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For Oma, my grandmother – my inspiration and who always believed in me


‘I have possessed that heart, that noble soul, in whose presence

I seemed to be more than I really was, because I was all that I could be.’

The Sorrows of Young Werther, Goethe
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Munich

July 1943

‘Times have changed, Mutti. The war has made sure of that. Look at all the women who work to help the war effort – Heidi von Schmitt and Catherina Dollmann are both working for the Wehrmacht and their parents haven’t died of embarrassment. I want to make a contribution.’

My mother stared at me with frosty blue eyes. She was beautiful, her wavy blonde hair glinting with auburn highlights in the sunlight, even though she sat there unmoved, sipping her coffee. I jumped up from my seat and went to the window, wishing I had her poise, her elegance and her tight control. I always thought better when I was moving.

I gazed out at the tree-lined street. It was hard to believe that war raged in affluent, cosmopolitan Schwabing. It wasn’t far from the centre of München, where now the ravages of war could not be missed. A couple strolled past, holding hands, oblivious to anything but each other as a woman dressed in a tailored skirt and jacket moved briskly towards them, no doubt on her way to useful employment of some kind. I shook my head and turned back to face my mother. Why couldn’t I have what I wanted? Time for a more forceful approach.

‘I’ve heard the Ministry of Labour wants to change the conscription laws again. Unless I take action and choose what I want to do, I’ll probably be drafted into cleaning the toilets at an army office somewhere like Poland. Is that what you want for your daughter after all her hard work to qualify as a photographer?’

‘Charlotte Elisabeth, stop!’ My mother put her cup down and the sharp clink it made told me her patience had reached its limit. ‘When your father comes back from Berlin, I will discuss the matter with him and Heinrich’s parents.’

‘Muttilein,’ I pleaded, sinking into the chair again. ‘All I want to do is take photos and help the war effort. Karin Weiss graduated last year and got a job as a photographer with the army straightaway. I’ll get a job easily.’ I knew I sounded like a petulant child but I couldn’t help it. The Bavarian State Institute for Photography had the best reputation in the country. Students came from all over Germany and from abroad to study there.

My mother’s thunderous look stopped me in my tracks. It was no use continuing with her.

‘Fine, we’ll see what Vati says.’

I stomped up the stairs to my room and slammed the door. Already I was thinking how I would intercept my father before my mother could speak with him. I flopped on my bed, feeling deflated. After spending three years with artists, scholars and patriots and a year before that in Hamburg completing my land year helping on the local farms, I had learnt more about myself than I had in the previous fifteen years of privileged upbringing and stiff social conventions. I desperately wanted to be a photojournalist and follow in my beloved brothers’ footsteps by joining the Luftwaffe taking photos for the military, recording the lives of the soldiers. When I was feeling especially patriotic and daring, I dreamed of going to the front as a photographic officer, taking photos of strategic importance, even getting involved in reconnaissance.

I reached for the photo on my nightstand of my two handsome brothers. It was taken the last holiday we all spent together – the last holiday before the war. We had been swimming in the lake and our bare limbs were browned from the days outdoors, our hair bleached white from the sun. My brothers were tall, strapping youths with easy dispositions, their lives in front of them. I missed them so much.

My oldest brother, Ludwig, was a pilot. He had died on the Eastern Front in Stalingrad, shot down by the Russians nine months earlier, only twenty-one. He was my idol. Tall, strong, handsome, with a winning smile that would melt any heart; he was the perfect pin-up boy, a soldier who embodied everything good that Germany stood for. I had thought he was invincible. It took days for my tears to come after we received the news. Even now I was unable to believe he was gone.

Willi was seventeen months older than me and I had always been closest to him. At nineteen, he was already a paratrooper, recently deployed to France with a new parachute division. He had been home for a few weeks in April, the first time we’d been together since losing our brother. I couldn’t get enough of being by his side, touching him to make sure he was really there, remembering Ludwig through him. It was almost unbearable to say goodbye to him again, the silent fear that he would be next gnawing inside me. After he left, my mother was inconsolable for days. Mutti clung to me, kept me near in any way she could. The loss of Ludwig had hit her so hard that Vati and I feared that the strain of another loss would kill her. I knew all the begging in the world wouldn’t give me their permission to go anywhere. If I hadn’t had my fiancé, Heinrich, during those terrible days, I don’t know how I would have coped.

Heinrich understood. He had lost his older brother in the early days of the war and was all his parents had left. His elderly father kept him close on the pretext of helping him manage their vast estate. Sometimes Heinrich seemed like the only ally I had. We had known each other most of our lives and were best friends, kindred spirits. He was handsome and strong – and I was curious – but we had not dared to become intimate, despite being engaged. Naturally, we had fooled around a bit but the maiden’s prized virtue of purity had been drummed into me since I was small, at school and through the BDM, the League of German Girls. I thought it was best to wait. Besides, the last thing I needed was to become pregnant before I was married. My parents would die of shame and if anything happened to Heinrich . . . heaven help me.

I rolled off my bed and sat at my writing desk to send a note to Heinrich. He was working a few long shifts at the hospital and I knew I wouldn’t manage to talk to him in the next couple of days. At least with my note I could let him know of my mother’s resistance to my plans and warn him about the upcoming conversation regarding our wedding. He would think of the best way to support me when the matter was raised with our families and explain why it was so important for me to get a job as a military photographer, even if I had to compromise by staying closer to home. ‘Liebe Heinrich,’ I began, the heavy Sheaffer fountain pen, a gift from my father, balanced perfectly in my hand. I soon lost myself in the flow of words as I poured my heart out, sharing my frustration with my best friend. Still feeling anxious and strung out, I decided not to give my note to our servant to deliver. I would walk to the hospital myself. I knew Heinrich would receive it during his next break.

I made sure I was presentable, examining my image in the mirror and straightening my polka dotted dress, adjusting the belt at my cinched waist and smoothing my shoulder length blonde hair. Before the butler could object or my mother could call me, I ran down the stairs and out the door onto the street.

*

‘Did you send a note to Heinrich asking him to help you find a way to get a job as a military photographer?’ asked Vati in a low voice. My father had been away in Berlin for a week. If only I had got to him before Mutti did, I could have explained to him.

‘Ja, Vati,’ I said, looking down at the richly coloured Turkish rug set against the repetitive pattern of the parquetry floor. I didn’t want to see the disappointment on his face. ‘How did you find out?’

‘Heinrich’s mother found the letter in his shirt pocket when the new maid was organising his laundry,’ said my mother. I could almost feel the waves of anger rolling off her. At least I could still trust Heinrich, although I wished he had been more careful with the letter. We had to stick together – our mothers could be so pushy. They were similar in age and had been close friends since childhood. Together, they were a force to be reckoned with.

‘Sit,’ my father ordered.

I obediently sat on the edge of the lounge chair, facing my parents. I could hear the ticking of the grandfather clock, steady and even, unlike my heartbeat.

‘You want to postpone your wedding. Why?’ Vati looked cool as a cucumber, impeccable as always in his army uniform, though his hazel eyes glared at me sternly.

Laying my palms flat on my lap, willing them to stay still, I decided to meet my father’s eyes and tell the truth. Maybe he would understand after all. ‘Heinrich and I agree we shouldn’t get married yet. He wants to concentrate on finishing his studies. It looks like he might get a job at Schwabing Hospital when he’s completed his training there . . . unless he’s called away to another posting. Until we can be sure he has a good job, we want to wait, like you suggested.’

‘I never suggested such a thing!’ exploded my mother. ‘The way this war’s going, you’ll either be the longest engaged couple known to man or you’ll miss out altogether if Heinrich is killed – God forbid.’

‘Mutti!’ I said, horrified.

My mother put her hands up in apology. ‘You have no excuse any more. You’ve finished your studies – why not marry now? It doesn’t matter if Heinrich is still studying. You can live here with us if Heinrich’s parents don’t want you there, although I think they will jump at the chance to have a daughter around that empty house of theirs. If something did happen, you would be well taken care of by the Hoffmann family and Heinrich’s estate.’

I shook my head, my blood boiling. ‘I would never take advantage of his family like that.’

‘These are strange times. You can prove your worth to his parents when the war is over. By all means, if Heinrich sees fit, go and work as a photographer after the war. If you’re feeling really ambitious, maybe we can help you set up a studio. You know we have the right connections. It won’t be hard to manage.’

I couldn’t reason with my mother, I knew that. I sent a pleading look to my father. ‘Please, Vati!’

My father put his large, powerful hand over my mother’s small, shapely one and gave it a gentle squeeze. Her expression softened at once. He leant across, touching his dark hair to her fair, wavy locks, and whispered in her ear. The look that passed between them made me feel that I shouldn’t be in the room. I watched them, suddenly wistful. I wondered if that look had always been there for them, or if it came with the bond of intimacy. Heinrich and I didn’t look at each other like that.

‘What’s this all about, Lotte?’ asked my father gently.

‘I’ve spent all this time learning to be a photographer. Now that I have the skills, I want to use them. So many others I’ve trained with have good jobs with the Wehrmacht, making a real difference, some of them even on the front. I want to prove myself, make a contribution and help the war effort.’

‘She wants to go to the front, Johann!’

‘You wouldn’t do that to your mother, would you?’ Vati’s tone was conversational but I knew that anything that upset my mother also upset him. ‘Don’t you think she’s been through enough? How would she cope if something happened to you?’

I stared at my feet, ashamed. ‘I know, Vati but I’m not a little girl any more. I’m a grown woman now. I want you to be proud of me,’ I whispered, daring to look up at him again.

The frown of consternation on my father’s face was reassuring. ‘We are, liebchen. You’re a fine photographer. But your mother is right. These are strange times and we only want what’s best for you. You are the apple of our eye. Neither of us could bear to lose you. We only want to keep you safe.’

‘We’ll be proud of you when you marry that boy,’ snapped my mother, her face as rigid as her attitude, but I could see the tears glistening in her eyes. ‘Heinrich’s mother and I have agreed to set a date sometime this summer.’

‘I’m not so sure,’ said my father. ‘The talk in Berlin is that Goebbels wants to increase conscription to women, boys from the Hitler Youth as young as fourteen and men up to sixty-five years of age. Single and married women with no children will get no exemptions. Once called up, there will be no choice of where you’re posted. I’m afraid that the chances are Heinrich will be called again, although God knows we need more doctors here, with all the bombings.’

‘All the more reason for them to marry soon.’ My mother sat straight and tall, as if she were made of glass and could shatter at any moment.

‘Nein, liebling. She doesn’t need that boy’s money or security. I give my blessing for them to marry when Heinrich has finished his studies and has a good job.’

My mother nearly jumped out of her seat with alarm. I had to wipe the smirk off my face as she glared at us but she didn’t bite back as I thought she would.

My father placed a hand on her shoulder. ‘I know it’s not what you wanted. But in light of this new information, I think it’s wise for us to enquire about military work opportunities. It would be best if Lotte had a position before any enforced conscription begins. After that, we can’t guarantee where she’ll end up or what she’ll be doing.’ He glanced across to me. ‘I don’t know that we’ll find a photography position. Most likely an office job, but this way she could be close to home, involved in the war effort like she wants.’

My mother looked slightly mollified, although I could tell my father still had some work to do to fully convince her.

‘Close your mouth, Lotte,’ said my mother brusquely, ‘unless you want to swallow flies.’

I dutifully obeyed, swallowing nervously as I looked at my parents.

‘I suppose it won’t hurt to see what’s available. A job will teach her some discipline – and the value of money, which will be useful when she has to manage her own household. A few conditions: I want you to promise that we both agree on the job and I want her to stay in München.’ Mutti reached for Vati’s hand and squeezed it tightly. I could see the tips of my father’s fingers turning red.

‘Of course, my dear. I wouldn’t have it any other way.’

My mother smiled sweetly at him and released her grip. He had the good grace not to snatch his hand away to ease the circulation back into it.

I leant back in the lounge chair, watching my mother. She had done it again – manipulated the situation so that she got what she wanted. True, my father had vetoed a summer wedding and allowed me to work with the military but, sure as hell, my mother would make sure I stayed close by. I could almost guarantee she would ensure there was no photography position, just to spite me.

‘What do you think, liebling?’ my father asked, smiling. I could see that he thought he had negotiated a solution between his two girls quite successfully.

What could I say without hurting his feelings? ‘Fine, Vati.’ I leapt up to hug him. The smell of the smoke from his pipe clinging to his tunic met me like a familiar friend as he enfolded me in his strong, comforting arms. My mother caught my eye, her icy gaze accusing me of ruining all her plans and her family’s impeccable reputation. I squeezed Vati tighter and was rewarded with a kiss on top of my head. I could not disappoint my father. He thought the world of me and I adored him.

Johann von Klein had only come into my life recently, not long after the war began, when he and my mother married following a two-year courtship. He was a family friend from Berlin, ten years Mutti’s senior, but she hadn’t seen him for many years. Mutti grew up near the Luxembourg border and had married my natural father after the Great War; he was already over thirty but she was only twenty. She never spoke about the war years but I knew that although my natural father was a decorated hero, he did not cope well with life after the war. I remember him as a moody man who exploded with fits of rage at my mother and who sank into periods of deep depression. All he gave me besides those bad memories were his looks. I was tall and fair like him, with his square face and broad forehead.

I was only ten years old when she divorced him, but I remember it was such a scandal to have a divorce in the family. Mutti couldn’t bear to stay, so she moved from Düsseldorf to München, where her grandmother had left her an apartment. My mother couldn’t afford to have us with her – she had no money because my father had spent all her inheritance as well as his own. My father kept my brothers but not me – I went to boarding school. Sometimes I wondered if Mutti sent me away because I reminded her of my father. My mother would come to see me at school one day every year, and what a day it always was. She lavished me with love, hugs and kisses, small gifts and her undivided attention for the whole day but then she would be gone again. Although I knew she had it tough, I was only a child. I thought that nobody wanted me.

I was fifteen and just finishing my land year when she married Johann. Mutti fetched me home. Her new husband was kind and generous. He paid for me to study photography and spoilt me like I was his own daughter, as he had no children of his own. He insisted on my introduction to high society, as he was from a long line of barons himself. My mother agreed that it was my birthright, joyfully arranging my ‘coming out’ ball. Nobody had ever bothered about me before and I was beside myself to finally become the centre of attention, in awe of being allowed to choose a magnificent gown for the occasion. I was crushed when it was cancelled. The war was escalating and many of our men were dying; it didn’t seem right to observe the social niceties when so many families had lost their loved ones. Already we could feel the perpetual optimism that buoyed a city like München, making it sparkle and shine, begin to fade.

And then we lost Ludwig.

Vati didn’t give up. On my eighteenth birthday, he presented me with adoption papers. He wanted me to be his daughter, to take his name. All the times I had been overlooked paled into insignificance. I was ecstatic.

*

I met Heinrich at one of our favourite places in the Englischer Garten. It was a good place to talk without our mothers lurking nearby. Entering the calm, cool green of München’s beloved parkland, the creeping unease I had begun to sense on the streets – despite the Führer’s assurances that Germany was winning the war – fell away, along with the chaos and noise of a functioning city, defiant in the face of war.

Heinrich was already waiting when I arrived, standing by the bank of the Schwabinger Bach, hands resting easily in his pockets, staring into space. He stood straight and tall, broad shoulders straining against the fabric of his suit jacket. I smiled to myself. I might just be able to surprise him this time. Approaching as silently as I could, I moved out of his line of sight, watching the close-cropped blond head that so reminded me of my brothers drop as though deep in thought. He was just about to start his exams and I was sure he was thinking through some medical procedure.

I was a few feet behind him and he still hadn’t moved. I couldn’t help but grin as I reached out with both arms and poked him in the ribs.

Heinrich whipped around faster than I thought possible, catching me off guard. I whooped, startled. He grasped my arms, pulling me towards him and as I glimpsed his sly smile, I realised he had been ready for me. Pulling back as he dug into my ribs with powerful fingers, I shrieked with uncontrollable laughter before we lost balance and fell among the grass and wildflowers of the meadow. I wheezed, winded by the fall, laughter still bubbling up from inside of me. I had landed on top of him. His smile of triumph faded as he looked up at me, his bright blue eyes clouding with concern.

‘Are you all right?’ he whispered.

I nodded, leaning on the elbow that had hit the ground. Worried I must be crushing him, I tried to straighten to take my weight off him, wincing at the stinging in my elbow.

‘No,’ he said softly, his eyes glittering. ‘You don’t get away that easily.’ He pulled me close to him, his muscular frame taut against my softness, his cotton collar tickling my cheek. ‘That’s better,’ he murmured, wriggling his hips under me.

‘Heinrich, no! Not here where everybody can see.’ I felt the blood rush to my face, mortified. It was a warm summer’s afternoon and I could hear people milling about the park. ‘What if my mother finds out?’

I watched the gleam of wicked humour in his eyes disappear before he sighed. ‘Such a spoilsport,’ he said. ‘Give me a kiss.’ He drew me into a deeper embrace. He tasted of cigarettes and strawberries. Smoking was a habit he’d picked up on the front but now he only smoked at parties and when he was studying.

‘Now,’ he said, allowing me to slide onto the grass next to him. ‘Let’s have a look at that elbow. I think it requires some expert medical attention.’

‘My mother is so angry,’ I told him as he examined my elbow. I gazed at the ducks bobbing calmly on the stream, the sun filtering through the thick foliage of the trees near its bank, making the water glisten in the afternoon light. Part of me wished I had brought my camera. ‘She wanted us married before the end of summer.’

‘Is this what you want?’ Heinrich let go of my elbow and sat very still, as if bracing himself.

My heart fluttered and skipped a beat. ‘We agreed, didn’t we? You want to finish your studies and we both want to be working and independent before we marry. We want our own place without our parents interfering with our lives. You don’t want us to live at home, do you?’

‘We wouldn’t be very happy.’

I slowly released the breath I had been holding. ‘Of course we wouldn’t,’ I agreed, my heart resuming its normal rhythm. ‘Can you imagine either of our mothers telling us what to do all the time?’ I grasped Heinrich’s hand and gave it a squeeze. ‘We’ll be so happy in our own place. It doesn’t have to be much because it will be you and me.’

‘I know we will.’ Heinrich kissed my hand. ‘I want to get more work at the hospital and prove my worth before I graduate, so I have a better chance at a permanent position. After all, I’ll be cheaper than a more experienced doctor. I’d rather be here and really make a difference than at a field hospital. There are too many who can’t be saved on the front,’ he said quietly. ‘I don’t think I can do that again. It destroys the soul.’

