
        
            
                
            
        

    
Praise for Soraya M. Lane

‘With stunning imagery, historical detail, and a clever plot, The London Girls is a book not to be missed. I couldn’t put it down!’

—Andie Newton

‘Soraya M. Lane brings history to life in ways that take readers into the heart of some of the most frightening, challenging, and inspiring WWII experiences. Unputdownable!’

—Patricia Sands

‘Under a Sky of Memories is a thrilling novel full of suspense, intrigue, and romance . . . Highly recommended for fans of World War II fiction.’

—Historical Novel Society

‘I became so easily immersed in Soraya’s poignant, vibrant, visual story, The Secrets We Left Behind . . . I loved this novel!’

—Carol Mason

‘The London Girls is one of those stories that grabs you by the heart and doesn’t let go until long after you’ve turned the last page.’

—Barbara Davis


[image: Half-title page: The Pianist’s Wife.]


Other Titles by Soraya M. Lane:

The Berlin Sisters

The Secret Midwife

The London Girls

Under a Sky of Memories

The Secrets We Left Behind

The Last Correspondent

The Girls of Pearl Harbor

The Spitfire Girls

Hearts of Resistance

Wives of War

Voyage of the Heart


[image: Title page: The Pianist’s Wife. Soraya M. Lane. Logo: Lake Union Publishing.]


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Text copyright © 2025 by Soraya M. Lane

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.

Published by Lake Union Publishing, Seattle

www.apub.com

Amazon, the Amazon logo, and Lake Union Publishing are trademarks of Amazon.com, Inc., or its affiliates.

ISBN-13: 9781662523175

eISBN: 9781662523182

Cover design by The Brewster Project

Cover images: © RikoBest / Shutterstock; © Design Pics Inc © Peeradon Warithkorasuth / Alamy Stock Photo; © Abigail Miles / Arcangel

[image: Accessibility certification badge: circular, light-brown design with the words Global Certified Accessible and Benetech inside.]


For my mother, Maureen. Thank you for being my biggest fan!


Contents

Chapter One: New York, 2006

Chapter Two: Germany, 1935 Amira

Chapter Three: Six Months Later

Chapter Four: Berlin, 1939 Three Years Later

Chapter Five

Chapter Six: Berlin, 1943 Four Years Later

Chapter Seven: Seven Months Later

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four: Fred

Chapter Twenty-Five: Amira

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven: Fred

Chapter Twenty-Eight: Amira

Chapter Twenty-Nine: New York, 2006

Chapter Thirty: Buchenwald Concentration Camp Amira

Chapter Thirty-One: Berlin, Christmas 1944 Gisele

Chapter Thirty-Two: Amira

Chapter Thirty-Three: Gisele

Chapter Thirty-Four: Amira

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine: Berlin, April 1945

Chapter Forty: New York, 2006

Chapter Forty-One

Epilogue: New York, 2007

Author’s Note

Acknowledgements

Preview: The Berlin Sisters

Chapter One: The Ministry of Propaganda & Enlightenment Berlin, Germany 23 December 1943

About the Author

Follow the Author on Amazon


Chapter One 

New York, 2006

Amira lifted her gaze and caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror across the room. She barely recognised the white-haired reflection looking back at her; the lines around her eyes, the narrowness of her shoulders, they seemed to belong to another. She still expected to see the thick dark hair and plump skin of her youth, but instead there was an elderly lady blinking back at her.

She turned away when the young woman beside her spoke.

‘Amira, are you ready?’ Madison asked.

Amira cleared her throat, reaching for the glass of water on the nightstand and taking a small sip. ‘I am.’

‘Is it okay if I record our interview? So I can listen to it later?’

She looked at the little machine Madison was gesturing at, her finger hovering over the button, imagining her words being played back at a later date. She hoped her voice wouldn’t sound as shaky as it felt.

‘Yes, I give permission for you to record me.’

Madison nodded and pressed down. ‘Well then, let’s begin,’ she said with a warm smile. ‘Amira, tonight you’ve been honoured for your work raising money for underprivileged and orphaned children in New York. I know you and your husband have both been very private about your joint philanthropic endeavours until now, so I very much appreciate the opportunity to speak with you.’

Amira nodded and instinctively reached out a hand to her husband’s. It was warm, his skin almost feathery it was so thin, and she kept hold as she replied to Madison. When she’d agreed to the interview, her only condition was that it had to be conducted at his bedside – she didn’t want to do it alone.

‘Is there a reason you decided to open up about your work now, after all this time?’

‘My greatest concern,’ Amira said, ‘is that if we don’t speak now, if I don’t speak now, then we may miss the opportunity to encourage others to step forward and follow in our footsteps. I believe that everyone is capable of making a difference in the lives of others, be it with donations or the giving of time, and I hope that in sharing my story with you, I may be able to influence others.’

Madison nodded, her pen poised above a little leather-bound notebook, taking notes even though she was recording their interview. Amira had thought about her answer to that question all day, preparing herself for what she intended on saying, but as she spoke she realised she sounded over-rehearsed.

‘From what I understand, you grew up in a village in Germany and lived in Berlin during the war,’ Madison said, ‘which is where your passion for helping children began.’

Amira sighed. It wasn’t that she hadn’t expected to be asked, but hearing someone say those words after all these years . . . it made her feel as if she were somehow back there, as if she were still the little girl holding her father’s hand, believing that somehow, everything would be alright.

‘Can you explain to me what it was like to live in Germany, during those tumultuous years? And how that shaped the woman you are today?’

‘That time in my life, it’s almost indescribable,’ Amira replied. ‘Berlin during the war and even before, it was a place full of hate and terror, but now I look back, I suppose it was also a place just like any other. Not everyone experienced such hardship as I did.’

She reached out and took another sip of water, reluctantly letting go of her husband’s hand, and when she looked up, she saw that Madison was waiting, leaning forward in anticipation of her continuing.

‘In many ways, life in Berlin went on as normal, particularly for those families with what the Nazis considered pure German bloodlines, and most especially those who exemplified what the party stood for, but for others, it was a reign of terror that felt as if it would never end. For the marginalised . . .’

‘But what was it like for you personally, Amira?’ Madison asked. ‘Could you share your own experience with me?’

‘Well,’ Amira said, her voice cracking slightly as she spoke, ‘if I did, it would be a very long story.’

Madison’s smile was kind as she leaned back in her seat, appearing to make herself comfortable. ‘It just so happens that I have all day, if you’re willing to share it with me, of course. I would very much like to hear as much of your story as you’re willing to tell. It’s why I’m here, after all.’

Amira’s gaze found its way to her husband’s face, as it so often did when she sat beside him, and she wished he would simply open his eyes, that he could be part of telling their story with her. But she knew that likely wouldn’t happen, not now.

I think it’s time, my love. After all these years, I think it’s finally time that I told our story. Because if not now, then when? I only wish you could open your eyes and tell me that you give me your blessing.

‘For me,’ Amira finally said, looking up as a wave of nostalgia passed through her body, ‘life in Germany changed in 1935, when I realised that the country I loved had a reason not to love me anymore.’


Chapter Two 

Germany, 1935

Amira

‘I don’t understand,’ Amira said, her hands shaking. She made them into balls at her sides as she looked up at her teacher, her fingernails digging into her palms.

‘I’m sorry, but the decision has been made.’

‘But why can I stay and they can’t?’ Amira asked. ‘What makes me any different from them? It’s not fair that they had to go home!’

Her teacher looked away, as if she couldn’t bear to meet Amira’s gaze. Tears filled Amira’s eyes and she quickly brushed at her cheeks when she felt the first of many begin to fall, not wanting to appear weak in front of anyone at school, least of all her teacher. But she’d just watched a Jewish girl from her class and a handful of others from different classes being lined up in the quad outside and sent home, no longer welcome at school.

‘Amira, you’re different because only your mother is Jewish. Your father is German, which means that you are allowed to stay, for now. But I don’t know for how much longer. You’ll just have to wait and see, like everyone else, but in the meantime be grateful that you’re still here.’

Amira blinked back at her, a shiver running through her body as she began to understand what was happening. She looked over her shoulder and saw some of her classmates whispering, their hands held up to cover their mouths, heads bent together. She doubted any of them had even known her mother was Jewish until she’d been singled out with the other mixed-race children that day. She’d gone from being a student just like them, to being the object of their ridicule.

‘So one day you might tell me that I can no longer attend school, too?’ she asked, horrified that she was in trouble for something she couldn’t help. ‘Even though I have the best grades in the class? How will I be a teacher one day if I cannot come to school?’

‘Please, Amira, there is nothing I can do about it. The rules are the rules,’ her teacher said. ‘We shall have to wait and see what orders we receive, but it seems, for now at least, that we can only have a certain number of Jewish students, and our principal has decided he would prefer those Jews to be only half-bloods.’

She was left standing there when her teacher turned and walked away, but Amira didn’t move. Not immediately. She’d just witnessed some of her classmates, some of the smartest children she knew, being sent home less than an hour earlier, supposedly never to return. And now she’d been told she wasn’t guaranteed an ongoing place at school anymore, either.

A hand fell over her shoulder and squeezed, and she turned to find Gisele standing there, her eyes wide.

‘What did she say?’ Gisele whispered, her long blonde plait falling over her shoulder.

‘That there are limits on the number of Jewish children allowed at schools and universities all over Germany now,’ Amira whispered back.

‘But what about you?’

‘It’s because my father isn’t Jewish. I don’t think anyone knows how they are going to treat us, because we’re half German. She just said I shall have to wait and see.’

Gisele nodded and tucked her arm firmly through Amira’s, turning them both around and steering her back to their desks. The other pupils all went silent as she walked past, most avoiding eye contact with her as if they were embarrassed and a few giving her sympathetic smiles. But it was a small group of boys who caught her attention, with one of them whispering something that made them all erupt into laughter.

‘I don’t understand what’s happening,’ Amira said as she and Gisele sat side by side, and their teacher took her place at the front of the classroom and reprimanded the students for making too much noise. The teacher didn’t go so far as to tell them off for their unkindness though.

Gisele’s face was tightly drawn in a way that Amira had never seen before, but she’d never in her entire life felt so grateful for her best friend. Without her, she would have been hopelessly alone.

As their teacher turned to write on the board, Gisele slipped her a piece of paper, which Amira tucked on to her lap and read, careful to be sure that no one was watching.

It won’t last for long. No one will allow this to continue. It’s madness.

Amira placed the note on her textbook and scribbled back.

What if it does though? What if I can’t come to school anymore? What will I do?

Gisele wrote straight away when Amira passed it to her.

Your papa wouldn’t allow it. He’ll be at school tomorrow morning demanding you stay here, along with all the other parents whose children were sent home. They won’t stand for it.

A shuffle of fear ran the length of Amira’s spine. She wasn’t so certain that would be the case; that Jewish parents would even be allowed on the school grounds anymore, let alone into the principal’s office. She’d heard her parents arguing late at night when they thought she was asleep; had seen the silent, almost pained way they looked at each other over the dinner table some evenings. Her mother was scared, and Amira had seen it reflected in her gaze – the way she held her a little tighter now whenever they hugged, the way she said goodbye to her each morning almost as if it could be their final parting. It was as if she’d known all this was coming, as if she’d been preparing for the worst. There weren’t many Jewish families in their community and no others that she knew of with only one Jewish parent, and her mother didn’t practise her faith, but until recently she’d always lit her candles on Friday evenings. She’d called it her little reminder of her childhood, a tradition her mother had held close to her heart. Now, they were packed away and never spoken of, and Amira knew how much that must hurt her mother.

Gisele passed her another note.

I don’t care what anyone says. I will fight for you because you’re my best friend. I will always fight for you.

Gisele had only just turned thirteen, and she was one of the smallest girls in their class, but Amira had no doubt that her friend would do as she said. It was one of the reasons they were friends; because on her first day of school, as a nervous, shy five-year-old, Amira had been left in tears when an older boy had stolen her lunch and left her starving. Gisele had thrown a punch at the boy with surprising accuracy and come straight over to sit with her, halving her lunch with Amira, their legs swinging from the bench seat as they spent the rest of the recess eating and talking. They’d been best friends ever since, and no boys had ever bothered her again. Except for today in class.

But even Amira couldn’t have imagined what Gisele would do next, what would happen next.

Every day for as long as Amira could remember, she’d walked home with Gisele. They always took the long way intentionally, dragging their feet so they could spend longer together, never running out of things to talk about, especially on sunny days. But after today, she wondered if they would ever be allowed to walk together again. If they did, it would have to be the fastest route possible, but she doubted Gisele’s parents would permit it. She’d been invited into their home many times during their friendship, but lately she’d noticed the way Gisele’s mother watched her and Amira no longer felt comfortable going inside.

‘There’s the little Jew girl,’ one of the boys from school called, the very same one who’d whispered in class about her. ‘Dirty little Jew girl,’ he said in a sing-song voice.

‘She’s only half Jew,’ one of the other boys said, looking down at his shoes and kicking his toes into the dirt.

Another boy looked away, and Amira at least felt heartened that they weren’t all so cruel. Before all this she’d always liked the boys in her class; only a few weeks earlier she and Gisele had giggled about which of the boys they’d like to marry one day.

‘She’s still a filthy Jew,’ the first boy said, his voice as high as Amira’s, but the words were said with the confidence of a man.

Amira grabbed hold of Gisele’s hand to quickly pull her along, scared of what was about to happen, but Gisele didn’t move. Amira saw that her face had turned a deep shade of red, her anger palpable. And just like that very first day in the playground, Amira knew something was about to happen. Only, this time, she wished it wouldn’t.

‘Come on,’ Amira insisted, trying to tug her. ‘Just keep walking, don’t even look at them. It doesn’t matter.’

But they didn’t move away fast enough. One of the boys threw an apple at Amira, which she saw just in time to duck away from it, but she didn’t move quickly enough to avoid the plum that followed and hit her square on the forehead. It didn’t hurt so much as embarrass her, especially when she reached to touch the spot and found some of the fruit’s flesh smeared against her skin.

What she couldn’t understand was why they were being so cruel. These were children she’d known for years, boys who’d never have been brave enough to behave in such a way before. When they’d been younger she’d even gone to their birthday parties and raced with them in the playground at lunchtime. But with the hatred of the new political party seeming to surge through every German household in the city, they suddenly felt they could behave differently.

‘Her mama’s a dirty Jew,’ called the same boy, who managed to convince the others to start chanting with him.

Amira swallowed, the words leaving her with a writhing stomach that made her want to be sick. Even if she’d wanted to, she couldn’t speak.

‘What did you say?’ Gisele asked, letting go of Amira’s hand.

‘Gisele, please—’ Amira pleaded, whispering to her friend, but it was too late. Gisele was marching towards them.

In that moment, as she realised what was about to happen, Amira swelled with pride at the same time as wishing she could stop it. This wasn’t the same as when her friend had shared her lunch, or held her hand and sat with her when some of the other girls were being mean.

This was going to change everything.

Gisele covered the ground between them quickly and swiftly swiped an ice-cream cone from one of the boys’ hands, dumping it on his head so that it dripped through his hair, before he even realised what was going on. Unfortunately, neither did the next boy, who was left reeling after Gisele pulled back her arm and threw a punch into his nose that left him bleeding all down his shirt and howling in pain.

As if satisfied with the way the remaining boys ran away, Gisele turned back to Amira and smiled triumphantly, holding out her arm for Amira to loop her hand through, as if nothing had happened in the first place.

‘I wouldn’t worry about them anymore,’ Gisele said, as if she’d simply given them a telling-off.

‘You shouldn’t have done that,’ Amira whispered, clinging to her friend as she looked over her shoulder to make sure the boys weren’t following them. Gisele might be brave, but Amira was frightened, wondering what they’d do next time now that Gisele had aggravated them. What they’d do to her if they found her alone. She had to be careful, that was what her papa had said. She was supposed to keep her head down and stay out of trouble, no matter what, because he said that the Jewish people were being blamed for everything that was wrong with German society. It was different for Gisele, and as much as Amira wanted to believe her, she knew that it wasn’t Gisele who’d get into trouble for what had happened.

‘I just did what any decent friend would do,’ Gisele said, but Amira heard the tremor in her voice, as if she was just beginning to realise the severity of what she’d done.

‘What if you’re not allowed to see me again?’ Amira whispered. ‘When your parents find out what you’ve done for me . . .’

‘They won’t find out,’ Gisele said. ‘Those cowards aren’t going to tell them that a girl gave one of them a bloody nose. Imagine one of their fathers hearing that!’

‘But what if . . .’ Amira’s voice trailed away. She didn’t want to think about any other what ifs. Gisele thought things would be better now, but they wouldn’t be. Nothing was ever going to be the same again. Amira was never going to be asked to dances or have the chance to dress up in pretty clothes and have fun with friends, because no one was going to want her near them. These boys had made it clear that they couldn’t even stand looking at her, let alone being friends with her ever again.

They walked the rest of the way in silence, stopping only to wash Gisele’s hand in a little stream near their houses so that her parents wouldn’t notice. Amira carefully wiped away the smear of blood and used her uniform to dry it, and Gisele did the same to get rid of the fruit stain on Amira’s forehead, their walk taking them much longer than it should have, almost as if neither of them wanted to go home. But when they rounded the corner to the street they both lived on, it seemed that Gisele had been wrong about the boys being too embarrassed to tell anyone.

Gisele’s mother was standing by the mailbox with another woman, waiting for them, and the boy Gisele had punched was standing beside them, a handkerchief held up to cover the blood. If it were any other day, Amira would have rolled her eyes and they would have likely giggled about what a cry-baby he was, but not today. There was something very different about today than any other day she’d lived through before.

‘Oh no,’ Gisele whispered, and for the very first time, Amira felt her friend’s fear.

‘What are we going to do?’ Amira asked, as they stopped on the other side of the road, seeing the furious expression on Gisele’s mother’s face when she beckoned for her daughter. Her hair was swept into a dramatic up-do, her dress as fashionable as her home, which was the largest on the block. She was certainly not a woman who was going to let her daughter play with a troublesome Jewish girl.

‘Go home, Amira,’ Gisele whispered, letting go of her. ‘It’ll be fine. I promise. I’ll tell her what happened and explain everything, that it was all just a misunderstanding. That it was my fault, not yours.’ She smiled, as if it were nothing. ‘As soon as she hears me practise the flute, she’ll calm down. She always does when she sees me doing something ladylike.’ Gisele rolled her eyes, before adding, ‘Or hopefully my brother did something terrible at school today which will distract her attention.’

Amira nodded and stood for a moment longer as Gisele crossed the street, watching her go. But even when she turned to walk away, she couldn’t help but hear the two women talking.

‘You can’t let her be friends with a girl like that, not anymore. You know what her mother is, don’t you?’

Amira wrapped her arms around herself, wishing she hadn’t heard the next part; wishing that they’d whispered and at least tried to pretend they didn’t want her to hear. But of course niceties had disappeared with the announcement of the Nuremberg Laws.

‘She might only be a half Jew, but I don’t think it matters. They’re all the same, and we’ll be going to the school and telling them that we expect her to be expelled immediately, especially after what she made your daughter do today. You just can’t trust them, and violence can never be tolerated.’

‘I couldn’t agree more. If I have it my way, Gisele won’t even be setting eyes on her again, let alone spending time with her.’

Amira ran the rest of the way home, her eyes burning with tears that only fell faster when her mother caught her in her arms as she stumbled through the front door.

‘Amira! Slow down. What’s wrong?’

‘I’m fine,’ she said, quickly wiping at her eyes. ‘I just—’

She looked up at her mother and felt like the little girl who’d had her lunch stolen as a five-year-old, all over again.

‘It doesn’t look like everything is fine,’ her mother said, drawing her in and holding her close. ‘Tell me what happened.’

Amira shut her eyes and let her mother hold her.

‘They hate me,’ she eventually said. ‘Mama, they hate everyone like us.’

Her mother was silent. She rubbed Amira’s back in small, comforting circles, her lips whispering against her daughter’s hair when she bent down to hold her.

‘They are being influenced by a monster of a man, that’s all,’ her mother murmured. ‘But this will pass. No one will allow this to continue, your father won’t allow us to be treated like this. We just have to wait.’

‘You truly believe that it won’t last?’

‘Yes, my love, I truly believe that this will pass, we just have to be patient.’

Amira nodded, but when her mother tucked her fingers beneath her chin and lifted her face, she knew that something else was wrong. Her mother had been crying too, her eyes red and her skin blotchy; she simply hadn’t noticed when she’d come racing through the door.

‘Amira, I know this is going to be hard for you to hear, but I have something to tell you.’

She let her mother take her hand and guide her to the kitchen table, sitting down beside her in the afternoon sunshine as it streamed in through the window. She wondered, while she sat with her small hand in her mother’s slightly larger one, whether anything could be worse than the day she’d just had.

How wrong she was to think that.

‘I went to see the doctor today,’ her mother said, gently; too gently. ‘Unfortunately I received some bad news.’

Amira gulped, and she felt as if her heart were about to hammer through her body. Part of her wished to run away right then and there, so that she didn’t have to hear the bad news that she knew was coming; but instead she stayed deadly still.

‘I’m sick, my love. I don’t know how bad it will become, but the doctor, he—’ Her mother’s voice wavered, and Amira threw her arms around her mother’s shoulders and hugged her tighter than she’d ever hugged anyone in her life before.

‘I love you, Mama,’ she said, closing her eyes and pretending that her mother wasn’t sick, that she hadn’t just been about to tell her something terrible.

To her great relief, her mother chose not to continue speaking.

‘I love you, too, Amira. With all my heart.’

Mama is going to be fine. She has to be.


Chapter Three 

Six Months Later

Amira stood beside her father, her palm pressed tightly to his as she stood at the graveside and stared at the coffin being lowered into the ground. There was a small group gathered, people who’d offered friendship and kindness to her family despite what was happening throughout Germany, and a few more who were there to support her father. At first, Amira had been permitted to keep attending school because her father was German, because all they cared about was that she had at least one parent and two grandparents who weren’t Jewish, but eventually she’d stopped of her own accord and stayed home to help care for her mother. She no longer even felt like that girl who’d stood before her teacher all those months ago – she’d had to grow up almost overnight and learn to look after her family.

It was almost impossible to believe that her mother was gone now. In the beginning, they’d pretended as if nothing was happening, as if they could just ignore her illness and press on. There had been so much hate all around them, Jews being turned away from stores or being spat at on the streets, people no longer making eye contact with those they knew weren’t pure Germans, which meant that at home they’d tried to maintain a facade of normality until the very end, especially when it was just the three of them. It felt like eyes were burning into her back when she went to the store sometimes, and she was only grateful that her mother wasn’t leaving the house anymore, so she didn’t know how bad things had become.

Some of their neighbours had continued to support them, leaving meals on their doorstep or sending small bunches of flowers, and Gisele had continued to defy her mother, dropping by with little bunches of hand-picked flowers and tales of what was happening at school.

‘It’s time to go,’ her father said, his face drawn as he placed a hand on Amira’s shoulder. ‘It’s time to thank everyone for coming and then go home. I don’t want to draw any more attention to us than we already have.’ They’d purposely kept the service as short as possible, with no mention of her mother’s Jewish heritage, but her father had ensured she was buried the day after passing as a small nod to the religion she’d been brought up with.

‘But I don’t want to leave her yet,’ she found herself whispering, hurt that he could even think of going. He gave her an agonised glance. ‘Can’t we stay a little longer?’

‘We can come back at dusk, once it’s just the two of us. But for now, I don’t want to draw any more attention to us.’

Amira stared down at the simple wooden casket one last time and remembered the pretty lilac-coloured dress they’d buried her mother in, imagining that she was going to be waiting for them at home wearing it, her hair loose about her shoulders as she waved to them from the door. She would never forget the way her father had gazed at her mother when she was wearing it only three years earlier, before the sickness and everything else; the way they’d once danced around the living room in each other’s arms, as if they hadn’t a care in the world.

‘Amira!’

Gisele? She’d barely turned when her friend flung her arms around her, holding her so tightly that Amira could hardly breathe. She’d never felt so relieved to see anybody.

Her father left her side to shake hands with someone and thank them for coming, which gave her the chance to hurry off with Gisele without him noticing. When they reached the edge of the gravestones they began to run, only stopping when they could hide behind the trees, out of sight of those gathered.

‘I didn’t think you’d be able to make it,’ Amira said, slightly out of breath as they sat down on the grass. ‘Does your mother know where you are?’

Gisele shook her head. ‘She thinks I’m meeting friends from my Jungmädelbund group.’

Amira toyed with the edge of her skirt, before finally looking up. ‘I miss her already. She’s only just gone and I already miss her so much. I don’t know what we’ll do without her.’

Gisele reached for her hand and wrapped it in both of hers. They’d seen each other as much as they could since everything had changed, but now that Amira wasn’t allowed to attend the same school as her, and with Gisele’s parents forbidding her from going to Amira’s house or inviting her to theirs, it had been difficult. But they’d taken to writing notes and hiding them for each other, and secretly planning to meet sometimes in the early evening when they knew they wouldn’t be caught. And now, as they sat together, they didn’t need to say a word to know what the other was thinking. It was the way their friendship had always been.

Voices alerted them to the fact they were no longer alone, and they huddled tightly against the tree, their backs pressed against the rough bark to make sure no one could see them. Amira had often wished to be invisible over the past year, and never more so than today when she heard what the two women were saying; women who’d been friends with her mother at some point, or so she’d thought. Women who’d come over for tea, who’d been perfectly happy to sit in her mother’s front room and sip from their finest china, until one day when they’d suddenly stopped coming.

‘If you ask me, that poor family will be better off now, don’t you think?’

‘She was nice enough before we knew better, but to think she was living so close to us!’

‘I dare say that Güntha will be on the lookout for a proper German wife now.’

‘He must have been sick to the stomach knowing what his wife was, but he wouldn’t have wanted to break his vows and end the marriage.’

‘I don’t know if any German woman will be keen on the daughter though, so he might find it hard to meet someone new.’

‘What are they calling them now? The mixed-breed ones like his girl?’

Gisele shook her head and placed her hands over Amira’s ears. But Amira pushed Gisele’s hands away. As painful as it was, it wasn’t new to her. In the beginning it had been only a few mean boys, but now no one seemed to try to hide how they were feeling.

‘They’re calling them Mischlinge,’ the woman said, her voice hushed as if by even saying the word she was making herself dirty. ‘But no one knows if she’s a first-degree or second-degree one. It all depends on how many Jewish grandparents they have as to how bad they are.’

‘Well, thank goodness they’re not letting any of them go to our school anymore! It’s the only decent thing to do.’

The two girls sat in silence until the women were long gone, the pain of their words still lingering.

‘My mother was always the first to help them,’ Amira said. ‘When they had a new baby or someone was sick, she was always the first neighbour to cook meals and send baking over. It’s like they just forgot all of that.’

‘I don’t understand what’s happened to everyone,’ Gisele whispered. ‘It’s like they’ve all gone mad. Even my parents, it’s like they just woke up one morning and changed. They say the most horrible things, things I would never want you to hear. My mother’s the worst, it’s like all she cares about is being seen as this perfect party member.’ Gisele shook her head. ‘All she seems to think about is how to make the right friends and be invited to the right houses. It makes me sick.’

‘I just want to be normal again,’ Amira whispered. ‘I just want to go back to school again and walk down the street to get an ice cream without feeling like everyone is staring at me.’

Gisele wiped her nose with the back of her hand and sat up straighter. ‘Well, I don’t care what anyone says. I will always be your friend.’

‘I don’t want you to get in trouble for me,’ Amira said, sniffing back her tears. ‘If someone told your mother you were still seeing me . . .’

Gisele shook her head. ‘I don’t care what she says. I will always protect you, and when we’re older, my parents won’t be able to tell me what to do. I don’t believe what they’re saying about the Jews and I never will. It’s all a lie.’

‘But what if it never changes? What if I can’t go back to school? What if I never get to be a teacher or get married?’ What if something worse happens?

‘That’s still going to happen, Amira, I’ll make sure of it,’ Gisele said. ‘Remember when we used to dream of moving to the city? You were going to become a teacher and I was going to become a famous musician? We were going to go to dances every weekend and do whatever we wanted?’

‘I remember.’ Of course she remembered. And Amira didn’t want to doubt her; Gisele had been loyal to her when everyone else had turned their backs, but she knew there was nothing Gisele could do to make sure she could still experience those things. It was as if everyone had forgotten that they’d once had Jewish friends, that they’d once all been the same. Until they suddenly weren’t.

She thought of the way her mother had touched her cheek, even in the last weeks, her palm cool against Amira’s face. This cannot go on for much longer, my love, her mother had told her. Everyone will come to their senses. There is no basis for this cruelty, we just have to hold our heads high, stay strong, and pray that it will all be over soon.

‘I have to go,’ Gisele said. ‘But I’ll see you again soon, I promise. I’ll hide a note for you in the garden, by the roses.’

‘If it becomes too dangerous, if you don’t want to be seen with me . . .’

‘Don’t say that.’

Amira gave her a quick hug, standing up with her and watching as she darted away. She waited until Gisele was out of sight before going back to find her father, who seemed relieved to see her. He placed his hand on her arm and she felt it shaking as he led her away; her poor father, who’d always done his best to look after his wife and daughter. She was only grateful he hadn’t heard what those awful women had said.

She hated the way these people treated her father, as if he’d somehow been tricked into marrying her mother, as if she’d been a monster that he was finally rid of. Amira only wished they’d seen the way he’d held her mother as she cried from her pain, the way he’d touched water to her lips when they’d been dry and cracked, as he’d sat with her until she passed. Her father had told her mother before she died that she was an angel, and that was what Amira wanted to remember. He loved her and Amira more than anything, that much was obvious.

But for some reason, the only words circling her mind now were the ugly ones those awful women had muttered as they’d passed her, not knowing that she was hidden in the long grass behind the trees, listening. And she was left wondering if they’d have even cared if they’d seen her, or whether they would have just kept on talking as if she didn’t exist.
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Amira woke to the noise of something falling. She sat up and rubbed at her eyes, realising that she must have fallen asleep on the armchair when they got home after the funeral. They’d both been exhausted afterwards, her father pouring himself a drink and staring out of the window in silence as she’d tried her best not to cry. They’d both been so tired, not just from the funeral but from the past few months of seeing her mother slip away before their eyes, and her father’s tenseness had been obvious in how quiet he’d been.

She stood and brushed down the creases in her skirt, before going to look for him. She would need to start dinner soon, a job that had fallen to her when her mother had taken ill, but she took comfort in the fact it was something she could do for him.

Amira walked down the hall and stopped at her parents’ bedroom, seeing a pile of her mother’s clothes and other belongings at the foot of the bed. It was then she realised what he was doing, and her heart plunged.

She went up behind him and placed a hand on his shoulder, feeling him jump beneath her touch.

‘Do we have to do this so soon?’ she asked. ‘Can’t we wait?’

‘No, we can’t,’ he said, and when he turned she saw tears in his eyes. It was the first time she’d seen him cry since her mother had passed. ‘I could feel it at the funeral, Amira. Things are getting worse by the day.’

She stood by as he hurriedly stuffed things into bags, stunned into silence as she watched her mother’s things disappearing. It was awful, like she was being erased.

‘It doesn’t feel right,’ she said. ‘Not today.’ Not on any day.

‘I have to,’ he said, and when he looked up at her again, she saw a frightened man. And it unnerved her more than anything, realising that her father was scared – he was only a slight man but he’d always seemed so strong to her, so capable, until now. ‘It’s the only way, Amira. We have to erase all evidence of her from our lives. It’s the only way I can keep you safe. It’s the only way I can keep you alive.’

‘Not everything, please,’ she whispered, collapsing to her knees beside him as he dropped a framed photo into a bag. ‘Please let me keep something. Surely we don’t have to get rid of everything?’

He paused for a moment, glancing around the room. It was strange being with him like this – in the past, she’d have never sat quietly on her own with him, just the two of them. Amira and her mother had been joined at the hip, and she’d often sat on the bed and talked to her mother as she did her hair or make-up, watching her in the mirror. But she’d never sat in the bedroom with just her father before.

She watched as he reluctantly reached for the bottle of perfume her mother had kept on her nightstand, holding it out to her instead of adding it to the rest of her belongings.

‘Take this and use it sparingly,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to do this, Amira, but I don’t see any other way. This is what she would have wanted. I promised her that I would do everything I could to save you, that I would stop at nothing to keep you alive. The only other things we’ll keep is her jewellery, because we never know when we might need to have valuables to trade.’

Amira nodded, trying her very best not to cry, but when he turned away she ran quickly into her bedroom, taking a photograph of the three of them from beside her bed and quickly prising it from the frame so he couldn’t take it. She reluctantly folded it in half and tucked it inside her skirt so that her father wouldn’t see it.

What if I forget what she looks like? What if one day I can’t remember her face without looking at a picture? There was no way she was going to let him erase everything. She couldn’t.

‘Amira?’

She went back into her parents’ bedroom, glancing at the bed that her mother had still been sleeping in until the very end. Her father sat down and she went to him, sitting beside him and immediately dropping her head to his shoulder. She knew that he wasn’t a beast, that he was only behaving in this way to try to protect her, but it was still hard not to cry, seeing him throwing away all of her mother’s things.

‘Amira, we’re going to leave here and move to the city,’ he said. ‘We mustn’t tell anyone about your mother or about your grandparents, do you understand? This is to be our secret. This life, we have to pretend as if it didn’t exist once we leave, that she was never Jewish.’

She nodded, biting down hard on her lip to stop herself from crying. Amira understood why – it was impossible to live in Germany and not understand that everyone hated Jews now – but it still made her heart ache. Amira’s mother might not have practised her religion after she married, but Amira still felt that she would have been upset to think of her heritage being lost entirely.

‘Your mother was stronger than I ever was, Amira,’ he said. ‘She defied her father’s wishes by marrying me, but we were in love and she refused to let anyone tell her what to do. She always knew just what to say or how to go about something.’ He sighed and rubbed at his eyes. ‘I’m trying to be more like her, to do what she would in the same situation, and I know that she would do whatever was necessary to keep you safe.’

Amira nodded her acceptance, not used to seeing her father look so broken. But he was right, her mother wouldn’t care about belongings if it meant them both being safe.

‘But we have to be careful, and we have to be clever,’ he said. ‘I’m going to make myself indispensable to the party, to keep you safe. Now that your mother has gone, you’re everything in the world to me, and that’s why I’ve already made false documentation for you. Once we’ve left here, no one will know you’re Jewish, and we have to promise not to talk about our past life, not to let anyone find out about your mother. Do you understand? We will be anonymous there, in a way we can never be in a smaller town.’

Amira nodded, her lower lip trembling as she tried to comprehend what he was saying.

‘These papers will save your life, Amira, but we still have to be careful,’ he said. ‘We will tell everyone that your mother died when you were just a girl, that I have raised you on my own. There is no reason for anyone to be suspicious of our story, not if we’re careful, not if there’s no one around us who knew us before.’ He paused and looked her in the eye. ‘I’ve forged your papers myself so they are the best they can be, but there will always be risks. I want to make you understand that.’

She nodded, not sure if she did understand or not. All she truly knew was that everything was changing, and not in ways she wanted. How was she going to live without her mother? She loved her father, but it wasn’t the same as having her mother to guide her, or coming home to her mother’s hugs and the smell of her cooking clinging to the air, and she no longer understood what the future held. Was she to be a prisoner in their own home so that no one ever discovered her, or would her new identity mean that she could pretend she was someone else and go back to school? That she still might grow up to be a teacher?

Her father’s arm went around her and she held on to him, crying with him as his shoulders sagged and his body shuddered. He loved her mama, she knew that, but if he told her that they had to keep a secret, then keep a secret she would.

But she’d also made a promise to Gisele, and she couldn’t just leave without telling her.

‘Papa, my friend, Gisele,’ she said, wiping at her eyes. ‘I—’

‘She’s not your true friend, Amira,’ he said, cutting her off, as if she’d said something truly alarming. ‘No one who knows who you are is your friend anymore. You have to forget about everyone you knew before, because they cannot be trusted. Do I make myself clear? The only way we can be sure to keep you safe, for this all to work, is if we leave everything and everyone behind.’

‘But Papa, Gisele is different, she—’

‘She isn’t different, Amira,’ he snapped, his tone making her recoil. ‘They’re all the same. You need to understand that.’

But you’re not like that, Papa. Is it so hard to believe that Gisele is as kind-hearted as you are?

‘Amira, if you want to stay alive, you will do as I say. Do you understand? We are leaving this life behind, and you are to forget all about your friends. You will make new friends in Berlin.’ He sighed. ‘It will be a fresh start, for both of us.’

Amira swallowed and looked her father in the eye. ‘Yes, Papa. I understand.’

But for the very first time in her life, she had lied to her father. Because she had no intention of ever forgetting about Gisele. She was her best friend and she always would be, no matter what.


Chapter Four 

Berlin, 1939

Three Years Later

Amira greeted her father at the door, taking his coat for him and pressing a kiss to his cold cheek.

‘You were home before dark?’ he asked.

‘Yes, Papa,’ she replied. ‘Dinner is ready and waiting, I’ve been home for an hour or more.’ As always, she thought. She’d never once come home after curfew or not been waiting for her father when he returned from work, yet every day he asked her the same question when he arrived back at their modest apartment.

‘How was your work today?’

‘It was good,’ she replied. ‘Although I have read the same children’s stories so many times now, I think I could recite them with my eyes closed.’

‘And you’re warm enough there? You don’t need a new coat or—’

‘No, Papa. I don’t need anything.’ She smiled, knowing his worrying was his way of caring. Some days he enquired about how well she had slept or was concerned about whether she needed new shoes, and she’d learned that it was just his way these days. He was either worrying about the state of the world or fretting that his daughter didn’t have what she needed.

‘Some of the other volunteers did mention going to the cinema though,’ she said, regretting the words the moment she’d said them. That is what I need, Papa, to do things with people my own age.

‘Amira,’ he began, his eyes creasing with concern.

‘I know, I have to be careful,’ she said, before he could lecture her on her safety, although sometimes she wondered why they had to be quite so careful, when he’d done such a great job of hiding her true identity. ‘I love my volunteer work, but sometimes I feel like I’m missing out.’ On exploring the city, meeting friends, going to dances and finding out what it’s like to kiss a boy.

‘I know it’s hard for you here,’ he said, his eyes watery as he leaned in to kiss her cheek. ‘But if anything were to happen to you—’

‘It won’t,’ she assured him. ‘Because I have you, and you’ve made certain that I’m safe. Now, come and have dinner.’ She knew the conversation was over then, and it only made her miss her mother more. She would have understood. Even if she’d had to keep Amira hidden away at home, she’d have been able to talk to her mother about all the things she wished she were doing, all her dreams.

He nodded, but his face was still lined with concern, making her wish she hadn’t said anything. Even as he walked to the table, she couldn’t help but notice the roundness of his shoulders, the way he seemed so aged compared to the man he’d been only a few years earlier. It didn’t matter how many times he pored over her papers at night, trying to find the tiniest of mistakes that someone might detect, or lectured her about the dangers of ever revealing her true self, he still worried.

She stood by their coat rack for a moment and closed her eyes, her back to the hard timber of their front door. Every night she hoped her father might come home and flash her a smile and show her that the man who’d once danced in their living room with her mother was still in there, and yet not once since they’d moved to Berlin had it happened.

In his determination to protect her, he’d done precisely what he’d set out to do and made himself indispensable to the party since they’d arrived, working for the Reich Press Chamber to scour documents each and every day for inconsistencies. He was skilled at detecting forgeries and unoriginal papers, and he’d spent more than a year making his way through the identity papers of editors and journalists all over Germany to ensure they were racially pure. He was looking for Jews and those married to Jews, and his work had taken a heavy toll on his mind, and heart – because he knew that he was sealing the fate of those he found. And it wasn’t that she didn’t understand the toll it took, she just longed to be a teenage girl arguing about regular things with her father, rather than feeling like such a burden to him.

Amira heard her father shuffling about in the kitchen and took a deep breath, straightening her shoulders and fixing a smile. ‘I went to the butcher and managed to get a nice cut of meat for tonight,’ she called out brightly. ‘So we have a casserole and fresh bread for our meal.’

She found him sitting at the kitchen table with a drink in hand, and she quickly took out bowls and ladled the casserole into them, giving him a generous portion.

‘Thank you,’ he said, when she placed his in front of him.

