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For those who fight for justice




PART ONE


OCCUPATION





As England, in spite of the hopelessness of her military position, has so far shown herself unwilling to come to any compromise, I have decided to begin to prepare for, and if necessary to carry out, an invasion of England. This operation is dictated by the necessity of eliminating Great Britain as a base from which the war against Germany can be fought, and if necessary the island will be occupied.


 I therefore issue the following orders …


Adolf Hitler


Directive No. 16


16 July 1940


I was playing golf the day
 That the Germans landed;
 All our troops had run away,
 All our ships were stranded;
And the thought of England’s shame
 Very nearly spoilt my game.


Harry Graham


‘The Englishman’s Home’


from  Ruthless Rhymes for Heartless Homes




CHAPTER 1
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The unthinkable


It was  their city now. In a vivid and tangible claim of ownership, strident swastika flags and blood-red victory banners flapped and rippled from Big Ben, the Houses of Parliament, Buckingham Palace and all the city’s prominent buildings. From Tower Bridge to Marble Arch, the streets were bedecked with black, white and red bunting, while huge posters proclaimed the victory for all to see. Londoners needed no reminding. The dull tramp of jackbooted feet, the strains of martial music that reverberated off the closeted, shuttered buildings and the blare of loudspeakers issuing proclamations and demands in equal measure served to tell the battered and beaten population precisely who was now in charge.


A slight, bespectacled figure, silver-haired beneath a dark fedora hat and stiffly upright in belted Mackintosh and neatly pressed trousers, paused at the edge of the rain-washed street as a phalanx of hatchet-faced, helmeted soldiers marched past, their stamping footfalls rapping the façades of the muted buildings. Robert Duclos pulled his hat lower and averted his eyes as he ducked into a nearby alley to wait for them to pass. He kept his head bowed, unwilling to look and fighting the hatred that rose from deep within. A refined and sensitive soul, Duclos was not given to strong emotions such as  hatred, habitually recoiling and retreating into the safe world of the impassive. But the invasion had changed all that. Now he shuddered involuntarily as the field-grey uniforms despoiled the streets of his capital in a procession of lantern-jawed invaders, their tiny, cruel eyes gloating, the thrusts of their arms pumping with latent menace. Robert Duclos waited for the last of the guttural commands to die away and the last of the boots to tramp past before emerging. From the corner of his eye he caught the suggestion of movement in the shadows behind him. He slipped quickly back into the dull light of the street, walking briskly, purposefully, starkly aware that, in an occupied city, everyone was watched.


  Robert Duclos had good reason to be wary of those who watched. He was a resister — an unlikely resister, but a resister nonetheless. His former superiors at the British intelligence agency MI5 had recognised that the man who now presented himself as a mild-mannered, middle-aged bookseller was ideal for such a role, embodying a perfectly crafted combination of intellect and ruthlessness. He had been carefully prepared and, by the time the unthinkable had become reality and the invasion had crashed over his country, he was ready. He began slowly, tentatively, searching for the merest fractures in the invaders’ armour that would allow some form of organised resistance to infiltrate, hoping that, eventually, this organisation would become a festering sore on the carapace of the occupation. He knew this would take time, but Robert Duclos was a patient man. He was also chronically cautious and had quickly detected the tentacled probing of the German secret police known as the Gestapo and the vigilant, haunting presence of their keen-eyed informers.


  The merciless subjugation that had marked the early days of the occupation, with its brutally enforced curfew, random arrests and targeted round-ups, eased gradually as the stirrings of opposition were savagely quashed. A tense pause followed as the invader drew breath, by now increasingly confident that all resistance had been eliminated, the populace shocked and terrorised into cowed compliance. Restrictions were slowly loosened, the triumphant occupiers apparently lulled by an easy victory which had taken just weeks rather than the expected months or even years. The curfew was lifted and life for the conquered settled into a daily pattern that was to become the new normality, with sporadic precision raids rather than random mass arrests, and fewer tanks and armoured vehicles rumbling through the streets at all hours of the day and night. Watching on from the comforting anonymity of his bookshop, Robert Duclos detected the first whiff of complacency, a seeping malaise he hoped eventually to exploit. He knew this would be necessarily characterised by slow, careful work, the rate of progress almost glacial. But by late 1940, some small progress had been made, and a series of fragile networks had sprung up that fostered little cells of resisters. The networks were tiny, isolated and their leadership tentative. But it was a start.


  It helped that the invaders had decided to follow the model adopted successfully in France and divide the country into occupied and unoccupied zones. Given the size of the German Reich at this point, and the necessity to retain substantial forces in Europe for military actions that formed part of the Führer’s grand plan, the vast bulk of German troops were to be withdrawn following the invasion. In November 1940 an armistice was signed with the new German- installed government of the United Kingdom and, once again, the French model was employed. In the case of the French, this had seen the aged Marshal Philippe Pétain, hero of the First World War Battle of Verdun, appointed to lead the collaborationist Vichy government. Likewise, the post of British Prime Minister was offered to former Prime Minister David Lloyd George, who had led his country through the greater part of the First World War. A square-headed man with a shock of white hair, an untidy moustache and an energetic and forceful personality that belied his seventy-seven years, Lloyd George was regarded as the ideal man to provide a stabilising influence on a population thoroughly unnerved by the shock of conquest. Prior to the war, he had cultivated a friendship with Hitler, who he admired enormously, proving a vocal supporter of Germany’s right to territorial expansion and its status as a great power. This suited the German propaganda machine perfectly and it was with obvious gratification that Hitler restored his devotee to his former role at the head of his country, confident that the nation that had been a strident symbol of opposition under the now-exiled Winston Churchill had the potential to become a powerful ally.


  The British mainland was divided into two zones — the Unoccupied Zone of Scotland and the remainder, essentially England and Wales, known as the Occupied Zone, which housed the occupying forces. The Lloyd George government would be responsible for the civil administration of both zones and was permitted to retain Home Guard units in Scotland to assist the local police to maintain law and order. There would be no German troops based in the Unoccupied Zone, although the Wehrmacht would conduct frequent border patrols and establish checkpoints at the few designated entry points to ensure that all who crossed had obtained the requisite  Ausweis from the relevant government department with its crucial stamp of approval from the occupation authorities.


  But, while the Lloyd George government remained nominally in charge, its decisions were based on policies and proclamations issued by Berlin and its conduct of government was carefully vetted by the occupation hierarchy. The Commanding General of the SS, the most senior German general, was the unacknowledged head of state, and his word was unofficially law. The daily maintenance of law and order remained the responsibility of the London Metropolitan Police Commissioner, and he had also been required to furnish a special investigation division known as the Reichspolice, its primary task the tracking of resistance cells and organised opposition. Keeping the police local rather than importing additional German units or a German police force was the regime’s way of exploiting a population’s ability to police itself. It also addressed the simple fact that there were insufficient German police to maintain law and order in every major city of the Reich’s steadily expanding empire.
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Robert Duclos worked directly to what he referred to as ‘the organisation’, and its operations, while small in scale to begin with, were varied and sophisticated. Prizing the safety of his operatives above all else, he was careful to ensure that the identities of those who linked him to the other arms of the network remained a closely guarded secret. In this line of business, knowledge was dangerous and Robert Duclos was a man who was keen to maintain a very low profile. But he was also a consummate opportunist, searching methodically for a means to infiltrate the highest echelons of the occupation hierarchy, the Wehrmacht, Luftwaffe, Kriegsmarine and the SS, all of which would be headquartered in London. This was a risky venture, particularly where the SS was concerned. Duclos was painfully aware that annihilating any form of resistance would be at the very top of the SS agenda and he was unwilling to expose his few capable operatives at such an early stage. Instead he changed tack.


  He began to look for a different type of candidate to train as a resistance operative — people who, while sympathetic to the resistance, were ostensibly harmless to the regime. He sought clever individuals who could fit so seamlessly into an organisation that they would attract no attention at all. Women and older men, Duclos decided, comprised the ideal candidates. Women, in particular, appeared to be the perfect fit since the new regime’s propaganda machine portrayed the ideal woman as decorative, submissive, of limited intelligence and solely devoted to her husband and children. This made her an unlikely subversive in the eyes of the occupier. Robert Duclos began casting around, focusing on those who patronised his bookshop where he could study them unobserved. Bookish, literary types were precisely the kind of people he sought, particularly those who, at first glance, appeared disarmingly ordinary.


  Duclos then looked for a niche in the various headquarters where he could position his operatives. He regarded the burgeoning establishments with the eye of practicality, searching for the most basic needs of the new arrivals. One need soon revealed itself. A functioning office was integral to the operation of the organisation, but would also become its beating heart. Secretaries, typists, low-level managers — all colourless but necessary — were the perfect individuals to blend in while also often able to access much of the written information that passed through its doors. Now that he had identified  the positions and the type of people he would recruit, Duclos worked to manoeuvre one of his operatives into an employment agency. Systematic and painstaking by nature, he took his time, working deliberately and discreetly, finally achieving his aim, and pleased with the result. Now he was ready. Now he simply needed the opportunity to persuade the occupation headquarters to accept his assistance in sourcing suitable people to fill the ranks of their secretarial staff. The one risk to his plan was the preference of the invaders to import their own secretarial staff to fill these roles.


  But luck was on his side. With so many headquarters being established at the same time, secretarial staff fluent in both English and German were at a premium. As Robert Duclos had accurately foreseen, large numbers of clerical staff had been brought from Germany, but most of these could not speak English sufficiently well to perform at the level demanded by the generals and many were relegated to more menial duties. The net widened and local English staff with German language skills were also included in the search. The London employment agencies advertised far and wide as the shortage began to bite and the generals became impatient to have their organisations fully operational. Robert Duclos smiled knowingly and prepared to help should a request come his way.


