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Dedication

For my brother, Michael, with love
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Part 1





Chapter One

Point Verdon, Bordeaux, France

June 18, 1940

Paddy

The quayside at Point Verdon was in uproar. Women draped in furs and jewels perspired heavily under the harsh summer sun as they comforted distressed children or struggled with suitcases crammed full of their most prized possessions. Men laden with yet more baggage clutched fat wads of useless French francs and tried in vain to secure a passage aboard one of the ships that were idling at the port. Babies wailed in their nurses’ arms; urchins darted about on errands or lifted treasure from the pockets of wealthy refugees.

Eight vessels of various nationalities—none of them British—were anchored at the mouth of the estuary. Word had spread that their respective captains refused to take anyone aboard at all, much less ferry them to safety across the English Channel.

Each German bomb that fell an uncomfortably short distance along the coast whipped the crowd to a higher frenzy, and the Luftwaffe’s machine guns strafed the countryside. Only the day before, the liner Lancastria had been sunk in the Bay of Biscay, killing thousands of British evacuees.

Victoire Patricia Evelyn Bennett—Paddy to her friends—set her jaw and made a beeline for the one man present in the melee who seemed to know what he was doing. Dressed in the trim uniform of an officer of the British Royal Navy, he strode along, head bent, hands clasped behind his back, while a slighter man in a shabby brown suit practically ran to keep up with him, chattering all the way.

Paddy weaved and squeezed herself through the crowd, judiciously using her elbows when she couldn’t get through by polite means, “accidentally” banging shins with her suitcase, once or twice treading hard on the instep of a gentleman who wouldn’t budge.

It was lucky her quarry was tall, because he was leaving her far behind in his wake. He had no trouble carving a path through his desperate countrymen and soon reached the edge of the quay, where the crowd thickened and a wall guarded the drop to the jetty below.

Paddy stopped short. The mob here was packed too tightly for her to get through. Before she could even get close enough to call out to him, the Navy officer had stood briefly at the narrow break in the wall where stone steps led down to the marina, given a few sharp orders, and nodded to the couple of burly uniformed individuals who were holding back the tide of people that surged toward the steps. Then the officer disappeared, presumably descending to the waterside below. When next she spied him, he was aboard a speedboat, motoring off toward one of the waiting ships.

Paddy’s shoulders dropped. “All right for some,” she muttered. It seemed every British citizen still in France was leaving today. Her mother was right: she’d been a fool to stay in Paris.

“Darling, it’s not safe! Your father says the Germans will march on the city any day now. You must come home at once.”

“Mother, I’ve spent three years at the Sorbonne, swotting my little heart out. I’m only a couple of weeks away from getting my degree. Herr Hitler is not going to stop me.”

“You won’t need a degree in architecture when you’re interned as an enemy alien,” Edith replied tartly. “I don’t think you’ll quite admire the prison camp period of design.”

The words came back to Paddy as she stood, helpless, amid the confusion. Judging by the number of Bentleys and Rolls-Royces abandoned by the quayside, and the furs and jewels worn by the women, a great number of these evacuees were from the monied classes.

Yet here, no one had any influence. As far as Paddy could see, that was principally because no one had actually taken charge of the British evacuation. The ships moored off the coast were private craft, and the French ones might not be friendly to Britain. After all, if the French signed an armistice with Germany, they would be regarded as the enemy. Everything was upside down.

The French government had absconded to Vichy, so no help from that quarter; de Gaulle had flown off to London. And she was stuck here, nineteen, female, and alone, in this heaving crowd of desperates. All through her own stubborn pride.

The family she’d traveled with had taken one look at the crowds waiting to depart from this port and insisted on trying their luck farther south. For her part, Paddy saw more safety in numbers, and declared she’d prefer to take her chances at Point Verdon. Paddy had been adamant, and there was no time for protracted argument. Promising to send on the rest of her luggage, the Trevithicks had deposited her at the quayside with one suitcase and wished her luck.

“Oh, please! Please, somebody help me!” a young woman no older than Paddy cried out to no one in particular. “It’s my mother. Please, I don’t know what to do.”

Judging by the girl’s clipped accent, she belonged in Mayfair or Belgravia or one of the home counties.

“Can I help?” With a regretful glance toward the Navy man in the speedboat, who was now boarding one of the ships, Paddy fought her way over. “What’s the matter?”

“Oh, thank you!” The young woman grabbed Paddy’s arm and dragged her through the crowd so forcefully that Paddy’s small suitcase banged painfully against her thigh.

“Steady on!” said Paddy.

“Sorry! Only I’m so distracted. Mummy’s awfully sensible as a rule, but it’s the heat and the bombs, and everything . . . She’s terribly worked up, you see. Having some sort of attack.” The girl hustled Paddy through the crowd, achieving with a smile and a polite “Excuse me, please” what Paddy had earlier accomplished by wielding of elbows and the sturdy heels of her leather Oxfords.

That was, until a pimply youth blocked their way. He took a peanut from a bag he was holding, threw it up in the air, and caught it in his mouth inches from the girl’s face. At her surprised recoil, he grinned and turned to his cronies to make a crude comment but broke off with a yelp as Paddy’s elbow connected with his solar plexus.

“Good show!” the other girl laughingly threw over her shoulder as they slipped past the rude youth and emerged from the crowd. “I’m Jean, by the way. And this is my mother, Mrs. Leslie.” She indicated a middle-aged lady who sat on a large trunk, suitcases and hatboxes piled around her like a makeshift fortress. Swaddled to the throat in a mismatched mélange of sables and mink, she was clutching a lacy handkerchief, her fist to her chest, panting and gasping for breath.