She returned to get the bread, but when she placed it in the middle of the table and sat down, she saw that his head was bowed, almost as if it were too heavy for his neck to hold it up.

‘Papa?’ she said, reaching out to touch his hand.

‘What I’m doing, Amira, it’s taking a piece of my soul,’ he said, his hand trembling beneath hers. ‘Every day when I collate my list of names, of those who are to lose their jobs and be—’

‘Papa, it’s not your fault,’ she said, rising so she could stand behind him, wrapping her arms about his shoulders and pressing her cheek to his. ‘If you weren’t doing it, someone else would be. You’re doing what you have to do.’

‘I’ve heard they’re sending them all away,’ he murmured. ‘I’ve seen them being rounded up into groups, being taken to the train station. But every time I think of hiding some of the doctored papers I find, every time I wonder if I could save the life of just one person by filing their papers with the others and not marking them, I wonder if it’s all a test. If someone will know what I’ve done, if they’ll discover that my work is not thorough.’

‘Where they’re going though, it can’t be so bad, can it?’ she asked. She’d heard some of the other volunteers at the orphanage say that the Jews were being relocated, and it hadn’t sounded terrible.

He sighed, heavily. ‘Amira, I believe it’s every bit as bad as we could imagine. I don’t . . .’

She waited for him to finish, before asking. ‘You don’t what?’

‘I don’t think those people, the ones who are being sent away, will ever come home to their families. They’re being lied to.’

Amira let go of him and stood taller. ‘Don’t say that. We have to believe that everything will get better.’

‘You sound just like her, you know,’ he said, taking his napkin and wiping at his eyes. Amira still held so many little things of her mother’s close to her heart, and she’d known as she’d spoken that they were her mother’s words; words she tried every day to believe in.

‘I know, Papa,’ she said. ‘I know how careful I have to be. You’ve taught me well.’

‘You must learn to be content with what you have, to keep your world small until this is all over.’

‘But would it be so bad for me to try to fit in more?’ she asked. ‘I always have to make up an excuse when the other volunteers make plans for the weekend, and one of the girls even mentioned a bookstore that—’

‘If you need books, tell me and I’ll buy them for you,’ he said, his eyes showing his fear. ‘Anything you need, Amira, you only have to ask.’

She nodded. He didn’t understand what she was trying to tell him. ‘I just want to do something other than cook, clean and volunteer,’ she finally said. ‘I just want to be a normal seventeen-year-old girl.’

‘You know I can’t allow that. We agreed that you would follow the rules, that you would do as little as possible outside of our home.’

She nodded, as she always did, and sat down and picked up her spoon to eat. Obeying her father was second nature to her, but as he looked up she felt her skin flush. The letter in her pocket felt as if it were burning a hole through her dress, and she half expected her father to know it was there and demand to see it.

‘You have to promise me, Amira, that you will never knowingly put yourself in danger. Your papers alone will never be detected, but if someone were to verify your heritage, to go through each part of your family tree to check for inconsistencies . . .’

‘Of course, Papa. I understand.’ They were the words he wanted to hear, and saying them seemed to relax him. ‘Please, let’s enjoy our meal.’

She should have known that her father would never relent and let her do anything social, and all these years she’d done exactly as he asked, except for when it came to her friendship with Gisele.

She’d taken a risk writing to her, but it had been worth it. Gisele was her only friend, and they’d secretly kept in touch since Amira and her father had moved.

And now, Gisele was coming to Berlin to study music, and they were going to see one another. Finally, after all this time, she was going to be reunited with her one true friend. She just had to make sure that her father never found out.
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‘Amira!’

Amira had been sitting on the park bench, arriving early for her meeting with Gisele, and she stood when she heard her friend’s voice. It was deeper somehow, more mature than the last time she’d heard her speak, but the moment she turned and saw her running towards her, it felt as if no time had passed at all.

She had barely walked a few steps before Gisele reached her, throwing her arms around her, engulfing her in expensive-smelling perfume and crushing Amira to her soft blouse.

‘I can’t believe it!’ Gisele’s enthusiasm stifled any awkwardness, and Amira found herself laughing and hugging her back.

‘I can’t either,’ Amira said. ‘And you look so different. All this time, I’ve been imagining you from when I left.’

Gisele was very much a woman now. Her light-brown hair was swept up off her face, and she was wearing make-up, her cheeks blushed a soft pink that matched her lipstick. And her figure had filled out – not as much as Amira’s had, but she was not the skinny girl Amira had left behind, that was for sure.

‘Tell me everything,’ Gisele said. ‘All those letters of not really saying anything, they drove me crazy.’

‘I know, me too,’ Amira said. ‘But I don’t really have anything exciting to tell you. I wish I did, but we’ve had to be so careful since we moved. My father is always telling me to keep my world as small as possible, which means I barely have a life.’

Gisele’s smile hovered into a frown and she took Amira’s hands in hers. ‘I’m sorry, that was so insensitive of me. I just, well, I suppose I’d hoped that when you moved away things would be normal for you. Since no one knows about, well, you know.’

Amira sighed. ‘My father is very protective of me, and I understand why, but sometimes it’s like I can’t breathe for all his worrying. If I wasn’t volunteering at the orphanage, I’d actually go mad.’

‘I don’t know how you do it. I’d never have the patience to be with children all day,’ Gisele said. ‘But it’ll be great practice for when you’re a teacher.’

Amira didn’t tell Gisele that she very much doubted she’d ever be a teacher now. ‘I’m supposed to just play games with them and read books, but I’ve started to teach them little things as best I can. I’ve had the little ones practising the alphabet and the older ones are doing well in their reading and writing.’

‘Well, I’m sure they adore you. Younger children always flocked to you at school, and, well, in a way you must know how they feel.’

They sat for a moment, before Amira looked up at her. ‘I do. I think I feel for them in a different way to all the other volunteers.’

Gisele took her hand and squeezed it, and Amira felt a sense of comfort that she wasn’t sure she’d felt since leaving her hometown.

‘You know, I still think about your mother,’ Gisele said. ‘Sitting in your kitchen and eating her biscuits after school, they’re some of my favourite memories.’

Amira braved a smile, not wanting their conversation to be so sad. Some days she dreamed of the past and wondered how her life might have turned out if things had been different, but mostly she tried not to, because it only made her wish for what she couldn’t have.

Amira’s life might be boring but she doubted that Gisele’s was, and she wanted to live vicariously through her. She wanted to hear about all the exciting things Gisele had been doing.

‘What I’d do to come home and smell her baking one more time,’ Amira said, letting herself imagine it without being sad. ‘But what of you? I want to hear all about what you’ve been doing since you moved to Berlin.’

Gisele was suddenly biting down on her lip, as if she were fighting not to smile. ‘I’ve met a boy,’ she said, squeezing Amira’s hand again. ‘Well, a young man actually. His name is Hans.’

Amira’s heart fell at the news, wishing she was part of Gisele’s world. What she would give to be meeting boys and having fun. All the times they’d whispered about first kisses and dances, she’d imagined they’d be experiencing those firsts together. ‘Tell me all about him. Where did you meet him?’

‘Through a friend,’ she said. ‘We were at a dance and he was there, and the moment he looked at me, I just knew.’

‘Did he ask you to dance?’

‘He did, and then we danced and danced all night until the very last song.’

Amira clapped her hand over her mouth. ‘I’m so jealous! What does he look like?’

‘He’s tall, with dark-blond hair and brown eyes that I could stare into all night.’ Gisele grinned. ‘Do you remember Louis, from our class at school? Because he’s even better-looking than him.’

Amira couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to meet a young man, to have a normal life where she was allowed to go to dances and have fun, instead of hiding away at home. To meet a boy as handsome as Louis Bauer.

‘You know, he has some very handsome friends,’ Gisele said. ‘Maybe one night you could come out with us?’

Amira’s eyes met Gisele’s, and for a moment her heart fluttered in her chest as she imagined it. But at the same time she looked at Gisele’s beautifully tailored, fashionable clothes and wondered how she would ever fit in. Her father insisted on buying her whatever she needed, which had resulted in good-quality but practical clothing. She hadn’t realised quite how practical and unfashionable until she’d seen her friend, though.

‘My father would never let me.’

Gisele leaned in closer, tucking her arm through Amira’s. ‘What if he never found out? My mother knows nothing of Hans, and I have no intention of telling her until things become more serious. Even though I know she’d love him, I like having a secret from her.’ She grinned again. ‘Well, actually, I guess that means I have two secrets I’m keeping from her.’

‘She truly doesn’t know?’

‘She truly doesn’t know,’ Gisele said. ‘One of the reasons I wanted to come here was to get away from her and live my own life. I mean, I love studying music, but I love the independence more.’

Amira’s heart was fair pounding now, and a little voice in her head was becoming louder than the rational part of her brain. If Gisele could keep such things from her mother, then surely she could keep one secret from her father? She closed her eyes and imagined what it would be like to be asked to dance, to giggle with girlfriends and gossip about clothes and boys.

‘What do you say?’ Gisele asked. ‘Do you think you could come to the pictures with us one night?’

‘Yes, the pictures,’ Amira found herself saying. ‘Just something quiet, with not too many people. But I might need your help with a nice dress.’

Gisele smiled. ‘The pictures it is then. And don’t worry, I’ll find you something to wear.’

‘If I don’t go soon, Papa will start searching,’ Amira said, her stomach leaping at the thought of what they’d planned. ‘He likes me to hurry straight home and be waiting for him.’

‘Then go,’ Gisele said. ‘But we’ll see each other again soon, won’t we?’

Amira embraced her. ‘Of course we will. You have handsome young men for me to meet, remember?’

They both laughed, hugging again before Amira hurried off towards home. But unlike most nights, this time she had a spring in her step, and she knew that she’d have to hide her smile before she reached the apartment, or her father would know for certain that she’d been doing something forbidden.


Chapter Five

It took Amira weeks to finally gather the courage to agree to meet Gisele’s friends, content in the meantime to meet Gisele, just the two of them, when they could, and hear all about the exciting things she was doing. She imagined sneaking out and going to watch one of Gisele’s recitals, still remembering how beautifully she played the flute, but they were always in the evening and she didn’t have the nerve.

But that all changed when Gisele told her that she’d arranged a double date and she wouldn’t take no for an answer. And so Amira lied to her father about being needed at the orphanage one Saturday afternoon, and although she almost didn’t go through with it, she couldn’t help but imagine what fun Gisele was having every weekend. And she wanted to have fun too, to just be a young woman for once without the weight of the world on her shoulders. Although, as she fretted about what she was about to do, she tried to tell herself that being worried was just part of her life now – she had a cover story to maintain after all, and hated the thought of anyone asking her questions. Or of Gisele having to mind her words so as not to put her in jeopardy.

As she walked, she knew that the young men she was meeting wouldn’t so much as look at her if they knew the truth, but the moment she saw Gisele in her pretty cream dress waving to her from outside the picture theatre all her worries disappeared as if they’d never existed in the first place.

‘Amira!’ Gisele called, letting go of the arm of the handsome man she’d been clinging to and joining her. ‘I’m so glad you could make it.’

‘I can’t believe I’m here,’ Amira said, breathless as she glanced past Gisele at the two young men waiting for them.

‘The dress is perfect,’ Gisele said, holding out her hand and giving Amira a twirl. ‘I knew it would fit you like a glove.’

Amira beamed back at her, holding her coat over her arm. She’d left the apartment with every button of her coat done up to disguise the pretty navy dress beneath it, one that Gisele had given to her the week before when they’d met at the park, and she felt like a million dollars wearing it.

‘I have something to show you,’ Gisele said, holding up her hand to show a modest diamond ring. ‘We’re getting married!’

‘Oh my gosh, congratulations,’ Amira said, staring at the diamond before looking up at Gisele. Her happiness faltered as she realised just how quickly Gisele’s life was changing, but she quickly fixed her smile. ‘I’m so happy for you. When’s the wedding?’

Gisele had tears in her eyes, and when Amira hugged her, she whispered in her ear. ‘I wish I was asking you to be my bridesmaid, but—’

‘It’s fine. I’m happy for you, Gisele, truly I am,’ she said, ignoring the little flare of jealousy inside of her. ‘Now, introduce me to your fiancé and his friend before I lose my nerve.’

Gisele tucked her arm through Amira’s and marched her over to them. Both men were in uniform, which sent a shiver through Amira, but she forced her worries away. Not all young men in uniform were evil; she knew better than anyone that everyone did what they had to do to stay alive. So instead of doing what her father would have wanted and retreating into her shell, she forced a bright smile and held out her hand as they were introduced.

‘I hear congratulations are in order,’ she said as she shook Hans’ hand.

‘Thank you,’ Hans said, gazing confidently at Gisele in a way that told Amira he was very much in love with her friend. ‘I feel like the luckiest man in the world right now.’

‘Amira, this is Maxi,’ Gisele said, gesturing to the young man standing beside Hans. He had a cheeky smile that was impossible not to return, with light-brown hair that was almost too long and in danger of brushing into his eyes. ‘He and Hans have been friends for years.’

‘I suppose that means you can ask him anything you need to know about me,’ he said with a wink.

Amira fought against the blush that was heating her cheeks as Maxi offered her his arm. He was terribly handsome and she’d never held a young man’s arm before, never stood so close that she could smell a man’s aftershave or feel the giddy wave of nerves at having her skin touch someone of the opposite sex. But right now, all she could think was that it had been worth defying her father. What could possibly go wrong, seeing some friends for the afternoon?

It wasn’t like she was going to marry the man.

Gisele winked at her as she walked past her, and Amira felt the overwhelming urge to laugh. It had been so long since she’d just had fun that she’d forgotten how good it felt. And besides, it wasn’t like she was going to be asked for her identity papers to go to a movie, which meant that she wasn’t really taking a risk at all.

After the movie, the four of them strolled down the hill for ice cream, Gisele still clinging to Hans’ arm as if she might never let go of him, and Maxi and Amira walking with a respectable distance between them.

‘So, tell me about yourself, Amira.’

‘Well,’ she said, stalling for time as she reminded herself that she knew her cover story inside out. She’d been dreaming of being around people her own age for so long, and she refused to let her nerves ruin the afternoon. ‘I volunteer at an orphanage most days.’

‘You like volunteering?’

‘I love it. I’ve always wanted to spend my days with children, and I hope to become a teacher after the war.’ She glanced at him, catching his smile. ‘What about you? Do you have a passion for what you want to do once all this is over?’

‘I planned to be a journalist, actually, but with the war, well, I guess you could say that I’ve had to put my plans on hold for now too, just like you have.’ He grinned. ‘One day our dreams will come true though. We just have to wait it out.’

She was going to tell him that her father was the one verifying the paperwork of German journalists, but thought better of it. And the way he’d mentioned waiting it out made her nervous, almost as if he knew what she was hiding from the world.

‘You know, it would make a good story, the orphanage you work at. I hate to think how many children have lost their parents.’

‘Sometimes I don’t think people want to know about them,’ she said. ‘They don’t like to hear about children who’ve lost both their parents, which makes me more determined to keep helping them.’ She paused, before continuing. ‘I’m actually giving many of them lessons, to make sure they can all read and write.’

‘Or maybe it’s just not the propaganda they want Germans to be reading about,’ Maxi said, before frowning. ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. I’m just a frustrated journalist who would never do very well at being told what I could or couldn’t write. I’m impressed at what you’re doing, truly I am.’

She nodded, not sure what to say next, but a little flutter of hope ignited in her belly. If he was liberal enough to dislike Nazi propaganda, maybe he was more open-minded about other things, too.

When Gisele waved them over to order, Maxi held out his arm.

‘I don’t know why Gisele never mentioned that she had a friend as pretty and lovely as you before,’ he said, leaning in a little closer. ‘Would you come out with us again?’

The flutter of excitement inside of her was quickly extinguished when she realised that there was no way she could say yes.

‘My father is very strict about my social life,’ she said. ‘He, well—’

‘We’re just having ice cream,’ Maxi said with a grin. ‘Besides, I’m going to be sent away soon, so it’s not like I’ll even be here to call on you for much longer.’

Amira bit down on her bottom lip, but went against her better judgement and took his arm anyway. She didn’t have to decide whether to see him again right then and there. He’s right, it’s just one ice cream today. It’s not like we’re going to fall in love in one afternoon.
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In the weeks since meeting Maxi for the first time, Amira had found ways to sneak out of the house as often as possible leading up to his posting overseas at the end of the month. Her father would have been furious if he found out, with his worry increasing by the day about the state of Berlin, but the more she experienced Gisele’s world, the harder it was to stay hidden away. Maxi made her laugh, he was kind and attentive in a way she’d never experienced before, and all she wanted was to spend every moment that she could in his company. For the first time, she’d been able to confess her passion for teaching to someone other than Gisele, and to dream about a future that was a lot brighter than the one she’d been imagining for so long. He was impossibly attentive, recounting his favourite childhood books and asking earnestly about what she liked to read, and it was as if everything she’d missed out on all these years had been forgotten.

‘Amira, I’m worried about your volunteer work,’ her father said, the book he’d been reading open in his lap. ‘I’m wondering if you would be best staying at home rather than leaving the house each day. The situation is getting worse with every passing week.’

She’d been standing by the window, looking out and feeling no less than a bird locked in a cage, and his words only intensified the feeling.

‘I can’t stay completely hidden from the world,’ she replied, without turning around, pressing her forehead to the cool glass. They’d had this conversation before, and she said the same thing she’d pointed out the last time, well versed by now in how to reassure him. ‘Young people are expected to serve, work or volunteer. It would be more suspicious if I did nothing.’

He made a sound in his throat that told her he understood.

‘Staying hidden like this is stifling though,’ she found herself saying. It was even more stifling when she heard Gisele talk about her expanding social life, not to mention planning a wedding. A wedding that Amira wouldn’t be able to attend for fear of Gisele’s mother recognising her. ‘I know you’re worried about me, but would it be so dangerous for me to accept an invitation from a young man? Or to meet a friend?’

‘What young man?’ he asked, and she could imagine the panicked look on his face without turning. ‘What friends?’

‘I just don’t want to hide for the rest of my life,’ she said, finally facing him. ‘There’s no one in particular, but I do meet people. I’ve turned down invitations that I would have loved to accept, and I know we’ve had this conversation before, but—’

‘Amira, there are Jewish women hiding all over Germany who would love the freedoms you enjoy.’

‘But I’m not Jewish anymore,’ she said, keeping her voice low in case their argument travelled to the adjoining apartment. ‘You’ve made certain that part of my life has been erased. There is no evidence anymore that I’m—’

‘Enough, Amira!’ he said, thumping his fist hard against the chair. ‘I will not discuss this any further with you.’

She took a deep breath, not yet ready to back down from their conversation. ‘Papa, what if I wanted to marry? What if I did meet a young man?’

His eyes widened and she thought they might pop out of their sockets. ‘Amira, please, tell me you haven’t—’

‘It’s a hypothetical question, Papa,’ she said, quickly interrupting him when she saw how scared he was. ‘But I’m a young woman, I have a right to ask, and the more I think about it, the more I think it would help me to stay hidden. Who would suspect me if I were married to a German?’

‘Applying for a marriage certificate means having every part of your heritage scrutinised. It means risking everything I’ve worked so hard to hide.’ He shook his head. ‘You know all this, Amira. You know what happens to those who take risks, who make one misstep and get caught. Please don’t let it be you, I wouldn’t survive it.’

She nodded. It had been foolish to ask, because she’d known what he would say, but the more secret double dates that Gisele arranged for the four of them, the more she’d started to think about the future, especially when she thought forward to Maxi’s return. And the more confident she became in her ability to hide, the more she wanted to live a normal life.

‘You must wait until after the war, Amira. You cannot ever risk your identity being discovered, not if you can help it,’ he said. ‘Promise me. I want you to promise me that you will never do anything so foolish as agree to get married.’

Amira touched her father’s hand, wishing she hadn’t upset him. ‘I promise, Papa. You know I would never do anything to put our lives in danger. It was foolish to ask.’

She kissed the top of his head, pleased to be walking away from him so he didn’t see her tears. Because he was right; she had been foolish to pretend that she was like all the other young women in Berlin. A few fun dates didn’t change anything. Her life was so different to Gisele’s, and it was time she stopped pretending that she was someone she wasn’t. It didn’t matter if Maxi made her feel like nothing else in the world mattered, because it did, and if her father hadn’t forged new documents for her, she would never have even met someone like him. Just like she would never know whether he’d have even looked twice at her if he knew the truth. She didn’t want to imagine the look on his face if she tried to tell him her secret, the awful things he might say, just like those boys from her school when she’d been just a girl.

Maxi had asked to meet her father before he left to fight, but instead she would be telling him that she couldn’t keep seeing him anymore.

She couldn’t see that she had any other choice.


Chapter Six 

Berlin, 1943

Four Years Later

Amira held out her arms to Gisele’s beautiful daughter. Her blonde curls bounced as she ran to her, throwing herself at Amira for a hug. In a world that was fast losing its light, Frieda’s infectious smiles and laughter sometimes felt like the sun itself. Amira knew she would never take their visits for granted. It was especially nice to be around such loved children, when her days were mostly filled with caring for children who’d lost both parents – of which there were an ever-increasing number. It broke her heart, but at the same time made her more determined to help in any way she could.

‘Well, I came to see your mother,’ Amira said with a laugh as she bounced her on her knee. ‘But clearly it was you who wanted to see me!’

Frieda smiled up at Amira, who couldn’t have been happier to receive so much love from the little girl. Her older brother, Archie, was at kindergarten, and her little brother had fallen asleep, which meant she had Amira’s undivided attention. Gisele and Hans had married quickly and started a family even faster, which meant that they had three young children with barely a year between each one.

‘Sometimes I find it hard to believe that you have three children,’ she said to Gisele, who was seated across from her, her sleeping son in her arms. ‘I can’t even begin to imagine what it must be like.’ She regretted the words the moment they came from her mouth; it was such a touchy subject, the fact that Gisele had been able to marry young and have a family, while Amira’s life had essentially been paused due to how careful she had to be.

Gisele looked up and smiled, as if she knew what Amira had meant, stroking her son’s hair from his forehead. ‘I know how lucky I am, but I’m just so tired all the time. Especially with being pregnant again.’

‘Can I help you with anything while I’m here?’ Amira said.

‘Please, just sit and talk to me while Lukas is sleeping. Having you here is such a treat.’ She frowned. ‘You must be anxious about Maxi being sent away again so soon.’

‘It’s all I can think about. I can’t imagine what it’ll be like once he’s gone again, especially with my father away, too.’ Maxi had been posted overseas for much of the past four years, only returning home for six weeks’ leave that was almost over already.

‘He’s still being patient about waiting?’ Gisele asked.

‘As patient as a young man could be. Although I think if he was home on leave for any longer it would become difficult to keep making excuses,’ she said. ‘Sometimes I wish I could just tell him the truth. I’ve been so close to just confessing to him, but . . .’

‘You can’t tell him,’ Gisele said. ‘I have every reason to believe he’d be sympathetic, it’s obvious he loves you, but—’

‘I know,’ Amira said. ‘It’s too much of a risk.’

She was eternally grateful that Gisele had been able to host them so often while Maxi had been home on leave, otherwise she feared that she wouldn’t have seen him at all. And as nervous as she was about being in her apartment alone this month, with her father being sent temporarily to Sachsenhausen, the closest camp to Berlin, to study the papers from incoming prisoners, it had allowed her time to see Maxi.

Her father had promised to return by the end of the month, assuring her that he’d soon be back in Berlin at the Reich Press Chamber, but she was still nervous with him away. They’d never been parted for more than a night or two before, and as much as she’d once moaned about the restrictions he placed on her, she didn’t feel safe with him gone. And her darling Maxi, barely returned from war and being sent off again. She’d tried to break things off with him, but as she’d started to say the words she’d known she couldn’t give him up. And when he’d told her how terrified he was that he might not come home, how desperate he was for her to write to him and give him something to smile about and look forward to, she’d found herself unable to turn him down. Every day since she’d made certain to intercept the mail for fear that her father might discover one of his letters; letters that had only made her fall more and more in love with him.

‘Are you certain you don’t want to stay here with us until your father returns?’ Gisele asked.

‘I’ll be fine, truly I will. I’m just not used to so much time alone.’

‘I’m sure your father will be home soon. They’ll want him back in Berlin as soon as possible,’ Gisele said. ‘I’m the same with Hans; I miss him terribly when he’s gone.’

They sat in silence for a moment, as Frieda climbed down from Amira’s lap and went to play with her toys that were set up on a mat in the corner. Neither of them needed to say why it was different for Gisele, having her husband away. Gisele’s husband was highly ranked within the SS, which meant she was able to maintain the appearance of a perfect German wife bearing babies for the Reich, whereas Amira’s life could hang in the balance if her father didn’t return. With both of the men in her life gone, her safety would be anything but guaranteed. If Hans didn’t come home, it would be devastating for Gisele, but she would still be revered for her contribution to the Reich, not persecuted. Hans had rapidly risen through the ranks of the party since their engagement, and Amira had become more and more nervous around him with every promotion. It was often on the tip of her tongue to ask Gisele about her husband’s beliefs, but she’d never had the courage to and she wasn’t sure if it was because she didn’t want to test Gisele’s loyalty, or if she just truly didn’t want to know the truth. For now, it was still the great unspoken between them.

‘How has everything been for you?’ Gisele suddenly asked, her voice low. ‘You haven’t had any concerns about . . .’ She glanced over at her daughter, as if conscious that she might be listening, even though she was only young. ‘Being discovered?’

Amira shook her head, even as a wave of panic rose in her chest at just the mention of her secret. There wasn’t an hour that went past where she wasn’t fearful for what might come – and the more the situation worsened around her, the more worried she became. ‘For now, everything has been fine.’ For now.

‘Your father is still confident that your papers are watertight?’

She nodded. ‘As confident as anyone could be about falsified documents.’

They both stared at one another, not having to say any more, because they both knew how everything could change, how quickly her life could end. What was happening on the streets of Berlin, the things she was hearing, the violence that happened in the neighbourhoods around hers every day, it was terrifying. She’d been witness to round-ups, knew that entire carriages and cattle cars were being filled with Jewish people, her people, and sent to God only knew where, and every day she wondered if it would be her next, whether something would happen or someone would resurface from her past and uncover that she wasn’t who she was claiming to be.

‘If I’m ever discovered . . .’ Amira whispered, not even wanting to say the words. ‘If anyone starts to ask questions and look into my heritage, or if I think for a moment that someone from my past has shared my secret . . .’

‘They won’t,’ Gisele said, as defiant as ever. Motherhood certainly hadn’t stopped her from being forthright, or from believing that her confidence could save them both. ‘Your father’s work is impeccable, it’s why he’s so valued by the party. No one would dare question someone as high-ranking as him.’

‘But I’m worried that every time I turn Maxi down and ask him to wait until after the war, that he might become suspicious. Sometimes I wonder if it’s more dangerous saying no.’

Gisele shook her head. ‘I think I agree with your father on this one. Having your papers scrutinised for a marriage document is too risky, and besides, there is nothing wrong with asking him to wait.’ She smiled. ‘There is nothing about you or your family that could possibly raise suspicions, so long as your father maintains his role within the party. From what I hear from Hans, he’s indispensable.’

Amira wasn’t so confident. She’d seen the way her father rubbed at his temples each morning as he looked at his reflection in the mirror, not knowing that she was watching; the way he sat until late into the night at their kitchen table, staring into his glass of whisky as if the very weight of the world rested upon his shoulders. She wasn’t naive enough to think she could stay hidden forever; that somehow, someone wouldn’t discover who she was eventually. He’d been careful and his work was impeccable, but the party was ruthless when it came to cross-checking documents and their validity when they wanted to be, and it would only take one person to become suspicious for any reason and decide to go looking. It was the reason he’d forbidden her from marrying, because he knew the scrutiny that went into studying the documents. There would be someone fastidiously checking her family tree and her identity papers if she applied for a marriage licence, and it was a risk that he didn’t want her to take. She might have been prepared to flaunt his rules when she was younger, but her fear had grown deeper over the years until it mirrored her father’s.

‘Gisele, you would never tell Hans, would you?’ Amira asked, as her fears bubbled up inside of her. ‘I know we haven’t spoken of it, about what would happen if he found out, but I’m so scared sometimes I can barely breathe.’

‘No! Of course not,’ Gisele whispered, clasping her hand tightly, just as she had when they’d been girls and Amira had been afraid of the world. ‘You must know by now that I would never betray your secret.’

‘Not even to your husband?’

Gisele shook her head. ‘Not even to my husband. I will never break your trust, Amira. Never, not even for him.’

Boots echoed down the hallway then and both women fell silent as Hans walked into the room, nodding to Amira before going to stand behind his wife.

‘Amira,’ he said. ‘I’m looking forward to our dinner tonight with you and Maxi.’

‘Hello Hans,’ she replied, trying to unsee his SS uniform, conflicted in her thoughts as she reminded herself of the husband he’d always been to her friend, despite the uniform he wore. It was a uniform that made her want to turn and run these days, to scream in protest as she witnessed the violence on the streets, as she saw women dragged by their hair and men beaten with batons. But she was trying her very best to tell herself that not every man wearing it was a monster; or at least that was what she wanted to believe. Not accepting Hans wasn’t an option if she wanted to remain friends with Gisele, even though Amira still found it hard to come to terms with his job or comprehend that the easy-going young man she’d met at the cinema four years ago, and had gone to concerts with to watch Gisele perform, was now a high-ranking party member. But she also knew that the closer she was to a man like Hans, the less anyone would ever suspect her, or so she hoped.

‘Amira, you are well?’ he asked.

‘I am, thank you for asking.’

‘And your father? I trust he’s being kept very busy with his work?’

‘He is very well too, thank you, although I’m looking forward to his return.’ Only he isn’t well, Hans. He is struggling with the violence he’s witnessed against people who are no different than his daughter. He is being eaten alive in the knowledge that his wife would likely have been murdered by now if she’d still been alive, forced to feel grateful that she didn’t have to see what her beloved country has become. That she didn’t have to fret for the life her daughter is being forced to live; that she didn’t end up in the one of the camps he is being forced to work inside of.

But instead of saying all that, she smiled pleasantly back at Hans, who by all accounts seemed very happy to be chatting with his wife and his wife’s best friend. And so long as she ignored the iron grip around her throat whenever she imagined what it would be like if he ever discovered her secret and realised she’d deceived him, all would be fine.

‘Well, I look forward to hosting you and Maxi tonight. It’s a lovely reprieve to be having a dinner party before Maxi ships out again.’

She smiled politely as he nodded to her and pressed a kiss to the top of Gisele’s head, before leaving the room and closing the door behind him. As usual, Amira found herself expelling a large breath the moment he’d gone, no longer on tenterhooks at having to speak to Hans. It was easier seeing Hans when Maxi was there, as the two men talked and the conversation wasn’t directed at her, and she doubted that even Gisele could understand the true depth of her fear at having to pretend she was someone she wasn’t. She had to pretend with Maxi too, but somehow she didn’t have to hold so much of herself back with him.

Even though Amira knew she was as safe as she could be, given her heritage, she still froze sometimes when she stood in line at the store, or walked the streets; the panic that rose inside of her was so great that it almost stole her breath away. And when she saw Hans, she thought of the round-ups that were happening all over Berlin, of the men like him who were in charge of such things. They were what she feared the most: the knock on the door in the middle of the night, the screams from other apartments, the entire families who vanished from a street. She was only ever one investigation away from vanishing alongside them, which meant that her father had to ensure that his work was always perfect, that he was relentless in his ascent within the party.

Tears shone from Gisele’s eyes as she looked up at Amira. ‘Maybe when Maxi leaves, you can lie low for a bit,’ she said. ‘I can see how jumpy you are today.’

‘Do you think Hans noticed?’ Amira stared back at her.

‘No, of course not. But I can sense the change in you,’ she said. ‘I’m sure you’ll feel better as soon as your father is home.’

Amira stood and went to sit with her, pressed to Gisele’s side, and dropped her head to her shoulder.

‘I’ve survived this long, haven’t I?’ Amira murmured, while the child in her friend’s arms stretched and stirred from slumber. ‘Perhaps I need to stop worrying.’

‘This is all going to be over soon anyway,’ Gisele said, as if to convince herself. ‘It has to be. You’ll be studying to be a teacher before you know it. We can’t give up on our dreams.’

Amira had long since given up hope that any of what was happening would ever be over, but she didn’t argue. For what did they have, if they didn’t have hope? Although, so much about their dreams had changed – Gisele had long ago given up music, with motherhood taking over from her previous dreams of being a famous flautist, and as much as Amira still wanted to be a teacher, her biggest dream now was simply to live a full life without hiding who she was.

‘Of course it will,’ she said, thinking of her mother and remembering how resolute she’d been about all of the nonsense being over within months. And yet here they were, all these years later, with Jews being rounded up on the streets and shuttled away in trains to the awful camps. She doubted it was a sight her mother could have ever imagined. ‘And besides, if I ever had to disclose my true identity, if my hand were somehow forced . . .’

Her father had tried to shield her from the truth, but Amira knew the reality of her situation – what would have happened to her if she’d not been so well hidden – and it made her stomach clench as she looked down at little Lukas.

‘There’s something I’ve been thinking about, if I was ever faced with the choice of being sent away or living my life,’ she said, knowing how much Gisele would hate what she was about to say. ‘If I had a voluntary sterilisation, they wouldn’t send me to one of the camps.’

‘No,’ Gisele said, shaking her head as she began to cry. ‘You will not. I won’t allow it. That cannot be something you ever do willingly, not when you’re so amazing with children. Have you seen how my own daughter lights up when you’re around?’

‘But if it saved my life . . .’

‘If you had the sterilisation, then they would know for sure what you are. You would be giving in, not to mention the repercussions for your father. And what if the rules change and suddenly they come looking for you, to send you to the camps anyway? What if you were killed despite doing everything they asked of you?’ Gisele’s eyes swam with tears. ‘Hans has told me that the ultimate victory for our Führer is to exterminate all trace of the Jews, so it’s as if they never existed, so we must do everything we can to keep who you are hidden. You must never admit those papers were forged, no matter what you’re threatened with.’

They both sat in a silence that was deafening, knowing that one day, the choice might be taken from Amira. And it was made even harder by the sight of the beautiful, sleeping child in Gisele’s arms.

‘Your father will keep you safe,’ Gisele said. ‘Trust him, Amira. Just please, trust in him. It will never come to that.’

It’s not him that I don’t trust; it’s everyone else.
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Later that evening, with the children to bed and the four of them sitting around the table, it was easy to pretend that life was as it should be. Amira knew they were only safe because they were protected within the four walls of Gisele’s home, but she was prepared to forget in order to enjoy the night. For it was evenings like these that gave her something to smile about, another memory that she could stitch into the patchwork of happiness in her mind, to draw on when she needed it. In truth, she should have felt protected wherever she was, and there was no reason for anyone to suspect anything, but somehow she still went through life half expecting to have to run at any moment. She worried that she would become too relaxed around Maxi and let something slip, forgetting in the moment that she had to lie to him just as she had to lie to everyone else. But at least with Maxi she could talk about her desire to teach and have children of her own. With him, she at least felt free to dream.

Maxi smiled at her, slipping his arm around her waist at the dinner table. They were seated side by side, and she dropped her head to his shoulder, barely able to imagine that he was leaving, and certainly not accepting that she might not see him again. He’d come to mean everything to her, and despite his being a Wehrmacht soldier and not knowing the truth about her, she loved him. What had started out as the most pleasant distraction had turned into something much deeper, and she knew that they could be happy together if the war ended. He as a journalist and she a teacher, perhaps even moving closer to his family, who lived just outside of Potsdam. He talked about his mother and sister so fondly, and she couldn’t help but imagine what it would be like becoming part of his family and visiting them on holidays, having two women in her life who might one day feel like family to her.

Part of her wondered if she’d ever tell him the truth, her fear of his reaction overwhelming at times, but given his ongoing aversion to propaganda, she was inclined to believe that he was much more liberal than most of his peers.

‘Oh, you two,’ Gisele said with a sigh, reaching for her husband’s hand. ‘Our two lovebirds.’

Hans looked most offended and made a show of kissing his wife, which made Gisele swat at him with her hand, in turn making Amira and Maxi laugh. Maxi was endlessly affectionate, compared to Hans who was far more reserved.

‘My wife complains I don’t give her enough affection, and then she pushes me away like I’m a monster the moment I try!’

They all laughed, and Amira snuggled closer to Maxi, loving the feel of his mouth against her hair, the way he kissed her when she turned her face to him. There was nowhere else they could be like this with each other, but they’d all been friends for a long time, and besides, they only had hours left to spend together before he left. Her father would be livid if he knew of their relationship, but as much as she hated keeping a secret from him, she hadn’t any other choice.

‘I can see us when we’re old and grey, you know,’ Gisele said, leaning into her husband as he put his arms around her, all jokes aside. ‘Perhaps we could retire somewhere with a beach, and the children can all come to visit and swim in the ocean.’

‘The beach sounds perfect to me,’ Maxi said. ‘Trousers rolled up at the ankles, water splashing our feet. It sounds idyllic.’

‘Don’t forget the sunshine,’ Hans said. ‘We would be bathed in it all year around. No more fur coats and freezing cold winters.’

Amira’s eyes met Gisele’s across the table, and although she was smiling, she could see the conflict in her gaze. Gisele might be able to pretend, but they both knew. She knew that there was little chance they’d all make it, and Amira could see her regret. The world Gisele’s husband was fighting for, the future he was fighting for, didn’t include people like her – and even if it did, what were the chances of both him and Maxi even making it until the end? The odds most definitely weren’t in their favour.

‘It sounds like a beautiful dream,’ Amira finally said, when Hans and Maxi stopped laughing and talking, as if realising she hadn’t joined in. ‘I think we all need something to look forward to after the war, so thank you. I shall hold that thought close to my heart while Maxi is away.’

Maxi held her a little closer, and she willingly tucked herself under his arm. But the table was quiet now, and she wished that she had just gone along with the banter, wondered if her words had been tinged with a sadness that she hadn’t intended.

‘We are going to grow old together,’ Gisele said, her eyes shining with tears as she looked at them from across the table. ‘I will not stand for anything less. It’s the four of us, against the world.’

Maxi reached for his glass of wine, and Amira did the same, until all four of them were holding their glasses high.

‘To old age,’ Hans said, his gaze catching Amira’s.

‘To old age,’ Amira repeated, at the same time as Maxi.

They all sipped their wine, before Hans lifted his glass and spoke again.

‘And to Maxi. You’ve only just come home and here we are already farewelling you again.’

Amira took another sip of wine, nodding in agreement, before turning to Maxi and touching her palm gently to his cheek. She stared up at him, committing every inch of his face to memory as he smiled back down at her.

‘I love you,’ she murmured.

Maxi leaned in and pressed a slow, warm kiss to her lips. ‘I love you, too.’

Come home, she silently pleaded. Please, Maxi, make sure you come home to me. I don’t want to live without you.

But if he came home, if they all survived, she would be faced with either telling him the truth or pretending who she really was for the rest of her life; and she didn’t know which option she hated more.

An hour later, after Amira and Gisele had said their goodbyes and Amira had promised to visit her again the following day, they were finally making their way home. Maxi had told her he’d walk with her and see her in, to make certain she was safe in the dark, but they both knew that he wasn’t going to leave, not when he only had hours left in Berlin. With her father away, he had every intention of staying with her; after all, it might well be their last night together in a very, very long time and they’d already spent every night of his leave together so far.

They’d had dinner early to ensure they would be home well before dark – the blackouts made it impossible to navigate the city at night unless the moon was particularly bright. But when they rounded the corner, her arm wrapped around Maxi’s middle as he rubbed her arm to keep her warm, she wished it was dark.

Her heart stuttered in her chest, and her mouth went dry.

There were two Gestapo men outside her apartment block. She could hear the thud of their thick-soled boots, saw the long black trench coats, the distinctive red, black and white swastika on their arms. If ever there were a more terrifying sight, she couldn’t think of one.

‘Maxi,’ she whispered, stopping in her tracks.

He kept hold of her, his arm around her waist as he looked down at her.

‘What’s—’

‘Maxi, we need to turn around,’ she said.

She tried to stop again, panic rising inside of her, but he kept walking.

They’ve come for me. Maxi, don’t you see that they’ve come for me?

‘You’re worried about the Gestapo men?’ he asked. ‘I’m fairly certain they’re not here to see you. Come on, it’s cold out here.’

