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While treating a patient in the fall of 1972, Daisy managed to winkle out of him that he worked for MI6. Then she blabbed about a planned visit to East Berlin with her friend Margery, who was a chemistry researcher at King’s College. Back at the office, the man asked his spooks to do some background checks. It turned out that without even knowing it his blind physiotherapist and her chum had an indirect connection to a high-ranking communist party boss…

	Meanwhile, in East Berlin, clever operatives of the GDR secret services realized that Margery must know some pretty vital scientific secrets. They decided to put Hans Konradi on the case during the visit of the two Englishwomen to Ost. Young Hans was not an agent, just a charming student with fluent English who could easily be pressured into spying for his country.

	But Hans had an agenda of his own, and ‘Operation Berlin Fall’ did not turn out the way the spymasters on both sides of the Wall had envisioned.

	 

	“Nick Aaron tries his hand at a spy mystery but the result is more like an unintended comedy with a tragic love story thrown in. Failure can be entertaining, however, and who needs another pompous spy opera?”

	The Weekly Banner
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	And Jacob served seven years for Rachel; and they seemed unto him but a few days, for the love he had to her.

	 

	Genesis 29:20
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	I   Love among the ruins

	 

	 

	 

	The British bomber crew

	After many hours their bomber finally reached Berlin. The area was a boiling cauldron of activity: searchlights sweeping the skies everywhere, flak barrages so dense and extensive that there was no way of evading or bypassing them. And right behind the flak the place was swarming with German night fighters having a ball. The intercom came alive with exclamations from the crew members who had a good view ahead: the skipper, bomb aimer and mid gunner.

	“Good Lord, some party going on!”

	“Hold on to your hats, we’re joining the scrum!”

	“Flak ahead! Flak ahead! There’s no avoiding it!”

	The sound of shell explosions outside the aircraft became louder and louder; the bomber started to shake; shrapnel hit the fuselage like pebbles thrown violently against a windowpane. At some distance from them, another Lanc suddenly exploded, part of its bombload and what was left of its fuel igniting at once. They heard a tremendous boom. The sky around them was briefly illuminated by a burst of erupting flame spreading forth at the flight speed of the aircraft. “Good God! Those poor chaps certainly went off with a bang!” the skipper cried, “there’s no way anyone could have survived that!”

	Then two of their own machine guns started firing at once, and as soon as they stopped shooting the Lancaster lurched violently in an attempt at evasive action. “Careful skipper, bombers and fighters all over the place!”

	“We’ll just have to take our chances!”

	“Welcome to the scrum!”

	 

	Jülchen

	She’d lived among the ruins for as long as she could remember. In flashes she could even recall the aeroplanes droning overhead and the bombs banging left and right for what seemed like hours on end, she and the grownups hiding in pitch-dark cellars, the floor and walls shaking. She’d only been three or four years old at the time, but she could remember it in flashes. After the sirens gave the all-clear you could go outside again, but some of the people you’d seen every day were no longer there, you found out after a while. The world had just not been a very stable place, not to be relied on. And she still had nightmares about all this, but back then life had been like a bad dream all the time. After that, as a matter of fact, they’d never left the cellars and the ruins still stood. Now it seemed they had to live there for good.

	Every morning they woke up stiff from the cold and from the flimsy mattresses laid out on the hard floor. Mutti was always the first one to grope her way up the crumbling stairs and she unlocked the door, with much turning of keys and rattling of chains. They barricaded themselves in their cellar at night; the door opened directly into the bombed-out ruins of their house. Only the ornate frame of the front door and the balcony above it remained standing, gnarled remnants of mock-antique columns and ornaments, the elaborate wrought-iron railing askew up there in the air, and behind the naked second-floor window frame only the grey Berlin sky. The cellar door opened directly into the open air. They had nothing else left, not even proper beds. But Mutti always told them, “Remember, this is still our property, and we are a respectable family.”

	Anständig, respectable, was the word she kept repeating. She clung to it as she went out every morning to menial jobs she wouldn’t have dreamed of taking before the war: cleaning up rubble with gangs of Trümmerfrauen being paid by the enemy to repair the damage they had inflicted on them. Otherwise spending sweaty days in a laundry, washing mountains of uniforms and bedlinen in cauldrons of boiling water. In the most favourable case she could take home some uniforms for repairs, as she and her mother were excellent seamstresses. Mostly she was in the employ of one of the occupying armies, preferably the Amis, who paid better, but it was not always possible to avoid working for the hated Russkis. The laundry and the tattered uniforms for instance belonged to the Soviet forces.