Jean shoved some of the trunks aside to get to her.

“No, don’t lose track of the luggage, Jean!” Mrs. Leslie managed between pants. “There are thieves everywhere.” The thunder of a distant explosion made her give a faint scream. Her eyes bulged and her pretty face reddened as she clutched her chest, dragging in air with a horrible, strangled wheeze.

Paddy smiled reassuringly at the older lady. “My name’s Victoire Bennett but everyone calls me Paddy. Let’s see if we can make you more comfortable, Mrs. Leslie. Would you let Jean help you out of those furs, for a start?” Honestly, thought Paddy. Anyone with a bit of common sense might have thought to do this. But she could tell Mrs. Leslie required gentle handling, so she waited for Jean to unwrap her parent.

The removal of her furs didn’t seem to calm the older lady, however. She was beginning to hyperventilate in earnest now. Rapidly reviewing and dismissing the contents of her own purse and suitcase, Paddy looked around for something into which Mrs. Leslie might breathe.

“Wait here.” She made her way back to the rude young man with the bag of peanuts and snatched it from him.

“Oy!” he said.

“I need this bag. It’s an emergency. Hold out your hands.” Perhaps infected with her urgency or perhaps simply reacting to her tone of command, the youth did as he was told. She dumped out the peanuts into his cupped hands and took the bag with her.

Paddy approached Mrs. Leslie’s heaving form. “Now, ma’am,” she said in a calm, bracing tone reminiscent of her own redoubtable nanny from nursery days, “will you let me help?”

Mrs. Leslie’s eyes were wide and trusting as she gazed up at Paddy and slowly nodded. That was the trick to inspiring confidence—never let anyone catch on that you had no idea what you were doing.

“You’re going to breathe into this bag for me.” Praying that theory would work in practice, Paddy pressed the edges of the bag up to the woman’s mouth to form a seal. “In . . . and out.” The paper bag ballooned and collapsed again as the lady obeyed. “Slowly. Slowly. That’s right. Long, deep breaths, ma’am. Good.”

Gradually, the lady’s frantic pants slowed. Her shoulders relaxed and she slumped with apparent relief.

Paddy put an arm around her to support her. “There,” she said, lowering the paper bag and watching Mrs. Leslie’s face for any sign of relapse. “I think that’s done it.” She rubbed the older woman’s back a little in a brisk, nanny-like fashion, then straightened. “You’d best keep this handy in case.” Paddy flattened the paper bag, folded it, and handed it to Jean.

“How did you know to do that?” said Jean, tucking the paper bag into her purse. “Are you a nurse?”

“No, but I have the basics in first aid.” Didn’t everyone? Well, she supposed not. Once she was back in London, of course, she intended to do her bit for the war effort. Training to be a nurse seemed the obvious choice.

Paddy leaned down to meet Mrs. Leslie’s gaze and spoke with firm reassurance. “Try not to worry, Mrs. Leslie. I have my eye on a Navy officer who can help us. If I have anything to say about it, we won’t be stranded here for long.”

Mrs. Leslie fretfully worked at her handkerchief. “The ambassador is here in Bordeaux. I know him a little. Surely . . .”

But every upper-class English family in Paris knew the ambassador “a little,” and Sir Ronald undoubtedly had more momentous things on his mind at present. “I think this other gentleman is a safer bet. He seems to know what he’s about.” She wasn’t quite sure why she was giving the Leslies what would probably turn out to be false hope. For all she knew, the Navy man had boarded one of those ships and sailed away in it, leaving them all stranded.

One simply had to trust in something, that was all.

Just then, another lady wearing a collar of diamonds that glittered madly in the June sunshine approached. “My dear Mrs. Leslie, is it you?”

Jean’s mother stared up at the other woman, then broke into a relieved smile. “Oh! Oh, how good to see you, Daphne. Is Hartley here? Do you think he could possibly—”

It seemed the arrival of her friend and the promise of masculine support had dispelled any lingering shortness of breath Mrs. Leslie might have suffered. She broke into a stream of complaints, demonstrating the considerable capacity of her lungs.

The diamond-clad matron said, “Oh, you poor dear.” She seated herself on another of Mrs. Leslie’s suitcases and brought out a flask of tea from her capacious purse.

“If you’ll excuse me,” said Paddy. She wanted to be there if and when the Navy officer returned.

“I’m coming with you,” said Jean.

Paddy didn’t want anyone else slowing her down. She eyed the other girl. “Don’t you think you ought to stay with your mother?”

“She’ll be right as rain now,” said Jean, with a nod and a smile in the direction of the newcomer. “Come on. Let’s find this Navy officer and persuade him to help us. Oh, hold up!” She stopped short, cracking open her purse. “Just a minute while I . . .”

Paddy watched with interest as Jean slicked the deep red rouge à lèvres over her generous mouth. “Is that Chanel? Pretty.”

“Isn’t it?” Jean shot her an impish look. “Do you think your Navy officer will like it?”

Paddy chuckled. She was no stranger to masculine admiration herself, but it rarely occurred to her to primp for men. She had a strict beauty regimen, which she followed because it was simply what one did. Then she forgot about her appearance when she walked out the door. However, her new friend seemed to possess a clear-eyed awareness of her own allure, which comprised a complexion so perfect the word “alabaster” seemed an understatement, and an abundance of thick, wavy chestnut hair. Admittedly, Jean’s talent might come in handy. Paddy wasn’t above using every advantage, particularly in a situation like this.

Jean’s handiwork complete, they made their way with some difficulty back to the water’s edge—or at least, as far as they could go.