[image: ]


Oskar Voigt was pleased with his appointment as Commanding General of the SS in occupied Britain. A tall, powerfully built man with light blonde hair, the palest blue eyes and film star good looks, he held his thirty-eight years well, his proud, erect bearing the product of a military heritage which had suffered only minimally despite the heavy defeat inflicted on his nation by the First World War. Voigt was well aware that his rise through the SS officer ranks had been meteoric, having been brusquely informed by several of his superiors along the way that he was far too young for the senior positions to which he had been successively appointed. But he had taken this in his stride, determined to prove his critics wrong, to dispel the doubts of those who watched and waited for him to stumble. Oskar Voigt was not used to stumbling and he was not about to start now.


While too young to have fought in the previous war, Voigt was conscious of the colossal impact of that war on his country — it was difficult to be German and not recognise the crushing shock of total defeat on a proud nation with a martial reputation that had long dominated its character. But even with the end of the First World War still echoing dully, the young Oskar Voigt had decided on a military career. He opted to enter the military academy, determined to lead the life of an elite officer. The dead weight of defeat and the vice-like grip of the restrictions imposed by the Treaty of Versailles failed to dampen his quiet ardour or blunt the steel edge of his determination. Both were built on solid foundations — in his case, not so much the voluble patriotism that characterised his peers, but the need to escape a domineering father who found fault at every turn. The boy soon learned to react, his cool intellect granting him an early understanding of what drove his father’s cruelty. The same understanding robbed him of the ability to empathise — the military academy did the rest.


But Oskar Voigt was acutely aware that the military academy promised years of harsh discipline, and he decided to live a little first. Having excelled at English in school, he applied for a scholarship to Oxford University to read history, literature and English. His brilliant academic record held him in good stead and he emerged with the promise of four years away from home, resident in the country that had claimed victory in the last war at the expense of his own.


By the time the German military juggernaut was ready to flex its muscles in Europe, Oskar Voigt was back in Germany and already showing extraordinary promise. He was also learning fast. He recognised early that life as a simple Wehrmacht officer would ensure a steady rise for a clever soldier, but nothing of the glamour of the elite forces. Voigt had reached the crossroads. It was a chance meeting with a senior officer in an entirely different branch that gave him the answer he sought. Heinrich Himmler in the immaculately tailored black and silver uniform of the  Schutzstaffel — the SS — provided just the inspiration that Oskar Voigt needed.


If the SS quickly acquired a reputation for brutality, it did little to diminish Voigt’s enthusiasm. If anything, the uncompromising attitude of the SS towards the enemies of the Reich merely cemented in Oskar Voigt’s mind the justness of the cause. He immediately subscribed to the SS catchcry that the end justified the means — and any means could be employed with impunity. Voigt soon noticed that the SS was shown grudging respect by the Wehrmacht, the Luftwaffe and the Kriegsmarine. A culture of fear had grown up around the SS and anything it touched, setting it apart from the rest of the German military. That suited Oskar Voigt perfectly.


Voigt opted to join the Waffen-SS and they soon proved the perfect fit. He was decisive and uncompromising, fearless and inventive. He specialised in breaking resistance cells and inflicting reprisals, relishing the challenge of hunting down resisters and extorting retribution for the merest injury inflicted on his own forces. He began to build a reputation and Himmler was impressed.


Thus it was that the invasion of Britain now presented an opportunity for German forces to subdue a whole new population and a procession of headquarters swiftly descended on the conquered land. The Wehrmacht arrived first, under Commanding General Ernst Hartmann, a short, flabby man with spectacles, a prominent, beak-like nose and a visceral enmity towards the SS whose methods he regarded as effective, but whose protagonists filled him with envy and resentment. He waited with barely concealed antipathy to see what manner of man his SS counterpart would be. In the meantime he noted with consternation the rapid arrival of the Gestapo, its teams of leather-coated bully-boys essentially large, ferocious attack dogs that could be unleashed on unruly elements of the population and enemies of the regime before being returned to the grilled hole from which they had emerged. Unleashing the Gestapo was a simple matter, controlling them far less so, the portly General noting with a slight shiver that they were just as likely to turn on their Wehrmacht brothers as the captive population.


Hartmann’s first meeting with the newly arrived Oskar Voigt was not promising. He peered through his tiny, gold-rimmed spectacles at the imposing figure that towered above him, noting the fair hair, pale blue eyes and strong jaw. If ever there was an epitome of Aryan perfection, it was this Norse god who regarded him with thinly disguised disdain. Hartmann sucked in his substantial girth, drew himself up to his full height, reaching just above the taller man’s shoulders, and attempted to look his most dignified. He noted the Iron Cross First Class and the Knight’s Cross with oak leaves at the man’s throat, fingering his own meagre decorations subconsciously. Who knew how many resisters and their supporters had been annihilated by this warrior on his way to acquiring those particular baubles? Hartmann was happy to agree that such distasteful tasks were necessary, but just as happy to hand them to the SS to perform in its inimitable way, led by such men as this blonde giant. He girded his loins and extended a firm hand in greeting, to be grasped by the giant’s paw in a show of dominance that he hoped was not indicative of the way the relationship would unfold.




CHAPTER 2
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A cautious approach


Robert Duclos walked steadily back to his bookshop through a light curtain of drizzle, having treated himself to lunch at a café a block away which remained open despite having its entire front reduced to rubble. Its long-suffering customers entered through a narrow laneway carved neatly through the debris and sat at makeshift tables in the intact rear section of the café, the kitchen having also miraculously survived. Most surprising of all, thought Robert Duclos, the place still served reasonable fare despite the stringent rationing that had gripped the country since the start of the war. Ignoring the steadily increasing rain, he maintained his measured pace, determined to appear purposeful but unhurried as he passed a man sitting at the glassless window of some tea rooms reading a newspaper. Duclos knew instinctively that the man was an informer — a ‘watcher’ in common parlance — someone paid by the Gestapo to spy on the populace. He turned down the nearest street, relieved at the watcher’s evident lack of interest while also pondering how much London had changed since the invasion and the subsequent armistice. He recalled a city dominated by sharp steel barricades and small mountains of sandbags, barbed-wire entanglements and machine-gun emplacements, the parks crowded with searchlights and anti-aircraft guns, the sky filled with the silver, bloated shapes of barrage balloons which drifted lazily overhead. All this had been designed to protect London from the invader — and had failed dismally, he noted with a touch of chagrin. He noted also the absence of the sounds of war: the massed morning tinkling as an army of brooms swept up shards of glass from thousands of windows shattered in the previous night’s bombing, the clanging of fire engines and ambulances and, most tellingly of all, the air raid sirens that had wailed their pointless warnings, bookended later by the all-clear. Now the frenzied cacophony of war had been replaced by the relentless drumbeat of the occupation. Yet, while the noise of the invader drowned them in an uninterrupted barrage, the sounds of the conquered people were curiously absent. Those who walked the streets did so in haste and they did so in silence. There were no drifting snatches of conversation, no wafting laughter, no shouted greetings and no whistled tunes. This was a population that had lost its voice.


As he walked, Robert Duclos continued to muse and Emilia Shaw’s face materialised in his mind’s eye. He remembered the first time he had seen her and had immediately recalled the haunting gaze of the Lady of Shalott in John William Waterhouse’s visual homage to Tennyson’s lyrical poem. Emilia Shaw’s clear grey eyes dominated the pale landscape of her heart-shaped face, the fine planes of her cheeks disrupted minimally by tiny dimples and soft pink lips which folded at the edges as the mere suggestion of a smile played there. She wore her dark hair in a neat, stylish bun, the wisps and curls that framed her face tucked behind her ears, from which they regularly strayed, acting to soften the severity of the style. A slender girl of average height, Duclos had initially considered her almost fragile, but something beneath that cool exterior had impressed him and he had begun to suspect that there was a steeliness within the apparently delicate Miss Shaw, a powerful determination to survive that Duclos hoped at some point to exploit.


Robert Duclos had met Emilia Shaw briefly during his time as a history don at Cambridge, encountering her in the occasional tutorial or seminar. As a female undergraduate she had stood out simply because women were so few in number. Duclos had belonged to a different college and their paths had seldom crossed. He had left the world of academia rather more abruptly than he had hoped, inheriting his father’s bookshop when Duclos senior retired to the country following a sharp decline in his health. Emilia Shaw had then slipped from his subconscious until later, much later, following an invasion and occupation and when the hunt had commenced for individuals willing to risk life and limb for the sake of the patriotic struggle. Then she had strolled into his bookshop and he had regarded her with a wholly new set of criteria in mind. Now she appeared an ideal candidate for his purposes — poised, refined, but too pretty to be regarded as anything approaching a threat.


But there was another reason Miss Emilia Shaw was ideally suited to clandestine work — she had no ties. Even without intrusive questioning over her family life, Duclos had established that Emilia could lay claim to no close family. He knew she had lost her parents in the Blitz, her brother during the invasion and a young man, killed early in the war. Whether the young man had been simply a close friend or the object of a more serious attachment, a fiancé perhaps, he had never enquired, shying away from sentimentality or any excess of detail that could be used against her by the darker agents of the new regime. Robert Duclos was under no illusion concerning the brutality of those darker agents, nor the quality of his own courage. He understood that organisations such as the Gestapo and the SS specialised in extracting information using a variety of methods, all tried and proven on a range of unfortunates in other occupied lands, and all promising levels of agony which a rather sensitive soul such as Robert Duclos could not hope to withstand.


