sudden departure,’ Gwen commented as her gaze followed the two boys. She turned back to Madeleine. ‘You didn’t seem too sure, Maddie.’ She pressed her friend’s hand. ‘We don’t have to go.’

‘I know we don’t.’ And then it struck her why she’d been reticent. She’d heard the announcement only yesterday on the wireless and seen how grim Herr Weinberg’s expression was when it had finished. He’d risen and switched it off with an angry click.

‘Damn the Nazis,’ he’d said and slammed out of the door.

‘What’s the matter, Maddie?’

Gwen’s question shook her into the present. 

‘Do you know where I bet they’re going in Nuremberg?’ 

Gwen shook her head. 

‘They’re celebrating the Anschluss – the so-called unification of Austria with Germany in March.’ Madeleine shuddered. ‘Some celebration – it was a deliberate takeover.’

‘The Austrians seemed happy enough,’ Gwen said. 

‘That’s what they reported in the newspapers. And who has control of the newspapers?’ Madeleine challenged.

‘The Nazis.’ Gwen bit her lip. ‘Oh, I see what you mean.’

Madeleine thought quickly. ‘Perhaps we should go and see for ourselves how the little Austrian runt persuades thousands he did the right thing. I saw a few seconds of it on Pathé News before I left England – it was incredible how his screaming and shouting appeals to the Germans and we’d be witnessing history right in front of our eyes.’ When Gwen hesitated, she added, ‘We can always leave if we don’t like it.’

‘All right, we’ll go if you think it’s important.’ 

‘But I want to avoid those two boys.’

‘Any particular reason?’

‘Yes, dear Gwennie. You can bet your life they’re in the Hitler Youth!’

The Hauptbahnhof was crowded with people shouting, jostling, laughing, pushing good-naturedly into each other, and obviously bent on having a good day out. For a few seconds Madeleine envied the jabbering Bavarians with their wide smiles showing white teeth in contrast to their tanned faces, many of them clad in shorts or Lederhosen, showing off their firm golden legs that looked as if they’d been mountain-climbing all summer, shaking hands and kissing cheeks and pushing through the doors of the waiting train to Nuremberg. She looked round. No sign of Rolf and Otto. Good. But even if they were here, she and Gwen would probably never spot them amongst the masses. She slipped her hand in Gwen’s arm. 

‘Come on, Gwennie – brace yourself for an adventure.’

The train was packed but Gwen spotted one empty seat. Madeleine nodded for her to take it. A young man sprang to his feet.

‘Bitte.’ He motioned for Madeleine to take his seat. ‘Setzen Sie sich bei Ihrer Freundin.’ 

For an instant Madeleine’s instinct was to refuse. She couldn’t bear the thought of sitting in the space so recently occupied by a youth who was probably a Nazi. The seat would still be warm from his behind. Stop this, she told herself. She was getting carried away with suspicion. They couldn’t all be Nazis.

‘Danke sehr,’ she replied as calmly as she could muster.

He nodded, giving her a slight smile.

Madeleine tuned her ear towards her fellow passengers. She’d become used to the strange Bavarian twang, so different from the pronunciation she’d learnt at school, but it was hard to follow the fast and furious delivery of her fellow passengers. After a while she followed Gwen’s example and closed her eyes.

‘Nürnberg,’ the conductor called.

Madeleine sprang up and tapped Gwen’s arm.

‘Come on, Gwen. We’re here.’

Almost everyone alighted. The two girls were pushed from behind by impatient passengers as they jostled to get to the door. 

‘Germans certainly don’t go in for queuing,’ Gwen said in her clear tones, as she and Madeleine scrambled down to the platform. 

‘Careful,’ Madeleine muttered. ‘You don’t know who’s listening and understands English – probably more than you might think.’ She hesitated, watching the surge of people all going in one direction. ‘We’ll follow the crowd. They’re bound to be going to the rally.’

It was a long walk from the railway station to the Luitpoldarena where the rally was to be held. Gwen complained constantly that something in her shoe was hurting her foot, but the crowds were so dense there was no room for her to stop and shake it out. To Madeleine it looked like thousands more people had joined them on their walk but this was only a fraction of what appeared to be hundreds of thousands of uniformed party members who were already in position, perfectly lined up and standing still as statues in the arena as far as the eye could see, ready to salute their Führer when he appeared. 

‘Goodness, I’ve never seen so many people in one place,’ Gwen said, her head turning from one side to the other. ‘It’s incredible.’