The guards at the top of the narrow stone steps that led down to the jetty seemed to have instilled some semblance of order. There was no more pushing and shoving, although there was a lot of noise and yelling out questions, to which neither man returned an answer—one as stoic and impenetrable as a soldier of the King’s Guard on parade, the other juggling a clipboard and a megaphone, attempting to take names.

“I suppose this is as far as we can go,” said Jean. From this vantage point, Paddy could gaze out to the estuary and spot the straight, tall figure of the Navy officer board yet another of the vessels that were moored there.

A commotion caught Paddy’s attention. A ripple in the crowd . . . where was it coming from? “Oh, dear.” One young woman had collapsed, perhaps from the heat, and her drooping form was being carried out. The mob surrounding the guards parted to let her through. As the people along the now-empty path craned their necks to see where the girl was being taken, Paddy saw their chance. She grabbed Jean’s hand and darted through the gap.

After a struggle, they made it all the way to the wall, Paddy’s feet throbbing from so many people standing on them, Jean’s hat askew.

Paddy accosted one of the guards. “Do please tell us, is there any chance of our getting on board one of those ships today?”

The guard seemed younger than he had appeared from a distance. “Sorry, miss, I’m not at liberty to say. I’m to take names in an orderly fashion. Everyone is to remain calm and wait. That’s all I can tell you.”

Just then, someone behind Jean must have pushed her—or perhaps they hadn’t. Jean stumbled and plunged forward, and the guard had no choice but to catch her. “Sorry!” she said with a rueful, flirtatious smile. “Such a crush!” Jean’s hands were flat against his chest, eyelashes fluttered as she raised her gaze to his. “But oh, do be a dear and tell us what’s going on. Is that officer going to fix it all, d’you think?”

Jean was definitely turning out to be an asset. Pushing her sunglasses farther up her nose, Paddy hid a smile. The guard had dropped his megaphone. While he half-heartedly attempted to extricate himself from Jean, Paddy bent to scoop it up.

The guard was saying, “I’m attempting to compile a passenger list, miss, but it’s hell keeping this lot at bay, if you’ll pardon my—Oy! What d’you think you’re doing?”

Paddy wiped the mouthpiece of the megaphone with her handkerchief. “I’m good at lists,” she said calmly. She had always lived by the principle that if you wanted something done, it was best to do it yourself. She took the clipboard from the guard’s slackened grasp and filched a pen from his pocket as well. She inspected the breast-high stone wall. An excellent vantage point for someone as slight and small as Paddy.

She handed the megaphone to Jean and put the clipboard and pen on the top of the wall. “Boost me up, will you?” The bemused guard did as he was asked, easily lifting Paddy to perch above the crowd, her back ramrod straight thanks to all those years of ballet lessons. The stone wall was bumpy beneath her, baked warm by the sun. She glanced back at the drop below and thought, If I fall, that won’t be pretty, but she wasn’t afraid of heights, so she settled herself, crossed her ankles, and reached down. “Now, hand me the megaphone.”

“I’ll help!” Jean got a boost up, too. While the bemused but patently relieved guard found more paper and another pen, Paddy began issuing instructions through the megaphone in a clear, authoritative tone.

In no time, they had everyone lining up in two orderly rows. You had to hand it to the British: they did love and respect a queue.

“Please be reasonable, ladies and gentlemen,” called Paddy through the megaphone. “There’s room for everyone. If we all keep calm and cooperate, we’ll get through this together.” Paddy prayed her bolstering words would turn out to be true and that this list-taking exercise was actually leading somewhere.

They were making steady progress when, head bent over her clipboard, Paddy became aware of the next hopeful evacuee in line. “Last name first, please.”

The ensuing silence made her look up, frowning impatiently, pen poised. Only to discover that the Navy officer she had been chasing all morning was standing in front of her, his head almost level with hers even though she was perched on the wall. He was handsome in a quintessentially English way—his face and jaw long and chiseled, his forehead high and his nose in proportion with the rest. Even the small imperfection in the middle of the latter feature—as if his nose were made of clay and someone had pressed their thumb down on the dorsum—seemed to add to his suave allure. His blue eyes had the hooded, lazy cast of a cynic, his mouth beautifully sculpted and firm with purpose.

Paddy wasn’t often caught at a loss, and she didn’t intend to let this man see that she was flustered. She jutted out her chin and said briskly, “I suppose you’re going to ask what I’m doing.”

“I can see very well what you’re doing.” He gave a curt nod. “Keep doing it. I want all of these people aboard and away before nightfall. And tell them they may only bring what they can carry in their own two hands. No exceptions.” Before she could answer him, he strode off.

“Gosh!” Jean breathed as they watched him walk away, broad shouldered and straight backed. “It’s awfully lucky I’m sitting down because my knees just turned to jelly.”

“He must have managed to get all of those captains to agree to take everyone.” Paddy couldn’t help but be impressed. She’d rather thought the list making to be an exercise in futility—or at best, crowd control.

They watched the officer plow through the mass of refugees once more, tall and commanding, completely unruffled by either the panic surrounding him or the enormity of his task. One couldn’t help but believe he would achieve his objective.

What a pity, Paddy thought. She hadn’t even caught his name.





Chapter Two

Estoril, Portugal

September 1937

Friedl

Friedl Stöttinger closed her eyes, wrapped one hand around the chrome microphone stand, and began to sing. The bittersweet melody had been a daring choice; the club was packed with noisy revelers who had spilled over from the casino, and the bandleader had advised against starting the set with something quiet.

But Friedl had sung in clubs from Vienna to Istanbul, and she knew how to command an audience. Her silver gown showered sparks as she moved in the spotlight; her scarlet fingernails and lips formed a striking contrast to the whiteness of her skin. Her short, honey-blond hair was crimped like a twenties flapper, and she let her large blue-green eyes smolder beneath thin, arched eyebrows.