My skin prickled to hear him holding back tears. The familiar anguish I had seen him carry after two tours to field hospitals on the Eastern Front never truly faded and could resurface at any time; it was something he didn’t like to speak about but I had seen his torment.

‘It’s a good plan,’ I said, my voice strong for his sake. ‘It will see us through this war. With good management, we’ll both have jobs here in München. I’ll promise Mutti that as soon as that happens, I’ll begin planning this wedding. I need you here to do that – otherwise between my mother and yours, they’ll drive me crazy. You have to keep me sane!’

‘All right, all right.’ He laughed, raising his hands in defeat. ‘I promise to do my best not to go anywhere. Tell your mother that we’ll begin planning the wedding but we’ll set a date for after I’ve graduated, when I’m sure I’ll have work. I want us to have every chance of a long and happy life together.’

‘You haven’t asked me how I feel about letting go of my dream.’ A stab of pain pierced the pit of my stomach. I couldn’t believe that he’d offered me no support in the one thing I really wanted, the one thing I had worked so hard towards. My dream defined me and I couldn’t believe it had died before it had ever had a chance to live.

‘I’m sorry they won’t let you go,’ he said softly. ‘You know how it is for me with my parents, they hold me so tightly, so I understand your predicament . . . but I think it’s for the best. You know that your mother will never cope with you away. Ludwig’s death took such a toll on her, as does always wondering if the same will happen to Willi. I don’t know that she’d survive if something happened to you.’

I pulled my hand away, unable to look at him. He didn’t need to remind me that I was being selfish. Vati had already made me see reason. Shaking my head in irritation, I picked a flower stalk and flicked it at him, trying to hide the deep hurt that made my gut twist and ache. ‘It’s not fair.’

‘Come now, Lotte. It was never practical or achievable. How can we plan a wedding if you’re working away from München? Besides, women from our kind of background don’t need to work. If not for the war effort you would never have studied photography or considered a career.’

‘But I want to work,’ I interrupted, appalled that in these modern times, he would disregard a woman’s career as unnecessary. A thrill of panic rushed through me. I thought Heinrich understood my need to contribute to the war effort, to make my brother’s sacrifice mean something, but this was the first time he had ever told me that he didn’t really support my efforts to become a photojournalist on the front – or anywhere outside of München for that matter. ‘Did you show your mother my letter?’ I held my breath as well as his gaze, waiting for his answer, not sure how I would react if he said he had.

His eyes widened with hurt at my accusation. ‘No. I would never do that to you, I would never betray you. It was an accident.’ He grasped my chin, his blue stare penetrating. ‘You know that, don’t you?’

I nodded, sighing, and Heinrich released me. Despite his protestations, I felt numb – desolate and betrayed.

‘If anything happened to you . . .’ Heinrich’s voice caught. I jerked my head up in surprise, catching the glint of tears in his eyes as he turned to look at the stream. ‘You don’t know what it’s like but I do. If I didn’t lose you one way, it would be another. You would not cope with the things you’d see, with the terrible conditions, the human tragedy. It changes you, and I don’t want you to change. I don’t want you to go anywhere. I want you here, where you’re safe, whole and happy. Then I can get through anything that might be ahead and come back to you, knowing you’ll be waiting for me. I don’t want to lose you.’

I stared at him stunned. ‘I had no idea you felt that way,’ I whispered. We had never really articulated how we felt about each other. But we had known each other so long, I had been sure we both felt we knew each other inside out.

‘I can’t wait to marry you. I want to keep you safe, make you happy and give you everything. I want us to be together always.’ He kissed me passionately.

I couldn’t help but forgive him. Heinrich was my future and my decision was already made. ‘There’ll be other dreams,’ I said. ‘You and I have many adventures ahead of us.’

Heinrich grinned, his forehead touching mine. ‘With you, I can be sure of that! Life will always be an exciting ride with you by my side.’ He stood, holding out an arm to help me up. ‘Come, I have to get back to study.’
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As I gazed at the imposing building of the regional command headquarters of the Luftwaffe, the bustle of the city faded away. Prinzregentenstrasse stood at the heart of München, where all its powerful players came together. It was an illustrious road – home to art, culture and the residences of the Bavarian Prime Minister and the Führer himself. Sculpted twin eagles sat above the main entry, nearly as tall as men, presiding regally over the work being done within those walls for the good of Germany. If anywhere could restore hope and confidence in Germany’s victory, it was here. A burst of pride rushed through me. I hoped that my rusty secretarial skills would be enough to prove my worthiness for the job my father had found for me. As my mother had reminded me over breakfast, my behaviour – and success – would reflect on the whole family. I thought of my camera, sitting, almost abandoned, in my bedroom. It was a beautiful machine, a Contax IIIa, one of the best cameras on the market. My father had presented me with it on my first day of photography school and I had imagined a long and illustrious career as a top photographer. Instead, I was going to be a secretary. Nervously, I smoothed down my blouse and skirt and made my way across the street.

An efficient man in uniform ushered me down a hallway and into a sizable office. The door closed behind me.

‘Come and sit down, fraulein,’ said a deep voice.

Momentarily blinded by the bright light streaming in from one of the long windows I had seen from the street, I blinked and turned to the large desk. An older man with a bushy grey moustache sat behind it, age spots marking the hands he had folded on the oak desk, reminding me of the old-fashioned, no-nonsense, Prussian officers. He gestured for me to sit. Feeling foolish already, I murmured my thanks and slipped into the chair opposite him, my cheeks beginning to burn.

‘My name is Colonel von Wissenbach and I run this section. We oversee the administrative, supply and maintenance requirements of all flying units at the airfields under our regional command. I know your father well. He’s told me you’re a hard worker, dutiful and obedient.’

I tried not to squirm at this assessment of my virtues and kept my mouth firmly closed.

‘The secretary of one of my technical inspectors has left us recently for family reasons and you come at the perfect time. Your father assures me you are bright and will pick up any technical jargon quickly, that you have some secretarial skills and will manage the job competently.’ He looked thoughtfully at me and his eyes became kinder, his official introduction complete. ‘Now, is there anything you wish to ask me?’

My mind went blank. What could I ask? A million things and nothing of real consequence, I thought. ‘No, colonel. I just want to thank you for this opportunity. I’ll do my best and hope you will be pleased with my work.’

The colonel nodded. ‘If there is any problem, make sure you come to me. It’s the least I can do for your father.’

‘Thank you, colonel. There won’t be any problems, I know it.’ I stood quickly, pleased the interview was over. ‘Heil Hitler!’ I said, giving the Nazi salute.

‘Heil Hitler,’ responded the colonel. ‘Fraulein Weiss will show you to Oberinspektor Drescher’s office. Good luck, Charlotte.’

I found Fraulein Weiss waiting outside the colonel’s office. She was a civilian auxiliary like me, dressed smartly in a navy skirt and white blouse, her red hair pulled into a tight French roll. I was glad I had dressed with care that morning: a blue blouse to match my eyes and black skirt that was modest but smart and my third-last pair of silk stockings.

Fraulein Weiss smiled brightly as she guided me to my new superior’s office. ‘Good to have another woman on the team,’ she whispered conspiratorially. ‘These men think they know everything but it’s us women who keep it all together. If you have any trouble with the work, let me know. I’ve been here two years now. By the way, call me Bettina.’

I nodded, thankful for some support. She showed me into another office, much smaller than the colonel’s, and less bright too, with only a small window allowing in the late summer light.

The man behind the desk rose gracefully to his feet, standing tall and lean. He was young, perhaps thirty, with a face that was smooth and unlined. His dark hair was slicked back and his green eyes watched me intently as I crossed the room. Even in his stillness, I felt the intensity of his presence, a charisma that pulled me inextricably towards him, like a moth to a flame. Not at all the middle-aged, overweight bureaucrat I was expecting. A hot flush crept up my throat and into my cheeks, setting them on fire.

‘Fraulein,’ Oberinspektor Drescher said, extending his hand.

Feeling already flustered and off balance, I was thrown that he didn’t offer the standard Nazi greeting of ‘Heil Hitler’. Gingerly, I offered my hand across the desk. He grasped it in a thoroughly modern, firm handshake but his touch somehow left me feeling breathless.

‘Oberinspektor Erich Drescher.’ He gestured to the chair. ‘Please sit.’

I sat, abruptly realising I was staring. I shifted my gaze. The Führer’s picture hung on the wall behind the desk, looking down at us imperiously. A shiver ran through me. I was finally doing something to help my country – not what I had hoped, but this was a start and better than moping around at home. I glanced back to the Oberinspektor. He was beautiful in a classical way, with his aquiline nose, chiselled jaw and high cheekbones, reminding me of the statues I had admired of the ancient gods scattered around München. But those eyes; I could get lost in his eyes.

‘Fraulein von Klein, thank you for coming in so quickly.’

Startled out of my thoughts, I nodded and smiled, unsure of what I had missed.

He must have seen the confusion on my face because he said, ‘My secretary left rather suddenly and as you can see, I desperately need the help of an organised and efficient assistant.’

The desk was covered in mountains of files. ‘How long have you been without a secretary?’ The nerves blossomed in my belly once again, like a hundred butterflies taking flight. I kept my gaze on the silver stitching on his tunic collar and the silver pips and oak leaf that distinguished him as one of the administration officers.

He sighed. ‘Two weeks. Our department’s requirements come far below those of other, more important divisions, and we’ve had to carry on as best we can until now. But I believe you come highly recommended.’

My pulse quickened. I had a lot to live up to but I discovered that all I wanted to do was to please this man, to make his job easier, to make him proud of my efforts.

‘I will do my best, oberinspektor.’ I sat straighter in my seat and looked directly at him, overcoming my nerves and daring him to tell me differently.

‘Very good, fraulein. I should explain a little of what we do here. We ensure that all our assigned aircraft are maintained and fit for their operational purpose. You will organise my schedule and record the maintenance and supply data of each flying unit that we manage. I’ll need your help to compile and review requests, orders and reports regarding maintenance procedures, required specifications, quality control regulations and supply requirements. Additionally, you will accompany me at times to various airfields in our command to supervise or conduct inspections.’

I swallowed hard. There was a lot to do and I wasn’t sure I knew how to do any of it.

‘I will guide you through your tasks today. I hope you’re a quick learner because I have work coming out of my ears.’ He smiled, lighting up an otherwise serious face.

I clenched my fists in my lap, silently berating myself for my silly schoolgirl fancy. I had to work with this man – I couldn’t lose focus and show my incompetence on my first day.

I took a deep breath. ‘Thank you, oberinspektor. I’m ready to learn.’

‘Let’s begin then, shall we?’

*

The first week was horrendous. I constantly felt awkward, not sure how to behave around someone I found so attractive. Despite my intense desire to please the oberinspektor, I felt that I did everything badly and far too slowly to be of any real help. My typing skills themselves weren’t bad but I had trouble even getting up to the speed I needed and fell woefully behind. Thank God in Heaven I wasn’t employed purely as a typist because I would have been asked to leave by the end of that first week. My shorthand was only a little better but I could manage the telephone calls and appointments well enough.

The oberinspektor was patient with me. He was a good teacher, explaining everything carefully, answering my questions no matter how stupid they must have seemed to him, overlooking my minor mistakes and calmly alerting me to the major ones and giving me time to fix them. I was trying my very best but I felt I was letting him down and it crushed me more than it should.

Bettina assured me that it was normal to feel inadequate and overwhelmed as she helped me through those first weeks, showing me shortcuts to the procedures, different ways of remembering the routines and the best ways to organise the schedules. ‘You don’t need to follow the way he has shown you,’ she said to me more often than I could count. ‘There’s a much quicker and easier way to do that.’

‘But this is the way he wants it done,’ I whispered the first few times, horrified.

But Bettina always waved her hand. ‘Bah! He won’t care how you’ve done it, as long as it’s done right. Let me show you.’ I wished I could be that confident and in control.

Most evenings in those first weeks, Heinrich would meet me after work to walk me home. I moaned to him constantly about how terribly I was doing.

‘I remember the first time I had to intubate a patient,’ he told me one day after I rattled off a litany of mistakes I had made. We were strolling hand in hand through the Englischer Garten. ‘Of course, I had learnt how to do it in my tutorials but this was a real patient needing this procedure in my first hospital term. The doctor in charge was called away to an emergency and the nurse thought I knew what to do.’

‘What did you do?’

‘Well, I pretended I knew what I was doing and I prayed to God that I looked confident and got it right. Luckily for me, I did. The patient suffered little discomfort and the nurse walked away satisfied.’ Heinrich thrust out his arm in a gesture of victory.

I sighed. I wasn’t sure I could pretend to know what I was doing; I wasn’t as confident as him.

Heinrich bumped me gently as if the jolt would put me in a more positive mindset. ‘Come on, Lotte. Where’s your spirit? People have always looked up to those like us. The trick is to look like you know what you’re doing, do the best with what you have until you’ve learnt enough to do better the next time. It will come together for you, I promise.’

‘Are you sure?’ I asked. ‘You’re so good at everything you do and you know how I am. Everything has to be done right the first time or I get so cross with myself.’ I didn’t tell him that I worried constantly that my father would walk into the apartment with a thunderous expression on his face after receiving a telephone call from Colonel von Wissenbach.

Heinrich slipped his arm out from mine and settled it across my shoulders, as if bringing me under his wing. ‘Look, when I was posted to the field hospital for the first time, I had some hospital experience but not much. I had to learn everything by watching others when I could and by just doing it myself. Experience is the best teacher. Soon I was doing the basic procedures with my eyes closed. Trust me, you’ll be an expert before long and your superior will think himself lucky to have the best secretary in the department.’

I nodded and put my arm around his waist, snuggling in closer to his side. A cool breeze had whipped up suddenly, a sure sign that summer would soon be over and we would begin the long haul through winter. I would have been a much better photographer, I thought bitterly.

*

Heinrich and Bettina were right. Over time, I began to relax and the work came more naturally to me. Work became less of a chore and I enjoyed the sense of accomplishment at the end of each day. I also noticed the oberinspektor’s hunched shoulders gradually drop and his perpetual frown soften as the strain on him lessened. Constantly aware of his presence, my heart leapt as I realised that my hard work was making a difference to him. Much to my chagrin, I felt my eyes often slip across to him throughout the day, watching him surreptitiously, unable to stop myself. I was ashamed of my infatuation. I was engaged to Heinrich whom I would soon make a life with, but the oberinspektor had stirred something within me that I had never felt before. He captivated me in a way Heinrich never had. It left me feeling unsettled.

I felt foolish, too, as I tried and failed to set aside my crush to begin wedding preparations. Our mothers, however, were in their element, planning the society wedding of the year. Heinrich’s mother, Tante Klara – as I had called her since childhood – had always wanted a daughter. I knew she was happy to have me as her daughter-in-law and she made the most of her involvement. Blonde heads bent over lists, magazines or in deep discussion about the benefits and disadvantages of each tiny detail. I noticed that the haunted, faraway look I often saw in my mother’s eyes disappeared during her conversations with Tante Klara. Her constant worry about Willi faded into the background when she immersed herself in the wedding – this was something she could control, a way to obliterate, if only for a little while, the cruel reality of war. I was worried about Willi too. He was in France awaiting deployment and while he was safe for the moment we didn’t know how long that would last.

Sometimes my patience was sorely tested when Mutti and Tante Klara forced their preferences on me. I was finding it harder and harder to care about the perfect wedding they were planning, unable to keep my mind from straying to the oberinspektor, struggling privately with the constraints I felt.

‘What flowers do you like?’ asked Heinrich’s mother as we sat in our parlour one Sunday, flicking through catalogues.

‘Something a little different . . .’ I said casually. ‘Perhaps peony . . . some delphiniums . . . cornflowers?’ I heard the intakes of breath around me.

‘They’re not formal enough, dear, for the type of wedding you’re having,’ said Tante Klara quietly. ‘How about some calla lilies or roses?’

I stared out to the potted geraniums on the wrought iron balustrade of the balcony off the parlour, the masses of red blooms cheering me up. Looking down at the catalogue once again, a particular picture caught my attention. ‘Oh! I like that very much.’ I looked closer at the arrangement and then glanced up quickly to the balcony, smiling. ‘All right, roses it is.’

‘Good,’ said my mother.

Tante Klara was nodding next to her. ‘Yes, dear, that will be very nice, white roses in a formal arrangement.’

‘No,’ I said quickly. ‘Red roses, long stemmed, in a sheath, tied with a ribbon.’ I raised the catalogue. ‘See, like this.’ I pointed to the picture. Both mothers craned their necks to study the photo. ‘If Maria Anna is putting such an arrangement in her catalogue, it must be the next thing and soon everybody who’s anybody will be doing their flowers like this.’

‘Red roses are not appropriate for a wedding dear,’ Tante Klara said, leafing through another booklet.

‘White roses,’ said my mother and the glare she gave me caused me to close my mouth with my objection unuttered.

‘Here’s one. Perhaps this could work for you, white roses in a cascading arrangement. Not what I’m used to but I think it could look lovely.’ My future mother-in-law passed the booklet across to me. I had to admit, the arrangement was beautiful and at least she was willing to give me a little leeway but I had my heart set on the red roses now that I had seen them.

I shook my head. ‘I don’t think so.’

My mother stood, snatching the offending booklets from me and placing them on the side table. ‘I think that will do for the flowers. We’ll plan for white roses in a formal bouquet and work the other flowers for the wedding around that.’

It was pointless to fight what they both wanted, they would have their way and if I was honest, it was going to be spectacular. I wasn’t sure I cared that much any more, though – the wedding was for our families, not for Heinrich and me. I reminded myself I only wanted to be with Heinrich, living our lives together, the details didn’t matter. But the oberinspektor’s sparkling green eyes were never far from my thoughts.

*

One night in October, just before the first anniversary of my brother Ludwig’s death, I awakened to the sound of air-raid sirens, the high-pitched whine echoing in my bones. It was a sound we hadn’t heard in over a year. My door was thrown open and my mother appeared in her silk dressing gown, her hair dishevelled and lines of terror etched across her face.

‘Lotte, get up quickly. We have to go.’ I could hear the strain in her voice even though it was still husky from sleep. I swung my legs over the side of my bed, a little disoriented and my chest tight with fear.

