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Author’s note

This novel is a work of fiction. The plot described in the following pages has no basis in reality, and there’s no suggestion that the Royal Librarian at Windsor Castle during the Second World War handed over any of his responsibilities. Yet it’s undoubtedly true that the Royal Family would have been in great danger had Britain been invaded by Nazi Germany, which seemed likely during the summer of 1940. Hitler apparently believed King George VI would abdicate during the relentless bombing of London during the Blitz, which began that September, and there’s evidence that he was planning to reinstate the Duke of Windsor on the throne with a puppet government carrying out Nazi orders, similar to the Vichy regime in France. 

The princesses, Elizabeth and Margaret, stayed at Windsor from May 1940 until the end of the war, and Princess Elizabeth enlisted in the ATS when she turned eighteen in 1945. Plans were prepared for the Royal Family to be secretly evacuated to a house in the country – and possibly from there to Canada – but they were never put into effect. I’ve tried to convey something of the atmosphere of the castle in those times: the chilly stone corridors, gloomy dungeons and weapons mounted on every wall. And something of the princesses’ characters, too: Elizabeth aware of her responsibilities from a young age, and Margaret charming but naughty, clamouring for attention. 

For obvious reasons, it’s been difficult to find out much about life at Windsor Castle both then and now. I was directed to a fascinating file in the Royal Archives at Windsor, giving details of ration cards, fuel restrictions, the need to salvage string – and even a letter from one of the secretaries living in the north terrace, requesting permission to continue using their wireless sets, which I wove into the story. And Marion Crawford, the princesses’ nanny, recounts in her book The Little Princesses being taken to the vaults by the Royal Librarian and shown the Crown Jewels, stuffed into a biscuit tin. 

I was also inspired to create the character of George Sinclair by reading about Thomas Kendrick and his MI6 secretaries at the British Passport Office in Vienna; he and his staff worked long hours granting visas that enabled hundreds of Austrian Jews to escape the country. Helen Fry’s books, The Walls Have Ears and Spymaster: The Man Who Saved MI6, give a fascinating insight into this extraordinary man. And that dreadful incident in the Prater park in Vienna on 23 April 1938, which I describe in the book, is also true. 

In short, I’ve taken a few facts and a lot of imagination to launch a giant ‘what if?’ I hope readers will forgive my temerity, and enjoy the ride. 




Prologue

Windsor Castle, July 1940

Sophie is taken away through St George’s Gate for the last time. She knows in her heart she won’t be coming back. Her wrists are handcuffed behind her back, and she’s escorted by two policemen, one on each side, as though she were the most dangerous criminal in Britain. ‘I’m not the enemy,’ she wants to shout, but no one will believe her. Heads turned as she marched along the corridors from the Superintendent’s office, past footmen in battle-dress livery and housemaids appearing from nowhere to gawp. She could guess what they were thinking: ‘We never trusted that girl, and look how right we were.’ 

I am the Royal Librarian, she reminds herself, straightening her shoulders, and I have done nothing wrong. Is that true, though? Even now, she has no idea.

She catches sight of the Long Walk rolling away through the park, and the memory of the times she has found sanctuary there, mourning her parents, pierces her like a knife. What would they say if they could see her, paraded in all her shame? But they are both gone, and she is alone in a strange country. She has been playing for high stakes and lost the game, and there is no one to speak up for her anymore.




Chapter One

Vienna, March 1938

Sophie and her father listened in silence to the noise outside their apartment: car horns blaring, people cheering, a bicycle bell trilling over and over like a demented bird and, far in the distance, the alarming beat of drums. The wireless was only playing German military music, so they’d switched it off. 

Sophie went to the window and stared out for the hundredth time at the people milling about below, many clutching swastika flags that matched the banners hanging from balconies and pasted over hoardings. A few days before, the Chancellor had announced his resignation on the radio and let the Nazis take control of the government. He’d asked God to bless Austria at the end of the broadcast, but without much hope. ‘God save us all,’ Sophie’s mother Ingrid had muttered, and her father had had tears in his eyes. And now Adolf Hitler was back in the country of his birth, being driven in triumph at that very moment through the streets he’d once swept. Ingrid had gone to her cake shop, not far from the Ringstrasse, to make sure it wasn’t looted; there was a febrile atmosphere in the city that they all knew could soon lead to violence. The schools were closed, and so was the library where Sophie worked. Today, anything could happen – and her little sister Hanna still wasn’t home. Sophie reproached herself for letting Hanna out to play at her best friend’s house. The Blumenthals lived several streets away and Gretel’s older brother had recently joined the Hitler Youth brigade. What if Frau Blumenthal had taken Hanna and Gretel out into the streets to join in the celebrations? 

She turned away from the window, sighing.

‘Try not to worry,’ her father said, looking up from his book. ‘Hanna’s with Gretel and she’s a sensible girl – I’m sure they’ll stick together.’ 

Yet Sophie couldn’t bear to be confined a minute longer in the dark, cramped apartment. ‘I’ll go round to the Blumenthals’,’ she told him. ‘I shouldn’t have let her visit them today. The least I can do is bring her back.’

‘You’d be better off staying here,’ Otto replied. ‘They might have gone out somewhere and you have no idea where.’

‘That’s exactly what I’m afraid of,’ Sophie said. ‘We should be together at a time like this and it’s bad enough Mutti’s not home. I need to find my sister.’

Her father shifted uneasily in his chair. He didn’t want to be left alone, Sophie realised, with a pang of sympathy mixed with irritation and fear. What would happen to the family if Otto were no longer in charge? 