No one in that crowd would guess that she was shaking inside.

He was here tonight. She saw him through the haze of smoke as clearly as if she sighted him down a rifle scope. She used to hunt with her father back home in Austria sometimes. Her sister Lisi was always squeamish, but Friedl wasted no sympathy on the deer. You survived in this world, or you were dinner.

The man wore no uniform, but he was a Nazi all the same. Just as her father had been before his recent death, not to mention her brother in Vienna, who was a rabid Hitlerite. Brought up in aristocratic comfort, surrounded by the elite of Viennese society, Friedl had turned her back on them all. She’d married an Orthodox Jew and run, left her cool green homeland for the dry, dusty heat of Palestine.

The marriage had been a disaster, as anyone might have predicted. She, too young and frivolous to settle easily into his earnest life; he, too good for her in every sense. Yet the letter “J” was still stamped on her passport, damning her in the eyes of most of her countrymen. She’d left Austria in 1934, three years ago now, and she would never set foot there again. Not if she could help it.

Now this German spy had found her, in Portugal of all places. Friedl let her body sway and loosed her death grip on the microphone stand to perform a few floating, expressive gestures in time with the jazz melody. She’d sung this number so many times, she didn’t need to think about it, didn’t falter on a single note.

But that left her mind free to worry about Kühlenthal. A fop and a poser and a ladies’ man, yes. But still, he was Abwehr. German military intelligence. The bartender at the Hotel Palàcio had told her, and he was in a position to know. He’d said that Kühlenthal had asked about Friedl, probing questions about her politics and her personal life, too. That was dangerous. From Kühlenthal to Canaris was a very short step. They were related somehow. And Canaris was King Spy, the greatest of them all.

Her chest began to tighten. Relax, she told herself. You’re in Portugal, not Germany. This is not Hitler’s Third Reich.

In Portugal, Friedl had thought she’d be free. But it turned out that for her, as for the deer in the Tyrolean forest, danger was everywhere.

Estoril was a hotbed of spies; everyone knew that. With impending war in Europe and intrigue around every corner, if something terrible happened to a mere cabaret singer, who would bat an eyelid? Despite the heat of the spotlight, she shivered.

But wait. If they wanted to punish her for having married a Jew, they would have arrested her already. And they wouldn’t have sent their top man in Spain to do it.

Perhaps Kühlenthal wasn’t here for her at all. Maybe he was here for the music, the gambling. They said he liked to throw his wife’s money around.

She finished the slow song on a long, low note. Vaguely, she registered applause, shouts of approval from the audience, and marveled that a performance that had taken so little of her attention had still met with such acclaim. Automatically, she flashed a smile, used the lull to slow her breathing, fill her lungs. Think, Friedl. Think.

The next number picked up the tempo and Friedl clicked her fingers along.

Would Kühlenthal waylay her tonight? If he meant to stay in Estoril, they would meet at some stage, that was certain. Avoiding him would only arouse his interest. And anyway, he’d be sure to catch up with her sooner or later. High society in Estoril was a small and exclusive circle. Unlike the brownshirts and the bully boys who made up Hitler’s S.S. and Gestapo, the more refined members of the Abwehr like Kühlenthal had the entrée everywhere.

Should she leave Estoril, join her sister in London? England would be safe.

Safe. The thought susurrated through her brain in time with the wire brush on the cymbals. And yes, it would be good to see Lisi again.

She saw Kühlenthal move to the exit and nearly laughed with relief. He wasn’t there to see her tonight, after all.

The set went on and on while Friedl’s mind skipped from problem to possible solution and back again. She had no clear memory of performing her finale, but she humbly accepted applause and blew kisses to the men who had leaped to their feet demanding an encore.

She demurred—always leave them wanting more, liebling—and walked off the stage, exhaling a long, shaky breath. The corridor outside her dressing room, which was usually filled with admirers carrying bouquets, was deserted. Friedl faltered and fought the instinct to turn back.

The door to her dressing room was open. She hesitated, licked her lips. Then she straightened her shoulders and made herself sashay forward. The Hollywood lights framing the mirror above her dressing table dazzled her eyes for a second after the dimness of the hallway outside.

“There you are.” Kühlenthal’s voice held a strange lack of resonance, like the rustle of the sea breeze through the date palms outside. The sound chilled her as much as the expression in his eyes. “I’ve been waiting for you, my dear. Your performance was truly magnificent.”

Friedl had been away from home for so long that hearing her native tongue was usually comforting. Not this time. Not the way Kühlenthal spoke it—high German, with all the languor of an aristocrat.

She made no response, watching him warily as he moved past her to close the door with a controlled, definitive click. Kühlenthal’s tall form was dressed in a light gray double-breasted suit with faint pinstripes, a lilac tie, a matching pocket handkerchief, and a gray felt hat with a light gray band. He took off his fedora, exposing a head of carefully swept back dark hair, and set it on her dressing table next to the bouquets laid out there. She wondered if he had collected them from her waiting admirers and told them all to clear out.

Kühlenthal observed himself in the mirror, and his brows drew together in a slight frown over his aquiline nose. He plucked the white rosebud from his buttonhole and discarded it. With great deliberation, he chose a pale pink bud from one of her bouquets, snapping its stem with a quick, ruthless nip of his fingers, then tucked it into his buttonhole.

She watched all of this with a wide smile, refusing to let him see how the small liberty infuriated her. What did he want? And how could she get him out of here without giving him whatever that was, or offending him unduly?