He suppressed a shudder and returned his thoughts to Miss Shaw and her lost family. Following the death of her young man, her brother had been posted as missing, presumed dead. Duclos was unsure of the precise circumstances, aware only that he was an RAF pilot, shot down and lost, potentially far from home. His name had appeared on one of the long lists of the missing published daily in  The Times and Duclos had recognised him through a further description in an adjoining article — this was, after all, the only son of one of the nation’s most prominent judges.


But perhaps the most bitter blow the war had dealt the young woman already mourning the loss of a lover and a brother was the death of both parents during the Blitz. Justice Harry Shaw and his wife Claire had been dining with friends in another part of London when the sirens had begun their mournful wail. They had traipsed dutifully to the house’s Anderson shelter, no doubt with wine glasses in hand and perhaps a pack of cards to while away the hours until the all-clear sounded. But the house had taken a direct hit and all those in its allegedly stoutly buttressed shelter had been killed. That left the unfortunate Miss Shaw all alone in the world at the tender age of twenty-five. Truly this was a young woman to whom fate had dealt a miserly hand.


When a shared love of books had seen their paths cross once more after the lapse of several momentous years, Duclos had quickly realised that the slightly brash, bright-eyed girl he recalled from his Cambridge days had grown up. She had become a coolly elegant young woman and her manner now suggested there was more to her than he had initially supposed. When she appeared in his bookshop one morning to ask about sourcing a particular book, Robert Duclos’ curiosity was immediately piqued. Of course he could find the book, he assured her, before reminding her of their former university association. She had blushed a little, a tiny tinge of red infusing her cheeks as she murmured an apology for failing to recognise him. He had dismissed her lapse with a playful quip and she had smiled politely, in a restrained way, the dimples fleetingly evident. It was an action that bespoke a cautious approach to life, and Robert Duclos was intrigued.


As he chatted, Duclos jotted some notes in a large folio book with marbled edging before deciding to pursue a plan that was currently forming in his mind. He glanced up and studied her thoughtfully. Had she ever belonged to a book club? She paused, surprised by the question, and then shook her head. Duclos offered an encouraging smile. Would she be interested in joining others who were keen to form such a club? Again, she hesitated. Perhaps — she had sounded a touch uncertain. Robert Duclos broadened his smile and assured her that those he had in mind shared similar interests. He would make some arrangements and then invite her to meet them. Then she could decide for herself. She had smiled tentatively. Importantly, she had agreed.


Emilia left the bookshop puzzled by Robert Duclos’ invitation to join a book club. But she recognised that there was some purpose behind the invitation and curiosity had prompted her to accept. While she had barely recognised him without his academic gown and air of professorial gravitas, she recalled Duclos as a man of intellect and perception. He had always struck her as worth listening to. The book club was almost certainly his way of introducing her to people with whom he shared a common purpose. The burning question now concerned the nature of that purpose.
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Robert Duclos’ assessment of Emilia Shaw was remarkably accurate given that he barely knew her. A young woman with a penchant for parties and lively debate, Emilia had learned German as a teenager during a two-year sojourn with her family in Cologne. She had followed this with four years at Cambridge, further honing her skills in German and adding French with an eye to the future. She had picked up secretarial work as a temporary job to provide her some income during her university holidays, hoping eventually to pursue a career in academia. But then war had broken out and her prospects had suffered a marked downturn, forcing her to take a series of secretarial courses in a desperate bid to make herself more employable in a jobs market thoroughly denuded by war. This was merely a temporary measure, she had told herself, promising that the dull routine of the office would never become a career, but simply a means to put food on the table — whatever food was available given the iron grip of rationing that showed no signs of loosening despite the installation of a new regime.


The other members of Robert Duclos’ book club were also those he had assessed as safe choices. Nicholas Rothwell was a confirmed bachelor and a trim, dapper man in his early fifties with a well-ordered brain and a genius for filing, having trained as a librarian. Like Emilia, he was fluent in German, having lived in Hamburg for some years as a young man where he had worked in one of the city’s major libraries and conducted an unsuccessful love affair with a German girl, his quietly relentless pursuit of her ultimately sending him home in abject failure.


The war had not been kind to librarians. Many of the larger libraries in London had been badly damaged or even destroyed in the deadly days of the Blitz, and those that had escaped had been summarily closed by the occupier until their contents could be vetted and ‘cleansed’ of what was referred to as ‘degenerate literature’. Mr Rothwell had expanded his horizons and pursued other employment options in bookshops and offices, anywhere he could find someone who would pay him to toil through a filing system or peddle books. He pursued this latter option with care, aware that bookshops could be next on the censor’s list once the ‘cleansing’ of libraries was completed.


Selected alongside Mr Rothwell was his close friend, Rose Miller. A spinster of similar age, Miss Miller was genteel, softly spoken and highly efficient. Her steel-grey hair she wore swept up in a neat chignon, a nod to her love of all things French. But that was where the famous French elegance ended. She was conservative, sweetly maternal and neat as a pin, favouring woollen skirts and pretty printed blouses, habitually wrapping her cardigan across her small, compact bust as if to shield it from prying eyes. Miss Miller had been educated by a German governess and, as a result, spoke, read and wrote German well. A trained teacher, she had been the German mistress at a fashionable London school for young ladies of well-heeled families until a poorly placed bomb had destroyed the school and the threat of invasion had dispersed its scholars, the vast majority of whom had sailed for America or Canada with their titled parents and extensive households. In post-invasion England, Rose Miller’s employment options had quickly dried up and she took in students of German, the new currency of the regime, to make ends meet.


Some knowledge of German had become essential for most inhabitants of occupied Britain. Many of the street signs had been replaced with German signs in heavy gothic lettering and the checkpoints and roving patrols that scrutinised the papers of every man, woman and child spoke broken English at best and dealt brusquely with those who were slow to comply to a barked command through lack of understanding. Miss Miller soon discovered that her ability to interpret for her fellow Britons was a valuable commodity and she found plenty of takers for her lessons in conversational German. With the English-language newspapers and wireless broadcasts also now produced by the occupier and filled with turgid propaganda, she quickly realised that accessing the German-language media was crucial to discerning precisely what was going on and what was required of Britain’s conquered inhabitants.


The first meeting of the book club was held at Emilia’s pretty red-brick house with its generous, semi-circular bay windows and elegantly turned verandah posts. Apart from a flattened front fence and several lopsided chimney pots, the house had survived the destruction of the Blitz miraculously intact, unlike its less fortunate owners. Her mother had delighted in the stylish dwelling, its eccentric gables and corner tower reflecting the Queen Anne style beloved of an aunt who had bequeathed the house to her some decades earlier. The rooms were clad in wallpaper of soft neutral shades, comfortably furnished and cheerfully appointed with brightly patterned carpets, the neatly practical kitchen with its slate-lined larder and modern cooktop opening to an elegant dining area that housed a family-sized table of polished oak, replete with family-sized memories. Emilia had instructed her mother’s cook-cum-charlady, Mrs Girdlecott, to leave the contents of the house intact, as if her parents were still at that final dinner party and had yet to arrive home. The lumpy char, fiftyish, her steel-coloured curls peeping from beneath a floral turban, had nodded her understanding, her face with its faded girlish beauty crumpling in sorrow at any mention of the lost Justice Shaw and his lady wife.


Emilia had a motive in offering her home to the book club: she wanted to fill the house with noise and laughter as if her parents were still alive. While the house now held just lingering memories, she was desperate to preserve the warm ambience of family life that continued to cling, seeping softly through its rooms and the high- ceilinged passages that connected them. Filling her home with new friends promised to revitalise that cosy warmth.
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Among the shops that reopened soon after the armistice of November 1940 was Robert Duclos’ glass-fronted, gilt-lettered bookshop, its handsome façade having survived the invasion courtesy of a substantial wall of sandbags and solid wooden hoardings. The bookshop soon filled with eager customers, hungry to peruse the rows of neatly ordered literary offerings, among them a number of Anglophile German officers. Just two weeks after the establishment of the book club, a particularly cultivated German officer in a dark leather coat approached the bespectacled Englishman, initially chatting blithely about the weather. Switching quickly to German, once he ascertained that Robert Duclos spoke his language and spoke it well, he engaged the unsuspecting bookseller in a conversation that produced a surprising question. Did he know of any German speakers with office skills? The young officer, tall, blonde and slightly aristocratic in bearing, was especially keen to recruit clerks and typists who spoke good German. Could Mr Duclos help him find the right people?


Robert Duclos moved swiftly from astonishment to judiciously concealed excitement. He noted the rank insignia on the black collar patch which told him that the young man was a captain in the SS, glimpsing also the flash of a silver braid aiguilette which suggested his position as an aide-de-camp to a very senior officer. Duclos recovered himself quickly, scribbled some notes in his marble-edged folio book and peered over his silver-rimmed spectacles. Who required the staff and what precisely were the requirements? The answer prompted a sharp intake of breath from the bookseller. The Commanding General of the SS, no less, who was due to arrive in early February 1941, and required capable secretarial staff who were fluent in German. They would, added the young officer, now choosing his words carefully, also have to be vetted by the  Sicherheitsdienst, the intelligence wing of the SS, known as the SD, and he hoped this would not deter any suitable applicants. Duclos shook his head reassuringly. He understood, he told the cultured Captain, that this was simply routine. He paused and, knitting his brows thoughtfully, suggested tentatively that he might be in a position to assist. He happened to know a few capable German speakers who could possibly be lured from their current positions if … here he hesitated slightly … if the conditions were … sufficiently enticing. The young officer grasped his meaning immediately, assuring Duclos that both the remuneration and office conditions would be far superior to anything these people currently enjoyed, should their applications prove successful, of course. They parted with an exchange of details and a mutual smile of satisfaction. Duclos watched the young man wrap his coat close and duck back into the savage chill of the London winter with a feeling of barely subdued exhilaration. The chase had begun.




