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  Author’s Note




  This story is set in the battered Berlin of 1953 — eight years after the end of World War II and eight years before the infamous Berlin Wall went up, cutting off all free

  communication between the East and West sectors of the city.




  My husband’s British regiment was already serving in Germany when they received orders to move to Berlin, and within less than ten days of our arrival he himself was suddenly transferred

  to a new post in England, where there was no immediate accommodation available for his family — myself and our two small daughters. He departed alone, leaving us behind until such time as an

  army quarter could be found for us, and it was during the following few weeks of waiting that I thought up the plot for this book — largely as a result of long walks through the green, leafy

  suburbs between the Herr Strasse and the Grünewald where there were any number of ruined, roofless houses in which the Nazi élite had once lived, and wondering what their late owners

  had been like and what had become of them?




  The Berlin I have described here is the Berlin I saw then. For being at a loose end I had plenty of time on my hands, and I spent a great deal of it exploring and taking notes for future use:

  scribbling down detailed descriptions of the ruined city, where the worst of the devastation was in the sector occupied by the Russians. Making rough sketches of the Maifeld, that vast, pretentious

  stadium-complex that Hitler had had built in the 1930s for the Olympic Games, and which later became the setting for innumerable Nazi rallies — and later still, after a brief period of

  Russian occupation, the headquarters of the British sector.




  I also made notes on other things besides scenery and ruins. Small incidents that I thought might come in useful, such as the fact that only a few hours after our arrival at the original,

  ramshackle Families’ Hostel, where we had to spend a night or two before moving into our army quarter, I happened to catch a glimpse of the woman who would be allotted to us as our

  cook-housekeeper. She had, it seemed, dropped in to visit a friend who worked at the hostel.




  My husband, Goff Hamilton, says that his own clearest memory of his first brief stay in Berlin is of finding me standing in the dusk one evening beside the big outdoor swimming-pool in the

  Stadium area, staring down at the dark stagnant water with its ‘anti-freeze’ criss-cross of heavy straw cables, and replying (when he remarked a shade tartly that he presumed I was busy

  drowning someone in there?), ‘Yes: I’ve had an idea about that straw . . .’ The trials of a man whose wife writes murder stories!




  Goff was a major at that time, and when, six years later, he returned to command the British sector’s Berlin Brigade, we lived in a lovely house complete with a heated swimming-pool and a

  spectacular view over the Havelsee; and I could barely recognize the city as the Berlin I had described in this book, for by that time most of the ruins had disappeared: from the British sector, at

  least. The Russians too had vanished from the Rundfunk; though they still mounted a guard on a memorial they had built on the western side of the Brandenburg Gate, and took their turn at

  garrisoning Spandau gaol, ostensibly to keep an eye on its three remaining Nazi inmates, but obviously because it allowed them to keep a foot inside the West Berlin door! The ruined Kaiser Wilhelm

  Kirche on the Kurfürstendamm, that had once seemed to me so strangely beautiful, had by now been pared down to a single broken spire which, in the guise of a war memorial, had been

  incorporated in a new and very modernistic church where it no longer looked like some romantic ruin from Angkor Wat, but regrettably like the stump of a blackened and rotted tooth that should have

  been pulled out long ago.




  A few months before we left, The Wall went up. And with its rise many fond hopes for the future of humanity came tumbling down. I watched it being built: which is possibly why, when I look back,

  I think that I prefer the battered but more hopeful Berlin of 1953.




  







  Prologue




  With nightfall the uneasy wind that had sighed all day through the grass and the gorse bushes at the cliff edge died away, and a cold fog crawled in from the sea, obliterating

  the darkening coastline and muting the drag of waves on shingle to a rhythmic murmur barely louder than the unrelenting and monotonous mutter of gunfire to the west.




  The hours crept by in silence until at last the moon rose, tingeing the fog with silver and bringing with it a night breeze that blew gently off the land and eddied but did not disperse the

  fog.




  Something that appeared to be a bent whin bush moved and stood upright, and a low voice spoke in the patois of that lonely stretch of coast: a man’s voice, barely above a whisper.

  ‘It is good. Now we go — but without noise. I go first, and each one will put the hand on him who is ahead. It is better to carry the children. Now——!’ There was a

  rustle that might have been the wind among the bushes and the harsh sea-grass as the little band of refugees, formless and without substance in the uncertain moonlight, rose from the shelter of the

  whins and began to creep forward along a narrow goat track that descended the low, sandy cliff.




  But despite their desperate caution it proved impossible for them to move without noise, for the dry, sandy soil broke under their feet, sending little showers of earth and pebbles rolling and

  clattering down to the beach. A child whimpered softly, and there was a sudden harsh tearing sound as a woman’s skirt caught and ripped on a length of rusty sheep wire. And when at last they

  gained the shore their stumbling progress across the rattling banks of shingle was a torture to stretched nerves. But at least they had now reached the sea . . .




