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‘Correction does much, but encouragement does more.’

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, (1749–1832)




Prologue

Munich, Germany

July 1936

Maddie Gresham lay under the bedcovers, fully clothed and barely daring to move in the stifling darkness of a sweltering city night. Beneath the sheets she wore a skirt and blouse, together with a clean pair of white ankle socks. With the back of her hand, she wiped her sticky forehead. She was glowing – ladies didn’t sweat – and she wondered how much longer she’d have to endure being swaddled in this heat.

It was madness, she knew. Any sane person would think she’d completely lost her proverbial marbles. But she was seventeen, going on eighteen, and had just thrown off the fetters of her English girls’ boarding school. She was two weeks into her summer exchange at the home of her German penfriend, Greta Weitzler, and she wanted to live a little – to push the boundaries. Was that such a crime?

Despite her discomfort, her body remained poised like an animal about to pounce, ready to fling off the covers at the first call. Adrenaline coursed through her veins, but not so much through fear as excitement. This would be an adventure, something daring and undoubtedly frowned upon by her parents’ friends at home in England. Mummy, had she been alive, would be quite scandalised. Daddy, on the other hand, and perhaps even Uncle Roly, her godfather, would probably regard what she was about to do as “a bit of a wheeze”, like something from The Girl’s Own Paper that she’d decided to enact in real life. But even though she didn’t yet have the key to the door, technically she wasn’t a child, either. And this wasn’t a fantasy. There were risks, undoubtedly. If they were caught, they could end up behind bars, but the thought of standing up to a bunch of pug-faced bullies and championing an injustice shot a thrill through her entire body. The scent of danger was in her nostrils and she longed to run with it.

The only light – and indeed, ventilation – in the room came from the tiny gabled window in the eaves of the stuffy attic. The smell of mothballs and ginger clung to the air. The usual rasping sounds of arguments emanating from her hosts’ bedroom directly below, which either kept her awake or woke her most nights, had subsided. Night, exhaustion, or both, always seemed to bring with it a truce between Herr Helmut Weitzler and his long-suffering wife, Ada.

Maddie relished the silence for a few moments until the bell from the little church round the corner tolled out twelve, then her heart beat even faster. The blood pounded in her ears and a moment later she heard the click of the handle. Nervously, she watched the low attic door open.

‘Ready, Maddie?’ It was Max, Greta’s big brother. His voice sounded muffled in the heat and the darkness.

She didn’t say anything at first. Just threw back the covers and jumped out of bed to slip into the soft-soled gym shoes on the rug.

‘Ready,’ she said, smoothing down the scarf around her head. It was tied at the nape of her neck in a sort of peasant effect. With her single light brown plait – Greta had taught her how to braid like a native – no one would ever guess she was English.

A beam of moonlight hit Max’s face. There was a wild look in his amber eyes and his blond hair stood out at angles. He was a good three inches taller than her, but the colours he was wearing made him blend into the shadows. Suddenly she realised her white cotton blouse probably wasn’t such a good idea. But then something glinted in the shaft of moonlight from the window and her eye was drawn to his right hand. An ice pick. Max was clutching an ice pick. Before he’d broken his leg in a motor accident and been forced to walk with a stick, Maddie knew Herr Weitzler had been a keen mountaineer. Max sucked in a deep breath before slapping his left palm with the shaft of the pick.

‘Let’s do this,’ he said. He seemed deadly serious.

She nodded and, bending down, retrieved a rolling pin from under her pillow. She’d smuggled it from the kitchen when Cook was fussing over sauerkraut earlier that evening. She held it aloft, like the sword of a warrior about to do battle. Only Max didn’t laugh.

They tiptoed along the landing and paused outside Joachim’s door. His snores were much louder than usual. They took it as a good sign. The aspirin Max had slipped into his younger brother’s warm milk seemed to have achieved the desired effect. There would be no trouble from him. Not tonight, at least.

Down the stairs they crept, past Greta’s door. It remained shut. Maddie had hoped her penfriend might still join them, even though she’d already declared she wanted no part in their plans. Like every other young female of a similar age, Greta had been forced to join the League of German Girls, but unlike Joachim, she was not a great fan of the Führer and his cronies. Max had assured Maddie his brother would never betray them, but she was convinced Joachim would hand them over to the Gestapo with a smile on his face. There’d been a few days when she’d thought Greta might relent, especially when she had joined them circling in front of the Feldherrnhalle on her bicycle, refusing to salute the memorial to some failed Nazi coup in a beer hall. The guards had shouted at them, but all three had pedalled off at high speed. Greta, with her elfin face and long, dark braids, had laughed the loudest then, but any hope that she’d join them tonight was now gone.

‘Come on, Maddie,’ mouthed Max, at the foot of the stairs. He wheeled his arm to signify his impatience then frowned when he noticed her white blouse. Tugging off his dark green cardigan he thrust it in front of her. She put it on unquestioningly and his hand accidentally brushed against her as he helped her. The shock of his touch took her breath away, but she didn’t let it show.

From the peg in the porch, Max reached for his father’s raincoat and slipped into it, so that he could hide the ice pick up his sleeve. The belted gabardine was far too large for his slender frame. It looked suspicious on such a balmy night, but at least with the cardigan over her blouse Maddie now felt less conspicuous.

As the latch dropped on the front door, Maddie edged forward and Max pushed her gently in front of him. Together they stepped out into the night, closing the door silently behind them. Once through the front gates, they crossed over the road to avoid rousing the neighbour’s guard dog then hurried along the quiet residential street towards the main thoroughfare. Another ten minutes and they would reach the city centre.