“Mrs. Gärtner.” He smiled, adding, “Ah, but I believe you reverted to Stöttinger after your divorce, did you not? Very wise.” He indicated the sofa by the wall. “Shall we sit? I have a proposition to make.” His eyes lit up with a twinkle that some women might find engaging. “Oh, not that kind of proposition. Rest assured.”

His words had the opposite effect from their stated intention. Friedl’s skin crawled. She barely repressed a shudder.

Her unwanted guest sat down with more grace than she would have expected for such a large man. He patted the cushion beside him. Ignoring his mute invitation to join him, Friedl leaned back against the dressing table, gripping its edge tightly to stop her hands shaking. She knew better than to express relief at his lack of physical interest in her. “Oh? You disappoint me,” she answered lightly. “What, then?”

“Your sister, Liesel . . .” Kühlenthal drummed his fingers on the arm of the sofa. “She has married and settled in England, I hear.”

What on earth? This was the last direction Friedl had expected the conversation to take. “Yes,” she said. It was hardly a secret. “She is married to Ian Menzies.” The surname was pronounced “Mingiss” for obscure reasons only known to the Scottish, and probably not even to them.

“Your sister’s esteemed brother-in-law, Stewart Menzies, works for the British government,” said Kühlenthal. “He is a person of great interest to us.”

Would it be disingenuous to ask? Friedl thought perhaps not. “‘Us’?”

“The Third Reich,” said Kühlenthal expansively. “My dear Miss Stöttinger, Stewart Menzies is a man very high up in the British security services. You didn’t know?”

Stunned, Friedl stared at him. She would never have guessed that the quiet, reserved Menzies might hold an important covert role. Then the truth broke over her like an icy wave. It did not take too much ingenuity to guess what would come next. Clearly Kühlenthal wanted her to turn spy. Not only that, to betray her own flesh and blood.

A knock on the door made Friedl jump. Her gaze flew toward the door, then to Kühlenthal. He waved a hand. “Ignore it. They’ll go away.”

Friedl couldn’t breathe, much less answer the door. This was far worse than being interrogated about her ex-husband. Surely Kühlenthal didn’t expect her to harbor even a particle of patriotism toward the Third Reich. She wanted to point out that she was Austrian, and that as far as she knew, her homeland was still an independent nation. But that argument would be hollow coming from the daughter of a high-ranking member of the Nazi Party who had once been a powerbroker in Berlin. Besides, she was all too painfully aware of the way the cult of Hitler had swept her own nation like some virulent disease. It would not be too long before the two countries were united.

Get hold of yourself, Friedl. She needed to play for time while she figured out how to evade Kühlenthal’s request without showing her fear and disgust—of both the man and of the regime he served.

The knock came again. “Miss Stöttinger?”

In a voice that shook a little, Friedl said, “If you don’t mind, would you please get to the point, Herr Kühlenthal? I’m tired, and that’s my dresser wanting to help me change. I don’t wish to keep her waiting.”

“The point?” Kühlenthal rose to his feet, a large, intimidating presence. “Why, my dear Miss Stöttinger. I want you to go to England to visit your sister, of course.” He smiled. “It should be a most touching reunion.”

“And if I refuse?” said Friedl, though she didn’t know where she found the courage.

His smile broadened, then he assumed an expression of solicitude so false it sickened her. “I hear that your dear mother back in Vienna has grown very frail. What a shame you will not see her again before she dies.” He shrugged. “But I suppose that ‘J’ stamped on your passport is damning, is it not?”

By marrying a Jew, Friedl had become one also, as far as the Nazis were concerned. Was Kühlenthal implying that he could remove this barrier to her return to Vienna? And would the carrot turn into a stick if she still didn’t comply? The fact he knew about her mother was frightening.

Kühlenthal reached past her to pick up his hat, brushing close, and she fought the urge to shrink away. He moved back, and his shoulders shook, as if he was aware of her revulsion and amused by it. “But this has all come as quite a surprise to you, I’m sure.”

“Yes,” she said, clutching at the straw he dangled before her. “Yes, it has.”

He set the fedora on his head and checked the mirror, then adjusted the brim to a more rakish tilt. With a small, satisfied nod, he returned his gaze to her. “Think it over.” One well-manicured white hand came up to pat Friedl’s cheek. She struggled not to flinch. “But I’m sure you’ll find that your only option is to agree.” Kühlenthal gave a faint smile and let his hand fall.

Get out, she begged him silently. Just go.

He paused, and menace seemed to gather in the room like a black cloud. Then the mood shifted, the cloud vanished, and he turned to leave. At the door, he set his hand on the doorknob, then looked back. “I’m in Estoril for a few days. I’ll be in touch.”

* * *

On the small crescent of golden sand that was Tamariz Beach at Estoril, one might see movie stars and royalty lazing beneath straw umbrellas or strolling the promenade toward the medieval fortress that stood sentry over the exclusive spot.

Friedl scanned the sun-kissed scene but failed to detect Kühlenthal among the beachgoers. She had slept badly. The vague threat Kühlenthal had made about her mother magnified the more she turned it over in her mind. She’d been tempted to distract herself in the arms of one of her admirers, but she was too upset to hide her fear beneath her usual gaiety, and she didn’t wish to confide in anyone about Kühlenthal’s approach.

Friedl set off across the beach, searching for a friendly face among the tanned bodies stretched out on the sand. She didn’t want to be alone. She never wanted to be alone, of course, but today, surrounding herself with dozens of other sun worshippers seemed like a particularly good idea.

“Friedl! Over here!” Princess Stephanie waved from beneath a great straw umbrella. She sat with a group made up largely of minor European royalty, some of whose homelands were daily in danger of being overrun by fascism. Friedl wondered if, like her, they were only covering their anxiety with this brittle frivolity. Or were they so sheltered and pampered that they had no care for their countrymen at all?