  Behind them the wolf packs of hate and destruction howled across Europe, while on either hand the smoke from the pyres of Rotterdam and Dunkirk blackened the sweet May skies; but ahead of them,

  beyond the narrow sea and the shifting fogbanks, lay the coast of England.




  At the water’s edge the shadowy bulk of a fishing boat loomed out of the surrounding fog, and despite the darkness it could be seen that the man who stood knee-deep in the creaming water,

  holding the prow to the shore, was tense and listening. His head was raised and he was not looking towards the stumbling line of refugees, but to the right, where the curve of the bay ran out in a

  huddle of weed-covered rocks.




  He spoke in a harsh whisper and without turning his head: ‘I am afraid. Be swift!’ Then over his shoulder to a dim figure in the boat: ‘Be ready with the sail,

  Pierre.’




  A child began to cry in small gulping sobs: the sobbing of one who would normally have screamed its woe aloud, but who had been reduced by an adult experience of fear to the status of a

  terrified animal.




  ‘Hush thou!’ The whisper was savage with fear as the small figure was lifted over the gunwale. There followed three more children, the last of whom appeared to be clutching a

  large doll. The man who had been carrying her climbed in after her and turned to pull a shivering woman into the boat.




  ‘Quick!’ muttered the man in the water. ‘Oh be quick!’




  And then, with shocking suddenness, the darkness was ripped apart by a streak of flame, and the fogbanks and the low sandy cliffs that curved about the lonely bay echoed to the crash and whine

  of bullets, hoarse shouting voices and the clatter of running boots upon rock and shingle.




  Without words the man who steadied the prow of the boat, and he who had led the refugees down the goat track, put their shoulders to the laden boat and thrust her off into deep water. The sail,

  invisible against the night and the drifting fog, rose and took the breeze and, slowly at first, the boat began to move away from the shelving beach. The two fishermen hauled themselves aboard and

  the remaining refugees, panic lending them strength, flung themselves screaming into the water, clawing at the receding prow, and were dragged on board.




  A lone figure ran wildly across the shingle. It was the woman whose clothing had caught on the rusty tangle of sheep wire. She had paused in the darkness to free herself, appalled by the noise

  of the ripping material and the fear that she might dislodge stones and clods of earth if she dragged at the cloth, and so had arrived late upon the beach.




  She rushed into the water, her feet stumbling among the treacherous pebbles as the waves snatched them from under her. But the boat had gone. The fog had closed behind it, and there was nothing

  to show that it had ever been there. She tried to scream: to shriek to them to come back for her, to save her and not leave her alone on that dark beach. But her throat was dry and her breath came

  in hoarse gasps.




  The vicious chatter of a machine-gun added itself to the noise of running feet, and tracer bullets ripped brilliant orange streaks through the fog around her. Turning from the sea that had

  betrayed her, she ran back like a hunted animal towards the dark whin bushes, the low sandy cliffs and the hostile land . . .




  







  Chapter One




  Miranda Brand knelt on the floor of a bedroom in the Families’ Hostel at Bad Oeynhausen in the British zone of Germany, searching her suitcase for a cake of soap, and

  regretting that she had ever accepted her cousin Robert Melville’s invitation to spend a month with him and his family in Berlin.




  There was something about this gaunt building, about the dimly familiar, guttural voices and the wet, grey miles that had streamed past the train windows all that afternoon, that had acted

  unpleasantly upon her nerves. Yet it could not be Germany, and the fact that she was back there once more for the first time since childhood, that was responsible for this curious feeling of

  apprehension and unease that possessed her, because she had been aware of it before she had even set foot in the country.




  It had begun . . . When had it begun? Was it on the boat to the Hook of Holland? . . . Or even earlier, on the boat-train to Harwich? She could not be sure. She only knew that for some

  inexplicable reason she felt tense and uneasy, and . . . And afraid!




  Yes, that was it: afraid. ‘Well then what are you afraid of?’ Miranda demanded of herself. ‘Nothing! But you can’t be afraid of nothing!’




  I’m getting as bad as Aunt Hetty, thought Miranda ruefully, and was smiling at the recollection of that neurotic and highly strung spinster when the door burst open and Stella Melville

  rushed in and slammed it noisily behind her, causing Miranda to start violently and drop the lid of the suitcase on the fingers of one hand.




  ‘Ow! What on earth is the matter, Stel’? I wish you wouldn’t make me jump like that. It puts years on my life.’ Miranda blew on her injured fingers and regarded

  her cousin’s wife with affectionate indignation.




  Mrs Melville drew a quivering breath and her hands clenched into fists: ‘I hate the Army! I hate it! Oh, why did Robert have to be a soldier? Why couldn’t he have been

  a farmer, or a pig-breeder, or a stockbroker or – or — oh, anything but a soldier?’




  Stella flung herself face down upon the bed and burst into tears.




  ‘Good heavens!’ said Miranda blankly.




  She stood up hurriedly and perching on the edge of the bed threw a comforting arm about Stella’s shoulders: ‘What’s up, darling? — that tiresome Leslie woman been

  sharpening her claws on you again? Forget it! I expect all those seasick pills have upset her liver. Come on, sweetie, brace up!’