‘Well, if there’s any sign of trouble,’ he warned, ‘come straight home.’

Not so long ago, he would have been out looking for his daughter himself, but since losing his job at the National Library the week before, he hadn’t left the apartment. Sophie would find him sitting in a chair, staring into space. Her father’s only crime was to have Jewish parents: a fact she and her sister had hardly been aware of until recently. Now everyone seemed to know Herr Klein’s guilty secret. Sophie could only assume that somehow the Blumenthals hadn’t heard; as soon as they did, the invitations to play with Gretel would dry up. Her quietly confident father had become timid and hesitant, unable to make the smallest decision. The day before, a neighbour from the floor above – a minor government official – had rapped on their door and virtually pushed his way in, demanding the keys to the family car.

‘You won’t be needing it anymore,’ the man had said, and laughed. ‘It’s not as though you can go anywhere.’

Otto had made some half-hearted protest but given in embarrassingly quickly when the neighbour threatened to come back with his friends. ‘What could I do?’ he’d said to the family. ‘He’d have taken the car anyway.’ But he couldn’t look any of them in the face and spent the afternoon shut in his bedroom. 

Sophie took her coat from the hall stand, tied a headscarf low over her brow and ran down the stairs of their apartment building. Neither she nor Hanna conformed to the dark-haired Jewish stereotype. Sophie was a blend of her parents’ colouring, with olive skin that turned nut-brown in summer, honey-coloured hair and light green eyes, while Hanna’s blonde curls and blue eyes came directly from their mother. No one would think she had a drop of Jewish blood in her. Hanna had probably simply lost track of the time, parading about Gretel’s apartment in Frau Blumenthal’s high-heeled shoes or chatting with her friend on the swings in the park nearby. There was no answer when Sophie rang the bell of the Blumenthals’ apartment, however, and the park was empty save for an elderly man, marooned on a bench with his dog. Everyone was out in the streets. 

Sophie’s heart quickened as she stepped into the crowded street, scanning the various groups of people for a glimpse of Hanna’s red beret and blue coat. It was a bright spring afternoon, the tightly furled buds of the magnolia trees about to burst into flower. 

‘Achtung!’ shouted a teenage boy, wobbling past on his bicycle with a girl balanced on the crossbar who shrieked with laughter. Sophie stepped back, colliding with a family dressed in their best clothes, their faces alight with excitement and the children clutching swastika flags. ‘Hurry up, Grandpa,’ a small boy urged. ‘We’ll never catch up with the Führer at this rate!’

And then walking down the middle of the road came a gang of the Hitler Youth, arms linked, chests puffed out in white shirts and red swastika armbands. There must have been about ten of them, pink-cheeked and proud in their moment of glory. Sophie took shelter in the doorway of an apartment building and turned her face away as they marched by. The little boy who’d urged his grandfather to hurry shouted, ‘Sieg Heil!’ in a squeaky voice and raised his right arm in the Nazi salute, which they ignored. 

‘What are you doing, sucking up to those thugs?’ Sophie felt like asking the kid, but the shameful truth was, she was frightened of the boys, even though they couldn’t have been older than fourteen or fifteen. She had once seen a pair of them kick away the stick of an elderly rabbi and beat him with it when he fell in the gutter. When she’d tried to intervene, one had twisted her arm behind her back until she’d cried out in pain. They did as they pleased because no one dared stop them, and now their leader had arrived, they would be bolder and nastier than ever.

Sophie waited until the Hitler Youth were a safe distance away before joining the stream of people heading for the city centre. She would go as far as the canal, she decided, and hope to meet Hanna and Gretel on their way home. Approaching the bridge, she found barriers in place along the main road as ranks of soldiers in grey-green uniform with rifles over their shoulders marched in time with the military band towards the centre of the old town, while SS stormtroopers linked arms to hold back the spectators. Following behind the troops were teams of horses pulling wheeled guns, jeeps crammed with military personnel and then a long line of grey Mercedes gliding past with darkened windows. Swastikas were everywhere she looked: on the flags waved by children, on the soldier’s armbands, rippling on banners hung from balconies. And all around her, people were cheering at the tops of their voices, craning to catch a glimpse of the German troops who had come to occupy their country. 

‘Sieg Heil!’ screamed a middle-aged woman next to Sophie, raising her right arm in the Nazi salute and practically toppling over in her excitement. Children were hoisted on their parents’ shoulders, boys perched on lampposts and the stormtroopers watched with grim satisfaction. 

‘I saw him, the Führer,’ shouted a man pushing his way through. ‘Half an hour ago. He was standing in a Jeep. You might as well leave; he won’t come this way again.’ But nobody took any notice.

Sophie’s heart was hammering against her chest as she fumbled to retie her headscarf, dislodged in the melee. She couldn’t bear to think of her little sister lost in this scrum but there was no hope of finding Hanna here and being surrounded a second longer by these idiotic, grinning faces was intolerable. 

‘Let me through,’ she called, raising her arms in front of her face. ‘I have to get home.’ 

‘Watch it,’ a man growled, and a shove in the back sent her stumbling forward into the side of a large woman in a fur coat who tutted and thrust her away, so vigorously that she fell on her hands and knees. I could die here, she thought; these people could trample me underfoot and no one would do anything to help. They could sense she was afraid and would turn on her like a pack of wild animals. 

Yet just at that moment, she heard a voice ask, ‘Sophie? Is that you?’ and someone was lifting her up.