They walked in silence for most of the way, Max mentally rehearsing exactly what they had to do and how they would do it, Maddie thinking more about Max than anything else. There were very few people about. Most upstanding Germans were in bed by now. The only ones abroad at this hour were, like them, up to no good, if the Nazis were to be believed.

When they reached the corner of a poorly lit street, Max stopped suddenly. From out of one of the raincoat pockets, he produced a hip flask and thrust it under her nose.

‘For courage,’ he said. Not that he needed it. He was in his third year of a physics degree at Munich University and, in Maddie’s eyes at least, was already very mature and fearless.

Her stomach flipped as she reached for the flask. ‘For courage,’ she repeated, taking a large swig and promptly spluttering violently as the fiery liquid caught the back of her throat. At home she’d only ever been allowed a single glass of sherry at Christmas.

‘Ssssh!’ Max snatched the flask away from her and downed the rest of its contents in one.

It was then they heard footsteps: heavy boots tramping on the pavement.

‘Who’s there?’ called a gruff voice from over the road.

They ducked behind a park bench until two storm troopers passed – straight-backed, straight-legged and full of their own self-importance. They were probably not much older than them, Maddie supposed. She knew they had a reputation for being oafish, these bullies who did the Nazi Party’s bidding. Ordinarily she and Max could outwit them, but these thugs carried heavy batons, which were more than a match for their improvised weapons.

They carried on to their destination, this time keeping to the shadows. The small square, once home to the city’s cattle market, was mercifully deserted apart from a couple of cats lolling on some shallow steps. They knew exactly what to do. In the middle of one side of the square was a large, glass-fronted information board displaying the latest front pages of a particularly unpleasant anti-Jewish newspaper called Der Stürmer. Max said that it was a dirty little rag, and no one read it before, but the Nazis were now thrusting it in everyone’s face. His mother was Jewish and someone had spat at her as she walked along the street only the other day. Greta was repeatedly called a mischling, a mongrel, by some of the girls at school because her dark hair and brown eyes were proof she wasn’t entirely Aryan. All sorts of frightful laws were being passed that meant Jewish people were no longer regarded as proper German citizens and Max said he couldn’t just stand by and watch his mother insulted. Maddie agreed. It was dreadful to see the poor woman so down all the time, shoulders slouched and eyes often red from crying.

They paused for a moment to look at the front page of the newspaper. There was a horrid cartoon image of a Jewish man, his nose all bulbous and mouth pulled into a grotesque scowl. The headline ran: The Jews Are Our Misfortune. They eyed each other, then scanned the square behind to make sure no guards were around. With a simultaneous nod they took out their weapons and set to work quickly and methodically, strategically hitting the edges first. After three or four blows with her rolling pin, Maddie had completely destroyed the pane of glass. The crashing sound as it cascaded down onto the stone pavement below was like water flowing over rocks. Max followed on with the ice pick, clawing at the newspaper, tearing it to shreds. Within five seconds it was all over, but there was no time to stand back and admire their handiwork.

‘Halte!’

From somewhere behind them, a shout split the darkness.

Maddie’s heart flew into her mouth. Max reached for her and together they bolted and hurtled towards a maze of back streets. Hand in hand, they ran as fast as they could. Behind them a stampede of jackboots and shouts from the brown-shirted thugs, in front of them a tangled skein of alleys. But the cobbles were uneven, and Maddie stumbled, her right knee taking the full brunt of the fall. Max juddered to a halt and instantly heaved her to her feet. Wrapping her arm around his own neck, he took most of her weight and together they hobbled into a doorway. Once there, she followed his lead and flattened her body against the door, squashed against his shoulder. His breath was hot on her cheek as he turned to her, trying to steady himself. Seconds later the boots passed, the shouts faded away and the silence returned.

‘We did it,’ he whispered before his face broke into a beaming smile.

Yes, she thought. We did something good – together.

Standing there in the shadows, their hearts drumming against their chests, their eyes met. At that moment they were invincible, and Max suddenly drew her towards him and planted a kiss on her lips. That kiss – her first – was over in a second and yet it gave her the most extraordinary sensation, as if she were travelling in a fast elevator and her whole body was catapulted upwards. He laughed then, and so did she, as if what they had just done was so thrilling that they couldn’t hold their happiness inside.

Looking back on it, from that night onwards, something changed between them. Something moved them both so powerfully they would never be the same again. They were riding the crest of a wave and relished the exhilaration of it. When they gazed into each other’s eyes they were united in a shared purpose. They could face up to any enemy and together they could beat it. From that night on an unspoken pledge was made and a bond forged, although, of course, at the time, Maddie had no idea that war – and murder – would do everything in their power to break them apart.

   


Chapter 1

Trent Park, Middlesex

March 1944

The man at the War Office told her to take the Piccadilly Line to Cockfosters then walk up the tree-lined drive for half a mile to the big house. Maddie recognised the place as soon as she saw the magnificent entrance opposite the Underground. Trent Park.

The last time she was there, she had been chauffeur-driven in her father’s Rolls-Royce to that magical cocktail party that now seemed such a bittersweet memory of a bygone era. That evening, the magnificent oaks, chestnuts and beeches had all been in full leaf. Now the trees had surrendered to winter gales and were all but denuded of their leaves to show bare, black branches to an overcast sky. But at least there were daffodils on either side of the drive. Nevertheless, she wished she were in a motor car right now. Her Gladstone bag, although only packed for overnight, still felt as though it was full of bricks and her new shoes – a pair of lace-up Oxfords – were letting her down and rubbing against her heels.