  ‘Oh go away!’ sobbed Stella furiously, attempting to burrow further into the unyielding hostel pillow: ‘You don’t understand. No one understands!’




  ‘Well tell me about it then,’ said Miranda reasonably. ‘Come on, Stel’, it can’t be as bad as that. Tell your Aunt ’Randa!’




  Stella gave a watery chuckle and sat up, pushing away a wet strand of blond hair with the back of her hand. ‘Aunt ’Randa! I like that, when I’m old enough to be your

  mother.’




  ‘Give yourself a chance, darling. I shall be twenty-one next month.’ Miranda hunted through her coat pockets, and producing a passably clean handkerchief handed it over.




  ‘Twenty-one,’ said Stella desolately. ‘Dear God! and I shall be forty!’ She blew her nose and sat looking at Miranda; her pretty pink and white face blotched with

  tears, and the ruin of her carefully applied make-up suddenly revealing the truth of that last statement.




  Miranda looked momentarily taken aback. ‘Will you? Well I suppose if you’d been married at eighteen I could just—— Look, how did we come to be discussing our ages anyway?

  What has your age got to do with hating the Army?’




  ‘Perhaps more than you think,’ said Stella bitterly. She saw that Miranda was looking bewildered, and laughed a little shakily. ‘Oh, it isn’t that! It’s —

  well Robert has just met a man he knows, and — and oh ’Randa isn’t it awful? He told Robert that the regiment is going to be sent to Malaya next year!’ Stella’s blue

  eyes brimmed over with tears that coursed slowly down her wet cheeks and dripped off her chin, making ugly dark spots on her smart grey dress.




  ‘Malaya? But good heavens, Stella, why on earth should that upset you? If I were in your shoes I’d be thrilled to bits! Sunshine, palm trees, temple bells — not to mention

  masses of servants in lovely eastern clothes to do all the dirty work for you. Just think of it! No more washing up dishes or fuel economy: heaven! What are you worrying about? You

  don’t have to worry about Robert, because he told me once that Malaya was a “Company Commander’s war” — whatever that means. And anyway the papers all seem to think

  that this Templer man has got the bandits buttoned.’




  ‘You don’t understand,’ repeated Stella impatiently. ‘I know you think it would be lovely to go there, but I’m not you. People like you think of the East as

  exotic and exciting, but to me it’s only uncivilized and frightening. Perhaps that’s because I’m not an exotic or exciting person. I don’t like strange places. I love my own

  bit of England and I don’t want to live anywhere else.’




  ‘But you can have it both ways,’ urged Miranda. ‘You can live in England and in between you can go off and see romantic foreign places.’




  ‘It isn’t like that,’ said Stella drearily. ‘When I married Johnnie — you never knew Johnnie, did you — I thought what fun it would be. Being married, I mean.

  I thought we’d live at Mallow, or somewhere near it in Sussex or Kent, and that everything would be lovely. I actually thought that I should “live happily ever after” just like

  they do in fairy stories!’




  She gave a short laugh, startling in its bitterness, and getting up from the bed walked over to the window and stood with her forehead pressed against a pane, looking down at the narrow,

  darkening street and speaking in an undertone, almost as if she had forgotten Miranda’s presence and was talking to herself.




  ‘It didn’t work out that way. Perhaps it never does. We had to go to India. He . . . I hated it! The dirt, the dust, the flies, the dark, secret faces. The horrible heat and

  that awful club life. And I was ill; always ill.’ She shivered so violently that her teeth chattered.




  ‘It was heaven to come home again. To see green fields and cool grey skies—— Oh, the awfulness of that brassy sunlight! But then the war came and he had to go back there

  without me. And I never saw him again. When he — when the telegram came I thought I should never be happy again. But you can’t go on being unhappy for ever. That’s the merciful

  thing about it. And after the war I met Robert.’




  Her voice rose again suddenly, and she turned to face Miranda, her pretty mouth working and her slim fingers clenching and unclenching against the suave lines of the grey travelling dress.




  ‘But it was only the same thing all over again. They sent him to Egypt, and they wouldn’t let me go with him. They said I hadn’t enough “points”. Points! As

  if love and marriage were things on a ration card! Later the families were all sent away anyway, but that didn’t make it any better for me. And when he did get back, the regiment was in

  Germany so we get sent to Berlin! This, believe it or not, is a “Home posting”. Home! And now to be told that it will be Malaya next. I can’t bear it!’




  Stella turned away to stare desperately down into the street once more.




  ‘Stella, darling,’ Miranda spoke soothingly as though addressing a fractious child, ‘you’re feeling tired and nervy, and I don’t blame you. It’s all this

  wretched packing and moving. But it isn’t as bad as all that, you know. There won’t be flies and heat and oriental faces in Berlin, and Robert says your house is one of the nicest ones.

  And you are sure to be allowed to go to Malaya with him.’