Her rescuer was Wilhelm Fischer: a boy she’d known in junior school who lived not far from the Kleins, and whom she still occasionally bumped into. He’d been the cleverest boy in the class and she the cleverest girl, and they’d always been rivals rather than friends. She found him arrogant and he, she suspected, thought her a prig. Still, she was relieved to see him now.

‘Let’s get out of here,’ he said, taking her by the arm and managing to clear a path through the crowd. He was broad-shouldered with sharp elbows and a menacing air, and he was blond, too: as fair as any Aryan youth leader could have wanted. People got out of his way. 

Wilhelm steered her towards a quieter side street and then into the shelter of an arched doorway, where they took stock of each other. He looked much older than the last time she’d seen him, the year before, skating with his friends around the outdoor ice rink. He’d lost weight since then and needed a shave.

‘Come to celebrate our glorious leader?’ he asked, scrutinising her. ‘Where’s your flag?’

‘I’m just trying to find my little sister,’ she replied. ‘Where’s yours?’

‘I must have left it at home.’ He glanced warily up and down the street before adding, ‘You know I’m a Communist, don’t you?’

‘The news must have passed me by.’ Her attempt at a joke fell flat. ‘Though I suppose you’re keeping it quiet.’ The party had been banned since a Fascist government had come to power in Austria five years before.

‘I was, but they’ve rumbled me. I’ve been in jail for the past couple of months.’ 

‘I’m sorry,’ Sophie said awkwardly. She wasn’t sure how to act around the cocky schoolboy who seemed to have suddenly turned into a man.

‘Don’t be. It was fine; I met some interesting people.’ He took another look around and then said in a lower voice, ‘We can fight back, you know. That bastard Hitler won’t have it all his own way.’

Sophie let out her breath. ‘I hate him as much as you. My father’s Jewish.’

Wilhelm whistled, and looked at her for a few seconds without speaking. ‘So what are you going to do?’

‘I’m not sure. We’ll try to leave, I suppose, but it might be too late.’ She swallowed a rising sense of panic. ‘My mother didn’t want to abandon her shop, you see, and she’s not Jewish – she never converted. We have passports but we need a sponsor before we can get visas for another country.’

‘Aren’t there organisations that can help you?’

‘Perhaps.’ But the Kleins weren’t part of the Jewish community. Her father didn’t go to synagogue or observe the religious holidays, they didn’t live in a Jewish area or eat kosher food at home, and her parents’ friends came from many different backgrounds. The family opened Christmas presents under a candle-lit tree and celebrated Easter with decorated eggs. When it was time for religious education at school, first Sophie and then Hanna had stayed in their seats when the Jewish children were taken out for separate instruction, learning about the Christian faith instead. They had sensed the danger of their Jewishness, such as it was, even then. Otto’s family had cut him off for marrying outside the faith, so Hanna and Sophie didn’t see their Klein relatives. They were Mischlinge: half Jews with a foot in each camp, belonging properly to neither. 

‘Well, let me know if I can help,’ Wilhelm said. ‘You remember where we live?’

Sophie nodded. ‘Thanks. That’s kind of you.’ 

‘See you, then.’ He sauntered off down the street, his hands in his pockets. ‘Wait!’ she shouted, running after him. He turned, shading his eyes against the sun.

‘Why are you here today?’ she asked.

He grinned and for a moment they might have been twelve, listening to Herr Meyer droning on about the unification of Germany. ‘Sizing up the enemy.’ He pointed his fingers in the shape of a gun. ‘One day I might get lucky.’

‘Be careful,’ she said, and he put a hand to his forehead in a mock salute, which turned into a wave. She watched until he’d disappeared from view, wanting to call him back again but unable to think of a reason.




Chapter Two

Vienna, March 1938

It was another hour before Sophie caught sight of Hanna from her vantage point at the end of the Blumenthals’ street. Her sister was walking hand in hand with Frau Blumenthal while Gretel skipped along on her mother’s other side. Both girls were holding swastika flags and chattering at the tops of their voices. 

Sophie was flooded with such sweet relief, she thought for a moment her legs might give way. ‘There you are,’ she said in a bright, false voice, approaching the trio. ‘Goodness, we were beginning to get worried. You’re very late, Hanna.’

‘We saw the Führer!’ Hanna’s eyes were shining. ‘He was standing in a tank.’

‘That was one of the generals, silly,’ Gretel put in. ‘But there were horses, too, and so many soldiers.’ She swung her arms and legs stiffly, imitating the goose step, and both girls collapsed into giggles. Perhaps it wouldn’t be such a bad thing if the Blumenthals dropped Hanna; Sophie had always disliked the way her sister behaved when she was with Gretel.

‘I told the girls, one day they’ll tell their children they were here today.’ Frau Blumenthal was as jubilant as her daughter. ‘You just wait and see; now the Führer’s in charge, things will start looking up.’

Sophie took Hanna by the hand, extracting the swastika flag at the same time. ‘What do you say to Frau Blumenthal?’ she asked.

‘Thank you for having me,’ Hanna parroted, then stuck her tongue out at Gretel.

Sophie forced herself to smile at the woman before she took her sister away. 

‘What’s the matter?’ Hanna asked warily, once they were alone. ‘Are you cross about something?’

Sophie knelt beside her. ‘I’ve been worried, that’s all, not knowing where you were. And this is not a day to be celebrating, whatever Frau Blumenthal says.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Listen to me, Liebchen. Hitler is a horrible man: he hates Jews, including Papa and you and me. He doesn’t want people like us in this country.’