He kept pushing her to propel her forward, her toes catching on the pavement as he forced her to move.

‘Amira, what are you doing? Come on.’

‘I can’t.’ Her voice was barely a whisper, torn between telling him the truth in that moment so he’d understand, or simply running. ‘Maxi, I can’t.’

‘I’m not sure what you’re afraid of, but they’re in uniform,’ he said. ‘There’s a reason they’re not in plain clothes. If you’re afraid of seeing them rounding up Jews . . .’

Her heart was pounding now, her hands sweaty as she fought not to ball them into fists, a line of moisture even breaking out across her top lip. There was only one reason the Gestapo came into neighbourhoods like theirs, and it was to hunt out the last of the remaining Jews.

‘Is that why you’re so afraid?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t like seeing them.’

Maxi began to walk more stiffly beside her, letting go of her only as they approached the two men, who were now staring at her. She tried to steady herself, tried to hold her head high and keep her shoulders straight, as if it weren’t a terrible surprise to find them waiting. Her breath rasped in and out and she tried to level it.

‘Heil Hitler!’ Maxi said, saluting the two men and waiting for them to do the same.

‘Heil Hitler,’ Amira murmured, finding the words almost impossible to say but realising that the two men were barely even glancing at her now, their attention directed at Maxi. She hoped they weren’t about to ask for their papers, for it would be the first time hers had been properly scrutinised. A curl of sweat left her upper lip and fell to her mouth, her tongue darting out to catch the salty moisture.

‘Oberstleutnant Richter,’ Maxi said, introducing himself and nodding to the two men, who both appeared to be glancing at the lapel of his grey field jacket, which bore his insignia. ‘Can I help you? Is there someone you’re looking for in this apartment block?’

‘We’re looking for the family of SS Standartenführer Schäfer.’

Amira gasped, and Maxi gave her a quick glance, as did the Gestapo men.

‘Güntha Schäfer?’ she asked, her eyes widening as one of the men nodded. ‘You’re looking for the family of Güntha Schäfer?’

‘He is—’ the man started.

‘My father. Güntha is my father,’ Amira said, as her heart began to race all over again.

‘Then please accept our condolences,’ the same man said. ‘We regret to inform you that SS Standartenführer Schäfer was killed serving the Reich. He has made the ultimate sacrifice for our mighty Führer.’

‘Killed?’ Amira gasped. ‘But he was only sent to study documents at Sachsenhausen. How could be possibly have been killed? How . . .’

Maxi took hold of her arm and shook his head to silence her, to remind her of the men she was questioning.

‘I apologise. Women can be very emotional receiving such news, as I’m sure you well know, but I would like to thank you on behalf of the family for making a house call to inform them.’ Maxi glanced at Amira, as if to tell her that he knew what he was doing. ‘May I enquire how such a respected party member was killed?’

‘The building he was staying in was bombed, and he was listed among the deceased.’

‘Bombed?’ she whispered. It can’t be. He was supposed to be coming home, he was only supposed to be gone until the end of the month.

‘Thank you for the information,’ Maxi said, his face impossible to read, whereas Amira was convinced hers was twisted in pain. ‘Will that be all?’

They continued to exchange some pleasantries with Maxi on the street, as she stood, her legs barely holding her up, threatening to collapse beneath her, her scream lodged in her throat as she listened to these men, to her man, making small talk as if they hadn’t just delivered the worst possible news to a person. Pain robbed her of her ability to move, to so much as turn or open her mouth.

‘Heil Hitler!’ they said to one another, and when she realised they’d all turned to her, she let out a weak ‘Heil Hitler’ herself, as tears began to streak down her cheeks.

Maxi held her weight and helped her through the door, supporting her up the stairs and into the apartment as she gasped on tears. Emotion gurgled in her throat while she tried to breathe past the hurt, past the fiercest of pains in her heart.

And when he closed and locked the door behind him, she sank straight to the floor before they had even reached the sofa, her legs buckling when she saw her father’s half-empty bottle of whisky, his strong cologne still lingering in the room.

‘Maxi—’

‘Amira, I’m so sorry,’ he murmured. ‘Tell me what to do. Should I take you back to Gisele?’

She shook her head, her body numb, relieved that she was still alive but devastated to have lost her darling father. All she wanted to do was cling to Maxi for as long as she could.

‘He can’t be gone,’ she cried. ‘He can’t. Maxi, he can’t.’

Maxi wrapped her in his arms, his lips to her hair, his hands flat to her back. ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered. ‘I’m so sorry, Amira.’

‘He was supposed to be home before the end of the month. He wasn’t supposed to be in danger.’

Her breath was hiccupping out of her now, making it almost impossible to fill her lungs. But Maxi gently touched her chin and lifted her face, his eyes swimming with tears of his own.

She leaned into him, her face nestled into his neck, breathing in the scent of him, knowing that come morning, she’d have lost both him and her father. Even if Maxi made it back from the war, for the foreseeable future she’d be all alone, living in a city that hated her, with no one to hide behind.

They sat there on the floor, entwined in each other’s arms, the only sound the clock ticking on the wall, as the minutes turned into hours, and night slowly became morning. Breathing, holding each other, absorbing the feeling of cradling the other in the knowledge that it would soon be over and they might never, ever be together again. He had to leave, and there was nothing either of them could do about it.

‘What will I do? Without my father?’ she eventually whispered. ‘I don’t even know if I’ll be able to stay in this apartment.’

‘We will marry, the moment I return home,’ he said, holding her tightly. ‘We should have eloped when we had the chance, or I should have defied your request and demanded to meet him while he was still alive.’

She nodded against him. If only it were all so simple – that she was marrying for love without fear of what might happen. If only she didn’t have to imagine her darling Maxi finding out the truth and turning her in, or being discovered when her papers were examined.

‘You will marry me when I return, won’t you?’ he asked. ‘Once all this is over?’

‘Of course I will,’ she replied. ‘Nothing would make me happier than to be your wife.’ Four years they’d known each other, and she’d have married him in months if the choice had been hers. Without her father, risking marriage might be her only option.

‘Then we will find a way to marry as soon as we can,’ he eventually whispered back. ‘I love you, Amira, with all my heart. I promise that I’ll look after you.’

But when he reached out to touch her cheek, it was slick with tears. Because no matter what he said, no matter how he felt, neither of them had any idea whether he’d be home in weeks, months, or even years.

The truth is that there is no one left to keep me safe in Berlin. Nothing Maxi could say could soothe her because, come daybreak, she’d be alone.


Chapter Seven 

Seven Months Later

‘Amira,’ Gisele said, propped up in bed with her fourth child – another son – in her arms. Her cheeks were pink, as if an artist had come along and stained the centres. She looked almost angelic sitting there with her blonde hair curling around her face. ‘I’m worried about you. You’ve lost so much weight.’

Amira didn’t know what to say. She wasn’t going to lie to her and say everything was fine, because it wasn’t. Maxi had been gone for seven months now, and she was fast running out of money to support herself. Her father had had money hidden away in their safe for an emergency that she was now using, but she doubted even he had imagined she would be left to fend for herself indefinitely.

Ever since her father had died, she’d been a nervous wreck; it was affecting her in every way possible, especially now that she’d received a notice to vacate their apartment. It was needed for a family and it seemed that, despite her father’s loyalty and dedication to the party and his job, they weren’t concerned about where his daughter would live. And she wasn’t brave enough, or stupid enough, to ask questions and face the scrutiny that might come along with it.

‘Amira? I’m worried about you. I know you must be terribly anxious about Maxi, and after your father—’

‘Everyone has lost weight, it’s nothing, and I’m coping as well as can be,’ she eventually said instead, trying to sound bright and taking the baby from her as he began to stir. Amira carried him around the room, hushing him and rocking him back to sleep, determined to change the subject. ‘You, on the other hand, I can’t believe you have another baby.’ In truth, she wasn’t coping at all. It had been two months since she’d heard from Maxi, and four weeks since he’d officially been reported missing, and some days the worry made it almost impossible to breathe.

‘Well, there’ll be no more after this one! I intend on telling Hans that he will need to stay away from me from now on. It will be separate beds before he knows it.’

They both laughed. ‘It’s wonderful though. I’m so proud of you. You’re an amazing mother.’

Amira stared down at the baby in her arms, wondering whether she too would have been a mother by now if things were different. But she knew instinctively that she would have been. She would have been a teacher until she married, and she would have had a baby just as soon as she could have. She blinked away tears as she rocked the baby, not wanting Gisele to see how emotional she’d become.

When she circled back around to Gisele, she noticed a little booklet sitting on the bedside table. She passed him back to his mother.

‘What’s this?’ she asked, absently picking it up. ‘Instructions for looking after the baby?’

Gisele raised her eyebrows. ‘I could raise this one in my sleep. Besides, there’s no instruction manual for babies, silly.’ She paused and indicated that Amira should sit beside her on the bed. ‘It just so happens that it’s information about the Mother’s Cross of Honour award.’ Amira couldn’t help but notice that Gisele’s cheeks had turned a darker shade of pink again as she spoke. ‘I’ve been nominated to receive a bronze award.’

‘The award for women having huge numbers of babies from the Führer?’ Amira asked.

‘Apparently having four children for the Reich is worthy of recognition.’

She nodded, not sure if Gisele was telling her in order to receive praise, or if she was as horrified by it as Amira was. ‘Well, I suppose congratulations are in order then.’

Gisele swatted at her. ‘Oh, stop it! It’s nothing to be congratulating me for,’ she whispered. ‘And I certainly don’t want congratulations from you.’

‘Well, you have made a lot of babies,’ Amira teased, relieved by her friend’s response. ‘I actually do believe you deserve a medal, just not this particular one.’

‘I’d rather like my husband to give me a big gold medal, or perhaps just a gift for all the sons I’ve bestowed upon him.’

They both laughed again, and Amira opened up the booklet as Gisele began to feed the baby. It felt good to laugh after so many months of sadness – she could barely remember the last time she’d even smiled.

‘When do you receive the award?’ Amira asked.

‘It’s on Mother’s Day, so the second Sunday in May. I’m purposely not telling my mother so she can’t come, but I would selfishly like you to be there just so we can laugh about it together afterwards.’

Amira looked up at her friend, seeing the pleading look in her gaze. She knew how uncomfortable something like this would make Gisele. ‘If you want me to come, then I’ll come. I know you’d do it for me if the situation were reversed.’

‘I hate all this, you know,’ Gisele said with a sigh. ‘I’m so proud of my children and I love being a mother, but I don’t want this.’

‘I know,’ Amira said, relieved to know that her friend hadn’t changed.

Amira ran her eyes over the information in the booklet, settling back as she read it.

‘They truly just want German women to become baby-making machines,’ she muttered. ‘But look, if you have enough babies you might get to have tea with the Führer. Apparently that would be a reward for your dedication.’

Gisele just rolled her eyes when she looked back at her.

‘I thought you would have got to the part by now about me being treated like royalty when I’m out running errands or shopping,’ Gisele said. ‘No more waiting in line at the butcher’s or at the grocery store. I even get the best seats on the bus for my mothering efforts, I shall have you know.’

It was Amira rolling her eyes now, and she was pleased they were making light of it, because otherwise she would have been sick to the stomach. ‘Well, congratulations then. Shall I start calling you Queen Gisele? Or will Mother Gisele suffice?’

There was a noise outside the room, and Gisele touched her arm. ‘All jokes aside, we need to be careful. The midwives and doctors take all this very seriously.’

Amira held up the booklet, pointing to the page she was reading. ‘It says here that you qualify to receive a helper or a nurse in the home now.’

‘I can’t say I mind. It’s busy with four.’

‘Gisele, it clearly states that a helper will be allocated or that a mother can choose her own helper, if she already knows of someone suitable or if someone is already in her employ. This person is supposed to arrive first thing in the morning, and assist with the raising of children throughout the day, or they may live in the house.’ She turned to her. ‘Gisele, I could do this. I could be your helper! It would solve my problem of not having employment, and we both know that Hans would never think to ask for my papers.’

Gisele’s eyes widened. ‘You could live with us too,’ she said. ‘Hans would be thrilled, because you’d be helping me and keeping me company while he’s away. It would stop him from worrying so much.’

‘You wouldn’t mind?’ Amira asked. ‘You would truly be happy for me to work for you?’ She would have to give up her job volunteering at the orphanage, but that time had come anyway. Without paid employment, there was no way she was going to be able to keep a roof over her head or buy groceries.

‘I would love for you to work for us,’ Gisele said, beaming back at her. ‘All this time I’ve wished to do more for you, and the answer has been there in that horrid little book.’

‘And you don’t—’

‘Don’t say it,’ Gisele said.

‘But what if my being with you endangered the children, or put you at risk, or—’

‘Saved your life?’ Gisele asked. ‘Amira, this will keep you well out of harm’s way, and that’s what matters. Don’t start second-guessing a good plan.’

‘No, I should never have said anything. It wouldn’t just be you or me at risk, it would be your entire family. I can’t ask you to do anything that would—’

‘I’m not turning my back on you if there’s something I can do to help,’ Gisele said.

Amira hesitated. ‘If we did this, if I came to help you, you would have to promise me that you’d pretend not to know if anyone came for me. It would be my lie and my lie alone.’

Gisele stared at her for a long moment before finally nodding.

‘And you’re certain that your mother won’t want to come to the ceremony or stay with you?’ Amira asked. ‘I know she lives hours away, but—’

‘You let me handle my mother,’ Gisele said. ‘I promised you when we were just children that I wouldn’t let my mother near you, and I will keep that promise until my very last breath. She’s still caring for my grandmother, so there’s no chance she would come, and certainly not without writing first.’

They both sat in silence for a moment. Amira’s breath sounded loud to her own ears. ‘Well, when would I start?’ she finally asked.

‘I think you should start immediately! Then, when I receive the award, I can make it clear that I already have someone assisting me, and that you’re the daughter of SS Standartenführer Schäfer, who has recently passed away. Why would anyone even think to question us?’

‘You truly think it would work?’ Amira asked, just as the rest of Gisele’s family came bustling through the door to the hospital room.

She looked up at Hans, with a still-little Lukas in his arms, as well as Archie and Frieda who came toddling over to Amira, hugging her around the legs. Hans was dressed in uniform, as always, and Amira looked away, uncomfortable seeing him in it. She tried so hard to pretend otherwise, but it always managed to make her stomach clench just thinking about what it represented and what he might believe in. It was impossible to know whether he was a man doing his duty, or one who believed wholeheartedly in the politics of the party, and she still found herself wondering if Gisele knew, or whether she preferred not to.

‘I know it will work,’ Gisele said over the noise, as she opened her arms to Lukas, who wanted to curl up in the arm that wasn’t filled with the new baby. ‘The award means something, it gives me a voice, or at least a small one, and if it means helping you . . .’

‘Still, I think you should ask Hans first,’ Amira murmured, not realising that he could hear.

‘Ask Hans what?’ he asked, looking between them.

Gisele smiled sweetly at her husband. ‘I shall ask him shortly, but I already know that he’ll say yes. Unless of course he’d like to be the one running around after our children all day?’
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Amira had experienced many unsettling moments in her life; heart-wrenching moments that she’d sometimes wondered if she would ever recover from. But never had she felt so deeply uncomfortable as she did on the second Sunday in May when she travelled with Gisele’s family to see her receive her award. She was relieved that it wasn’t too grand – a practical affair by all accounts, with a stage set up outside a large hall and families gathered in the fresh air. All around were well-dressed women with young children, further surrounded by their extended families to commemorate the mothers who were receiving their special awards. Prizes, for populating the Reich with more and more German children. Pure children. Future soldiers for Hitler and his great army. Amira’s mother would have had something to say about this; she still remembered her whispering to her Jewish friends that they must encourage their daughters to have as many babies as possible, to ensure there was a new generation ready to tell the world the truth, so that it didn’t end with them.

Gisele’s sandy-haired older children were on either side of Amira, holding her hands, with Lukas positioned high in his father’s arms and Gisele cradling her newborn baby, Ben.

They all clapped politely when Gisele crossed the stage and bowed her head, the blue and white ribbon placed around her neck so that the medal hung at the centre of her chest. Amira had noticed that most of the women on the street had altered them and pinned them to their jackets or coats, a badge of honour worn as a soldier would display his military awards, and she imagined that Gisele might do the same with hers. Gisele might be her best friend and the keeper of her secrets, and they might have laughed about the award, but she did wonder if Gisele wasn’t just a little proud of it. She’d given birth to four children after all, and devoted herself to being a wife and mother; it made Amira uncomfortable, but it was the truth. They were still as close as two friends could be, but sometimes the differences between them stretched so wide it quietly terrified her. She couldn’t help but wonder if any of this – marriage, children, celebrating being a mother – was in her future anymore.

Soon Gisele was walking back towards them, having been released from the group she’d been standing with, and Amira watched as the children flocked to her, fascinated with the medal their mother now wore, and clamouring to touch it. Amira tried not to recoil as Frieda ran her little fingers over the swastika in the centre, set on the white centre of the blue and bronze cross, her eyes wide with wonder.

‘Congratulations, Gisele,’ Amira said, watching Hans embrace his wife and kiss her cheek as he congratulated her.

All around them other families were doing the same, and despite knowing better, Amira had the most horrible feeling that everyone was staring at her. That someone, somehow, was questioning who she was and what she was doing with the family. That they’d know she didn’t belong.

Only that morning, she’d stood in the apartment she’d once shared with her father, staring at the modest surroundings and knowing that another family would be moved in by nightfall. All of her belongings had been reduced to two large suitcases and a few smaller bags which, although heart-wrenching, was so much more than what many others had been forced to leave with. And despite trusting in her decision, she’d also devised an emergency plan, carefully sewing her mother’s most precious jewellery into the lining of her best coat, just in case she needed to leave in a hurry. And in her pocket was the last letter she’d received from Maxi, more than two months ago.

Come home, Maxi. Please, whatever you do, just come home.


Chapter Eight

The villa that Gisele and Hans lived in was familiar to Amira – she’d been there countless times to visit her friend after all, as it was within walking distance of her apartment – but arriving with all her possessions and standing at their front door still felt deeply unusual. She lifted her hand to knock, knowing she could have let herself in, but not quite ready to accept that this was her new home. Part of her still expected her father to come back, for it all to have been a misunderstanding, for none of what was happening to be true.

‘Mira!’ Frieda squealed as the door swung open, a big smile lighting up her face as she saw her.

‘Well, it’s wonderful to see you, too,’ Amira said, glancing up at Gisele, who stood behind her daughter.

‘Why do you have all your bags, Mira?’

Amira bent down and smiled at her, looking into her big blue eyes and feeling grateful that at least little Frieda would never know the pain of not being wanted, of society no longer deeming her worthy. ‘Because I’m here to look after you and your brothers, and to help your mama. I’m going to be living here now, remember? And the first thing I’m going to do once I’m all settled in is make a fort with you in your bedroom, so you can have a hideaway from your brothers.’

Frieda grinned, obviously very happy with the suggestion. ‘Is Maxi coming to see us too?’

Amira faltered. ‘No, my love. He’s not home yet, but I’m sure he’ll be coming to visit just as soon as he is.’

‘When will he be home then? Why is it taking so long?’

‘He’s one of our brave Wehrmacht soldiers fighting to protect the Reich,’ Gisele said. ‘Uncle Maxi has a very important job, like all the other young German men. Now go on, find your brother and see what game he’s playing. Give your mama and Amira a moment’s peace.’

Frieda skipped away, seemingly content to obey her mother, which left the two of them standing in the hallway.

‘You don’t think we should have told them?’ Amira asked with a sigh.

‘There’s every chance he could turn up alive, isn’t there?’ Gisele asked. ‘Or at least that’s what I’m telling myself.’

She stood beside Amira and touched her shoulder, and Amira nodded, bravely. ‘Of course. I suppose, after my father, I just . . .’ She didn’t need to say the rest. They both knew. ‘But you’re certain there’s not something that Hans isn’t telling me?’

‘Amira, I’m certain,’ Gisele said, linking their arms. ‘If there had been news, you would have been the first person Hans told. I promise.’

Amira nodded. ‘You’re right, of course you are. I just . . . I wish we knew either way. It’s the not knowing that’s so hard.’

‘I know it is,’ Gisele said, tears glinting in her eyes. Maxi was a friend of hers, too, and Amira knew how much she was hoping he’d return home. ‘Come on, let’s get you settled into your room. I’ve spent all morning making it perfect for you. I honestly can’t believe that you’re here.’

‘Thank you,’ Amira murmured, trying to shake the overwhelming sense of foreboding that kept settling over her. ‘As sad as I was to leave our place behind, it was so lonely without Papa there.’

‘Well, we’re all excited about having you. It’s going to be wonderful all being together, I promise.’

And so she and Gisele picked up her luggage and took her things upstairs, into the pretty attic room with sunlight filtering in and a little bunch of white roses on the nightstand. It was at once perfect and heartbreaking, and once she was alone, with Gisele telling her to come down whenever she was ready, she lay on the bed. Amira took out her last letter from Maxi and placed it on her chest, pressing it to her heart and praying that he was found soon, that he was still alive.

Amira wiped her tears and forced herself to rise from the bed. She wanted to wallow in the attic for the rest of the day, but she had a job to do now, and she was determined to be the very best helper to Gisele that she could be. Before she went down, she affixed the large square of blackout curtain to the window, immediately blocking out the light and sending a looming shadow over the bedside table that had only moments earlier seemed so quaint and pretty.

At least now it matches my mood.
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At the end of her second week, and with the children to bed and the house blissfully silent, Amira walked through to the kitchen to fix supper for her and Gisele. She’d come to appreciate what it was like to look after children all day, and she certainly felt that they both deserved a little treat after a particularly long day. She’d decided upon apple strudel, which she knew her friend loved just as much as she did, and they had leftovers from making it for the children. But just as she was about to cut it, Gisele came into the kitchen.

‘What are you doing?’ she asked.

‘Preparing something delicious for us,’ Amira replied, not bothering to turn from the pantry. ‘Those children of yours are exhausting! And to think that I wanted to be a teacher. I don’t think I’d have lasted a day.’

Of course, she still wanted to teach if she could have – like almost everything else, her opportunity to teach had been taken from her with the commencement of the Nuremberg Laws. She hadn’t even been able to begin her studies at university, which had broken her father’s heart almost as much as it had hers, but it simply hadn’t been worth the risk. But she was still hoping that one day she would be able to fulfil her dream, or if not, then at least do something that allowed her to be surrounded by children who needed her.

It wasn’t until she finally turned around that Amira realised how long Gisele had been silent for. Gisele wasn’t the silent type; she usually talked enough for the both of them.

‘What’s wrong?’ Amira asked, setting down the plate of food. ‘Has something happened?’

Gisele shook her head. ‘Nothing’s wrong.’

Amira placed her hands on the kitchen countertop, as a familiar feeling washed over her. She’d felt it when her mother had died, and more recently her father; it was as if water were rushing over her body and filling her chest. The feeling intensified as Gisele’s face stayed set in a line, without being softened by her trademark smile, causing Amira to worry all the more.

‘Hans won’t be home for a while,’ Gisele said. ‘I’ve been so fortunate that he’s been posted close by for so long. The children will miss him this time, though.’

Gisele came to stand beside her, pressing her shoulder to Amira’s. She knew that something was wrong, that something had made her friend either sad or agitated or both, and she didn’t for a moment believe that it was about Hans being away for longer.

‘Are you certain everything’s alright?’ Amira asked, gently. ‘There’s nothing else on your mind?’ Gisele leaned into her a little more, before going to the drinks cabinet and taking out a bottle of brandy that Amira had only ever seen Hans pour drinks from before. Gisele took out two short glasses and poured a small splash into each, placing one in front of Amira before lifting her own and indicating that she should do the same. The liquor burned a fiery trail down her throat all the way to her stomach, but rather oddly, it felt good.

‘I don’t know how to thank you, Gisele,’ Amira said, placing her glass down gently as Gisele took another sip of hers. ‘What you’ve done for me, what you continue to do for me.’ Amira smiled over at her. ‘I can’t imagine having a better friend, truly I can’t. But if me being here is creating an additional burden, or you’d rather I just came during the day instead of living here with you . . .’

‘It’s not that.’ Gisele was silent for longer than she would usually be, before she finally spoke again. ‘I’ve loved having you here, especially with Hans gone so often. But there is something I’d like you to do for me.’

Amira smiled. ‘Anything. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you, you know that. Is it something for one of the children?’

‘I need you to trust me, Amira,’ Gisele said, touching her arm.

‘Well, now you’re worrying me,’ she said. ‘When have I ever not trusted you?’

Gisele’s face brightened, but it didn’t seem genuine, not to Amira. ‘There’s someone I’d like you to meet.’

Amira’s smile faltered, an unsettling feeling passing through her. It was the first time in her life she’d ever doubted her friend. ‘I’m not certain I understand. You know I trust you, but . . .’ Her stomach felt as if it were flipping in a circle. ‘Gisele, what do you mean? Who do you want me to meet?’

There was a knock at the back door of the kitchen then, and Gisele walked past Amira, turning back to her with an expression on her face that Amira had never seen before, before lifting her hand to open it.

Amira didn’t have time to run or scream or find anything to defend herself with, as the heavy wooden door swung open with a loud creak, revealing a man standing there, in plain clothes, his dark hair neatly brushed off his face and his hands clasped in front of him. His eyes immediately met hers, and she searched his coat for the swastika insignia that she knew would be there somewhere.

But then she remembered something Maxi had said to her, when they’d seen the Gestapo men waiting for them outside her apartment that night. They’re in uniform. There’s a reason they’re not in plain clothes. Most Gestapo were in plain clothes. Most of them didn’t want to stand out, wanted to blend in with regular people on the street, so as not to give any warning when they were about to pounce.

Amira backed away a few steps, knowing that she was supposed to stand her ground to avoid appearing guilty, but also knowing that if she stepped far enough away, she might just be able to turn and run, and escape out of the front door on to the street.


Chapter Nine

‘Amira,’ Gisele said, grabbing hold of her hand just as she turned, as if sensing she was about to flee. ‘I’d like you to meet Fred.’

Fred? She cautiously stepped forward when Gisele pushed her, hesitantly lifting her hand when he extended his, like a caged animal backed into a corner.

‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Amira,’ he said, his palm soft against hers as he gently shook her hand.

‘You’re not Gestapo?’

Gisele made a noise beside her that sounded as if she were choking, but rather than appearing alarmed, Fred just shook his head.

‘I can assure you that I’m not Gestapo, or anything else like that.’

‘Not even a Wehrmacht soldier?’ she asked, studying him curiously as Gisele shut the door and locked it behind him. Amira was careful to keep a few steps away, still cautious about who exactly this man was.

‘Not even a Wehrmacht soldier,’ he confirmed. ‘I’m sorry to disappoint.’

‘Come and sit down,’ Gisele said, waving him into the kitchen and gesturing to one of the seats at the kitchen table. ‘I’ll pour you a drink.’

Amira was still unsure what was happening or why this Fred was here, and she felt uneasy sitting across from him. It was a relief to know her best friend hadn’t betrayed her, which for one horrible second she’d thought was the case, but it was most unsettling having a strange man in the kitchen with the children asleep upstairs.

‘You two, you’re not . . .’ She stumbled over the word. ‘You’re not lovers, are you?’

Gisele laughed and Fred shook his head, an amused smile playing across his lips.

‘Another thing I can assure you of is that we are most definitely not lovers.’

‘We met when I was studying at the College of Music,’ Gisele said. ‘Before I was engaged to Hans. And then would you believe that we crossed paths again when we were invited to a special orchestral evening a few months ago. He’s quite the favourite of Dr Goebbels and his friends.’

Amira tried not to recoil at the mention of Goebbels, and she couldn’t recall Gisele ever mentioning a friend named Fred. Gisele had only been at the college for a short time though, leaving abruptly before her wedding to Hans and putting an end to her desire to be a musician. Amira didn’t even know whether she played for pleasure anymore.

‘She was the most talented flautist at the college,’ Fred said. ‘And it’s been quite a privilege to get to know one another again.’

‘Gisele, what if Hans arrives home unexpectedly, or if one of your neighbours saw a man arrive at such a late hour?’ Amira asked, her heart beginning to race.

‘Hans will not be coming home, and if anyone asks, I shall say that Fred was calling on you.’

Amira’s cheeks heated. Now she felt uncomfortable for another reason, and she didn’t like that Gisele had put her in such a position.

‘How is it that you’ve managed to avoid serving?’ Amira asked. ‘It’s unusual to see a man of your age – well, a German man at least – not in uniform.’

‘Fred was spared because he’s a professional musician,’ Gisele explained, placing the bottle of brandy, along with three glasses, on the table. ‘He’s the most talented pianist I’ve ever had the pleasure of listening to. I couldn’t believe it when I saw Fred’s name in the programme after all these years, and I made a point of waiting for him after the show. It’s not often one knows a favourite musician of the SS, so I was quite pleased with myself.’

Amira wasn’t sure whether the prickle across her skin was from being unsettled, or because of the way Gisele spoke of the SS. Perhaps it was both.

‘I’m still not sure I understand why Fred is visiting your house at night.’

Fred’s smile was pleasant enough, and Amira found herself wondering why he would want to foster a friendship with a married woman, especially one married to an SS Hauptsturmführer, who she knew would be very unimpressed to find him sitting in his kitchen. Which led her back to her earlier assumption that something was happening between them.

‘Amira, I’m just going to come out and say it, because I can see that you’re becoming agitated and also because there’s no easy way to say this,’ Gisele said, before taking a large sip of her brandy.

Amira froze, terrified of what Gisele was about to say.

‘You see,’ Gisele said, ‘Fred is in the business of needing a wife, which is why I wanted you to meet.’

A wife? It wasn’t until she glanced at Fred and saw the almost embarrassed way he was staring back at her that she realised exactly what Gisele was trying to say.

‘Me?’ she gasped. ‘You thought that I might be interested in becoming this man’s wife? A man I’ve never even met before?’

‘Amira, please calm down,’ Gisele said. ‘I just need you to listen to what I have to say.’

‘Calm down? Maxi has barely been gone and you think that I would just forget about him and the promises I made to him? That I could simply fall out of love with him and marry someone else because you happen to know someone needing a wife? Imagine how that would break him when he came home, to think that I’d cared so little.’ Tears filled her eyes as she looked between Gisele and Fred. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Absolutely not. What’s wrong with you?’

‘Have you finished?’ Gisele asked, looking at her as if she were the one who was mad. ‘I’ve been praying every night for Maxi’s safe return on your behalf, but that doesn’t change the fact that Fred is in need of a wife, and you are very much in need of a German husband to keep you safe.’

‘But—’

‘I think it’s time for us both to admit that Maxi might not be coming home.’

The tiny hairs on Amira’s arms lifted at the same time as her heart started to pound. ‘Don’t say that! What happened to no news isn’t bad news?’

Gisele held her gaze. ‘I am doing my very best to protect you and stay positive, Amira, but we both know that we need to do everything we can to keep your very existence a secret. To keep you alive. And maybe that means we have to be realistic about Maxi.’ She paused. ‘I also want you to know that Fred understands your unique situation.’

‘Gisele,’ Amira said sharply, glancing at Fred.

‘I’ve told him,’ Gisele said. ‘You don’t have to hide who you are with Fred.’

Anger bubbled inside of Amira; her stare levelled on Gisele. She opened her mouth, about to reprimand her, to remind her that no one else other than her knew her secret, when Fred cleared his throat.

‘I’m not going to share your secret, Amira,’ he said in a quiet voice, ‘because you’re not the only one Gisele is keeping a secret for. I dare say mine is just as dangerous as yours.’

‘You have a Jewish parent, too?’ Amira asked, studying his face and trying to find any features that should have given him away to her. How would her marrying him possibly help her, then? If he had the same problem she did?

‘Fred isn’t Jewish, Amira,’ Gisele said softly. ‘He’s a homosexual.’

The word hung in the air between them. Homosexual? Had she heard Gisele correctly? She felt her cheeks colour, immediately uncomfortable because of what she’d just been told. She glanced away, not sure where to look. It seemed Gisele was even more open-minded than she’d realised.

‘You see, my need for a wife is as great as your need for a German husband to protect you,’ Fred said. ‘And I, like you, am in love with another. So it’s not your heart that I need you to give me, Amira, only your name on a marriage certificate beside mine.’

‘A marriage in name only, until the Allies win the war and liberate us from the Nazi Party, then you’ll both be free to do as you please,’ Gisele said. ‘Amira, it’s getting more precarious for you. The things that are happening, the dangers . . .’

Amira looked at her, still speechless. She found the concept almost impossible to grasp, but she was at least relieved that Gisele was still prepared to protect those she loved.

‘I know this is incredibly unconventional and will take some getting your head around, but I want you to consider it. Please.’

‘You want . . .’ Amira couldn’t even expel the words.

‘This is how we keep you safe, Amira. This is how we keep both of you safe.’

Amira turned her gaze to Fred, as Gisele leaned towards her with an expectant look on her face.

‘So, Amira, what do you say?’

‘I say,’ she said, through gritted teeth, ‘that you and I need a word in private.’


Chapter Ten

Amira smiled politely at Fred as she and Gisele excused themselves. She didn’t utter a word until they reached the sitting room, before finally turning around to address her friend.

‘Marry him?’ she hissed. ‘You thought I would say yes to marrying your, your—’

‘Homosexual friend?’ Gisele asked. ‘There, I said it for you. I know it’s shocking at first and hard to understand, but he is no different than you. Well, of course he’s very different from you, but you’re both facing the same problem as far as I can tell.’

‘No different than me?’ Amira repeated. ‘You’ve lost your mind. Honestly, Gisele, of all the hare-brained things you could come up with . . .’ Not only hare-brained, but Gisele knew how dangerous it would be for her to apply for a marriage document and have her papers scrutinised.

‘Please, just listen to me for a moment,’ Gisele said, her cheeks flushed a deep pink. Amira was happy that she at least had the decency to look embarrassed.

‘Oh, I’ve been listening to you this whole time! Listening to you appears to be my problem, because for some reason, you think you can take it upon yourself to solve all my problems!’

‘Have you finished?’ Gisele looked exasperated as she folded her arms across her chest. ‘Fred has a partner whom he loves very much, and who he is makes him as hated by the Nazis as you are. You can’t deny that gives you both something in common.’

Amira held her tongue. Gisele wasn’t wrong, but still, marry him? She could have told her to travel to the moon and it wouldn’t have sounded any more absurd, not to mention that someone other than Gisele now knew her secret.

‘Do you know something about Maxi that you haven’t shared with me?’ Amira asked. ‘I need you to be truthful with me, Gisele. Has Hans told you anything? Has something happened?’

Her friend shook her head and placed her hand on her heart. ‘I haven’t heard anything, I promise you I haven’t. But there is something.’

Amira’s breath caught. She knew Gisele had been keeping something from her, and her heart began to pound as Gisele reached inside her pocket and produced a letter.

‘Oh no, please tell me that’s not—’

‘No! It’s nothing to do with Maxi. I said I’d promise to tell you if it was.’

‘But if it’s not Maxi . . .’

Gisele’s sigh was deep. ‘It’s my mother. She’s just written and announced that she’s moving to Berlin to be closer to us. Apparently the country life doesn’t suit her anymore, despite me telling her how unsafe it is here.’

Amira knew she’d paled at the mention of Gisele’s mother. She’d never, not after all these years, forgotten the way that woman had looked at her when she’d been just a schoolgirl.

‘Even more unfortunately, she’s planning on staying here until she’s settled.’

Amira swallowed the news. Two weeks. She’d had two weeks of feeling safe since her father had passed, and now the one person who could threaten her carefully maintained secret would be here. ‘Here? In your home.’

Gisele held up the letter and read from it. ‘It doesn’t seem right for a stranger to assist in looking after my wonderful grandchildren, when they have a perfectly capable grandmother who could help raise them.’ Gisele sighed again. ‘But the truth is that she’s all excited about my Mother’s Cross award and wants to parade me around, I’m certain of it.’

Amira closed her eyes for a beat, a feeling of helplessness washing over her. When she opened them, it was to see Gisele’s hands on her arms, holding her, her gaze seeming to implore Amira to agree with her.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘If I could turn her away, I would.’

Amira nodded. ‘I understand. I just . . .’ She took a deep breath. ‘I just wish that I wasn’t faced with an impossible choice every which way that I seem to turn.’ Her entire life had been marred by loss, by sacrifice, and she was just so tired of everything being taken from her. She was still holding on to her dreams, but there was only so long she could keep believing she would one day be a teacher, get married or have a family of her own.

‘Please, just tell me that you’ll consider Fred, that’s all I ask,’ Gisele said. ‘But if you do this? It has to remain a secret between the three of us. No one else can know that it’s not a real marriage.’

‘Not even Hans?’

Gisele swallowed, her eyes wide. ‘Not even my husband. He is a tolerant man, but I fear that even he wouldn’t tolerate this.’

Just as he wouldn’t tolerate me if he knew the truth. They were the words they never said, because there was no reason for Hans to ever discover the truth, but it was always there. The only reason she was welcomed into their home was because Gisele’s husband thought Amira was no different than his wife, because he wouldn’t have guessed in a million years that she was Jewish.

There was a soft knocking sound then, and when Amira turned, she saw that Fred was standing just inside the door to the sitting room. She noticed then how handsome he was, with light-brown, thick hair brushed off his face and bright blue eyes.

‘His name is Christoph,’ Fred said, quietly, as if to make sure that no one else could hear his words. ‘We first met at the College of Music, and we fell in love when we were invited to join the same orchestra after graduation. I played the piano and he the violin, and I will never forget the way he looked at me when we finished playing.’ His eyes lit up as he spoke, as he walked closer and stood before her. ‘Our families would never have understood, so we were always careful to keep our relationship a secret, and then we began to realise what would happen to us if anyone discovered what we were.’

Amira glanced at Gisele, who nodded at her.

‘Go on,’ Amira said, turning back to Fred.

‘We were always so careful. We were only seen in public together for our performances, in a professional capacity, and we never so much as brushed shoulders in public, but it seems that someone told the authorities about Christoph and some of our friends. They were all taken from an underground bar that we used to frequent sometimes after rehearsals, one of the places that used to be safe for us, before everything changed.’ He swallowed and dabbed his eyes. ‘I was always telling him that we had to be more careful, but he seemed to believe that nothing would ever happen.’

Amira swallowed a lump that had formed in her throat. She knew this story all too well, for it was the same story of her people, of her mother’s people; all the things they’d been forced to give up, the traditions they’d been forced to abandon. It made her wish with all her heart that she’d at least been able to save her mother’s precious candles, and she was slowly beginning to understand why Gisele had said she and Fred were similar.

‘They came for him in the night,’ Fred said, wiping tears from his cheeks as they fell. It was as if his entire face had fallen, too, his mouth bracketed by a sadness, by a pain that she knew was indescribable. Because it was the same way she’d felt when her mother died, and then when she’d received the news of her father; as if her heart had been cut from her body. ‘Christoph disappeared, he never came to rehearsals last week, and I’ve since been told that he was deported.’

‘To one of the camps?’ Amira asked.

Fred nodded. ‘To one of the camps, yes. But no one knows which one.’ His voice faltered. ‘I don’t know whether he’s alive or dead, if he even has any chance of survival, if . . .’ Fred cleared his throat, taking time to gather himself. ‘I don’t know if I will ever see him again.’

‘Does anyone have any reason to suspect that you were his partner?’ Amira asked. ‘Could the authorities come for you next?’

‘If they knew, they would have come already,’ he said. ‘We both know that the Gestapo aren’t prone to waiting when they want to eliminate someone.’

She took a long breath as she considered what he’d said, as she accepted that he loved this man Christoph as much as she loved her darling Maxi. ‘So let me understand this correctly,’ Amira finally said. ‘If I were to marry you, it would be a complete ruse? We would presumably court for a short time before we married, and we would stay married until the end of the war. If this war ever ends, that is.’

Fred nodded. ‘Correct. We would be like ships in the night at home, seeing each other only when we wanted to, and then it would all be over after the war.’

‘And we would be free to go about our own lives then? You would agree to a divorce, and we would go our separate ways? It would be over?’

Fred nodded again. ‘Yes, Amira. We would never have to see each other again if that was what you wanted. We only have to pretend for as long as it takes for this madness to be over.’

Amira’s head was spinning, but as she glanced over at Gisele and saw the hope in her gaze, she knew that it wasn’t the worst idea in the world, as much as she was loathe to admit it.