  ‘You don’t understand,’ repeated Stella tonelessly. ‘No one really understands. I don’t want to live in Germany. I’ve dreaded the idea. When I was six I had a

  German governess and I loathed her. And mother insisted on sending me to a finishing school in Brussels, and I hated that too: every minute of it. I don’t want to go to Malaya. I’m like

  that girl in one of Nancy Mitford’s books who hated “abroad”. I hate “abroad” too. I want to live in England. In my own home, with my own things around me. Not

  this awful endless packing and moving and separation, and living in soulless army-furnished quarters.’




  ‘In that case,’ said Miranda briskly, ‘I can’t see why you don’t stay at home.’




  ‘And be separated from Robert? I couldn’t bear it! That’s the awful part of it. I swore I’d never marry another soldier. But I couldn’t help it. You don’t

  mean to fall in love with people. You just do, and then it’s too late and you find yourself being pulled in two between loving someone and hating the untidy, nomadic life you will have to

  live if you want to be with them. Oh well——! I suppose I shall just go on living the sort of life I don’t like, in places I loathe, until I’m an old hag and Robert retires

  with a tummy and a pension! Never marry a soldier, Miranda.’




  ‘Moral, never marry anyone,’ said Miranda, hugging her. ‘It sounds much safer and far more comfortable to remain a resolute spinster — like me!’




  Stella gave a dreary little laugh and turned away from the window: ‘What a mess I must look! I’m sorry, ’Randa. I’ve been behaving like a hysterical lunatic. I suppose

  it’s seeing it all start again; and being older this time, and — oh forget it darling! I’m tired and I feel as if we’d been travelling for weeks instead of less than two

  days.’ She turned on both washbasin taps and peered disconsolately at herself in the inadequate square of looking-glass above them. ‘Do you suppose if I slosh my face with cold water it

  will do any good? I can’t go down to the dining-room looking like this.’




  ‘Would you like to have your supper sent up here?’ suggested Miranda.




  ‘No. I must go down. Robert has asked that Control Commission man to have dinner with us. You know — the elderly man we met on the train. Brigadier something or other.’




  ‘Brindley,’ supplied Miranda.




  ‘That’s it. I don’t think the poor man realized that he’d have to eat his meal with Lottie and Mademoiselle as well, or he’d probably have refused. He doesn’t

  look the type who likes children. Those gossipy old bachelors seldom do. What time is this train supposed to leave for Berlin?’




  ‘Well there’s an extremely military notice downstairs which says it “departs 22.55 hrs”, but I haven’t taken time off to work that one out yet. You’d think

  they’d run a through-train from the Hook, wouldn’t you? — instead of throwing us all off and dumping us in a hostel for hours on end.’




  ‘Russians,’ said Stella splashing her face with cold water.




  ‘What do you mean, “Russians”?’




  ‘Apparently they won’t let us run trains through their zone except by night. I suppose they’re afraid we’d hang out of the carriage windows clicking our Kodaks. Do I look

  any better?’




  ‘You look marvellous,’ said Miranda lightly, and turned quickly away, thinking, with a sudden sense of shock, that Stella looked more than middle-aged; she looked old.




  

    Stella Carrell, who had then been Stella Radley and was now Stella Melville, had been a grown woman of twenty-seven when Miranda, a leggy and frightened six-year-old, had first seen her. Then,

    and for many years afterwards, she had seemed old to Miranda. It was only during the last two or three years that Miranda had begun to think of Stella as an attractive woman in her thirties, and

    to admire her looks and copy her taste in clothes and hats. Stella had seemed to grow younger as Miranda grew older, for there was a curious touch of immaturity about her character and outlook

    that somehow made Miranda feel protective and as though she were the elder of the two. Yet now, in the space of a few minutes, although the spoilt child had been apparent in her recent outburst,

    she had suddenly seemed to age ten years in appearance.


  




  Looking back, Miranda could not remember ever having seen Stella look anything but immaculately neat and beautifully dressed. There was a term for Stella that the glossier women’s

  magazines were inordinately fond of, although Miranda had always considered it more suitable for horses: Stella was ‘well-groomed’. Now, however, her blond hair hung about her face in

  damp disorder and Miranda noticed for the first time that its yellow fairness was touched with silver and that without benefit of powder and rouge her skin appeared faded and almost sallow, with a

  network of fine lines and spreading crowsfeet marking it about the eyes and mouth.




  Miranda was suddenly reminded of the roses in the garden at Mallow: one day so beautiful in their velvety perfection, and the next, overblown and fading. Stella was like the roses, she thought;

  and like them, she would fade quickly. Her looks were not of the kind that will outlast youth, and soon there would be nothing left of that bright prettiness, and little to show that it had ever

  existed.




  Seized by a disturbing thought Miranda turned quickly to stare at her own face in the looking-glass. It gazed reassuringly back at her with eyes the colour of a winter sky: wide of cheekbone,

  pointed of chin, framed in curling dark hair and set on a long slender throat the colour of warm ivory. A face startlingly like Thompson’s portrait of Charlotte Brontë, that in

  Charlotte’s day had been dismissed as ‘plain’ but which, allied to a slimmer-than-slim figure, had earned Miranda Brand a very comfortable income during the past two years as a

  fashion model.