She waved back and joined them. The men sprang to their feet and found her a low-slung deck chair, a spot in the shade. She allowed her bag to be taken and stowed safely. She shrugged off her short beach robe to reveal a swimsuit inspired by New York’s Chrysler building, reflecting her love for art deco.

Lowering herself into the deck chair provided, she stretched out her long legs, conscious that every man’s gaze had swiveled her way. She threw a grateful smile over her shoulder to the young Spaniard who was adjusting her umbrella so as to give her the perfect amount of shade, but that was an excuse to surveil the rest of the beach. She couldn’t quite picture Kühlenthal donning a bathing suit and following her out here, but she didn’t want to be taken unawares. He required an answer. Friedl never wanted to set foot in Austria ever again, but for her mother’s sake, only one answer to Kühlenthal’s request was possible.

A frosty cocktail was pressed into her hand. Like an automaton, she smiled then sipped. Rum-based, sweet. It was a little early in the day, and the flavor was not to her taste, but at that moment, the bracing hit of alcohol in any form was welcome. Her nerves jangled and twanged. Anything to calm them, to slow the thoughts that raced around her brain.

Sunglasses were such a blessing. One could appear to listen to the aimless chatter of friends and think about something else entirely. No one would know. She laughed along with the others at the appropriate places, always keeping an eye out for someone who didn’t quite fit, someone who might make an approach. Perhaps Kühlenthal would not do it himself out in the open like this, but he might well send a messenger, or have a contact close by, perhaps even among her own circle of friends . . .

She couldn’t avoid him; that was as bad as outright refusal. She didn’t want to live in cold, dreary England, but perhaps it was safest there. After all, if Stewart Menzies was high up in the Secret Service, wouldn’t he also be in a position to protect her? But then, she wasn’t supposed to know what Stewart Menzies did—she still wouldn’t know if it weren’t for Kühlenthal. Lisi had certainly never breathed a word. If Friedl admitted to the British that she had been approached by the Abwehr, would they believe her to be a double agent and imprison her . . . Or worse? Would Stewart Menzies be able to protect her then, even if he wanted to?

She was less frightened of what the British might do to her than the consequences of refusing Kühlenthal’s request. She loathed her fanatical Nazi brother—in fact, she didn’t much care if she never set eyes on him again—but that didn’t mean she’d want to cause him harm. Still, her mother was the problem. Friedl had heard enough about the ruthless methods the Nazis employed to know that her mother’s frailty wouldn’t save her if Friedl refused to comply.

The sea breeze picked up, flirting with the broad brim of her straw hat. Was it only yesterday that she’d stretched out on this beach, laughing and chatting without a care in the world? She’d thought she’d feel protected here, among these people she counted as friends, but the contrast between her dilemma and the concerns of the spoiled, idle rich made the blood pound in her ears until she wanted to scream.

She endured until it was time to go up for her massage, then slipped away. Perhaps the brutal hands of Johan, the hotel masseur, would settle her nerves. She wouldn’t bank on it, but what else could she do?

Johan’s pummeling turned out to have the desired effect. What with the sleepless night she’d spent, the sun and sea air and the drink she’d imbibed, Friedl’s limbs began to succumb to the masseur’s manipulations almost immediately.

Her mind drifted, the scent of coconut from the massage oil filling her senses. A soft, sweet melody played in her head. She winced as Johan dug into a particularly sensitive part of her neck. She’d told him never to go easy on her; he’d clearly taken her at her word. The pain was replaced by a warmth, then a flood of relaxation, and then he would pick another knot of tension and attack it, with . . . what? An elbow this time? “Ah!”

“Too much?” He eased off.

“No,” she mumbled. “Keep going. I can stand it.” She’d feel better in the long run as a reward for her present suffering.

But he still paused, and she wanted to turn her head to discover why, but her skull seemed to be made of lead. Johan started again, and she relaxed into the massage. He used a different technique this time, lighter and gentler, his big hands circling her shoulder blades, fingertips trailing down her back. She couldn’t help feeling relieved. The torture part must be over.

And then she realized. The hands that kneaded lightly across her back weren’t Johan’s anymore. Friedl cried out and tried to sit up but a gentle hand pressed between her shoulder blades, holding her down. She was helpless, pinned like a dead butterfly.

“Fräulein Stöttinger,” purred a voice in her ear. “I think, don’t you, that it’s time we concluded our little chat.”





Chapter Three

London, England

March 1938

Friedl

When Friedl first arrived in England, she lived in daily anticipation of being called into play as an Abwehr intelligence asset by some contact of Kühlenthal’s. Thanks to Lisi, she enjoyed a glittering social life, mixing with aristocrats and royalty much as she had in Estoril. She took care always to be bright and amusing company, but she couldn’t help viewing every overture of friendship with suspicion, particularly if the person making it was German.

As the months went by and no one made an approach, she began to relax a little. Perhaps nothing would come of Kühlenthal’s recruitment attempt.

Friedl had only just settled in to life in England when another upheaval occurred. Anschluss.

She’d known it was coming, of course, but the pain she felt when she heard the news was hard to bear. Germany had strong-armed her beloved Austria into agreeing to annexation, and now her homeland was lost to Nazi rule. Lisi climbed into bed with her and they huddled under the covers together and wept in each other’s arms. Europe would soon be at war—Friedl knew it, even if the British prime minister was blind to Hitler’s plans.

“You know you’ll have to do something,” Lisi said to her eventually, stroking her hair in a motherly fashion even though Friedl was the elder of the two. “Ian says they will intern enemy aliens when war comes, and now you are one of them.” Lisi was a British citizen married to an influential member of the establishment, so she would be safe. Friedl was a different matter.