‘If my Maxi comes home, if he’s alive, you wouldn’t stop me from seeing him?’ she asked. ‘I promised him that I would marry him when he returned, and if he is alive . . .’ Amira swallowed. ‘It would break his heart.’

‘So long as you were discreet, I can’t see there being a problem.’

She looked between the two of them. She hadn’t agreed to marrying Maxi because her father had forbidden it. He’d warned her of how much scrutiny each marriage application came under, how all it would take was one overzealous party member to cross-check her entire family tree. But now that her beloved papa was gone, it was a risk she might have to take.

‘If we do this, Amira, we can both hide in plain sight,’ Fred said. ‘If we do this,’ he added, staring into her eyes as he spoke, ‘we might actually survive this war.’

She couldn’t deny that he had as much to lose as she did.

‘I would like to know how you even knew about Fred’s situation, Gisele,’ Amira said. ‘Before I agree to even consider this—’

‘When we were younger, it wasn’t quite such a secret,’ Fred said, interrupting her. ‘I mean, we were careful, of course, but it was obvious to those closest to us that some of us were different. And I also happened to know Gisele’s brother.’

Amira turned to Gisele. ‘Your brother?’ He’d been a few years older than them, and by the time she’d reunited with Gisele in Berlin, he’d already moved away.

Gisele nodded. ‘There was a reason he travelled abroad when he finished university. Let’s just say that it allowed him more freedom to be who he truly was.’

Amira tried to comprehend what she was being told.

‘He confided his secrets to me years ago, before he left, and I knew that he and Fred had the same circle of friends. When we saw each other after the concert recently and we had a moment alone, I asked Fred how he was, whether he felt safe, and he told me everything.’

‘It seems you’ve been keeping quite a host of secrets all this time, then,’ Amira said. She checked herself, trying to wrap her head around all the secrets Gisele was the keeper of, but at the same time reassured about how trustworthy she was. ‘What I should have said was that you’re clearly very good at keeping secrets for those you care about.’

‘Which is why I immediately thought of Fred when I received this,’ Gisele said, holding up the letter from her mother. ‘I know you feel as if I’ve betrayed you, and I know it’s a lot to take in, but I need you to believe that all I want is to keep you safe, Amira. I would never share your secret with anyone else, and I’m sorry I took the liberty of telling Fred, but I could see a way to save you both.’

Amira nodded, closing her eyes for a moment as she took a deep, shuddering breath and then let it out. When she opened them, she looked at Fred. ‘If I do this, if I consider what’s being proposed, you will keep my secret, and I will keep yours?’

‘Yes, Amira,’ he said. ‘If we do this, I will keep your secret until my very last breath.’


Chapter Eleven

A few weeks later, Amira let Gisele take her hand as she sat in front of the mirror, staring at her reflection. It was bittersweet, looking at herself dressed in the stunning off-white dress that she’d seen Gisele wear at her wedding to Hans only a handful of years earlier. They’d both spent hours altering it so that it fitted her slightly smaller figure, and now, much to Amira’s relief, it appeared to have been made for her. Once, Gisele had been smaller than her, but with all the worry over the past months, Amira seemed to have shrunk in size. She’d even used the last of her mother’s perfume, the bottle she’d saved before they’d left for Berlin, to try to make the day special. But despite all that, she was finding it hard to think about the groom waiting for her at the altar. Fred had proven to be polite enough, tolerating the situation just as she was; but he wasn’t the man she was in love with and he never would be. He couldn’t ever be.

‘You look beautiful,’ Gisele said, leaning down to kiss her cheek.

She blinked back at herself, wishing she could enjoy the moment. ‘I keep thinking of Maxi,’ Amira confessed. ‘What will he think if he returns and finds out that I’ve—’

‘No,’ Gisele said. ‘You are not asking yourself those questions, not today. The only thing Maxi would want is for you to stay alive, do you hear me? If he does come home, he will understand, you know he will.’

Amira took a big breath. ‘But he won’t, because he doesn’t know the truth. I don’t even know if he would accept me if—’

Gisele hugged her. ‘Don’t think that way. Maxi loves you, and besides, there’s no reason he would ever find out. As far as Hans is concerned, you needed a husband to support you financially now that your father’s gone and you’ve been left alone. When I broke the news to him, he was most understanding, and we’ll tell Maxi the same thing.’

If he ever comes home. The unspoken words hung in the air between them.

‘Besides, if Maxi does come back? If he makes it home alive and the war ends? Then you can divorce Fred, it’s as simple as that,’ Gisele said, as if it were the most logical thing in the world. ‘It’s easier now, especially for a couple with no children, to seek a divorce to marry someone else.’

Amira nodded, but in her heart she no longer believed that Maxi was coming back to her. She also no longer believed that the Allies were going to turn the war around and free them from the madman who seemed intent on not only eradicating Jews and anyone else he took a dislike to, but taking over the world. The glimmer that Amira had once held in her heart was gone, replaced by a feeling of deep loneliness inside of her. The only thing giving her strength was the knowledge that Fred understood her pain, more so than anyone else she knew. At least they had that in common, even if he hadn’t exactly been warm to her. He was courteous, she’d give him that, but she wasn’t certain they were doing the best job of convincing anyone that they were in love. It was almost as if he resented having to get married more than she did.

‘You’re quite lucky, you know,’ Gisele said, crossing the room and coming back with a small posy of flowers. ‘I had to spend two months at the Reich Bride School before I married Hans, whereas you can just rely on me passing all my knowledge of being the perfect wife on to you. Did I ever tell you that I had to master the art of making the perfect after-work cocktail and practise how to polish a dagger? I mean, how many husbands would arrive home expecting their wife to clean their knife while they sipped a fancy drink?’

Amira couldn’t help but laugh. Trust Gisele to stop her from feeling so dreary.

‘My darling mother thought it was the most incredible privilege. How could I possibly become Hans’ wife without being taught how to do so?’ Gisele said, her sarcasm not lost on Amira. ‘But enough about me. How are you feeling? I know this isn’t the wedding you dreamed of, but it’s not all bad.’

I feel like I’m betraying the man I love. ‘Grateful,’ Amira said, instead. Because she was grateful; it came in waves, where one minute she was awash with grief over what she’d agreed to, and the next she was so deeply relieved to be safe, she would have agreed to anything. Because of Fred, she would no longer have to live in fear. She could live safe in the knowledge that no one would ever suspect her, that a woman married to a pure German couldn’t possibly be a Jew – she was going to be able to live and move about freely beneath the noses of the Nazis with confidence again, and for that, she couldn’t be anything other than grateful. ‘I won’t have to worry about being alone and my money running out or where I’m going to live, because I’ll have Fred to take care of me. As wrong as it feels, it’s also a huge relief. A decision I had to make, I suppose.’

Gisele looked away, and Amira was reminded of just how different their lives were. She might have always been her closest friend, but unlike her, Gisele had never had to worry about anything. She’d been raised in a German household and married a suitable man her parents approved of – her life had been a fairy tale compared to Amira’s. But Gisele understood that, when most others in her position didn’t, which was why they’d been able to stay such close friends despite it all. Gisele was prepared to take risks to help others.

‘You haven’t spoken of your mother again,’ Amira said. ‘Does she arrive next week?’

‘She’s been delayed, but she’ll be here before the end of the month. But you have nothing to fear, truly you don’t.’

‘If she were to see me—’

Gisele held out her hand and helped Amira to her feet. ‘She won’t, because you’ll steer clear of her, and anyway she’s unlikely to recognise you in a chance encounter, so even if she did happen to see you on the street, she would never recognise you. Especially not as Mrs Frederick Schulz. She only sees what she wants to see, and in you, she’d see the wife of an acclaimed pianist.’

They only see what they want to see. They were the words Fred had whispered to her only the day before. The moment they wore their wedding rings, no one would see them as anything more than a loving young couple, no different to any other. Their truth would be hidden from the world.

‘Come on, it’s time,’ Gisele said. ‘We don’t want to keep them waiting. But before we do, let’s practise again, just so it rolls off your tongue. How did you meet Fred?’

‘We met at the park,’ she said, forcing a smile. ‘I walked there often, as it’s somewhere I feel close to my father, and it was as if fate conspired for us to meet. I slipped and an arm shot out to catch me, and when I turned around I was looking into the bluest eyes I’d ever seen.’

Gisele nodded. ‘Good. And just remember, it’s fine if you blush or stammer. It will just make the story and your fast nuptials all the more believable.’

Amira nodded and looked at herself one last time, before squaring her shoulders and nodding. A little, fantastical part of her brain imagined Maxi arriving at the last minute, sweeping her into his arms and begging that she marry him instead. But this wasn’t a fairy tale, far from it, and no matter how much Maxi might love her, there was no chance that he was coming home any time soon, if at all. Besides, they had their paperwork, everything had been approved, no one had questioned the carefully doctored lineage that Fred had presented on her behalf. She couldn’t do anything that would mean further scrutiny, even if Maxi were there.

They walked out into the garden to find Hans positioned with the children, waiting for them, and Fred standing at an altar draped in a swastika flag and adorned with leaves. There were also a few people whom she’d never seen before but knew to be friends of Fred’s, smiling at her as she walked towards him.

Hans nodded to her and stepped out, making a crook with his arm for her to slide her hand through as Gisele took the children. He’d agreed to walk her down the aisle, despite his friendship with Maxi and her fast courtship with Fred, and she silently stepped alongside him until they reached Fred. She’d expected Hans to resent her decision, but after taking a few days to consider the situation, he’d told Gisele that he understood Amira’s precarious circumstances with not having a man in her life to provide for her. Not to mention she was certain that he liked the fact that Fred’s skills as a musician were so highly respected by other party members.

Nerves made her skin prickle and her stomach flutter, but Fred was smiling up ahead and held her gaze. He only looked away to return the salute Hans gave him, along with the obligatory salute to their Führer.

‘Don’t forget to smile,’ Fred murmured, leaning in to kiss her cheek.

She nodded and did as he asked, wishing that perhaps he could have mustered something kind about her appearance at the very least.

But her heart raced again as they began the ceremony, the lie of what she was confirming almost catching on her tongue. Their marriage documents were set out on the altar, she could see the papers from where they stood, but she was still asked the one question that sent fear racing down her spine.

‘Do you, Amira Schäfer, confirm that you are of pure Aryan descent, and that you are not infected with inheritable diseases that would exclude you from marriage?’

‘I do,’ she said, clearing her throat as the officiant marrying them stared intently at her, before asking Fred the same question. This was the part her father had been so afraid of, and her hands shook in Fred’s as she did her very best to keep her smile fixed on her face.

‘Now, we come to the ceremonial act of marriage,’ the officiant said. ‘In the presence of the witnesses here today, I ask you, are you, Mr Frederick Schulz, willing to take Miss Amira Schäfer as your wife, and to worship our mighty Führer above all else?’

‘I am,’ Fred said, his eyes telling her that she could trust him as he took the plain gold wedding band held by the officiant and placed it on her finger, sliding it carefully into place. His voice loud and confident, as if he didn’t have a doubt in the world.

‘And you, Miss Amira Schäfer, are you willing to take Mr Frederick Schulz as your husband, and to worship our mighty Führer?’

‘I am,’ she said, swallowing away a lump in her throat.

Amira took Fred’s ring and pushed it on to his finger, cursing her shaking hands. At least she could put it down to wedding day nerves, and not the fact that she was waiting at any moment for her deceit to be discovered. She’d had nightmares about the Gestapo interrupting her vows and arresting her in front of everyone.

‘Well, since both newly-weds have stated their intentions, I declare this marriage as legal before the law. Congratulations, and heil Hitler!’

Fred stepped towards her then, as those gathered clapped and echoed the last words. He placed one hand on her shoulder and leaned in, before pressing a gentle, pleasant-enough kiss to her lips.

‘We will survive this, Amira,’ he murmured into her ear, disguised as a kiss to the cheek. ‘Together, we will survive.’

‘We will,’ she whispered back, before taking his hand and smiling to everyone as if she were the happiest bride in the world.

Gisele was first up to congratulate them, followed by little Frieda who wore a pout, her arms crossed angrily over her chest. When Amira bent to hug her, she didn’t receive one in return.

‘Darling, what’s wrong?’

‘I thought you loved Maxi,’ she said. ‘I thought you were going to marry Maxi.’

Amira bit down on her lip to stop her tears, wrapping Frieda in her arms once more until the little girl finally hugged her in return. ‘I did love Maxi, very much. But no one has heard from Maxi in a very long time.’ Amira took a breath, as tears ran from her cheeks down into Frieda’s blonde hair. ‘Our Führer wants women to marry and have families, and I am trying to be a good German woman.’

She was surprised how easily the lies fell from her tongue, but even more surprising was the way Frieda planted her hands on her hips, a defiance Amira had only seen in one other girl before. A girl who’d given a boy a bloody nose for teasing her best friend.

‘Well, then I hate him.’

‘Who do you hate, Frieda?’ Hans asked, turning to his daughter. The three men were all standing together – Hans, Fred, and the SS man who’d married them.

Amira was still crouched down beside the little girl and she murmured, ‘Do not repeat what you said. Do not say his name.’ It was as if she could hear her own heartbeat thundering in her ears as she waited. Apologise to your father. Please apologise for your behaviour.

‘Nobody,’ Frieda said, glancing at Amira before smiling sweetly up at her father. ‘I’m sorry, Papa.’

The men all turned away, immediately uninterested in a child, but Amira caught the frown on Hans’ face.

‘We never say out loud that we hate the Führer. We never disobey him or say such things when others could hear. Do you understand?’ Amira cautioned in a sharp whisper.

Frieda stared blankly at her.

‘Frieda, tell me that you understand,’ Amira said. ‘Things happen to people who don’t obey the rules, very bad things. And not just to you, but to your parents and your brothers as well.’ She felt terrible scaring her and seeing her eyes widen in fear, but she needed her to understand the consequences, even if she was only a little girl.

‘Did something bad happen to Maxi?’ Frieda whispered. ‘Did Maxi say bad things?’

Amira touched the little girl’s cheek, gently rubbing her thumb across her skin. ‘No, sweet girl. I very much hope that he’s alright, but Maxi is a soldier, and sometimes, well, sometimes soldiers don’t come home.’

‘Come along, darling,’ said Fred, as if he hadn’t been standing near her the entire time. He held out his hand and she clasped it, rising and leaning into him when he put his arm around her waist. ‘We have a wedding breakfast to attend.’

Amira looked for Frieda but saw that she’d run to her mother and was tucked against her leg now, and as much as she loved Gisele, she hoped her daughter was better equipped at holding her tongue and keeping her fists firmly at her sides than her mother had been.

‘Come on then, my love,’ she said, smiling up at Fred. ‘Let’s go to breakfast.’

But even as she said the words, she wondered if she was fooling anyone.
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Two hours later, after a long breakfast to celebrate their nuptials and telling the lie of how they had met so many times that her head was spinning, Fred and Amira walked hand in hand to the door of his apartment, careful to keep up their ruse while they were in public. It was the first time she’d ever been there, and although she had to return to Gisele’s house for a small bag, Fred had arranged for everything else to be brought around already for her.

‘Welcome home,’ he said, swinging the door open and gesturing with his hand that she should step inside.

Amira stepped over the threshold, glancing around at the thick velvet drapes and cream sofas covered in striped cushions, and a vase full of fresh flowers on the table. It was a perfectly nice apartment, but she couldn’t imagine that it would ever feel like home. What she was surprised by was the little dog sitting in the centre of one of the sofas, his brown eyes wide as he wagged his tail.

‘You have a dog?’ she asked, turning to look at Fred before hurrying over to the sofa. ‘How did I not know this?’

‘Amira, meet Otto. Otto, meet Amira,’ he said. ‘It turns out you both have something in common.’

Amira laughed as the dog jumped on to her lap and licked at her face. ‘Well, now I’m curious. What could we possibly have in common, Otto?’

‘Well, it just so happens that Otto here is Jewish, too,’ Fred said, taking off his shoes and loosening his tie. ‘I like nothing more than taking him for a walk and letting him pee on a lamppost in front of soldiers and party members. It feels like my little way of being rebellious.’

Amira scooped the dog up into her arms, running her fingers through his sandy-coloured coat, peppered by little scruffs of black around his face. ‘He lost his family?’

It was only then she noticed that Fred had tears in his eyes, despite his earlier joviality. ‘He did. They’d been hiding him but were worried someone would report them for having a pet. It turns out they were gone within two days of me taking him.’

Amira held Otto even tighter in her arms. ‘You’re a good man, Fred. Saving this little life matters, in my opinion anyway.’

‘Thank you, Amira. In the times we live in, that means something.’

‘Well then,’ she said, clearing her throat and forcing a smile. ‘Show me around my new apartment. I had better get acquainted with my new residence.’

Fred indicated that she should walk ahead, pointing to a room that he said was his, followed by a larger room that was for her. She stepped in and surveyed the large bed and thick comforter folded at the end, then opened one of the doors to the wardrobe to find that some of her things were already hanging alongside his clothes.

‘You don’t have to give me the best room,’ she said.

‘I want you to have this room, and besides, we may need to sleep in the same bed at times if we have visitors, to ensure no one suspects, well—’

‘I understand.’ She gave him an uncertain smile. That was why he had their things in the same wardrobe – in case anyone were to inspect their apartment. ‘We will figure all this out, Fred. I’m certain we’ll settle into our own little routine.’

She kicked off her shoes and dropped her coat to the chair as she looked around.

‘Amira, I . . .’

She turned to see him staring at her coat.

‘Sorry, did I do something wrong?’ she asked. ‘You look perplexed.’

‘I just, well, that was my late mother’s chair. I prefer not to leave—’

‘Oh! Of course, I should have hung it up. I’m sorry.’

‘No, it’s me who’s sorry. This is your room now and you had no reason to think—’

‘It’s fine,’ she said, wishing her cheeks weren’t so hot as she gathered up her coat and clutched it to her chest.

‘On that note, I’m going to leave you to settle in and have a drink. It’s been quite a day.’

Fred closed the door and left her and Otto in the room. She looked around, knowing how grateful she should be but feeling so desperately lonely at the same time.

I’m going to survive this. We only have to stay married until after the war, and then this will all be over.

She only wished she didn’t feel so alone on her wedding night, and as she sat down on the bed and pulled her coat over herself, she had no doubt that she would spend another night crying herself to sleep, just as she had every night since her father had died.
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The next morning, Amira woke to a sound that she’d only ever heard before at one of the recitals she’d snuck into when Gisele had been in music school. She lingered in bed, listening to what felt like a private performance of an extremely melancholic piece, and wondered if Fred played the piano every morning. By the time she rose she was in absolute awe of his talent, and wished she’d had the chance to see him perform. From what Gisele had told her, he’d been a favourite of many high-ranking Nazi officials for some time, at their beck and call to play for them whenever they clicked their fingers, and she could see why.

When he saw her, he stopped, his eyes meeting hers. They were bloodshot, and he lifted a cigarette that had been burning in a small glass dish on top of the piano. She liked turning in early, but she had a feeling that he’d been up until the early hours, and possibly hadn’t gone to bed at all.

‘Did I wake you?’

‘Yes, you most definitely woke me, but I’m not complaining. It was a very pleasant way to bring in a new day,’ she said brightly.

‘I usually practise early, but these days I wonder why I bother. I’m only allowed to play German composers like Beethoven, Bach and Wagner if I’m to keep the mighty Führer happy, and I know them all so well now that I could play them in my sleep. I yearn to play something different, anything other than what you just heard me rehearsing.’

‘You look tired. Did you not sleep well?’ She’d thought she heard the front door to the apartment click in the early hours, although she was certain she’d imagined it at the time.

‘I had a late night,’ he said, taking a final puff of his cigarette before putting it out. ‘I hope I didn’t disturb you when I got in.’

‘You went out? At night?’ she asked, horrified. ‘Where would you go at such an hour?’

‘To walk, sometimes to a bar where . . .’ His voice trailed off. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

Amira’s cheeks grew hot. ‘It most certainly does matter! We said our vows yesterday and you promised we were in this together,’ she said. ‘And yet you risked everything only hours later. Please tell me it wasn’t the bar raided by the Gestapo, where your Christoph was found?’

Fred’s stare was cold. ‘Wouldn’t you do anything to find out where your Maxi was? Wouldn’t you take risks to ask questions, if you might find out anything about his whereabouts?’

He had her there, because of course she would. ‘I need to know that you won’t do anything foolish,’ she said instead. ‘I need to know that I can trust you, and that you won’t disappear in the night on me, otherwise I was better off taking my chances on my own.’

He turned back to the piano and began to practise again, his face like thunder at being reprimanded. She’d looked after children at the orphanage who’d behaved better after a telling-off.

Amira tried not to show how upset she was, clearing her throat as he began to play ever louder, as if to dismiss her. But she was left wondering if she would ever be able to trust him, whether she’d been a fool to think their marriage could actually keep her safe.

‘Is there anything in the kitchen for breakfast, or do I need to go out and get something for us?’ she asked, loud enough to be heard over his piano.

‘There is yesterday’s bread and some marmalade,’ he said, pausing. ‘I have a small jar of real coffee still as well, and I find that if I add just a little to that awful chicory blend, it makes it more palatable.’

‘And what about little Otto?’ Amira asked, smiling at the small dog who’d just appeared at her side and managed to make her feel slightly brighter. She bent to scratch him beneath the chin as Fred began to play again. ‘I may just give the bread and marmalade to you instead of him,’ she said to the dog.

She walked away from Fred and called the dog to her, putting on water to boil and looking around the kitchen. Amira had taken over the household chores, including cooking, after her mother had passed, so she was very much at home in the kitchen, and she looked for everything she would need. It was strange though, imagining this to be hers now, especially when in her mind the apartment she’d shared with her father since they’d left her childhood house still felt like home. But she supposed Fred was bearable, if not a little prickly, and Otto was downright delightful, so she just needed to get on with things and stop feeling sorry for herself.

Just as she was stirring the coffee, following Fred’s instructions and adding a little real coffee to each cup, he came in, running a hand through his dishevelled hair and looking awkward.

‘Perhaps I could play a song for you to make up for my thoughtlessness.’

‘Thank you. That would be nice,’ Amira replied, feeling awkward as she pushed one of the cups towards him. But her heart did soften at the idea of him playing something for her.

They sat in silence for a moment, both sipping their coffee, before Fred spoke again.

‘I couldn’t sleep last night. I suppose, well, I suppose that I felt guilty about the wedding. As if I’d somehow given up on Christoph.’

Fred hadn’t need to finish his sentence for her to understand, and she felt herself soften all over again for him. ‘I understand. I don’t think I’ve slept properly since Maxi left, and certainly not after he was declared missing. It became impossible to sleep without fretting about his whereabouts, and yesterday was one of the hardest days of my life.’

‘I keep wondering where Christoph is,’ Fred said. ‘Whether he made it to a camp, whether he’s still alive or not, if he has what he needs. I just want answers.’

They both sat silently, heads bent and sipping more coffee.

‘Do you think you’ll ever see him again?’ Amira finally asked.

‘No,’ Fred said, when he finally looked up, his voice rough. ‘I don’t see how he’ll ever come home, because no one ever comes back from those places, do they? The stories I’ve heard, the rumours about what they do there . . .’

Amira left her coffee to fix their breakfast, feeling the need to do something, to keep her hands busy. She knew what he was speaking of, because she’d heard, too. All those people crammed into cattle cars and sent away; Fred was right, no one ever came home. She wished she hadn’t asked him.

‘Come on, let’s eat,’ she said, putting two thick slices of bread covered in marmalade on to a plate and passing it to him. She did the same for herself, but with much thinner slices, and they took their plates to the table and sat in the morning sun.

To an outsider, they would have looked like the perfect couple, newly-weds enjoying their first breakfast together, the new bride reaching out to hold her husband’s hand as he drank his coffee. But with his back turned, they wouldn’t have seen Fred’s tears streaming silently down his cheeks, or the pain reflected in his young wife’s eyes as she wondered how to comfort him.

‘I think it’s time for me to rehearse,’ Fred finally said, after they’d eaten, squeezing her hand before letting go. ‘When I play, I stop thinking, if that makes sense. It’s the only time my mind is quiet.’

‘I understand,’ Amira replied. ‘I shall see you again for our next meal.’

‘But thank you, for this,’ he said, gesturing to their breakfast dishes. ‘I always forget to eat when it’s just me.’

She smiled. ‘Well, there is something to be said for not being alone.’

‘I shall do my utmost not to break your trust again, Amira,’ he said. ‘I can assure you that your secret is very safe with me.’

They stood, as if neither of them knew quite what to say after that. Until Amira had a sudden idea, glancing down at the dog at her feet and feeling as if she needed to escape the house and give both of them some space from each other.

‘Shall I take Otto for a walk?’


Chapter Twelve

‘Surprise!’

Amira opened her arms wide to hug Gisele when she opened the door, registering her friend’s surprise. But she didn’t have time to say anything before Frieda and Lukas came flying past their mother to see Otto.

‘Mira, you have a dog!’

‘I do,’ she said. ‘He’s a very special dog who belongs to Fred.’

Frieda smiled up at her as she stroked the dog’s back. ‘So that means you’re his mama now!’

Amira grinned. ‘Well, I suppose it does.’ Secretly she was just pleased that Frieda had seemingly forgiven her for marrying a man other than Maxi the day before, and she felt brighter for just seeing them.

‘Come in,’ Gisele said, ushering her in and waving at the children to follow, but Amira noticed how pale she was, and her heavy eyes made her look as if she hadn’t slept a wink.

The children promptly took the dog’s lead from Amira’s hand and ran away with Otto, leaving the two women alone.

‘How was your first night, all things considered?’ Gisele said. ‘My greatest hope is that you and Fred will become great friends in time. Or if not friends, then at least companions.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t say we’re friends yet, or that he seems particularly happy to have me in the house, but we’ll be fine.’ We have to be fine, what other choice do I have? She was going to mention his going out the night before, but decided not to. He was her husband now, and although it was a faux marriage, she supposed that meant there were certain things that had to stay between just the two of them.

Gisele’s bottom lip began to quiver then, and Amira reached for her and sat on the sofa beside her. ‘Gisele, what’s wrong? Surely it’s not because I said we weren’t friends yet. He’s a perfectly fine man and—’

‘No,’ Gisele said, ‘it’s not that.’

Amira watched her, not used to seeing her usually strong friend behave in such a way. ‘Is it Hans?’

When Gisele finally nodded, tears streaking down her cheeks, Amira knew that something was terribly wrong.

‘Please, tell me what—’

‘Amira, I think you married Fred just in time,’ Gisele said. ‘They’re sending more Jews than ever before to those dreadful camps. They’re searching every nook and cranny to try to flush them out.’

Amira listened as Gisele wrapped her arms tightly around herself, as if she were in pain.

‘Hans has been sent to Poland,’ she said, her voice barely more than a whisper. ‘He told me that they took all the Jews from the Warsaw Ghetto, that there were thousands of them arrested and . . .’

‘Killed?’ Amira whispered, when Gisele didn’t finish her sentence.

Gisele’s head moved slightly, her eyes shutting as she nodded. ‘I know you must hate him for what he’s doing, but if he didn’t, if he tried to refuse his orders . . .’

‘Would he refuse though, if he could?’ Amira asked. She’d held her tongue over Hans ever since Gisele had married him, but today she found she couldn’t. ‘Has he ever given you any indication that he doesn’t agree with these policies?’

Gisele wrapped her arms even more tightly around herself and looked to the ground.

‘I know he’s your husband, and that he’s only ever shown me great kindness, but I always wonder what he’d do, if he found out,’ Amira said, her voice low. ‘Whether he’d protect me or . . .’ She didn’t need to finish her sentence for Gisele to understand what she was trying to say.

Frieda and Lukas came skipping back into the room with Otto bounding beside them then, and Gisele quickly wiped at her eyes as Amira spoke brightly to the children to distract them. ‘Come on, let’s take Otto outside. Perhaps we can find a stick for him to chase?’

She placed a hand on Gisele’s shoulder as she passed, holding it there until she felt her friend’s breath settle, before following the children. But inside her emotions raged. The truth was that she hated Hans for what he was part of, even though she knew how contradictory she was being. Maxi had been fighting for the same Germany that Hans was, neither of them knew who she truly was and she didn’t know their true beliefs, but still she wanted to blame Hans for the things he was doing, for he was ranked much more highly than a soldier on the ground. To women, children, anyone who had so much as a drop of Jewish blood in their veins. And even if he didn’t agree with what was being asked of him, would he ever refuse to follow through with his orders? If more men were braver, if more men refused to follow such gruesome orders . . . She swallowed down her anger, refusing to be anything other than composed with children in the house.

‘Amira, there’s something else I need to tell you,’ Gisele said, her voice carrying to Amira in the hallway.

She turned, waiting.

‘Hans has requested that Fred play at a banquet for the SS,’ she said. ‘He said an invitation would be sent for both of you, but asked if I would informally pass the message along so you could prepare. Apparently he mentioned it to Fred at your wedding breakfast. It’s a celebration of sorts from what I understand, but I’m not privy to what they’ll be celebrating.’ She paused. ‘I’m sure you understand that these things are common for Fred to be invited to, but this is a special event because the wives have all been invited, too.’

Amira’s blood ran cold. ‘I’m to be invited?’ Please, no. Please don’t tell me I have to sit surrounded by the enemy, in a room full of the very worst men in Berlin.

‘I’m sorry,’ was all Gisele said. ‘Hopefully in telling you early, you’ll have time to prepare, because I’m certain all the wives will be very curious about you and Fred. They’re like that when anyone new is introduced, but you have your story well-rehearsed already, and the more you tell it, the easier it will become to lie.’ Gisele’s smile wasn’t bright like it usually was. ‘This will be part of your life with Fred now. He’s the pianist of choice for the party, so there is an expectation that he will always make himself available to perform, of which he is very much aware.’

If Amira hadn’t known better, she would have thought she were being punished for something. Or perhaps it was simply all part of Gisele’s grand plan to ensure that no one guessed who she, or Fred, truly was.

Amira shut her eyes, raising her hand and leaning in to the wall to steady herself, her mind and heart racing.

‘Could you not have suggested the concert happen in a few months instead? Told him that we were newly-weds who wanted to enjoy their first few months of marriage to buy us some time?’

‘We’re all doing what we have to, to survive, and we’re in the middle of a war,’ Gisele said. ‘You must know that if there was anything more I could do, I would do it. It’s a game we all have to play, and I have to support Hans in whatever he’s asked to do, or should I say in whatever he asks me to do.’ They stared at one another. ‘He’s my husband, Amira.’

And I’m your best friend.

It hung between them in the silence, three little words that suddenly seemed to change everything. He’s my husband.

But suddenly Amira’s mind flooded with what she’d seen, and she wondered what part Hans was actually playing in the atrocities happening around them. She thought of the family standing on the street with the yellow stars pinned to their lapels. The little boy with a grubby face stealing bread and being chased by men in black uniforms, their batons raised. The woman begging for food at the bakery, only to be shoved out of the store and told that Jews weren’t served there. The storefronts smashed into shards for shop after shop on the Night of Broken Glass. The families crying as their men were hauled away, entire groups herded and marched from the city.

That was her fate if she didn’t keep pretending and playing the game Gisele talked of, if the one person in her life who loved her didn’t continue to protect her and decided to choose her husband over her childhood friend. She had walked past those Jews back then, witnessed these things as if she were different, as if they meant nothing to her, even as tears clung to her lashes, even as she wanted to scream for someone to do something, anything. Did that make her as guilty as everyone else?

‘I think I should go now,’ Amira said, hearing how wooden her voice sounded, wishing she’d never come to visit.

Gisele reached for her and Amira let her friend squeeze her hand. ‘If you need me to help you find something to wear . . .’

Amira nodded. ‘Thank you, but I’m sure I’ll be fine.’

‘I hope to see you before the concert?’

Amira smiled again, acutely aware that Gisele was the keeper of her secret, and that even if she was angry, she would have to be careful about how she conducted herself. She’d been so worried about Gisele’s mother being the one person who could bring everything crashing down around her, but for the first time, standing in her friend’s house, she realised how much faith she’d put in Gisele herself. She’d never doubted her before, but their conversation today had planted a seed of worry that she wasn’t certain would be so easy to ignore.

‘I’ll see you soon, Gisele,’ Amira said, forcing herself to step forward and hug her, pressing a quick kiss to her cheek.

She’s my best friend. She’s protected me since I was a girl. Don’t doubt her now.

Gisele’s hold on her was tight, as if she didn’t want to let her go.
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Two weeks later, Amira walked into a room full of men and their wives, all of whom she was acutely terrified of, and very much wishing she’d been able to arrive with Gisele, who would have known exactly what to say to put her at ease. Instead, she clung to Fred’s arm as if her life depended upon it, reciting their cover story in her mind and trying to make herself believe that it was fact, not fiction.

‘Remember, to anyone else,’ he murmured, gently prising her fingers from his arm, ‘we look like any other newly-weds. Just smile and try to pretend as if you belong here.’

She made a conscious effort to unclench her teeth, trying to release her jaw into a smile. Having her hair in a beautiful up-do and wearing a silk dress hadn’t helped her confidence any.

When they stopped walking, just before they reached a small group of couples gathered, Fred stopped and smiled down at her, leaning forward to brush a gentle kiss on to her cheek. ‘You look beautiful,’ he said. ‘I’m the envy of every man here.’

She touched his arm, her hand lingering before falling away. He’d said more to her tonight than he’d said all week, but somehow, in public, they were able to put on a good show, and she also knew that he needed her tonight. He was having to perform for the people responsible for taking his Christoph away, after all. She’d found that he spent nights pacing the kitchen with a cigarette burning on the table, long forgotten about, or sitting at his piano and staring into the distance, and it had become worse in the lead-up to the performance. He was pleasant to her, given that he thanked her for dinner or smiled when she said she was retiring for the evening, but mainly they were just two strangers existing in the same space.

‘Ahh, the happy couple has arrived,’ Hans said, coming over to them and shaking Fred’s hand. ‘Everyone is looking forward to hearing you tonight, Fred. It’s an honour to have you here.’

‘The honour is all mine, and I’m very much looking forward to playing,’ he replied. ‘Would you mind terribly if I asked you to look after my wife in my absence?’

Gisele came over then, taking Amira by the arm and kissing her cheek, before walking her away. ‘I shall do the looking-after,’ she announced, before squeezing Amira’s arm tightly and whispering: ‘I’ve missed you. I’m so sorry about the other day, what I said—’

‘I’ve missed you, too,’ Amira said. And she had. Terribly. No matter what had been said or how she’d felt on the day, two weeks without Gisele had been torturous, and she knew how hard it must have been having her mother arrive.

‘Can I introduce you to some of the other wives?’ Gisele asked, before adding, ‘They’re all looking at us and no doubt wondering who you are.’

‘Are you certain—’

‘You belong here,’ Gisele whispered to her. ‘Everyone here adores Fred, and as such they will adore his new wife. I promise. This is all part of hiding in plain sight, am I right?’

Amira knew she was right – the deeper she went into this world, the fewer questions that would ever be asked of her – but it didn’t make being there any easier.

Gisele bent her head to Amira’s as she followed along beside her, smiling politely at the handful of women gathered. They all wore beautiful, modern dresses made of fine silks and satins, nothing at all like the practical clothing that Hitler encouraged German women to wear, and diamonds glittered under the lights at their ears and collarbones. She was thankful that she’d acquiesced and worn the diamond pendant necklace that had once belonged to her mother, after debating whether to do so for at least an hour before they left home. It was only when Fred had walked in to her room looking for her, a glass of whisky in hand and dressed in a tuxedo, and told her how perfect the necklace was, that she’d relented. She was his wife now, and she had to look the part, even if it meant unstitching jewels from inside her coat; which she’d done to safeguard herself against the very people she was now surrounded by.

‘Ladies, I have someone to introduce to you all,’ Gisele said, and Amira was amazed at how effortlessly she slipped into the role of SS wife. The women gathered were married to men who held very high ranks, and Amira imagined they’d faint if they realised they were in the company of a Mischling.

‘You’re married to the pianist?’ one of the women asked, her eyebrows pointed.

‘I am,’ Amira said, forcing herself to project her voice instead of shrinking away as she wanted to. ‘Frederick and I were married just a fortnight ago.’

The women’s eyes all widened at the news she was a newly-wed, followed by question after question and then whispers of advice, as if they were talking to a close friend.

‘Tell us how you met such a dashing musician?’

‘Oh, surely you don’t want to hear all that,’ Amira said.

‘We do!’ said one of the women, whose name she’d already forgotten. ‘Was it love at first sight?’

‘Actually, it was,’ Amira said, blushing but knowing that it would only add to her story. ‘I recently lost my father, and I often walk around the park when I’m lost in my thoughts. One day I tripped and fell, and would you believe that Fred was the one to help me up from the ground?’

The women all looked enraptured with her story, and she glanced at Gisele before continuing.

‘He asked me if he could buy me coffee, and we spent all afternoon talking,’ she said. ‘And here we are today.’

Amira’s heart was racing as she was saved from having to talk any more by the women all cooing and starting to share their own stories, and she was relieved when the men finally fell silent, causing a hush to immediately fall over the women surrounding her too. She smiled and turned to look at Frederick, who was in position at the piano now, his music open in front of him, fingers poised over the keys. But she quickly realised it wasn’t Frederick’s performance that everyone was waiting for.

Amira slowly turned, a gasp catching in her throat as she saw who’d entered the room.

Dr Joseph Goebbels.

He was even smaller in person than she’d imagined, his features fine and almost pointy, and his wife was more beautiful than Amira had expected. They entered the foyer as if they were royalty, and she supposed they almost were, given how close they both were to Hitler.

‘Heil Hitler!’ the men all called, raising their hands as Goebbels came near, and Amira found herself holding her breath, mouthing the words as he walked past her.

‘Magda, it’s wonderful to see you,’ one of the women said.

Gisele moved closer to Amira, who was frozen in place, so close their arms were touching, her smile fixed. ‘Relax,’ she murmured, barely moving her mouth. ‘Just breathe.’

Amira remembered telling Fred before they’d arrived to pretend he was playing just for her, at home in their flat, and she told herself the same thing now – to close her eyes and listen to him and pretend they were at home.

‘Fred is counting on you,’ Gisele whispered. ‘You’re doing great.’

Amira opened her eyes and looked over at Fred; at his long, tapered fingers and his straight back as he sat, poised to play.

‘New love,’ one of the women said. ‘Just look at the way she watches him.’

Amira pretended she hadn’t heard, realising just how much her every move was being scrutinised by these women, but when she glanced back at Gisele, she could see that she was just as tense as Amira was herself. Thankfully, someone called for quiet before anyone could speak again, and they were all ushered to their seats.

The performance lasted for close to an hour, and although Amira was in awe of her new husband’s talents, she found it almost impossible to concentrate on his music. She was so acutely aware of the people around her, of the whispers from the wives who were complicit in their husbands’ brutality but yet were so impossibly genteel in the company of others. She wondered if they truly knew the blood their families had on their hands, and whether some of them had even moved into homes that had once been the residences of Jewish families. And that was when the twinkle of a diamond caught her eye, and she imagined that even their jewellery might have once belonged to another, or perhaps their fur coats.

Her attention was diverted when the room erupted into applause and Fred stood, stepping out from behind the piano and bowing directly to Goebbels, who sat at front and centre, and then to the rest of the crowd gathered.

‘Bravo!’ Goebbels called, before waving the waiters back over with their trays of champagne and food.

‘You must be terribly proud of your husband,’ a woman said, and when Amira turned, she found that it was Magda Goebbels herself. Her eyes were bright with interest, and the way she smiled almost fooled Amira into thinking she was as genuine as she appeared. Almost.

‘I am,’ Amira said, lowering her glass of champagne. ‘There is nothing more beautiful than waking to the sound of him playing in the mornings.’ She promised herself she would rise the next morning to hear him play and sit beside him, instead of wallowing in bed and hoping that he’d warm to her. If I survive the evening.

‘Well, that sounds terribly romantic. Don’t you think so, Hilda?’

The woman she had called Hilda stepped closer to them, but she looked distracted. And that was when Amira overheard what the men were talking about.

‘It was nothing short of spectacular!’ one of the men boasted. ‘You had the crowd mesmerised. I say you need to do another like it.’

‘Joseph, they were certainly enraptured with you,’ another man said. ‘I agree. Keep the party and all the people rallied about what’s happening and do another.’