	If the family happened to have any food they took their breakfast sitting around on chunks of rubble; if it rained they huddled under a makeshift canopy tied and stretched in between the frame of the front door and the remains of the only wall left standing at the end of their vestibule. The kitchen was just a space under the same canopy, around an empty oil drum that had been converted into a cooking stove. Then Mutti and aunt Lotte would go out and Jülchen would stay behind with Grossmutti and the other kids. The grandmother was supposed to care for them, her own brood and any number of others that were left in her care, but she had preoccupations of her own. Even when you had some money or jewellery you needed to spend the day chasing after the scarce goods you could find on the black market. So she left the children to fend for themselves in the rubble of her house, telling them not to wander off too far and warning them not to talk to strangers.

	The children went completely feral among the ruins. With the other kids from the neighbouring cellars and hovels they roamed the streets and empty lots of a gutted city that was utterly familiar to them, playfully exploring a world they’d never known to be any different. Berlin was one huge sandbox, an extensive jungle gym where they played wild and elaborate games. These mostly involved the boys chasing after the girls, capturing them and taking them prisoners, then doing “unspeakable” things to them, make-believe, like the Russkis were supposed to have done to the German women when they’d first arrived. It was great fun. Or they buried them in a “mass grave”, leaving only the girls’ heads sticking out of the sand.

	But they also were hungry all the time, and forever on the lookout for something to eat, for anything edible they might appropriate by begging, swindling, or stealing. And being one of the youngest of their gang, and certainly the prettiest and most innocent-looking girl, Jülchen was often deployed by the others to do their dirty work for them as soon as they’d reached the busier thoroughfares where business was transacted. She learned at a young age to lift an apple from a cart without even seeming to find the vendor’s meagre offerings worth a look. Or to follow grownups who’d just got hold of some precious supplies and pester them; to con them with improbable tales into giving her a small share of their hoard. With the gang they could smell a distribution of aid packages from a mile away, especially those from the Red Cross or the Americans. Jülchen learned to stare with hollow eyes at the foreign do-gooders, her tiny hand raised pleadingly, and came away with a ration and an extra chocolate bar, even when the charity was being overwhelmed by the needy crowds. Long before she could read, even before she’d ever set foot in a school, she could recognize the letters C.I.C.R. and C.A.R.E.

	By the time she was old enough to go to school, as it happened, those had finally started functioning again around Berlin, and Jülchen’s days as a Trümmerkind were over. She would always remember them as a long holiday in Paradise, but she also liked to learn, and the school distributed food, so she soon adapted to her new life. On the first day all the little boys and girls had to give their name to the teacher in front of the whole class, a rather confronting and intimidating experience. Most of the kids were familiar, from the same neighbourhood, but on that occasion Jülchen heard the family names of most of them for the first time. And when her turn came she had a moment of panic: what on earth was her own family name? After saying “Jülchen” she stayed mute and looked very unhappy.

	“Yes, Jülchen,” the friendly teacher prodded, “Jülchen and what else? What do your neighbours call your mother?”

	Everybody called Mutti “Hilde”, or “Frau Hildegard”, but suddenly the little girl’s face lighted up. She knew the answer!

	“My name is Jülchen Anständig.”

	 

	Roman

	His mother had kept the document that had changed their lives. In later years the boy would be much fascinated by it: their “marching orders”.

	 

	This property is to be repossessed by the People! You have until tomorrow morning 7 o’clock to leave the premises and withdraw to between 30 and 40 kilometres from the estate. You’re allowed to take along only hand luggage and what can be carried on a single handcart.

	 

	This was the document that some gloating flunky from the Communist Party, a ‘Red’, “A German, mind you, not a Russki,” had handed over to the Gnädige Frau Charlotte Gräfin von Köslingen, one morning in the fall of 1945. They were being evicted like every other owner of more than 100 hectares—one square kilometre—of land. The Köslingen estate had been ten or twenty times that, Roman’s mother always clarified proudly, depending on how you tallied the forests and wetlands. “And they just stole it from us, but they called it Land Reform.”

	Roman had been too young to remember any of this. He had only vague memories of the land of his birth and of the manor house where they’d lived. But in later years his mother’s predicament became clearer in his mind. A woman alone running a big estate, her husband gone for many years, no news from him for many months, until a letter arrived from the authorities announcing that he’d “fallen” on the eastern front. Roman could hardly picture the man, knew him only from a few photographs, but he himself was now supposed to be the new Graf von Köslingen. Except he had no land anymore. He had nothing.

	Anyway, his mother had stayed calm, thought things over carefully, and decided at once that they’d forget about the handcart: who wanted to weigh themselves down with “impedimenta” while fleeing? They would take only their knapsacks, filled with provisions, and wear their hiking boots and warm clothes as if they were going for a ramble in the Spreewald. Several servants and tenants volunteered to come with them, but the “Gnädige Frau” had turned them down. “No, stay here, with a bit of luck they’ll give each of you your own plot.” And she and her son had set off in the middle of the night. Roman remembered that vaguely, as an exciting adventure, but in contrast to his mother he’d obviously had no idea that he would never see Köslingen again.

