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Dedication

To Hayley – a good friend. 

Thanks for many words spilled over coffee.
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Author’s note

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

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

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

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

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

Like the fictional Georgie, I also wanted to explore the personal side of impending war – what it meant for families like the Amsels to live life on a knife edge, for months and years, never knowing if your world would be tipped upside down in a split second, by a slighted neighbour, or a careless word to the Gestapo – feelings recalled by Irene Matthews’s memoir, Out of Nazi Germany and Trying to Find My Way. As I edited this book in unprecedented times of the UK Coronavirus lockdown, loss took on a new meaning; it was weeks and months for us, separated temporarily for the most part, but for a lifetime? Forever? Not based on a quirk of science or nature, but on the whim of just one man. It still beggars belief for me. 

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

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

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




Prologue

Plans

Berlin, 23rd July 1938

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

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

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

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

‘Yes?’

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

The first emotion to rise was annoyance, sparked initially by that blood spot, but also by the inconvenience. Dammit, it was unfortunate to lose a good attaché, someone proficient at smoothing his sometimes rough edges, a worthy diplomat. He’d been efficient and obedient. A good Nazi. Schenk was aware, though, of the need to conjure up some semblance of sympathy. It wouldn’t do to appear callous.

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

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

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

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Have we got a replacement lined up?’

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

‘Good work. Heil Hitler.’

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

London, 23rd July 1938

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

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

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

‘Sitting this one out?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Oh,’ the man said again.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Berlin, 28th July 1938

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Her husband poured out more of the weak, tan-coloured liquid. Sara was not naive to the lengths the Reich would go to, not in the Berlin of the day, but she was a naturally forgiving soul. ‘They don’t call it a prison,’ he explained. ‘It’s a camp, they say, for “protective custody”.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Croydon Aerodrome, 2nd August 1938

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Oh,’ he managed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Passable,’ he countered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She nodded.

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

‘Thanks. I’ll remember that,’ Georgie said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




4

A Simmering City

Berlin, 2nd August 1938

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

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

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

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

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

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

Again, the answer was a resounding yes. It was one of the things about the continent Georgie missed most – like the French, Germans knew how to brew thick, strong coffee, unlike the distinctly weaker version back home. It was stout and uncompromising, and not unlike its politics at present. She was thirsty but coffee was needed most.

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

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

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

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

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

‘And how would that be?’

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

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

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

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

‘Try me.’ His confidence was rising again in line with the caffeine consumption.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘You and me both,’ she thought she heard him mutter into his cup. But by then he’d leapt off his stool and was yards down the concourse, chasing after a man with a welcome sign. Their driver had finally arrived.

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

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

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

Two years on, the sheen was gone and the Berlin in front of Georgie’s eyes was astonishing in a different vein; it was still ordered, the wide impressive streets designed in distinct, neat lines and the buildings grandiose and imposing. But there was no mask anymore, no need to hide what the National Socialist German Workers’ Party – the Nazis – were about. Their determination to dominate was unabashed; that much was clear from the imposing columns that came into view as the taxi approached and then turned into the capital’s most prominent thoroughfare, the Unter den Linden. Scores of white pillars, four abreast, swept down the entire length of the boulevard, many topped with the eagle emblem of the Nazi insignia, some white, some gold, blinding in the midday glare. It was no accident that Georgie needed to look upwards at these towering symbols of power, like the pictures of ancient Rome she remembered from her history books – the phrase ‘delusions of grandeur’ came immediately to her mind. It was an uneasy feeling, and one she would be keeping to herself.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Fraulein?’ Georgie’s head snapped up at a gruff interruption. Two Stormtroopers looked down on her – in more ways than one, expressions as muddy as the brown of their shirts. ‘Are you lost? You shouldn’t be in this part of the city.’ It was irritation and not concern. ‘This is where … where Jews live. Do you live here?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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