Hanna pulled her hand from Sophie’s grip. ‘But Papa isn’t really Jewish and nor are we. That’s why Opa and Oma Klein don’t want to see us.’ 

‘We’re Jewish enough, believe me,’ Sophie said grimly, hiding the swastika flag in her pocket to dispose of later. She couldn’t bring herself to carry it openly, not even for protection. A few streets away from home, they passed a group of Jews on their hands and knees, scrubbing at the pro-independence slogans that had been daubed on pavements and walls. A Hitler Youth brigade stood over them: children humiliating grown men and women before an audience of Vienna’s finest citizens in search of entertainment.

‘Why are the boys making those people do the cleaning?’ Hanna whispered. ‘They didn’t write on the pavements, did they?’

‘That doesn’t make any difference,’ Sophie said, squeezing her sister’s hand. ‘It’s just an excuse to pick on them.’

‘But that wouldn’t happen to Papa, would it?’ Hanna asked.

Sophie was torn between an instinct to protect her sister and the need to tell her the truth. Hanna was the golden child, who’d arrived by some miracle ten years after her sister and been adored ever since – especially by Sophie, who’d become like a second mother to her while Ingrid was busy at work. Hanna used to cry each morning when Sophie set off for school and would be waiting at the window to catch sight of her when she came home in the afternoon. Sophie was the only person who could soothe Hanna’s tantrums, the one she’d cry out for if she fell over. 

‘Probably not,’ she told Hanna now, ‘but you never know.’

Their mother must have spotted them coming down the street because she was waiting in the doorway of their apartment building by the time they approached. ‘Thank God,’ she said, hugging them both. ‘Now run upstairs, Hanna – the door’s open.’

They watched her go, skipping into the gloomy foyer like a small blonde sprite. Ingrid turned to Sophie. ‘Things are bad. It’s worse than I feared.’

‘Did something happen at the shop?’ Sophie asked. 

‘Some thugs burst in, looking for Tamara and wanting to know if I was Jewish. Somebody must have denounced us.’ Tamara Grossman was her mother’s assistant, a wonderful pastry chef and a committed, practising Jew. 

‘And did they find her?’ Sophie looked into her mother’s worried face, noticing the shadows under her eyes, the tic when she was tired that made her left eyelid droop and the perpetual frown creasing her forehead these days. Frau Klein had always seemed young for her age, with her girlish figure and unlined skin, but today anyone would have thought she was ten years older. 

‘I told her not to come in today, thank God. In the end, they smashed up a cabinet and went away.’ Ingrid took Sophie by the shoulders. ‘You’ve been out in the streets, you’ve seen how people are behaving. I have to take care of Papa, but you must keep Hanna safe. Do you understand?’

‘Of course, always. We’ll all look after each other.’

‘That’s not what I mean. You girls have to leave Vienna, as soon as you can.’

A cold hand had squeezed Sophie’s heart. ‘But what about you and Papa?’ she stammered, willing herself to have misunderstood.

‘We’ll try to follow, but you must go now. I have to stay with Otto, and it may be more difficult for him to escape.’

‘How can we get away, though?’ Sophie asked. ‘I mean, we have passports but not the proper visas. And where would we go?’

‘We’ll think of something.’ Ingrid rubbed her forehead. ‘Maybe you could have a word with Judith Dichter? I heard a rumour they were off soon.’ 

The Dichters were a Jewish family who lived on the ground floor. Sophie used to play with Judith Dichter when she was younger, but their mothers had had some kind of falling out; she could remember only raised voices and slammed doors, and then Judith had gone to a Jewish school, and the two girls had gradually lost touch. Sophie wondered now whether the Dichters’ faith and the Kleins’ lack of it might have caused the argument. 

‘We’d better go upstairs,’ her mother said, ‘or Papa will wonder what we’re talking about. Not a word to him yet – he’ll only worry.’ 

Sophie followed her mother, head reeling. She’d stepped from solid ground into thin air and the rush of vertigo made her heart race. Managing by herself would be hard enough but to cope with Hanna, too, in a foreign country where they knew no one – it was a terrifying prospect. Why couldn’t her parents come with them? Were they simply too frightened to leave Vienna? 

Early that evening, Sophie steeled herself to call on the Dichters. It had been a long time since she’d set foot in their apartment, and she wasn’t sure of her welcome. It seemed an age before Frau Dichter opened the door a crack, and only after Sophie had identified herself. 

‘You were lucky to catch us,’ she said. ‘We’re off tomorrow, baruch Hashem, which I’m guessing is why you’re here. Do you want to say goodbye to Judith?’

‘Yes, thank you,’ Sophie said, ‘I should like that. Where are you going? And how did you manage it?’

Frau Dichter smiled grimly. ‘So now you want our help, and your mother’s too proud to ask for it. Well, suppose I can’t blame her for that. You’ll need to work hard and pray for a good helping of luck. Do you have passports?’ Sophie nodded. ‘That’s something. You have to get exit visas to leave Austria, which will cost you plenty, and then entry visas for whichever country is willing to let you in. You all speak English, don’t you? That should help.’

Sophie nodded again. Frau Klein’s mother had been born in England and lived there until she was sixteen, so she had made sure Ingrid could speak the language fluently, and Ingrid had followed that example in turn with her own daughters. She’d talk in English to them so frequently that it became second nature, and had read each of them bedtime stories from Beatrix Potter to Charles Dickens. Just as well, as things turned out.