My father was right behind her, carrying her coat, pulling her away and extending his hand to me. ‘Leave everything,’ he said urgently. ‘None of this matters if I lose one of you. Come.’ I knew he felt the fear we did but he was steadfast and calm even in the middle of a crisis, always ready with a logical response or solution. It was one of the things I loved about him.

My heart pounding, I jumped out of bed, sliding on my dressing gown and slippers. I grabbed my suitcase with my treasures: my camera and photos. I couldn’t leave them behind. Before I grasped my father’s hand, I snatched Willi’s most recent letter from my desk and jammed it into my pocket. Vati shoved my overcoat into my arms and dread coiled through my body like lead, weighing me down. The horror of the Hamburg bombings and subsequent firestorm in which thousands perished and hundreds of thousands were left homeless was fresh in my mind.

Huddled between my parents in the bomb shelter, neighbours and strangers pressed all around us like sardines in a can, I could only hear the muffled thud of a continuous stream of bombs pounding the city. I held my hand across my face, attempting to filter the air as I breathed through my mouth, trying not to inhale the overpowering smell of so many bodies in a confined space. Another explosion rent the air, and I jumped.

‘It’s all right, Lotte,’ whispered my father, squeezing my hand. ‘They’re not close. I don’t think we’re the target tonight. Maybe one of the industrial plants on the edge of the city. Hopefully not mine.’ Vati’s factory had been consigned to the war effort and although his family still owned the business, he no longer had anything to do with its operation.

‘What about Heinrich? What if he’s still at the hospital?’

‘He’ll be all right. He’ll be as safe as we are.’

I nodded, leaning against Vati in relief, wanting to believe him, drawing on his strength, wondering how my other friends and work colleagues were faring, Bettina and the oberinspektor included. Most lived close to the city and listening to the relentless whistle and thud of bombs, I couldn’t imagine how München would survive such an attack.

Mutti clutched my other hand in terror, holding tight as though she would never let go. She was shuddering. I let go of Vati’s hand, gesturing to Mutti. Vati stood and squeezed in on the other side of her, putting his arm around her.

‘It’s all right, Amelia. We’re safe tonight,’ he murmured into her ear.

‘Just keep Lotte close. I don’t know how much more of this noise I can take.’

Mutti’s panic was feeding my own anxiety and I didn’t need any more of that. I slipped my hand into my pocket and felt the coarse paper of Willi’s letter. I hoped that, wherever he was, he too was safe. I closed my eyes to shut out the pale faces in shadow and silently recited Willi’s letter to myself.

Liebe Lotte,

By the time you receive this letter, I will have become a cultured expert on the sights of Rome!

My division was dispatched to Italy a few weeks ago and we discovered that our aim was to disarm the Italian army and secure the city of Rome. You may or may not know, but the Italian Government was planning to abandon us and defect to the English. Despite a few small battles and skirmishes, we now hold Rome. Your brave and courageous brother, as part of the 2nd Parachute Division, played an important part in this victory for Germany! Make sure you tell all your friends!

I received your last letter telling me about your new job. Nice to see you’ve kept it in the family, working for the Luftwaffe. I’m sure by the time you receive this you will have whipped your section and superior into shape. I know your dream was to work as a photographer. I’m sorry that Mutti doesn’t understand what makes you tick but I’m glad you’re working in München.

Believe me, the front is not somewhere you want to be. It’s a place of madness and insanity, a place that will haunt you for the rest of your life. North Africa was bad but they say the Eastern Front is the worst. That’s not something I want for you. I want you to be happy, to always hear your laughter, to keep your great joy for life. When I think of you, I think of your very unladylike laughter, straight from the belly. There’ll be plenty of time after the war to make your dreams reality and show Mutti what you’re made of.

Anyway, how are you coping with Mutti and her planning for your wedding? Is she driving you mad yet? You must be a stronger person than me, because I quiver in my boots thinking of the day my future wife and I have to deal with her fastidious and controlling planning! I think I’ll stay with the military a while longer . . .

Jokes aside, I know that it’s her way to show how she cares. She only wants the best for you, so if you can, take a deep breath and grin and bear it. I know you’ve said that it will probably be a summer wedding next year but let me know when you’ve set a date. I will do everything I can to get there. You know Heinrich is like a brother to me and he’s a fine man. Just be happy. Maybe after this war is over, I will be so lucky to find such a woman as you.

To be sure, just as we begin to relax, we will be sent to another hot spot to support the army. So I will make the most of my time here in Rome. When I can, I will enjoy the local cuisine (all the pasta I can eat), the fabulous ancient sites (I can’t wait to see the Colosseum), architecture (any of it will do, there’s so much to see), artwork (I hope to see the Sistine Chapel) and of course, the local girls (belle ragazze)! See, my Italian is coming along! I look forward to sharing this all with you (well, maybe not all of it) when I next write.

Your affectionate brother,

Willi.

I could just imagine my incorrigible brother in Rome, living it up in spite of the war, sweeping some voluptuous brunette off her feet. His letter reminded me of when we were younger, maybe eight or nine, at a time before our parents’ divorce. Willi and I were walking through a meadow in the height of summer. Ludwig was helping our father as he was old enough to be of value and rarely had time to play with us any more.

‘Come on,’ urged Willi. He ran towards an abandoned shed on our father’s property. He was always the risk taker, encouraging me to follow his lead.

‘No, we’re not allowed to go near the shed,’ I said, stopping in the tall grass, the swaying tips tickling my arms.

‘But I have to show you something. I can’t show anyone else.’ Willi grasped my hand, both of us hot and sticky with sweat. ‘You’re the only one who will understand.’

‘All right,’ I said tentatively. Hand in hand, we raced to the shed, my heart in my mouth, terrified someone would see us.

Willi opened the door of the shed carefully, its hinges complaining from lack of use. It was dark and cool inside, and something moved in the corner, a dark shadow, making me scream.

‘No, don’t scream,’ hissed Willi. He placed his hand reassuringly on my arm. ‘You’ll scare him.’

‘Scare who?’ I took a step backwards.

‘Prinz.’ Willi dragged me towards the bench and retrieved a flashlight. He flicked the switch and shone the light into the corner.

A ball of dark fur cowered against the timber wall.

‘What is it?’ I said, intrigued but not moving any closer.

‘It’s a puppy.’ Willi grinned from ear to ear. ‘I found him a few days ago. He’s too small to be on his own and I looked everywhere for his mother. I’ve been looking after him ever since. Isn’t he cute?’

I nodded, not yet sure. ‘You know we’re not allowed to have a puppy. It will scare the chickens. If it kills them, Vati will have our hides.’

‘Vati has his hunting dogs. Why can’t we have our own dog?’

‘I know. But if he finds out, we’re in big trouble.’

‘He doesn’t have to know. Prinz can live here and we can visit him every day.’ Willi crouched down near the puppy, its wide dark eyes watching his every movement warily. He pulled a paper bundle from his pocket. Unwrapping the package, he placed it in front of the trembling puppy. The tiny black nose twitched, sniffing the contents before it crawled towards the paper.

‘What is it?’

‘Scraps of meat from yesterday, cut up into tiny pieces,’ Willi said, watching the puppy carefully.

The puppy devoured the meat, licking the paper when it was finished. It sat back on its haunches, pleading for more.

Willi scratched the puppy’s head. Before we knew it, both of us were cross-legged on the dusty floor, the puppy wriggling between us, little grunts of ecstasy emitting from its mouth as we scratched it behind the ears and on the belly.

‘We have to keep him but we can’t let Vati find him,’ I said, the soft fur smooth under my hand.

‘I knew you’d understand.’

I helped Willi look after Prinz, slipping away to make sure he had ample food and water. Although we were already close, Prinz brought us even closer together. But as the days shortened into autumn and Willi prepared to begin classes at a new school, Prinz disappeared. Willi was distraught and I cried for days but nothing brought him back.

‘Let’s hope he’s somewhere safe,’ Willi whispered before he left for school.

‘He will be,’ I said, trying to be strong. ‘One day, he’ll come home to us. I’ll watch out for him.’

‘I know you will. I can rely on you.’ Willi smiled and then he was gone.

The following summer my parents were divorced. Our childhood innocence was gone.

Tears rolled down my face. I missed Willi terribly.

‘It will be over soon,’ Vati whispered. ‘Stay strong. Remember everything you have to live for.’ My mother, tucked into his other side, stroked my face, her hand clammy with fear, but said nothing. ‘We must lead by example. When we display strength and calm, others will follow and together we can get through this difficult time.’

He was right. My father knew how to get the best out of me. I kissed him on the cheek, the glow of that long ago summer still warming my blood. I knew how to be strong.


3

‘Lotte,’ called Bettina, as I was shrugging out of my overcoat. ‘Have you heard?’

‘No, what?’

‘Berlin was bombed again last night.’

I swung back to face her. The Allied campaign targeting Berlin had been raging for weeks. My father had been recalled to the army and sent to the capital. My eyes widened in alarm and I grabbed Bettina’s arm. ‘Where? How bad was it?’

‘Bad. The western part of the city was hit – the Ministry of Munitions, several arms factories, some barracks and a few embassies. Fires have been blazing all night, destroying anything the bombings left.’

‘The Führer?’

‘Fine. But something else – pamphlets were dropped saying that Germany has lost the war, that the Führer won’t concede defeat because it means his end. It’s disgraceful, the worst kind of propaganda to shattered and broken people.’ Bettina shook her head in disgust. ‘None of the government or Wehrmacht offices were hit. I’m sure your father’s fine. We can find out from his office where he went. It’s all right.’

I nodded, too choked up to respond otherwise. I had to telephone my mother, it was best that she heard it from me.

‘Mutti.’

‘Is everything all right?’

‘I just wanted to let you know that Berlin was bombed quite badly last night.’

‘Vati?’ Her voice quivered with fear.

I took a deep breath, trying to stay strong for her. ‘His offices weren’t hit but we’re trying to find out where he is.’

‘All right.’ I could hear the catch in her voice. ‘Let me know the moment you hear anything.’

‘We might not hear from him immediately, communication lines are down. But don’t worry. I’m sure he’s fine.’

‘Just call me as soon as you know anything.’

‘I will, Mutti. Goodbye.’ If anything happened to Vati . . . it didn’t bear thinking about.

Bettina used her connections to discover where Vati’s meeting was in Berlin and where he was staying. She plonked herself at my desk later that day.

‘He should be fine,’ she said quietly, the monotonous tapping of typewriter keys continuing around us. ‘He was nowhere near the bombings.’ She patted my hand and I just stared at her, not sure whether I could let myself feel relieved yet.

With no word from my father, life at home was tense. My mother and I moved around the apartment like zombies, jumping every time the telephone rang or the door opened.

Heinrich joined us at home on the second evening. The bombings in Berlin had continued again through the night, and I had gone to work at my mother’s insistence, but I’d been next to useless. Heinrich and I tried to make small talk with my mother but every attempt fell flat. She hadn’t eaten all day and by the dark circles and bags under her eyes, I was certain she hadn’t slept and had spent a good part of the day crying.

The shrill buzz of the doorbell punctuated the silence. The tap of heels across the marble foyer told us the butler, Herr Schmitt, was attending to the door. With a nod from me, Heinrich rose and went out. I glanced at my mother, her face frozen in fear mirroring the rush of despair I suddenly felt. I couldn’t stand it another minute. I jumped up, determined to meet this news head on, when Heinrich called, ‘He’s home! He’s all right.’

My mother sagged in her seat and I rushed to help her to her feet. Arm in arm, we crossed the parlour floor just as Heinrich entered the room with my father by his side.

‘Johann,’ my mother whispered with joy.

‘Amelia, liebchen,’ he murmured, as she smothered him in kisses. ‘It’s all right. I’m home now.’ My father’s hollow eyes rested on me and he smiled wearily. He held one arm out and I was in his embrace, solid as ever. ‘My strong girl,’ he murmured and kissed the top of my head. It was only then that I allowed myself to relax, the relief flooding my system making me giddy and sick to my stomach.

Heinrich took my arm as my father moved to the settee, still entwined with my mother. ‘You look pale,’ he said. ‘You need some fresh air.’

I nodded, too overcome to speak.

He guided me onto the balcony, where the sharp bite of the evening air numbed my face but was a cooling balm to my clammy skin, settling my stomach and clearing my head. I looked up into the night, stars faintly visible as tiny pinpricks against the inky sky. It was still strange to look out over the dark street. Ever since blackout had become a way of life I missed the cheery circles of the streetlights.

‘Better?’

I nodded, breathing in the frigid air. ‘How much longer can this war go on? Too many people are dying, too many lives are shattered. I sometimes wonder if it’s all worth it.’

Heinrich’s arms encircled me from behind, the fine mist of his breath caressing my cheek. ‘Sometimes I think about those who have resisted the course of this war, questioned the Führer’s wisdom.’

‘You mean the White Rose?’ Heinrich had told me how members of the resistance group, fellow students of his, had been arrested earlier in the year. He had been shaken by the viciousness of the Gestapo and the harsh sentences inflicted on those he knew and worked with.

‘They didn’t deserve to be executed. They were peaceful, young and idealistic and had seen so much. I served with a few of them on the Eastern Front – it was enough to make anyone question their beliefs.’

‘Shh, Heinrich. Don’t talk like that. It will only lead to trouble. You can’t mean it.’

Heinrich sighed as he shook his head. ‘Of course not. I was just thinking that there’s too much wasted life. We need to win this war, I agree, but it has to be soon. And you’re right, too many have already been maimed or died most horrible deaths in the name of this war.’

I wondered about the Allied pamphlets Bettina had told me about. ‘We will win, won’t we? We’ve sacrificed too much not to.’

‘There’s talk we’re not doing well on the Eastern Front, although the news reports suggest otherwise. The truth is I don’t know.’

Cold fear blossomed in my blood, making me want to run away to a place that had never heard of war. Heinrich pulled me close and I leant back into him, his warmth seeping through my clothing, his desire pressing against me. I closed my eyes, giving in to primal emotions, aroused by his need for me. My breathing came in fast, shallow bursts as I imagined how this situation might develop if we were alone. I shuddered as the oberinspektor’s face appeared behind my eyelids. I turned in Heinrich’s arms, intent on reminding myself who I was promised to. I wondered how much longer he would suppress his passion before I either gave in or he looked elsewhere. I kissed him gently to rid myself of the image of the oberinspektor’s intense eyes and Heinrich drew me closer, his hand on my back, sliding lower, his mouth insistent, his tongue exploring and searching. I moaned, suddenly weak in his arms, letting him push thoughts of the oberinspektor away. A knock on the glass door made us pull apart, a little breathless. Herr Schmitt coughed delicately before announcing that dinner was served.

*

‘We’re waiting for the designer I’ve managed to secure to custom-make your gown. She does all the big society weddings,’ said my mother as we sat with Tante Klara on elegant Louis XVI settees upholstered in pastel shades of silk brocade in one of München’s most fashionable bridal salons. Mutti had decided that the perfect thing to lift our mood after the fright of my father’s visit to Berlin was to begin the search for a wedding gown. I was secretly excited about finding the right dress. What girl didn’t dream of the perfect wedding gown to wow her groom on their wedding day?

‘These are her latest designs.’ Mutti passed me the drawings the designer had done for her. ‘She wants you to try on some dresses in a similar style so we can see what suits your shape.’

I looked at the variations of design, some of them easy to imagine in fabric, some more difficult. There was a limited supply of silks, satins and lace, but those with money could still purchase such luxuries. Salons made it their business to source the best fabrics from around the world and guarantee a gown that befitted the social elite of München.

‘Frau von Klein?’ a tall, elegant woman said in a musical voice with a slight accent I couldn’t quite place. My mother introduced her as our designer, Frau Andree.

‘So you are the bride to be. Such a special time. Have you looked through the designs I sent across? Are there any you particularly like?’

‘They’re all beautiful,’ I said nervously. I didn’t want her to think I was inept with fashion choices and style. ‘It’s a bit hard to know which would look the best on me.’

‘Yes, of course,’ she said. ‘That is very true. Now come over here, please, so I can have a look at you.’ She guided me to the centre of the room and walked around me, taking in every detail of my appearance. It was very uncomfortable and I was worried she would find my body inadequate for her designs.

After the necessary measurements were taken and calculations made, gowns were finally brought out for me to try. It was a haze of white satin, silk, lace and organza – skirts that were full, straight, A line; bodices with high necks, V neck, round neck, collars turned up, down and Grecian style.

I paraded in front of our mothers.

‘Not that one dear,’ said Tante Klara to a dress with a full skirt and layers of silk ruffles and an unusual bustle. ‘Not very elegant.’

I had to agree. It was awful and made my behind look huge.

The designer dismissed the dress with a wave of her hand. ‘Too many ruffles for you,’ she said.

One gown felt wonderful. It was satin, figure hugging, with leg-of-mutton sleeves and a skirt that flowed sensuously around my legs as it fell to the floor. I held my breath as I was led to the full-length mirror.

‘Not bad,’ said Frau Andree. ‘Now we’re getting somewhere.’

I stared at the vision of elegance in the mirror, hardly believing it could be me. I was reminded of glamorous movie stars. I let out my breath slowly. I could hear our mothers murmuring in the background but I ignored them. I twisted and turned to view the gown and my profile from all angles. It was not a gown just anyone could pull off. My height allowed it to flow as it should, sleek and slimming. The only thing on the gown I wasn’t sure about was the plunging V neckline. Admittedly, I had the bosom to accommodate such a style and it was very daring and sophisticated, but it was not me. I needed something with a higher neckline, possibly something that buttoned up at the throat. Suddenly the designer’s hands were inside the gown and I drew in a sharp breath, startled as she deftly lifted each breast so that it settled into the fabric more advantageously.

‘That’s better,’ she said. And it was. She placed a small halo of satin and silk with an attached veil on my head. It added to my height and I felt like a statuesque goddess. I felt like a bride. I imagined how Heinrich would view me in this gown and blushed deeply. Then I wondered what my father would think and my heart dropped. This was not the gown for me.

‘Not very modest,’ said my mother disapprovingly.

‘But it is very elegant,’ said Tante Klara.

‘Turn, dear,’ said Frau Andree. ‘Let your mother see the full effect of the gown.’

I turned obediently, as the skirt swished across the floor behind me.

‘What is your objection, Frau von Klein?’

‘Too figure hugging. It doesn’t leave much to the imagination and that neckline is too risqué.’

I blushed deeper, embarrassed now, feeling guilty that I had loved the dress at all.

‘I don’t think it’s the gown, really,’ said Heinrich’s mother, leaning forward, warming to the task at hand. ‘I like the way the satin falls on her, there’s enough fabric in the skirt.’