The balmy night of the party, she’d been wearing fabulous peep-toed sandals and a lovely yellow silk dress. Now winter, although on its way out, had taken no prisoners, so under her belted camel coat she sported a serviceable woollen suit. A burgundy-red tam sat snugly on her head. She didn’t want to look too frivolous, or create a bad first impression. After all, she needed to be taken seriously. At least look the part. Some military personnel, however, obviously had other ideas.

‘Once you get to the house, go to the gate, past the swimming pool,’ said the sentry when she stopped to ask directions halfway up the drive. She caught him winking at the other guard. ‘Then you’ll have to get down on your hands and knees and crawl through the doorway,’ he told her, obviously taking her for a rookie recruit.

Maddie didn’t fall for it, of course. A few years ago, before the start of the war, she might almost have taken the cheeky squaddie seriously. She’d been so naïve. But not now. Not after everything that had happened and, she suspected, everything that was still to come.

‘But I couldn’t see Colonel McKie with laddered stockings, could I now?’ she replied, all innocence, before flashing the sentry a knowing smile. His face fell then, when he heard she had a meeting with the man the squaddies at Trent Park called “the Guv’nor”. So, Maddie just carried on up the drive, with an air of confident professionalism while trying to hide the fact that her feet were killing her.

To compound her woes, a few moments later she was confronted by a tradesman’s van heading straight towards her, while in between them lay a large icy puddle. The vehicle made no sign of slowing down, or indeed veering to one side to avoid splashing her. A second later it did so with remarkable alacrity, spraying her stockings with muddy water. Whipping round to curse the driver under her breath, she read the gold lettering on the van’s side: Anstruther & Son Gentlemen’s Outfitters By Royal Appointment. Savile Row, London. There certainly wasn’t a gentleman at the wheel, she thought. Nevertheless, she ploughed on.

She’d almost made it to the mansion when she paused for a moment in front of it, to take stock. Lifting her gaze, she marvelled at its imposing red-brick façade. The previous owner, Sir Philip Sassoon, had totally transformed the building from an undistinguished Victorian pile into a faux Georgian gem. It was always an honour to be included on his guest list. Her father, Sir Michael Gresham, was high up in the Treasury and a regular invitee. A heady mix of politicians, artists, literary types and film stars continuously passed through the mansion’s doors. There was always someone interesting or famous or both to meet. The cocktail party she’d attended was only about three months before war broke out and not long before Sir Philip’s sudden death. Charlie Chaplin, George Bernard Shaw and the painter Rex Whistler had been there. She remembered it had taken all her willpower not to ask them for their autographs. The girls at her college house at Oxford were so jealous.

But what a difference five years made. Sir Philip would be turning in his grave, Maddie thought, if he could see what they’ve done to the place. The roses that not so long ago tumbled over the ornamental walls had been replaced by coils of barbed wire and joining the tall trees surrounding the immaculate lawns was an enormous, unsightly watchtower. She recalled standing on the terrace at the cocktail party, the setting sun bathing the grounds in a soft glow and the sky turning the same colour as the crimson Manhattan she held in a long-stemmed glass. The memory brought a smile to Maddie’s lips, but it didn’t last long.

‘You, there. Where’s your pass?’ Someone was shouting at her. To her right, a fearsome-looking sergeant with Eton-cropped hair and a clipboard in her hand broke into her thoughts. ‘And you are?’ The woman looked at Trent Park’s latest potential recruit from her unforgiving shoes up to her red beret. The sergeant herself wore the unflattering garb of the Auxiliary Territorial Service – the women’s army – a shapeless khaki ensemble that reminded Maddie of a sack of potatoes.

Without a word, Maddie produced her official pass from her clutch bag and the sergeant’s expression changed instantly. Her top-secret clearance was every bit as handy as a magic wand. Almost five years ago, the war had forced her to swap her studies at the Institute of Experimental Psychology at Oxford University to join the staff at a new brain injuries hospital. Her old college, St Hugh’s, had been requisitioned by the War Office and become almost unrecognisable. Transformed from a pleasant, airy, all-female college into an all-male hospital, its three hundred beds were occupied by patients with head injuries. They were mostly physical ones, but sometimes mental ones, too. Her tutor, Dr Tobias Baskin, was head psychologist. He’d asked her to follow him to assist with his research into the effects of combat injuries on mental well-being. She’d been honoured to oblige.

Now her life seemed all set to change once more. She’d been “selected” for interview, the letter said. It made her sound a bit like a Beech’s Continental chocolate. An odd little man with a nervous twitch and tortoiseshell spectacles had come to St Hugh’s and asked her all sorts of questions about her work with Dr Baskin. At the time she’d wondered why he didn’t ask the good doctor himself. She rather feared he might be in some sort of trouble, but one didn’t like to ask. It was the war, after all. A week later she was tasked to take some tests to assess her “suitability” although she’d no idea what she may or may not be suitable for. She’d then been told to catch the train to London and report to Cockfosters Camp. It was only when she’d arrived at the gates that she’d realised where she was.

‘Miss Gresham,’ said the sergeant, her tone softening after consulting her clipboard. ‘Colonel McKie is expecting you.’ She signalled to a timorous young woman hovering nearby. ‘Private Briggs, take Miss Gresham to the colonel’s office,’ she ordered.