‘And where are you going?’ she asked.

Apparently the Dichters had spent hours in the library, looking through British and American telephone directories and firing off letters to random strangers, begging for help and employment. 

‘We had two replies,’ Frau Dichter said. ‘One from New York and one from a place called Liverpool. It’s a city in northern England, and that’s where we’re heading. It’s impossible to get a visa for America. Go to the British Embassy and queue up there – you’re young and they might take pity on you. The officials are very helpful.’

‘And you’re all going? Herr Dichter, too?’

‘My husband is already in Paris.’ A shadow crossed Frau Dichter’s face. ‘He was there on business so he’s staying where he is. But wait, I’ll call Judith.’

Judith appeared: a wraith of a girl with dark, deep-set eyes. She and Sophie had drifted so far apart that they had little to say to each other, especially on such a momentous day. 

‘I hope everything goes well for you.’ Sophie wished she could come up with something a little more original. ‘Good luck.’ 

‘Thank you. You, too.’ 

Desperately, Sophie searched for some parting memory. ‘Do you remember that time we climbed a tree in the park and got stuck, and your brother had to talk us down?’

‘Of course. How could I forget?’ Judith smiled but her lip trembled. On an impulse, Sophie hugged her.

Judith pulled back, resisting the embrace. ‘Get out of Vienna as fast as you can,’ she said quietly in Sophie’s ear. ‘There’s nothing for us here.’

The next day, Adolf Hitler gave a speech from the balcony of the Hofburg Palace to the hundreds of thousands of townspeople crammed into Heroes’ Square, announcing Austria was now part of the German Reich. The Kleins stayed at home – the schools being still closed – except for Ingrid, who had decided to reopen her shop, despite the risks, rather than mope around the apartment. The wireless played nothing but Nazi anthems so the girls and their father sat quietly, reading or absorbed in their own thoughts. 

Later that evening, after Hanna had gone to bed and Sophie was doing the washing up after supper, she said to her mother, ‘I really think we should all stay together. You can cook, Papa can drive, and we speak English – surely someone will want to employ us and let Hanna carry on at school. If we can find jobs in England, then we’ll be able to get visas.’

Ingrid laid down the tea towel. ‘It’ll be so much harder for the four of us to find work, and there’s no time to waste. You girls must be the priority. Don’t worry about Papa and me; he’ll stay quietly at home while I run the shop – no one will bother us if we lie low. And then maybe we can follow you. This is for the best, I promise. You’ll soon find a job in an English or American library while Hanna goes to school. Can you look after her? I know it’s a lot to ask.’

‘I suppose so,’ Sophie replied, dazed. The future that lay before her was changing by the day. She’d been working at the local library since she’d left school at sixteen, learning the fundamentals of cataloguing and stock acquisition, while her father taught her the finer principles of curatorship at evenings and weekends. Otto was a conservator and curator at the magnificent National Library of Vienna, and Sophie was determined to work there herself one day. She loved the calm regularity of librarianship; each book a treasure trove of information or experience that would be categorised, labelled and stored in its rightful place. And she could think of nothing more magical than spending her days surrounded by stories. 

‘You’re such a clever girl, Sophie,’ Ingrid said, clearly willing her daughter not to make things any more difficult than they already were. ‘You can do anything if you put your mind to it.’

For the next few weeks, Sophie spent every waking moment thinking about one thing alone: escape. As well as placing advertisements in two British newspapers, she was also writing letters to strangers every day and standing in endless queues at various government buildings, trying to find out what documentation was required to leave the country. They would need a lot of money to pay the Austrian authorities, that much was clear, as well as funds to take with them, so she and her mother set about selling as much of the family’s jewellery and furniture as could be spared. By tacit agreement, they didn’t consult Otto in these arrangements; his position as head of the family no longer seemed relevant. They said nothing to Hanna either, not wanting to worry her until the last moment, but Sophie and her mother had urgent, whispered conversations every evening after supper. 

‘You and Papa could come abroad with us,’ Sophie pleaded yet again. ‘At least let me try.’ 

Frau Klein only shook her head. ‘Your father can’t start again, not in this state, and I won’t leave him. He’s a good man and he needs me.’

But we need you too, Sophie longed to say, though she knew that was unfair. Her parents were devoted to each other. In the early days when her father was so happy in his work at the library, her mother had just opened the cake shop and Hanna was an adorable, curly-haired toddler, their apartment had been full of sunshine and laughter. Now it was a dark, dreary place and Otto Klein a morose stranger dressed in her father’s clothes.

‘You have to understand,’ her mother said, ‘I’m Papa’s only protection: they’ll arrest him immediately if I leave. As long as I’m here, he’s safe.’ 

Ingrid had changed since the Germans had arrived in Vienna. She had always been practical and hard-working, but now there was a hardness in her eyes and a note of determination in her voice that Sophie hadn’t heard before. ‘Now let me get on,’ she said, putting on her apron. ‘I need to make a cake for Hanna.’

Hanna would be nine in a couple of days. None of them could have had any idea that her birthday would mark a turning point in their family history: a day so unimaginably awful, it would haunt Sophie for the rest of her life.