Amira knew what they were speaking of – Gisele had been in attendance at his last speech, but her friend had refused to tell her any more about it than Amira had already heard.

‘I . . . I wish I could have been there to hear your husband’s speech myself. You must be so proud,’ Amira found herself saying, trying not to stutter over her words.

‘How about we ladies go someone we can gossip, away from the men?’ Hilda said with a wicked grin.

Magda’s smile was more subtle. ‘That sounds like a wonderful idea.’

Amira looked around the room, suddenly wishing she’d eaten before they came and feeling like a sheep in a lion’s den. There was enough food being passed around to feed countless starving families; more champagne bottles being opened than she could comprehend, the wealth in the room palpable.

She held her sandwich between her fingers and tried not to squash it as her anger took hold again, hoping she didn’t look out of place. But she immediately wished they’d moved away as soon as Hilda had suggested it, when she heard what some of the other women were talking about.

‘Look, I know it’s not a pleasant conversation, but the faster they can get those Jews through the gas chambers—’

Amira coughed and dropped her sandwich, barely able to breathe, just as Joseph Goebbels himself walked past them to join his wife.

‘We’re here tonight to celebrate German music, my dears,’ Goebbels said, interrupting them as he passed. ‘It’s a rare evening that we all get to enjoy a man with Frederick’s talents, don’t you think?’

Amira looked up in horror as Fred appeared by her side, and her eyes locked on Goebbels, who was standing so close to her.

‘Amira, are you alright?’ Fred asked, putting his arm around her. ‘I dare say you ate too fast with all the excitement.’

‘I’m sorry, I just—’

‘I was the same when I was pregnant with my first child,’ Magda said, reaching out to pat her arm. ‘The sickness can strike when you least expect it, especially when alcohol and rich food are involved.’

‘My wife rarely drinks, so I think we can safely say that it’s a combination of the bubbles and . . .’ Fred paused, smiling at her and squeezing her shoulder. ‘Well, perhaps there is some other news that we weren’t aware of, darling. Certainly that would be a blessing so early in our marriage.’

Amira nodded, bending to pick up what she’d dropped, before a waiter rushed over and assured her that he would clean up the mess.

Fred’s eyes met hers, as if pleading with her to go along with his story, and she mustered a smile. For a man of few words at home, he was suddenly doing an incredible job of being the doting husband.

‘I hope I haven’t ruined what has been a spectacular evening,’ Amira said. ‘I’ve been feeling unwell on and off all week, and certainly the champagne hasn’t helped.’

‘Imagine how beautiful their children will be,’ Gisele said, coming to stand beside her, her smile wide. ‘Fred, I shall look after your lovely wife so you can return to the men. Thank you for such a riveting performance. As always, I am in awe of your talents.’

All of the women nodded and murmured in agreement, and Amira took the chance to pull away from Gisele.

‘Please excuse me,’ she said, passing her glass to a waiter and asking him where she’d find the ladies’ room.

Amira followed the direction he’d pointed her in, head down as she fought to breathe, trying to push away the thoughts circling her mind, the things she’d heard that she knew she’d never be able to stop thinking of. That these women could truly believe the Jews were the puppet masters of the Allies, when in truth they were being deported and murdered as if to purge them from existence . . . her hands began to shake so violently that she had to fist them to make them stop.

Amira was so lost in her own thoughts that she recoiled when a hand brushed her arm.

‘Hans?’ she said, surprised to find herself alone with him. ‘Is something wrong?’

She could see Fred looking at them when she glanced back at the crowd, his forehead creased with what she imagined to be concern as he stood with a small group of men.

‘Smile, as if I’m telling you something pleasant,’ Hans said. ‘If anyone questions you, I was asking you what I could buy Gisele for our wedding anniversary next month.’

She nodded, not liking the grip he now had on her arm, or the intensity of his whisper. She’d never been alone with him before, and she hoped never to be again.

‘Hans, you’re scaring me,’ she whispered, as he leaned even closer. ‘Please don’t hold me so tightly.’

‘I’ve had word from the Front,’ he said, his eyes boring into hers. ‘Maxi has been found alive.’

She gasped, her hand going to her mouth to try to stifle it.

‘Smile,’ he murmured. ‘Lower your hand at once and do not show your shock.’

Her heart raced as she looked up, lowering her hand and forcing a smile as he’d requested, at the same time willing her legs not to give way beneath her.

‘You’re certain?’ she whispered back. ‘You’re absolutely certain that he’s alive?’

She glanced past him at Fred, who was still watching them.

‘I’m certain,’ he replied. ‘I know that you’re married now, and I certainly shouldn’t be sharing this with you, but Gisele explained everything to me.’

Amira’s heart began to race so fast and hard that she thought it might explode from her chest. She took a hesitant step back from Hans, glancing over her shoulder at the roomful of people and wondering if she’d have any chance if she kicked off her heels and ran.

‘I know how worried you were, being a young woman on your own with no financial means,’ Hans said.

Amira looked up at Hans, tearful when his eyes met hers, as she realised that he didn’t know a thing. He looked as pained as she felt, and she knew what he was thinking: that no matter what they told him, Maxi would feel as if she had betrayed him, and Hans was going to have to be the one to tell him the news. It was the reason he was even telling her at all, and the thought of her darling Maxi’s heart being broken was enough to make her want to fall to her knees.

‘He’s coming home on leave. He’ll be here within the week.’

‘Please, tell him to come to me, tell him—’

‘You’re a married woman now, Amira. You know I can’t do that.’

She clutched Hans’ hand. ‘Please, you know that I would have never married if I thought there was even a chance—’

‘Telling you was a courtesy, Amira, because I know how much he meant to you. Now smile and let go of my hand at once.’

Hans left her and she did as he asked, standing alone to catch her breath, trying to look as if her world hadn’t just collapsed beneath her, until Fred came to join her, clearly sensing her distress.

‘Is everything alright?’ he asked, stepping in front of her to shield her from prying eyes. ‘Why did Hans pull you aside like that?’

He slipped his hand into hers and she held it tight. They barely knew each other, and yet in that moment he held her as if he knew precisely what she needed.

‘My Maxi is alive,’ she whispered, as his eyes widened with surprise. ‘And he’s—’

She stumbled over the words, emotion creating a catch in her throat.

‘He’s . . .’ Fred began, waiting for her to continue, his face appearing to harden.

‘Fred, he’s coming home,’ Amira said, staring up at him. ‘My Maxi is coming home, to Berlin, and I don’t know what to do.’


Chapter Thirteen

‘Amira,’ Fred called out as he entered their apartment. ‘Amira, are you home?’

She put down the wooden spoon she’d been holding, not bothering to take off her apron as she went to see why he wasn’t just coming to find her. In the days since finding out about Maxi, she’d done everything she could to keep busy, and this evening she’d thrown herself into making something nice for dinner, as best she could on the rations she had to work with, anyway.

‘I’m here. How was your day?’ she asked. Since finding out that Maxi was alive, he’d been slightly more talkative. After the concert, they’d both come through the door in silence, collapsing on to the sofa after the stress of what they’d experienced. Wordlessly, Fred had poured a large drink and handed her one too. Then Fred had told her that he’d understand if she needed to come clean to Maxi, despite the enormous risk that would involve for both of them, but Amira had assured him that their secret would remain safe. Because that would mean coming clean with Maxi about her past as well, and she still didn’t truly know whether he would accept her truth or not.

She stopped to put one of the cushions back on the chair as she passed, smiling to herself when she saw Otto sitting nearby. His favourite trick was to throw the cushions off the moment she had them all straight, and she was forever bending to pick them up.

‘Amira,’ Fred said, more insistently this time.

She looked up, not used to him saying her name like that.

‘Amira, I found a young man downstairs looking up at our apartment.’

‘What sort of young man?’

He frowned. ‘I have the strangest feeling that it could be your man.’

‘Maxi?’ She ran to the window and peered down, but the light was fading and it was impossible to see anything. ‘How would he know to come here?’

‘Amira, if it is him and he’s come to see you . . .’

She turned and touched Fred’s arm, noticing that her hand was shaking.

‘If it’s Maxi, I stick to what we’ve agreed,’ she said.

Fred looked unsure of himself but simply nodded and turned away, and Amira quickly grabbed her coat and hurried downstairs. She looked around, seeing a figure standing in the shadows near her door. Amira cleared her throat, waiting for him to show himself, waiting to see if she was crazy for thinking it could be him.

Maxi.

She couldn’t stop staring, her eyes travelling over every inch of the man who stepped towards her, dressed in his uniform and with his arm in a sling.

‘Maxi?’ Amira said, taking a tentative step forward as she tried to accept who she was seeing before her. ‘Maxi, I can’t believe it’s really you. All those months believing you were gone . . .’

All she wanted was to run across the pavement and throw her arms around him, to shower his face with kisses, but instead she stood and blinked at him, his face stoic as he cleared his throat and stared back at her.

‘I shouldn’t have come.’

‘I’m glad you did.’

He shook his head. ‘No, Amira, I shouldn’t have. But I needed to see you with my own eyes, to make sure you were alright. And I wanted to say goodbye to you.’

She blinked away tears, wishing he knew that it hurt her as much as it did him. ‘Can we go for a walk?’

He still just stared back at her.

‘Please?’

‘Amira, we can’t just go for a walk like nothing—’ he muttered.

‘Maxi, please,’ she said, firmly. ‘Just walk with me.’

He finally nodded and they began to walk, being careful to keep a distance between them and not to bump shoulders. It wasn’t until they were well down the street that they finally spoke again.

‘I can’t believe you’re married,’ he said.

‘I can’t believe you’re alive.’

She quickened her pace then, waiting until they were around the next corner before stopping and throwing her arms around him. Amira held him more tightly than she’d ever hugged anyone before, barely able to believe she was touching him. But she let go of him just as quickly, glancing around to make certain that no one was watching them.

‘Maxi,’ she whispered. ‘I’m so sorry.’

He stared down at her, as if he didn’t know what to say.

‘When Hans told me you’d married . . .’ he said. ‘Thinking of you was what kept me alive all this time, and then to come home and find out that you’d already moved on . . .’

Tears slipped down her cheeks as she looked over every inch of his face.

‘I never gave up hope, I promise you I didn’t, but after all that time passed, after you were reported missing, I wasn’t left with any choice.’

He made a noise in his throat as he turned away. ‘If we’d married before I left, if you’d said yes to me then . . .’ He shook his head. ‘I forced Hans to tell me where you lived, you know? He wouldn’t tell me, but I wouldn’t give up. I thought if I just saw you one last time . . .’

Amira closed her eyes and leaned into him, her face to his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. He felt thin, much thinner than when he’d left, but he was still her handsome Maxi.

‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. ‘Maxi, I’m so, so sorry.’

‘Sorry isn’t going to stop you being married,’ he whispered against her hair, before gently pushing her away.

She brushed away fresh tears as he spoke. ‘Maxi, my marriage to Fred is one of convenience,’ she said, almost feeling as if she were betraying Fred, even though he’d given her permission to tell him. ‘He sadly lost his sweetheart, and when we met I suppose we were kindred spirits in a way. But he’s given me a home and a name, he saved me when I thought I had no one left, and for that I will always be grateful.’

Maxi gazed down at her, his eyes burning into her skin. ‘When you say it’s a marriage of convenience . . .’

She closed her eyes, taking a deep, relieved breath. ‘I’m trying to tell you that we have not consummated our marriage. It is nothing more than companionship.’

When she opened her eyes, she saw that his had widened in surprise.

‘What are you trying to tell me?’

‘That I love you,’ she said, fighting tears. ‘That I only married because I had to, because I thought I was never going to see you again. That not saying yes to marrying you when I could was the stupidest mistake of my life.’

Maxi looked torn, but she saw the heat in his eyes when he spoke, his words a whisper. ‘Amira, I’m only here for three days before I have to return to the Eastern Front. I was supposed to have longer, but it wasn’t to be.’

She stood on tiptoe and pressed a kiss to his cheek. ‘Then I shall find a way to spend as much of those three days with you as I can.’

He reached out as if to brush a strand of hair from her face, before dropping his hand. As if he wasn’t certain whether he could touch her or not.

‘If I organised a room at the Hotel Kaiserhof or the Hotel Atlas,’ he said, ‘would you come?’

Amira took a deep breath, and when she exhaled she felt as if it shuddered all the way down to her toes. She should say no. She’d criticised Fred for going out after dark alone, and yet here she was about to say yes to meeting a lover at a hotel? It was far more risky than what Fred had done, but as she looked up at the man she loved, a man who was going to be gone again in only three days’ time, she knew she couldn’t say anything other than yes.

‘Yes,’ she eventually said. ‘I’ll come.’

Maxi stroked his hand across his stubbled cheek. ‘And after I leave? What will you do then?’

‘I shall return to my husband, as I have to,’ she said, quickly, not wanting to dwell on her marriage when she’d just agreed to meet him at a hotel. ‘But if it means spending the rest of my life with you, I shall get a divorce after the war so we can be together.’

‘You think Fred would agree?’

It would have been so easy to tell him, to whisper the words of truth to him in that moment, but instead she just nodded and smiled. ‘Fred is a very reasonable man. He wouldn’t want me to stay married to him if I no longer wanted to be.’

‘I hope you’re right about that.’

‘I am.’ Amira felt giddy with excitement, breathless as she grinned at him, taking a few steps backwards. ‘I promise.’

‘Amira?’

She waited.

‘Are you certain there’s still a chance for us? You’re not just saying that because I’ve come home all banged up and bruised and you feel sorry for me?’

Amira couldn’t help but laugh at the puppy-dog look on his face, and she hurried forward and placed her hands to his cheeks, staring into his eyes. Her sweet, kind, darling Maxi. ‘You are the love of my life, Maxi. Of course there’s still a chance for us.’

She stood on tiptoe again and pressed a quick, warm kiss to his lips. He tasted of cigarettes and chewing gum, and his clothes smelled as if they could very much do with a wash, but he was her Maxi and she loved him fiercely, with all her heart.

‘Make it the Hotel Kaiserhof,’ he said, still holding her hand as she made to step away. ‘I’ll be waiting there for you tomorrow.’


Chapter Fourteen

When Amira got home, she found Fred in the kitchen, which surprised her. She went in and sat down at the table, even more surprised when he stopped what he was doing to pour her a drink. She would have to tell Fred what she’d planned, but for now she just needed to sit for a moment and digest what she’d agreed to, and try to quell her guilt.

‘Thank you,’ she said, gratefully taking a sip of the brandy, even though she knew it was going to feel like liquid fire in her throat.

‘How was the reunion?’ he asked, glancing back at her as he stirred a pot on the stove. ‘It must have been quite something setting eyes on him again.’

‘I can’t believe he’s alive,’ she admitted. ‘Just seeing him, I mean, it’s almost impossible to believe.’

‘He’s here for long?’

‘Three days.’ Three short days before he’s sent back to war again. It seemed so cruel that he was only there for such a short time.

Fred was silent, and she knew that he was waiting for her to say whether she planned on seeing him again, but the words wouldn’t come. Instead, she stared down at her hands. She wouldn’t lie to him if he asked, but she wasn’t ready to volunteer the information.

‘I envy you, Amira,’ he said. ‘If I had the chance to see Christoph again . . .’ He sighed. ‘Anyway, I’d like to say sorry.’

‘Sorry?’ She stood to see what he was cooking. ‘For what?’

‘For living our cover story and not even trying to get to know you properly.’

She placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘Fred, you’ve been perfectly fine.’

He gave her a look that made her laugh, and then he was laughing and she almost sloshed her brandy all over him.

‘But if I’m brutally honest, I would very much like to get to know you better. If we’re going to live here together and keep up this ruse, the very least we can do is become friends.’ Fred reached for his own drink, holding his glass up to clink against hers.

They both took a sip and then she sat down at the table again as he ladled out two bowls of stew and placed one in front of her.

‘Before I tell you about me, why don’t you tell me about your family,’ she said, as they looked awkwardly at one another. It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him what Maxi had proposed, but she held back, not yet sure how to broach the subject. She was far more comfortable listening to him first.

‘Well, my parents passed away some years ago. My mother never had great health, I was her only son, and my father was actually killed in the first British air raid, four years ago.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Amira said, dipping her spoon into the bowl.

‘It sounds heartless, but I didn’t experience great sadness when my father passed, not like when my mother died,’ Fred said, pausing to take a small sip of liquor and looking infinitely more relaxed now he was talking. ‘He came home from the Great War a different man, and he was intolerable about my not enlisting, despite what he’d been through.’

‘He didn’t approve of you being a pianist?’

Fred chuckled. ‘Approve? No, my father most definitely didn’t approve. He wanted me to be an electrician, like him, and when I shared my dreams with him, he shook his head and told me what a disappointment I was. He had a successful business, and he wanted me to follow in his footsteps.’

‘He said that?’ Amira couldn’t believe it. ‘Did he not hear you play?’

‘Oh, he heard me, but he thought music was for women. He wanted me to find a pretty wife to bear my children, and most importantly, serve our great country.’

‘And you were given a dispensation from serving, for being a musician?’

‘I was. I would have fought if I had to, but I’m a pianist, not a soldier, and despite a short time doing an apprenticeship, before finding the courage to stand up to my father, I’ve stayed true to my calling.’

‘Even when the Nazi Party asked you to remain in Berlin? He still wasn’t impressed?’

‘No, sadly,’ Fred said. ‘I’ve devoted myself to my music, and to playing for everyone and anyone, with the exception of my father.’

‘So you’ve always had to hide yourself? From everyone in your family?’

Fred’s face was impossible to read, but she noticed how quickly he downed the rest of his drink before answering.

‘My father would have been the first to turn me in if he’d known,’ he said, and it was the first time she’d heard hatred in his voice. ‘If he’d so much as suspected what I was, he would have made sure I was properly dealt with.’

Amira watched Fred rise and pour himself another drink.

‘And your parents? What were they like?’ he asked.

‘My father spent his life doing everything he could to keep me safe.’ She thought of her mother then, of how proud she would have been to know that the man she loved had been able to keep her daughter safe for so many years. ‘He was a good man. I probably didn’t appreciate it enough at the time, but he did his best after my mother died. She was the lifeblood of our family, but after she passed he tried to be the best parent he could.’

They sat in silence for a moment as they finished their meal, before Fred’s eyes caught hers, as if he’d known she was waiting to share something with him. She knew that she had to tell him tonight, especially now that they’d opened up to each other.

‘Fred, there’s something I need to tell you.’

He sat back, glass in hand, his eyes meeting hers.

‘Maxi has asked me to join him at a hotel tomorrow. It might be the only chance we have to be together.’

‘You’ve already said yes to him?’

She looked up, not prepared to lie. ‘Yes, I have.’

Fred pushed his chair back from the table and stood, his face ashen as he stared down at her. ‘You’re prepared to risk both of our secrets to be with a man who might turn you in if he discovered the truth?’

Tears burned in the back of Amira’s eyes. ‘I love him, Fred. You’re right, I don’t know what he’d do if he knew the truth about me, but I have the chance to be with him again.’ She swallowed. ‘I thought I’d lost him forever.’

Fred turned his back, and she didn’t know what he was looking at or what he was thinking until he finally faced her again.

‘If you do this, if you go to the hotel—’

‘I’ll be careful, more careful than you could imagine,’ she said. ‘I promise.’

He sighed, silent for so long that she felt as if she were breaking. ‘Then go.’

She stared at him, barely believing the words she was hearing.

‘You’re certain?’

‘I am. If the shoe were on the other foot, if I could have even an hour with Christoph . . .’ He shook his head. ‘Perhaps I would have done so without even thinking to seek your permission.’

‘Thank you,’ she said, wiping at her eyes. ‘Thank you, Fred. I will never be able to thank you enough for trusting me.’

‘Just make sure you don’t get caught. You’ve seen first-hand now just how much those Nazi wives like to gossip.’


Chapter Fifteen

Amira was well used to feeling uncomfortable; she’d been a Jew hidden in Germany for much of her life, after all. But walking into the lobby of the Hotel Kaiserhof and asking for the room of Mr Maxi Richter, her wedding band clearly displayed on her finger as she folded her arms, was perhaps the most uncomfortable she’d ever been. She knew that the staff would simply presume she was looking for her newly returned husband, but still, she was deeply embarrassed and trying desperately hard for her fear not to show on her face. It was so unlikely that she’d see anyone she knew, because she knew so few people in Berlin, but she couldn’t stop thinking about the wives she’d met at the concert, about how a split second of being seen could jeopardise everything. But she had a cover story – she was visiting a cousin. So long as she stuck to it and wasn’t seen doing anything inappropriate, everything would be fine.

It was late afternoon by now, because she had no way to contact Maxi and hadn’t known what time to arrive, and her stomach was a ball of knots as she was directed to the elevator, standing there while the button to his floor was pressed by the operator. And even once she was alone, walking quietly across the soft carpet and inspecting the numbers on each door, she was still a bundle of nerves.

This is Maxi, she told herself. There is nothing at all to be nervous about.

But when she lifted her hand to knock at the door and he opened it within seconds, her nerves didn’t dissipate. At least not until he took her hand and led her into the room, closing the door behind them.

‘I thought you’d never come,’ he whispered, as he leaned down to press a soft kiss to her lips.

Maxi’s hair was still damp from a shower, his skin clean-shaven and soft, and she found herself lifting a hand to press her palm against his cheek as she kissed him back.

Maxi eventually pulled away from her and stared down into her eyes. ‘As much as I’d like to stay in this room for the next two hours, may I take you out for an early dinner?’ he asked. ‘We can be very respectable and pretend we are cousins seeing each other while I’m home on leave.’

‘Cousins?’ she asked, grinning back at him.

‘It’s all I could come up with,’ he replied, stepping into her and kissing her again.

‘Cousins it is then,’ she murmured, trying to ignore the little knot of worry inside that told her she needed to be careful.
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Later that night, after a lovely dinner at the hotel, Amira sat up in bed, in her nightdress and with the covers pulled up high, and watched as Maxi slowly undressed.

‘You haven’t told me what happened to your arm,’ she said.

Maxi took off his sling and left it on the chair, before sitting to take off his boots. He looked exhausted.

‘You have no idea what a luxury it is to take my boots off to sleep,’ he said. ‘At one point, I don’t think I’d taken my socks and boots off for two weeks.’

‘You’ve been sleeping—’

‘Wherever we could lay our heads,’ he said, his fingers fumbling over the laces.

She wanted to go to him and help, but she could see that he was frustrated and she didn’t want to make it worse.

‘Your arm . . .’ she said again.

He cleared his throat and unbuttoned his shirt as he spoke, and it wasn’t until he was sitting there in his undershirt that she saw the true extent of his injuries. He had a scar that ran across one shoulder and disappeared beneath the cotton, and on his arm there were criss-crosses that were a dark pink and looked almost as if they’d been drawn there.

Amira pushed the covers back and got out of bed, slowly going over to him. She lowered herself to his knee, sitting across his lap as she traced her fingertips over first the scarring on his shoulder, and then his arm.

‘Does this hurt?’ she asked.

‘No.’ His voice was gravelly, and she couldn’t tell if it was from pain or because their skin was touching and it was something he hadn’t felt in such a long time.

‘How about this?’

This time he groaned and caught her wrist in his hand. ‘It doesn’t hurt anymore, but when it happened . . .’

She tucked closer to him as he let go of her, looping her arms around his neck and nestling her head into his collarbone.

‘One minute I was talking to two of the other men in my unit, and the next they were lying on the ground and all I could feel was that my skin was on fire, as if someone had shot a burning hot arrow into me.’

‘You were shot?’ she asked.

He nodded. ‘There was an explosion, and parts of the shrapnel lodged into my skin. And as I stood there trying to get my bearings, looking for my men, I was shot in the shoulder.’

‘Which is why I didn’t hear from you for so long,’ she murmured. ‘Why you were reported missing.’

‘I dropped to the ground and looked around, feeling everywhere for them, but it wasn’t until it was too late that I realised what had happened,’ Maxi said. ‘They were gone. All of them were gone.’

She held on to him even tighter as his shoulders trembled.

‘I was one of the only men left, there were just a few of us staggering around, and we fired in retaliation for as long as we could before retreating,’ he said. ‘But I haven’t slept properly since, I keep seeing them and remembering what happened, knowing that when I go back . . .’

Tears formed in her eyes and his body stilled, as if he’d stopped breathing. But eventually he cleared his throat again and found his voice.

‘When I go back I’ll be with a new unit, and I have to keep going as if I didn’t lose all the men I knew. One unit sustains losses and they fall back, and another unit moves in so there are fresh troops. It’s just a never-ending rotation of men stepping forward and dying, or at least that’s what it feels like out there.’

‘I wish there was something I could do,’ she said, stroking his hair and pressing kisses to his face.

‘When I came home and found out that you were married, I wished that I’d just died that day, because you were all I was coming home to,’ Maxi said. ‘But now, I’m starting to think about all those men who went on leave and didn’t come back at all.’

She looked up at him. ‘Where did they go?’

‘Nobody knows. They just disappeared so they didn’t have to fight again,’ he said. ‘I keep thinking that we could do that. We could disappear together.’

‘If only it were that easy.’ She imagined that he wanted to fantasise about it with her, but it wasn’t something she even wanted to indulge in thoughts of. There was no way they could ever disappear – they’d be caught and deported, she had no doubt about that.

‘Come to bed,’ she said, standing and holding out her hand to him. ‘I promise you’ll be able to sleep soundly in my arms.’

But the way he looked at her, as his hand slipped into hers and he stood beside her, wasn’t the look of a man who wanted to go to sleep. He stepped closer and leaned down, raising his palm to her face, cupping her cheek and gently rubbing his thumb against her skin as he lowered his lips to hers. Maxi’s kiss stole her breath, and she found herself pressed against him as his arms circled her, and he pulled her soft body to his and claimed her mouth.

Maxi kissed her with an urgency that she understood, because she knew as well as he that their time together was finite. At any moment the air raid sirens could sound out, and when he left again to return to the Front, there was no promise that he would survive until next time.

‘Climb into bed,’ she whispered, holding out her hand to him.

Much to her delight, Maxi didn’t need to be asked twice.
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When Amira woke in the early hours, Maxi was sound asleep, tucked beneath the covers and sleeping like a child. She lay there and watched him in the dark, once her eyes had adjusted, and she wondered how long it had been since he’d been able to sleep like that; peacefully, without worrying what might happen while his eyes were shut. Was it one of the last nights they’d had together, or had there been times before his injuries when he’d been able to slumber while he was away?

She reached out and gently traced her thumb across his forehead and down his cheek, wanting to commit every inch of him to memory before he left. But missing him wasn’t the only thing circling her mind; she couldn’t stop wondering what would happen after, when she was faced with the very real decision to tell him the truth about her past. Because as much as she adored him, and as much as she knew that he loved her, she didn’t know whether he’d still love her once he found out, and it wasn’t a part of her she intended on hiding if the Allies won the war. She didn’t want to keep that part of her hidden, not if she didn’t have to.

‘Is anything the matter?’ Maxi whispered, his eyes seeking out hers as she stared at his face.

‘Everything is fine,’ she whispered back, blinking away tears, grateful for the darkness. For now, at least. ‘Go back to sleep.’

She shut her own eyes, cocooned in Maxi’s arms, his warm breath on her shoulder and her long hair loose and splayed over his arm, as she told herself to just sleep, and worry about the rest once he was gone.


Chapter Sixteen

‘I can’t believe we only have one more day left together,’ Amira said, as they went for a walk, Maxi in his uniform as she strolled beside him, but with enough distance not to draw attention and keep with their cover story. ‘Your leave has gone by so fast.’ She’d taken a big risk in spending time with Maxi, but she’d been careful not to stay the night with him, returning to her flat to ensure she didn’t raise any suspicions if someone did see her.

Maxi didn’t reply, and she wished they were at home or somewhere else private, so she could hold his hand.

‘Maxi? Is everything alright?’

‘I can’t help wishing I’d been more assertive before I left the last time,’ he said, as their eyes met. ‘I can see now that I should have pleaded for a later date to ship out so that we could have married, or insisted that we married before, when your father was still alive.’

‘When my father was alive, he was adamant that I wasn’t to marry, not until after the war, and I had to respect his wishes,’ she said firmly.

Maxi didn’t say anything, and she hoped that he’d already tired of the conversation.

‘I could have challenged him though, and then we wouldn’t be in this situation, because I don’t believe that this man of yours doesn’t have feelings for you.’

Amira felt torn between protecting Fred and not breaking Maxi’s heart, but no matter how much she loved him, her loyalty had to be to Fred. She just had to find a way to convince Maxi without divulging their secret. ‘Maxi, I would have never disobeyed my father, and how many times do I have to tell you that Fred doesn’t have feelings for me? Just as I don’t have feelings for him!’

‘Well, I’m not happy about leaving you with another man, regardless of your declaration of it being a celibate marriage,’ he grumbled. ‘I could be gone for a long time.’

Amira decided not to challenge him on the topic anymore, exhausted from having to talk around the truth, but their attention was immediately diverted when they rounded a corner and saw hanging from a sign, a rope around his neck, a man wearing a suit. He had a piece of cardboard pinned to his chest that read ‘Feigling’. Coward.

‘Amira, turn away,’ Maxi instructed, holding his hand up to shield her eyes, even though she’d already well and truly seen what was there.

That could have been you, Maxi, if you’d married me and been found out. Only your sign would have read ‘Traitor’.

‘I’d like to go home now,’ she said, in a hushed voice as they hurried away, the vision of the hanged man impossible to remove from her mind.

Maxi only looked at her, recoiling at her mention of home, which of course meant home to Fred. But no matter what Maxi wished he’d done, the truth was that Fred was here, in Berlin, and Maxi was not. Which meant that if her decision was based purely upon her safety, then she’d done precisely what her father would have wanted her to do to keep herself alive in his absence.

The hairs on the back of her neck raised then, and she turned to see two men watching them. They were wearing civilian clothes, but she knew better than to let that fool her.

‘Maxi, I’m suddenly not feeling so well. Please, let’s hurry back,’ she said.

Only moments earlier, she’d wanted to spend every last second of his final day in Berlin with him, but now she just wanted to get off the streets and back to the relative safety of home. Because no matter how well hidden she was, she would never feel safe, not out in the open, not on the streets where Jews and their supporters were being hanged for all to see.

And she couldn’t help but feel a fool for the risk she’d taken in being out in public with Maxi. If one person had seen them, if she’d mistakenly touched him in a way that was too familiar or . . . She folded her arms tightly around herself.

If he came home on leave again, she wouldn’t see him. She suddenly understood very clearly that it wasn’t worth the risk, no matter how much it would break her heart.
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‘Goodbye, Maxi,’ Amira said later that day, wrapping her arms tightly around him, her face to his chest, inhaling the smell of him, absorbing the feel of him and trying to lock it in her mind forever. They’d gone back to the apartment because she knew Fred wouldn’t be there, spending their final hours together drinking coffee and talking, and showing Maxi the separate bedrooms they kept, convincing him that he truly had nothing to worry about.

She couldn’t walk with him to the train station or stand there on the platform waving until she couldn’t see the carriage anymore, so this would have to be their final goodbye until he was home again.

‘These days I’ve had with you, they will keep me going for months to come, and as much as it pains me to say, I’m pleased you have someone to look out for you while I’m gone. Truly I am, despite what I said earlier,’ Maxi said. ‘All I care about is your well-being.’

‘I wish you didn’t have to go, though,’ she whispered, kissing him again.

Maxi touched his forehead to hers, and they stood like that, breathing, not saying another word. Because he didn’t want to go any more than she did, but he didn’t have a choice.

‘This war, what we’re seeing out there, what we’re going through . . .’

His tears touched her cheek as they fell.

‘I just want all this to be over,’ he whispered. ‘I want to come home and marry you. I want us to have a family. I want to go somewhere far away from here.’

Amira hugged him again, and they stood like that for what felt like forever, as if they were one, before he finally let her go.

‘Walk me to the door?’ he asked, as he bent to pick up his bag.

She wrapped her palm around his and they walked slowly through the apartment. When they reached the door he dropped the bag again and folded her back into his arms.

He stroked her hair, his thumb gently sliding down her cheek. Maxi kissed her one last time, a sweet, slow kiss that she felt all the way down to her toes, before finally pulling away.

‘I love you,’ she whispered, as he pressed his lips to her forehead and then stepped back. I love you more than you’ll ever know.

‘I’ll be home before you know it,’ he said with a smile, but she could see from the fear in his eyes that he didn’t believe his own words. They both knew how long it might be before they ever saw each other again, not to mention the chance that he might not return.

‘I know you will be,’ she said, trying to sound bright even as her heart was breaking.


Chapter Seventeen

Late that night, Amira rose from her bed to get a glass of water, tiptoeing from her room and walking through to the kitchen.

She was surprised to find Fred sitting at the kitchen table when she walked into the kitchen, and even more surprised to see his shoulders shaking. Amira went straight to him, hugging him without thinking, her chin on the top of his head.

‘You couldn’t sleep either?’ she asked, as the trembling slowed.

His shoulders stilled as she held him. ‘Night time is always the worst.’

‘Even when Maxi was here, lying beside me, all I could think about was what would happen when he leaves,’ she said, placing a hand on Fred’s thick hair. ‘Sometimes it seems impossible to imagine that we might all survive, that it’s even something we can wish for.’

‘I keep wondering where he is. Whether he’s even alive,’ Fred murmured. ‘It’s the not knowing that’s the worst.’ He glanced up at her. ‘You know, it was worse without you here. Being in the house alone.’

‘Well I’m here now, and I won’t be leaving you again,’ she said.

He gave a solemn nod.

‘Coffee?’ she asked, deciding that she would rather nurse a cup of something hot and stay up with Fred than return to bed. ‘I think we could both use one.’

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘But you don’t need to sit up with me.’

‘I want to. It’s not like I’d be able to sleep anyway.’

Fred’s smile was sad. ‘Well, if you’re certain, then I can’t say I wouldn’t like the company.’

She set the water to boil, and soon she was carrying two steaming cups to the table and setting one down in front of Fred.

His eyes were still teary, and she reached out to cover his hand with hers, sensing how much pain he was in.

‘Knowing that you and Maxi were together, it’s made me wonder if I’ll ever see Christoph again. I can’t stop wondering what’s happened to him, whether I’ll ever hear from him again.’

Amira’s face fell. ‘I’m sorry. I should have realised how difficult his being—’

‘No,’ Fred said, turning his hand over so that he could squeeze her fingers. ‘I have loved seeing your happiness, Amira. Whatever happens, you and I have both loved very deeply, and that is something that not many people can say. We have loved, and that is what matters. I don’t want you shielding me from your happiness.’

‘Thank you,’ Amira said, and she meant it. Seeing this kind, warmer side of Fred showed her why Gisele had been so determined to help him – to help both of them.

As if sensing their sadness, Otto appeared and jumped up on one of the other chairs, before deciding to hop straight up on to the table, licking first Amira’s face, and then Fred’s.

‘Well, it’s safe to say that we would be terrible parents,’ Fred said, scooping Otto up and setting him on his knee instead. ‘Thank goodness we’ve decided to keep things platonic.’

‘Atrocious parents,’ she agreed. ‘I mean, we can’t even teach manners to a dog!’

In truth, she felt they would have made wonderful parents, but it felt nice to laugh. As if sensing the change in mood, Otto seemed to think his job was complete and he went back to sleep.

‘You know, I think we should buy two houses side by side once this war is over with and we divorce,’ Amira said. ‘We could be neighbours for the rest of our lives and drink coffee on our veranda together every morning. You with Christoph, and me with Maxi. We could be great friends.’ Once she’d dreamed of doing that with Gisele and Hans, but for some reason it was Fred she could imagine now.

She smiled, seeing it in her mind, although the image wavered slightly when she realised that would mean explaining Fred’s sexuality to Maxi. She pushed the thought away though, determined to imagine a future where Maxi accepted not only who Fred was, but her too. She wanted to remember her mother without hiding her away for the rest of her life.

‘Perhaps we could move somewhere different after the war,’ Fred said. ‘To another city, perhaps.’

‘Where?’

‘New York,’ Fred said, as if he’d been thinking about it all night. ‘It’s where I’ve always dreamed of moving, so that I would be free to play whatever I wanted. To live somewhere we can go about our lives without worrying about who might see us.’

Amira grinned. ‘Perhaps I shall move to New York, too. I can finally become a teacher, and Maxi can be the journalist he’s always dreamed of being.’

‘Well it’s settled then,’ Fred said. ‘New York it is for both of us.’

They sighed, finishing the last of their coffees. It was a nice dream, and one Amira was most prepared to continue fantasising about.

‘I’m going to head back to bed,’ she said, standing and taking their now-empty coffee cups. ‘Will you be alright?’

Fred’s smile warmed her – it was as if he’d emerged from whatever darkness he’d been lost in, for a moment at least. ‘I’ll be perfectly fine now. I think I’ll head to bed myself.’

Amira watched him, unsure whether he was just saying that to be brave, or if he was telling the truth, but she saw the way Otto was standing beside him and knew that he’d at least have the little dog to take to bed with him for company.

‘Goodnight, Fred,’ she said.

‘Goodnight, Amira,’ he replied. ‘Sweet dreams.’

She couldn’t even bear to imagine how she’d feel in his shoes, what it would be like to know that Maxi was imprisoned, and she only wished there was something she could do to ease his pain.

‘Oh, and Amira?’

She turned, one hand on the door.

‘I’ll try to play something more cheerful in the morning.’


Chapter Eighteen

Two days later, Gisele turned up on her doorstep with the children in tow, breathless and telling Amira that she needed to go with her. And other than being told that Hans had sent word, Amira had no idea what, precisely, she was being summoned for. Amira had been reluctant to go at first, but Gisele had assured her that her mother wouldn’t be at her house. But once the children were settled, two of them set up drawing at the kitchen table and the youngest two taking a nap, Hans arrived home and she followed Gisele into his office.

When Hans’ eyes met hers she realised her presence hadn’t been requested as a support for Gisele, but because Gisele’s husband wanted to see her. She swallowed, her mind always racing to the worst-case scenario. He doesn’t know. He could only know if Gisele had told him, and she would never do that to me.

‘Unfortunately I have news, Amira,’ Hans said, sitting at his desk and placing his glass beside him. Her breath caught as she watched him drop his head to his hands, before looking back up at her through bloodshot eyes.

Gisele looked at Amira and moved closer to her, holding her hand, as if instinctively knowing from the look on her husband’s face that it was bad, very bad news. Then Amira noticed his red-rimmed eyes and his ghostly pale skin, and she knew. She knew who it was about.

‘Please, tell me it’s not Maxi,’ Amira whispered, looking first to Gisele, who appeared not to know, before fixing her gaze on Hans again.

Hans picked up his glass and drained it, before finally speaking. ‘Amira, the Allies bombed a German convoy on its way back to the Eastern Front, and a train carrying our soldiers took a direct hit,’ he said, his voice becoming quieter and quieter until it cracked with emotion. He looked away for a moment and cleared his throat, wiping a hand down his face. He and Maxi had been great friends – they’d all been as close as two couples could be before he’d been shipped out, before she’d married – and she could see how hard Hans had taken whatever news he had to share.

‘So he’s been injured?’ Gisele asked. ‘You’re trying to tell us that the poor man has been injured again after only just being cleared for duty?’

‘Will he be alright?’ Amira asked. ‘How bad are his injuries?’

‘Unfortunately, Maxi didn’t survive. He was—’ Hans’ voice broke, and he took a moment to recover. ‘Maxi was listed among the dead.’

Amira stared at him in horror as tears began to stream down his cheeks, and she tried to process what he’d just said. ‘But he was fine. I’ve just seen him. I . . .’

‘I’m so sorry, Amira, truly I am. There is no way any of them could have survived.’

‘No,’ Amira gasped. ‘No, you must be wrong. Maxi has only just left, he was just here two days ago. His injuries were all healed, he was, he—’ She squeezed her eyes shut, knowing she had to stop speaking.

Amira opened her eyes as Gisele wrapped her arms around her.

‘Amira, I’m so sorry,’ she murmured. ‘I’m so, so sorry.’

‘I don’t, I don’t—’ Amira couldn’t even get the words out. ‘I have to go home. Your mother, I—’ Suddenly she was terrified of Gisele’s mother seeing her, of being discovered when she wasn’t thinking straight. Why had she come at all? Why hadn’t she just stayed home? ‘I should never have come here.’