CHAPTER 3
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A dubious success


Emilia was still mulling over precisely what lay behind the newly formed book club as she shuffled papers at her desk in her father’s former legal firm several days later. If the truth be told, she was bored to sobs with her job. She had taken the position largely as a favour to her father, filling a sudden vacancy while also acquiring some useful skills in typing, shorthand and management of what she regarded as an unnecessarily complicated filing system. She watched through the dusty glass partition as the motherly senior secretary, her bulky form packaged in a heavy grey suit, locked away her files, packed her capacious handbag and prepared to leave for the day. With the firm’s partners absent that afternoon, Emilia also took the opportunity to leave her desk early, deciding to brave the biting cold and visit her favourite bookshop, keen to scout titles for her book club before the new regime decided to purge English literature of material that did not suit its plans to re-engineer English society. She pulled her coat tight against the razor edge of the wind, securing her hat, hunching her shoulders and setting her head down, hopeful of reaching the bookshop without interruption. But it was too much to ask and she stood shivering with mounting irritation as the thickly coated German sentry examined her papers at length. A large poster on a nearby wall caught her attention. ‘Abandoned peoples, put your trust in the German soldier!’ it proclaimed glibly, portraying a rock-jawed soldier who beamed as he lifted a fluffy-haired child wearing an angelic smile. She sniffed disparagingly and eyed the grim, helmeted figure who now attempted to scrutinise her before looking pointedly away. She was determined that this member of the occupying forces be left in no doubt that he was undeserving of the trust of the abandoned people of London.


Robert Duclos had been hoping Miss Shaw might call in. In these dark days of watchers and informers it did not pay to be certain of anything and the loyalty of his fellow Britons was by no means assured. But, as he watched her step inside his shop with the tinkling of the little bell over the door, Duclos could not suppress a tiny trill of anticipation. Wooing her sufficiently to have her join his fledgling network would be something of a coup. Emilia smiled warmly and greeted him. She liked his careful manner and respected him for his knowledge of books. He had an unerring eye for good literature and never misjudged a title. There was also something about him that seemed quintessentially English. Small talk, the usual enquiries about the other’s health ensued and then Robert Duclos did something unusual. He glanced around to ensure the bookshop was empty. It was obligingly deserted, the other customers having fled homeward as the early winter gloom began to descend. Emilia was immediately intrigued. Duclos turned to her.


‘May I offer you a sherry in my office, Miss Shaw? It’s warm there and I thought we might have a little chat.’


Emilia was too surprised to refuse and found herself seated a moment later in his cosy office with its cheery coal-fired grate, Duclos having locked the bookshop door and turned the sign to ‘closed’. He reached into a flat-faced cupboard flanked by pillars of boxes and pulled out a crystal decanter and two dainty stemmed glasses. The generous dashes of sherry he poured signalled to Emilia that this was a conversation that would cover more than the weather and the latest titles from Penguin. He paused to regard her and then raised his glass in a toast.


‘To freedom.’


Emilia was quietly shocked. These were not words uttered with carefree abandon under the new regime. She paused momentarily before deciding.


‘To freedom,’ she replied, gazing at him steadily.


Now they were committed, each with a reason to betray the other. It was a small but significant step which saw them bound by an unspoken bond of tentative trust which wove its way between them as if to lay the foundation for the discussion that would follow.


[image: ]


It was fascinating, Robert Duclos admitted to himself later that evening as he sat in front of the fire in his modest, semi-detached brick house with its arched doorway and black-framed windows, enjoying a tot of hoarded whisky. He sipped as he pondered his conversation with the captivating Miss Shaw. It was truly extraordinary, he told himself again, just how much could be said in so few words. He and Emilia had talked for almost half an hour. But, in that time, they had danced around a series of unspoken truths as if unable to articulate a national inner hurt. Duclos had begun by asking her if she would consider some sort of ‘patriotic’ work. Admittedly he had hesitated before posing this most crucial of questions. In occupied Britain it was precisely the sort of question that could have a man shot — or a woman for that matter. The asker had to be utterly sure of the trustworthiness of the respondent. But Emilia’s response, guarded though it was, had justified that faith. She had fixed him with her fine grey eyes and replied with the simple assertion that she would consider any such proposition. And then she had waited.


Duclos had drawn a deep breath. He had watched her closely as he described the surprise request from the young German officer, studying her reaction to the name of the German invaders’ most brutal arm. A tiny flicker of acknowledgement, no more. He was quietly impressed. She had asked him to describe the position concerned, providing him just the opening he needed. Indeed there were three positions, he had responded, all for German speakers with some form of secretarial or office skills. Emilia had nodded. Now, at last, she understood the reason for the formation of the book club. It was clearly no coincidence that each member could speak fluent German and each had office skills of some description. She exhaled slowly, fascinated by the systematic way Robert Duclos worked. Then she had smiled slightly and simply agreed. Yes, she would be willing to work for Mr Duclos in whatever position best served his purposes. And if that included typing memos for a German general, then so be it. Her acquiescence left Duclos dwelling on the enticing possibilities of a network that infiltrated the office of no less than the Commanding General of the SS, the most powerful man in the land. It was far more than he had dared hope at this early stage. He smiled to himself at the very thought. He was also struck by another far more dangerous thought. Miss Shaw’s role was beginning to take shape in his mind … along with a secondary role that eluded precise definition. He now considered that she could represent a form of insurance policy. Ah, now that would certainly be a coup …


Emilia herself was caught in a flux of emotions. She was pleased at being presented with such an opportunity, although there was much she still had to learn about the requirements of this job — both secretarial and otherwise. She assumed she and her fellow staff would not act as couriers or guides, escorting escapers into the Unoccupied Zone of Scotland and, given their lack of military training, she assessed that they were highly unlikely to carry or use weapons. Rather, they would be information-gatherers, eavesdroppers and observers. She thought hard as she made her way home along the cratered footpath and through the wind-blasted streets, watching warily for approaching soldiers, listening for the screech of tyres or the erratic drumbeat of running feet. She remained lost in thought as she passed pillboxes of German soldiers stamping their heavy boots to keep warm, encountering only sporadic passers-by who, like her, turned a furled coat to the wind. She knew she was capable of managing an office for an SS general, as was the fastidious Mr Rothwell, who she assessed as steady, quietly resolute and loyal. Miss Miller? While she appeared fragile, almost brittle, Emilia suspected Robert Duclos had recognised an inner strength that might prove its worth in the right circumstances. Certainly she was an excellent German linguist and, to the casual eye, she appeared completely unsuited to clandestine work of any form. Perhaps that counted for more than she had supposed.
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Robert Duclos had submitted the team’s applications through the employment agency where his operative had successfully carved a niche, providing the contact details for the young German officer who had initially approached him. A few days later he had fielded a number of questions from the officer himself who had clearly scrutinised the applications and, Duclos noted with satisfaction, been pleased with what he had read. He was grateful that Duclos had supplied him a ready-made team, potentially solving his problem while also removing the necessity for further searching. In response to his politely probing questions, Duclos had vouched for his team, smiling at the young officer and replying with confidence. Yes, these were respectable, reliable people interested only in earning a living in a job that was secure and safe. These were not people who would create problems for the regime. They were simply office workers.


There was method in Robert Duclos’ submission of a ready-made staff. He was determined to have his operatives work as a team and just as determined not to have outsiders foisted on them, regarding this as a means of infiltrating his network. He took time to ensure his team was thoroughly prepared for the process that lay ahead, explaining that, should the initial applications prove successful, a lengthy interview process would ensue. This would be followed by extensive vetting by the SD which would delve deep into their family backgrounds. Only those with a clean record, with no ‘racial impurities’, no history of anti-regime sentiment or activity and no connection to any individual deemed undesirable by the occupiers would be accepted. Those who worked at the beating heart of the occupation must be verified as absolutely above suspicion and incapable of posing a threat of any description.


The SD interviews came just two weeks later, surprising Emilia, who had assumed the process would take some months. A staff member from the employment agency had telephoned her at the legal firm one morning with the news that her application had been successful thus far and she would be interviewed. That interview, if satisfactory, would be followed by a personal assessment conducted by a member of the security organisation. As far as Emilia was concerned, this was the most difficult part of the process. Establishing an office and working for a German general, SS or otherwise, was likely to be relatively straightforward.


For their part, the flint-faced SD agents, with their deeply suspicious undertones, had asked a range of questions designed to elicit information that suggested strong patriotic sentiments or anything remotely anti-German. Robert Duclos’ operatives remained steadfastly neutral and attempted to appear as colourless as possible. It seemed to work — for all except Emilia. She was summoned for a second interview in which the life of her dead fiancé — the man she had loved and planned to marry until his death in the invasion — was gradually dissected. Under the harsh glare of naked light bulbs and through the acrid swirl of cigarette smoke, her face was studied, her responses noted. The requirement for a third interview saw her begin to suspect that, while the remainder of the team might be successful, she herself would be excluded. This was a possibility she had never entertained. What if a stranger were to be foisted on the team? She fought a flutter of anxiety.