‘What if we change the neckline,’ suggested the designer. ‘It will change the whole look of the bodice.’

My mother stared at me without really seeing me. I felt like a mannequin with no thoughts and feelings of my own and squirmed with discomfort at the scrutiny.

‘Maybe,’ Mutti said after a time. ‘Perhaps a round neckline, I liked the single ruffled neckline on that earlier gown.’

Although I wasn’t asked, I agreed with their suggestions and knew that whatever the mothers and designer decided upon would be stylish. I could imagine myself as a bride now. I wanted to make Heinrich proud. Thoughts of the oberinspektor came into my mind. I pushed them away. Heinrich was my groom and my future.

*

It was early December when I found my mother in the parlour, white as a sheet, clutching a paper to her chest.

‘Mutti, what’s the matter?’ I asked, although my mouth had gone dry.

She began to tremble and looked at me with blank eyes. My body tingled with apprehension.

I rushed to sit by her side, fear weighing me down so I felt like I was moving in slow motion. I could feel her tiny frame wracked by waves of shaking. I put my hand on her shoulder. ‘Mutti?’ I said desperately. ‘Is it a telegram?’

The physical touch must have got through to her. ‘It’s Willi.’ She looked at me, her eyes wide with shock and filled with pain.

I knew then that Willi was dead.

Pushing my own horror aside, I wrapped my arms around her. She remained stiff and unyielding in my arms, fragile and still trembling violently.

Heinrich chose that moment to walk into the parlour. ‘Lotte, what’s wrong?’

I heard his voice as if from a distance. I pulled away from my mother long enough to look over to him. ‘It’s Willi. Mutti just received a telegram.’

Heinrich crouched in front of us, dressed immaculately for the concert he was supposed to be taking me to. My shocked mind focused on the shine of his black shoes. ‘What’s happened?’

‘I don’t know,’ I whispered. ‘I haven’t read it yet.’

Heinrich gently pulled the paper from my mother’s grasp. I watched his face carefully as he read. His wariness quickly turned to grief as his shoulders and face sagged. ‘Bloody war,’ he murmured, shaking his head.

‘Tell me,’ I demanded, looking into his blue eyes misty with sorrow. I held my breath.

‘Willi was killed in action on the Eastern Front near Kiev a few days ago.’

I released my breath in a ragged sob. Heinrich placed a hand on my shoulder in sympathy. Distressed as I was, I still wondered why he didn’t pull me into his arms to comfort me as Vati would have Mutti.

My poor mother moaned. Her second son had been taken by this cruel and relentless war. How much more sacrifice did the Führer expect us to make for the Fatherland? I pulled her closer, comforting myself as much as my mother.

‘Are you sure?’ It couldn’t be. Willi had seemed safe in Rome in his last letter. Surely I would have known – we were so close.

Heinrich nodded, grief cracking his solemn expression. ‘The telegram’s from his commanding officer, General Lieutenant Wilke. The 2nd Parachute Division was deployed there from Italy a couple of weeks ago. There’s no doubt.’

My heart felt like it had stopped and then exploded into a million shards of grief and pain. I couldn’t breathe. ‘No, not Willi too,’ I gasped. ‘Oh, Mutti.’ Tears ran freely down my face, soaking her hair. It had barely been a year since we lost Ludwig. I was all that was left and by the way my mother clung to me, it felt like she would not let go.

‘Never leave me,’ she whispered. ‘I need you.’

Numbness settled over me as I began gently rocking her, cradling her head against my chest like a child’s. ‘Of course, Mutti, I’m always here for you.’ I knew I had to be strong for her and push my pain aside.

I was unaware that Herr Schmitt had called my father home until he was by our side.

‘Amelia, Lotte.’ Vati drew us to him, his strong, dependable shoulders a safe haven from the bewildering events that had occurred. I breathed in the pipe smoke that clung to his coat and immediately felt soothed. My mother broke down into convulsive sobs, and my father pulled away to devote his attentions to her with an apologetic kiss to the top of my head.

Heinrich finally held me as I drowned in my own grief and the grief of everyone else in the room. I was sure I would never be able to break to the surface and breathe again.

There was no body to bury, no funeral to prepare, no graveside to visit. There was no way to say goodbye and that weighed heavily on us. Over the next few weeks my mother took to her bed and would not get out. She would not eat and she refused to see even her closest friends. Vati and I were worried about her, looking after her until she was on her feet again, but we were in mourning too. I couldn’t bear to think of Willi alone and so far away from us in a foreign land. He didn’t deserve that. He didn’t deserve to die. He had just turned twenty and his whole life was ahead of him.

Mutti kept photos of us on the sideboard of the sitting room, photos of both boys proud in their uniforms on their first day of service; the final photo of Willi taken the day he left us for the last time. I picked up the photo in its silver frame. The Luftwaffe side cap sat jauntily on his head and his mouth held the hint of a smile. I remembered taking that photo like it was yesterday.

‘Stand still and stop fidgeting,’ I’d said to Willi, taking my job as family photographer very seriously. I could see the mischief in his bright blue eyes.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘I’ll die of hunger, standing here all day.’ He shifted again.

‘No, the light’s all wrong now,’ I said in exasperation. His grin widened. ‘Behave, Willi. I want to get the perfect shot.’ I turned his face to the best angle. ‘Now don’t move.’

‘You’re so annoying,’ he said but did what he was told, trying to wipe the grin off his face.

It was a good shot. He exuded confidence in his woollen uniform, the tunic open at the neck, his medals worn over his left breast. The flying cap sat almost over one eyebrow, his blonde hair showing short and neat along the opposite curve of the cap. I clicked away, allowing for variations of light and position, until I was satisfied.

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘Mutti will be happy with these.’

‘As long as you and Mutti are happy,’ he replied, kissing me on the cheek. He swung his arm across my shoulder, propelling me along. ‘I’m starving. Let’s eat now, before it gets cold.’

The lines of Willi’s face in the last photo were more defined. He was handsome and had grown into manhood. Then his image blurred as tears rolled down my face and my heart clenched in anguish. I kissed the glass and carefully returned the frame to its place of honour on Mutti’s sideboard. He was still too young to die.

Grief over Willi’s death affected Heinrich very differently from me. He knew what it was like on the Eastern Front. He could imagine how my brothers had died. He consoled me well enough, holding me tight as the tears came in private, whispering words of sympathy and strength and, when they didn’t work, kisses and caresses to distract us both and remind us that life was still for living. But I felt Heinrich withdraw into himself. I was sure some of it was his fear of being called up once again. I knew he had no fear of death itself, the ultimate sacrifice for the good of the Fatherland, but he could see how my brothers’ deaths had affected my mother and me, and he worried about what his death would do to me and his own family.

I had always been an optimist but now I, like Heinrich, questioned the point of this war. This was a war fought of necessity, I reminded myself. It was a war of self-preservation for the German nation. There were bound to be stiff sacrifices to give the next generation a stronger, independent, vital Germany. Heinrich began talking about the White Rose episodes of earlier in the year again. The arrests and executions of those young students had affected him deeply but it was treasonous talk. It frightened me to the very core, not just because I was scared that someone would overhear, but because it started to make sense to me, threatening to shake the deeply held teachings of my childhood, those learnt in the schoolroom and the League of German Girls. I had known Heinrich all my life, our grandparents were family friends, and I knew that he held these same beliefs as tightly as I did – it was only grief talking, for both of us.

*

It was hard to put one foot in front of the other but life had to go on. I forced myself to go to work each day. Where I had found satisfaction in getting my job done and providing efficient assistance to Oberinspektor Drescher, I now found it difficult to focus on the tasks in front of me. There were many occasions, triggered by the slightest association with Willi – and in my job that wasn’t uncommon – when I rushed to the bathroom, overwhelmed and ready to burst into tears. My colleagues were kind. Most had experienced some kind of loss and understood what I was going through. Bettina was my greatest support, keeping me busy and trying to distract me with idle gossip and hilarious stories during our breaks.

I was most surprised, however, by the compassion shown by Oberinspektor Drescher. He asked after my family each day, thoughtfully allowing me to come in late some mornings while I tended to my mother and stay late in the evening to finish off my work, always ensuring I had somebody to either walk me home or if the hour was late, to drive me home. I almost wished he would keep his distance, as his kindness only further confused my feelings.

One evening, I made the oberinspektor some coffee. We were working late and going over some documents I needed to transcribe.

‘Your brother fought on the Eastern Front?’ he asked.

I froze, coffee cup to my lips. I didn’t know if I could speak to him of Willi without my mask of calm and efficiency slipping. Placing my cup on the table, I looked into his eyes. I knew I would see compassion but did not expect the vulnerability I found there. I could trust him.

‘Yes, both my brothers did. We lost Ludwig just over a year ago in Stalingrad and Willi near Kiev.’ My eyes welled with tears, I couldn’t help it. I dashed them away with the heel of my hand, angry that it took only this to show my weakness.

He nodded, briefly squeezing my hand across the desk in sympathy, his touch soft and warm from the coffee cup. Surprised by his touch, I glanced at his face, but only found kindness in his green eyes.

‘Be proud of your brothers. The Eastern Front is a very hard place, with the most difficult conditions imaginable.’

The Führer’s picture looked down on me as if disapproving of my mixed emotions – pride but also desperation. When would the Führer follow through on his promise of winning this war? My brothers’ sacrifices had to mean something.

‘So I’ve heard,’ I whispered, looking into my cup. ‘Have you been there?’

The oberinspektor sighed. ‘Yes. I was based at the airpark in Lemberg in late forty-one, after I finished my diploma. I worked at various airfields in Silesia before that. It was close to the Eastern Front then, I saw too many horrific things and there were some terrible stories. We supported the boys in Stalingrad, ready to pull them out when the Red Army looked like they would overwhelm them. To this day, I can’t understand the Führer’s decision to leave them there at the mercy of the Red Army. We were all devastated by the losses, too many men died that needn’t.’ He stared into space with a far-away look.

I shuddered, unnerved that the oberinspektor had not only mirrored my disquiet with the Führer’s promises but spoken it. The bitterness of this personal description of the battle that Ludwig died in stunned me. The Eastern Front had a brutal reputation and here was another example of how it touched and affected the men who saw action there.

A warm glow rose within me as I realised how much the oberinspektor trusted me if he was willing to make such a dangerous admission.

He leant forward again, fiddling with a clip on the desk. ‘Not all Russians are bad, you know. I met many good Russian men, soldiers, fighting for their country just like me, except many were in our captivity. The Russian culture is very interesting and I developed a love for the Cossack music that some of the men would sing. It was deeply stirring and hauntingly beautiful.’

I was shocked that he would tell me such things. Cossack music was banned. And yet I saw a very different side to him, a softer side, and a man who would not be told what to think or how to live.

He sighed, not noticing my fear for him. ‘I found it difficult to reconcile myself to the mass slaughtering of men on both sides. I can’t say I was disappointed to be transferred to München last year.’

‘Oh, I thought you’d been here much longer. Everyone seems to know you.’ I was glad to move the conversation away from dangerous territory, talking about something other than my brothers and the wretched Eastern Front.

‘Ours isn’t a large section compared to some and we have a good team that works well together.’ He smiled. For the first time, I noticed the crinkles around his eyes and the creases around his generous mouth, which only heightened his attractiveness. I blushed at the compliment and dropped my eyes back to the documents on the desk.

In my first weeks at work, Bettina had warned me that the oberinspektor was a ‘ladies’ man’, who was known to flirt with the office girls, but he had only ever been professional and respectful with me. Not that that had stopped my infatuation. Until this moment, I had known nothing more about him personally, except what was suggested by the photo of his children on his desk and the absence of a photo of his wife. It didn’t worry me that he kept his personal life to himself; that was as it should be. All I cared about was that he was a good superior, that I made his work more efficient, and that he was well respected by everyone, especially his peers and superiors, which of course reflected well on me.

But I was growing curious, fuelled by my inability to stop myself from thinking about him. What kind of relationship did he have with his wife and family? Where did he come from, when did he last see them and how had his war experience shaped his life? I had seen pain in his eyes when he spoke of his previous war posting and I found it hard to reconcile the considerate, thoughtful and professional man with the stories Bettina had told me. There was more to the oberinspektor and his situation than met the eye.

The war certainly made all manner of things more complicated. I almost looked forward to 1944 in the hope that it would bring an end to the war. Heinrich and I could be safely married and begin our life together. I dreamt of life going back to normal but a little voice in my head wondered how life could ever be normal again without the ones we loved and with the trauma this war had left with the living.
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The social engagements of the Christmas and New Year season enforced some kind of normality for our family. Vati reminded me these were important connections that needed to be fostered, which were valuable not just during the war but in its aftermath. Mutti agreed and seemed to come back to life, forcing herself to dress up and smile prettily.

Christmas and Silvester were subdued affairs with immediate family. We still had the traditional Christmas tree, a live fir with silver tinsel, glass baubles and white candles blazing on its branches. It was a sight that never failed to bring a smile to my face and a renewed sense of optimism for the year ahead. There was still champagne in Mutti’s good crystal goblets and a few traditional delicacies too. Nobody wanted to play fortune-telling games on Silvester but we drank to Willi’s and Ludwig’s memories. We were all aware that these times were precious and nobody knew what was ahead.

Often the München parties revolved around military schedules, since many of my parents’ friends were members of the general staff or high-ranking Heer and Luftwaffe officers. It was inevitable that the older men would congregate, often in a separate room with their cigars and cognac, and talk about the state of Germany, the ongoing war, the various new policies and how they would affect the coming year. The older ladies would sit around with their champagne discussing their families, their latest projects and the most recent scandals. The young ones like myself and Heinrich mingled, some drinking heavily, some abstaining from alcohol altogether, many sneaking off to a quiet corner or the darkness of the gardens for late-night trysts, to satisfy a sudden urge, to remind us what living was about. Our generation had been traumatised by the atrocities of war before we had blossomed into adulthood. Everyone had been touched by loss through the fracturing and dislocation of families and the cruel reality of modern warfare.

It was a little uncomfortable to meet Colonel von Wissenbach at these social functions. I always felt a bit stiff, as if I should be on my best behaviour while mingling with my superiors from work, but he never failed to be courteous and engaging.

‘How are you enjoying your job, Charlotte?’ he asked one evening.

‘Fine, thank you.’

The colonel nodded. ‘Working well with Oberinspektor Drescher? He’s been good to you, I hope.’

‘Of course, colonel. He’s patient and kind and I’ve learnt a lot from him.’

‘I’ve heard good things about your work, you’re efficient and conscientious. We could do with more like you.’

I blushed to think the oberinspektor had talked about me with the colonel, and looked at my toes. ‘Thank you.’

‘There you are, Georg. How is my daughter doing at work?’

I looked up and smiled at my father, noticing a striking man standing next to him.

‘She’s a credit to you and your wife,’ said the colonel. ‘It’s hard workers like Charlotte who keep men like us moving forward with the war effort.’

I almost fainted with the praise and suddenly felt that maybe this was the work I was meant to do to best help our country – perhaps photography had only been the silly dream of a young girl.

‘We are very proud of her,’ agreed my father. ‘Georg, you’ve met Claus von Stauffenberg before?’ He gestured to the man by his side.

‘Of course.’ Colonel von Wissenbach nodded genially to the man.

‘Claus, this is my daughter, Charlotte.’

The man smiled, an eye patch giving him a rakish charm but his gaze intense nevertheless, and I felt like he was focusing all his attention on me. He was most charismatic. He reached for my hand, his own missing a couple of fingers, and I felt a surge of pride in this soldier who had obviously sacrificed so much for our homeland. Then his soft lips brushed the skin on the back of my hand, making me shiver deliciously.

‘Lotte, this is Lieutenant Colonel von Stauffenberg, the son of old family friends. I hadn’t seen him for years until he began working with the Replacement Army a few months ago.’

‘A pleasure to meet you.’

‘The pleasure is all mine,’ he said, bowing slightly.

‘How are things with the Replacement Army?’ asked Colonel von Wissenbach. ‘Have the budget cuts affected you as they have the Luftwaffe?’

I drifted away to find Heinrich, feeling vaguely disconcerted.

Over the next few days, I found myself remembering that encounter, trying to analyse what had made me feel so strange. Was it the pride I felt in looking at the Lieutenant Colonel’s war injuries that my father told me he’d suffered in North Africa? Was it the protectiveness I felt for him, a beautiful specimen of a man but maimed by war, especially after my two brothers, both handsome and full of life, had perished? These thoughts rolled around my head until they exhausted themselves and I finally had to face the truth: I had been physically drawn to him. That wasn’t so much the problem – a man like that, a decorated hero, would make many a woman swoon over him – it was how it reminded me of my first meeting with the oberinspektor, how I was irresistibly drawn to him, how my initial attraction to him had not yet waned after working with him for nearly six months.

My face burned with shame and I turned my head to catch the lightly falling snow on my hot skin. I sighed. How could I feel this way about someone I had met only for an instant and who had barely touched me? The familiar yearning for a life of excitement rose within me, a life of my choosing, lived on my terms, outside the restraints and conventions of my social class and family. The war had opened doors to exciting possibilities never before available to a girl like me but my mother made sure I walked the rigid path of tradition. Those possibilities were so far out of reach for me, they may as well have been on the moon.

Part of the problem, I was beginning to see, was my engagement to Heinrich. I realised now that my life with him would probably remain as constrained and structured as he believed a wife of my station should be. We had been family friends since childhood and our mothers encouraged a relationship between us before we had a chance to discover if one would develop on its own. I had never felt that rush of meeting the person who would become my betrothed for the first time. Perhaps my attractions to the oberinspektor and von Stauffenberg were reactions to the idea that I had missed out on that rite of passage.

It wasn’t as though I didn’t have feelings for Heinrich, we had just discovered our love through friendship and familiarity. I knew I loved him with all my heart but part of me now consciously wondered how it would be different with someone you felt an instant attraction to.

I pushed those thoughts away as quickly as they surfaced, furious with myself for even thinking them. Thoughts of anyone or anything else were unacceptable and shameful. I was engaged to Heinrich. I was the luckiest girl to have a man with such a good profession, from a good family, who loved me as I loved him and who was my best friend.

*

Life slowly returned to normal for my family. Mutti was subdued and occasionally I would catch her lost in thought and knew she was thinking of Willi and Ludwig. She began to share memories of them with me, telling me stories of happier times when I was a small child. She seemed a little softer with me too, not quite so rigid and harsh, drawing me into spontaneous hugs, clasping my hand when I sat near her.