Chapter Three

Philadelphia, December 2021

Lacey waited for the lights to change at the corner of the street, stamping her feet to keep the circulation going and shifting her groceries from one hand to the other. She could see her apartment building from here, which was reassuring; in another five minutes, she’d be home. Stepping back to avoid a spray of slush from a passing car, she collided with a woman behind her who growled some inaudible curse. Lacey apologised, clutching her grocery sacks against her chest, although what she could have said was, ‘Why do you have to stand so close?’ Why was everyone in the store and on the sidewalk – and in fact the whole of Philly – determined to shuffle right up to her with their germs and smells and hostile eyes? Especially those who weren’t wearing masks and probably weren’t vaccinated either, not even once? She turned and headed towards a side street where there weren’t so many people around, which meant she lost sight of her home for a few minutes. But that was OK; she knew it was there. 

To calm down, she pictured herself entering the keypad code, pushing open the outer door, walking the fifteen paces across the lobby with its tired pot plants and taking the three flights of stairs to her apartment – she never used the elevator anymore – then unlocking her very own door, dumping her bags in the hall and closing it behind her. Not much further to go. Across the road and along the sidewalk, where all she had to navigate was a mean-looking dog on the end of an extending leash whose owner wasn’t paying attention, and a delivery guy weaving past on a bicycle, then turn the corner and she could see her building again. Breathing in to a count of three and out to a count of five, keeping her eyes fixed on the reassuring brownstone, her heart rate spiked only momentarily when an ambulance swerved past with its siren blaring. At last the outer door was open and she was inside. She paused for a moment with her eyes shut, steadying herself before tackling the stairs. See, that wasn’t so bad.

‘Oh, hi, Lacey!’ called a voice from the floor above. ‘How’s it going?’ 

She experienced the usual flash of panic before realising it was the good-looking guy from the apartment opposite hers: Rick, whom she’d had once had a crush on, a lifetime ago. Now she couldn’t bear to look him in the face. 

‘Fine,’ she said, trying to sound casual. ‘Just popped out for some groceries, you know how it is.’

‘Still writing?’ He was leaning against the wall with his arms folded, watching with a patronising smile as she made it to the landing. (And not offering to help, incidentally.) 

‘Yup. Just finishing a script.’ She pushed past, willing him to stand aside. ‘Better get back to it.’

‘Sure. But I was meaning to ask, is there any chance you could feed Rosa this weekend?’

‘Um, let me think.’ She paused on the threshold of her apartment and felt in her pocket for the key, a bag of apples threatening to fall from the top of the sack. ‘Yeah, should be OK.’

‘Thanks, you’re a star. We’ll be back Sunday.’ He flashed the smile again before retreating into his minimalist lair. 

Ugh, Lacey thought, slamming the door with one foot behind her. Why couldn’t she just say no? This guy had strung her along for months, getting her to feed his cat and take in his packages, inviting her for the occasional coffee to keep her interested and then casually introducing her to his boyfriend when she happened to bump into them early one morning. She’d heard him whisper as she walked away, and they’d both laughed. He’d known exactly what he was doing; he’d taken her for a fool, and she was still behaving like one.

‘You have to realise, some guys are just deeply disappointing,’ her sister Jess had said. ‘That’s your problem, Lacey. Your imagination is in overdrive and your bullshit detector isn’t switched on.’ Jess often made sweeping pronouncements like that; sometimes she would follow them with a laugh, which was even more irritating. Being four years older didn’t give her the right to lay down the law about everything. She was a research scientist, involved in some mysterious project to do with gene therapy, and didn’t set much store by imagination. 

How did other people fall into relationships so easily, and then maintain them? Lacey wondered, walking through to the kitchen. Jess had had three long-term boyfriends before finally settling down with Chris and having children; Lacey had had a thousand ridiculous crushes but never managed to stay with anyone for longer than a couple of months. Her timing was all wrong: as soon as she began to fall in love with whichever guy she was dating, he disappeared faster than a rat up a drainpipe. 

‘You try too hard,’ Jess had told her. ‘You’re super intense and that puts men off.’

But now Lacey wasn’t trying at all; any sort of male attention these days made her feel sick. She’d been glad of the chance to hide away during lockdown and lick her wounds in private, thankful to have a job that allowed her to spend hours alone instead of having to pretend to be normal in a busy office. After a few years trying to make a living as a journalist, she’d fallen into ghostwriting. She’d been interviewing a wheelchair basketball athlete, a young woman who’d been paralysed after a car accident, and they’d got on so well and the girl had been so inspiring that when she’d asked Lacey for her help in writing a memoir, Lacey had agreed without thinking twice. The book had found a publisher and sold well, Lacey had found an agent, and that was the start of her new career. 

Most of the time, people asked her to shape their life stories for self-publication, but occasionally publishers commissioned her to work with a celebrity, which could be challenging. She’d learned early on not to think of herself as these people’s friend, no matter how close they became during the process; they lived in a different universe and although she might share it for a while, she’d never be welcome there on a permanent basis. Sometimes a star who’d shared too much would threaten her with injunctions the next day, implying she’d somehow tricked them into giving their secrets away. Yet Lacey still got a thrill from writing, despite the hassles with ridiculous schedules and an occasional difficult client, and the joy of holding a printed book that she’d created from nothing never grew stale. It was just a pity she was turning into a crazy hermit in the process. She’d only just recovered from Thanksgiving in Manhattan with her mom, and in two weeks, Christmas was coming.

She was unpacking her groceries when her phone rang: Jess. ‘Bad news,’ her sister said. ‘The kids have Covid and Chris tested positive this morning.’

‘Oh no!’ Lacey stopped with a box of crackers in her hand. ‘How are they? And what about you?’