The final interview was devoted to her lost brother, Martin. Emilia allowed herself a small sigh of relief. She knew absolutely nothing about her brother’s final resting place and had never considered the possibility that he might be alive. All she knew was contained in the War Office’s bland telegram to her parents, its words abrupt to the point of rudeness. He was ‘missing presumed killed in action’, the stepped typeface had insisted. Nothing more — no location, no suggestion of any action that might have been taken to find him, just ‘missing’, as if he had failed to honour a social commitment. As far as Emilia and her parents had been concerned, he was more than likely dead. Once her parents had gone too, Emilia had consigned them all to the next world along with her dead fiancé. Her focus was now firmly fixed on her own survival.


The SD interviews completed, it was only a day or so before she received word that her application had been successful after all. Emilia invited Robert Duclos to dine at her house, ostensibly to celebrate his team’s success, but in reality to allow her the luxury of questioning him in an informal setting where he might be sufficiently relaxed to part with a little more information. Dinner was a humble affair, rationing still dictating what precisely could be served in most households and, more’s the point, what could not. Most of the cafés and restaurants, hotels, pubs and dining halls that had survived the best efforts of the Luftwaffe had now reopened, their menus offering a varied selection which was affordably priced. It was enough to allow the average Briton a reasonable night out, although it was a far cry from the bounty of pre-war days.


A modest serving of braised rabbit, prepared by the dependable Mrs Girdlecott before she headed home for the day, was accompanied by a glass of sherry and discussion of the arrangements for establishing the office. The SS had requisitioned the elegant Bentleigh Hotel in central London for its headquarters. Many of the better hotels that had survived the Blitz now housed a headquarters of some sort, with the Wehrmacht occupying the Rand Hotel just a block away, while the Luftwaffe settled into the stately Osmiridian close by. The Bentleigh had been repurposed to include living quarters for the Commanding General and his military coterie and an office area in which Robert Duclos’ team would work. The majority of the General’s military staff were accommodated on the lower levels as was the main SS switchboard. The beautiful dining room of the glorious  belle epoque hotel would continue to operate, its staff now devoted to looking after the occupier. A separate entrance was built, complete with sandbagged sentry post, and this was where the hotel’s uniformed inhabitants and their staff would come and go.


As they chatted over dinner, Emilia probed gently, keen for more detail on the roles she and the other staff would fill and their interface with the General and his personal military cadre. As she had expected, Duclos had proposed Mr Rothwell to fill the senior position as the office’s manager, Emilia would take the bulk of the translation and typing tasks, and Miss Miller would act as secretary to the General. Emilia nodded in agreement before noting that Duclos now hesitated momentarily.


‘Miss Miller will fill the role of secretary for the first two weeks. And then you will replace her and she will take your position in the translations office.’


Emilia was perplexed.


‘Why?’ she asked immediately.


He gazed at her steadily, his green eyes fixed and unblinking behind his silver-rimmed spectacles.


‘The organisation prefers not to provide reasons at this point. Suffice to say, as events unfold, you will understand.’


Emilia was no less confused but recognised that Duclos, now studying her intently as he sipped his sherry, was unlikely to respond to additional questioning.


‘Very well,’ she answered, stifling the urge to pursue him further. For the moment, it seemed, that was that.


Miss Miller was likewise surprised at the proposal that she take the role of the General’s secretary for the first two weeks only. But this registered merely as a faint glimmer of interest in the hazel eyes. Then it was business as usual. She would be glad to take whatever role Mr Duclos designated for her, pleased simply to be part of his team as ‘a woman of a certain age’ as she put it. Duclos had smiled in gratitude, conscious that blind obedience was exactly what he wanted from his team and slightly mortified that, in this respect, he sounded exactly like the occupier. But, if this enterprise was to work and, more importantly, if they were to remain safe, blind obedience would be required. Initiative, while no doubt useful in all sorts of scenarios, had no place here — at least not until the team had settled to its task.


[image: ]


The evening before she would start work, Emilia wandered into the elegantly furnished drawing room of her family home with its overstuffed armchairs and delicately hued walls, the gilt-edged mirror above the fireplace gleaming in the soft lighting. The warm tang of beeswax furniture polish hung on the cosy atmosphere, a reflection of Mrs Girdlecott’s insistence on maintaining standards, even now that ‘Madam’ was no longer present and ‘Miss’ was now her employer. Emilia paused in front of the antique rosewood chiffonier, patterned with mirrored doors and shiny brass fittings, on which her mother had arranged all the family photographs — and took a deep breath. She gazed at the smiling visages of Harry and Claire Shaw and her heart sank. Please understand, she begged them silently, please understand why I am working for the occupier. Instinctively she knew they would have trusted her judgement, although she could never have told them of her clandestine role. But they had known her and loved her and she decided that they would have sensed an underlying purpose that transformed this from collaboration to carefully concealed patriotism.


She turned to a photograph of her brother Martin, resplendent in his RAF uniform, his wavy hair tucked under the quirky forage cap so beloved of young officers, his moustache trimmed and dapper, his eyes bright with pride. So often she had stood before this photograph gazing into those eyes and asked a simple question: what happened to you? Where was he now, she wondered, was he buried somewhere by a local family who had discovered his body, or had he perhaps gone down with his aircraft? He would have preferred that, she decided, aware of just how much he had loved flying. She had never considered the prospect that he might have survived, it was far too unlikely. Had he been taken prisoner, the Red Cross would have found him by now. Or he would have found her. And there had been nothing, not a word. He had simply disappeared, like so many others. She had no need to ask herself how Martin would have felt about her new job — he would have hated it, and hated her for taking it. Martin was open and straightforward, honest to a fault, and he mistrusted subterfuge of any description. To Martin, life was black and white. She was either working for the invader — in which case he would disown her as a collaborator — or she was working to dislodge the occupier. There was no middle ground, and certainly no working for both, as it were.


And her fiancé? Emilia picked up a silver-framed photograph of Guy, also in uniform, taken with her at their engagement party. He was smiling, of course, and his handsome face was creased in a soft beam as he gazed on Emilia, standing next to him and glowing with happiness. It seemed so long ago, and so much had happened since, that Emilia knew she was no longer the carefree young woman in the beautiful blue chiffon dress in the photograph. Guy tended to cosset her, to protect her and spare her from anything the least bit unpleasant. To him, she was winsome and delicate, in need of looking after. There was something of the knight in Guy, he had been noble, chivalrous and wholesome, although she remembered nights spent with him in her parents’ absence that sent little shivers of pleasure through her. He may have been wholesome, but he was far from prudish, and she had learned much under his careful tutelage that she had assumed she would only have learned on her wedding night. He had not wanted to wait and she was easily persuaded, head over heels in love with her dashing army officer. She smiled softly as she caressed the photograph in its ornate silver frame. For all that he was proud of her achievements at university, he would never have considered her capable of subterfuge or clandestine work. And perhaps the Emilia he had known then had not been capable. But she knew now that she was not only capable, she was ready. Guy would certainly have condemned her for working for the occupier, but at the same time he would have been proud of her for contributing in some small way to ending that occupation.


She stood back and surveyed the collection of photographs — the evidence of a life that had settled firmly in the past. She was now so far removed from that life she had almost begun to regard it as belonging to someone else, to a different era, another world.


‘Forgive me,’ she whispered to the glorious images of beautiful men in uniform. ‘Understand me,’ she murmured to the smiling portraits of her parents.




CHAPTER 4
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Open for business


Oskar Voigt and his staff moved into the renowned Bentleigh Hotel with the proprietorial delight of new home-owners. Voigt’s bullish Chief of Staff, Colonel Hans Morser, had provided strict instructions for the refurbishment, checking its progress at regular intervals. A week before his general was due to arrive he conducted a final inspection of the newly repurposed hotel and was impressed by what he saw. The sweeping grandeur of the exterior, with its elegant French windows and intricate lacework balconies, remained largely unchanged, apart from the sandbagged sentry post at its custom-built military entrance and the obligatory banners with rampant swastikas and blazing proclamations of German victory. Importantly, however, there was no ostensible sign that this was an SS headquarters. This suited Morser, who was reluctant to broadcast its role to local hotheads and members of the resistance groups he had been warned had the potential to form — if they had not already. Morser was unfazed by such possibilities. Let them form their groups, he was well prepared and only too willing to unleash the SS hunter-killers who had worked so well on the continent. In fact, he relished the opportunity.


The stocky, dark-haired Morser strolled through the top floor of the Bentleigh where the General’s quarters had been fashioned from the premier suites of the hotel, previously frequented by those with wealth and power. He smiled to himself. How gratifying that they would now be occupied by the upper echelon of this arm of the new order, once again the seat of power. His smile broadened. He was looking forward to his stay in London, it promised to be replete with possibilities.


A former school teacher from Dusseldorf, Morser had found himself stifled and strictured by his profession, but economically tied to it as his family needed a stable income. His pretty blonde wife and his two little boys had unwittingly locked him into a life he quickly considered dull and routine. Hans Morser had wanted more, much more, and the looming threat of war with its accompanying mobilisation had promised to deliver this. He ran his hands through his thick, cropped hair as he considered the changes a career in the SS had wrought. It had been tough and demanding, and there had been times when he had wondered whether he possessed the right mix of unswerving devotion to duty and single-minded ruthlessness for the elite force. The SS, and particularly the invasion of Poland, had drawn qualities from him that Hans Morser had never imagined he possessed. Not all of these were admirable, and it was confronting his own brutality — a brutality of which he had never considered himself capable — that had shocked him the most. But it had been necessary and justifiable and had certainly paid dividends. He corralled his thoughts and wandered through the handsomely appointed office where his general would hold sway. His dark eyes lingered on the heavy oaken desk, a thing of beauty with its intricate carving and fine leather inlay that had been liberated from a former British government office. Morser beamed with gratification, noting smugly that these men would have no further need of the trappings of office.