One Sunday, I finally persuaded her to leave the apartment and take a walk in the Englischer Garten. I knew the fresh air and exercise would do her good. Although the snows were now behind us it was still a brisk day and even in our long overcoats and gloves, we had to walk hard to warm up. Mutti kept up with the punishing pace until we stopped in the meadow, breathing heavily, our hands tingling pleasantly.

‘That’s better, isn’t it?’ I said, grinning at my mother. Her face now had a healthy glow, not the pasty, pinched look from weeks of being cooped up in the apartment. She smiled in return and nodded, pushing wisps of frizzy strawberry blonde locks from her face with a gloved hand.

‘Should we walk to the stream?’ I asked. I had brought my camera with me to photograph the change in seasons and brush up on my photography skills. You never knew when an opportunity to capture the perfect shot would present itself.

Mutti slid her arm through mine and we walked along the path, the sound of our shoes crunching on the dirt a rhythmical accompaniment to our thoughts.

‘The smell of the pines always reminds me of a holiday we took when you were little,’ said my mother suddenly. ‘We were still living in Düsseldorf and came to München to visit my grandmother Katarina. It was one of the few times your father suggested a short holiday together, just the five of us in the Alps.’

I hardly dared to breathe. Although I knew they had corresponded after the death of Willi, any talk of my natural father and our life before the divorce was rare. The breeze through the pines seemed to settle as if the trees also wanted to hear this story.

‘We motored down to Berchtesgaden from München. Already the scent of pine was noticeable as we travelled through the forests. We stayed in a comfortable guesthouse overlooking the town and the Watzmann. It was spectacular: the twin peaks of the mountain dusted with snow, the town nestled in the valley beneath it with the twin spires of the church, jutting out as if to mimic the mountain. Your father was well and happy there, breathing in the fresh mountain air, playing ball patiently with Ludwig and Willi – they weren’t yet school age – and pushing you in your baby carriage as we looked around the town.

‘We took a cruise on Königssee Lake and even the boys were fascinated by the majestic mountains that towered over us and the lone pine trees that sat precariously on the edges of the massive rocky cliffs. Of course, they soon tired of the view and your father took the boys to the edge of the boat to look for mermaids and pirate treasure. I can still see their little blond heads bent over the water, your father between them, holding them securely. I remember thinking how good it was to see him getting involved with the boys. I had seen that imaginative playfulness when we first met and it was something I loved about him. I was pleased that he was showing that side of himself to his boys, getting involved in their world.

‘The boat stopped at St Bartoloma’s chapel and while your father walked around the grounds with you, following the boys, I went inside. It was magnificent and, staring at the opulent gold-gilded altar, I felt moved to kneel and pray, thanking God for these happy days with my beautiful family and the return of my beloved husband.’

We continued walking in silence for a moment. I could see my mother struggling to contain her emotions – there was joy and grief etched across her face, her smooth skin marked recently by small lines around her mouth and eyes. I squeezed her hand in encouragement, shocked by the revelation that she had prayed to God to thank Him for her happiness – my mother had never struck me as being spiritual. If anything, I had come to believe that she had no regard for God. I could understand her bitterness. Her dreams of a happy marriage with my father disappeared and their divorce was difficult; she barely survived the scandal. Left penniless, wrenched from her children, now she had survived her two boys who were barely out of adolescence when they died in war.

My mother took a deep breath. ‘The following day we were picnicking in a meadow with the most perfect view of the Hoher Göll peak before us. I was the happiest I had ever been. The boys were playing on the edge of the forest, the soft breeze was sighing through the pines as it is now, you were crawling on the grass next to us and your father promised me that this was the beginning of a better life for us all. Ludwig had made a lion from a pine cone, the branches and needles strapped together, and he was beaming with pride as he presented it to us. It was sticky with pine sap. Your father picked Ludwig up and twirled him, telling him how proud he was of him, and tickled him. As Ludwig shrieked with joy, your father laughed without a care in the world. I really believed things would change for us then, that we had a chance to be happy. The scent of pine clung to my hands all the way home and reminded me of the joy we had rediscovered. Whenever I smell pine, it reminds me of that time.’

‘Oh, Mutti,’ I murmured, touched by her sharing of the memory with me. ‘That sounds beautiful.’ I leant my head against her shoulder.

‘Not long after that your father had another turn and began to drink again. I was pregnant and, in one of his darker moments, he lashed out at me and I lost the baby. He didn’t know what he had done. He often didn’t remember the rages he found himself in or what he did during them. When he realised what had happened, he was distraught and pleaded with me to forgive him. I told him I did, but it was the beginning of the end for us.’

I stopped walking and stood in front of my mother, struggling not to cry. ‘Mutti, I’m so sorry. I didn’t bring you here to remember sad times. I never wanted to upset you. I thought the walk would make you feel better.’

‘No,’ my mother said, shaking her head, ‘sometimes it’s good to remember, just little moments, and I’m happy I can share them with you.’ She placed a gloved hand on my cheek, the worn leather soft on my skin. ‘Thank God in Heaven I still have you, Charlotte Elisabeth. You are a joy to me. I might not tell you often enough, but I love you.’ Drawing me into an embrace, she kissed my forehead.

I couldn’t believe what I had heard. I had waited so long to hear those words. I felt the tears well up inside of me but I didn’t want to ruin the moment, so I swallowed them down. ‘I love you too, Mutti,’ I whispered and squeezed her tightly as I planted a kiss on her cheek.

‘Oof,’ said Mutti. ‘Not so tight.’

I let go quickly and we started laughing.

‘Look,’ I said, pointing to a tree by the edge of the stream. ‘The blossoms have started.’ I pulled out my camera and adjusted the settings to take a photo of the clusters of delicate pink blooms against the bare, dark branches. Mutti waited patiently while I concentrated on finding the best position to take the perfect photograph.

When we continued walking, my mother pointed out potential landscapes for me. I humoured her and set about photographing them. We discovered the best spot while standing on the bridge that spanned the stream. Here the willow draped gently to skim the edge of the water, tiny green buds all the way along the length of its branches, showing the promise of the heavy curtain that would hang over the water in summer. I studied the angles, focusing on the lines and the direction of light, snapping away, lost in the creative work.

‘We’d better get back,’ said Mutti. ‘We have an appointment with Frau Andree.’

‘All right,’ I said, lining up the last few shots. This had been a perfect afternoon with my mother and I didn’t want it to end. ‘I should have some good photos to show you and Vati.’ A deep sadness settled over me, dampening my joy, as I realised it had taken the death of my brothers for Mutti to open up to me, for us to reconnect at last.

But I shrugged off my mantle of melancholy. There had been too much sorrow and I had so much to look forward to. I was most excited to return to the bridal salon for a fitting of my wedding gown. It should be complete.

Herr Schmitt pulled up in front of the bridal salon and my mother prepared to get out of the car.

I stopped her, my hand on her arm. ‘Something’s wrong, Mutti. The door is closed and the lights are off.’

‘Don’t be silly. They’re probably trying to do their bit for the city and reduce the electricity they’re using.’

‘I’ll go and check,’ I said. ‘No point both of us getting out of the car if it’s closed.’

‘No, Fraulein Lotte,’ said Herr Schmitt. ‘Stay here and I’ll find out what is happening with the salon.’

We watched as he tried the door, but it was locked. He rang the bell and knocked half-a-dozen times, but nothing.

‘Whatever can have happened?’ asked Mutti, craning her neck to see any movement within the salon. ‘This is most unusual. Herr Schmitt confirmed our appointment yesterday and everything was fine then.’

‘It’s closed, Mutti. Maybe we can telephone them when we return home.’

Just as Herr Schmitt turned to leave, the door opened a crack. He whipped around, exchanging a few words with whoever it was. He hurried back to the car and opened Mutti’s door.

‘The salon is closed but there’s a woman who has your gown.’

‘What’s happened?’ asked Mutti perplexed, her brows drawn together.

‘She won’t say, but I think it best if you hurry. I want us to leave as soon as practical. Whatever it is, I don’t want you among it longer than necessary.’

Mutti shot me an astonished look, nodded and without further comment, we got out of the car.

The woman opened the door only far enough for us to slip inside, her eyes darting from side to side in fear. The salon looked the same as always but it was eerie. Something didn’t feel right. Shadows fell across the room and I noticed the racks of display gowns were bare.

‘What’s happened here?’ Mutti hissed. ‘Where is Frau Andree?’

The woman began to shake in terror. ‘I shouldn’t have let you in. I’m only a seamstress.’

‘Where is everyone and where are the gowns?’ I asked, tendrils of apprehension coiling through my belly.

‘I have your gown,’ stuttered the woman. ‘I was finishing the beading at home before your appointment today.’

‘Where is Frau Andree?’ Mutti repeated. The woman looked blankly at her. Out of patience, Mutti grasped the woman’s shoulders and shook her. ‘Tell me what’s happened here.’

She slumped to the settee when Mutti released her. ‘They took her. The Gestapo took her away.’

‘Why?’ asked Mutti more gently.

‘She’s been lying to us all. She’s a Jew.’ Tears were streaming down the woman’s face.

I gaped at her in bewilderment.

‘No, that’s ridiculous. There’s some mistake. She’s München’s top designer. Somebody would have known,’ Mutti said.

‘This is the Gestapo. There are no mistakes,’ whispered the woman. ‘They closed down the salon, took all her designs and any of the dresses they found.’

‘What will happen to her?’ I whispered. Dread spread through my body like an insidious fever, making me rigid with fear.

Mutti shook her head. ‘We can’t do anything for her now.’ She turned her gaze to the seamstress. ‘Do you have the gown?’

The woman nodded and hurried to collect the paper parcel. ‘It’s finished. Try it on at home. If you need any alterations, I can do them for you.’

‘Thank you,’ said Mutti, taking the parcel from her. ‘It was brave of you to return to give us the gown. Make sure you give your address to my man and we will be in touch.’

The woman nodded. ‘You’d best leave now. It’s not safe to be here.’ She opened the door to let us out. Mutti couldn’t leave quickly enough, pushing me out in front of her.

On the drive home, I saw nothing but Frau Andree’s face gazing intently at my dress, searching for a design solution to satisfy our requirements. It was a face filled with passion and a desire to please. She had done nothing wrong. I didn’t think I’d known anyone who was Jewish. The anti-Semitic Nürnberg Laws had come into effect when I was only ten years old, the year my parents divorced and I was sent away to boarding school. Although we had grown up being taught that Jews were the root of all evil, I couldn’t believe that of Frau Andree. She was a good woman, making people happy with her creative designs.

‘How could they take her, Mutti? She never hurt anyone.’

Mutti clapped her hand over my mouth. ‘Shh, Lotte. You mustn’t say that.’ Her eyes were filled with alarm. ‘Promise me you’ll never speak of it again.’

I nodded, silenced by my mother’s fear. Something tugged at the back of my mind, an old memory. I frowned, trying to recall the detail. Something about when Willi was home for the first time after enlisting in the Luftwaffe, when he came to see Mutti and I. He had told me a story about visiting an uncle of ours that lived near Berlin. This was my real father’s brother, a part of my family I knew nothing about, a timber merchant living on a large forested estate between a river and a lake. Willi told me his wife was Jewish and that our cousin was unlucky, not able to fight for his country because of his Jewish blood. I remember feeling shocked that we had Jewish relatives but Willi was worried about them because they were lovely people and part of our family. He worried what might become of them.

Now Willi was gone, I had no way of knowing what had happened to them. Mutti would never speak about my father and his family. After this, I knew she would never tell me anything about that branch of my family anyway, out of fear and to protect me. My cousin might have dodged death on the front line but had he escaped the Gestapo? Had they all suffered the same fate as Frau Andree? How could good people be treated this way?

*

I saw less of Heinrich as the weather warmed. He was studying for his final exams, working more than ever at the hospital – which was promising – so I was a little further down his list of priorities.

‘What will we do if the hospital doesn’t offer you a permanent job?’ I asked Heinrich as we strolled down Leopoldstrasse, the huge poplars that lined the boulevard bright with their new green leaves. I had asked him to join me for a walk, promising to help him study and make it worth his while. Brightly coloured buildings reminiscent of the artistic feel of Schwabing sat side by side with those more classically designed. It was one of the reasons I loved living here, a melting pot for so many different influences. I prayed that the war would not touch this ancient enclave of creativity.

‘I’m a junior doctor, I’m less expensive and I think I’ve proven I can do my job. I really don’t think it will be a problem. And part-time or casual shifts will work to start,’ Heinrich said with his usual pragmatism. I knew no permanent job was guaranteed but Heinrich was fast becoming part of the furniture at the hospital, available to cover any of the shifts needed. I prayed that would keep him safe and away from the front line and another field hospital.

‘But what if?’ I persisted.

Heinrich thought for a moment, his hands behind his back as he continued walking. ‘There are other hospitals in München, not as convenient, but there is always plenty of work. Failing that, there are the military hospitals. They need doctors for surgery and rehabilitation more than ever. If I have to, I can use that as a stepping stone. The main thing is to have a job that shows I’m indispensable, that prevents me from being transferred to the front again.’

I grasped Heinrich’s arm tightly and we stopped walking. ‘I couldn’t bear to lose you. I know we’re supposed to sacrifice ourselves gladly for the Fatherland but you’ve done your duty on the front. Nobody can deny that you continue to support our country and the war by aiding civilians and soldiers here at home. Surely anyone can see that.’

Heinrich hugged me close and the street noise disappeared. ‘It will be all right. You’ll see.’

I realised there was nothing I could do but trust his judgement and hope he was right. Life was to be enjoyed and on a day like this, we had to make the most of it.

‘Come on, give me your book and astound me with your knowledge,’ I said. ‘Time to test you!’

By the time we reached the Englischer Garten, I was quizzing him on diseases.

‘Tell me about the diseases of the kidneys,’ I said. Heinrich recited the list correctly and confidently, grinning like a Cheshire cat.

‘Time for my reward,’ he said, grabbing my hand and pulling me towards a copse of beeches.

‘Wait,’ I exclaimed, laughing. ‘You haven’t finished.’

‘Oh, yes I have, and you know it. Come on, time to play.’ He led me into the cool privacy of the small woodland.

‘But you have so much more to do.’

‘All work and no play makes a very dull boy.’ He pushed me against a tree trunk, leaning against me and preventing my escape, the knobbly bark hard and scratchy against my back.

‘You’re my captive now,’ he murmured, kissing me with gentle, whisper-like caresses, his soft lips on my mouth, my cheeks, my throat and shoulders. I had no reply for him, lost to the exquisite sensations he elicited in me, oblivious to my surroundings.

Seeing what it did to me, he pushed me further, his hand lightly skimming over my blouse and erect nipples, making me groan softly.

‘That will do for now,’ I whispered in his ear before pulling away into the bright sunlight. I was hot, bothered and more than a little disconcerted, but we had promised each other we would wait.

‘Oh, come on, I know you want more.’ His eyes glittered like a tiger watching its prey. Mesmerised, I stood mute and paralysed, unable to say no.

Suddenly he was crushing me against a tree. His lips, warm and supple, found mine, coaxing and demanding in turn. It made me feel heavy, light-headed and weak all at once – a rush of desire, the same I’d felt when I’d met the oberinspektor and von Stauffenberg. Finally it was Heinrich inspiring those feelings in me.

Only his weight against me stopped me from sliding down the tree. His roving hands cupped my buttocks to fit me to him like a puzzle piece and I felt his manhood hard against my belly. His hands continued up to gently graze my nipples until I felt a throbbing much lower down, deep within. He pressed the heel of his hand between my legs, intensifying the throbbing and making me gasp. I knew we had to stop. I didn’t want to, but I broke from the kiss. Heinrich’s smouldering eyes met mine and I could see the urgency there.

‘This is just the beginning.’ Heinrich’s voice was low and throaty. ‘You did say it would be worth my while but I want to make it worth your while too. Keep that in mind until our wedding day. I will wait, but expect no mercy then!’ He kissed me with restraint before releasing me from the tree.

Trembling and flushed, I stumbled away, disoriented and slightly dishevelled. He watched me with hooded eyes, still dressed immaculately in suit and tie. Taking pity on me, he grasped my arm and held me steady while I straightened my clothes and composed myself enough to continue on the path once more. It serves you right, I thought, making promises you could never keep.


5

A change in the organisation of the high command of the military early in 1944 made no real difference to us in the office, although shortly after, there seemed to be a gearing up in activity at many of the airfields. By April, our main airfields at Riem, Neubiberg, Schleissheim and Bad Aibling had established airfield commands. The requests for plane parts, supplies and new aircraft grew each week and I struggled to keep on top of the collated lists and reports but I continued to work hard at my job, learning as much as I could to help the oberinspektor. He was happy to explain technical matters to me. How the different properties of each aircraft and its optimal uses for our zone transcribed into the performance statistics and requisitions lists I typed every few days.

About this time, I heard stirrings, filtered through the gossip channels of the office girls, that Germany was losing the war. We all knew how difficult it was on the Eastern Front but most of us still had confidence that the Führer had a plan and would turn the tide at the perfect time in spectacular fashion. All the reports over the wireless, at the cinema and in the local newspapers stated emphatically that Germany was winning the war. Slowly to be sure, but winning all the same, and I had no reason to doubt those reports. Our Führer knew what he was doing. At the end of this war, Germany would be transformed into the great nation it had been before the Treaty of Versailles. German pride would be restored.

‘I’m not so sure,’ whispered Bettina one lunch break. ‘Magda’s cousin has been seeing a high-ranking officer in the Heer. She wouldn’t say who, but apparently he told her that things are not good for Germany right now. After our defeat at Kiev, we’ve continued to lose ground to the Russians and they’ve been slowly marching west.’ She stopped as other office girls walked into the lunchroom. We were prohibited from speaking about military matters or mentioning anything contrary to the news reports the Reich distributed each week but it didn’t stop the worried whispers continuing around the office.

‘It doesn’t add up,’ I said, as I walked down the corridor with Bettina. ‘It’s totally different to what all the news reports have been saying.’

‘Do you really think news like that would be released to the general public? Imagine the panic.’

I shook my head. She was right of course. Magda’s cousin wasn’t the first source of disturbing stories about Germany’s losses and how the tide of the war had turned against us.