At the far end of the parkland, which appeared at least half a mile away, Madeleine saw what looked like three monolithic columns. They were each draped with a huge flag emblazoned with the swastika emblem. Everywhere she turned were enormous flags tied onto every conceivable post and building. That terrifying hooked-cross design. She felt her stomach curdle and swallowed hard. 

As though feeling just as queasy, Gwen said, ‘Look at all those children waving those hateful swastika flags. They have no idea what they’re doing, poor little kids.’

‘Keep your voice down,’ Madeleine hissed, though she still shivered at the signs. ‘Let’s go and find a space.’

‘It doesn’t look as though we’ll get even a glimpse of Hitler.’ Gwen bent to take her shoe off and flicked out a small stone. ‘Oh, that’s better.’ She straightened up and glanced round. ‘I never dreamt there’d be this many people. And look over there –’ she gestured with her arm ‘– there’s a film crew setting up their cameras.’

Madeleine glanced at her watch. It wasn’t yet one o’clock. The rally wasn’t due to start until two. But the atmosphere was electric. She could almost touch the excitement and anticipation within the crowd as they waited patiently for their leader. A wave of foreboding coursed through her body. 

Without warning a Wagnerian overture suddenly blared, the vibrations causing Gwen to startle and knock into her. Madeleine put out a steadying hand. Finally, the distorted sound of the overture ended. With barely a pause, a large group of Nazis began to sing Party songs in time with their marching. Their voices were perfectly in tune and the words so beautifully enunciated, it sounded almost religious – like a choir. Madeleine felt her scalp prickle. 

She grabbed Gwen’s arm. ‘I can’t take much more of this.’

‘I’m ready to go, too.’

The two of them turned, battling their way through the hordes going towards the rally and ignoring several angry expletives.

‘Geh mir aus dem Weg, dummes Weib,’ one middle-aged lady who was bursting out of her dirndl snapped.

‘Sorry,’ Madeleine said in English. 

‘What did she say?’ Gwen said.

‘She told me to get out of her way and that I was dumb – or something like that.’

‘Nice.’

They spent the next half-hour pushing through the people still coming in the opposite direction.

‘Oh, I’m so glad to be out of that place,’ Gwen said as they finally reached the station. ‘You know, Maddie, we didn’t need to hear Hitler after all. You only have to see that crowd to feel his evil presence. I just hope we don’t have to wait too long for the next train back to Munich.’




Chapter Four

‘I was becoming worried,’ Frau Weinberg said, relief showing in her eyes, when Madeleine stepped into the hallway that evening.

‘I’m sorry, Frau Weinberg. I didn’t realise how late it was.’

‘Have you eaten?’

Madeleine realised she was hungry. 

‘Um, not exactly.’

‘You have answered.’ Frau Weinberg’s voice was firm. ‘It will be ready soon. We will have chicken and dumplings. I have made it as it is Lotte’s favourite.’

‘Mine, too, and it sounds wonderful,’ Madeleine chuckled. ‘Where are the twins?’

‘They are doing their homework.’

To Madeleine’s relief, Frau Weinberg didn’t question her as to where she’d been, but she noticed the woman’s face looked drawn and suddenly much older.

‘Is anything the matter, Frau Weinberg?’

‘I do not think school went very well for the twins this week. They are keeping something from me. Maybe you can talk to them.’

‘I’ll have a word with them,’ Madeleine said, feeling guilty she hadn’t noticed anything amiss. 

She opened the classroom door to find two dark heads bent over their books on either side of the table which served as a desk. They looked up.

‘Maddie!’ Erich cried. ‘You are very late for supper. We have eaten all. Nothing is left for you.’

She couldn’t help smiling at his nonsense. 

‘It is not true,’ Lotte said in a loud voice. ‘We have not had supper.’

‘What is your homework for tomorrow?’

‘Numbers,’ said Lotte.

‘Mathematics,’ Erich corrected. He closed his book. ‘I have finished.’

‘And me.’ Lotte snapped her book shut.

Madeleine took in a breath. 

‘How are you getting on at school lately?’

‘All right.’ Erich’s voice sounded guarded, or was it Madeleine’s imagination?

‘What about you, Lotte?’

‘Freitag was not very nice.’ Lotte’s voice sounded thin and flat. 

Not at all like her usual strong, confident tones, Madeleine thought. She braced herself.

‘Why was that?’ she asked encouragingly.

‘Frau Winkelmann made us put our hands up,’ Lotte said.

‘What do you mean – she made you?’

‘Me and Erich.’ The child hesitated, then added, ‘All Jew children.’