Beyond the General’s desk, at the front of the room, was a small sitting area where a series of burnished leather Chesterfield armchairs and a generous sofa sat in gleaming, quilted glory around an elegant coffee table, also cleverly crafted, this time in elm. The area was designed to allow the General to host visitors in his office, sharing refreshments and discussions in congenial surroundings that also bespoke business. At one end of the sitting area was the door that led to the outer office which would house the General’s English secretarial staff.


Morser rubbed his square jaw, his thin lips pressed in concentration as he surveyed the General’s office, sweeping his eyes over the finely worked bookcases and cabinets. He nodded in appreciation as he noted the marble bust of the Führer, alongside a smaller bust of Richard Wagner, the General’s favourite composer, and the framed portrait of the Reichsführer-SS, Heinrich Himmler, gazing impassively in the background. Morser’s eyes traced every detail and a smile of satisfaction broadened the thin curve of his lips. General Voigt was a formidable man who could be exacting at times. He was impressive, a strong, imposing leader who inspired his troops with stirring words and a reputation for delivering results, no matter the means, the whisper of personal bravery and the use of brutal reprisals only serving to cement that reputation. He was a powerful man in charge of elite troops in what had proven to be bitter, unforgiving warfare.


The inspection continued at the rear of the General’s office where a door led to his quarters. A spacious bedroom, sumptuously furnished with handsome period pieces, complete with a large bed, sat alongside a stylish bathroom, dressing room and even an elegant dining room where Morser had envisaged the General taking his meals. The apartment occupied much of the top floor of the hotel, bookended by offices for the key military staff and those of the English secretarial staff. He surveyed it with approval, satisfied that this was a fitting residence for the man at the very top of the occupation hierarchy. Morser’s polished boots left echoing footfalls as he strode through each room, the shining parquetry giving way to carpet in the ornate little dining room, bedroom and dressing room, while black and white diamond tiles patterned the floor of the bathroom.


He completed his inspection and moved back through the General’s office, walking out through the main door and down the corridor, passing the offices that would accommodate the English secretarial staff. He made a mental note to speak to the General’s Staff Officer, Captain Feliks Holst, on the matter of the English staff. Morser had opposed the employment of Englishmen, concerned that their loyalty could not be guaranteed and that they could provide a conduit for the infiltration of some form of resistance group. But the sheer scarcity of competent English speakers among the available German clerical staff had defeated him. He had resigned himself to the presence of Englishmen within the headquarters, but not to allowing them unfettered access. He would watch them carefully and act swiftly should the need arise. According to a detailed memo he had received from the officious individual at the London SD bureau, Holst had managed to find secretarial staff who were fluent German speakers — in fact, as the memo noted, their interviews had been conducted in German — and also possessed the necessary skills to manage the General’s daily office routine. The memo added that, in the opinion of the interviewing officer, these were individuals who were unlikely to pose any risk, the majority being female and the only man too old for subversive activity. Morser was slightly concerned that a man too old for subversion might also be too old for a busy office, but decided to trust his own judgement and that of Holst rather than the dubious views of the SD. The memo closed with the observation that the staff were a rather colourless lot. Good, thought Morser with a satisfied grunt, the less colour the better.
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It was on a typically frigid Monday morning in early February 1941, as the blazing swastika flags hung limp and lifeless and tiny glistening droplets rolled into rivulets, scarring the faces of the victory banners, that Emilia Shaw walked the two blocks to her new workplace. Emilia’s house lay in a small nest of residential dwellings on narrow, bomb-scarred streets that came to an abrupt stop with the encroachment of the business heart of the city, as if halted by columns of marching, brick-browed buildings. On this morning, the streets that divided the serried ranks of the buildings were dank and gloomy and littered with piles of remnant snow, the glistening surfaces of the roads pock-marked, cratered and pitted by air raids or recent skirmishes of a more sinister ilk. Gangs of gaunt, grey-faced labourers in ill-fitting green serge uniforms worked to fill the craters, supervised by square-shouldered guards who loomed over them, striking them at random with long batons. Emilia swallowed her revulsion and ploughed on, head down, eyes glued safely to the pavement, the white strip that edged the kerb a remnant of the blackout. She shivered as she endured the searching scrutiny of the checkpoints that punctuated the short journey from her house, wondering idly when the new regime would overcome its need to examine the papers of every citizen several times a day. As she drew close, she gazed up at the formerly exclusive Bentleigh Hotel which she had visited only once, attending an official dinner with her father the judge, acting as a last-minute replacement for her mother who had fallen ill. Then she had been dazzled by the intricate beauty of the honey-coloured building, its lavish fittings, its smartly uniformed waiters and its delicately contrived finish. How could she have known that, just over a year later, she would return to the Bentleigh under vastly different circumstances?


She had timed her arrival so that she would enter the office precisely as appointed, aware that Mr Rothwell and Miss Miller, the two senior staff, would arrive early. As the office manager and the General’s secretary, they would consider it their duty to inspect the office, meet the General’s personal military staff, establish the daily routine and complete myriad other tasks that would see the office launch into seamless operation with the minimum of fuss. Emilia approached the piled practicality of the sandbagged entrance at the front of the hotel, mentally decrying the ugly sentry post that appeared as a blot on the face of the Bentleigh’s beautiful façade. She stopped short as she caught sight of the black and silver uniform with its double lightning bolts, the first time she had seen an SS soldier at close quarters. The impenetrable blackness of the uniform lent it a sinister air, its ability to intimidate enhanced by its helmeted wearer who regarded those who passed with a look of haughty disdain. She moved forward and proffered her identity papers and the special SS headquarters pass issued to her by the SD, waiting as the baleful sentry scrutinised papers, pass, and her in turn. Eventually he waved her through and she stepped gratefully into what had been part of the sumptuous hotel lobby, its figured glass fittings and softly elegant Chippendale camelback sofas, its glossy, veined marble floor and subdued lighting creating an atmosphere of timeless elegance. What struck her first was the change in artwork. Gone were the charming paintings of English seaside towns and country villages and the obligatory portrait of King George, medalled and serenely regal. Alpine vistas and images of Hitler and his leadership clique presented visible signs of the arrival of the new order. A prominent portrait of Heinrich Himmler, his rounded face with its tiny eyes behind the circular frames of his pince-nez peering out from under the brim of his gold-braided peaked cap, left the viewer in no doubt as to which arm of the Reich occupied this particular building.


Emilia eyed the portraits of Hitler and Himmler in turn with carefully concealed distaste as she strode towards the stairs, conscious that, as mere office staff, the hotel’s elaborate, wrought-iron cage lift would be off-limits. She reached the fourth floor and entered the office through a pair of polished wooden doors, their soft sheen gleaming in the diffused light. A broad passage led to the end, with windowed doors punctuating its length on the left-hand side and a heavier door at the end of the wall on the right. The first door opened to an airy office, its single desk dominated by a heavy black Olivetti typewriter in what was a pleasant room with slatted light spilling from a rear window fitted with venetian blinds.


She slipped off her overcoat and hung it on the branched wooden stand in the corner of the room, also discarding the scarf, hat and gloves that had protected her from the bone-numbing chill. Curious to see the rest of the office area, she wandered further along the passage. The next office was clearly the realm of the office manager as she could see the marbled fountain pens so beloved of Mr Rothwell and a dog-eared dictionary set precisely at the head of the blotter that sat atop the desk. From there she moved to the third office, large and well-appointed like the manager’s, and also backed by a window that promised a light, sun-filled workspace. This was the secretary’s domain, and several trays were lined up on the desk alongside the obligatory typewriter and telephone, a series of filing cabinets standing in sentinel rows on the far wall.


At the end of the passage, past the heavy polished door on the right which she assumed led to the General’s office and apartment, lay a little kitchenette, artfully hidden by a partitioning wall of featured shelves. Unable to contain her curiosity, she slipped around the edge of the partition to inspect the kitchenette. Like the rest of the office area, it was cleverly designed and included a small sitting area and adjoining bathroom for the secretarial staff. The neatly appointed cupboards of the kitchenette were glass-fronted and filled with silverware and fine china. Of course. Emilia realised immediately that one of the secretary’s tasks would be to serve the General and any visitors tea and refreshments. She caught her breath. Could that mean …? She opened a frosted door beside the cupboards to discover a pantry filled with an assortment of goods she had not seen in such profusion since before the war. Tea in beautifully decorated chinoiserie canisters, coffee — perhaps even real coffee — in a heavy china jar, a tin of shortbread biscuits bearing the Bentleigh crest, sugar — her eyes lit up — sugar! How long since she had seen sugar? Emilia was immediately transported. She smiled dreamily as she opened the tea canister and inhaled the fragrant aroma. Next she prised the lid off the china coffee jar and, again, inhaled deeply. The strong, piquant smell washed through her, almost overwhelming her, prompting images of headier times when this was her daily fare. Perhaps there would be some small perks to working for the SS after all.
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The newly appointed office quickly established a daily routine. Much of the work involved the collation and filing of reports from the various headquarters dotted throughout the Occupied Zone and the occupation administrative offices that now populated the capital. There were also police reports that emanated from the Reichspolice and one of Emilia’s primary tasks was to translate those reports that arrived in English into German for the General’s staff. Occasionally a German report arrived for translation into English for a government branch that had retained its previous structure and, once again, Emilia managed this task. At this point there was little in the way of military movement and the team dealt with the routine administration of an occupying power, albeit the elite arm that was prepared to deal with any form of opposition with a heavy hand.