  I shall wear well, decided Miranda dispassionately. When I am seventy, people will say: ‘Who is that distinguished-looking old lady?’




  She laughed suddenly: being young enough to enjoy picturing herself in old age without believing in its possibility.




  ‘What are you giggling about?’ demanded Stella, completing her make-up with an expert hand before the mirror above the wash­basin. She looked, once more, serene and poised, and

  as completely out of place in the dull setting of the hostel bedroom as an expensive orchid worn on the ample bosom of an elderly German hausfrau.




  ‘Nothing,’ said Miranda hastily, ‘If you’re ready let’s go down and see if this caravanserai can produce some drinkable sherry.’




  







  Chapter Two




  The dining-room of the Families’ Hostel was large, long and high-ceilinged, and smelt strongly of past meals, floor polish and over­heated radiators. Miranda, seated

  at one of the larger tables between her cousin Robert Melville and a retired brigadier in the Control Commission, looked about it with interest.




  The room was overfull of empty tables, but either the travellers who had been on the boat-train tended to huddle together, or else the German waiters, anxious to economize in time and labour,

  had shepherded them to conveniently adjacent ones.




  The Melvilles’ table was between one occupied by a Colonel and Mrs Leslie, and another shared by two of Robert’s brother officers and their wives — Major and Mrs Marson and

  Lieutenant and Mrs Page.




  Beyond the Leslies sat Mrs Wilkin and her five children. Mrs Wilkin, a small and sparrow-like woman on her way out to join her husband, a sergeant whose unit was stationed in Berlin, looked

  anxious and exhausted: and with good reason, since her offspring, who had been noisy and unmanageable for the past twenty-four hours, were now completely out of hand. The eldest Wilkin, addressed

  by his mother as ‘Wally’, was throwing bread. A demon-child, thought Miranda with a grin. Wally, intercepting the grin, paused in his bread-throwing and returned it. It split his plain,

  freckled face in an engaging though gap-toothed manner, and temporarily dispelled his striking resemblance to the Don Camillo imp. Conscious of an audience he threw an even larger piece of bread,

  and Miranda’s gaze moved hurriedly on.




  None of the other tables was occupied, and noting the fact, she felt childishly disappointed. And unreasonably annoyed with herself for feeling so. She had hoped to see someone else in that

  dining-room. Someone she had seen for the first time only the day before. But he was not there.




  Miranda turned her attention to the soup, but as the meal progressed she became aware once more of that odd, indefinable prickling of apprehension. She wondered if perhaps she, like Stella, was

  overtired? Perhaps everyone in that echoing, ugly room with its depressing sea of empty tables was equally tired, and it was the accumulative effect of their weariness and taut nerves that created

  this inexplicable feeling of unease? Could tiredness, too, be the explanation of Mrs Leslie’s odd behaviour? Miranda crumbled her bread and looked thoughtfully at the occupants of the table

  on her immediate left.




  Colonel Leslie commanded one of the British regiments on duty in Berlin, and he and his wife Norah were returning there from three weeks’ leave in England. Norah Leslie might well have

  stood for a model of the ‘Army wife’, for she was typed just as surely as though she had a placard about her neck proclaiming her status and occupation. One knew instinctively that she

  referred to her husband’s regiment as ‘My regiment’, to the regimental wives as ‘My wives’, did her duty as to Welfare, and all that concerned the good of the

  battalion, played an excellent game of bridge, an adequate game of tennis and golf, read all the bestsellers, and was sincerely convinced that there was only one regiment in the British Army that

  counted.




  The Melvilles’ party had shared a carriage with the Leslies from London to Harwich, and it appeared that Norah Leslie had been a near neighbour of Robert’s during their childhood and

  adolescence. But although Colonel Leslie had made polite conversation, Mrs Leslie had been curt to the point of rudeness. When, at Harwich, they had found the Harwich-to-Hook boat to be crowded and

  Stella, Miranda, Mademoiselle and seven-year-old Charlotte had been directed to a six-berth cabin, the other two occupants of which were Mrs Leslie and Elsa Marson, wife of Major Harry Marson of

  Robert’s regiment, Mrs Leslie had complained to the stewardess. She insisted that there had been a mistake, since her husband had expressly asked that a two-berth cabin should be reserved for

  them. The stewardess had been patient but unhelpful. She said that the boat was very full, and intimated that Mrs Leslie would have to make the best of it. Mrs Leslie had announced her intention of

  complaining to the authorities, taken several pills as a precautionary measure against sea­sickness, and retired to her bunk.




  She was gracious to Miranda next morning as they waited in the Customs shed at the Hook, and inquired as to her reasons for coming to Germany. ‘Oh, you’re only coming for a holiday?