Bettina gestured towards the bathroom as she pushed open the door. I frowned, wondering what else she had to tell me, and followed her in. Bettina checked each stall to make sure they were empty. When she turned back to me, she looked worried.

‘This is the thing that the Heer officer told Magda’s cousin that really makes me wonder. He told her not to go to Paris for work. He told her to stay in Germany. When she pushed him for a reason, he finally told her that he had reason to believe the Americans were set to join the British to land forces on French soil and begin their attack against Germany.’

‘No,’ I said, aghast. ‘That can’t be right.’ I knew the might of the Americans had already helped the British win decisive battles in North Africa and were now making a difference to the fight in Italy, causing our forces to retreat further north towards Rome. It did not bode well if they had joined forces with Britain to march across France towards Germany.

‘That’s what I said too, but Magda assured me that it’s what he told her cousin and she has made some excuse not to go to Paris.’

I stared at Bettina, who was evidently relieved that she had been able to share the burden of this terrible piece of news. Our lives would be turned upside down. I took Bettina’s hands, clammy with worry. ‘Look at it logically. Surely we would have heard something here and we haven’t.’

Bettina nodded. ‘Yes, but that doesn’t mean it’s not true. Keep your ears open. We’ll have to see if we hear anything.’

‘All right,’ I said. ‘But I’m sure it’s all just Chinese whispers.’

Only weeks later, rumours of the American and British landing on the beaches of Normandy were all over the office. At first they spread in hushed whispers away from the officers. Shock, consternation and astonishment were evident on the faces of most of the office girls but also on the faces of the officers and staff in our department. Soon, the whole building was abuzz and it was impossible to prevent or contain the news. We learnt that the Luftwaffe had been taken completely by surprise because there had been no reconnaissance of the area. The initial shock at the truth of the situation was quickly replaced with a flurry of activity, as all efforts were focused on defending our Western Front.

‘This changes everything,’ Bettina muttered, as I handed her a report for the colonel. ‘I hope you like coffee and cigarettes, because if we thought we were working hard before, now we’ll be lucky to see our beds. Welcome to your new home.’

‘They may have landed on European shores but they won’t get any further than that,’ I said confidently.

‘I hope you’re right.’ Bettina looked up from her typing, her brown eyes large with apprehension. ‘Otherwise our world is about to change drastically and I don’t think we’re going to like it.’

The Allied landing soon became common knowledge, with speculation and trepidation simmering all over München. Fear blossomed silently on the streets. Nobody dared voice the worry that we were not winning the war, that we couldn’t keep the Allies at bay, but the whispers made their way through the city nonetheless, like a deadly infection. Among my parents’ friends, most of whom had seen Germany threatened before, there was deep anger, voiced only behind closed doors – anger that our country was threatened once again, anger about the inevitable loss of life that defending our homeland would produce.

Mutti felt the same way. Vati tried to calm her with his pragmatism, assuring her that much of our military resources were now thrust into the protection and defence of the Reich. Germany was strong and would prevail. I believed him too; I could see the evidence of that at work.

Only Herr Schmitt and Hilde the cook remained with us now. The other servants had been let go, returning to help their families. Vati refused to hire Polish workers at a fraction of the cost. ‘We’ll manage until after the war,’ he told us.

Those warm summer days passed in a blur. I was up early in the mornings, my only joy the walk to work through the gardens that reminded me the world still continued outside of our frantic office building. Vati had arranged for Herr Schmitt to drive me home at night and I often dozed in the spacious backseat. Working so hard meant I rarely had to put up with Mutti’s tirades, which fell squarely into Vati’s lap. He and I worried about the toll the war was exacting on her.

The oberinspektor had always smoked but now his office was permanently blanketed in haze. His face was constantly drawn and pale, dark smudges beneath his eyes, and he slumped wearily in his chair.

‘Oberinspektor, have you been getting enough sleep?’ I asked one morning as I brought him a fresh cup of coffee.

‘Ah, thank you,’ he said, smiling weakly as he picked up the coffee and sipped. ‘This keeps me going – and those,’ he said, gesturing to the cigarettes on his desk. We still had real coffee in the office and cigarettes were in plentiful supply.

I wrinkled my nose with disgust as I picked up the ashtray filled with twisted butts and flakes of ash.

‘I’ll cut back soon,’ he said apologetically. ‘When things slow down and I have time to sleep.’

‘I know.’ I moved to the small window and opened it a little to allow the stench to escape and fill the room with the warm summer air. ‘Keep the window open for a while. It’ll help.’

‘I realise you’ve been working long hours too. I couldn’t manage without you.’

My eyes widened, not expecting his confession. I turned to face him, then shrugged and smiled, a little embarrassed. ‘It’s the least I can do. If I can ease your workload, then I know I’m doing something worthwhile.’

‘It helps if we can all work together at times like this.’ He ran his hand through his hair, pushing the dark strands that had fallen onto his furrowed forehead off his face. I had never seen him with a hair out of place before.

‘What do you think will happen? Are we losing the war?’

His dark eyebrows shot up in surprise. Then he scrutinised me for a moment, before he leant back in his chair and sighed.

‘I don’t know. It’s too early to tell for sure, but it’s not looking good for us.’

I stared back at him, waiting for him to finish, wanting him to trust me as I did him.

‘I don’t know that the Führer’s strategy has paid off. I’ve heard that generals who were against our troops remaining on the Eastern Front when it was clear that we were losing and would incur terrible losses, were removed from their postings. Maybe he should have listened to men with military experience. Perhaps now we would have more men on our Western Front to repel the Allied push.’

‘Don’t say such things,’ I whispered in a rush. Fear bloomed through my body like drops of blood staining water. ‘What you say might be true but if anyone hears you . . . You know Bettina’s cousin’s husband was hauled away by the Gestapo for speaking out against the Führer to one of his best friends.’

‘I know.’ His mouth was set into a grim line. ‘I wouldn’t be so foolish to repeat this to anyone else but I wanted you to have my honest opinion.’ His green eyes dared me to tell him he was wrong to believe in me. A warm glow filled me, despite my fear for him. He trusted me with his life.

‘Thank you,’ I said softly. ‘I value your opinion a great deal.’ My eyes filled with tears and I turned abruptly and left the room, so he would not see how much his trust meant to me.

As I emptied the stinking ashtray, I pushed my joy to one side as I mulled over the oberinspektor’s appraisal. It was more realistic than what Vati had told Mutti, although the consequences were more frightening. For the first time, I entertained the possibility of Germany losing the war. I shivered, a vague sense of unease coalescing into a hard ball of fear in my stomach.

*

Lying in bed, thinking of Heinrich, too tired to sleep, I fiddled with the locket around my neck; one side held a tiny photo of Mutti and Vati, the other with one of Heinrich. He had finished his final exam that day. I hadn’t had a chance to speak to him and hoped he was relieved and happy. All he needed now was his piece of paper to say he had graduated, and to be offered that permanent position at the hospital. We were getting married in a little over a month and were on the brink of making our dreams come true. My wedding dress hung in my closet, ready to wear.

Suddenly the air-raid sirens screeched into the still night. I sighed, my joyful musings dissipating into thin air. This was all I needed, a night with no sleep. I slid out of bed, dragged on my coat and picked up the small suitcase with my essentials by my door.

‘Mutti,’ I yelled down the hallway. ‘Come on, we have to go.’ I stood at the top of the stairs waiting for her. ‘Mutti!’ I shouted again.

Dropping the suitcase, I strode impatiently to my mother’s bedroom and opened her door. She was still in bed, an eye pillow over her eyes, and hadn’t stirred. I rushed over and shook her. ‘Mutti,’ I called gruffly, removing the blindfold. ‘Come on, there’s an air-raid.’

My mother opened her eyes a crack. ‘What’s wrong? Why have you woken me?’

‘Can’t you hear the sirens?’

She just stared blankly at me and began to close her eyes.

‘Mutti, no, come on!’ I shook her roughly and her eyelids fluttered open.

‘Here, sit up,’ I said, helping her upright, her body like a rag doll’s. ‘Did you take something before bed?’ I glanced at her nightstand and saw a bottle of sleeping tablets. ‘Oh no.’ I swung her legs over the side of the bed and got her sitting. ‘We have to go now.’

‘I can’t sleep when your father’s away,’ she muttered, her blue eyes dull. Mutti’s temper had frayed almost to breaking point when Vati was called to Berlin with his superior.

‘I’ll help you.’ I grabbed her under the arms and helped steady her as I pulled her up.

‘I’m so tired,’ said Mutti, as she shuffled into her slippers.

‘You have to walk now. Can you hear the sirens? We have to go,’ I said urgently, panic beginning to blossom in my belly. I grabbed her coat, draping it over her shoulders and tying it at the waist before helping her to the door. ‘All right now?’

Mutti nodded and grasped the banister to walk down the stairs a little unsteadily while I held her other arm and brought the suitcase.

We were among the last to make it to the air-raid shelter. It was already packed with people and the sour scent hit me like a physical blow. The warden nodded as we made our way past him.

‘Ah, there you are,’ called a neighbour. She patted a spot next to her on the wooden bench. ‘I was beginning to worry what had happened to you.’

Mutti and I sat down next to her. ‘Thank you, Elli,’ said Mutti.

The ominous drone of planes overhead began and a deep thrumming seemed to vibrate in my bones, even here underground. It was silent in the shelter, bodies shuffling as if trying to shrink from the threat in the sky, seeking protection with those next to them, as we waited for what came next. I looked at my mother, her eyes wide, mirroring my concern. The planes were very close. She reached for my hand and I held hers tightly.

I remember looking up at the ceiling, feeling so helpless, wishing I could see through it to what was happening outside. The bare light bulbs above us shone weakly, giving us some security in the darkness, before the whistling of the falling bombs reached our ears. The blast of the detonation followed quickly, and the ground shook around us. The howl of wind that rushed in their wake was enough to conjure up images of hell. We were battered relentlessly, only short periods of sanity between each bombing run when we became aware of the crying, the nervous coughing, the hysterical outbursts. Children were pressed tightly against their mothers, their little faces pale and streaked with tears. Some people rocked where they sat, eyes blank with terror, while others comforted the stricken with arms around shoulders and softly spoken words. The air-raid warden and his committee cast worried looks at the walls and ceiling but they were holding so far.

Time became meaningless. Our existence shrank to a pinpoint of surviving that moment. No other thoughts mattered – that basement became our world. Mutti and I clung to each other. I felt her shudder with each new explosion and, glimpsing the wildness in her eyes, I knew she was close to breaking point. I closed my eyes briefly during a lull to strengthen my resolve and keep my own terror at bay. I was all Mutti had and it wouldn’t do her any good if I fell apart now. I squeezed her hand, glancing across, and she smiled weakly at me. ‘It will be over soon, Mutti,’ I whispered. A new explosion rocked the earth and the lights went out. Screams rent the air before the air warden’s voice called through the commotion, ‘It’s all right. Everyone calm down. We have candles and we will have light in a moment.’

Sure enough, flickering light moved between the rows of seats as the warden’s men handed out candles. As I took a thick candle from gnarled fingers, we heard a whoosh and roaring outside the shelter.

‘Firebombing,’ the old man muttered in disgust before walking rapidly back to the warden.

Mutti was trembling and whimpering softly. The shadows from the flickering flame made her face seem sunken, the odd angles garish and enhancing the nightmarish atmosphere that surrounded us.

‘Be strong, Mutti,’ I whispered in her ear. ‘Be strong for Vati and me.’

She nodded and the whimpering stopped. I kissed the top of her frizzy head and we waited until the sound of bombs exploding disappeared, replaced with the distant crashing of what must have been buildings collapsing from the fire. Dread filled my heart as I wondered what we would find when we were allowed to leave.

Finally, after the all-clear was given, we plodded out of the shelter to find the city on fire. The night sky was blood red, the air filled with smoke. We stood rooted to the spot at the sight of fires raging only a few blocks away. Burning embers floating through the air fell on exposed skin, the cries and yelps breaking us from the spell. People began coughing as the smoke reached their lungs.

‘Cover your mouth and nose and go to your homes,’ ordered the warden. ‘It will be safer there.’

Mutti and I, along with our neighbours, stumbled back to our apartments, relieved the building was still intact but apprehensive of facing the new day, which would show us the extent of the damage.

The air-raids continued for about a week. Heinrich and his family were unscathed, their home intact, and he came to visit every day to make sure Mutti and I were safe. Hilde didn’t return to work – her daughter had been killed in the bombings and her grandchildren were orphans and needed her care. They left the city with the streams of evacuees to the relative safety of the countryside. Herr Schmitt also came back to us unscathed, much to our relief, and Heinrich’s too. He didn’t like us alone while Vati was away.

The city was in chaos. Every day, I heard more reports of traffic diversions, trams out of action, and electricity, gas and water being cut off in parts of the city. Walking to and from work, which had, thank God in Heaven, sustained no damage, I skirted around bomb craters and stepped over rubble on the footpaths next to once beautiful buildings in ruins, horrified by the blackened, twisted shells and the shards of broken glass crunching underfoot. There was dust everywhere. It was eerie and surreal.

Teams of workers, many in striped prison uniforms, moved from site to site clearing the debris, repairing essential services and shoring up buildings where they could. Bulldozers came in to demolish what was unsafe. I often found my cheeks wet with tears, and became weak at the knees at the sight of the dead, dug from the ruins and laid out for identification.

Volunteers from the National Socialist People’s Welfare congregated in the worst affected districts, setting up soup kitchens and centres offering emergency first aid and accommodation. The vacant expression of shock on many faces as they wandered around lost and the hysterical tears of those who had endured more grief than they could bear clenched my heart with overwhelming sorrow. How could the dignified citizens of München be reduced to this? Why weren’t we protecting our people better? Why weren’t we fighting off these attacks?

I thought of the oberinspektor’s words more often. Our hard work seemed to be having little impact on German life and yet we couldn’t just give in to defeat and loss. We would find a way to continue, to live our lives and survive whatever the Allies threw at us. Maybe the tide of the war had turned against us but we would do everything in our power to turn it to our favour once again. We would fight for our survival.

We worked long hours to cover for those who were needed at home, and one day, the oberinspektor sent me home early to get some rest.

I found strangers in our parlour.

‘What are you doing here?’ asked an old woman, grey hair poking through her headscarf.

‘I live here,’ I retorted. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I live here too,’ replied the woman, scowling.

‘What are you talking about?’

The woman thrust her chin in the air. ‘My family has the right to be here. We were bombed out and my daughter was killed. The city officials have given us this place to live in. This is our home now.’

I stared at the woman as if I had been slapped across the face. ‘Is my mother here?’

The woman shrugged and turned away.

In a daze, I moved from room to room, looking for my mother. Other families were squatting in the living areas, our furniture covered in their meagre belongings and pushed to one side to accommodate bedding. Even Herr Schmitt’s room was occupied.

‘Get out,’ growled a heavily pregnant girl in a state of undress.

‘You’re trespassing,’ hissed another shrunken figure.

Some just stared at me, as shocked as I was at their situation, their eyes blank and movements automatic. I stumbled away, bewildered and unable to believe that I was being made to feel like I didn’t belong in my own home.

I found Mutti in her bedroom, her best furniture and Turkish rugs crammed into the room. She was lying on her bed, pale and quivering, her cheeks marked by tears.

‘Mutti. What’s going on? Why are all these people here?’

‘The city has requisitioned our apartment,’ she said. ‘We now have the use of only two rooms and we were lucky to get that. The rest have been given to families who have lost their homes in the bombings.’ She looked up at me then, anguish clouding her eyes. ‘I don’t mind helping those poor souls who have lost everything but I was given no choice in the matter.’

‘Does Vati know?’

‘I was handed an official order.’ She gestured to the paper on her nightstand. ‘They tell me that Vati approved this but he’s not here, is he? Then these families arrived to take over my home.’ Mutti sat on the edge of the bed and started to cry again, shaking her head. ‘I couldn’t do a thing about it. Herr Schmitt helped me move my best pieces of furniture in here, the artworks and my silver and crystal, but the rest will be ruined. There are already big scratches on the parquetry floors from where they’ve pushed furniture out of the way.’

A sudden spear of panic shot through me, making my throat close. ‘The photos? The ones of the boys?’

‘Yes, I got all the photos. They were the first things I thought of and the last portraits you took of Ludwig and Willi are still safe in the suitcase.’

I sighed with relief. ‘Thank you, Mutti.’ I squeezed her hand. ‘Where’s Herr Schmitt? What will he do?’

‘He’s gone to buy new locks for me. He said he’ll move in with his sister, but he’s promised to come whenever we need help. I can’t go anywhere for peace except in here. Even the kitchen I have to share, and some of our rations have disappeared. We’ll have to keep everything in here.’

‘That’s ridiculous,’ I said, not able to believe how thoughtlessly this had been handled. If only Mutti had been given more time to make appropriate arrangements. I slumped to the bed next to her and picked up the order. ‘I can’t understand why Vati would agree to this. Why didn’t he tell us?’

‘I can’t even contact him – the telephone lines are down. I’m not sure when he will be coming home.’

‘Vati will be home in a few more days, but don’t worry, I’ll find out what’s going on.’ I wrapped my arms around her. My father had managed to contact me a few days earlier to make sure we were safe after the spate of bombings but hadn’t said anything about the apartment.

Later, when Mutti had calmed down a little, I tried to get in touch with Vati. I couldn’t get through to him but I managed to speak to his office, and was told that Wehrmacht officers were now expected to open their homes to the bombing victims – the emergency accommodation in and around the city was full and unable to cope with the number of evacuees. The Wehrmacht had to set a good example and each officer had to provide as many rooms as possible, at least until further housing had been built or could be made accessible. Those who were prepared to stay within München were now being directed by municipal officials to the homes where rooms were available.

I discovered that people were being pressured all over the city to give up their rooms to cope with the burden of homeless on the city. Heinrich called by and he was horrified by our situation. He couldn’t understand why we didn’t complain that we needed more space or use our connections to retain a more genteel living arrangement. His parents had ‘voluntarily’ offered a few rooms in their home. They were not happy about it, sharing their home with ‘commoners’, as he called them. At least they were able to choose what rooms to keep and how many – this time – and they were able to retain their privacy by sectioning off their area. I knew complaining would make no difference and these people deserved a roof over their heads. We would just have to manage until more housing became obtainable. Surely it wouldn’t be for that long?