‘Oh.’ Madeleine felt her insides curdle. She thought fast. ‘Are there other Jewish children in your class?’

‘Ja. Anna and Jacob and David. Frau Winkelmann write our names in her book.’

Five Jewish children. Madeleine bit her lip. 

‘When we finish class Gretchen says … said we are dirty Jews and she will not play wiz us.’

So here it was. She couldn’t ignore it. Madeleine swallowed.

‘Mutti does not allow us to go to school in dirty clothes,’ Erich said matter-of-factly.

Oh, how could she tell them that was not what Gretchen meant? And anyway, did the child understand the real meaning herself? Gretchen was likely only parroting her parents. But it wasn’t Madeleine’s place to explain.

‘Of course your mother doesn’t let you go to school in dirty clothes,’ she said briskly. ‘Now, do you have any questions about your homework before you read to me?’

‘Nein. But we are the children. You must read to us,’ Lotte said, squealing with laughter.

‘Sorry, Lotte, that won’t work. You’re the ones learning English. I can speak it fluently already.’

Relieved she’d managed to turn the conversation, Madeleine stayed with the twins another fifteen minutes while they read to her in English, and then she left them to pack up their books. She needed to speak to Frau Weinberg as a matter of urgency.

Back in the kitchen she noticed the slumped shoulders of Frau Weinberg and alarm filling her eyes when Madeleine mentioned how Gretchen had called the twins ‘dirty Jews’.

‘This is what I am afraid of.’ She looked directly at Madeleine. ‘This situation will not improve. It’s become steadily worse these last years.’ She shook her head as if to clear it from an impending bad dream. ‘We were lucky the twins were let into their school at all.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The percentage of Jewish children has dropped right down. Most Jewish children now have to go to a Jewish school run by their parents, but Hermann and I wanted ours to have a wider education. We felt it more healthy. Besides, as you have seen, we are secular Jews.’ She paused. ‘There is only one reason the teacher asked the Jewish children to raise their hands. It is to confirm them on a register. To maintain a record of the Jewish children, which means, of course, their families. Many of us do not have obvious Jewish names. It is a typical Nazi approach – to reach the children who are bound to tell the truth before their parents have a chance to conceal their identity.’

Madeleine swallowed the nausea that rushed to her throat.

‘The trouble is, they’re only eight, so they don’t yet understand the significance of such a cruel remark but they know things aren’t right.’ Madeleine bit her lip. 

Frau Weinberg gave a heavy sigh. ‘Hermann and I will speak to them.’ She looked up at Madeleine with tear-stained eyes. ‘Can you call the twins for supper, Madeleine?’

‘Yes, of course.’

Madeleine opened the schoolroom door but it was empty. Where on earth …? The twins’ books were open just as they’d been when she left the room. Madeleine didn’t hesitate. She took the stairs two at a time and heard Erich’s voice behind Lotte’s bedroom door. Gently opening it, she found Lotte sitting on the edge of her bed sobbing into her handkerchief and Erich with his arm around her. Both children spun round.

‘What’s the matter, Lotte?’ Madeleine said, rushing to sit on the other side of the child.

‘Gretchen is my best friend,’ Lotte wailed. ‘Why did she say I am dirty?’ She looked up at Madeleine. ‘I am not dirty, am I, Maddie? Mutti make us wash every day.’

‘Of course you’re not, darling. Why don’t you wipe your tears and come down for supper. You’ll feel better when you’ve had something to eat.’

‘I do not have hunger.’

‘You will when you smell Mutti’s delicious chicken and dumplings. It’s your favourite.’

Lotte wrinkled her nose, then blurted, ‘I am not going to school tomorrow. I hate it.’

‘We’ll see how you feel about it in the morning, love.’

Supper was much quieter than usual. Late to the table, Herr Weinberg took his place at the head and asked what sort of day the twins had had. His wife sent him a warning look, which only made him frown in response. Lotte pushed her knife and fork together, hardly having touched her meal, though Erich gobbled his at his usual speed.

‘You are tired,’ Frau Weinberg said. ‘It will be good for you both to go to bed early.’

‘I am not a baby,’ Erich protested. ‘I will soon be nine.’

‘So will Lotte,’ Madeleine said, taking the little girl’s hand. ‘Come on, darling. I’ll help you get ready and read you a story. Then you can go to sleep and dream of fairies.’

‘Lotte can,’ Erich said firmly, ‘but I shall dream of soldiers.’