‘Please, just stay here, let me look after you.’

‘She can’t stay for long,’ Hans said. ‘What will she tell Fred? How will she explain how upset she is?’

‘She will explain to him that someone she loved deeply has just lost his life,’ Gisele snapped. ‘For God’s sake, Hans, have a heart! Amira is doing nothing wrong in grieving for someone she once loved. Her love for him is no great secret, so don’t make her feel as if she’s wrong to mourn him!’

Once loved. The words stung, even though she knew Gisele was only saying what she needed to say in front of her husband.

I loved him only yesterday. I woke up this morning loving him. I was loved in his arms when he was here. I love him now.

Amira’s body shuddered as she fought to breathe, feeling as if there was no possible way she could go on without Maxi, without knowing that they could one day be together. But even in that moment, even so numb that she didn’t know how she would rise and put one foot in front of the other, she knew she had to leave. Gisele might not think her mother would recognise her or even remember her, but Amira knew better, and she wasn’t going to risk crossing paths with her. Not now, not ever.

‘I have to go,’ she said again.

‘Will you at least let me walk you?’ Gisele asked. ‘Please?’

Amira nodded, not knowing how she’d make it home without her.


Chapter Nineteen

‘If you need me to stay—’

‘No, we’ll be fine. Thank you for bringing her home.’

‘If you need anything . . .’

Amira heard them talking, but she was so numb she couldn’t even tell if they were in the same room as her or not. She was sitting on a chair, shaking so violently she could feel her teeth chattering in her jaw, but she couldn’t bring herself to move.

‘Here, let’s warm you up,’ Fred said, his voice surprisingly close. She shut her eyes as he placed a blanket around her, holding it in place for a second before letting go. ‘I’ll be back in a moment with some soup.’

Amira forced herself to look up and watched him leave the room, wanting to tell him she didn’t want to eat now or ever again. But she couldn’t seem to make the words form in her throat, not then and not when he returned with a bowl and spoon and sat down in the chair beside her.

‘Open,’ he said, as if he were feeding a child.

Amira wanted to resist, but there was something about the way he was staring at her, his expression full of concern, that meant she did as he asked, letting him spoon the soup into her mouth. When they were done, he set the bowl down and took her by the hand, lifting her when she cried so hard she couldn’t walk and carrying her to bed.

He placed there her carefully and took off her shoes, before pulling the blanket up to her chin and tucking her in tightly. He even pressed a kiss to the top of her head.

‘Fred,’ she said, as he stood.

He looked down at her.

Amira wanted to ask him to stay with her, tried to say the words, but in the end she didn’t need to say a thing. Because he quietly took off his own shoes and climbed in beside her, wrapping his arms around her and holding her as she fought a fresh wave of tears.

‘You’re the only one who understands,’ she eventually whispered.

He didn’t reply, but his arms around her tightened, and she knew that he felt the same. They’d both lost the loves of their lives. They’d both endured heartache and feared persecution in a way that few could understand, and she needed Fred more than she’d ever needed anyone before.


Chapter Twenty

Amira woke to the sound of Fred playing the piano. She’d heard it over the past week, as she’d drifted in and out of sleep, but today, instead of pulling the covers over her head and hiding from the world, she decided to rise. She rubbed her eyes and went to the mirror, horrified at the state of her hair and complexion, her eyes red-rimmed and her skin blotchy in a way she’d never seen it before. She spent the next few minutes washing her face and brushing her long hair out until it resembled something presentable, before putting on her robe and walking out into the sitting room.

When he saw her, Fred stopped playing immediately.

‘Please, don’t stop on my behalf,’ she said.

He nodded and resumed, and instead of walking past him as she’d always done previously, Amira slid on to the seat beside him and watched his long, tapered fingers as they danced across the keys. It was truly something extraordinary to watch.

She had no concept of time as she watched and listened, but when he finally finished, his fingers hovering over the now silent keys, she instinctively dropped her head to his shoulder.

‘Thank you,’ she whispered.

Fred nodded and placed his fingers over hers for a moment. ‘Can I make you a coffee?’

She didn’t reply, and they sat there together for some time before he finally cleared his throat and stood, offering her his hand.

‘Coffee it is then,’ he said, helping her to her feet and guiding her into the kitchen.

They silently made coffee together, as if they’d been doing such a thing all their lives, but it wasn’t until Fred turned to her, his cup in hand, that he spoke again.

‘We have to keep putting one foot in front of the other, Amira,’ he said. ‘Because I refuse to believe that the best is behind us.’

As tears streamed down her cheeks, she shuffled closer to Fred, forcing herself to sip her coffee as his words played over and over in her mind. Because he was right, they did have to believe that things would get better, otherwise what did they ever have to look forward to?

‘I have rehearsals this afternoon for my next concert, and they’ll continue on most afternoons for the next week or so,’ Fred said. ‘Will you be alright without me for a few hours?’

She nodded and he turned to her, his eyes catching hers, as if he wasn’t convinced.

‘Each day will get a little easier,’ he said, his smile kind. ‘I promise.’


Chapter Twenty-One

Fred hadn’t come home. Amira was trying not to panic, but after the way he’d cared for her and looked after her in the month since Maxi’s passing, she was finding it hard to believe that he simply wouldn’t return home.

The apartment was silent, and so she went to sit at his piano, placing her fingers over the keys as she thought back to exactly when she’d last seen him and what he’d said. They’d had breakfast together that morning – she’d woken to him playing and had made them both something for when he finished – and then he’d said he was going to be rehearsing at the hall for another upcoming concert.

Worry began to gnaw at her stomach, and she leaned down over the piano, trying to tell herself that he must have stayed to rehearse for longer, or been waylaid by his musician friends. Fred had become the person she relied on each day, the person who kept her going, and as she glanced outside and saw darkness creeping across the sky, she knew that something was wrong.

Where are you, Fred? It was so unlike him not to be at home at this time of day, and as she placed her cheek against the cool keys of the piano, she tried to imagine a logical reason for his evening absence. And came up with none.
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It had been three days. Three long, torturous days of waiting and wondering what had happened, trying to imagine what she would do if Fred never walked back through the door of their apartment again, when she saw him. Amira had only left to get groceries, but the lines were much longer than ever before, and she’d ended up away from home for at least two hours. And now, she could barely believe her eyes as she walked down the street to their apartment.

‘Fred!’ Amira screamed louder than she’d ever screamed in her life as she ran down the road, dropping the bread she was carrying, the scarf around her neck loosening until it eventually slipped to the ground, catching under her shoe as she ran. ‘Fred!’

The SS men were holding his arm and shoving him forward, so hard that she feared his bones might snap.

But Fred didn’t call back. His eyes met hers in a gaze filled with so much sorrow, it broke her heart all over again.

‘Let go of him!’ she yelled, reaching for him, fighting for him. ‘Let go of my husband!’

Her heart was pounding, racing so hard it could have beaten right out of her chest. She dug her fingers tightly against his, refusing to let go even as he was pulled away from her.

‘Let him go!’ she screamed again.

‘Get her out of here,’ one of the men yelled, as another gave her a rough push.

She clung on tightly, but she was no match for the large soldier. This time when he connected with her, it wasn’t just his hand to her shoulder, it was his fist to her jaw.

Amira reeled backwards, staggering as her face exploded in a fiery pain that made her vision blur.

‘Get out of here, bitch,’ he muttered, looking down at her as she tripped and fell to the pavement.

‘You have no right to arrest him!’ she shouted, as the SS man looked ready to kick her with his solid black boot. ‘What grounds do you have to arrest him on? He’s done nothing wrong!’

The two men laughed at each other, as if there were something funny about her predicament, and it was then she realised there was a small group of people huddled together nearby. They’d been arrested too.

‘They’re arresting me on suspicion of being a homosexual,’ Fred said, as tears streamed down his cheeks. ‘Me, a married man! It’s all a terrible mistake.’

She knew how much it would have pained him to say such words out loud, and she pushed to her feet, cradling her jaw in her hand as she stood, helplessly, while they started dragging him again. Their marriage was supposed to keep them both safe, to stop this from happening, to cocoon them against the hate all around them, festering in every corner of the city.

‘You have it all wrong! I’m his wife!’ Amira cried. ‘I can show you our marriage papers, I can prove it!’

But all Fred received for her outburst was an elbow to the face, and despite Amira scurrying along beside them as he was marched away, there was nothing she could do.

‘You want us to arrest you, too? Because we can make that happen.’

Amira opened her mouth and was about to ask them on what possible grounds they could arrest her, when she heard a bark and saw a small, sandy-coloured dog running along the road towards Fred.

‘Otto!’ she called, bending down low. ‘Otto, quickly!’

Thankfully Otto turned at the sound of her voice and ran back to Amira, leaping into her arms. She hated to think of one of the men’s boots connecting with the poor, innocent little dog.

She cradled him close to her chest, and stood and watched as Fred was hauled off and marched with the rest of the group down the street and away. Amira cried into Otto’s fur and stood there until she could see Fred no longer, before finally turning around.

‘He’s my husband!’ she screamed, feeling more helpless than she ever had in her life before. But when she said the words a second time, they barely came out as a whisper.

She saw a woman then, clutching a child as she cried, before slowly looking around and up at the apartment buildings. Had all those people in the group been her neighbours? Had all those men been hauled away because they were suspected of the same thing as Fred? Is that what the SS were doing today? Searching for men?

Amira lowered her gaze and hurried up to their apartment, still with Otto tucked under her arm. When she reached their floor, she saw the door was open, the lock kicked in and shards of wood on the carpet, and some of their things had been overturned. Fred’s things, she thought. He’d told her to make the apartment her own, that what was his was hers, but she now felt as if she were a visitor in his home without him there, no matter how welcoming he’d been.

Amira closed the door and put Otto down, then dragged an armchair over to try to stop anyone from coming in. Then she went to the piano and sat down on the little stool where Fred had sat every morning and sometimes throughout the day, placing her fingers over the keys and imagining he was there. She glanced to her left, picturing him looking back at her, trying to deduce who could have turned him in, hoping that it didn’t have something to do with her being seen with Maxi.

What happened to you, Fred? She went over and over in her mind what he’d said to her the last time she’d seen him, tried to imagine where he could have been other than rehearsals. When she opened her eyes and stared down at the keys, a shiver ran through her as she wondered whether someone could have betrayed him. And if they had, if someone knew the truth, then did that mean they would be coming for her next?

Amira wiped away her tears and cleared her throat, jumping to her feet and fetching her coat. If they were coming for her, there was nothing she could do, but she couldn’t just sit and wait for that to happen; she needed to do something, anything.

‘Stay here,’ she instructed Otto, leaving him looking bewildered in the entranceway as she shut the door behind her and shrugged into her coat, before running quickly down the stairs.

She ran down the street and didn’t stop running, not until she found the SS men with their prisoners, seeing that they were directing them to the train station. Instead of begging this time, she bypassed the men she’d spoken to earlier and went to a more senior SS man, who appeared to be in charge. He was holding a clipboard and stroking his moustache as he studied whatever notes were on it.

‘Sir, I need information about what you’re doing with my husband.’

The man looked up and appeared to study her for a moment, before going back to what he was doing.

‘Sir, my name is Mrs Schulz, and myself and my husband are German citizens. I would like information on what is happening and why.’

The man cleared his throat. ‘He’s in this group?’

‘Yes, yes he is.’ Amira avoided looking at all the other pleading faces. She hadn’t even seen Fred yet, and she almost didn’t want to look.

‘He’s being deported.’

‘What do you mean, he’s being deported?’ Amira asked, staring back at the SS man in disbelief. ‘Check your records again. I demand to know what’s happening to my husband. I don’t believe our Führer would want to have German newly-weds parted in such a way, over what is nothing more than a misunderstanding, and I’ll have you know that my husband is an acclaimed pianist, a favourite of Goebbels no less!’

The man gave her a long, quizzical stare, as if he wasn’t certain what to do with her.

‘Your husband is Frederick Schulz?’ he asked, looking down at his clipboard before raising his gaze again.

‘Yes, Frederick Schulz!’ She found herself holding her breath, waiting to be told it was all a mistake, that her husband wasn’t supposed to be on the list.

Instead, the man ran his finger down the page, not even bothering to look up at her when he replied.

‘Frederick Schulz is being deported to Auschwitz.’

Amira’s legs buckled beneath her. ‘The concentration camp?’ she gasped, as she turned her head and suddenly saw Fred standing there, huddled with the others, most of them not even wearing a jacket, hauled from their homes without warning. She noticed as she stared at him that he was only wearing one shoe, and as he walked away, it was all she could think about.

Her darling Fred, who always looked so immaculate, who would never leave the house without being dressed properly, had only a sock on his left foot, and it gave him an irregular gait that almost made her think it wasn’t him at all. That it was all part of some awful dream.

‘Please, he’s just there. I can call out to him and we can explain—’

‘Would you like to go with him?’

Amira turned, wiping at her tear-streaked face as another SS man in uniform stared at her through beady eyes.

‘No, sir,’ she said, taking a few steps backwards. ‘I was just trying to explain that he’s a married man. He’s done nothing wrong.’

‘You believe a mistake has been made?’

She took a moment to steady herself, standing straighter and raising her gaze. ‘My new husband is being deported. I cannot understand why, so yes, I thought a mistake had been made.’

His smile made her stomach turn. ‘We’ve already rid the place of Jews, now we’re making sure to get rid of all the deviants and gypsies too.’

Amira didn’t know what to say. ‘But . . .’

‘The Reich doesn’t make mistakes,’ he said, his hand moving to rest on his pistol.

‘Yes, sir,’ she said, her voice fading, no longer knowing what to say.

‘Heil Hitler!’

She tilted her chin higher, even as her lower lip trembled. ‘Heil Hitler,’ Amira repeated.

But as she turned to walk away, it took all her willpower not to bend over and retch up what little lunch she’d consumed all over his shiny black boots.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Amira held Otto in her arms as night turned into day. They’d spent a miserable four hours in the bomb shelter during the evening, crammed into the basement with other residents of the apartment block, and even when she’d returned to her apartment in the early hours, she still hadn’t been able to find sleep. She’d been planning on rushing to Gisele’s as soon as she got home from begging for Fred’s release, but then the sirens had gone off and she’d been forced to stay put until morning.

She’d tossed and turned, the sheets a web of cotton around her, trying to imagine where Fred might be. Would he be crammed into a train wagon, rattling along – or perhaps stationary, while the SS looked for more men and women to deport, to fill the wagons before making the journey to Poland?

Amira eventually rose and let the little dog go, putting together a small bowl of food for him and pouring herself a glass of water. She couldn’t stomach any food herself, so she went to wash while Otto finished his breakfast.

What am I supposed to do now?

Should she go to the authorities and ask questions, or was the risk too great? Other than demanding that he be sent home, she had no idea what to do. But as she brushed her teeth and stared at her reflection in the mirror, barely recognising the dark-rimmed eyes looking back at her, she knew who she had to ask. She’d wrestled with the thought all night, but the longer she had to think about it, the clearer it became to her.

Never once had she asked him for a favour before, but Hans was the only person who might be able to help her, and as much as she didn’t want to ask him, it might be the only way she could keep Fred safe. Previously, she might have asked Gisele for help and crossed her fingers that Hans would oblige if the request came from his wife, but this was Fred. Fred, who’d held her as she cried after Maxi, who’d cared for her when she’d been too weak to rise, who’d promised her that life would be worth living again.

Fred had lifted her up during her darkest moments, and she wasn’t going to let him down now.
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Amira was too nervous to leave little Otto alone at home in case of a daytime bombing or the awful SS men coming back looking for her. At best, she could imagine them letting him out the door, and at worst . . . she didn’t even want to think of the cruelty they could show an animal given their brutality against their own kind. So, she decided to take him with her.

It was a brisk twenty-minute walk to Gisele’s house, and despite the early hour there were already people lined up at the bakery and butcher’s, waiting for a fresh loaf of bread and the best cuts of meat for the day. She glanced down at her wedding ring, remembering how safe she’d felt when they’d first married, and how genuinely she’d believed that they would both be able to avoid detection. How wrong we were.

She could only imagine that someone from his past had leveraged information on Fred in return for something, although she still thought that their marriage should have stopped deportation, or at least made them question the validity of such information.

Amira stood outside Gisele’s house to catch her breath, looking down at Otto, who was already wagging his tail, clearly excited about playing with the children. But she watched the house carefully before approaching, not certain if Gisele’s mother would be there.

‘Come on then, let’s get this over with,’ she muttered to the dog, hesitantly taking a step forward.

‘Get what over with?’

She almost jumped out of her skin when Hans spoke behind her, his deep voice taking her by surprise.

‘Hans! You frightened the life out of me.’

‘I was out early for a meeting before I leave for the week,’ he said, moving past her to open the door. ‘Please, come in. Is Gisele expecting you?’

Amira cleared her throat. ‘Actually, I was hoping for a moment of your time,’ she said. ‘If it’s convenient.’

He looked surprised, but he was quick to point her down the hallway. ‘Of course. I’ll ask Gisele to make us coffee.’

‘Hans, I don’t suppose Gisele’s mother is home? I’d hate to disturb her if they’re spending time together.’

‘No, we have a blissful few days before she arrives again. She returned home to organise her affairs before moving here permanently. You won’t be interrupting at all.’

Amira tried not to show her relief and bent to let Otto off his leash, watching as he ran down the hallway, with excited squeals soon following. She smiled, the feeling unfamiliar to her after two such traumatic days, her eyes burning from lack of sleep and all the tears they’d shed. First Maxi and then Fred: as if she were destined to have her heart broken at every turn.

It wasn’t long before Hans returned, and she followed him into his study, which was panelled in dark timber, with endless books lining the shelves. His copy of Mein Kampf was sitting on a side table beside a lamp, and she turned her back slightly so that she wasn’t facing it. Just the sight of the book made her feel ill.

‘So, what brings you here today? I don’t think you’ve ever called in before and asked to see me.’

‘Well, I was very much hoping that you might be able to help me, Hans,’ she said, nervously toying with the hem of her coat. ‘Something dreadful has happened, and I, I—’

He looked past her and she turned to see Gisele entering the room with a tray. She was carrying a pot of coffee and three cups.

‘Amira, what’s the matter? Your eyes are as red as can be.’

She quickly wiped away fresh tears as Gisele set the tray down and turned to her. They’d seen little of each other since the news of Maxi’s passing, although Gisele had come by daily in the first week to check in on her.

‘Hans, what’s all this about?’

Amira looked up at Hans, holding his gaze and suddenly wondering if he had any knowledge of what had happened. She hadn’t considered it before, but looking at him now, in his uniform . . . She swallowed, hoping she was wrong.

‘Fred was taken yesterday afternoon by the SS,’ she said, looking between them. ‘I was so worried about him, and then when I got home, they . . . they . . .’ She shut her eyes tight and tried to purge the image from the day before from her mind.

‘Taken?’ Gisele asked, her voice a higher pitch than Amira had ever heard. ‘Taken? Fred was taken?’

‘He hadn’t been home in three days, and when I arrived back to our apartment yesterday he was being dragged down the street. I was told he was being deported.’

‘He’s been missing and you didn’t come to me? Amira! You should have come straight here and told us! There’s clearly been some mistake!’

‘Did they tell you where they were taking him?’ Hans asked.

Amira noticed that he appeared less surprised than Gisele, who looked as if she might faint. Hans was steadily watching Gisele, with no expression at all on his face, and she found it most unsettling.

‘He’s one of the most talented musicians in Berlin!’ Gisele cried. ‘How could Fred be taken? He’s as good as a national treasure, and Hans, he was only performing for you all so recently. I just cannot—’

‘Where was he taken, Amira? Did they tell you?’

‘Auschwitz,’ she said. ‘The SS men told me he was being taken to Auschwitz.’

The room fell silent. The only noise Amira could hear was the sound of her own breath as the word settled between them.

‘Auschwitz?’ Gisele finally echoed. ‘The death camp?’

Amira ran the word over in her mind, just as she had done every minute of every hour since she’d lost sight of him. Auschwitz, Auschwitz, Auschwitz. It was like a record she couldn’t stop playing. They all knew there was a reason no one came back; so many pleaded ignorance, but in truth, they knew what happened there, and she couldn’t bear to think that Fred might never come home.

‘Yes.’

‘Do you know why he was arrested?’ asked Hans.

‘Hans, how would she know why he was arrested? She’s come here for help, not to be interrogated!’

He folded his arms across his chest, his eyes never leaving Amira’s. ‘Amira came here today to see me, and that indicates to me that she would like my help in some way. So, I will ask again, do you know why Fred was arrested? Did anyone explain it to you?’

Amira hung her head. This was the part she did not want to share with Hans. It had been hard for her to accept when she’d first found out, before she’d come to understand that the love Fred felt for his partner was no different than the way she felt for Maxi. A shiver ran through her, and she tried to imagine Fred standing beside her, strong and steady. For she only had to tell Hans why he’d been arrested; she still had every intention of concealing the truth from him. He is a tolerant man, but I fear that even he wouldn’t tolerate this. Gisele’s words from the night Amira had first met Fred echoed through her mind.

‘Hans was arrested on suspicion of having . . .’ Amira hesitated, deeply uncomfortable. ‘Of having relations with another man.’

The words sat heavy in the room between them, until Hans eventually cleared his throat. Amira couldn’t bring herself to look at Gisele; she was afraid if she did they’d give away that they both knew.

‘Well, that is highly unusual for a married man to be accused of such a thing,’ Gisele muttered. ‘The authorities would only have to take one look at his new bride, and his paperwork, to see what a grave mistake they’d made. It’s outrageous if you ask me.’

‘Is this something you were aware of, Amira? These rumours?’ Hans asked. ‘I can’t imagine what it must have been like for you, as his wife, to hear such a thing.’

‘I, I—’ She let out a breath. ‘Hans, I just want my husband home. I love him very much, and a dreadful mistake has been made.’ She hoped that he wouldn’t be able to detect her lie. ‘He’s everything a husband should be to a wife, of that I can assure you.’

He held her gaze, as if waiting for her to say something else, but she chose not to. She’d made a promise to Fred to keep his secret, and she intended on honouring that promise. She also had no doubt that he would have fought for her, would have begged anyone for favours to ensure her safe return if it had been her who was taken. He’d proven to her over the past month what type of person, what type of friend, he was.

‘Please, is there anything you can do to help him? I am begging you, please do something, anything, to help me bring him home.’

Hans sat on the edge of his desk, his legs crossed at the ankles and his palms against the wooden top. ‘Amira, from what I understand, Fred was given up by his . . . what should I call him.’ He paused, looking most uncomfortable as he glanced at his wife. ‘By his lover, for want of a better term.’

Amira couldn’t breathe. She placed her palm on her chest, fought for every gasp of air as she stared back at Hans. Hans had known, and he hadn’t done anything to help. He’d known what Fred had been accused of, which meant that he must have known what was going to happen.

‘You knew he was going to be arrested?’ Gisele asked, frantically. ‘You knew that Amira’s husband was going to be taken, and you did nothing?’

Hans tugged at the top button of his shirt as if it were suddenly too tight.

‘I was aware in recent days that he was under suspicion for being a homosexual, which we all know is illegal and an offence punishable by imprisonment. It seemed strange to me, given your recent marriage, but his lover gave up Fred and a number of other men from their circle of acquaintances,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid that he may have made you believe that he was something he was not, and quite frankly, given the speed of your courtship . . .’

Amira gulped as she tried to comprehend what he was telling her. She wasn’t sure what was worse – the fact that Hans had known, or that this man, presumably Christoph, had given up his name and whereabouts. If Fred ever found out about such a betrayal . . . she imagined it would break him, knowing the person he loved had done such a thing. All those hours they’d talked about what it would be like when they were both reunited with those they loved, and yet Fred’s had given him up just like that, presumably to save himself.

‘Would this man, this lover as you’ve described him, have given up that information readily?’ Amira asked, trying to keep her voice level as she spoke to Hans. ‘Or would it have been to free himself from prison or a camp? To save himself from death?’

Hans didn’t reply.

‘I’m only trying to understand how such a lie could be accepted about a married man,’ she said. ‘If a person said this under coercion, then how is it to be believed in the first place? Wouldn’t a man say anything to save his own life? And Fred is an easy target. He’s well known and people are jealous of his success.’

Hans blinked back at her as if to tell her that he wasn’t a fool; it was as if he knew she was lying. Amira tried to hold her expression steady, not to buckle under his scrutiny. Because why would he suspect that she knew?

‘You truly want to know?’ Hans asked.

She nodded, her anger simmering. ‘Yes, I do. I very much want to know how testimony from another resulted in my husband being taken, without due process being followed.’

‘Yes, Amira, this man would likely have been, how should I say this, pressured into giving his information. But that doesn’t mean it isn’t true.’

Amira’s stomach turned as she understood what he was trying to tell her. ‘You’re saying he would have been tortured? In order to give up whatever he knew?’

Hans simply nodded, and Amira pressed her hand over her mouth as bile rose inside of her, imagining what they might have done to Christoph, and what might be in store for Fred.

‘Is there anything you can do to help me? To find out what happened to him after he was taken?’ she asked. ‘I’m begging you, Hans. Please help me, please find a way to get Fred home to me. I would go to the authorities, but—’

‘Amira, I’m sorry, but there’s little I can do to assist you, not in a case such as this.’

It was then she realised that Gisele was silent. Her friend’s face had drained of all colour as she stared at her husband, her expression almost impossible to read. Amira had never seen her look so pained before.

‘Hans, please,’ Gisele said, slowly, as if she could barely get the words out. ‘Why do you know so much about what happened to him?’

Amira watched the way her friend’s face contorted in horror as Hans stared back at her. His silence somehow said it all. Amira shut her eyes, not wanting to see. She couldn’t bear to watch her friend break before her, nor her husband – a man Amira trusted despite everything he stood for – admit to being part of what had happened. Because Gisele was right; he did know too much. At best, he’d known and hadn’t done anything to stop it from happening. But there was more to it than Hans simply being in receipt of the knowledge. She’d come to him for help, and instead, he’d been part of it all along.

‘Hans!’ Gisele screamed. ‘Look at me and tell me you didn’t have anything to do with what’s happened to Fred!’

Hans dropped his head, one hand raised to massage his forehead as if he were somehow trying to erase something.

‘What is she going to do to keep safe now? You have no idea what you’ve done, Hans. No idea at all! Without Fred—’

‘Gisele, please,’ Amira began, before she was quickly interrupted.

‘Amira, I need to speak to my wife.’ His voice dropped an octave. ‘Alone.’


Chapter Twenty-Three

Gisele’s eyes met Amira’s as she walked from the room. Her shoulders were hunched, her mouth pinched in a way Amira had never seen before, and she knew that everything hinged on what happened next.

‘Amira, please close the door behind you,’ Hans said.

Every echo of Amira’s heels on the hardwood floor as she walked away from Gisele felt like a beat of her heart, and she jumped when the study door shut with a loud bang. But instead of stepping into another room, she pressed her back against the solid timber door and slid to the floor, turning her head slightly so that her ear was against it.

‘This is about more than just my involvement, Gisele,’ she heard Hans say. ‘I think you have something to tell me yourself.’

She heard his heavy footsteps echo around the room and imagined him pausing by his drinks cabinet, pouring himself a large whisky.

‘What did you mean before, about keeping Amira safe?’ he asked.

‘Because I’m worried about her! She lost her father and then Maxi, and now her husband has been taken, and money was very tight after—’

‘I am no fool, Gisele! I can see that she’s terrified of your mother for some reason, you never speak of Amira when your mother is here, and I can’t stop thinking about how quickly she got married. There’s something you’re not telling me, and you’re not leaving this room until you admit what it is.’

‘There’s nothing,’ Gisele said, and Amira shut her eyes, hearing the crack in her friend’s voice, even from where she sat. ‘Please, Hans, just help her find out more about Fred’s whereabouts and—’

‘Fred is as good as dead, Gisele. Christus der Allmächtige! You must know that he’s not coming back from Auschwitz.’

Gisele was crying now, and so was Amira. She refused to believe that Fred was lost to her, not after everything they’d been through together.

‘If you’re so worried about Amira, she can move back in with us.’

‘No,’ Gisele said. ‘She will be fine. I can visit her and—’

‘What is the reason she cannot move back into this house, Gisele?’

As far as Amira could hear, Gisele didn’t answer.

The thump was so loud that Amira jumped, and she could only imagine that it was Hans’ fist slamming hard against the desk.

‘Gisele, I am your husband, and you will tell me right now what her secret is!’ he roared, before lowering his voice, so low that Amira had to press her ear to the door again to hear him. ‘Or I will drag her back in her and ask her myself.’

She could imagine Gisele standing with her eyes shut, her shoulders trembling as she wrestled with whether to answer or not. And all Amira could keep thinking, as she prayed for her to stay silent, was Gisele saying but he’s my husband.

If she were faced with a choice between her husband and her friend, Amira knew it would be an impossible decision.

‘Is Fred what they say he is?’ Hans asked.

‘No,’ Gisele replied. ‘He is not. Amira would have told me if he was.’

‘Then what are you hiding? If you don’t tell me, I will find another way of uncovering the truth. Secrets are why people disappear in Germany, Gisele, in case you haven’t noticed.’

Amira held her breath as she listened to Gisele’s silence, pressing her ear so hard to the door to listen that it hurt.

‘Gisele, I need you to understand the seriousness of the situation. Amira will be under investigation too, as the wife of Fred. If they find out that she knew, if there’s anything to be discovered, then you’d best tell me now.’

There was a long beat of silence again, before Amira heard a muffled sob. ‘Would you help her if I told you?’ Gisele finally said. ‘Are you telling me that you’d offer her protection?’

Amira’s heart almost beat from her chest as she waited for him to answer.

‘I can’t help her if you keep secrets from me.’

‘That’s not an answer!’ Gisele cried. ‘Will you keep Amira safe? If I tell you, I need to know!’

Amira didn’t hear his reply. All she could hear was quietness and the beating of her own heart, her breath heavy against the door.

‘Amira’s mother was Jewish.’

A solitary tear slipped down Amira’s cheek as she heard the words through the door.

‘She cannot stay here because my mother knows what she is.’

A few seconds of silence followed.

‘You’ve kept her secret all these years?’ Hans asked, sounding incredulous. ‘Since you were children?’

There was an even longer pause. ‘I have. And I hope that you can understand how difficult it has been to keep that secret from you all this time.’

Amira wrestled with whether to leap up and run from the house, or stay and listen, but despite the danger, she knew she had to stay. Hans could march from his office at any moment and forcibly restrain her, have her sent to a camp too, but he was also the only one who could help Fred. It was that reason, and that alone, that made her stay.

‘You’ve kept this from me, from Maxi, from . . .’ He stopped. ‘Did Maxi know the truth? Was I the only one who didn’t know?’

‘No!’ Gisele cried. ‘I’m the only one, no one else knows.’

Amira hated to hear Gisele lie to her husband, knew how difficult that must be for her, but the relief she felt was immense.

‘Hans,’ Gisele said. ‘I’m sorry. I should never have kept this from you. I’ve been wanting to tell you, but I didn’t know, I just, I was so terrified of putting Amira in danger . . .’

Amira pressed her ear even closer to the door. If Hans chose not to forgive Gisele, if he followed his obligations to the Reich and put the state above his marriage as he had sworn to do . . . She swallowed, as tears formed in her eyes so quickly that she found it hard to blink them away.

‘I trusted you,’ she finally heard Hans say. ‘Your allegiance is supposed to be to me, Gisele! To your husband!’

‘It is! You and the children mean everything to me, Hans,’ she cried. ‘My allegiance is to you, how could you ever doubt that? But Amira has been my best friend my entire life, and she trusted me with this secret. We were forbidden from seeing each other as children and I put her in danger when I found her here in Berlin, when I insisted on having her as part of my life.’

‘What happens to our family if anyone discovers what you’ve hidden, Gisele? Have you thought about that? And if you’d told me, if you’d trusted in me, I would never have told them where to find him. I would have known how dangerous this could be for Amira.’

‘Oh Hans, you didn’t,’ she said with a gasp. ‘Please tell me that this wasn’t you? Please, tell me you weren’t involved in Fred’s arrest?’

‘The order came through that they were looking for him, and I gave them the address,’ Hans said, sounding broken, his voice no longer holding the strength it had before. ‘I didn’t have a choice, Gisele. I did what I had to do, and I only thought they were going to question him, not take him to a camp.’

Amira dropped her head, her stomach twisting as she fought not to be sick.

‘What if they’d found Amira?’ she asked. ‘What if they suspected her, too? What if they’d taken her?’

He led them to Fred. Gisele’s husband is the reason he was taken to that godforsaken camp!

‘If it’s a choice between saving my family and anyone else, I choose my family, Gisele,’ he said. ‘I always will, so please don’t ever ask me to do anything differently. If you’d only told me, I could have done something.’

‘But—’

‘There are no buts, Gisele,’ he said, sharply, his voice rising. ‘I would have thought a woman with four children and a Mother’s Cross would know that, without having to be told. Your family must always come first, goddamn it!’

‘My family does come first! It always comes first. But you have to tell me what you’re going to do. Will you help me to protect Amira? Can I trust you?’

She’s fought her entire life for me, and now she’s going to have to make a choice between her family and her friend.

‘Hans?’ Gisele cried.

‘You put our children in danger, Gisele. You put me in danger. You—’

‘Just tell me whether you’ll protect her?’ Gisele pleaded, the desperation impossible to miss in her voice.

But Hans never answered, and when Amira heard his heavy footsteps thundering across the room, she leapt up and scrambled against the far wall of the hall. He swung the door open and stormed away, not even bothering to glance in her direction, and when Amira stepped into the room to look for Gisele, she saw her rip the bronze medal off her lapel and hurl it to the floor. Gisele’s tears came in big, ugly sobs that wracked her body, her chest heaving as she tried to catch her breath and failed. Amira tentatively stepped closer.

‘I’m sorry,’ Gisele said as she slowly looked up. ‘I’m so, so sorry, Amira.’

Amira went to her and hugged her, despite it all. She was terrified of what Hans might do but now, with Fred gone, Gisele would be all alone in the world if she didn’t have Amira.

‘He forced you to tell him,’ Amira said.

‘But I don’t know what he’ll do, Amira! I honestly don’t know what he’s capable of. My own husband. I truly don’t know.’

‘Gisele, you’ve fought all your life for me, from when we were little girls. You’ve been like the sister I never had. But I don’t need you to save me now. What I need is for you to help me save Fred.’

‘What if it’s already too late to save him though?’

They both jumped when the front door slammed shut.

‘We can’t believe it’s too late for him,’ Amira murmured as they held each other. ‘We have to believe that there is still time.’

‘And what of Hans? What if he never comes back?’ Gisele cried.

‘He will,’ Amira said. ‘He loves you, and he will come home. You know he will.’

What she wasn’t so certain about was whether he’d come back with two Gestapo men, who’d march her from his home and down to the train station to join the other Jews headed to Auschwitz.
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An hour later, Hans still hadn’t returned, and Gisele was alternating between anger and tears. Amira passed her a fresh cup of coffee and sat down beside her. She’d been tempted to leave and go back to her apartment, but she was pragmatic enough to know that if Hans sent men for her, they’d find her wherever she was. Which had led her to staying with Gisele while she still could.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Gisele whispered, Amira tucked close beside her on the sofa.

‘You have nothing to be sorry for,’ Amira whispered back. ‘You’ve always been my truest friend, and nothing has changed.’

‘But to think that he had a hand in Fred being arrested, in what happened . . .’

‘To his credit, he could have detained me immediately when you told him the truth, and he didn’t.’

‘But he didn’t say anything in support of you, either.’

Amira couldn’t argue with that. ‘I still can’t believe Fred has been taken. I mean, we were so careful, he was so careful.’

Gisele wiped the tears from her cheeks.

‘It would break him if he found out that his lover, and it must have been Christoph, was the one who’d given him up,’ Amira said. ‘I don’t think he’d ever recover from it.’ If he’s even alive still. She shuddered at the thought.

‘We have to do something, anything, to help him,’ Gisele said. ‘This can’t be the end for us, for him. It just can’t be.’

Amira wished she felt as confident, but she couldn’t stop remembering what Hans had said. You must know that he’s not coming back from Auschwitz.

‘Would you stay with me tonight?’ Gisele asked, sitting up and staring down at Amira. ‘If Hans doesn’t come home . . .’

‘Yes, I’ll stay with you. So long as there’s no chance of your mother turning up.’

She only hoped that Hans didn’t decide that his allegiance to their Führer was more important than his marriage, because if he sent men for Amira, he might as well send men for his wife, too.
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Later that night, Amira walked down the hall and up the stairs to her old attic bedroom, each footstep feeling somehow more impossible than the last. It was as if she were sinking in deep sand; sand that wanted to swallow her whole. And if it had been a possibility, she would have let it, because she no longer wanted to live. Not without Maxi; not without Fred.

I’ve lost both the men I loved. I’m never going to see either of them again.

But as she was thinking it, the thought circling her mind over and over, she realised that she’d actually lost all three of the men she loved. Papa. She missed him as fiercely as she still missed her mother, wishing there was still a chance that he would come home, that he could help her to pick up the pieces and navigate this next part of her life. Some days she still let herself imagine that it had all been a big mistake, even though she knew it wasn’t possible for him to still be alive.

Amira climbed into bed and pulled the covers up around her, curling into a ball as she began to cry. She cried for Maxi, the love of her life who she couldn’t even imagine a future without; her darling Fred, who’d somehow become her dearest companion as well as her husband, despite their differences. She’d thought that one day, when this was all over, they’d quietly divorce and then remain the best of friends, in each other’s lives forever, never forgetting the promises they’d made, laughing as they recalled the time they pretended to be in love. But even that had been taken from her now.

‘Mira?’

The little voice was barely a whisper, but Amira still heard it. She tried to stifle her tears, surprised that Frieda had found her way alone up to the attic, but her entire body continued to tremble.

‘Mira? What’s wrong? Why are you crying?’

Frieda’s small hand found its way under the covers to touch Amira’s cheek, and when she felt it was wet, she climbed in beside her, putting her arms around her and hugging her tight.

‘Why are you crying, Mira?’ Frieda asked, stroking her hair in the same way Amira imagined her mother probably did when she was upset.

Amira couldn’t answer her; there were no words to explain to a child what she was going through, the suffering that felt as if it might tear her body in two. But Frieda tucked her tiny body against hers anyway, nestled in so quietly Amira imagined she might have fallen asleep, but for the tiny movements of her fingers through Amira’s hair.

And she couldn’t help but consider the irony, that the daughter of a dedicated SS man was comforting her; her, a woman who should by all accounts be hated by any German. A little girl who would grow up to hate her if she knew the truth, even though right now, at such a young age, her heart was filled with love.

That was when Amira realised it wasn’t the younger generation who could ever be held to account for what was happening – they had been indoctrinated and had never known anything different, they truly didn’t have a choice but to see the world a certain way. They were not the same as those who should have known better, who’d allowed themselves to turn their backs on their fellow humans, humans they’d once walked alongside, lived alongside, loved alongside. Those were the ones she blamed, the ones she wanted to scream at until they saw sense.

Her skin suddenly felt as if it were alight, her tears drying up as she lifted her arm to cocoon Frieda more tightly against her, needing her little warm body more than she’d realised.

Please let it all be a terrible mistake. Please don’t let it be true. Please let me wake up and find this has all just been a nightmare.

Her tears began to fall again, and this time, she wondered if they would ever stop. But as Frieda nestled even closer, her fingers knotted against Amira’s neck, she knew that she could only give herself one night to cry herself to sleep. Come morning, she would have to figure out a plan to keep herself, and Fred, alive.


Chapter Twenty-Four 

Fred

Fred had lost all track of time. He no longer knew how many days had passed since he’d been arrested, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten, and he certainly couldn’t recall the last time he’d been given water. At one point, a guard had opened the door to the wagon, the light painfully piercing Fred’s eyes after so long in the dark, and thrown water on them. There had been a mad rush to lick every drop from their skin, people clamouring to get closer to the guard to soothe their cracked lips and parched throats, but then the door had slid back across with force, the noise reverberating through the wagon, plunging them into darkness once more.