  A month? But what a very odd place to choose for a holiday! Now before the war——! But frankly, there’s nothing worth looking at nowadays. Unless you are interested in

  mangled ruins, and even then, once you’ve seen the wreck of the Reichstag and a mass of rubble where the Chancellery and Hitler’s bunker used to be, you’ve seen everything. Are

  the Melvilles relations of yours, or just friends? . . . You are Robert’s cousin? I used to know Robert very well. His family lived almost next door to us for a great many years. I

  hadn’t met his wife before. I didn’t realize——’ But at that point Robert and Stella had joined them, and Mrs Leslie had turned abruptly on her heel and walked

  away.




  Robert had looked slightly surprised, and Stella hurt; she was unused to rudeness, and for a moment her blue eyes had widened and her mouth turned down at the corners like a snubbed

  child’s. Miranda had felt both angry and curious: angry on her cousin’s behalf, and curious to know what was behind Mrs Leslie’s odd behaviour. Whatever the reason, it was

  patently clear that neither Robert nor Stella was aware of it.




  Yes, mused Miranda, observing Mrs Leslie with a desultory interest from her place at the table in the Families’ Hostel: there is something there. I wonder what? Norah Leslie was

  looking at her husband, but Miranda was sure in her own mind that her attention was not concentrated upon what he was saying, but on the conversation at the Melvilles’ table, and she was

  trying to decide why she should be so sure of this, when Mrs Leslie turned her head. It was not possible to tell whether she looked at Robert’s squarely turned back, or his wife’s face

  as she sat opposite him listening to Brigadier Brindley’s views on growing sweetpeas. But the look itself did not require any interpretation. It is never possible to mistake naked hate.




  Miranda turned away quickly; uncomfortable and more than a little startled. But no one else seemed to have noticed that smouldering stare. Brigadier Brindley had abandoned sweetpeas in favour of

  the ballet, and Robert and the elderly Swiss governess, Mademoiselle Marie Beljame, were occupied with Charlotte — Robert in answering his daughter’s questions and Mademoiselle Beljame

  in fussily supervising her table-manners.




  Charlotte, renamed ‘Lottie-the-Devil-Cat’ by Miranda, was a remarkably plain child who appeared to have inherited nothing of Robert’s charm and outstanding good looks. Her

  mother, Robert’s first wife, had been a beauty; but she had died giving birth to this plain little girl, and a year later Robert had married Stella Radley. Robert was younger than Stella by

  several years, though until now Miranda had never found it noticeable. But tonight, sitting in that unkindly lighted dining-room, it was suddenly apparent. Perhaps Stella’s recent tears had

  something to do with it; or perhaps it was the contrast between Stella’s carefully made-up face and the fresh, glowing prettiness of the girl who sat so near to her at the next table . .

  .




  Sally Page had married a junior officer in Robert’s regiment when she was barely eighteen, and despite four years of matrimony she still looked and behaved like a charming and giddy

  teenager. Andy and she had been stationed in Fayid during the two and a half years that Robert had been in the Suez Canal Zone, and now they too were rejoining the regiment.




  If Stella looked like a florist’s rose, thought Miranda, Sally Page looked like a wild rose: sweet and fresh, heartbreakingly young and essentially English. And from behind Stella’s

  shoulder she was smiling now at Stella’s husband. It was a revealing smile, as revealing as Mrs Leslie’s look had been; and Miranda, observing it, was aware of a swift little jab of

  anxiety. No; perhaps it had not been such a good idea after all, this holiday in Berlin . . .




  

    ‘Number twenty-eight, did you say?’ said Brigadier Brindley. ‘Why, of course I know the house. And I can assure you that you will find it most comfortable. Quite one of the

    pleasantest houses in Charlottenburg. You have been fortunate.’


  




  ‘That’s what Robert says,’ said Stella. ‘But you know what army husbands are like. They tend to overdo the selling angle just to cheer you up.’




  ‘Well, in this instance he is perfectly correct. A charming house, and quite undamaged. Interesting too: though only by association.’




  ‘How do you mean?’ Robert leant forward and joined in the conversation: ‘Did it belong to some spectacular Nazi?’




  ‘No, but it belonged to the mother of Heir Ridder — Willi Ridder. And I suppose one could almost call him a spectacular character. Or if not spectacular, at least mysterious and

  intriguing.’




  ‘Do tell us,’ begged Stella. ‘I adore being mystified and intrigued.’




  The Brigadier had a reputation as a raconteur, and was not at all averse to holding forth to an interested audience. He cleared his throat and took a small sip of wine.




  ‘Willi Ridder,’ began Brigadier Brindley, ‘was a prominent member of the Nazi Secret Service. He was not one of those who took the spotlight at the front of the stage, but

  rather one of the puppet-masters who stayed in the background and pulled the strings. As far as outward appearances were concerned, he was merely a wealthy Berliner in high favour with the Nazi

  hierarchy.’




  ‘And he lived in our house? It sounds as if it ought to be very Park Laneish,’ said Stella.