Friedl wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand. “Can’t you ask Stewart to do something?”

As Kühlenthal had so rightly pointed out back in Portugal, Lisi’s brother-in-law was a powerful man, head of the Secret Service. If anyone could protect her, surely he could.

“I’ll do my best,” said Lisi cautiously. Friedl shifted on the pillow to scan Lisi’s face. Was her little sister in awe of Stewart Menzies? Lisi would have died a thousand deaths rather than admit it. She was an extraordinarily beautiful woman. To all outward appearances, she had both brothers wrapped around her little finger. This was the first inkling Friedl had received that perhaps this wasn’t entirely the case.

“You might have to offer them something in return.” Now Lisi’s voice had a small quaver in it, as if she was nervous, and the speech sounded just a little rehearsed. Had Menzies put her up to this?

“Yes?” said Friedl lightly. Her encounter with Kühlenthal in Estoril came to mind, and her stomach lurched. “Do you mean information? Become a spy?”

That was a little blunt for Lisi. She tensed, and in the dim light from the bedside lamp, Friedl saw her eyes widen a fraction. Lisi pushed the strap of her negligée up over her shoulder in a nervous gesture she’d used as a child. “It might be a good thing to make the offer before they ask,” she said. “Show them clearly where your loyalties lie.”

And where was that, exactly? Friedl’s loathing for the Nazi spymaster and all he stood for notwithstanding, she had not outright refused his proposition back in Estoril. She might be forced to tread a dangerous tightrope if she agreed to spy for the British as well.

The sisters had been speaking in English, a habit into which they’d fallen to avoid dirty looks from Lisi’s staff, but now Friedl switched to German. “Will you set up a meeting, then?”

Lisi’s face shone with relief. “You’ll do it?”

“I’d do pretty much anything to avoid internment,” said Friedl frankly. “Wouldn’t you? Besides, being a spy should be amusing, don’t you think?”

“But what if it’s dangerous?” said Lisi, clutching her arm, her eyes wide with alarm.

A tiny thrill speared through Friedl. She didn’t consider herself particularly brave. Reckless, perhaps, always seeking that edge of excitement, whether it was in a performance or in a lover. “Oh, I doubt it. These British are such gentlemen, after all, and what trouble can I get into here in England? Please go ahead and set up a rendezvous.”

* * *

A full month passed before the meeting came about, and it was not with either Menzies brother, but with another man from one of the intelligence services, Major Maxwell Knight.

An attractive, efficient young woman named Joan Miller, who introduced herself as Major Knight’s secretary, came to collect her at noon one day. “You’ll call him ‘Major Knight’ in public, but at the firm, we call him ‘M,’” said Joan.

“Oh. I see.” This already sounded quite thrillingly cloak-and-dagger.

Joan got behind the wheel and Friedl climbed in next to her. “I expect you’re wondering what you’ve let yourself in for,” said Joan, as she pulled away from the curb. “Don’t worry; you’ll find the major charming.”

Joan transitioned smoothly into a tactful and subtle interrogation that Friedl answered frankly enough to make Joan chuckle several times—although what precisely Joan found so amusing, Friedl wasn’t entirely sure. Friedl refrained from mentioning Kühlenthal, of course, and steered the conversation onto less serious but more amusing topics than her contacts in Nazi high command.

“You have had a very interesting love life,” Joan commented at the end of these confidences. She glanced at Friedl. “I suppose it’s no wonder.”

“Yes,” said Friedl on a sigh. “I am always in love but it rarely amounts to anything.” She observed Joan, who was dark and trim and possessed oodles of what the society girls called “S.A.,” or “sex appeal,” though perhaps her allure was more subtle than Friedl’s. “What about you?”

Joan smiled with determined cheer. “I’m afraid it’s just the one man for me.”

Friedl detected an edge of sorrow to this statement. “He doesn’t return your feelings?”

Joan’s smile went awry. “Married, I’m afraid.”

“Ah.”

“Here we are,” said Joan as they turned into Whitehall Court, before Friedl could inquire further. “This is the Authors’ Club,” she added, as they drew up outside a handsome building. “It has a colorful history.”

She pulled in and handed the keys to an official-looking individual wearing a dove-gray suit. As she led the way around to a short staircase, Joan went on to explain about all the famous literary luminaries who had been members of the club, including Oscar Wilde and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.

Friedl listened with only half an ear. She was thinking hard, planning what to say. She needed to be unequivocal in her allegiance to Britain, but not too eager to pursue a career in intelligence. Lisi had told her that those who yearned desperately to be spies were rarely recruited. Kühlenthal had said much the same.

Well, Friedl knew how to play hard to get.

They reached a small lobby, and Friedl repressed a shudder. What on earth was there to like about this mausoleum? Everything looked very old and a little shabby: worn furniture draped with antimacassars, faded rugs, and occasional tables covered with knickknacks and lamps with fringed shades. Shelves of leather-bound books lined one wall, and a series of portraits of old-fashioned-looking men, some of them autographed, were scattered throughout—no doubt the more venerated members of the club. One rather expected to find Sherlock Holmes himself sitting in one of the armchairs, chewing the stem of his meerschaum pipe.

When she mentioned as much to her companion, Joan chuckled. “I don’t think the place has been refurbished since it opened in 1891.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “The food is quite appalling, too, always served cold. But you won’t mind that, I daresay.”

This was true. Friedl rarely ate a midday meal. Right now, she was certainly too nervous to swallow a bite.