Private Briggs, her large eyes peering out from under the peak of her too-large ATS cap, wore the bewildered expression of a fawn. She led Maddie past two more sentries, through the imposing front door and into the mansion. The entrance hall was so stark in contrast to Maddie’s last visit. Most of the grand portraits and paintings had been removed and there wasn’t a single objet d’art in sight.

One set of floor-to-ceiling double doors off the hall opened into a large room with another door on the right. An older woman, also wearing an ATS uniform, presided at a desk. The way her silver hair was cut round her ears made it look like she was wearing a helmet. She peered down her long nose at poor Briggs before realising the girl was accompanying a civilian visitor.

‘Miss Gresham to see Colonel McKie,’ said the private nervously.

The older woman rose quickly to her feet and replied in a voice as clipped as one of the box hedges in the grounds. ‘Ah yes, Miss Gresham. Colonel McKie is expecting you.’ Springing over to another door, she took a deep breath, as if she were about to enter some inner sanctum, and knocked.

‘Come,’ said a deep voice in response.

Colonel McKie rose to greet Maddie. He was an attractive sort, for an older man, she thought: an open face, with intelligent eyes, a well-trimmed moustache and brown hair made darker by a liberal application of Brilliantine.

‘That’ll be all, Holmes,’ he said formally to the secretary who seemed in awe of him. ‘Please, take a seat,’ he told Maddie, breaking into a broad smile as soon as the door clicked shut. He motioned to the chair in front of his desk on which sat an open file.

‘I’ve been reading about you, Miss Gresham. You’ve had quite a career.’ The colonel glanced at the papers on his desk, and she felt her stomach somersault. ‘Deported from Germany, aged seventeen. Now there’s a distinction!’ He laughed and Maddie smiled uneasily. The experience hadn’t been the slightest bit amusing at the time. She still suffered from nightmares about it.

His attention focused on his notes once more. ‘So, you’ve been squirrelled away at St Hugh’s for a while now.’ She detected a gentle Scottish lilt amid his slightly patronising tone. Not that she objected to being compared with a squirrel, but men, especially military men, sometimes treated her like a child.

‘That’s right, sir.’

Under Dr Baskin’s guidance, she’d been recording altered behavioural patterns resulting from military engagement. They’d been making some interesting findings until, one day, shortly before Christmas, Dr Baskin was suddenly “called away”. Since then, she’d only heard from him once. He’d posted a large parcel of notes for her to type. It had taken her an age to transcribe his terrible handwriting, interspersed with his own unique shorthand, but she’d done it nevertheless and returned the typescript to him a week later. But he never acknowledged receipt and, as far as she knew, no one at St Hugh’s, nor indeed at Oxford, had heard from him since.

A pipe lay on Colonel McKie’s desk. He picked it up and began to stuff the bowl with tobacco from a pouch. ‘All those chaps with head injuries. Can’t have been much fun,’ he mused.

Maddie had never regarded a hospital as the sort of place where one expected to have “fun”. Losing part of your brain wasn’t really a laughing matter. She just smiled, wishing the colonel would get to the point. Why was she here? Why had someone senior in the Combined Services Detailed Interrogation Centre – what a mouthful – requested to see her in person?

‘So, you studied for a diploma at the Institute of Experimental Psychology.’

Institute sounded rather grand, but it certainly wasn’t. For all intents and purposes, the building looked rather like a vicarage tucked away behind trees on the main road a little further towards the centre of Oxford than St Hugh’s. What passed for a laboratory was a single-storey construction at the back, more akin to a gardener’s shed than a place of science.

‘And you were Dr Baskin’s assistant.’ The colonel hooked his index finger to pack down the tobacco he’d deposited in his pipe.

‘Yes, sir.’ He had been doing his homework. Despite its humble surroundings, Maddie felt very privileged to have been offered a position to work under one of the world’s leading experts in the field. She typed up Dr Baskin’s atrociously written notes – a crash course at one of Oxford’s many secretarial colleges helped – and in return she was allowed to assist him in some of his experiments. At the same time, she was studying for her diploma. An outsider might have thought the arrangement rather one-sided. And perhaps it was. But Maddie was simply grateful for the opportunity. She was a woman, after all, as several other academics kept reminding her.

Dr Baskin was never a great talker. Even so, she missed his support and companionship, his fusty tweed jackets with their leather patches at the elbows and his penchant for garibaldi biscuits. He’d always asked her to make tea when she was engrossed in something, but when he’d looked at her intently and said, ‘A biccie wouldn’t go amiss, either, Miss G,’ she’d never had the heart to refuse. And he was such an awfully good listener.

‘To hear is to learn. To listen is to care,’ he used to say.

McKie’s expression suddenly looked grave. Carefully he placed his pipe into a novelty ashtray – in the shape of a rather garish bulldog, Maddie noted – and leaned forward.

She met the colonel’s expression with a frown of her own. ‘He’s all right, isn’t he? Dr Baskin? Nothing’s happened?’

Clasping his hands on the desk, McKie cleared his throat and said: ‘Unfortunately, the doctor is no longer with us.’

‘Sir?’ Maddie queried. No longer with us. Had he gone behind enemy lines? Had the Germans captured him? Surely he wouldn’t have deserted.

The colonel shook his head in a sort of melancholy way. ‘I fear he’s passed away.’

‘Passed away? Passed away, where?’ An image of Dr Baskin blithely floating by on a cloud sprang to mind.