  ‘No, it was only his mother who lived in your house. He and his wife lived in another house not so very far from yours, which is a ruin now: it stopped a stray bomb fairly early in the

  war, I believe. In spite of his wealth he lived comparatively simply. No large staff, just a married couple who lived in; one of them the cook-housekeeper and the other a sort of

  valet-cum-major-domo. There were the usual “dailies”, I suppose, and reliable extra help who were called in only when required, for special occasions.’




  The Brigadier paused as though he had made a point, and took another sip of Niersteiner, and Robert said; ‘I don’t suppose big shots in any Secret Service like having a lot of

  hangers-on around the house. Two dyed-in-the-wool trusties are probably preferable to a platoon of doubtfuls, even if it does mean that the soup is sometimes lukewarm and there is the odd spot of

  dust on the drawing-room chimneypiece.’




  ‘Quite,’ agreed the Brigadier. ‘But in the light of after-events I am inclined to put a less obvious and more sinister interpretation upon it. In my opinion it was part of a

  plan.’




  ‘What plan?’ said Stella. ‘How exciting you make it sound! Did you know this man Ridder?’




  ‘I did,’ said the Brigadier impressively. ‘I met Herr Ridder in 1937 when he was over in England visiting the Gore-Houstons. Lady Gore-Houston was a cousin of mine, and she

  was, unfortunately — like some others I could name — inclined to be somewhat pro-facist in those days. In the following year I happened to be in Berlin for a short spell, and Herr

  Ridder invited me to stay with him. I spent only one night in his house, but my memory of that visit is most distinct — probably because I have thought of it so often since then . . .




  ‘In the ordinary course of events I do not suppose I should have had occasion to recall it, and so the details would, in time, inevitably have become blurred in my mind. But owing to what

  happened afterwards I have frequently thought back over that brief visit with great interest.’




  ‘What did happen?’ begged Miranda, still young enough to wish to leap to the point of a story, and impatient of frills.




  ‘All in good time, my dear,’ said Brigadier Brindley, who disliked being hurried towards his dénouement and preferred to extract the full flavour of suspense from his story.

  He refreshed himself with another sip of wine before continuing.




  ‘Perhaps you will remember — those of us who are not too young,’ (here he made a courtly little bow in the direction of Miranda) ‘that in the late spring of 1940 Germany

  made a savage and unprovoked attack upon Holland. Well, at that time there happened to be, in Rotterdam, a fortune in cut diamonds ready for transhipment to Britain and the United States. The Nazis

  were aware of this and their capture was an important part of the surprise attack. They knew exactly where they were, and they dropped special paratroops to surround the house. Only one of the men

  who was concerned in that operation knew what they were after, and that man was Herr Ridder, who was entrusted with the task of taking over the diamonds and bringing them back to Berlin. The plan

  worked admirably, and Ridder took possession of several million pounds worth of diamonds.’




  Brigadier Brindley, well aware that conversation at the two neighbouring tables had ceased and their occupants were openly listening, paused to help himself with some deliberation to stewed

  fruit and custard.




  ‘Oh, do go on,’ urged Stella. ‘What happened then? That isn’t all, is it?’




  ‘By no means!’ said the Brigadier, accepting the sugar bowl handed to him by an interested German waiter: ‘No, that is not all. Danke.’




  A well-aimed bit of bread landed with a thump on the table, narrowly missing Brigadier Brindley’s glass, and the Brigadier closed his eyes briefly and shuddered.




  ‘May I eat my pudding at Wally’s table?’ asked Charlotte.




  ‘Mais non!’ said Mademoiselle firmly.




  ‘Then I shan’t eat my pudding,’ said Charlotte, equally firmly: ‘Why can’t I? Wally’s mother wouldn’t mind. Daddy, can I eat my pudding at Wally’s

  table?’




  ‘You heard what Mademoiselle said, Lottie.’




  ‘But she doesn’t like Wally. She says he’s a nasty, rude, rough boy. But I like him. Why can’t I go? I shan’t let him throw bread.’




  ‘Oh, let her go,’ said Stella impatiently, ‘and then perhaps that child will stop heaving crusts. Don’t let’s have a scene. All right, darling, you can go and ask

  Mrs Wilkin if she’d mind your sitting at her table. But do behave nicely. No, there’s no need for you to go too, Mademoiselle.’ She turned back to Brigadier Brindley: ‘Do go

  on. You were telling us about how Herr Ridder got the diamonds.’




  ‘Ah, yes. The diamonds. Well, of course we knew — that is, our Intelligence Service knew — that the diamonds had fallen into German hands. And from our point of view that, so

  to speak, was that. We did not learn the end of the story — if indeed it can be said to have ended, which I doubt — until the war was over. It was only then, through the medium of

  captured documents and a certain amount of interested evidence, that we learned the rest of the story.’




  The Brigadier paused and looked impressively about his audience, which now included all the occupants of the two adjacent tables.




  ‘Willi Ridder, supposedly carrying the diamonds, returned to Berlin. He was flown in by night, and landed at Tempelhof airfield. His arrival was, purposely, as unobtrusive as possible.

  There he was met by his personal car and driven to his house. And neither he nor his wife was ever seen again.’