‘Pauly has a cough and Emma’s running a fever but they’re not too bad. I’m fine so far, but I guess I’ll be coming down with it soon. Chris, on the other hand, is practically dying.’

‘Jeez, really?’ 

Jess snorted down the phone. ‘Well, you’d think so from the fuss he’s making.’ 

‘Don’t say things like that!’ Lacey said. ‘Not in this situation: it isn’t funny.’

‘Sorry, but he has me waiting on him hand and foot and you know I’m not much of a nurse. Anyway, I’m afraid we won’t be making it over for Christmas.’

‘I guess you won’t.’ That terrible realisation had just dawned on Lacey. ‘So it’ll be me and Mom and Cedric at Gubby’s this year? Plus Crazy Sue?’ 

Their grandmother, known to the family as Gubby since the girls were small, always invited a handful of guests with nowhere else to go at these kinds of celebrations. That year, most of them had cried off because of Covid – all except Crazy Sue, Gubby’s walking partner.

‘Cheer up – Cedric can’t come,’ Jess said. ‘I’ve just got off the phone with Mom. He has the flu, or so they’re claiming, but I think he just wants to chill in the apartment eating lentils and watching the history channel. So you and Mom can have quality time with Gubby, once Crazy Sue’s gone. I’m actually quite jealous.’

‘And how’s Mom?’ Lacey asked carefully. 

‘In good spirits. Still into yoga but the interior design business seems to have fizzled out.’ 

Their mother had wild enthusiasms, which she pursued energetically for a few months and then abandoned, leaving behind boxes of equipment that she’d ask Lacey to sell on eBay. The periods between crazes were hard.

‘The honeymoon phase with Cedric isn’t over,’ Jess added. ‘I reckon you’ve had a lucky escape. They’d have kept you awake all night in Bethlehem.’

Ugh, Lacey thought for the second time that morning. Cedric was their mother’s current partner and an enigmatic presence: after four years, Lacey still felt as though she hardly knew him. He was tall and lugubrious with sparse sandy hair and a melancholy Scandinavian face, very careful with himself and usually suffering from some sort of ailment. He would never go anywhere without checking the weather forecast and traffic updates, and he was particularly fussy about food. 

‘With my digestion, I can’t afford to take any risks,’ he would say, examining the plate of whatever he’d been offered and prodding it tentatively with a fork. He was vegetarian, teetotal, gluten intolerant and afraid of mushrooms.

How does she put up with him? the sisters had wondered after they’d first met Cedric – although they had to admit that Adele, their glamorous, impulsive mother, was more stable now than she had been for years.

‘He must balance her out,’ Jess had said, and they’d decided Cedric was worth putting up with for that reason alone. Adele was quite a responsibility. 

‘I miss you guys,’ Lacey said now. ‘I haven’t seen the kids for so long, I probably wouldn’t recognise them.’ Chris was Canadian, and he and Jess had been living in Vancouver for the past four years. 

‘I know, we miss you too,’ Jess said. ‘Why don’t you come over and see us when you’ve finished the book?’

‘I’d love that.’ And she would, although the prospect of getting the subway and then sitting on a plane for six hours or more was daunting. It wasn’t so much Covid she was dreading – she’d had the virus and although it wasn’t pleasant, she didn’t feel that bad – but contact with other people. She no longer had the energy for all those minor interactions she never used to think twice about; it was easier to stay home and live online. Even talking to a real live person on the phone these days was an effort. Damn it, though! She couldn’t hide from the world forever. She’d made the trip to Manhattan for Thanksgiving with her mom and Cedric, and now she would handle Christmas; it could be a dress rehearsal for further challenges to come. 

She practised deep breathing and meditation and visualised herself at each stage of the trip, dealing with whatever minor disasters might occur: picking up the rental car, filling it with gas if necessary, driving on the freeway, finding somewhere to park at the other end. Her beloved grandma was waiting, and Crazy Sue was easy company: all she’d have to do was sit back and let the chat roll over her. And of course, her mom would be there, too. This time, Lacey wouldn’t rise to the bait if (when) Adele asked about her love life. Instead, she would smile serenely and change the subject. That was the plan, anyway.

She didn’t sleep much the night before she was due to travel but apart from minor palpitations when she took a wrong turning downtown, the journey went smoothly. Her spirits rose when she took the exit and drove along snowy streets she’d known all her life. Bethlehem: the Christmas City, where the light displays and porch decorations grew more elaborate each year and passers-by said hello even if they didn’t know you. Gubby was rooted in the community; it took hours to walk with her down Main Street, she was stopped so many times, and the neighbourhood kids still knocked on her door at Hallowe’en. 

The Pennsylvanian town was full of history: it had been founded by members of the Moravian Church on the banks of the Lehigh River, and some of the early colonial buildings still remained. The old steelworks which flourished in the twentieth century had been preserved and turned into an arts and music venue, and there was a music festival every year that brought a million people to the town – except for the previous year, when Covid had sent Musikfest online. There were plenty worse places to live, Lacey thought, wondering whether the time had come to leave Philly, whether here she might feel safe. 

And there was Gubby, standing on the porch of the white clapboard house and waving, the biggest smile lighting up her face. No one would have guessed she was well into her nineties, yet Lacey was struck by how tiny she seemed nowadays. A wreath hung on the front door and there were candles in every window, which Lacey knew would be lit when dusk fell, as usual. The ‘Santa, please stop here’ sign had been stuck in the cement boot and the sinister Christmas gnome that had terrified the girls when they were little leered from the top step. Inside, the same dented baubles and glass ornaments would be draped over the wonky fake tree (‘I swear you can’t tell it from real, apart from the smell’) and Gubby would have heated up a vat of the mulled wine that nobody wanted to drink, not even Crazy Sue. Christmas could begin.