Fred kept his legs slightly parted and steady, knowing that the train could lurch forward again at any moment. It had happened so many times now, everyone falling into one another, and with standing room only they all kept toppling into each other, with almost everyone vomiting from the swaying motion once they were moving again. Every time he felt as if he couldn’t stand another second, he repeated in his mind how fortunate he was for his warm clothes. He’d even found a shoe along the way that he’d quickly slipped his foot into, fallen from some other man likely dragged down the street. Now he had two left-footed shoes, but it at least meant he wasn’t hobbling with only one. Some of the people wearing their nightclothes must have been snatched from their homes in the middle of the night, and others had bare feet, so he had much to be grateful for as he stood in the cold. But even as he told himself these things, he knew how ridiculous it was to believe he was one of the fortunate ones. Nothing about what had happened to him was lucky.

He thought of Christoph, and for the first time, truly understood what he must have been through. Months ago, he would have been on the same type of wagon, his shirt sticking to him from sweating so profusely, his shivers chilling him as that sweat suddenly began to cool as night fell, his body retching against the smell of so many humans. Everyone was the same in that wagon: traumatised, terrified, lonely, and desperately afraid of what was to come.

Fred had tried to convince himself that perhaps it wasn’t so bad, that the war would one day end and that he and Christoph would be reunited, but that hope was rapidly fading. Even the music he could usually compose in his mind had fallen silent. They were transporting them as if they were less than human; starving them and humiliating them by creating conditions no man or woman should ever experience, which told him that wherever they were going would be no better. In his heart, he believed it was the end.

This time when the train stopped, Fred heard shouting and a commotion outside. After so long in the dark, with only cracks of light coming through, it was as if his hearing was heightened to make up for his lack of sight. When the door slid open, someone yelled at them, and they all moved forward as one, shoulder to shoulder, their feet wet from the human excrement slick across the floor, and he couldn’t help but wonder how the people with no shoes were faring, or the ones who’d simply had socks on. These small questions kept his mind occupied and stopped him from giving up, from crying out in pain at the desperation of it all.

‘Raus, raus!’ Out, out. They shouted it over and over as everyone moved.

Fred kept his eyes half shut, squinting into the light, but it was the cold wind that was even more painful than the brightness. It cut straight through him, and he wrapped his arms around his body to protect himself.

There were people gathered everywhere, and as they walked across the platform and down the ramp, Fred saw the numbers of guards lined up, some of them with snarling shepherd dogs on leashes beside them. He looked away, not wanting to think about what would happen to anyone who stepped out of line. But it also made him think of Otto. The little dog had run off, frightened, when Fred had been taken, and he was grateful that Amira had scooped him up and held him close as he’d been led away. What he wouldn’t give to be at home with her, to feel safe again. Because for the short time they’d been married, he had felt safe, for the first time in so long, and he couldn’t stop thinking about the way she’d screamed for him, fought for him, as he’d been hauled away.

Clearly not moving fast enough, Fred was prodded in the back, and he stumbled before finding his balance again. Someone yelled at them to move faster, and then someone else yelled for them to line up, and Fred moved with everyone else, not wanting to draw any attention to himself.

He could hear the teeth of some of the other transportees chattering, and they stood for what felt like forever as some men walked back and forth, inspecting the new arrivals.

The children were eventually all moved to form a different group, along with obviously pregnant women and older people. Some stood hand in hand, defiant, their heads held high, but most of the people were either crying or looked to be in shock, barely registering what was happening. Eventually a man, who appeared to be a doctor, came down the line to where Fred stood, and he was asked to open his mouth, before a light was shone in his eyes.

‘Occupation?’

‘Musician,’ he said, not recognising the husky, low voice that came from his mouth.

‘You are not a Jew?’ the doctor said, squinting at him. ‘Political prisoner? Homosexual?’

Fred’s skin felt as if it were on fire, hating the word, wishing he never had to hear it again. But he nodded, and the doctor seemed to immediately lose interest in him, moving on to the next person, but must have given some indication for where Fred was to go, because a guard grabbed him by the shoulder and pushed him, pointing to the group of older people, women and children. He had no idea why he had been selected to go with them, when other men his age where being gathered and marched away, but he kept his head down, not wanting to draw attention to himself. He kept glancing up to see where they were going, and it appeared they were being marched to a concrete building in the near distance.

The selection process went on and on, and Fred estimated that there were maybe five or six hundred people, with more and more humans being escorted on to the platforms from wagons and down the ramps. Some resisted and were hit with batons, one woman had screamed and thrashed so violently upon being separated from her children that she’d been violently beaten and left in a pool of blood for those coming behind her to step over, but most just kept moving forward. They were all too frightened to do anything else.

As he slowly raised his head, he realised that two more trains had arrived, pulling a long row of cattle cars. Full of people. The faded red cars were not full of the heavy animals they’d been intended for, they were full of people – men, women, children, families. The volume was almost impossible to comprehend.

He lifted his hand to wipe the tears from his eyes as dogs began to bark, as children began to scream in fear.

There were two little girls, identical in looks and with their hair plaited in the same style, dressed in warm coats and leather shoes. Fred couldn’t take his eyes from them, at their utter despair at being ripped from their mother’s arms. She was sent to the right, to Fred’s group, along with a man he presumed was her husband, and the pretty girls were sent left as the doctor smiled, his eyes seeming to light up at the sight of the twins.

But Fred didn’t get the chance to observe any longer, for they were being marched forward again, this time towards trucks. It took a long time for their group to move, much larger than the group that had been directed right, who were walking to the concrete building. He wasn’t sure if he should be relieved or concerned that he wasn’t going with them.

Fred wiped his eyes again as fresh tears appeared, and he looked into the distance, seeing thick plumes of smoke chugging into the sky. I’m sorry, Amira. I’m sorry I promised you that you’d be safe.

When he looked at the sorrowful expressions of those around him, he doubted that he would ever see her or little Otto again.
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Fred closed his eyes as the people around him started to panic – there were more people crammed together around him now than there had been in the wagon. The room had seemed large when they were first walking in, but as more and yet more people were forced inside, it no longer felt as if there was space to breathe, let alone move. It had taken what felt like forever but was likely only an hour or so for them to be transported to this other building set away from the camp, and there was still no indication of what was to happen next.

The old man beside him was crying, his arms wrapped tightly around himself, and the smell of so many humans huddled together made Fred’s stomach turn. Everyone was naked, everyone had been forced to remove every stitch of clothing. There was nothing left in his stomach though, so even if he’d tried to be sick, he doubted anything would have come out.

‘Halt!’

The voice echoed through the room, and the guard Fred could still see over the heads of those gathered stood to attention. There were whispers among the guards, and someone held up a list.

It was as if the entire room were moving and breathing in unison then, waiting to see what would happen; whether it was necessary to panic, to fight, or to surrender.

‘Are there any skilled labourers present?’ barked the same voice that had called out for a halt. ‘I am looking for skilled men to come with me.’

Me. Fred’s head lifted again as shuffles and murmurs surrounded him. When they’d asked for his occupation, he’d given it truthfully, but he hadn’t always been a pianist.

‘Electrician,’ Fred said, but his throat was so dry the words were barely audible. It had been many years, but he had the strongest sense to call out and declare it. ‘I trained as an electrician!’ he called out, louder this time.

‘Step forward,’ the officer yelled.

‘I am a builder,’ another man said.

Fred made his way forward, as did the other man, but this man held the hand of a small boy, presumably his son.

‘You, out,’ the man ordered Fred. ‘And you.’

Fred began to move, shuffling through at the same time as the man was ordered to leave his boy. He knew he should hurry, but he couldn’t help but listen to the conversation, surprised when the German guard told the man to stay with his son if he didn’t want to leave him, but they would not take them both. It was an act of kindness that Fred hadn’t been expecting, but as he glanced back and saw the relief on the man’s face, still holding tightly to his son, something didn’t sit right with him. These guards know no kindness. Kindness doesn’t exist in a place like this.

Fred tried to cover his nakedness as he walked, surprised when he was nudged in the back and told to return to the undressing room where he’d taken off his clothes only minutes earlier, only he had no hope of finding his own pile. There were prisoners in striped pyjamas fossicking through everything, scavenging as if they were thieves.

They’d been told to undress because they needed disinfecting, that their clothes would be washed and returned to them and to leave them in neat piles with their shoelaces tied together, but now Fred had the feeling that none of those people he’d travelled to Auschwitz with and been processed alongside were going to be wearing their clothes again.

‘Keep walking,’ the guard behind him said.

They prodded him towards another room, and indicated that he should pick up the striped clothes that were the same as the other prisoners were wearing. He bent over and retrieved them, dressing as quickly as he could.

‘Shoes,’ they said, pointing back to the other room.

Fred nodded and did as he was told, looking for the shoes he’d carefully put on top of his folded pile of clothes, but to no avail.

‘Those ones,’ the guard said, pointing to the closest pair of boots, a pair that Fred immediately knew would be too big for him.

He leaned down to take them, even more certain now that the owners of these belongings were never going to see them again. But as he reached down, he also saw a thick pair of socks. He took them, as well as another pair of smaller ones that may have belonged to a woman, putting them on and then the thicker ones over the top, before pushing his feet into the boots. He didn’t even have time to lace them before he was prodded again, sharply in the back with what he imagined was a pistol.

‘Get moving.’

Fred did his best to walk in the large boots without tripping over the laces, but when they emerged back out into the cold wind, his feet stopped moving, his jaw falling open as tears immediately filled his eyes.

‘No,’ he gasped.

‘Keep moving!’

But Fred couldn’t. He couldn’t take his eyes from the bodies being pulled from the very building he’d been standing in, only minutes earlier. They were being dragged by the prisoners in striped suits, and the first two bodies he saw were the man and his son, their mouths gaping open. Dead.

‘How?’ he asked, turning to the guard. ‘What is this place?’

‘The crematoria,’ the guard said, with a shrug. ‘They have no idea what’s coming until those doors are closed.’

He must have seen the confused look on Fred’s face, because he laughed.

‘They think it’s going to be water to clean them, but it’s Zyklon B. Our favourite poison.’

Fred began to cry then, and he was shoved once more as another guard joined them. The road seemed to stretch out for miles ahead of them as Fred shuffled forward, one foot in front of the other. Gas. They were killing them silently with gas, their screams muted by the concrete walls of the chamber they were standing inside, walking like lambs to the slaughter with no knowledge of the horror that was to face them.

He’d been seconds from death, it seemed. And somehow, by the skin of his teeth, he’d survived. By saying the one thing he’d hated about his life, the job that his father had wanted for him that he had not. Now he just had to hope that he wasn’t asked to do anything too complicated, because he had given up his apprenticeship after less than a year when he’d been accepted to study music.

‘Get this one on the train, I’ll get the others,’ the second guard said to another.

And Fred’s first thought was to be thankful that he wasn’t being transported or put to use on his own. He’d never been afraid of solitude before, often craved it when he was composing or rehearsing, but Auschwitz was not a place in which he wanted to be alone. He was hopeful at the simple word: others.

‘They try to escape, shoot them,’ the guard said, gesturing at Fred. ‘They’re going to be useful, but don’t bother chasing them. There’ll always be more.’

‘Why were you spared?’

The whisper came from a man who seemed to appear from nowhere, but must have been sitting in the shadows by the train platform. He moved slowly, as if to make sure he wasn’t going to be told to halt. Or perhaps he was exhausted and couldn’t move any faster even if he’d wanted to.

‘I was once an electrician,’ Fred said. ‘And you?’

‘A plumber,’ the man said. ‘I’ve been here for almost three days, and they just came through and asked our kapo for any labourers.’

Fred nodded, wishing he had something to drink. His throat felt as if it were burning.

‘You came here alone?’

‘I did,’ Fred replied. ‘You?’

The man shook his head, his sadness obvious. ‘My wife and two children came too, but they were separated from me when we arrived and I haven’t seen them since. I’m hoping they keep the women and children somewhere nicer.’

Fred refused to let his face fall, coughing to disguise the emotion rising inside of him. The images of the bodies came back to him, the smell inside the room before he was escorted out, the people crying and huddled together, not knowing their fate. He had no doubt that was where this poor man’s family had been taken, but he simply couldn’t tell him. All he’d be doing would be to take away what little hope the man had – any will to survive what they were about to face.

Fred turned away, not able to look him in the eye.

‘Do you think they’ll feed us, since we’re to be working for them?’ the man asked.

And that was when Fred noticed that his striped clothes were hanging from him, his face gaunt, eyes sunken. Unlike Fred with his oversized boots, his feet were bare, the dirt embedded into his skin.

Fred nodded, but in truth, he doubted anything was going to improve for them. There was only one reason Hitler sent anyone to the camps, and Fred was under no illusion that as soon as their labouring skills were no longer needed, they’d be killed too, especially after what he’d just witnessed.

‘Would you like my socks?’ Fred asked, slipping his feet from his boots and giving the man the thicker woollen socks he was wearing.

‘You’re certain?’

Fred nodded. ‘I am. Perhaps we could look out for each other?’

When he put his boots back on, he knew they were so loose that walking would now cause blisters on his heels and toes, if he could even keep them on, but at least this way they’d both avoid their feet from freezing. Although no act of generosity would stop him from feeling guilty about not telling the poor man the truth about his family.

‘Do you know where they’re taking us?’

Fred shook his head. ‘I don’t know. They didn’t tell me anything.’

He closed his eyes and turned his face up to the sky. Wherever it is, I hope it’s better than here.


Chapter Twenty-Five 

Amira

Amira had been out for most of the morning, with Otto trotting at her side on his leash. She had lined up with her ration book and been able to get a small piece of meat, more of the chicory coffee she’d slowly become used to, a small piece of bread and some fat. There was enough for her to get by on, and she was grateful that Otto was so tiny – she only needed to share a little with him to keep him happy. In hindsight, perhaps she should have continued to stay with Gisele, but as scared as she was of her identity being discovered, she’d desperately needed her own space, away from that house and any reminders of Hans or Gisele’s mother’s impending return. And she felt as if she were looking at the time every few minutes, wondering what Fred might be going through, where he was, whether she was going to be able to do something in time to save him.

As she walked, she looked up at the apartment buildings she passed. Some had gaping holes in their roofs, but others were mostly intact and unaffected by the bombing, with cages for rabbits on the balconies. Balcony pigs. She remembered that Fred had told her what they were when they’d been out one afternoon, and her stomach had turned violently at the fluffy creatures being kept for their meat rather than their company. He’d told her about the little gardens on rooftops, where families were trying to grow extra vegetables, and about the Jews hiding all over Berlin. She’d known there were many concealed throughout Germany, but she hadn’t realised so many remained in the city, hidden in attics or beneath floorboards, existing thanks to the kindness of others who were risking everything to help them.

Amira carried her two paper bags under one arm, her other hand holding the leash, and as she walked, she realised just how much she thought of Fred. The apartment was full of memories and echoes of him, and she sometimes found herself standing in his room and opening his closet, looking at all his things and inhaling the cologne that seemed to cling to the fabric. Or lying on top of his bed with Otto and trying to imagine where he was and how he was faring. She thought of Maxi often, too, especially when she was struggling to fall asleep at night, but Maxi was gone. Fred on the other hand . . . Fred might still be alive. And she kept telling herself that there had to be something she could do, that hope wasn’t lost.

‘Amira, isn’t it?’ She turned at her name, surprised to see a well-dressed woman speaking to her.

‘Mathilde?’ she asked, recognising one of the women she’d met from the night Fred had performed, when they were first married. ‘You’re one of Gisele’s friends?’

The woman smiled, and Amira found it hard to look her in the eye, when all she wanted to do was drop her gaze and take in the expensive-looking coat and diamonds on the woman’s fingers. She also noticed that she wore the same bronze Mother’s Cross as Gisele.

‘I was just having lunch with some of the other ladies, and we were talking about finding some new volunteers,’ she said. ‘We started out by knitting woollen socks for our boys away serving, but now we’re sorting through containers of clothes. You wouldn’t consider joining us, would you?’

Amira hesitated, feeling as if she had no choice but to say yes. ‘Of course, I would be honoured to help. I’m finding myself with far too much time on my hands now that I don’t have a job.’ It was probably a fantasy to think that any of the Nazi wives would want to help her, but the closer she was to people with influence, perhaps the more likely she was to have a chance of saving Fred.

‘Well, you’ll only have time on your hands until the baby arrives. My advice is to enjoy the last few months of peace,’ Mathilde said with a conspiratorial grin. ‘How have you been faring? I felt so sorry for you when you came over all faint that night.’

Amira froze, but quickly regained her composure and smiled back. She’d forgotten all about what had happened, and how everyone had presumed she was a pregnant newly-wed. ‘I’ve been fine since, thank you, although I was rather embarrassed on the night in question. I think it was too much excitement for me.’

‘Do you have a good doctor? I can always recommend mine if you need one. We have to nurture these pregnancies, you know, and the first one is often the most challenging.’ She paused. ‘You’re hardly showing at all.’

‘You’re so kind, thank you, but tell me more about this clothes-sorting?’ Amira said, trying desperately to change the subject. ‘It’s so admirable that you’ve made time to volunteer, especially when you have children to care for. When can I help?’

‘We go there every Tuesday and Thursday,’ Mathilde said. ‘In fact, we’re meeting in an hour or so. Would you like to come along today?’

Amira smiled, thankful that she’d been able to change the subject so easily, but panicked about having to spend the afternoon making pleasantries instead of doing something, anything, to help Fred.

‘Surely you don’t have anything more important to do than helping the cause?’

‘Of course not, I would love to,’ Amira said, as a bead of sweat broke out on her upper lip. ‘Let me get these groceries and the dog home, and I’ll be there just as soon as I can.’

The other woman beamed and gave her the address, and Amira forced herself to wave goodbye, hoping Mathilde hadn’t noticed how nervous Amira was, before hurrying in the direction of her apartment building. She had to pray that they hadn’t heard about Fred, but going meant being accepted into their circle. And the more accepted she was; well, hopefully the less likely it was that anyone would become suspicious of her. Or so she hoped.
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Amira checked the address Mathilde had given her and approached the building with trepidation. Ever since Fred had been taken, her level of suspicion had risen, making her jump at every shadow, her breath often coming in shallow pants as she walked, not even realising how nervous she was until she heard her own short exhales.

There is no conspiracy to capture me, she told herself as she ascended the steps. If the SS wanted her, they would simply come and take her, it was as simple as that. The very fact they hadn’t come told her she wasn’t under investigation – yet. And that Hans had kept her secret, for now at least.

‘Amira!’ Mathilde exclaimed, seeming to spot her the moment she walked in.

The other women who were gathered all looked up, their smiles friendly given Mathilde’s welcome.

‘Well, you’ve all certainly got your work cut out for you here, haven’t you?’ Amira said, taking off her coat and placing it over her handbag. ‘Where shall I put my things?’

‘We all put our belongings over there,’ Mathilde explained, pointing before looping her arm through Amira’s and lowering her voice. ‘We wouldn’t want our things to get mixed up with any of this.’

‘Or to touch it,’ another woman said, making a face. ‘It hasn’t been laundered yet, and I pity the poor souls who receive it not realising it’s sullied.’

Amira left her bag and coat where she’d been instructed and rolled up her sleeves, knowing that she was going to have to make a huge effort with the other women, to ensure that they welcomed her into the fold. If she could get them onside, then perhaps she could slowly convince them all how ridiculous it was that Fred had been taken, which might just lead to their husbands being enlisted to help. It wasn’t foolproof, but it was something.

‘It’s all been checked for valuables, but our job is to sort it properly for distribution,’ Mathilde said. ‘Just watch us and you’ll soon get the hang of it.’

‘I’m Jan,’ the woman to her left said. ‘Mathilde’s told us all about you.’

Amira reached for a beautiful coat and ran her hands across the soft wool, smiling at the other woman.

‘Well, I hope only good things,’ she said with a smile, before looking up at the enormous volume of clothes and shoes that filled the warehouse. She’d never seen so many garments in one space in all her life. ‘Where on earth do all these things come from, anyway?’

‘The camps,’ Mathilde said, with a grin. ‘They take them off all the Jews after they’ve . . . you know.’

Amira dropped the coat as if she’d been holding hot coals, her face clearly showing her horror.

‘Oh, look at her!’ Jan giggled.

Mathilde joined in, and soon all the women were laughing at Amira, as if she were the funniest thing they’d seen all day. That was why they’d said it was sullied? That it should be laundered? Because it had belonged to the Jews? These things had been taken off them after they’d arrived at the camps, leaving them with nothing?

‘We were all the same,’ Mathilde said, patting her hand. ‘In the beginning, we were most uncomfortable, but my husband has assured me you can’t catch anything from just touching their clothes. There are no actual diseases on their skin.’

‘And in case you’re wondering, they take them off before they gas them,’ Jan said, matter-of-factly, as if she were talking about the weather. ‘They wouldn’t let us touch them if that was the case, our men wouldn’t stand for it.’

Amira gingerly reached for the coat again, realising she was going to have to play along, as sickening as it all was, even though she felt as if she could barely breathe past the horrors of what they were saying.

‘They send all their clothing back here, to Berlin?’ Amira asked, as she inspected the coat and folded it, before placing it with the other coats that had been checked.

‘All of it,’ Jan said. ‘They trick them into thinking they’ve got a chance, from what I’ve heard. My husband told me they tell them to pack a suitcase, a piece of hand luggage and a rucksack, but other than what they eat on the journey, everything gets taken when they arrive. But it keeps them calm, makes them feel as if they’re going to be re-settled somewhere, you know? It’s easier when they don’t fight.’

Amira nodded. ‘I had no idea,’ she said. ‘And where do all these clothes end up?’

‘With families who can’t afford to buy new,’ Mathilde said. ‘Some of the silly Jews even pack expensive tea sets, as if they’re off to a new house instead of a camp, and it all comes back here. They don’t get to keep a thing.’ Her words were revolting, but Amira only smiled and continued with the task she’d been set as she listened to them talk.

‘Do you know what happens at the camps?’ she asked, trying her very best to sound nonchalant.

‘Who cares? So long as they don’t come back, why even think about them?’

Amira nodded politely, forcing a smile and trying to appear engaged as they moved on to talking about their hairstyles and moaned about not being able to buy new dresses, and bragged about their perfect little children. But inside, she simmered with anger at how inhumane they were.

‘Amira, I’ve been telling the ladies about your gorgeous husband,’ Mathilde said, as a new box of clothes was brought over to them. ‘Tell us, does he play the piano for you at home?’

Amira looked around at all the women, their faces turned to hers, and hoped that her red cheeks didn’t give her away. She had the most awful notion that one of them, maybe even all of them, might know what had happened.

‘When Fred’s home he can barely keep his hands off me,’ she said, hoping her red cheeks only added to her authenticity. ‘He barely has time to play the piano.’

They all laughed as if it were the funniest thing they’d ever heard, before Mathilde cleared her throat.

‘And when will we all be hearing your delightful husband perform again?’

‘Ah, well,’ Amira said, smiling brightly before looking back up, feeling like a mouse about to be caught by the cat. She knew how foolish she’d been to ever think these women could be friends enough to want to help her. ‘Soon, I hope. I know he’s spent many hours rehearsing for his next concert.’

‘Now I heard you’re a close friend of Gisele’s?’ another woman said, giving Amira a moment to breathe from answering questions about Fred. ‘I’m surprised she hasn’t introduced us before?’

‘Gisele is a very dear friend, but I’m only newly married and she is so busy with all her beautiful children,’ Amira said.

When Mathilde told them that Amira was expecting, they all made such a fuss that Amira’s skin began to crawl. If only they knew they’re rubbing shoulders with a Mischling.

But at the same time, she suddenly turned her mind to when she’d last had her monthly courses. She had been feeling nauseous, but she’d put that down to a gnawing fear in her belly from worrying about Fred.

I couldn’t be, could I?
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The next morning, there was a knock at the door, and Amira crossed the sitting room to answer it, terrified about who would be calling so early. She’d barely slept the night before, tossing and turning in bed as she thought about the child growing inside of her, knowing without a doubt that she was pregnant. The nausea, the tenderness of her breasts, the time it had been since she’d last bled – there was no other explanation.

She took a deep breath, fearful, yet knowing that if the Gestapo were waiting for her, they would have likely kicked the door in rather than knock politely. She’d been expecting them ever since Gisele had confessed her secret to Hans.

‘Hans?’ She took a step back, nervous as he stared coldly at her. ‘I wasn’t expecting you.’ She ran her thumb over her left wrist, hoping that he wasn’t about to arrest her, that he hadn’t come to her home to take her away. She could almost imagine what the handcuffs would feel like.

‘May I come in?’

‘Yes,’ she found herself saying, her nerves setting her teeth to rattling. If he hadn’t come to arrest her, had he come to tell her to flee? To warn her of what was to come? ‘Coffee?’ she asked, her voice catching in her throat and coming out as a whisper.

‘Please.’

She ushered him in and closed the door behind him, showing him through the house, but he stopped at the piano and exhaled sharply.

‘Amira, I’d like to apologise for the part I played in Fred’s capture,’ he said. ‘If I’d known the charges, if I’d realised the severity of what they were going to question him about . . .’

Amira nodded and pointed him towards the kitchen table, where he sat, still in his heavy jacket, his eyes looking dark and his skin sallow.

‘Hans, please just let me go. Let me flee Berlin, let me try to hide myself.’

He looked up, and she noticed how bleary his eyes were, as if he hadn’t slept.

‘If you let me go you’ll never hear from me again. I’ll stay away from Gisele, I’ll—’

‘I’m not going to tell anyone your secret, Amira.’

She froze, staring back at him, her breath ragged. ‘You’re not?’

‘Gisele would never forgive me if I did.’

Amira nodded, not sure what to say.

Hans gave her a look that indicated he knew precisely how much it meant to her, but didn’t say anything, and she had the distinct feeling that they were playing a game of cat and mouse.

‘You know, our marriage did start as one of convenience, but after Maxi died . . .’ She looked up at Hans, knowing that she had to give him the performance of her life. ‘I love him, Hans.’

‘Well, I can’t imagine what it must be like for you. Are you nervous being alone here in the apartment?’

‘It’s been difficult, but I’m lucky to have this little man to keep me company,’ she said, stroking Otto’s fur.

‘I see. My children are certainly very fond of him.’

They sat in an uncomfortable silence for a moment after she’d brought the two coffees to the table.

‘Hans, have you heard anything more of Fred?’ Amira asked. ‘I hate to ask you, but I’m so desperate to hear something, anything, about how he’s faring.’

Hans didn’t reply.

‘Hans, he’s all I have left.’ The words hung in the air as Amira caught her breath, gasping as she said them. If he’s even still alive, but I refuse to believe otherwise until I know for sure.

‘He’s not all you have left,’ Hans said. ‘You have Gisele, she’s been your friend since you were girls, and you could forget all about Fred and meet—’

‘No, Hans, you have Gisele. You have your wife and your children, but I have no one anymore.’ She steadied her voice. ‘I need my husband to come home. I love him and I want him to come home!’

Hans was silent for a long moment, and she watched as he reached into his pocket and took out a cigarette. He lit it and inhaled.

‘Hans, Fred isn’t just my husband, he’s also an incredibly talented pianist. Why would the Nazi Party want to persecute someone so talented, someone who is such a champion of our great composers?’

Hans lowered his cigarette, considering her as if he were trying to decide whether or not to tell her something. Or perhaps he was deciding whether to believe her show of love towards a man whose sexuality he still doubted.

‘Amira, Fred has been transferred to Buchenwald concentration camp. Somehow, he was one of the few imprisoned men who’ve ever gotten on a train out of Auschwitz.’

‘He’s alive?’ Amira gasped, before asking: ‘Why would they move him?’

Hans sighed. ‘I don’t know, Amira, but I can tell you that I’ve never heard of anyone leaving there, not in recent years, and especially not now. Most of them are being sent straight to—’ His voice tapered off, as if he’d realised what he was about to say.

‘Say it, Hans,’ Amira implored.

He downed his coffee and held the cup so tightly, Gisele feared it would shatter in his hand.

‘They usually exterminate most of them on arrival,’ he finally said. ‘Most of the time . . .’

She blinked back at him, needing him to say the words, knowing in her heart what he was going to say. He put the cup on the table.

‘Most of the time, what?’ she forced herself to ask.

‘Most of the time they don’t even stand a chance.’

She wrapped her arms tightly around herself as her body began to shake. It had been one thing hearing the Nazi wives gossip about the atrocities, but to hear a man like Hans say it, a man who without a doubt knew what happened there, was truly something else. ‘Can you help him? Is there any way we can appeal the charges? Prove that they were wrong about him?’

‘I don’t know what you think I can do, but my hands are tied.’

Amira looked him in the eye. ‘I want you to tell me about this camp he’s been taken to, this place called Buchenwald. I want to know what it’s like there, and what he will be going through.’

Hans nodded, continuing to smoke. ‘Once an inmate arrives there, he will likely be processed into the main camp and assigned a role. The men there are mostly used as labourers, so it’s unusual that he was sent there at all to be honest. I thought he would have been kept at Auschwitz-Birkenau.’

‘Would he have been taken there by truck?’ she asked, wanting to paint a picture in her mind of exactly what the conditions would be like for him. ‘Is that how they transport them?’

‘No, he will have arrived by train. They transport all the prisoners in the cattle cars.’

She hid her surprise, not seeing any point in telling Hans just how revolting that was. What she needed was information, and she didn’t want to waver in case he stopped being truthful with her. But to be transported in wagons made for large livestock? It was appalling.

‘And will he be safe there? Will he be fed?’

Hans shifted at that question, as if he wasn’t comfortable with the response.

‘Hans? I want you to tell me the truth, I need to hear it.’

‘Safe is a relative term,’ he eventually said. ‘Compared to Auschwitz, his chance of survival is much higher. Many of the new arrivals are taken directly to the crematoria at Auschwitz without being processed, but there is no gas chamber at Buchenwald, so that is one thing. But they work them hard, and they feed them little, so survival rates aren’t high.’

Amira’s hand went to her stomach and she willed herself not to be sick. The very idea that he could have been killed on arrival at Auschwitz was almost impossible to comprehend.

‘There is a chance he could survive this place, then?’ she asked. ‘There is a chance that if he is strong and clever, if he can get by on little food, that he could make it?’

‘There is a chance,’ Hans said. ‘There might not be a gas chamber, but that doesn’t mean that prisoners aren’t killed there. If they do something wrong, if they become unwell or try to escape, or if a guard takes a dislike to them . . .’ He made a noise in his throat.

‘What?’ she asked. ‘What happens then, if they dislike them?’

‘They are shot,’ he said simply.

Amira stood, her breath loud to her own ears as her chest rose and then fell.

‘You promise you’re telling me everything?’ she asked. ‘I don’t want you to spare me any detail that you’re aware of. I need to know what he’s going through, or what might happen to him. I need to be prepared for every possible outcome.’

Hans lit another cigarette. His hand shook ever so slightly, and she wondered if he was nervous or perhaps even unwell.

‘There are rumours,’ he finally said.

‘Rumours?’

‘Rumours about what they do to men like him there.’

Amira swallowed. She knew what he was referring to, just as she knew that neither of them was going to say it out aloud. ‘What do they do to them?’

‘They conduct medical experiments. I’ve heard that the doctor there is interested in experimenting with ways to sterilise them, and other such things. He is known to be rather sadistic in his experiments.’

This time Amira only just stopped the bile from rising into her mouth. She couldn’t even imagine what such an experiment would involve.

‘And you think they might do such things to Fred? In the belief that he is a homosexual?’

‘Verdammt, Amira, I don’t know! You’ve asked me to tell you these things and I have, but I don’t know and I don’t want to know. They are not things we should be talking about!’

Amira knew she needed to tread carefully, even though she wanted to yell back at him and call him a coward, to blame him for Fred even being there in the first place. Instead, she took a deep breath to steady herself before speaking again.

‘I just want to know how likely it is that he will survive,’ she said, keeping her voice low. ‘I want to know if there is any chance he will make it out of that dreadful camp alive, if this war ever ends.’

‘You’re suggesting that we may not win this war?’ Hans asked, massaging his temple with his fingers. ‘That is quite a statement.’

‘Is it so unlikely? Is it not true that the tide might be turning against us?’ She thought of what Maxi had whispered to her as they lay in bed, that he no longer thought the Germans were so assured of being victorious.

‘I disagree with you about the outcome of the war, but look, even if he’s one of the lucky ones, the chances are that everyone there will perish from malnutrition eventually,’ Hans said. ‘But there is one chance, a very small chance, that could change his outcome. There’s no doubting his musical genius, after all.’

Amira’s eyebrows rose. ‘What chance?’

Hans pressed what was left of his cigarette into an ashtray and stood, walking back and forth before coming to sit across from her.

‘There is a type of sub camp at Buchenwald for a small number of inmates,’ he said, folding his hands and drawing her gaze to them as he spoke. ‘They hold political prisoners there and anyone else that might be of value, people who have special skill sets and the like. They are hostages I suppose, for the sake of a better word, rather than prisoners.’

‘And why is it different for these hostages?’ she asked.

‘Well, they are more interested in keeping them alive, in case they prove useful, or to preserve their special talents,’ he said. ‘The former French premier, for instance, Léon Blum, is being held there. They call it the Fichtenhain Special Camp.’ Hans looked like he was going to say something else, but then didn’t.

‘What is it? You’re holding something back?’

‘I heard that Blum’s lover followed him there, and they were permitted to be married.’

‘At Buchenwald?’ she gasped. ‘They were married inside the camp?’

‘They were. She refused to be parted from him and joined him in the camp, and they are both being held together from what I understand.’ He chuckled. ‘It was quite the talk among the SS, that this pretty French woman turned up at the camp voluntarily, when the rest of the population is doing everything they can to avoid being sent there.’

‘Then that’s what I’ll do.’

Hans frowned. ‘What do you mean, that’s what you’ll do?’

Amira stared him straight in the eye. ‘I shall join Fred at Buchenwald.’

He laughed. Then his face tightened into an expression she’d never seen him wear before. ‘Amira, that’s ridiculous. You are not going to Buchenwald. It’s a place to be avoided at all costs.’ He shook his head. ‘And given your heritage, given everything you’ve done to stay hidden, the secrets you’ve kept . . .’

She folded her arms. ‘Fred is my husband, and if you can’t get him home to me, then you shall find a way of getting me to him. He will never survive that place on his own.’

Hans shook his head. ‘Amira, you can’t do this. I won’t let you. What even makes you think that you would survive there? Do you think he’d be happy about you being behind barbed wire?’

‘I wasn’t asking for your permission, Hans,’ she said, sitting up a little straighter. ‘What would it entail, my voluntarily going there?’

‘I’m not having this conversation with you, Amira!’ he said, standing abruptly and stalking away from her.

She stood and poured him a brandy, watching as he downed it and looked back at her. She poured him another drink and a very small one for herself, too. Her one sip of amber liquid burned a particularly fiery path down her throat and sat uncomfortably in her stomach, although it did help to settle her nerves.

‘Amira,’ Hans said, now sitting on the edge of his chair. ‘You can’t consider this. It would be suicide, and Gisele would never forgive me if I helped you.’

She gripped her glass in her hand. ‘Just humour me, then,’ she said. ‘If I were to do it, what would I need to do to stay alive?’

‘Amira . . .’

‘If you help me get to Fred, it will keep me away from your family. You won’t have to worry about keeping my secret,’ she said, seeing the change in his stare, knowing that no matter what he might have said privately to Gisele, he would likely do anything to get her out of their lives.

He made a noise like he was grinding his teeth.

‘So, what do you say?’


Chapter Twenty-Six

‘Please don’t ask this of me, Amira,’ Hans pleaded. ‘I’m prepared to help you, but that’s not something you can ask of me. It’s not even within my remit, and if Gisele knew I’d done anything to help place you in harm’s way . . .’

‘How about you let me worry about how to tell Gisele. I’ll make sure she believes it was all my idea.’

He finished the rest of his drink and stared into the glass for a moment, before slowly looking up. ‘You have my word that your secret’s safe with me, but what you’re asking of me . . .’ He paused.

‘Hans, please. Just tell me how this would work. I imagine I can’t just turn up at the camp gates and ask to be admitted.’

‘Amira, no,’ he said, lighting another cigarette to replace the one that he had just stubbed out.

‘If I stay here in Berlin, Amira’s mother could see me and I could be discovered and sent to an even worse camp, one where I’d be killed on arrival, or the SS might come looking for me and accuse me of being part of a sham marriage.’ She levelled her gaze on him. ‘Hans, just tell me how you would send me to Buchenwald, if I were to do this. Hypothetically.’

Hans bent forward, his elbows on his knees and his hands clasped. He looked more serious than she had ever seen him before, as if he couldn’t believe he was even having the conversation with her.

‘There are a number of prisoners in the Fichtenhain Special Camp, which is essentially an isolation barracks set away from the main camp and not far from the armament factory. They are mostly people of importance, such as political leaders, but there was even a princess there until recently, Mafalda of Hesse. They have specially assigned guards watching them to ensure their safety, and I presume to make sure they don’t escape, and they receive much better rations and living quarters.’

Amira listened, leaning closer.

‘You spoke of the princess in the past tense,’ Amira said. ‘What happened to her?’

‘She was injured when the building she was in received a direct hit from an air raid attack. The doctor amputated her arm, which was badly injured from what I understand, and the official paperwork states that she died due to an infection after the surgery.’

Amira chose not to ask any more questions, horrified that a woman could lose an arm in such a way, let alone die from it.

‘The only way you would have a chance of survival inside the camp, would be if you and Fred could be transferred to Fichtenhain,’ Hans said. ‘It would all depend on him being transferred there, but Amira, if I’m being honest, he might well survive without you if he could be transferred. Why risk going there at all if—’

‘I cannot lose him, Hans. I cannot lose him, too,’ Amira said. ‘I know that he won’t make it without me. Having me there will give him something to fight for, a reason to live.’

‘You love him this much? That you’d risk entering a camp for him?’

‘I do,’ Amira replied. There is no other way. If I don’t do something, then Fred will just be another name, another person in my life to die at the hands of the Nazis. Another person to disappear from my life. ‘Hans, tell me you wouldn’t be prepared to do this for Gisele?’

Hans looked away, but Amira knew the answer. He loved his wife, and he’d stop at nothing to save her.

‘If I were to help you, and I’m not saying I am, but if I were . . .’ Hans groaned. ‘I would only do this if we had confirmation that Fred had been moved. I’m not letting you go there to enter the main camp, because I would be sending you to a near-certain death. I want to make it perfectly clear that I would not even consider it under those circumstances, because if I sent you there, we’d never see you again.’

Amira nodded, knowing that her unborn baby would die otherwise, although Hans would never agree to place her there if he knew she was pregnant. ‘That seems entirely reasonable.’

Hans looked relieved. ‘If I were to do this, I’d have to put in a special call to someone close to SS Oberführer Hermann Pister,’ he said. ‘He’s the camp commandant, and the only way to enter that camp voluntarily would be with his permission. He would have to make all the arrangements, but there’s no guarantee he will even consider your request.’

Amira’s body trembled at the thought of what she was proposing to do. I’ve spent all this time hiding, praying that I wouldn’t end up in one of those places, but Fred saved me when I didn’t think I could keep going. He doesn’t deserve to die in that camp if there is anything I can do to help him.

She looked down at her little dog, who was staring back up at her with a worried expression. ‘Can I leave Otto with you?’

Hans closed his eyes for a moment, but she saw his nod. ‘Of course, but I only wish there was somewhere I could send you, to keep you safe from all this.’

Nowhere is safe, not for someone like me, not anymore. It’s taken me all this time, but I can see it now. It was why she wanted to help protect Fred, to show him that he wasn’t alone, that he didn’t deserve such hatred and cruelty for being himself, to repay him for the way he’d nursed her through her grief.

‘Thank you.’

Hans stood, staring down at her for a long moment before buttoning his coat and walking to the door.

‘We’re going to get Fred back,’ she whispered to Otto, pressing a kiss into his fur as she hurried down the hall to the front door. ‘I’m not giving up without a fight, I promise.’

She’d been powerless to save her mother, and her father, and then Maxi, but so long as Fred was still alive, she could still try to save him.


Chapter Twenty-Seven 

Fred

The train ride to Buchenwald was different from the one to Auschwitz-Birkenau. With fewer of them in the wagons than last time, they shuddered and swayed even more violently, which increased how nauseous they all felt inside, but with barely anything in their stomachs for so many days, there was little to throw up. There were stops along the way, and by the following day, the cart was soon crammed with more people.