  ‘You mean they were — liquidated, or purged, or whatever they called it?’ asked Miranda. ‘Because they knew about the diamonds?’




  ‘No, they simply disappeared.’




  ‘But what about the diamonds?’




  ‘Those disappeared too.’




  ‘You mean they skipped with the lot?’ asked Robert.




  The Brigadier gave him a reproving look, cleared his throat again, and said: ‘Possibly no one will ever know whether Herr Ridder and his wife had planned it carefully beforehand, or

  whether the fact that he suddenly found himself in possession of this fantastic fortune proved too much for him. But after reading some of the files on the case I am inclined to think that it was

  all planned. Ridder knew that Holland was to be attacked, and that he was to be sent in person to take over the diamonds. Then, you see, there was the new garage that was in the process of being

  built at the end of his garden . . .’




  The Brigadier paused expectantly, and Miranda did not disappoint him: ‘What on earth had a new garage got to do with it?’ she demanded, puzzled.




  ‘Ah, what indeed! It was to be built of stone and brick, and large enough to take two cars. Stone needs mortar, and mortar needs quicklime. There was a pit of quicklime behind the garage

  so that the mortar could be mixed on the spot, and the building had been completed all except the roof. When Herr Ridder failed to report next day, a search was made of the house. There was no one

  in it, and no diamonds either. Later, the wreckage of the car and the body of the chauffeur were found in a town near the Dutch border. And later still the bodies of the cook and the valet were

  found buried in quicklime at the back of the unfinished garage in the Ridders’ garden.’




  There was silence for a moment, and Stella shuddered audibly.




  ‘Did no one ever find out what had happened to the Ridders?’ asked Robert.




  ‘No. They could only guess. Their guess — and mine — is that Ridder and his wife murdered their two servants and used their passports and papers to conceal their own identity.

  The names of Herr and Frau Schumacher would have meant little to anyone; but far too many people in the S.S. knew Herr and Frau Ridder. The driver of the car was a picked S.S. man, but he would

  have thought nothing of being told to drive his employer and wife to some place outside Berlin. He would not have known about the diamonds — only a very few people knew. He obeyed Herr

  Ridder’s orders, while at the same time sending a detailed report of all Herr Ridder’s movements to his chief in the S.S. The Ridders presumably shot him on a lonely stretch of road,

  and drove as far as they dared towards the Dutch frontier, leaving the car and the corpse in a town that was being bombed at the time. After that they ceased to be Herr and Frau Ridder and became

  Karl and Greta Schumacher, refugees.’




  ‘But what do you suppose they meant to do?’ demanded Robert. ‘Where are they supposed to have gone? They couldn’t have expected to get away. Why, I mean to say, the place

  must have been crawling with panzer divisions and all the rest of it at that time.’




  ‘The supposition is that the diamonds never left Holland. That Herr Ridder managed to conceal them in some safe hiding-place and returned with an empty bag to Berlin. His intention being

  to go back and collect them, after which he and his wife would escape in the guise of refugees to England or Spain; and from there to America, which was not at that time in the war. With a fortune

  of such magnitude in their hands it must have seemed worth taking very great risks. And in the chaos of those days there were many people who escaped out of Europe. All the same, it should have

  been a fairly simple matter to trace them; and it is certain that the S.S. had no doubts as to their ability to do so.’




  ‘And yet they got away.’




  ‘They got away. And from that day to this they have never been heard of again; although ever since the war ended not only the German police but the police and Intelligence Services of four

  continents have been looking for them. They had a young child — a daughter I believe — who vanished too; though there was a story that the Ridders had sent her to relatives in Cologne

  some months before, and that she and her aunt had subsequently been killed with a great many other people when an air-raid shelter they were in received a direct hit. That may well have been true.

  Herr Ridder’s mother was taken to a concentration camp and died there, but Willi and his wife and the diamonds apparently vanished into thin air.’




  ‘Has nobody ever found a clue? Or heard even a rumour?’ asked Stella.




  ‘Yes, there was a clue. And though nothing ever came of it, I myself have always thought it provides the most intriguing part of the story. The unexpected and fantastic twist!’ The

  Brigadier’s voice was all at once less pedantic and almost eager, and it was obvious that the tale held a peculiar and recurrent fascination for him.




  ‘In May 1940 a little band of refugees were landed in England from a small fishing boat. Among than was a child.’




  ‘You mean you think it may have been the Ridders’ child?’




  ‘Oh no. This was an English child. Her parents had been in Belgium when the German attack came, and they had both been killed. None of the other refugees appeared to know anything about

  her and they had all imagined her to be French, for until an Englishwoman at the Centre spoke to her in English, and she replied in that language, she had only spoken French. She was sent with a

  batch of sick refugees — England was full of refugees in those days — to some hospital or home in Sussex, until she could be identified. She was carrying a large doll from which she

  refused to be parted.’




  The silence about the table changed in an instant, and became curiously intent and charged with something far more than interest in an unusual story. But if the Brigadier noticed it he evidently

  put it down to his powers of narration.
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