‘He’s dead, Miss Gresham. He died in his bed. Heart attack,’ the colonel told her with alarming finality.

‘Oh!’ She thought of her former boss with his sympathetic gaze, the way he’d tilt his head when one talked to him. ‘Oh, that’s terrible,’ she blurted. And she meant it.

‘Yes, isn’t it?’ replied the colonel. ‘Particularly terrible for us,’ he added cryptically. He fixed her with a stare. The look unsettled Maddie. It was as if he were sounding her out – gauging whether she could be trusted. Of course, she’d already signed the Official Secrets Act. (The officer in charge had put a gun on the table and told her that traitors were always dealt with appropriately. She’d thought he was joking as she picked up the pen. Now she wasn’t so sure.) But his expression gave her the distinct feeling that what he was about to say might well be on a “need to know” basis.

Maddie, still in shock at news of the doctor’s death, remained on the edge of her seat. The atmosphere was so tense she was unwilling even to blink, especially as, if she did, she knew a tear might escape.

‘You see, Miss Gresham, Dr Baskin was working for us on a special project.’

‘I see,’ replied Maddie, suddenly realising she hadn’t drawn breath for the last few seconds. So that was why he’d been “called away”. He was engaged in something top secret for British intelligence.

The colonel let the news sink in for a moment, then began again in a more measured, almost priestly tone. ‘This is a very special place,’ he told her, raising his eyes to the ceiling. That word “special” again. From his expression he could have been marvelling at the Sistine Chapel before he switched back down to earth. ‘You may have seen all the building activity.’ He picked up his pipe from the ashtray once more.

She had. Lots of men were digging holes and erecting makeshift buildings away from the mansion and screened by trees. Offices and accommodation, she’d assumed, but to house what?

‘We’re playing host to some very important guests, you see,’ he explained, popping the pipe stem in his mouth and striking a match.

‘Guests, sir?’ Maddie had already assumed they wouldn’t be Trent Park’s usual glamorous set.

The colonel sucked hard, and a puff of smoke rose from the bowl. ‘We were originally looking after a few Luftwaffe pilots here after the Battle of Britain. Some U-boat officers, too, not to mention Italians, but over the past year we’ve had bigger fish to fry.’

‘Sir?’ Colonel McKie was talking in riddles.

He sighed heavily. ‘Things didn’t go too well for the Hun in North Africa.’

‘No, sir,’ Maddie agreed. Along with everyone else she’d seen the Pathé news reports: Rommel’s Afrika Korps had lost the fight in the desert thanks to Britain’s mighty Field Marshal “Monty”.

McKie nodded. ‘For a while we’ve been hosting several German top brass who needed a nice, comfortable place to stay.’ He leaned back, smoke now billowing from his pipe.

Maddie’s carefully plucked eyebrows shot up in surprise. Was he really implying what she thought he was? Through the smoke she found it rather hard to read his expression. ‘At Trent Park?’

The colonel threw back his head and chuckled. ‘A hotel for captured enemy generals. It may not be the Ritz, but it’s a veritable palace compared with your average POW camp.’

Maddie’s eyes opened even wider. ‘A prisoner of war camp! Here, sir?’

‘Yes. Only the Germans don’t know the full story, of course.’ He pointed at her with the stem of his pipe. ‘The aim is to put the generals at their ease and make them think that we respect them. They’re convinced they’re going to win the war and we’re keen they don’t make us suffer too much in defeat. Besides, they believe it’s only what they deserve. Superior race and all that!’ He barked out a laugh. ‘Of course it was Baskin’s suggestion originally. Give them what they want: their own shop, the run of the grounds—’

‘Their own tailor,’ Maddie interrupted.

‘Ha, yes, indeed. You saw him this morning?’

‘I did,’ replied Maddie, recalling his van had almost forced her off the drive.

‘So it’s a bit like a luxury hotel, but with barbed wire around it. Rather clever idea, don’t you think?’

Maddie had to agree. ‘Yes. Yes, I do.’ The pipe smoke was starting to make her eyes sting.

‘But here’s the really clever part of it.’ He leaned forward confidentially. ‘If they’re relaxed, they let their guard down and loosen their tongues, and when they do, everything they say is recorded.’

‘Recorded?’ she repeated. What on earth can he mean?

McKie’s lips stretched into a broad smile. ‘There are microphones in every chandelier and lamp in their quarters. Under desks and in vases.’

‘Really, sir? But that’s … that’s …’ Maddie searched for a word amid the smoke.

‘Genius? Yes, it is, if I do say so myself.’ McKie let out another chuckle. ‘That part, the technical bit, had nothing to do with Baskin, of course, although he was helping us develop our covert interrogation strategy. He maintained we’d get more out of the Germans if we were nice to them.’

In her head she could hear one of Dr Baskin’s favourite sayings replaying. ‘If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles,’ Maddie volunteered. She surprised herself for spouting forth so confidently.

‘Quite right,’ replied the colonel, suitably impressed. ‘And that’s where you come in.’ Another stab with the stem of his pipe was aimed at her. ‘Baskin thought very highly of you.’

Maddie felt the colour bloom in her cheeks. She was flattered. She’d always got on very well with the doctor, even though he seemed terribly aloof for much of the time.

‘You know he was working on …’ McKie began just as the red telephone on his desk started to ring and he abruptly stopped the conversation. ‘Better get this. Excuse me,’ he said. ‘Right ho,’ he grunted after a moment. Cupping his hand over the receiver he told her: ‘Sorry, Miss Gresham. Military matter. We’ll have to speak tomorrow. Holmes will sort you out.’