‘You have a letter today, Madeleine.’ Frau Weinberg handed her an envelope the following morning with her mother’s unmistakeable clipped handwriting. 

Madeleine’s heart leapt. She’d take the twins to school, then read it in her room before she prepared their lessons for the weekend. An hour later she opened the envelope, anticipating news of home. Pulling out the two sheets of Basildon Bond notepaper, she read:

20th September 1938

My dear Madeleine,

I hope you had a nice birthday. However, your father and I are most concerned about your safety. Before you argue that you are perfectly all right, you will know by the time you receive this letter that Mr Chamberlain visited H a few days ago in Berchtesgaden, not far from where you are in Munich. Britain and France do not want war and Mr C is possibly the only man who can talk to H and hopefully make him see sense. This is my view and I think C will be successful. Your father is much more worried about the other possible outcome. Thank goodness I have my writing. I don’t know what I’d do if I didn’t have that, especially when I hardly see your father these days.

Now, Madeleine, because of these volatile times, we must insist that you come home immediately before it is too late and you are caught up in something dangerous. 

All the news is political at the moment and we can only keep our fingers crossed.

Please let us know the date you plan to leave. 

Your father and I send our love,

Mother 

P.S. Gordon and Raymond have sold the club and both joined the Royal Navy Fleet Air Arm and despite an added worry for us, your father and I are very proud of them.

On reading the last lines, Madeleine swallowed hard. She adored her brothers, born within a year of each other and five and six years older than her. They must think there was every possibility of a war if they’d given up the flying club they’d set up together more than two years ago. She skimmed her mother’s letter again. ‘… we must insist that you come home immediately …’ She blew out her cheeks. There was her mother still not recognising that at twenty-one she was now an adult. Then a curl of guilt brought a flush to her cheeks and the present shifted … 

It was last year just before Christmas when she’d stood on the opposite side of the desk to Mr Graham, the college principal, her jaw set defiantly though her legs felt none too stable.

‘Perhaps you would like to explain why there was a young man in your room yesterday evening when you know the rules perfectly well.’ He glared at her. ‘No boys and no men ever to be admitted into a student’s bedroom!’

‘I’m sorry, sir. He’s just a friend, wanting to help me with my French. I’m a bit further behind with French than with German,’ she added for good measure.

‘A friend, you say. Hmm. I don’t think so from what Miss Williams heard as she was passing your room and decided to look in.’ He stared at her pointedly. ‘Not that you would’ve noticed.’ His lip curled unattractively.

She didn’t answer. What was the point? She’d momentarily lost her head with Andrew’s brooding good looks and his pleading to let him be the first. The fumbling and the pain hadn’t been worth satisfying the curiosity as to what being made love to would feel like. She couldn’t for the life of her understand what all the fuss was about. But maybe in spite of all his bragging he was just as inexperienced as she’d been.

‘I shall be writing to your parents,’ Mr Graham said, leaning back on his comfortable chair, regarding her in the smoke-filled office.

‘Oh, please don’t do that, sir. Let me tell them I’m leaving of my own accord.’

‘I’m sorry.’ He looked down at the open file. ‘I’m afraid I must expel you.’

‘If you’d give me another chance, sir,’ she said but her words had fallen on deaf ears.

She would not let him see how shocked she felt. But she’d known it was coming. The starchy Miss Williams would have lost no time in reporting her.

A sliver of luck had been on her side as it was Friday. At least she wouldn’t have to pretend to her parents she was going to college. She’d have the weekend to try to work things out. The postman had delivered the letter from Mr Graham first thing Monday morning. Madeleine was waiting for him and picked up the white envelope addressed to Mr and Mrs W Hamilton. She was about to tuck it into her dressing-gown pocket and then destroy it when her mother appeared.

‘What was in the post?’

‘Nothing much. Just something for me.’

‘Then why is your face red?’ Her eyes fell on the envelope Madeleine was clutching. 

‘Let me see the envelope.’

It was no use. Silently, Madeleine handed it over. Her mother tore it open without bothering to find a letter opener as she would normally do. Henrietta Hamilton’s forehead creased with fury as she began to read.

‘You’ll be hearing from your father about this,’ she said through clenched teeth. ‘After all we’ve spent on your education … to give you as good as your brothers … and this is how you repay us.’ She stared at Madeleine. ‘Did you let him have his way with you?’

