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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.
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‘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.
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