I made appointments to discuss our situation with the appropriate party and municipal officials in order to fully understand our obligations to our new tenants. I spent hours in a queue waiting to be informed that my parents would be compensated for the use of our home, with rent payable for each room in use, cooking facilities and heating costs. I was assured that, under the Evacuee Family Support program, each of the families was more than adequately subsidised to meet their needs and altered living circumstances without impinging on our family any further. I filled in the forms to register our claim.

Mutti wasn’t up to it, so I met with the new residents in the foyer, standing on the bottom step of the staircase. They stared at me warily, exhaustion lining their faces, ignoring children that pulled at their clothes. I would have to tread carefully if I was going to make this situation work. My neck and shoulders were coiled tight.

‘My name is Freulein von Klein. This is my apartment. I’m sorry for the loss that each of you has experienced and I welcome you into our home.’ There was a murmur through the group but nobody stepped forward to speak; only expectant faces were raised to me, waiting to hear what I said next. I kept myself from wiping my sweaty palms on my skirt.

‘I’ve spoken to the officials. The People’s Welfare and the city will be sending beds, additional furniture and household goods to make you all more comfortable.’

Now there were relieved looks and nods. I continued while I was ahead, the strain of responsibility making my stomach roil with nausea.

‘I will set up a roster for the use of the kitchen for each family, including my parents and myself, and designate areas for each family’s kitchenware and food. The only way this will work is if we all stick to the schedule and respect each other’s space and possessions.’ A few dubious faces looked to interject but I kept speaking. ‘I will be inspecting each of the rooms once a week for general cleanliness and damage. If I find any problems, I have been instructed to forward my complaints to the city. Depending on the ruling by the official in charge of disputes, the tenant may risk losing their room. I pray it never comes to that. Any problems or concerns you have about the apartment, please bring to the attention of myself or either of my parents and we will strive to resolve them as quickly as possible.’

Nobody said anything but I could feel the waves of anger and bitterness roll towards me. I felt faint but I smiled, wanting to appease my new neighbours.

‘If there is anything I can help you with, please ask. I believe that if we all respect each other we can live harmoniously under one roof.’ I tried to catch as many eyes as I could but it was too early for trust. Many turned abruptly away, returning to the sanctuary of their room, while others looked at me with indifference. Only one young girl smiled shyly at me before she was pulled away by an older woman. I was left standing on the bottom of the stairs. I took a deep breath. At least it was done. Time would tell if we could all get along.

Each day of these new living arrangements began with my guilt at leaving Mutti behind to manage on her own and keep a wide berth of the residents. With Hilde gone, she reluctantly resumed the responsibilities of shopping and cooking. Herr Schmitt and his sister accompanied her to the market the first couple of times, to show her the best places to go, where to find the freshest produce. But it was going to take some time for Mutti to brush up on her cooking skills and I was glad I had work to keep me busy and that I could eat at the office.

Vati arrived home, shocked to find what had happened in his absence. I was the first to greet him in the privacy of our two little rooms, away from the cold stares of the new residents.

‘Lotte,’ he said, gathering me into his arms. ‘I’m sorry I had to leave you both for so long.’

It felt good to be in the protection of his embrace and I felt myself sag – now I didn’t have to bear sole responsibility for my mother’s safety and the new arrangements of our home.

Vati grasped my shoulders and looked into my face, his hazel eyes misty with emotion. ‘I’m so proud of you.’

‘What do you mean, Vati?’

‘You’ve looked after Mutti and managed the household and all of its new changes on your own, even dealing with the city officials. I know many men who would have gone to pieces at the prospect of having to make arrangements for strangers to live in their home.’

‘It had to be done, and Mutti wasn’t up to it.’

‘I know, my liebchen.’ He kissed me on the forehead. ‘Thank you.’

My mother entered the room. She dropped her string bags full of shopping with a small cry and flung herself into his arms. ‘You were only supposed to be gone a few days.’

‘We couldn’t leave Berlin until the confusion about the Führer had been sorted out.’

‘Do you know what happened exactly, Vati?’ I remembered the day when, during the bombing campaign and our personal horror, Bettina called me over as I arrived at work.

‘Have you heard?’ she’d asked with a look of anticipation. ‘The radio announcement last night?’

‘We didn’t have electricity last night.’

‘There was a news flash announcing the attempted assassination of the Führer.’

‘Is he all right?’ I’d gasped, grabbing her arm. I couldn’t imagine a world without him. What would we do if he was gone?

‘He’s fine.’

I had placed my hand over my heart in relief. ‘Who would do such a thing?’

‘Apparently some of the top Wehrmacht officers.’ Bettina had shaken her head in wonder. ‘There’re no more details yet. We’ll have to wait to learn more, I suppose. There’ll be hell to pay.’

‘Yes, there will.’

Later, I had listened to the Führer address the nation, beside myself with joy at the sound of the Führer’s voice, as full of life and passionate as ever. A bomb had been detonated in the Wolf’s Lair but he had sustained only minor injuries. He announced that a plot had been uncovered involving high-ranking members of the General Staff and promised revenge on the conspirators. I couldn’t believe it. The Führer named names and I heard one I knew: Claus von Stauffenberg. I felt sick to the core. It couldn’t be true. He was a patriot, a German hero, not a traitor and criminal. I still remembered the thrill I’d received from the touch of that gallant man who had addressed me at the party all those months ago. It couldn’t be him.

‘Was Colonel von Stauffenberg really involved?’ I now asked my father.

‘Yes, he was, and he died for his role in this plot.’

‘He seemed so courageous and gracious that night I met him. He was a hero.’

‘There were many high-ranking men there, good, decent men who have been executed. Killed like common criminals.’ He looked sad.

‘But they were, Vati,’ I said, my BDM lessons taking over, galvanising me. I was steadfast in my conviction. ‘It’s treason to plot against the Führer.’

‘Many didn’t think so,’ said Vati, lowering his voice.

‘They had everything,’ I said impatiently. ‘Influence, power, the ear of the Führer. Why would they throw it all away and plot against the man who gave it all to them? The man who has single-handedly brought this country out of the shadows and reignited our national pride?’

‘Have you quite finished?’ snapped my mother, putting the empty shopping bags on the bed. ‘Let your father talk.’

I looked at her, puzzled by her outburst. ‘It’s just such a waste of good men,’ I whispered, dropping into a chair. ‘We need good leaders and soldiers on Germany’s side more than ever.’ I thought of my brothers and ran my hand through my hair in frustration.

Vati sat next to me at the little table and grasped my hand. ‘They believed they were working for Germany,’ he said softly.

‘What do you mean?’

‘They blamed the Führer for all the bad decisions that have been made, particularly those that have caused such losses on the Eastern Front, decisions that have turned the course of this war.’

‘But how can they blame him? Surely he only acts on the information he’s given by his advisors? They’re the ones who should be blamed. The Führer has only ever acted in Germany’s best interest.’ I looked from my father to my mother standing next to him and back again. Neither of them seemed convinced and that shocked me more than the confirmation of Stauffenberg’s complicity. ‘You can’t agree with them.’

My mother shrugged. ‘This war has gone on long enough. Something needs to change.’

‘I don’t think we’ll ever know to what extent the Führer’s been involved in the disastrous decisions that have been made on Germany’s behalf.’ Vati paled, aware of the danger inherent in his words, looking suddenly old. ‘But with the Führer gone, there might have been an opportunity to end this war, save the lives of countless others and save what’s left of Germany.’ He sighed. ‘That’s all speculation now anyway.’

‘Don’t talk like that, even here. It’s too risky . . . You weren’t involved were you?’ I asked, my stomach clenching in terror.

Vati smiled wearily. ‘No, I wasn’t. I heard talk, of course, but I never believed it would amount to anything. Those men suffered the ultimate price for their actions but I don’t believe they were acting against Germany. Many were good, upstanding men from military families, men I knew well and many I will grieve. Their loss is Germany’s loss too.’

I nodded, remembering the oberinspektor’s comments about Stalingrad and about the generals on the Eastern Front, and frowned. Both men were trying to tell me the same thing, but how could our beloved Führer be responsible for Germany’s losses?

‘I think we need to prepare ourselves for the inevitable,’ Vati said. ‘The Americans are now on European soil and march across France toward us. In the east, Lemberg has been taken by the Red Army and they march west across Poland. I don’t see how we can win this war.’

‘We have to win,’ I whispered desperately. ‘The Führer promised. Germany deserves to win. We’ve sacrificed so much.’

‘Ah, Lotte,’ murmured my father, smoothing the hair from my face. ‘It’s time for you to grow up and face the facts. I will do everything to keep you and your mother safe but we must be prepared.’

Discomfort swirled in my belly. I entertained the possibility that my father might be right although it went against everything I held true. I glanced at my mother, and she looked defeated too.

‘Not again,’ she said. Her face creased in consternation and I could tell that she was thinking back to the end of the last war and all the hardships it had brought.

*

I thought things couldn’t get much worse, but I was wrong. Heinrich arrived at our door one evening not long before the wedding. He looked alarmingly pale and was breathing heavily, as though he’d been running.

‘What’s wrong?’ I asked as I pulled him into our rooms. He almost collapsed onto the chair and held out an envelope, trembling. He looked at me with such despair that my throat closed.

‘I received this today.’

I took the envelope and opened it carefully, afraid it would explode in my hands.

Heinrich watched warily as I slid out the letter but the strain became too much for him. ‘I’ve been sent to the front,’ he blurted. ‘I leave tomorrow.’

The paper slipped from my hands. I made no move to pick it up as I stared into Heinrich’s eyes and felt the blood drain from my face. ‘No! You can’t go. They need you here.’

He shook his head slowly. ‘I’m sorry, but I can’t do anything about it.’

I picked up the letter. It was hard to believe that something that looked so official could destroy our hopes so completely.

‘The medical corps,’ I read. ‘Poland . . . you join the unit in Poland.’ Tears stung my eyes, as I looked up to see Heinrich’s beloved face tight with anguish. ‘The Eastern Front,’ I added unnecessarily, but it was something we both needed to hear. Heinrich nodded.

I sat on his lap, hugging him fiercely, as if I could protect him from this duty and the danger it posed for him. He held me tightly but could not stop the fine trembling of his body. He had only just been able to quiet his demons and now they would have full reign again.

‘We were so close,’ he muttered. ‘All I want is to be married to you and to save lives.’

‘We will have that life,’ I whispered to him, my face pressed against his, the scratchy roughness of the day’s stubble wet from my tears. ‘It will be over before you know it. Just come home safe.’

‘You’ll wait for me?’

‘You know I will. I love you. You’re my other half. I can’t do without you. Come home to me and we’ll live the life we’ve dreamed of.’

Heinrich sighed and wrapped his arms around my waist, settling me more firmly on his lap. Even now, he couldn’t hide his desire. ‘The wedding. All the work you’ve put into it . . .’

‘The plans will wait until you come home. This war will be over soon and we can marry without the worry of it hanging over our heads.’ I nestled against him, determined to imprint the feel of him against my skin. I didn’t want to talk any more. We’d been through this before and there was nothing else to say. Pressing my lips to his, I sought oblivion, wanting the memory of his love to be the thing I would remember, the thing that would sustain me through the long months until he returned.

Heinrich kissed me, a long, passionate, lingering kiss filled with promise.

‘Let me stay,’ he breathed. ‘I want you close and more than kisses to remember you by.’

I pulled away. I was tempted to give in to desire but I had to be strong. I moved to put some distance between us before I succumbed, but saw a look of such longing in his eyes that I caught my breath. Then I shook my head.

‘My parents.’

‘They’re not home. They need never know.’ He reached for me, drawing me in.

‘I can’t disrespect my parents, especially under their roof.’

‘We can go anywhere,’ he said, clutching me frantically. ‘We are promised to each other.’

‘No, Heinrich.’ I touched his cheek. ‘I want us to do this properly. I don’t want you to leave, having taken your pleasure in a few furious moments of desperation. What if I were to become pregnant?’ I felt the flame of embarrassment rise up my cheeks but kissed him gently. ‘We’ll have something special to look forward to on our wedding day. I know it will be the most wonderful night.’ I blushed even further. Heinrich’s nearness and the thought of being with him were causing me not to think straight.

Heinrich stood, setting me on my feet without looking me in the eye. ‘I have to go. I still have to pack. The train leaves in the morning.’ His voice was suddenly cool.

‘Heinrich!’ I threw my arms around him and kissed him once more. He pulled away holding my hand as if he couldn’t bear to break all contact just yet.

‘Give your parents my best wishes. Tell them I will come home and become their son-in-law soon.’ He let go of my hand.

‘Come back safely to me.’ I could barely get the words out.

‘I will, I promise.’ He stood at the door, staring at me for a moment, as if memorising every detail of my face, as I did with his. Then he was gone, the door clicking closed behind him.
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I was inconsolable. The date of our wedding had come and gone. Crying in Mutti’s arms did nothing to ease the gnawing ache that had taken up residence inside me. Vati’s assurances that Heinrich would be home soon didn’t fill the hollowness I felt. I knew they were worried about me. I don’t know how Mutti did it; she not only had to put up with me but Tante Klara’s fretful visits, beside herself with fear at losing her only child, all while cancelling our plans, their dream wedding now in mothballs.

Bettina consoled me in her way by telling all the office girls of Heinrich’s posting and the postponement of my wedding. They lavished me with extra attention for a while but this was a commonplace occurrence in the war and their sympathies quickly moved on. The oberinspektor was kind and compassionate while remaining as courteous and professional as always. I moved listlessly from task to task, keeping busy, trying not to think. Nights were the worst, when images of Heinrich swam before my closed lids. Despite my fervent prayers to God, fears for his safety festered in my imagination until finally I’d manage to snatch a few hours of sleep as the dawn approached.

I missed Heinrich but at least he was still writing to me regularly. Once their company had regrouped in Poland, his unit had been sent to Latvia. That’s all he could tell me, except that there were plenty of casualties and he had been busy performing surgery after surgery, often on his own. When his patients died, he never knew if it was his own inexperience or the futility of the surgery. I knew how hard his situation was but all I could do was try to distract him with news from home, encourage him to stay strong and hope that he would return soon. I asked God to keep Heinrich safe and bring him home alive and in one piece.

Then the oberinspektor informed me he was taking leave to visit his family.

‘I’m worried about them,’ he said one morning as I placed a fresh coffee on his desk. ‘My daughter’s sick, she’s been vomiting for days. She’s only nine years old and such a tiny thing anyway.’

‘Has she seen the doctor?’ I asked automatically, picking up the files from his desk.

‘Of course, but he doesn’t know what’s wrong. She’s been burning up with fever but hasn’t responded to treatment. Who knows what I’ll find when I get there?’

‘I’m so sorry.’

‘I’ve called a friend who’s still in Sagan and has military connections to make sure everything has been done to help her, even if it means admitting her to hospital. There’s nothing else I can do until I get there.’ He ran his fingers through his hair, a sure sign of his frustration.

‘Is she with her mother?’ I asked tentatively, not sure I should be delving into his personal matters.

‘Yes,’ he said, sighing. ‘Her mother wants me to fix this when the problem is that she leaves the children to their own devices too much. I know that she works but it seems that she’s never in any hurry to get home to them.’

‘Oh.’ I wondered if I’d just opened a festering wound, surprised at the oberinspektor’s frankness. ‘I didn’t mean to pry.’

The oberinspektor shook his head. ‘No, it’s just me. I’m worried for them. You may remember that I told you that I had been posted in Lemberg earlier in the war?’

I nodded. ‘I heard that it was taken by the Red Army recently,’ I said. ‘I thought of you.’

His eyes glittered, perhaps with tears. ‘There were men with families still there that I knew. I don’t know if they got out.’ He paused, his brow creased and his face drawn. ‘I want to put a plan in place for my family if they need to leave in a hurry. My wife has relatives in Berlin. That should be safe enough but first I have to get my daughter well enough to travel.’

‘Do you really think it will come to that?’

‘I honestly don’t know,’ he said wearily. ‘I want to be prepared if it does.’

I remembered the conversation I’d had with my father after the Führer’s attempted assassination. He believed then that Germany was losing the war. I wanted them both to be wrong. Heinrich was out there now and more than ever I desperately prayed that we were winning. I held my tongue. It wasn’t my place to argue. ‘I’ll make sure the office runs smoothly until you return,’ was all I said, picking up another full ashtray.

‘I know you will.’ The oberinspektor smiled. ‘At least I can leave with peace of mind that you will manage efficiently in my absence.’

‘You can rely on me,’ I said woodenly. I turned to leave.

‘Thank you for looking after me, Lotte.’

My back still to him, I stopped and nodded before closing the door behind me. It was the first time he had used my first name.

How much I missed the oberinspektor caught me by surprise. I supposed it was the fact that we had worked together so closely six days a week for a year, but I felt a little uncomfortable anyway. With the oberinspektor away, I kept staring at his office. I realised that I missed our meetings, where he would explain the latest technical data to me, or the logistics of why we would recommend approving or amending the requisitions that came in from various airfields. He had kept my mind off Heinrich and made me feel that I was doing something valuable to bring about Germany’s victory. I appreciated being taken seriously and having my natural curiosity and thirst for knowledge and learning valued by him. His enthusiasm for the new generation aircraft, the Me 262 fighter jets and the Ar 234 bombers that were in the final stages of testing before widespread distribution to each Luftflotte, was infectious. His deep understanding of how these machines worked and their superiority to the older aircraft gave him an expertise some other technical officers did not have. But the oberinspektor was still a complete mystery to me in many respects. I knew almost nothing about him except in a work capacity.

News of the Americans moving ever closer across France and the Red Army drawing further west began to change the way we thought. From office talk, I learnt that concern about how we were faring in the war was felt right across München. Gone was the jubilation of the early war years. Despite the positive weekly news reels at the cinema, most people were now sceptical about the stories of our successes. The ominous rumbles whispered from family to family, neighbourhood to neighbourhood, fanned the restlessness that pervaded the city. Many began to seriously entertain the idea that we could lose the war.

Perhaps the biggest shock came when we learnt that Paris had fallen, liberated by the Americans. What was worse was that the Luftwaffe counter-attack had failed once again. Morale was low among the office girls.

‘What did I tell you?’ said Bettina, waving her fork around while we ate a late lunch in the staff dining hall one day. The long benches were almost empty. ‘Lucky Magda’s cousin didn’t go to Paris.’

‘Where will they stop?’ I whispered.

Bettina stared at me for a second and shook her head. ‘They won’t stop! They’ll keep coming until Germany has fallen and we have no chance of getting up again. There’s something I heard someone say the other day: “Enjoy the war because the peace will be dreadful.” It will be too, when it finally comes, but what can we do about it? Whether we win or lose, Germany is kaput.’