Madeleine stared stonily at her mother. She wasn’t a kid of sixteen, for goodness’ sake. But her mother went on:

‘I see. You obviously did. Well, you’ve disgraced your father and me. You’ve let us down in the worst possible way. I don’t know what to do with you. You’ve always been impetuous, Madeleine. Never taking any notice of us even though we’ve always wanted the best for you.’ She gave a heavy sigh. ‘I don’t know what your father will say – or your brothers.’

‘There’s no need to tell Gordon and Ray anything,’ Madeleine said, finally finding her voice. ‘They don’t tell us what they get up to and it’s probably a lot worse than me.’

‘Don’t you dare compare their behaviour with this … this—’ She flung the sheet of paper on the hall table. ‘I’m disgusted with you. You can go to your room.’

‘Sorry, Mother, I’ll do nothing of the kind. If you haven’t noticed, I’m no longer a child.’

‘Well, you’re behaving like one.’ Her mother glanced in the region of Madeleine’s stomach. ‘I just hope you’re not about to have one.’

‘Don’t worry, Mother. If I was, I won’t hang around to bring even more shame on the family.’

With that, she’d flounced out of the door, holding in the sobs until she was well clear of the house.

It was only when her monthlies finally came five days after they were due, when she’d been worrying herself sick, that she realised the risk she’d taken and how lucky she’d been. What an absolute fool. It could have wrecked her chances for a career, her future happiness – everything. She vowed never to do anything so stupid where a man was concerned ever again. No wonder Mother had been so furious. She must have seen only too well how close her daughter had come to ruining her life. It took several more days before Madeleine realised she needed to apologise.

Feeling bitterly ashamed of herself, she finally faced her mother.

‘I’m sorry I was rude to you, Mother. I am truly grateful how you paid for me to go to college and I didn’t repay you in the way I should.’ 

Her mother simply nodded. That was all. Just a nod that she’d heard. Madeleine gave an inward sigh. What would it have cost her mother to give her a hug and tell her all was forgiven, and that whatever happened she still loved her daughter?

But her mother’s affection was always reserved for her two sons – although Gordon and Raymond were oblivious to the fact. They always acted as though they were one happy family and Madeleine had never hinted to anyone outside the family that the actuality was very different. She remembered when she was only fourteen that she once told her older brothers, now nineteen and twenty, they were her mother’s favourites. 

‘Silly goose,’ Raymond had chuckled, giving her hair a playful tug. ‘She loves us all the same.’

‘She doesn’t … honestly. She told me once she wished I’d been another boy.’ Madeleine looked at her brothers through her hated wire-rimmed spectacles, appealing to them to believe her. 

‘She was just ribbing you.’

‘She wasn’t, Ray. I wish you’d believe me.’

‘Hmm.’ Gordon stroked his moustache. ‘Maybe she wants to be the only beauty in the house and she can see her daughter growing up to be a lovely young lady … well, you are without those hideous glasses.’ He grinned. ‘You never know, Mother just might be a teensy-weensy bit jealous.’

She knew they were teasing her but it had struck her at the time that perhaps there was more than a whisper of truth in her brother’s idle suggestion. 

Seeing that advertisement in The Lady magazine for someone to teach twins in Bavaria had been like a lifeline, Madeleine thought, as she skimmed her mother’s letter again in the now-familiar Munich bedroom. She took in a deep breath. Maybe her parents were right. Maybe this was the time to leave … to go back to England with Gwen. So why was she hesitating? 

That evening Herr Weinberg came home from his shop looking, to Madeleine’s eyes, even more drawn than usual. He nodded to her, then kissed his wife on both cheeks.

‘Hitler has just announced that if the Czech Government have not ceded all the Sudeten lands by 1st October, Germany will occupy them immediately. That only gives them a few days to make such a decision.’ He briefly shut his eyes, then added, ‘Those poor Czechs losing such a vast area of their country to that maniac.’ Wiping his forehead with a handkerchief, he looked at his wife. ‘You know what that means, my dear?’

‘Yes, of course I do.’ Frau Weinberg’s voice sounded as though it came from the bottom of a well. ‘He won’t stop at Czechoslovakia. Poland will be next on his list.’

‘Not only that,’ Herr Weinberg sighed heavily, ‘but he’s risking war with Britain.’

Madeleine gulped. The twins … putting up their hands in the classroom to be singled out as Jews would be nothing if Hitler began to invade other countries. Yet surely his advisers wouldn’t allow him to go this far. But it was said that Hitler rarely took any advice. Her stomach churned. Suddenly the possibility of war with Britain now looked extremely likely.

‘I think Miss Hamilton should return to England.’ This time he looked at Madeleine directly. ‘For your own safety, my dear.’ 
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