Maddie thought he made her sound rather like a load of laundry as he flapped a hand towards the door. Nevertheless, she was given the distinct impression that she needed to make herself scarce without further delay.

Walking briskly into the anteroom, she realised Trent Park was no longer the place of leisure and enjoyment she once knew, of house parties and society gatherings. The highly sensitive information she’d just been told meant she now knew something so secret and so vital to the Allied cause that one false move, or one wrong word from her, could put lives at risk and throw the whole of the war effort in jeopardy.

   


Chapter 2

Back in the anteroom, Holmes made some hurried phone calls.

‘A room’s been arranged for you, Miss Gresham,’ Maddie was told ten minutes later and soon she found herself being ushered into a waiting car. The driver, another ATS private from her uniform, took her overnight bag and deposited it efficiently in the boot before opening the door for her with an enigmatic smile.

Maddie smiled back. There was something about the young woman she instantly liked, a sort of reassuring, sisterly presence in a place where men clearly ruled the roost. A bed in a boarding house in nearby Enfield had apparently been organised, but for how long? Colonel McKie had never actually got round to divulging what her role in his scheme would be, if any at all. Had he just wanted to pick her brains or was Trent Park to be her new posting? For all she knew, she might even be back in Oxford the following evening. She supposed she’d have to wait until tomorrow at their next meeting – Holmes had assured her there would be one – to find out more. Until then, she was feeling rather in the dark.

As Maddie was driven back down the long drive away from the mansion, staring blankly at the bare trees, memories of her first day at boarding school suddenly resurfaced. Her mother had kissed her and told her to be brave, but like now, she didn’t feel very brave at all because she had no idea what was to come. Butterflies fluttered in her stomach at the thought of the unknown. Colonel McKie’s parting shot was that she must tell no one of their conversation. Of course, she’d had no intention of doing anything of the sort, anyway. She’d already been entrusted with a huge military secret that made small talk look, well, small. She pictured the German generals strutting around the mansion, kept in the lap of luxury while hundreds of ordinary families in London had been bombed out of their homes. It wasn’t right, but she understood it was all part of a bigger plan – a plan devised by Dr Baskin. He was the reason she’d been summoned. It was up to her to carry on his work.

A heavy weight had just been placed on her shoulders, but it wouldn’t be hard keeping the lid on this particular Pandora’s box. What would be much more difficult was being normal again, trying to separate the momentous from the mundane.

They were on the outskirts of Enfield. Once a village, it had been swallowed up by London and was now a borough filled with endless houses and factories that made one street look very like the next. But that still didn’t deter the Germans, who seemed hell-bent on flattening the whole lot – hospital or home – just to get at the big munitions factories in the area. With over a thousand bombs dropped in air raids on it in the last two years, they were making a pretty good fist of showing their contempt for the place. All the houses had their windows taped up and as many sandbags as sticks of rock in Brighton lined the pavements. Now and again, she’d catch a glimpse of a large patch of rubble where someone’s home or place of work once stood; they were ghostly reminders of lives once lived.

As the car turned down another street, Maddie saw the remains of three, or maybe even more houses that had taken a direct hit. What remained of the structures looked like the ruins of an old monastery, while broken timbers stuck out of piles of bricks like jagged teeth.

A gang of boys were busy on the side-lines, picking up what looked like twisted metal and bits of shrapnel – souvenirs of a savagery they seemed to regard as an adventure. One of them, with red hair, was collecting things and putting them in his bicycle basket. Maddie tried to make out their bitter harvest. A pile of broken crockery, from a dresser? Scattered rags that were once clothes in a wardrobe, perhaps, and panels of cast iron from what used to be a cooker, maybe. The detritus of everyday life was broken and mangled and boiled down to this.

On the corner of the junction with the main road, a newspaper vendor, a patch over his right eye, was peddling his daily diet of gloom and doom. Today, however, the placards proclaimed something cheering: General Eisenhower in London.

Thank goodness we’ve got the Yanks, thought Maddie.

‘Here we are, miss,’ chirped the driver a moment later.

They were just round the corner from the bombsite, in a street of larger, mainly detached houses. The motor car was pulling up outside one of them. A tired wooden sign nailed to the fence read: Fairview Boarding House. Maddie thought it would be ironic if she could see the bomb damage from her bedroom window. Two stone lions stood guard on the gate posts, although, by the looks of it, the broken gate had long ago left its hinges, and had ended up in the nearby laurel bushes.

The driver opened the car door and Maddie stepped out.

‘I used to pick Dr Baskin up at 0900 sharp. That suit you, miss?’ asked the private, handing over her bag.

Maddie took it, at the same time trying not to look surprised that the doctor should have lodged in an establishment that clearly hadn’t seen a lick of paint since the last war. ‘Thank you, er …’

‘Paget, ma’am.’

Maddie actually found herself waving off her new friend before she turned towards the boarding house. As she walked up the path to the front door, she noted what was probably a grass lawn had been dug up, presumably with the aim of growing vegetables. The problem was someone’s admirable intentions to “dig for victory” had gone awry, leaving only dead leaves and shrivelled tubers in the soil. An old tin bath was propped up against the side of the house and sandbags were piled on either side of the peeling front door. Any hopes Maddie had nursed of just a touch of comfort faded. She knocked.