By the end of the first week, Emilia had compiled a clear picture of precisely where the SS forces were distributed and she knew this was the sort of information Robert Duclos was keen to receive. He had given her a small bottle of invisible ink and some tiny slips of paper, so fine that it was almost the texture of tissue. He had also given her a specially designed code based, quirkily enough, on the names of English writers. He had shown her how to gently take apart the back binding of a hardback volume using a scalpel and slide the tiny slips of tissue paper into the miniscule gap between the woven fabric mull that reinforced the spine and the solid form of the spine itself. The top and bottom of the spine could then be glued back into place, leaving the book intact and displaying no sign of interference. Even someone pressing the book flat — a mortal sin to Robert Duclos — would not dislodge the notes from the spine at the back. It was a well-designed system and Duclos planned to maintain it, at least for the first few months, although the code itself would change on a regular basis. He was not prepared to use the same code indefinitely.


Emilia duly handed over her book on Friday evening at the end of the first week, passing it to the bookseller in front of several other customers, asking him airily whether he could find more books ‘like this one’ for her.


‘Certainly, Miss,’ he assured her politely, asking her to call back the following Thursday when the order would be ready. She thanked him and left, aware that the transaction had followed precisely the format she had used over the past few weeks to order books. Their groundwork had paid off.
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Oskar Voigt was pleased with the refurbishment, with his elegant apartment and with the obvious efficiency of the English secretarial staff Feliks Holst had been tasked to find. He tapped the flanks of the magnificent chestnut hunter he was riding courtesy of an obliging English aristocrat. Perhaps the only disadvantage was that his secretary, while gracious, efficient and refined, was somewhat older than he would have liked and nowhere near as pretty. His opposite number at Kriegsmarine headquarters in Admiralty House, Admiral Kempe, had a very pretty blonde secretary who had quickly become his mistress and Voigt had begun to appreciate just what a difference a little feminine company could make. Still, it was early days, and he toyed with tasking the resourceful Captain Holst to make some discreet enquiries. If Kempe’s experience was any indication there were certainly English girls who were ready to embrace the new regime, so to speak.


His ride over, Voigt bathed and was dressed for late afternoon cocktails by his valet. He descended the richly carpeted staircase with its elaborately carved balustrade and moved towards the ornate drawing room, its dripping chandeliers dazzling beacons at the end of a journey through pastel-walled terrain. As he traversed the classically elegant landscape of the grand old house, he eyed the glorious paintings and tapestries that filled its walls, aware that a number of these magnificent works were in danger of being requisitioned for occupation offices by the very men who were being ‘wined and dined’ by the house’s aristocratic owners, as Kempe had put it. Amused by the irony, he milled, glass in hand, chatted and circulated, eventually finding himself parked next to the oily General Hartmann of the Wehrmacht. Voigt recalled his first meeting with Hartmann as rather frosty and decided that this was not conducive to a smooth working relationship. He admitted to himself, albeit grudgingly that, at some point, he might need the cooperation of the Wehrmacht, especially if the English turned out to be as rebellious as reputed, and he preferred not to have to grovel to this man. He set out to mend fences, fixing a broad beam to his face and advancing on Hartmann with hand extended.
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It was early the following week that the police reports began to arrive. Emilia studied them with sharpened focus. The British police superintendent at the head of the Reichspolice worked directly to General Voigt as his security chief. The initial reports required translating and were passed to Emilia who began work with much anticipation. Weapons caches had been discovered and the police read this as a sign that some form of subversive activity was planned. The report was signed by Superintendent Brendan O’Connor. Emilia paused a moment; the name was familiar. She thought hard. An image rose up before her: a tall, broad-shouldered youth of Irish parentage, older than Emilia, studying at Cambridge a few years ahead of her, stalwart of the rugby club and a member of the boozy, carousing set. Now she remembered — she had run into O’Connor almost literally in the rooms of Professor Brandt, head of the German Department. The vision sharpened to reveal a darkly handsome young man with a head of unruly black curls and deep-set brown eyes. Emilia now knew why she remembered this particular young man. Professor Brandt, perennially courteous, had introduced them and, while Emilia had smiled shyly, O’Connor had turned a pair of brooding eyes towards her in a rapid glance before turning away. Emilia had long smarted at his rudeness. So the rude young man had joined the police force and, if his position was any indication, he had done rather well. Clearly courtesy was less important in the world of the constabulary — or perhaps someone had taught him some manners. She suppressed a smile.


Later that week O’Connor himself came to visit. The headquarters seemed to attract visitors on a regular basis, all of whom trod the passage that led past the bustling secretarial offices before turning right towards the polished oaken door. Miss Miller had been busy showing them into the General’s office, all the while compiling a little list for future reference. The tall, solid figure in the heavy overcoat and grey fedora hat stood out from a long line of uniformed visitors and Emilia looked up with interest, catching a glimpse of a dark head through the windowed door as he moved in step with Captain Holst. An hour later he emerged, this time deep in conversation with Colonel Morser, and this time he passed her office more slowly. Emilia peered over her typewriter, careful to keep her head lowered lest he glance towards her. Deep brown eyes and finely sculpted features under dark curls — yes, that was him.
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Emilia met Robert Duclos on Thursday evening for a glass of sherry, keen to talk to him before she took over the secretary’s position the following week. Was that still the plan? He nodded but provided no explanation. She sighed internally and decided not to ask. But she was prepared to question him over the police reports she had translated and summarised for him, handing them to him tucked away in a copy of  Gulliver’s Travels. She ventured a query.


‘So, you’ll pass information from the police reports to your organisation,’ she probed.


‘Yes. While the police are working for the Germans we need to know where they are and what they are doing.’


There it was, the perfect dilemma. In seeking to gather information on the Germans, Emilia and the secretarial staff were also collecting information on their fellow countrymen, some of whom had no choice but to cooperate with the conqueror. She wondered where Brendan O’Connor stood. He had looked grim as he passed her office, striding in time with the heavy-browed Morser. Was that the result of a difficult position or merely his habitual look? No matter, the simple truth was that his reports would now also be read by the very men he had been tasked to hunt. She realised that Robert Duclos was scrutinising her closely as she pondered the position of the Reichspolice. She returned what she hoped was a businesslike look. Sentiment had no place in her current world. O’Connor was perfectly capable of looking after himself.


Friday saw Miss Miller quietly hand over to Emilia in preparation for the coming week. Emilia continued to wonder at the reason for the change, but Duclos had remained typically tight-lipped. Emilia felt the need to apologise to Miss Miller, concerned she would feel that this implied some flaw in her performance. But Rose Miller’s soft features folded into a smile.


‘I don’t mind, my dear,’ she responded gently, ‘in fact it may be rather a godsend. The secretary’s job is quite a lot of work and I’m not getting any younger. It will be a relief to hand over to someone young and capable like you, Miss Shaw.’


And the General? How had Miss Miller found dealing with him?


‘Oh, he’s very courteous in a rather Germanic way,’ she whispered with a wink, ‘but I really had so little to do with him. I just served the tea and took all my other instructions from Colonel Morser or Captain Holst.’ She smiled wryly. ‘The General may well be an SS monster, but I saw no evidence of that, so I’m quite sure you’re safe.’


Emilia beamed softly with relief.


‘Thank goodness,’ she told the older lady, ‘I’m not much good at dealing with monsters, I’ve only withering glares and cutting remarks in the armoury.’




CHAPTER 5
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A penchant for repartee


So it was that, armed only with her wits, Emilia prepared to enter the lion’s den. That Monday morning she trod a careful path through the damaged streetscape to the office as usual, grateful that the bitterly cold, driving rain of the previous few days had given way to clear skies and bright sunshine. With some luck the weather would begin to warm a little with the worst of the winter now behind them. She noted the gradual signs of a return to normality that dotted the streets of the city, the lorries and vans, the scarlet omnibuses operated by London Transport, the cyclists and pedestrians. Private cars were still few in number, the odd car that passed her clearly pressed into service by the invader. She traversed the now-familiar checkpoints with their surly occupants, picking her way past the rubble of demolished buildings and crossing the road to avoid two leather-coated men who had pulled up in a sinister black car further along the street. Gestapo, she decided, her heart beating faster as she automatically quickened her pace while attempting to appear calm and unhurried.


She passed the fortified sentry post at the front of the Bentleigh with just a slight pause, the stolid, po-faced young men now used to the English office staff who criss-crossed the front of their sandbagged position on a daily basis. She mounted the stairs, entered the passage and greeted Mr Rothwell, moving directly to what had been Miss Miller’s office. She stood for a moment, rearranging the few items that punctuated the surface of the desk as if to stake her claim. Mr Rothwell poked his head through the doorway.


‘Ready?’ he asked with a tentative smile.


‘Ready,’ replied Emilia, wearing a cautious smile of her own. She glanced at the General’s diary, noting that Superintendent O’Connor was scheduled to arrive in the next few minutes. Good. She was keen to see if he remembered her, prepared to wager a small fortune that he would not. She set off to brew the General’s morning cup of tea and add a cup for his security chief. Surely he would be pleased to reap the spoils of the General’s teatime largesse.