‘Come here, darling,’ Gubby said, reaching up for a hug. Her silvery hair was sticking up in tufts so that she looked more like a fledgling than ever. She was wearing one of her trademark bright silk scarves and a purple dress that Lacey happened to know had come from the children’s department of Macy’s. Nothing gave Gubby greater glee than buying kids’ clothes at half the price.

Lacey swallowed the lump in her throat. Her grandmother held her at arm’s length for a proper look. ‘Why, whatever’s the matter?’

‘Ignore me.’ Lacey smiled through the tears that had sprung to her eyes. ‘Just so glad to be here, that’s all.’

‘Well, I’m glad, too.’ Gubby took her by the hand and towed her into the house. ‘Now, your mom called and she’s not coming till tomorrow, so we have plenty of time to talk. Come and tell me all your news.’ 

If only she could, Lacey thought. It would be such a relief to unburden herself to the one person she knew would be on her side, no matter what, but Gubby would be so horrified if she found out what had happened all those months ago – coming up for two years now – that telling her was unthinkable. She couldn’t expose her gentle, innocent grandmother to the brutal modern world; it wouldn’t be fair. Besides, Lacey herself didn’t want to remember, couldn’t imagine relating the sordid details and reliving the horror and shame all over again. She hadn’t shared the story with anyone, not even her sister. She was dealing with the trauma in her own way and eventually she would heal. Time and patience, that was all she needed.





Chapter Four

Bethlehem, Christmas Day, 2021

‘So how’s the love life?’ Adele said, reaching for the wine bottle to refill her glass and hooking one elegant leg over the other. ‘Leave the clearing up and come tell me all about it.’

Her ash-blonde hair had been cropped short and she was wearing a black satin skirt that clung to her narrow hips, teamed with a crimson mohair sweater. It was tough, Lacey reflected, being upstaged by your own mother. 

‘There’s not much to say, really.’ She didn’t trust herself to turn around. ‘I’ve been pretty busy with work.’

‘Oh, work!’ Adele snorted. ‘There’ll be time for that later. You’re in your prime, girl. Don’t waste the good years hunched over a computer – it ruins your posture. I can show you some asanas to help with that. Cow Face pose is especially good.’

Lacey couldn’t help laughing. ‘Cow Face pose? Mom, are you for real?’

‘Seriously. We can get up early tomorrow morning and practise together before I leave. And you’re getting quite deep frown lines, incidentally. Do you think you should get your eyes tested?’

Lacey flicked a brushful of soap suds at her mother. ‘Anyone else would be proud their daughter was a published author. Do you know, I went to the Moravian Bookshop the other day and they had two of my titles in there? Two!’

‘It’s a shame you don’t get your name on the cover.’ But the next thing Lacey knew, her mom’s arms were around her waist and she was being pulled away from the sink. ‘I am proud of my clever daughter,’ Adele said in her ear. ‘I just don’t want her to get too big for her boots. Now sit, have a drink and chat to your darling mama while we have the chance.’

Lacey let herself be guided to a chair. ‘OK,’ she began, ‘I think we do need to talk about Gubby. Where is she, by the way?’

‘Saying goodbye to Crazy Sue – she’ll be a while yet. What about her, though?’

‘Well, don’t you think entertaining at Christmas is getting too much? I mean, today was fine in the end, but no one could say things ran according to plan.’ Gubby was meant to have been in charge of cooking the vegetables, while Adele had promised to bring the turkey on Christmas Eve so she could put it in the oven first thing on Christmas Day. Lacey had contributed a ham glazed with molasses: her speciality. 

Adele frowned. ‘OK, so I should have got here last night and started cooking the turkey at dawn. I’ve already apologised for that. When do you think it’ll be ready, by the way?’

Lacey glanced at Gubby’s ancient stove. ‘I reckon it should be done by tomorrow morning – we can eat it for breakfast.’

‘Then you and your grandmother can have Christmas lunch all over again.’ Adele stretched her arms above her head and yawned. ‘Oh, I’m exhausted. The traffic this morning was awful.’

‘Mom, I think next year we should go out to eat in a restaurant, as long as they’re open by then. Sure, Grandma loves to entertain, and we’ve tried to share the load, but it’s not really working, is it?’ 

Lacey had discovered too late to buy any more that there were no potatoes, only a thirty-pound sack of carrots her grandmother wouldn’t get through in a year and some enormous beets no one could face boiling and peeling. None of them liked beets, anyway. Gubby had been embarrassed and it was sad to see proof that hosting a family dinner was getting too much for her. In the end, they’d eaten Lacey’s ham with cranberry sauce, rice and frozen sweetcorn, and reassured Gubby that it made a lovely change.

‘Such a shame, though,’ Sue had said with a sigh. ‘Are you sure the bird won’t be cooked in time? I never get to eat turkey these days. No point cooking a roast dinner for one, is there?’ Still, she had managed to eat three helpings of ham, and there was Gubby’s wonderful chocolate cake for dessert.

‘Mom would never eat restaurant food at Christmas,’ Adele said. ‘She loves putting up the decorations, you know that, and making cranberry sauce, and having a crowd of people sitting around her table. The holidays mean everything to her.’

‘Well, maybe we
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