I crossed my knife and fork on my plate. ‘Don’t talk like that,’ I said, anger boiling in me. ‘That’s defeatist. There’s still hope, we haven’t been beaten yet.’

‘Open your eyes, Lotte! Most of Germany’s resources are now dedicated to the Defence of the Reich. We’re no longer on the offensive and we continue to lose the ground we gained earlier in the war on all fronts. How much longer until Germany itself is threatened?’

I stared at her, my anger draining away. Fear for Heinrich was a tight band around my chest and I was finding it hard to breathe.

It wasn’t much longer at all before Germany itself was in peril. The oberinspektor came back to München towards the end of August with the news that the Red Army had crossed into Eastern Prussia and was officially on German soil. He asked me not to tell the other girls. We both knew panic would result once the news got out. We had so much work to catch up on but I found it hard to focus. The advance of the Red Army was concerning enough but my primary thoughts were for the immediate danger to Heinrich. He was there somewhere with the German army probably in retreat, trying not to be surrounded by the Russians. I could do nothing but continue to write to him regularly and wait for his responses. It was the only way I knew he was still alive and well.

A few days after the oberinspektor’s return, I brought dinner up to his office so we could continue working through the backlog that had accumulated in his absence.

‘How did you go with your family?’ I asked.

‘Eva’s got so big and Walter isn’t a baby any more. He’s nearly ready for school,’ he said, pen poised over paper and sighing deeply. ‘I hadn’t seen them for over a year.’

‘Your daughter, how is she now?’

‘Thank God, she’s fine now. She’s nothing but skin and bone but that will improve as she begins to eat more. Inga, my wife, has extra rations for her, to build up her health. She gets tired very easily still so the doctor says it may be a month or two until she’s strong enough to travel.’

‘Couldn’t you bring them back to München?’ It was obvious that he missed his children. He should be able to be with them more. I wished I could tell him that they could stay with my parents and me but that was no longer possible.

‘No,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘There’s nowhere to stay here. I couldn’t afford the rent even if there was anything available and I don’t know if I’ll be posted somewhere else. We’ve a plan for them to go to Inga’s cousin in Berlin. She’ll have support there and they should be safe.’

‘I’m glad she’s better. It sounds like you have it all worked out.’

‘I’m sorry about Heinrich. I know you’re worried about him. As long as you keep receiving letters from him—’

I grasped his hand, wanting him to stop. ‘Yes, I know.’ The words caught in my throat and my meal blurred in front of me as I willed tears away. I looked up at him as a tear escaped from my control, sliding slowly down my face, and I let go of his hand.

He didn’t give me empty words of assurance, merely rubbed his thumb gently across my cheek, wiping away my tear.

‘Eat up before it gets cold,’ he said softly.

*

It was from my mother that I learnt of the Americans reaching the German border, just outside Trier. My grandmother had called her before pandemonium broke out. She and my grandfather planned to stay in Trier and weather the storm. There was nowhere they could go anyway, with rail services disrupted and roads closed. Mutti was upset but matter of fact about it. They had all been through this once before. I was angry. My grandparents were elderly and didn’t deserve to go through a trauma like this. They lived peacefully in their home and had done nothing wrong.

The reality was that Germany could fall, invaded by the Allies and the Russians. All we could hope for was that the Americans reached us before the Russians; we had heard terrible stories of what the Russians were capable of. Perhaps our only hope was the release of the new aircraft we had been waiting for. Of course, the greatest problem was finding fuel, as we no longer had any access to the oil fields of the Crimea and our synthetic fuel plants were a major target of the American and British bombing raids.

My impotent rage made no difference to anyone. I decided to channel my fear for Heinrich and my grandparents and my deep anger into my work, working harder and longer than ever.

Everything now seemed to move at a rapid pace. Due to the changing structure within high command, all units were in flux, assuming new roles and moving locations. Our sphere of influence was shrinking. Many units were called back to Germany for the Defence of the Reich, but not Heinrich’s. A new army of youth and the elderly was created, the Volkssturm, charged with defending our homeland. Herr Schmitt came to tell us he had been conscripted, as had his grandson. I stared at him in shock. How had we been reduced to seeking protection from such an inappropriate, untrained force? Tears welled in my eyes as I hugged Herr Schmitt goodbye, adding another good man and his grandson to my nightly prayers.

Many in the Luftwaffe now pinned their hopes on the new generation of aircraft that was rolling off the production lines, finally ready for mass release. We were very excited to have the lion’s share of these aircraft in our district, along with the prestigious team of aces to pilot them. All aircraft were prepared for a large scale offensive against the West.

Our work was frantic and I accompanied the oberinspektor to the various airfields. With his expertise in aeronautic engineering and the new jet engines, he took a more hands-on role, liaising with local command to determine the needs of each airfield in relation to the new aircraft. We spent a lot of time at Neubiberg, just south of München, where a large contingent of the Me 262 fighter jets was to be based. We also travelled to Riem, Schleissheim and Erding, and the large airpark at Illesheim, west of Nürnberg, where much of the area’s airfields’ refitting, conversions and repairs took place. Sometimes it meant staying in the airfield barracks overnight, much to my mother’s objections, although Vati assured her I was safe.

Moves were made to relocate our regional command office. We had to remain operational but it was risky to stay in the centre of München with the continuous bombing raids. So, when we weren’t in the field, we were reorganising our office, getting ready for the move. With the restructuring of roles came a promotion for the oberinspektor. There was no time for ceremony, just an official letter stating his new rank of hauptinspektor along with the new duties he had already undertaken. Hauptinspektor Drescher was now directly answerable to Colonel von Wissenbach, and as I remained his secretary, Bettina and I often worked closely together.

‘I can’t believe he’s not celebrating. Promotions like this don’t come every day,’ said Bettina when I told her the good news, walking to the Englischer Garten for a few minutes of fresh air.

I shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Work’s too busy to celebrate.’ As we stood waiting to cross Prinzregentenstrasse, a sleek black Mercedes-Benz drove past flying a swastika. It was a sight we saw most days, the to and fro of party and government officials becoming more frantic with the escalation of the war. An old man leered at us from inside the car. Bettina and I stepped back from the kerb in response, grimacing in distaste before darting across the busy boulevard and laughing.

‘I think he’s the quiet type anyway,’ I said, finishing my thought as we entered the park.

Bettina laughed. ‘Quiet? That’s not what I heard. Although, he has settled considerably since you’ve arrived.’ She looked at me speculatively, her eyes questioning.

‘What?’ I stopped under a maple tree, its leaves a golden yellow.

‘Maybe he’ll celebrate with you . . . It could be you’re a good influence on him.’

‘Don’t be silly. He’s just professional. I wouldn’t expect anything else from someone in his position.’

‘I don’t know,’ Bettina persisted, taking the rare opportunity to tease me.

I started walking again. ‘Look, I know what you heard, but I don’t think he’s really like that. From what I’ve gathered, he’s hit a bad patch in his marriage. I don’t think he was on good terms with his wife when he left for his job here in München.’

‘Mmm, maybe. But I still think it’s because of you.’

I could feel my face go red. ‘It’s just that I work hard and make his job easier. Besides, I’ve spent quite a lot of time with him out of the office now, travelling to the airfields, and he has never been anything but respectful, courteous and reserved.’

‘All right,’ said Bettina, holding up her hands. ‘See if you can persuade him to celebrate this evening. I’m sure we can find something special from the staff kitchen, and I know where we can find some champagne. Otherwise, we’ll celebrate the fact that you and I will be working a lot more with the girls anyway.’

‘I’ll try to persuade him but I don’t like our chances.’

To my surprise, it didn’t take too much to make the hauptinspektor stay. He was working anyway, so we just brought the party to him. When it became known that there was food and drink, many of our department staff joined us. Even Colonel von Wissenbach stopped by for a drink and to pass on his congratulations. Bettina didn’t just find a bottle or two of champagne, but a whole case. I don’t know how she did it, she wouldn’t tell me. It was wonderful to laugh and relax for a change and to see the sociable side of those we worked with.

Once the food ran out, people began to drift away. Soon it was just Bettina, the hauptinspektor and I. Since we’d thrown the party, I felt we had to stay to clean up. I’d had more champagne than I should have but I didn’t feel like going home yet.

‘Time for bed,’ said the hauptinspektor, yawning, lounging back in one of the office chairs.

‘Yes, it is getting late,’ I said, clearing away the last glasses.

‘I’ll walk you both home. I could do with the fresh air. That’s the most I’ve had to drink in a long while.’

‘Well, it was your celebration,’ said Bettina, flashing a brilliant smile. ‘I’d be upset if you didn’t enjoy yourself. Lotte and I went to a lot of trouble, after all.’

‘Thank you,’ said the hauptinspektor quietly. ‘I didn’t expect anything like this. Nobody has thrown me a party since I was a boy.’

‘What about your other promotions? Surely your family or work colleagues did something for you?’ said Bettina, replacing the chairs to their original positions.

‘A couple of drinks with the boys after work, but nothing like this.’

Bettina frowned at the revelation and shot a quick look at me, as if to say, ‘Maybe you were right about him.’ I could see that he looked wistful, almost sad, but he quickly shook off his reverie.

‘Come on then, otherwise it will almost be time to come back.’

After dropping Bettina home in Altstadt, the hauptinspektor and I walked through Max-Joseph-Platz. I had been here many times before but now the majestic Königsbau, the royal residence that edged the square, and the Byzantine court church nestled alongside sat in the darkness, eerie reminders of the war and casualties of the recent bombings. The gutted façade of the National Theatre stood in front of me, destroyed in the bombings of the year before. As we passed the monument of King Maximilian Joseph, I wondered what he would think of the destruction of his glorious city.

Passing the silhouette of the main building of the university, desolate and damaged, made me think of Heinrich and all the times I met him under the beautiful domed glass ceiling that filled the atrium with light. Everything seemed simpler then. Now the world was turned on its head, the city a shadow of its former self. I missed those days and it made me ache for Heinrich. Feeling melancholy, I sighed.

‘Something wrong?’ asked the hauptinspektor, breaking the silence, a flicker of light glowing in the dark as he lit a cigarette.

‘It’s hard to see the city like this,’ I said, glad we had something to talk about. ‘How much more destruction before this is all over?’

‘I don’t know. I wish you could see where I come from in Silesia. Grottkau is a beautiful medieval town, perhaps as old as München but not as big, surrounded by the Silesian lowlands, river flats of the Oder River. I sometimes wonder if I will ever see it again as it was when I left it as a young man.’

‘Do you still have family there?’

‘My parents. My father has a furniture shop in the town.’ He drew on his cigarette, the end illuminated in the night.

‘Oh, does he make the furniture or just sell it?’ I don’t know why I was surprised that his father sold furniture. Perhaps I thought he had something to do with aircraft, like his son.

‘Both, although before the war, he was so busy he didn’t have much time to make furniture. I remember learning carpentry from him as a boy. He taught me how important precision and determined execution of each task was in ensuring the final product was worthy of the showroom floor. Sometimes my hands itch for the chisel, plane and saw. To have an image in mind and then be able to build it, give it form and a practical application is one of life’s great pleasures.’

I smiled, delighted to have an insight into what made this mysterious man tick. His creative flair, habit of thinking outside the conventional view and finding practical solutions was a gift. I saw it in his work. I understood that creative urge and only wished that I could bring my artistic desires into being. ‘I know what you mean. I feel that way when I’m taking photographs.’

‘I’ve heard from Bettina that you’re a talented photographer. You must show me some of your work. I’d love to see it.’

‘Really?’

‘Really.’ It was his turn to smile now, white teeth flashing in the darkness. ‘What do you photograph?’

‘Anything. People, landscapes, architecture, any object of beauty.’ I thought for a moment, warming to my subject. ‘It’s not so much about the subject as my interpretation of what I find beautiful in that scene. It might be the way the light falls, the shadow, or the contrast of colours, shapes and textures.’ Cars moved slowly beside us, headlights covered with slotted covers, dipped toward the ground, barely illuminating the dangers of the pockmarked road in front, piles of rubble spilling from the kerb. ‘You would make a good subject,’ I wanted to say to him, but didn’t dare.

‘Ah, you are an artist at heart,’ said the hauptinspektor. ‘Why didn’t you make photography your career? From the way you’re talking, I assume you studied.’

‘Yes, for three years but my parents . . .’ I shrugged. ‘After losing Ludwig, they wanted me to stay in München and a position as a civilian auxiliary in one of the local military offices was the safest they could find for me.’

‘I see.’ There was compassion in his voice. ‘Maybe you could show me how to take a good photo sometime. Although I enjoy it, my photos never turn out the way I want them.’

‘Of course,’ I said, flustered, as my heart started pounding in my chest. Perhaps he was really interested. Clasping my hands together tightly, I turned the conversation around, wanting to take the attention off myself. ‘Did you work in your father’s shop until the war then?’

‘No. I worked there for a time after finishing business school in Neisse, managing the shop for my father, but my heart wasn’t in it. I had always loved machinery, so I trained as a mechanic, learning to build motors at the technical school in Breslau. Planes were my passion and I had been gliding and flying small aircraft for years at the Gleiwitz Flight School. I found work there as an instructor and site manager, repairing aircraft as well, until I entered military service in 1938.’

‘How did your family end up in Sagan?’ I was feeling bold now, bolstered by the champagne. I heard the intake of breath as he stopped to stub out his cigarette and I immediately regretted my nosiness.

‘My first posting was to the Sagan-Küpper airpark as an aircraft engineer. Inga and I were married and we had Eva. Things were already rocky between us but I thought that the move away from our families would do us good and for a time, it was. I rose to group leader and wanted to become a technical advisor but had to do my higher diploma in Berlin, Jüterbog, actually, for a year. My family was settled in Sagan and Walter was only a baby. By the time I returned in late 1941, before moving to my new posting in Lemberg, I realised that our marriage could not be salvaged. I only saw them a few times before coming to München.’

I shivered and plunged my hands into my trench coat. He was a family man in a broken marriage and the sadness in his voice made me want to comfort him in some way.

‘You’re cold. Here have my coat.’ The hauptinspektor stopped in his tracks.

‘No,’ I said, mortified. ‘I’ll be fine, maybe we could just walk a little faster.’ The flush of warmth from the alcohol had passed and the brisk night air of late October had only now settled into my bones.

He wouldn’t take no for an answer. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘put this around you.’ He draped the woollen coat across my shoulders and immediately the lingering warmth from his body surrounded me.

‘Thank you,’ I murmured. ‘What about you? You must be cold.’

He shook his head. ‘No, not one bit.’

‘I feel bad taking your coat.’

‘Well in that case, how about you take my arm? Walking close to you will warm me up.’

I blushed but it was reasonable request. ‘Of course, we can’t let you freeze to death,’ I said lightheartedly, trying to cover my rising confusion, pleased he couldn’t see my face in the darkness.

The hauptinspektor laughed, a deep throaty sound that made me smile, easing my anxiety. ‘Not likely.’

I threaded my arm through his, feeling slightly self-conscious as we continued to walk.

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘I was very touched by the celebration this evening.’

‘It was nothing,’ I said automatically. ‘Besides, Bettina organised most of it.’

‘She’s a great girl and an asset to our department. But you – you I can’t do without.’

I felt a wave of delicious warmth bombard me and curl its way through my body, turning my muscles to liquid, until it came to rest in my belly, heavy and pulsating. I leant into him. He pulled me closer, his solid warmth reassuring, and I felt safe and protected by his side. The cool night air and the ugliness of a war-torn city disappeared, leaving only the hum of tension that ran through the hauptinspektor like a surge of electricity.

‘I only do what I can.’

‘You don’t realise it, but you’re a breath of fresh air, Lotte,’ he said quickly, as if he had to get the words out before he lost his courage. ‘Because of you, this posting isn’t something I have to endure.’

I stopped walking, suddenly wary. I had never had that effect on anyone before. It left me with a feeling of power and a need to surrender all at the same time. I tried to peer into his face but all I could see was his silhouette in the dark. ‘Hauptinspektor, I don’t know what you mean. I haven’t done anything but my work.’

‘Yes, I know,’ he said. ‘You make sure I function each day, no matter what happens. Nobody has cared for me like that in a very long time.’ I felt his body sag. ‘The champagne has probably made me say things I shouldn’t have said. I have no wish to make you feel uncomfortable. I just wanted you to know how valued you are . . .’

He was just grateful. I relaxed a little. I wondered if he would be embarrassed tomorrow.

‘Thank you,’ I said, forgiving him. I felt honoured that he had shared such vulnerability with me and sad that he carried so much pain.

We began to walk again, still arm in arm. To leave the awkwardness behind us, I began to tell him about my family and about my life in München. All the while I was very much aware of his presence by my side, the slight pressure of his arm against mine, the warmth that radiated from him. He was a good listener, with a quick wit and a dry sense of humour. I was enjoying myself.

‘You laugh with such abandon, it’s infectious,’ he said, his own laughter fizzing away after one wisecrack. ‘It’s deep and heartfelt, just like your smile.’

His compliments made me weak at the knees and I was glad I was holding onto his arm. I didn’t want this walk to end. ‘I can’t help it. I’ve always been like this. Mutti tells me it’s not very ladylike but it’s who I am. Anyway, I’m the eternal optimist and I believe in finding something good in every situation. Laughter is life and life’s for living, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, it is.’

Then we were at the front of my building.

‘Thank you for walking me home, hauptinspektor,’ I said, removing my arm reluctantly from his and lifting the coat from my shoulders.

‘It was the least I could do after such a lovely party.’

I smiled, handing him the coat. ‘Maybe now you can stay warm.’

‘Please call me Erich when we’re not in the office,’ he said. ‘We’ve worked together so long now and we spend so much time together travelling . . . It’s nice to hear my name sometimes.’

He stood close to me and, for a moment, I wondered what it would be like to kiss his wide, sensuous mouth. I looked up at him, confused, trying to discern his expression in the near darkness but could find nothing to fault in his courteous demeanour.

‘All right.’ After all I had learnt about him that night – alone without his family, without warmth and companionship – I supposed it would be fine. ‘Goodnight, Erich,’ I said tentatively, but I didn’t want him to leave.

‘Goodnight, Lotte. See you at work in the morning.’ A car turning the corner briefly lit the inky blackness. Our eyes met and he smiled with such warmth that it caught my breath, before we were plunged into darkness once more and he was gone.
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