Brendan O’Connor’s driver dropped him at the front of what had been one of London’s most exclusive hotels, now draped in the obligatory victory banners. He grimaced as he flashed his Reichspolice pass to the automaton in the sandbagged sentry post and strode through the marbled lobby of the ornate building, heading for the stairs. He preferred to climb several flights of stairs rather than risk having to share the lift with a member of the occupying forces. It was bad enough that he was forced to work for them. His mood darkened as he pondered his fate. He had been appalled at the prospect of working for an SS general and had immediately offered the Police Commissioner his resignation. But the older man had regarded him with wiser eyes, thrust the resignation back at O’Connor and caught his gaze, telling him simply to do his job and bide his time.


‘I need a good, loyal man there, O’Connor, one who won’t forget who he is really working for.’ O’Connor had heaved a mental sigh, set his jaw and reluctantly accepted his fate.


Life had dealt with O’Connor harshly since the Blitz when he had lost his wife and a good number of friends. He had tried to transfer to the army, suffering an acute sense of helplessness as the bombs had rained down, apparently with impunity. But he had been told in no uncertain terms that he was far more valuable as a policeman. His country needed him to stay precisely where he was. O’Connor had remonstrated, argued, pulled strings and called in favours, all to no avail. Ultimately he had indeed remained precisely where he was, seething with quiet rage as his country was invaded. He had watched as London, like Paris before it, was declared an open city, handed to the Police Commissioner and the retired Home Guard general whose unenviable task it had been to greet the invader. They had saved the city, but its salvation had come at an unthinkable cost. While London had been saved, the country had been lost.


And now, O’Connor told himself furiously, he was at the beck and call of the SS, Hitler’s bloodhounds. Even the Gestapo was considered marginally less brutal than the SS. While the Gestapo showed little mercy to its victims, the SS showed none at all. And it was now O’Connor’s task to hand Englishmen over to these brutes simply for standing up to the occupiers. Now more than ever he wished he had been permitted to fight — to fight and die for his country rather than watch it crushed under the heel of the jackbooted invader.


O’Connor was shown into the General’s office by the dapper office manager, Mr Rothwell, the epitome of an Englishman in O’Connor’s books which boasted a substantial Irish heritage. He greeted the General in English, although he knew full well that Voigt preferred to speak German in his office. But O’Connor’s Irish dander was up and his rebellious streak had risen to the fore. Be damned if he would start the day speaking German. Besides, he knew the General spoke excellent English, having studied at Oxford during his undergraduate years.


If the General was peeved by O’Connor’s English greeting, he gave no sign, apparently content to converse in English. They settled into the quilted Chesterfield armchairs at the front of the General’s office, the square-jawed Morser circling like a sheepdog. O’Connor grunted inwardly. How that man irritated him with his obsequious attention to the General’s every need. He looked away in disgust, grateful when the door opened and the General’s secretary appeared with a tea tray ... except that this was not the General’s usual secretary, a sweet older lady with a rather grandmotherly disposition. This woman was young, slender and strikingly beautiful. He glanced across at her and the General followed his eyes. Oskar Voigt found himself staring into a pair of fine grey eyes, clear against snowy white skin, soft pink lips wearing an expression of polite indifference — cool and courteous. He was transfixed. He watched as she set the tray carefully on the table.


‘May I pour your tea, Sir?’ she asked in crisp German. A long second passed. O’Connor glanced at the General and back again at the young woman.


‘Where’s Miss Miller?’ asked the General in a state of mild confusion.


‘I’m afraid Miss Miller is indisposed. I’m Miss Shaw from the translations office. I’ll be looking after you until she returns.’ A slight pause ensued. ‘Shall I pour for you, Sir?’


The General recovered himself.


‘Yes, thank you.’


Emilia poured the tea, conscious of his eyes on her.


‘Cream?’


‘Yes … thank you.’


‘Sugar?’


‘No.’


She passed him the cup and turned to O’Connor.


‘May I pour for you, Superintendent?’ she offered him the same cool look, courteous but indifferent.


‘No thank you, Miss Shaw, I can help myself.’


‘As you wish.’


She turned and retraced her steps, slipping out the door without a backward glance. The General watched her go.


‘Some of your English girls are very beautiful, O’Connor,’ he murmured.


‘That one certainly is,’ replied the policeman with a vague sense of foreboding.


An hour later, with the meeting concluded, O’Connor emerged from the General’s office and encountered Emilia in the passage. He stopped and regarded her seriously.


‘Be careful, Miss Shaw,’ he murmured.


She returned his look with one of equal gravity.


‘Thank you, Superintendent, I will.’


He continued to regard her, the dark eyes now narrowed slightly.


‘Best hope Miss Miller recovers quickly or you may find the General unwilling to relinquish you. German generals like pretty secretaries, they enjoy boasting to their colleagues about them.’


Emilia inclined her head graciously and handed him his coat and hat. He paused again before deciding to add a further cautionary note.


‘SS generals in particular are used to getting what they want, Miss Shaw. If it is refused, they will simply take it. You’d best be prepared.’


‘I can manage, Superintendent.’


‘Oh can you now?’ he replied immediately in his soft Irish brogue. ‘Or perhaps it’s that you think you can.’ He paused, his brow crinkled in frustration. ‘You know Miss Shaw, overconfidence is the greatest problem I encounter in those trying to stay out of trouble given this country’s current … predicament.’ He dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘Your country does not remember what it’s like to be invaded, mine does.’


Emilia had now decided he was over-dramatising the situation.


‘Oh, so should I try to be a little more frightened, Superintendent?’ she asked, a sardonic edge to her voice.


‘If it meant you’d be more wary, yes you should. You might just live longer.’


Emilia was quietly jolted out of her hubris.


‘Do you really mean that?’


‘Yes I do. The more frightened you are, the more care you take — you’d do well to remember that.’


He threw her a hard look and headed down the passage and out the double doors, his footsteps echoing hollowly on the stone staircase. The meeting had not improved his mood and his brief exchange with Emilia had served only to deepen a growing sense of unease. Damn her breezy overconfidence. And damn the circumstances that had brought her into the General’s orbit. If he was not very much mistaken, that particular young woman would need to watch her step around her employer lest she be expected to do more for him than simply type his translations.


Emilia was initially disconcerted by O’Connor’s words, but quickly dismissed them as designed to shock her from what he labelled her complacency. She considered herself far from complacent, believing instead that she was mentally well prepared for her role as secretary to the General. She had carefully studied the biographical notes Miss Miller had compiled for her, determined to learn as much as she could about the man she would now interact with on a daily basis. She watched the doors close behind the irate security chief and turned back to the polished oak door, tapped and let herself into the General’s office where she began to clear the cups from his morning meeting. He looked up from his desk and watched her closely.


‘You speak excellent German,’ he remarked.


She stopped and regarded him, swallowing her nervousness.


‘Thank you, Sir, you speak excellent English.’


He continued to study her as she returned to her task.


‘Where did you learn your German?’


‘I lived in Cologne for two years.’


‘And did you also study?’


‘Yes, Sir.’ Emilia paused again before turning back to the questioner. ‘And did you enjoy your time at Oxford?’


He raised an eyebrow and smiled thinly.


‘I did.’


She nodded and turned to go, balancing the tray as she opened the door.


In the passage outside she ran into Colonel Morser who clicked his heels and bowed courteously.


‘Ah, Miss Shaw, I presume, I’m Colonel Morser. Mr Rothwell told me of poor Miss Miller’s illness. Thank you for stepping into the breach.’


Emilia smiled graciously. 


‘Of course, Colonel.’


Morser continued on his way into the General’s office.


‘Morser!’ the General barked, clearly peeved, ‘fetch me Miss Shaw’s file.’ Morser returned an apologetic look and disappeared back through the door, only to reappear a moment later clutching a buff-coloured file.


An hour later, Emilia knocked on the General’s door.


‘Sir, General Hartmann’s office has called to ask for an appointment. You could fit him in at two o’clock this afternoon — would that suit?’


Voigt thought for a moment. He knew exactly what Hartmann wanted and was inclined to fob him off. But in the spirit of a new and more cooperative relationship with the Wehrmacht, he acquiesced reluctantly.


‘Very well then, I’ll see Hartmann after lunch,’ he murmured, swallowing his irritation. ‘Oh, Miss Shaw,’ he called to her, catching her before she could disappear, ‘did you come across Superintendent O’Connor while you were at Cambridge?’


She paused mid-flight and turned back to him, surveying him coolly, but betraying none of the surprise he had hoped to see register in the grey eyes.


‘Fleetingly, Sir, but I never really knew him and he certainly wouldn’t remember me.’


She turned again and this time made good her escape, leaving him mired in thought. She closed the door carefully and shivered a little. So he had read her file.


General Hartmann arrived slightly late for his afternoon appointment to be greeted by an anxious Captain Holst, the young man well aware that his general regarded tardiness as a significant sin. Hartmann smiled smugly at the fretful young officer and refused to be hurried. He enjoyed keeping Voigt waiting. It provided some indication of the contempt in which he held the so-called elite of the Führer’s armies. In the passage that led to the General’s office, however, Hartmann came to a sudden halt, ignoring the now-frantic officer who fairly danced with agitation, and turning his attention instead to Voigt’s secretary who came to greet him. The greying, genteel lady who had ushered him in last time had been transformed. The woman who now waited to announce him was young, shapely and very pretty. He cast an admiring eye over her. He could not imagine where Voigt had found such a captivating creature. How unfortunate that he had got to her first, no doubt already pressuring her to share his bed.
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