She peered around curiously. To her left, down a hallway, was a closed door with a sign on it that read: “Wait for the Stroke.” The stroke of what? she wondered. A clock? A pen? It was the Authors’ Club, after all.

But just as she was about to inquire of Joan, an imposing man entered the lobby from the other direction.

“Ah. There you are, Miss Miller. And Miss Stöttinger. How do you do?” He shook hands with Friedl, his grip pleasantly firm, his dark eyes holding an expression of smiling sympathy, which took Friedl by surprise. She had not expected to meet with any kind of understanding from this British spymaster.

Friedl surveyed Major Maxwell Knight, known to his colleagues as “M.” So this was the man who held her fate in his hands. At least, this was one of them. Kühlenthal’s face rose briefly to mind but she banished it.

Major Knight certainly possessed a warm, masculine vigor the dandified Kühlenthal lacked. Trim and fit looking, the major wore his expensively tailored dark suit well. His hair was ruthlessly parted in the middle, winging backward with a slight wave to it, paired with a short back and sides that made his ears appear rather large and sweetly vulnerable. The rest of him was quite formidable, including a very big nose, a feature that both dominated and enhanced his face, balanced as it was by thick, black eyebrows.

It was lunch time and the club seemed well-attended at that hour. Major Knight ushered Friedl and Joan to a table in the corner of the dining room. When they were seated, he ordered for them without glancing at the menu.

Friedl said, “I am intrigued, Major, at your choice of club. Are you a writer yourself?”

“I dabble,” he said, with a faint, almost regretful smile, and touched a napkin to his lips.

Joan lightly touched Knight’s forearm. “The major is being modest.” She would have continued, but Knight deftly steered the conversation away from his literary efforts, whatever they might have been. Friedl was grateful. She rarely opened a book if she could help it. Real life was so much more interesting. In her experience, books tended to be dull, and talking about books even duller.

After the meal, Joan Miller discreetly disappeared, but Friedl scarcely noticed her departure. She was focused on the major.

He was intelligent and amusing, and he knew an enormous amount about wildlife, which seemed an incongruous hobby for a spy. He had even at one time owned a pet bear called Bessie, which he used to take for walks around London. Knight was attractive—the nose did not detract from his charms at all—and he had a voice that would melt a glacier. Deep and rich and mellifluous, it was the voice of a mesmerist, and Friedl wondered if that was a tool of his trade. With that voice, surely, he could persuade anyone to do almost anything. Ach du lieber, she could listen to him all night. She’d very much like to listen to him all night . . .

However, in the short exchanges between Knight and Miller before the latter’s departure, Friedl had sensed a marked degree of intimacy, and a watchful quality to Joan’s countenance that spoke of possessiveness. Trust Friedl to know a romance when she saw one. Well, she didn’t poach on another woman’s territory—at least, not when she liked the woman in question. With a regretful inner sigh, Friedl let the vision of taking Knight as a lover fade away.

“You have traveled extensively,” M observed after an exchange of anecdotes about the kinds of hospitality one met in different European cities. His gentle gaze betrayed nothing more than faint interest, but she was aware that now they’d got down to the business of the day.

Well, she had nothing to hide—she hadn’t agreed to do anything specific for Kühlenthal, after all. “I have lived all over Europe.”

“Born in Austria . . . Your late father a card-carrying member of the Nazi Party . . . Brother the same . . .” The pause was suggestive.

“As is almost everyone in Austria these days,” Friedl pointed out coolly. Did he think she was one of them?

M’s gaze became distant, his fingertips steepled together. “Spain . . . France . . . Before that, Palestine . . .”

She shrugged. “I married an Orthodox Jew. We saw how things were in Germany, and in Austria, too. We got out.” A great many others had not been so lucky. The knowledge was like a lead weight in her chest.

“And your husband? Where is he?”

“Ex-husband,” she corrected. Carefully divesting her voice of emotion, she said, “I imagine he is still in Palestine.”

“I see.” There was a long pause. She didn’t fill it. Then he continued. “Last stop, Portugal.” He said it as if he were mentally flicking through her passport. Was there a file on her somewhere? She supposed there must be.

Something in M’s thoughtful gaze told her he knew everything about her—even the things that weren’t recorded anywhere on paper. Kühlenthal’s approach, his threats, his plans for her. All of it.

She smiled in a bid to ease the tension. “That’s right. I sang at a nightclub in Estoril for a while, stayed at the Hotel Palàcio.”

M relaxed back in his chair and took out his cigarette case. Opening it, he offered it to her, and she accepted one of the long, hand-rolled cigarettes with alacrity. Ordinarily she avoided smoking. It wasn’t good for the vocal cords. But she wasn’t in England to continue her profession as an entertainer; Lisi was trying very hard to put her own past behind her and had begged Friedl to do the same.

He lit her cigarette for her, and she drew on it greedily, but instead of calming her, the hit of nicotine amplified her anxiety. Her nerves were like plucked wires, the face of her German would-be handler rising up before her mind’s eye, an arrogant, brilliantined specter at the banquet.

She must have hidden her sudden tension well; something about the silence turned companionable. M gestured with his cigarette. “Your sister is holding a house party down at Worplesdon this weekend. I’d like you to go. See what you can find out.”

Find out? About what? she might have asked, fluttering her eyelashes for good measure, but there was little point in such disingenuousness when dealing with a man with M’s perceptive gaze. “Anything in particular you had in mind?” she asked instead. “Anyone?”

“There is an element in England sympathetic to the Nazi cause. Several elements, in fact.” He waved a hand, trailing smoke. “The Right Party, for example . . . Mosley’s black shirts . . . The National Socialist League . . . White Russians.” The major eyed her speculatively, then tapped ash from his
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