‘Yer … s?’ A woman in a hairnet and late middle age answered. Speaking through a half-closed door, her eyes were narrowed suspiciously, as if she were not used to visitors.

‘Good afternoon,’ said Maddie, mustering a smile. ‘I believe I have a room booked.’

The woman’s expression suddenly changed. ‘Miss Gresham, is it?’

‘That’s right.’

The door opened wide to reveal a dingy hallway smelling of boiled cabbage and cigarette smoke. Just as she stepped inside, a grandmother clock crammed under the stairs, coughed out four chimes.

‘Who’s goes there?’ shouted a voice from a back room.

The landlady raised her eyes to the heavens. ‘Our new lodger, Harold,’ she called back. ‘Nothing to worry about.’ She leaned towards Maddie. ‘’E was on the front line at Passchendaele. He’ll never get over it,’ she confided, wrinkling her nose.

Not being entirely sure how to respond to the news of this misfortune, Maddie carried on, ‘I’m here for the night, I think.’

The landlady rubbed her palms against her flowery housecoat and frowned before consulting a book on the hall table. ‘Got you down as permanent,’ she replied, sounding as if she was handing down a prison sentence. ‘Oh, I see,’ was all Maddie could say, recalling she’d only brought one pair of clean knickers with her.

‘You’re Dr Baskin’s replacement, ain’t ya?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Shame about him. Such a gent.’ The woman ran a sceptical eye over her. ‘You’re not what I was expecting.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Maddie, unsure as to her new landlady’s meaning.

‘A lady doctor. Well, I never.’ She sniffed. ‘Still, I suppose they take what they can get these days,’ she mused, pivoting on her carpet slippers and leading the way up narrow stairs to the first floor.

Suddenly Maddie understood. The landlady must have been told she was going to be working at the local hospital. That had been Dr Baskin’s cover, too. Trent Park – the Cockfosters Camp, as it was called – was off limits. Officially it didn’t even exist.

‘Well, I …’ Maddie thought about the man with the gun at her initial interview. He wouldn’t have used it, would he? ‘I think I’m going to be helping out in the emergency department,’ she lied.

‘Hum,’ the woman grunted, unimpressed. ‘Bet it’ll still play havoc with your hands,’ she replied. ‘I always say a dollop of lanolin cream never does any ’arm.’

Maddie was shown to a room at the back of the house. It was small but adequate with varnished William Morris design wallpaper and heavy drapes. Occupying half the room was an iron-framed single bed, topped with a bedspread that had seen better days.

‘That’s where ’e passed,’ commented the landlady in a reverential tone.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Maddie.

‘Dr Baskin. Found ’im, I did. Dead as a dodo one morning.’

The bed suddenly took on a new significance. A sort of shrine. Maddie knew she was stepping into a dead man’s shoes, but into his bed as well? That was surely going a bit far. Feeling a little uneasy she replied: ‘That must’ve been terrible for you.’

The landlady nodded. ‘It was a shock, I’ll be honest. But at least he’d paid his rent in advance.’ She suddenly produced a duster from her overall pocket and flicked it at a cobweb hanging from the bed frame.

The rest of the room was home to a narrow wardrobe, a small chest of drawers which, Maddie supposed, would have to double as a dressing table, and a single wooden chair.

‘Bathroom’s across the landing. And there’s another lavvy out the back, alongside the Anderson shelter. Quite handy really,’ she reflected. ‘Breakfast at half past seven, tea at six,’ the landlady told her. ‘No visitors and no men,’ she added firmly, as if men weren’t real visitors at all, but foreign invaders. ‘And here’s your keys.’ She dropped two into Maddie’s palm.

‘Thank you, Mrs … er …’

‘Pollock,’ she replied.

‘Like the fish,’ said Maddie, with a smile, rather rashly as it turned out. From the reaction, the remark didn’t go down too well.

‘Oh and there’s no dinner served tonight,’ the landlady informed. ‘Thursdays is my bingo.’

‘Of course,’ said Maddie. Landladies were entitled to a regular night off, she thought. She would have to make do with the round of Spam sandwiches she’d made for the train journey from Oxford but hadn’t touched.

As soon as the door closed, Maddie let out a pent-up breath. She was grateful to be in her own space, even if it was much shabbier than her room in Oxford. After everything she’d learned she needed to think.

There was a small two-bar electric fire in the room that took coins. She shivered as she undid her suit jacket, then decided to leave it on as she walked over to the window. Long lines of tape criss-crossed the panes and a film of red-brick dust coated the sill. Looking between the diamond-shaped gaps, Maddie’s considered the view anything but fair. She could, indeed, see the bombsite she’d passed earlier. Hitler was certainly making his presence felt in the borough yet again. After the first Blitzkrieg four years ago, they were calling this most recent wave of bombing the “Baby Blitz”. It made the latest killing spree sound almost benign. It was anything but.

A sudden sense of helplessness overwhelmed her as she looked out onto the ruined homes and livelihoods and lives. The same was happening not just here, in England, but in Europe and Asia and Africa. The world had gone mad but never once over the past five years had she ever thought how much easier it would be to let German jackboots march over Britain. There were times, however, like now when she had to admit she did get rather down. When that happened, she’d hear her father’s voice in her head. ‘Pull your socks up, old girl.’ And she invariably did, but now and again she needed something more: something tangible to remind her of what she and all the other Allies were fighting for.