	“Those marching orders didn’t make sense,” Mother later grumbled, “how did they expect us to travel thirty or forty kilometres before the next morning at seven? How did they intend to verify it? Stupid people!”

	And that was the last thing she said about it. But just to be on the safe side they’d travelled mostly at night, by starlight, and followed the railway tracks, not the roads. By day they slept in copses, using their hiking cloaks as blankets and their knapsacks as pillows. It was really like a ramble in the Spreewald after all, and Roman was proud of carrying his own little rucksack although he was just five. And it was only after a few days and nights, when their provisions had dwindled to nothing and they became hungry and tired, that the little boy started to wonder where they were going.

	“To Berlin, that’s where. For the time being we’re going to stay with my good friend Hildegard Konradi. She has a daughter of more or less your age: Julia; Jülchen.”

	When they’d entered the city, following the tracks of a regional railway line, they’d discovered that there was not much left of it. Mother had to keep asking directions from passers-by who still had the layout of pre-war Berlin in their heads.

	“Are you telling me that this is actually the Friedrichstrasse?”

	“What’s left of it, yes… just walk on to the ruins of the S-Bahn station and over the Spree bridge… from there straight ahead to the Oranienburger Tor… well, not much still standing there either.”

	That’s how they finally found the Konradi residence, or what was left of it. And that was when love and beauty had entered Roman’s life. Jülchen looked like a character out of a fairy tale, from the picture-book edition of Grimm’s tales that he’d left behind, a tiny Cinderella with golden curls. At first he’d seen her more like a little sister, as she turned out to be a year younger than himself, but soon enough all that had no longer mattered. She welcomed him to sleep on her mattress on the cellar floor as if she’d been keeping the spot for him all along. Aunt Hilde—and Grossmutti—took them in like family because she’d been Lotte’s best friend at the posh boarding school they’d attended as young girls before the war. And when both their men had gone away to fight, and during the years of hardship that followed, Lotte had made sure her friends in Berlin always had enough to eat, supplying them with plenty of foodstuffs from the Köslingen estate.

	Roman’s oldest and fondest memory of Jülchen was how they’d gone on a treasure hunt together, right after he’d arrived in Berlin. Aunt Hilde knew exactly where the family jewels and the table silver were buried in the rubble. She’d been trying to figure out how the house had collapsed, in which order the walls had folded and the floors caved in, and she thought she knew where to go looking for the valuables. All she’d been waiting for was a clever and nimble little boy like Roman to go rooting through the narrow gaps between the collapsed slabs of masonry. What she hadn’t counted on, however, was that her own little girl would follow the boy as a matter of course, before she could do anything to prevent her. And she could hardly tell Jülchen it was too dangerous, just after sending her best friend’s boy down into the piled-up rubble. So the two women stood there eying each other nervously, although Lotte seemed a lot more sanguine about Roman’s safety than Hilde about Jülchen’s. But both children, completely unaware of the dangers, had enjoyed themselves immensely. Crawling around inside the jumbled ruins of the house by the light of an electric torch (what a wonderful toy!) and following aunty Hilde’s instructions they’d retrieved glittering treasure from crushed and mangled chests of drawers.

	So, for Roman too, those early years among the ruins felt like a long holiday in Paradise. In later years he’d only need to ask Jülchen, “Do you remember our treasure hunt?” and she’d smile and all the joy of those early days would come back to them both. But after a couple of years he too had to go to school, at the same time and in the same class as his darling, although he was a year older. And he too had to say his name in front of the others, but in contrast to Jülchen he knew it in full, because his mother had made him memorize it as soon as his father’s death had been announced: Roman Luther Nikolaus Philipp Sylvester Bornholt-Graf von und zu Köslingen… The only problem was, wouldn’t it sound a bit stand-offish to rattle off such a name? Besides, the friendly teacher was a ‘Red’, more likely than not, and she surely wouldn’t take kindly to a little nob. So when his turn came, just after Jülchen, he rasped his throat and said levelly, “My name is Roman… Roman Graf.”

	 

	Hans

	He was born when Jülchen was nine, and at first they called him “the baby”. Just that. But all the same, from the moment he’d appeared in their lives, “tiny Hans” had been a welcome distraction from a rather disturbing event: Jülchen’s father had returned from Russian captivity.

	So he’d survived the war after all. They’d always wondered. Although “survivor” was the kindest and most positive thing you could say about the haggard and embittered stranger who’d turned up at their door almost five years after the end of the hostilities. The first thing he said to his wife was, “I can’t believe you let them confiscate my property! I can’t believe you stayed on in the Soviet Zone!”

	“It’s called the GDR now, Heini, haven’t you heard? And we only stayed because they assigned us this flat and gave me a proper job.”