Reaching up towards her neck, she felt for the locket Max had given her – which she always wore under her clothes – and thought of him. She recalled the night of their sixth raid in Munich. It was to be their last. The Gestapo were becoming savvy to their methods. Their escapades had even made the inside page of the Munich newspapers.

‘Fools! Vandals!’ Herr Weitzler had been sitting at the breakfast table the morning when he’d read the newspaper article. His old leg injury was playing up and made him even more curmudgeonly than usual. ‘They should be horsewhipped in public,’ he told his Ada. He banged his fist on the table. When the lid fell off the jam pot and clattered onto a plate, the maid almost jumped out of her skin. But Herr Weitzler was unfazed. ‘And I, for one, would take great pleasure in wielding the whip myself.’ There was no question he meant what he said.

Did he suspect their night-time exploits? Had he rumbled them? Perhaps Joachim had been spying on them. He was always lurking in the shadows, listening at doors. She, Max and Greta constantly had to watch what they said for fear of being reported for their disloyalty to the Reich. She recalled exchanging a wary glance with Max. The pair of them had already planned to go out later that night. It was to be their last hurrah. She was due to leave for England at the end of the week and was determined to go on one more mission. Only it hadn’t gone as planned. She could still remember the moment of her arrest as if it were yesterday.

Another shiver coursed through her as she watched the sun set on the devastation beyond the window. The sky had turned a soft gold, silhouetting the mounds of rubble and debris from the bombsite. If she hadn’t known its true awfulness, she’d have guessed it was a beautiful hillside in a far-off land, but just then she noticed a small figure had clambered to the top and was standing at the peak, a lone child amid a sea of desolation. The sight made her feel so terribly alone and she found herself welling up with the wretchedness of it all.

Fingering the locket once more, she whispered aloud: ‘Oh, Max, where are you?’

   


Chapter 3

Munich, Germany

August 1938

Herr Weitzler looked grave as he sat behind his desk, his walking stick propped against the nearby wall. His features were set hard, his thin lips unsmiling and eyes narrowed. He had summoned his sons to his study. Greta was no longer counted as his child. She had married a Jewish doctor and now lived with him and their new baby girl, Lena, in Holland, although she may as well have been in Outer Mongolia. To Helmut Weitzler, his daughter was dead.

When the two brothers entered the room, their mother was already sitting crumpled on a chair. She straightened her back as soon as her children arrived, but her eyes were red-rimmed from crying.

‘So,’ said Herr Weitzler, skewering his sons with a disdainful look. They stood before him, like naughty students before their schoolmaster. ‘I have called you here to tell you some important news that will have a great impact on all your futures.’

Max’s eyes slid over to his mother as he tried to fight the urge to rush over and comfort her. He wanted to tell her his father’s threats would never stop him loving her, but the consequences of his disloyalty, he was sure, would be serious.

Herr Weitzler leaned forward over his desk. ‘As you are aware, your mother and I married more than twenty years ago. We were both quite young and I was very foolish. In marrying a woman of the Jewish race, I acknowledge I made a terrible mistake. And now I realise I have been tolerant long enough.’

At his words, Frau Weitzler reached for the handkerchief tucked in her cuff and began to dab her eyes once more. Max pulled back his shoulders, stopping himself from going to her. Mutti had always been forbidden from taking her children to the synagogue and as for circumcising her sons, that was taboo. For all intents and purposes, the Weitzler children were as German as bratwurst and yet …

Herr Weitzler’s eyes were gliding from one son to the other and back. ‘As the fruits of our union, your heritage is polluted. Your Aryan blood is tainted.’

Max bit his tongue. His father had hurled abuse at him many times before, but lately, he’d started calling him a “Jew”. Now he knew why, but it didn’t make the intended insult any easier to bear.

Joachim, just a little shorter than Max, but with the same blond hair, looked puzzled. He was his father’s favourite and felt in a better position to question him. ‘But, Vater, surely you don’t mean that my blood is tainted, as well?’ He threw Max a smug look as he spoke, as if trying to score points off his elder brother.

His father stroked his chin in thought. ‘Well that very much depends, Joachim,’ he replied.

‘On what, Vater?’

Herr Weitzler shifted further forward as if about to take aim before firing a shot. ‘On the choice you are about to make.’

‘Choice?’ It was Max’s voice that sliced through the tense atmosphere.

‘Yes, Max,’ replied his father, his eyes suddenly boring into his eldest child. ‘I have decided to divorce your mother.’

A terrible wailing sound escaped from Ada Weitzler’s lips at the word “divorce”.

Herr Weitzler’s own lips, however, twitched into a smile. ‘Your sister made her choice when she married a Jew,’ he told Max with a shrug. ‘Now you must do the same.’ He glared at his sons. ‘You must choose either to stay with me and enjoy the benefits of my excellent salary and the prestige that comes with my role in the National Socialist German Workers’ Party, or to go with your snivelling mother, who will leave this house with what she deserves.’ He cast a look of contempt towards his sobbing wife. ‘Nothing.’

Angling back in his chair, he waited for his sons to reply and was not at all surprised that Joachim spoke first.

‘If you divorce Mutti, will that make our blood pure again, Vater?’

Max looked askance at his brother. He was sixteen. How could he possibly be so naïve? But the remark clearly amused his father.

‘Literally, no, my son. But in the eyes of the law, you will certainly be purer, yes.’

Joachim nodded and straightened his back, as if he were addressing one of his superiors in the Hitler Youth. ‘Then I choose you, sir,’ he barked, like a well-trained dog, without a moment
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