	And it was true: although they’d been evicted from the ruins of their old family home, their life had finally gone back to a semblance of normalcy. They lived in a tiny flat not far from the Oranienburger Tor, in a housing development that had recently risen on a bombed-out site, modern apartment buildings made from flimsy concrete slabs. Mutti had a steady job as a low-level manager at a state-owned laundry. Aunt Lotte worked there too, and she and Roman lived in another tiny flat, not far from theirs. He and Jülchen still went to school together, Grossmutti spent her days waiting in line at different state-owned shops, trying to get hold of whatever was available. Their ration cards gave no guarantee that you actually could get your hands on what you were entitled to, but their dear grandmother had become an ace at ferreting out the right locations and the right hours.

	Heinrich Konradi found all this utterly appalling. “The Germans have become a nation of sheep… Baah! Baah!”

	His wife had to be patient. “What did you expect, mein Schatz? The days of the ‘Master Race’ are over, and a good thing too!”

	She spent many evenings telling him about the air raids, the Amis pounding them by day, the Brits by night, for hours on end in endless waves. How they’d barely survived among the ruins, the hunger and the cold, being reduced to scrounging, begging, and thieving. “Even Jülchen learned to steal. The children were a lot better at this kind of thing than us grownups. We all scuttled among the ruins like rats. We felt like rats! So believe me, we’re quite happy to be like sheep now, if it means getting back to a normal life.”

	And she spent many evenings listening to her husband’s stories too. This was the biggest mistake other couples had made, she knew: not wanting to hear about the horrors the other had been through. A Wehrmacht soldier had his pride, it wouldn’t do not to acknowledge his sacrifices, even if he obscurely resented the loved ones for whom he’d made them in vain. But in the end Heini had come around, he finally recognized that his wife had been brave and done well, and he decided to pull himself together. He went looking for work and took a menial job on a building site of the much-touted Stalinallee. Then Hilde announced she was pregnant again.

	Hans was a happy child who brought much joy to all, not least to his father, who was relieved to have a son. Living with three women as the only man, he declared, still felt a bit stifling. But now he had Hans!

	Jülchen should have been jealous. However, she found “the baby” so incredibly sweet and cuddly that she immediately forgot any misgivings she might have had about her father’s attitude towards her. As for Roman, who was always so protective of her, he surprised her greatly by being even more protective of the tiny creature, while managing at the same time to make her feel as cherished as ever.

	In later years Hans had only fond memories of his early childhood in the GDR, that is to say, up to the age of eleven, until they built the Wall. As long as he’d been too young to go to school, his grandmother had looked after him, and he’d been spared the hardships of those huge state-owned day-care centres. Then on his first day in class, when he’d told the friendly teacher, “My name is Hans Konradi,” she’d known at once that he came from a respectable family, that he would be as respectful and bright as his sister nine years before, and no trouble at all.

	His fondest memories dated from around that time, because by then he became the darling and mascot of Jülchen and Roman’s old gang. When he was six and his big sister fifteen, she and her friends took him along with them on their outings, after school and in the weekends. When they weren’t attending the more or less obligatory meetings of the communist youth movements, the ‘Pioneers’ for Hans, the FDJ for the older ones, they spent all their free time in ‘West’. They liked to hang out on the Kudamm, visited the KaDeWe department store and the Bikinihaus shopping strip, although they didn’t have much Westmark to spend. But their S-Bahn tickets were valid and they often took the Wannsee line all the way to the end and spent endless summer afternoons on the beach with the youngsters from “the other side”.

	It was a strange quirk of the forties and fifties that the locals could circulate almost freely between the different occupation zones, and later between the GDR and West Berlin. In some streets the border was only indicated by a line painted on the roadway and pavements, with not a guard in sight. Later the checkpoints became more numerous and the controls more strict, but the kids just declared they wanted to “visit their uncle and aunt” at such and such address on the other side, and the guards routinely waved them through.

	In the same vein it was striking how these youths, who paid lip service to the communist ideals as members of the FDJ, were at the same time fascinated by all things American. It started with an obsession for acquiring a pair of jeans, Niethosen or ‘rivet trousers’, even for the girls. For young communists these were only obtainable through elaborate barter channels, or if you knew a girl who was dating a GI. One of their circle who had such luck would show up sometimes with a whole stack of Levi’s of all lengths and sizes and distribute them among her friends. But on the plus side, once you owned a pair, you were good forever, because the more rumpled, frayed and faded your jeans became, the better. Hans got his first pair from his sister at a very young age, but the problem was he grew out of them long before they got to look grungy and “authentic”. Nevertheless he’d felt like a real cowboy.

	Then there was the music, jazz and rock ’n’ roll, ragtime, boogie-woogie and Elvis, who was stationed in Germany as a GI. They listened to AFN, the American Forces Network station. All you needed to do was to put up a radio somewhere in a courtyard, with an extension cord through a window to the

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