He tried to keep to himself, closing his eyes and imagining that he was back at home, playing his piano as Amira placed a steaming mug of coffee on the table beside him. He wasn’t certain when it had happened, but his mind and memories were full of her now; of her kind smile, the warm way she embraced him, the smell of her perfume wafting down the hallway. He’d lived without any family for so long, and yet in the time they’d been married, she’d managed to make him feel as if he had a home to return to at the end of each day. She was the companion he’d never known he needed.

When the train eventually began to slow, Fred pushed thoughts of Amira from his mind and straightened his shoulders. His stomach was empty, the pain of not eating like knives being stabbed into his insides, and his throat was so dry that he could barely swallow. If someone had talked to him, he wasn’t certain he’d even be able to utter a sound in reply. But when the side door was hauled open with an ear-piercing squeak, light filtering in as it had last time, he forced himself to stretch his weak legs and encourage them to move. He was under no illusion what would happen if anyone deemed him too weak to move of his own accord.

This time, he kept his eyes almost shut as the light streamed in around them, opening them slowly as the crowd began to move. The boots that hadn’t felt too uncomfortable while he was standing still began to bite at his skin as soon as he started to walk, but he told himself that it was better than having nothing in the cold.

When he was outside, everyone began to form a line in front of the gates, and Fred tipped his head back to read the inscription as they marched, but it was only legible now that he was on the other side. Jedem das Seine. To each his own. He shuddered as he ran the words through his mind. He knew what it meant to the Nazis – to each what he deserves – and he couldn’t help but wonder what horrors they were all to find within those gates.

They were split into groups, and Fred soon found himself shoulder to shoulder with the man he’d given the socks to. He glanced down and saw that those socks were now sodden, and he quickly looked back up. He’d done what he could to help him, and there was nothing more he could do – giving up his boots could mean death when the weather turned ever colder.

‘You,’ a guard said, coming to stand by them. There were a handful of other men too. ‘You are the skilled labourers?’

They all nodded, which received a cold smile from the guard. He took out a whip and cracked it hard against the man closest to him.

‘I will ask you again,’ he said, walking up and down in front of them as they all began to tremble from the cold wind cutting against their skin. ‘Are you the skilled labourers?’

‘Yes sir!’ they all replied. Individually they might have failed the task, but united they seemed loud enough to keep the sadistic guard happy.

Fred looked around as they stood, their guard distracted by a list that had been passed to him, and he took in the barbed wire fence and the tall watchtowers dotted around the perimeter. It was similar to the last camp in many ways, and he didn’t know what the change meant, but he did know that he wasn’t about to go into a room like the one he’d been ushered into last time. I’d rather be shot in the back of the head for refusing, than killed with all the others gathered here.

‘Move!’ the guard suddenly yelled, and they were forced to shuffle forward, all of them men.

Many of the others were grouped together and told to stay standing, and Fred hoped and prayed they weren’t going to be taken straight to their deaths. But soon he was following orders just like before, huddled behind the others in the group, as they were ushered into a large room and told to remove their clothes. He did as he was told, undressing, as did all the others, tying their shoes together by the laces and folding their clothes. He didn’t bother telling the men who still had their own clothes that they might never see them again. They would either be dead or wearing the striped pyjamas. Just like at Auschwitz, he’d seen the men behind the wire walking slowly in their stripes, their gait forced, as if they could barely lift one foot in front of the other. The camps were so much worse than he had imagined.

‘Come with me!’ another guard ordered, and Fred heard the bark of a dog and hurried along.

Somehow he ended up near the front of the line, with only a handful of men ahead of him. The first was told to walk up and get in a tub to wash himself. Fred was revolted by the idea they would all have to bathe in the same water, especially after the journey they’d had, and that it was in front of the fully clothed guards. He watched anxiously as they picked up planks of wood that had been leaning against the wall, threatening the man when he did not do as they ordered.

Fred watched one of the guards push and hold the man’s head under as the others laughed. When they let him pull his head back up, the skin on his face was bright red and the man was screaming; it was as if the skin was peeling clean off his face from whatever chemicals were in the water.

They ordered the next man forward and he took a few steps before refusing, the smell of the disinfectant reaching them all, the smell overpowering.

‘Get in!’ the guard screamed.

When the man refused again, they beat him over the back with the wooden planks, so hard that Fred feared they had broken his back. The man lay, crying in pain, barely moving, before the next man was summoned. Fred looked away, not able to watch, and when it was his turn he quickly stepped over the man on the ground and hurried on, taking a deep breath and stepping straight into the water, emerging as quickly as possible and climbing out the other side before he could be reprimanded.

His skin was on fire, as if someone were lighting a match across every inch of his body, but he stayed as quiet as he could and followed the orders of another guard, who was directing them into another room. The only consolation was that he knew they wouldn’t bother to disinfect them if they were going to kill them, or at least he hoped that was the case. Fred wished the ground would open up and swallow him.

Some time later, he stood outside in the freezing cold, wearing the predicted striped trousers and shirt, but what he hadn’t expected was to be marked for why he was there. On the right breast pocket of his shirt, through the centre of the word Buchenwald, was a downward-pointing pink triangle. He hadn’t realised what it was for until he’d seen the colours given to the other men, most of whom wore red triangles due to being political prisoners.

‘Name?’

‘Frederick Schulz,’ he said, his voice still raspy. They’d still received nothing; no water, no food, and he felt as if his body were going into shock.

‘You are incarcerated for being a homosexual?’

He wanted to tell the man that he was married, that he wasn’t what they said he was, that they had the wrong person, but he’d seen others complaining about what they were arrested for, and they were cradling black eyes, bloody noses and painful abdomens.

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘Transfer from Auschwitz, due to being an electrician?’ the guard asked, before frowning. ‘But you are listed as being a pianist?’

‘I am a pianist,’ he said, wanting to tell the guard that he was a favourite of Goebbels himself, but knowing better than to speak out of turn. ‘But before that I trained as an electrician.’

The man lowered his gaze and stamped the paper he was holding. ‘Well, we shall keep you alive long enough to be useful then.’

Fred moved forward, his arms held tightly around himself to stave off the cold. He was issued with a steel cup and a spoon, but there was still no food. Instead, he was taken with countless other men to a barracks that looked as if it had once housed horses or other livestock. There was no one inside – it seemed all of the inmates were expected to work and were away for the day – but it still smelled as if one hundred filthy bodies were in there. There were rows and rows of low bunks.

Once they were left alone, he, like most of the other men with their newly shaved heads, slid down to the ground, their hands planted in the dirt, their bodies exhausted. And when Fred began to cry, he feared that he might never stop.
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The following day, after a breakfast of putrid, watery soup that made his stomach clench, Fred followed the other workers. They’d stood in the camp square for roll call at dawn, thousands of them all lined up, some of the prisoners falling over from exhaustion, having to stand for so long. Those that fell were beaten, those that spoke out of turn were beaten, and Fred came to realise very quickly that the only way to stay alive was to stay quiet and find a way to remain standing.

One of the men in the breakfast line who was as thin as a skeleton had told him to save any bread he was given to nibble at during the day, and Fred had followed his advice. He’d placed it up his sleeve and was carrying it with him, terrified of dropping it and losing it, and he had no idea how he was going to keep it hidden throughout the day. He would have used his waistband, but the trousers were loose on him, and he doubted it would stay.

They were marched to the entrance to the camp, and the big iron gates swung open.

‘Faster!’ a guard yelled.

They all increased their speed, and Fred glanced over at the guards, talking and laughing, their bellies full, their cheeks plump. It made him sick, and if he’d been braver, he would have lunged for one of their guns and killed them all. But he wasn’t brave enough, and he also knew it would likely get them all shot.

He glanced up at the watchtowers and saw that there were rifles trained on them. So I wouldn’t even succeed in attacking one guard, if I tried.

‘Where are we going?’ Fred whispered.

No one answered him; they all just kept walking, one foot in front of the other. Sometimes one of them would fall, and the others would help to haul him up, but Fred could see that they were almost ready to give up, the bodies of young men so frail from being starved and overworked.

‘You,’ the guard said, and Fred realised he was pointing to him and another man who was standing nearby.

‘This is our armament factory,’ the guard said. ‘We have partially resumed production, but we need to increase what we’re making.’

Fred looked at what was left of the structure, with parts of the building completely destroyed and the roof collapsed in some areas.

‘Builders!’ another guard yelled, as most of the men they’d walked over with stood to attention.

Fred turned back to the guard who was addressing them.

‘Get to work.’

He had no idea what needed to be repaired, or if he’d even be capable of what would be asked of him, but Fred intended on doing his best to muddle through. And to his great relief, the other electrician spoke to him once they were inside, huddled together as they inspected the damage.

‘My name is Fred.’

‘Ben,’ he whispered back. ‘Are you experienced?’

Fred didn’t know the man enough to trust him, so he simply shrugged. ‘It’s been some time since I worked, but I’m sure it will come back to me.’ I didn’t even complete my apprenticeship! I barely have any idea what I’m doing, but I want to stay alive!

‘Do you know what happened here?’ said Ben.

‘I only arrived yesterday.’

‘Hundreds of prisoners were killed here, and even more severely injured. They wouldn’t even let them out of the building as the bombs rained down.’

Fred looked around, imagining the terror of being shut inside, forced to work, as men died around you.

‘You’ll learn fast, but move quickly when the whistle blows after breaktime. You’re still strong, so make sure you volunteer to help carry back the dead or injured at the end of the day, and whatever you do, don’t give the guards any reason to dislike you.’

Fred glanced down at the pink triangle on his chest, and saw that the other man did, too. He offered no judgement, for which Fred was grateful, but Ben didn’t say anything else, and Fred hoped that didn’t mean that he was already likely to be a target for the guards and their sadism.
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It had only been a week, and Fred was already feeling as worn out and exhausted as the men around him. He’d expected that it would have taken months or even years for them to end up like that, but now he’d seen the reality; few made it that long, and it only took a short time to become a skeleton of a man when you were being underfed and overworked. Only the day before, he’d been leaving the factory when he’d seen a train arrive, and instead of the prisoners walking out as he had, other inmates were called over to shovel them out. There hadn’t been a live person among them.

He was standing at roll call, his legs feeling as though they might give up at any moment and his stomach churning as he tried to forget what he’d seen, when he was singled out by a guard. Fred’s entire body filled with fear, but he forced himself to move.

‘Come with me.’

There were cries behind him, as one of the men must have collapsed and was receiving his punishment, but Fred stayed focused on placing one foot in front of the other, trying to keep up with the pace of the guard. He’d learned not to react to anything, to remain invisible, to steel himself to the violence and horrors.

‘I am told you are a talented pianist,’ the guard said.

‘I am a pianist, yes,’ Fred said, finding his voice, although unsure whether his answer was even expected.

‘You are to be moved to the special camp,’ he said. ‘But for now, you will be held at the falconer’s lodge while your file is studied and your paperwork is processed. We have been told that your talents are being wasted here.’

Fred didn’t know whether to be relieved or terrified; he’d seen how sadistic some of the guards could be and had heard the stories – it didn’t bear thinking about, why they had to keep birds with such long talons on the camp grounds. He looked at the beech tree forest as they walked, probably only five hundred metres or so from the building, which was surrounded by a different kind of fencing. Not barbed wire, which was used to keep the humans inside the camp, but fencing for animals, with deer dotted throughout the enclosures.

There were guards with dogs stationed outside the entrance, and Fred kept his head down as they passed, hoping the canines couldn’t sense his fear.

‘Am I no longer to work at the factory?’ he asked, as the guard turned to him.

‘You must have friends in high places,’ he replied. ‘There is to be no more labouring for you, although I hear they’re bringing in a piano to the commanders’ settlement so you can entertain them. If you’re good enough for Goebbels, it seems you’re good enough for our commanders.’

Fred had no idea who could be helping him from the outside, who his friend in high places was, but even so he prayed that somehow, his ability to play the piano and entertain the camp commanders would keep him alive. Because if he had to stay in the main camp and work each day as he had been, he doubted he’d even make it to the end of the year.

The only trouble was his hand. He looked down at the dirty rag he’d tied around it, his fingers damaged from the afternoon prior when he’d been working below one of the builders. Right now, he felt as if he could barely move his fingers from the pain, but if playing the piano was going to save him, then he’d have to find a way.

Fred was surprised to find himself left mostly to his own devices once the guard had gone. There were the two guards stationed with the dog outside, but inside he was able to move about freely. There were three other men there, all French, which made it impossible to converse, but they were friendly and offered him some of the food they had. None of them looked like the other prisoners, and they had clearly never been in the main camp, and Fred gratefully sat with them and ate some bread and sausage, before following them as they pointed out of the windows. He could barely believe his eyes when he read the sign stating ‘Zoo’, finding it hard to imagine that so close to so much misery was a place of entertainment for the children of Nazi officers and commanders.

But after looking around and then resting for some time, grateful for the space to lie down and the relative warmth of the building compared to his previous barracks, a different guard came back carrying a folded pile of clothes, shoes and a wash cloth.

‘Clean yourself up and get dressed,’ he said, dropping the clothes on the ground in front of Fred. ‘Quickly.’

He nodded, waiting until the guard had stepped back before bending to pick them up with his good hand. Fred was surprised that the guard left the room for a short time, no longer used to small acts of decency such as allowing a man to change in private. The trousers were long enough but too big around the waist, so he was forced to turn the waistband over to stop them from slipping down. He decided to leave the shirt off and went to find water to wash with first, directed by the French men who seemed most interested in what he was doing. He also painstakingly took off the bandage he’d put around his hand, flexing his fingers a few times and trying not to grimace.

Not ten minutes later, he was following the guard outside and away from the falconer’s lodge, walking for a few kilometres until they reached a part of the camp he could never have imagined. There were ten large villas, with a substantial two-storey house clearly being the main residence, which Fred was being steered towards.

‘I am to play here?’ he asked. ‘Now?’

‘No, you’re to dance,’ the guard said sarcastically, before thumping him in the back with what felt like a stick but was more likely to be the butt of his gun. ‘Don’t speak unless you’re spoken to, and don’t forget how quickly you can be thrown back into the main camp.’

Fred nodded. He didn’t need to be told twice.

When the door was opened, Fred was marched through the house, straight down the hall and past an open door where he saw a table of people eating. It appeared to be a family and some extra men, all in uniform, but he dared no more than a cursory glance before he was directed into a sitting room, with a glossy black grand piano in the corner.

‘You are to start playing when the commander walks in,’ the guard said. ‘Make it something he’ll like.’

Fred took his position and sat, wishing his back wasn’t so sore as he placed his aching fingers over the keys, knowing to play something suitable by Beethoven or Bach. He shut his eyes and relaxed his shoulders, inhaling as everything drained from his body in preparation to play, pretending he was at home rehearsing for a concert. This was what he’d been born to do, and if this was the way he saved himself from certain death, then he finally felt as if he had a chance.

The commander’s clipped step down the hallway alerted Fred that it was time to begin, and by the time the man came through the door with his guests following behind, he’d begun playing, his fingers dancing across the keys with an energy that belied the fear he’d lived with since arriving. He’d almost forgotten how much he loved his music, how alive it made him feel. And even as his damaged fingers strained and ached, bringing tears to his eyes, he wouldn’t stop.

Believe in yourself. Believe that you’re the best they’ve ever heard. And as he finished one piece and moved on to the next, he played with the same passion he would have in a crowded concert hall in Berlin, the people gathered in the room falling silent as they listened.

Please let this be enough. Please let this be enough for them to keep me alive.


Chapter Twenty-Eight 

Amira

‘Remember that your every move will be scrutinised,’ Gisele said to Amira, as they sat in the back of the car together. ‘Remember everything Hans said to you.’

Hans had arranged a driver for them, and Gisele had insisted on seeing her to the gate, since Hans had said it wouldn’t be appropriate for him to do so. He’d done as much as he could, personally meeting with SS Oberführer Hermann Pister and explaining what had happened. It hadn’t been enough for Fred to be released, given the evidence against him, but it had been enough to have him transferred, and for Amira to be given a dispensation to join him.

She’d waited, terrified, for her paperwork to be scrutinised before she received an answer, but Hans had assured her there would be little attention paid to someone wanting to enter the camp. It had made her think of her father, who’d worked such long, tiresome hours, checking through papers and looking for false documentation. She knew it had broken his heart every time he detected a forgery, for it would have spelled the end for someone just like the daughter he’d worked so hard to protect.

‘I know you don’t agree with what I’m doing, but thank you,’ Amira said, putting her arms around Gisele, feeling so guilty for not telling her she was pregnant, but knowing there was no way she would let her out of the car if she knew the truth. ‘Thank you for everything, and please thank Hans again, too.’

‘He ended up being quite the unlikely ally.’

‘Perhaps we should have trusted him sooner,’ Amira said. ‘It might have avoided all of this.’

‘Don’t say that, it only makes me feel worse for not trusting him in the first place.’ But of course they hadn’t told him everything – he still believed that Fred was an innocent man, by Nazi standards – which was the way it had to be. Otherwise, Amira doubted he would have even considered helping them.

‘I wish I could give you something, or that I could talk you out of this entirely, but Hans said you would only be allowed the small suitcase of clothes and whatever you were wearing,’ Gisele said. ‘He said to pray that you weren’t asked to surrender it, but that in the special quarters you should be able to keep it all.’

Amira nodded. Hans had told her the same, but she was under no illusion about what could happen. She shuddered, thinking of the endless piles of clothes and other goods that she’d helped to sort through, of all the prisoners who’d had everything taken from them.

‘I best go now before I lose my nerve,’ she said. ‘Goodbye, Gisele.’

‘I’m going to walk you.’

‘No, let us say goodbye here. I couldn’t bear to have you standing there when I walk through.’

Gisele had tears streaming down her cheeks as she hugged her. ‘Are you certain there’s not another way? I just, I can’t stop thinking—’

‘There’s no other way,’ Amira said, kissing her friend’s tear-damp cheek. ‘Please don’t make this harder for me than it already is.’

Gisele nodded, smiling and squeezing her hand, which only made it more difficult not to tell her. She’d always imagined Gisele being the first person she’d tell when she was expecting, had thought it would be a special moment they’d share, and instead she was keeping it from her entirely.

It took all of Amira’s willpower to get out of the car instead of huddling beside her friend and telling the driver to leave. When she did get out, she closed the door and walked as quickly as she could towards the gates, looking up at the ironwork and trying not to shudder as she glanced to each side and saw the guards in towers. She prayed they didn’t point their rifles in her direction.

‘Halt!’

Amira halted and held out her papers. ‘I am Amira Schulz, and I am here to join my husband Frederick Schulz at the Fichtenhain Special Camp.’

The guard laughed. ‘Here to join him, are you? I’d turn around then get back in the car if I were you.’

‘My papers have been issued by SS Oberführer Hermann Pister, and he told me to report today to enter the camp.’

At the mention of Pister’s name, the guard reached through the gates to take her papers, scanning the first one and then the other, before passing her identity papers back to her.

‘Stand back!’ he ordered, as another guard came to open the gate.

She stood there, trying to be brave as she was pointed in the direction of a concrete building set to the side of the gates. There were trees in the distance and many similar buildings that looked to be barracks, but she turned her attention to the guard who was walking quickly and expecting her to keep up.

‘This is the Fichtenhain Special Camp,’ he said. ‘You are not to leave the building unless you are ordered. You are here as special guests of the Führer, and as such you will have privileges that others in the camp do not receive.’

She nodded. ‘Thank you.’

‘Check her luggage!’ the guard yelled, as a much younger man in uniform ran forward, snatching her case from her.

Amira stood by, mortified as he rummaged through her clothes and underwear. Hans had told her only to bring clothes and toiletries, that anything else would likely be confiscated, and she’d followed his suggestion.

‘Do you have anything of value on your person?’

‘Only my wedding ring,’ she murmured, holding out her hand. ‘And my watch.’

It was a simple gold band, and one they didn’t seem interested in, and her watch was modest and not of high enough value to them, either.

When they had finished inspecting her things, and with dirt now staining the spare blouses she’d packed, Amira dropped to her haunches and quickly stuffed everything back in, closing the lid.

‘What’s she here for?’ the younger guard asked.

‘Stupid enough to want to join her husband,’ the other guard muttered. ‘You can take her from here.’

Amira shuffled forward and tried to ignore the knot in her stomach as the guard opened the door to the building. It was dim inside, and she squinted as he shoved her, his rifle pointing into her back.

And as soon as she was in, the door shut behind her with a bang.

I’m here. Now all I have to do is find Fred.

‘Fred?’ she called out, looking around for his familiar face. ‘Hello?’

Someone appeared from another room then, a man with wide eyes that looked too big for his skull.

‘Who are you?’

‘I’m Amira Schulz,’ she said. ‘I’m looking for my husband, Frederick Schulz.’

‘The pianist?’ he asked.

‘Yes!’ she gasped. ‘The pianist. You know him?’

He nodded. ‘He’s not here, but he’ll be back soon.’

‘He’s not here? I thought we weren’t allowed to leave the building?’ Panic rose inside of her and she looked back at the solid door that had been shut behind her.

‘They’re making him play for them,’ the man said. ‘But he’ll be back soon enough. Come and sit with us.’

Amira’s fingers tightened around the handle of her suitcase. She had never been so uncomfortable, but there was nothing she could do other than go with the man.

‘There are others here, you’ll be perfectly fine,’ he said. ‘It’s not so bad as out there.’ He hooked a thumb at the metal-barred window.

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘If you wouldn’t mind showing me to where Fred’s quarters are.’

A small smile touched the man’s lips. ‘I’m afraid we’re all piled in here together. There’s not many of us with privacy, but we’re the lucky ones. The story is that we’re the ones the SS want to keep alive, hostages rather than prisoners.’

She nodded politely and followed him, but she couldn’t help but place a hand to her stomach, the reality of her decision resting heavy inside of her.

What have I done?
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It was hours later, with darkness creeping around them and a chill against her skin so cold that Amira couldn’t stop shivering, when the door opened with a bang. She’d been waiting, sitting on a mattress on the floor and staring at it, praying that Fred would walk through and that it hadn’t all been a terrible mistake.

It was hard to see the man’s face when he first walked in, his shoulders slumped, but when she said his name, his head lifted.

‘Fred? Is that you?’

‘Amira?’ He said her name quietly, hesitantly, as if he weren’t certain it was truly her.

‘Fred?’ she whispered, taking a step forward, before rushing the rest of the way. ‘Oh my gosh, Fred! It’s you!’

He opened his arms and embraced her, but she quickly let go when she felt how thin he was beneath his ill-fitting clothes.

‘Fred, I barely recognised you with your head shaved,’ she said, pulling back and looking up at him. She raised a hand, waiting for him to nod his acceptance before gently running her palm across his head. ‘Your beautiful thick hair. But it will grow back, it won’t take long for you to look like you again.’

‘How did you get here? What happened?’ Fred’s eyes widened, and he rubbed at them as if he were hallucinating. ‘Were you arrested because of me? What have they done to you?’

She shook her head. ‘I voluntarily entered the camp.’

‘Amira, you didn’t,’ he gasped. ‘Please tell me you didn’t.’

‘We made a promise to each other, Fred, that we would do anything we had to, to keep each other safe.’

‘But Amira, I would never, I—’

She took a deep breath. ‘There is no need to say anything. We’re going to survive this place together, Fred. I promise.’

‘You haven’t seen what they do here though, Amira,’ he whispered. ‘If you’d seen what I have . . .’

Amira went to take his hand and he quickly pulled it away, the pain seeming like knives stabbing deep into his skin.

‘What’s happened to your hand?’

‘Never mind my hand,’ he muttered. ‘We need to find a way to get you out of here. You should never have come.’


Chapter Twenty-Nine 

New York, 2006

‘Amira, please don’t feel you have to answer this, but as a writer, I need to ask.’

She nodded, feeling so very tired as she took the blanket from the back of her chair and wrapped it around herself. ‘You may ask.’

‘Do you think Fred would have done the same for you?’ Madison asked. ‘Do you think that he would have voluntarily put himself in harm’s way to help you?’

‘I do,’ she said, without hesitation, even though her voice cracked with emotion as the memories of that day came rushing back to her. Because she’d asked herself this question so many times over the years, especially in those first nights she’d spent at Buchenwald. And every time, even in her darkest moments, she’d known that the answer was yes.

‘And neither of you ever spoke of your time in Buchenwald? I’ve read countless interviews of Fred’s over the years, about his musical talents, but not one of them ever mentioned that he was a Holocaust survivor.’

‘You’re asking if he ever spoke about Buchenwald, or how he ended up there?’

Madison nodded.

Amira sighed and shook her head. ‘Once it was over, we never wanted to speak of it ever again.’

‘Then after all this time,’ Madison asked, ‘why share your story, and your secrets, now?’

‘Because I’ve come to realise that if I don’t tell our story now, there will be no one left to tell it to.’ Amira paused, taking a deep, shuddering breath. ‘Besides, Fred had to hide who he was his entire life. To be truthful about who and what he was as a young man would have been a death sentence.’

A tear slid unexpectedly down her cheek, and she brushed it away with the back of her knuckles as she fought to retain her composure.

‘You loved him though, despite it all?’ Madison asked gently.

Amira smiled at Fred as she spoke. ‘What we had was a pure kind of love, a great friendship that knew no bounds. And we gave each other hope. Hope for the future, hope for life itself.’

She paused and saw that Madison’s eyes were shining with tears.

‘Tonight, I simply feel like it’s time I told the truth.’


Chapter Thirty 

Buchenwald Concentration Camp

Amira

Amira had held her head high when she’d been admitted to the camp, but it had very much been an act of bravery, for she’d been sick with worry ever since she found Fred. Since arriving, she’d heard from everyone, including her husband, what they were doing to the Jews in the main camp, and she kept expecting a guard to come rushing in, screaming her name as he dragged her out by the hair.

‘Shhh,’ Fred whispered, rubbing her back as she bent over and retched again.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she whispered back. ‘I just can’t seem to stop.’

‘It’s a shock, that’s all,’ he said. ‘If you could have seen me, if you’d seen the state I was in when I arrived at Auschwitz and then here . . .’

Amira swung her legs back into bed and huddled against Fred for warmth, grateful that he didn’t mind. Although she could feel from his skin that he was as chilled as her, and no doubt yearning for the contact to raise his body temperature, as she was.

They whispered all through the night, him telling her pieces of what he’d been through and how he’d come to end up at Buchenwald, and as horrific as it all sounded, she had the distinct feeling that he was holding back the worst of it to spare her.

‘If you’d been admitted to the main camp, or any other camp, they would have shaved your head and sent you through a disinfectant bath,’ he said. ‘The way we’re treated in here, it’s as if we’re being detained perhaps as hostages of sorts, rather than prisoners.’

‘I was so worried about you, Fred. I had the most horrible thoughts that you weren’t coming home. That by the time I got here, it would be too late.’

‘I have had the same thoughts,’ he murmured back. ‘After the death I’ve witnessed, after everything—’

‘Fred, there’s something I have to tell you,’ she said, interrupting him, knowing that she couldn’t sit on the information any longer.

He stilled beside her, even his teeth no longer chattering as he listened in the darkness.

‘Hans found out why you were arrested,’ she said, wishing there was some way she could soften the blow of what was to come. She’d wrestled with whether to tell him or not, but she knew she couldn’t keep it from him. ‘He discovered what happened to Christoph.’

Fred didn’t reply, and Amira continued, knowing that he needed to hear the truth, no matter how hard it would be for her to say the words.

‘I’m so sorry to tell you that Christoph didn’t make it,’ she said. ‘He lost his life—’ Her voice caught. ‘Fred, he lost his life here at Buchenwald.’

‘He was the one who gave me up to the authorities?’ Fred’s voice was raspy, as if he could barely expel the air in his lungs, let alone his words. ‘Who gave all of us up?’

‘From what Hans told me, Christoph was hurt by the guards, before he said anything,’ she said, her heart breaking for him. ‘A man can only suffer so much.’

Fred cried quietly, and she held him through it all, understanding the depth of his pain and wishing she could take some of it from him. It wasn’t until he was still that she whispered to him again.

‘There’s something else.’

‘Gisele?’ he asked.

‘No, not Gisele. I’m, well . . .’ She stopped, and had to force herself to keep talking. ‘Fred, I’m—’

There was a loud bang as the door to their building swung open.

‘Schulz!’ the guard yelled, indicating that Fred should rise.

He stood, but as he did so he bent low. ‘What were you going to tell me?’

‘Nothing,’ she said, forcing a smile. ‘I’ll tell you when you get back.’

She helped him unbandage his hand, and she held her smile until he disappeared out of the door. Then she collapsed into a ball and fought a wave of tears, wishing she’d been brave enough to tell him before he left.
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Amira had quickly begun to think of the men, women and children who lived in the special barracks with them as an extended family of sorts, and although she spent much of her time terrified at what might happen next, she was trying her best to keep herself occupied. It was a diverse group of people, and even those who didn’t share a language did their best to communicate with one another. She’d learned from the former mayor of Prague that they were considered guests of the Nazis, which at least gave them all something to laugh about – they were hardly being put up at the Ritz, after all. And they certainly weren’t willing guests.

But mostly Amira busied herself with the children or talking to Janot, who’d become a friend, especially when Fred was summoned to play the piano, as he was almost daily now, performing for the commanders and their families, as well as teaching their children how to play.

Amira had set up a little school, where they told stories and taught lessons as best they could, but there was only so much they could do. And she found herself spending most of her time worrying about Fred and how they could convince people that their marriage was real. Tonight when he arrived back, he was in better spirits, as he always was after playing. It sometimes only lasted a few minutes, other times an hour or more, but even playing for the SS seemed to brighten his outlook – before he reverted back to his withdrawn self. And to make matters worse, she still hadn’t told him about the baby after missing her opportunity that first night.

‘Fred, come over here,’ she called out when she saw him.

He came over and sat cross-legged on the floor beside her and the three children who’d stayed with her to listen to a story after dinner.

‘We’ve decided that we want to learn the piano,’ she said.

He looked at her as if she were mad. ‘I don’t think that even special guests can request a piano to practise on,’ he said.

‘Ahh, but that’s where you’re wrong,’ she said with a grin. ‘We are going to pretend we each have a piano of our own. That will make it easier to play.’

Fred laughed, and when he laughed, the children laughed. It was the first time she’d seen his face light up like that since she’d arrived. ‘We are going to play in the air?’

‘No, silly. We are going to play on the floor, like this.’ She spread her fingers out and made a show of pressing her fingers up and down across the keys.

‘Well, if we’re going to play, then we need to hear the music, too,’ he said, and within seconds he was playing for the children, humming the tune to a song she recognised from hearing him practise.

‘Thank you,’ he whispered, as the children giggled and tried to mimic his humming.

Amira smiled, not sure if he was thanking her for a moment of humour or for being there at all. Regardless, she was happy to be the one to make him smile, when most of the time any inch of happiness had been stripped from his features as if it hadn’t existed in the first place.


Chapter Thirty-One 

Berlin, Christmas 1944

Gisele

Gisele had spent much of her life defying her mother, which meant that preparing for Christmas, however small this year, at least gave her a distraction from thinking about Amira. She had continued the tradition of celebrating Christmas, despite it not being favoured by the party – and in turn her mother put up little decorations around the house. There was no sweet smell of baking this year because she simply hadn’t found the energy, even though Hans had come home with some sugar and other treats that he was able to procure due to his rank.

‘Gisele, I didn’t know you had a dog,’ her mother said, shooing Otto away. ‘Don’t you have your hands full enough with all these children?’

‘Otto is Mira’s dog,’ Frieda said, picking Otto up and carrying him around in her arms on his back, as if he were a baby.

‘Who’s Mira?’

Gisele froze. ‘Take the dog out of here, sweetheart. I don’t need him under my feet while I’m cooking.’

‘Who’s Mira?’ her mother asked again, looking between them.

‘Mira is Mama’s friend,’ Frieda said, as she skipped out of the room. ‘But she’s gone away on holiday!’

Gisele quickly went back to preparing the pheasant to put in the oven, not daring to look back at her mother and see the sharp gaze that she knew would be waiting for her.

‘I’ve never heard of this friend, Mira,’ her mother said.

‘Just as you’ve never heard of my friend Mathilde, or Heidi who I meet at the park each week,’ Gisele said brightly. ‘They’re all very nice women, mothers actually, all of them. I’m very fortunate with all the lovely friends I’ve made since becoming a mother myself.’

‘It only caught my ear because it sounded so like Amira, that revolting little girl you used to play with at school,’ she said. ‘Thank goodness we were able to put an end to that.’

Gisele had to bite her tongue to stop from snapping back, refusing to take the bait. All these years she’d managed to keep her friendship with Amira secret, and she intended on keeping it that way. There was no way her mother could know that she’d stayed in contact with Amira; they weren’t young girls sneaking out to see each other on their bicycles anymore.

‘You’re right, Mama. The name does sound very similar, surprisingly so.’

‘I imagine that girl is long gone. What do you think they did with her? I suppose her father denounced her and moved on with his life, and tried to forget all about his first wife. It was all such a tragedy if you ask me, such an upstanding man being caught up in all that.’

‘Her father always seemed like a very kindly man, I wouldn’t have thought—’

‘She was a Jew, darling,’ her mother interrupted. ‘He would have to be stupid, not simply kindly, to keep her. She wasn’t a pet like that little dog you’re minding, she was a girl who should never have been allowed to exist in the first place.’

Gisele finished what she was doing and put the pheasant in the oven, grateful that she had something to do and hadn’t had to look at her mother while they were speaking. She’d always loved Christmas dinner, and she’d been so happy when Hans had come home with a pheasant that he’d managed to obtain from a friend in the countryside, along with some fresh vegetables, but her mother had even managed to ruin that by coming to stay. And now she was having to try to keep her face neutral and not scream at her mother about how much she hated her and her hateful ideology. Not to mention trying to stop thinking about Amira, and whether she even had enough food or where she was sleeping.

‘I’m just going to go upstairs and freshen up before Hans comes home,’ she said, knowing that her mother would approve. ‘Would you mind watching the children for me for a moment? I won’t be long.’
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It was barely twenty minutes later, as Gisele sat and stared at her reflection in the mirror, that Hans arrived home. She heard him downstairs, greeting the children and being the cause of much excitement, before he came upstairs and closed their bedroom door behind him.

‘Merry Christmas, my love,’ he said, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.

‘Merry Christmas,’ she said, turning to look up at him, smiling when he leaned lower and kissed her lips.

‘I have something for you,’ he said.

Gisele turned as he took a velvet box from his jacket pocket and presented it to her. ‘Hans, you shouldn’t have.’

‘Open it.’

She did, and found a fine gold chain with a small diamond in the centre of it. He reached over and lifted it, placing it around her neck and doing the clasp for her as she held her hair out of the way.

‘It’s beautiful,’ she said, admiring it in the mirror. ‘Absolutely beautiful.’

‘You deserve it,’ he said, placing his hands on her shoulders as he looked at her in the mirror, their eyes colliding.

‘You look sad,’ she said, one hand rising to touch the diamond at her throat. ‘Is everything alright?’

He took a breath, sitting heavily on the bed. She turned to look at him, worry rising inside of her at the way his head hung.

‘Have you heard anything?’

‘I can’t just ask how they are,’ he muttered, but he didn’t sound angry.

Gisele moved from the chair and went to sit beside him. She’d never seen Hans like this, almost as if he were about to break down before her.

‘I feel like there’s something you’re not telling me,’ she said. ‘Please, if there’s something, anything—’

‘Gisele, I applied for a transfer that would see me in a new role,’ he said, standing and pacing in front of her. ‘I would be spending an extended amount of time at Buchenwald.’

Her breath died in her throat. ‘At Buchenwald camp?’

Hans nodded and stopped walking. ‘Amira has been your best friend your whole life, and the fact that she’s in there, when I know what happens to those prisoners . . .’ He took a few steps back and sat down on the bed, unbuttoning his jacket and pulling at his tie to loosen it. ‘I know she should be safe in the special camp, but if I’m there at least some of the time, then I can make sure she stays alive.’

Gisele couldn’t help but think he looked defeated, and knew she was partially responsible. Amira was her friend; she was the reason Hans felt an obligation to help.

‘I sent her there, Gisele. I was the one who helped her enter the camp, and I can’t sleep at night knowing what could happen to her.’

Gisele rose and went to her husband, dropping to her knees and putting her arms around his waist, her head falling to his lap. His fingers found her hair, and she held on to him even tighter when she realised he was crying.

‘Hans,’ she murmured, rising so that she could sit on the bed with him and hold him properly in her arms. ‘You didn’t send Amira there, she went of her own accord. If you hadn’t helped her, she would have found another way. This is not your fault, nor your responsibility.’

He shook his head. ‘But if I hadn’t told them where to find Fred in the first place—’

‘Stop.’ Gisele looked at him long and hard, seeing her usually strong, capable-of-anything man slowly breaking before her. ‘What would have happened to us if any of your superiors had discovered that you knew Fred and hadn’t assisted them? What would have happened to our family? I might have been angry with you at the time, but I understand.’

He hung his head. ‘I have reasoned with myself for years, telling myself that everything I do is to keep you all safe. But I don’t think that’s reason enough anymore, Gisele.’

Tears formed in her eyes then, because she knew it wasn’t enough, too.

‘Darling, I’ve spent my entire life telling myself that I’m not like all the others,’ she said, clasping his hands in hers. ‘I’ve told myself that just because I’ve always protected Amira, that I was somehow superior. But that didn’t stop me from going along to Bund Deutscher Mädel and practising like a perfect little German girl, or letting my friends talk about Nazi policy as I nodded politely and agreed with every word.’

‘It’s different for you. The things I’ve done, the things I’ve been witness to—’

‘Shhh,’ she whispered, in case her mother or one of the children was in the hallway or pressed to the door trying to listen to their private conversation. ‘You have done what you had to do, Hans, just as I have done what I felt I had to do. We are no different to each other.’

‘But you don’t see it like I do,’ Hans said, shaking his head as more tears fell. ‘Gisele, if you could see, if you could see the way they cram those families into the cattle cars, the way they pretend they’re not sending them straight to their deaths . . .’ She gently wiped his eyes, her heart breaking for him and for the families he’d seen. ‘The documents that I’m given, the truth about what’s happening, they’re not even things I could tell you without you hating me for being part of it.’

‘I would never hate you, Hans. Because I know your heart,’ she whispered, placing her hand to his chest. ‘I know you.’

‘I don’t know how much longer I can keep doing this.’

She watched him, wishing away the pain in his eyes, the fact that he was breaking in front of her. ‘Hans—’

‘I know, I have to, but some days I just don’t know if I can wake up and do it all over again.’

They sat together, her hand still to his chest, feeling every inhale of his breath until he was finally ready to speak again.

‘I haven’t been entirely honest with you, Gisele.’

Her heart sank as she tried to imagine what he had done, but before she could speculate he dropped his voice even lower.

‘I was so hard on you when I found out the secret you’d been harbouring about Amira, but I’ve been keeping a secret, too,’ he said. ‘One of my colleagues, he serves with the SS, he is very well respected, but he, well, he’s a Jew.’

‘A member of the SS is a Jew?’

‘He’s the same as Amira. His mother was Jewish, just like her.’

‘No!’ she gasped. ‘But how?’

‘False paperwork I suppose. He confessed to me one night when we’d had too much to drink, broke down about what he’d been witness to, what he’d had to do to his own people. I think there are more of them serving the Reich and hiding in this way than anyone could realise.’

Gisele’s hand fluttered to her mouth. ‘That’s awful. Just awful.’

‘But Gisele, this is the thing, we are all doing awful things, even this Jewish soldier. We are all being forced to be evil just to stay alive.’

‘Which is why you want to go to Buchenwald,’ she said, understanding now why he’d made what seemed to be such a sudden decision. ‘You feel this is your chance to repent, to do some good?’

‘Even if I only save Amira and Fred, it’s something, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘It’s not enough, but it’s something.’

She wrapped her arms around him. ‘It’s more than something, Hans. You must know it’s much, much more than something.’

They sat like that for what felt like hours, until there was a knock at the door and Frieda called out. Gisele rose, pulling Hans’ head against her breast as she held him one more time, whispering kisses against his skin.

‘I’m so proud of you, darling. And I know it doesn’t feel this way now, but we have to believe that we’re different. We can only do what we can do, and for now, that has to be enough.’

But even as she said the words, they felt empty to her. It wasn’t enough. Helping one or two people and being complicit in everything else wasn’t enough, and it never would be. But she wasn’t going to tell her husband that.

He cleared his throat and wiped his eyes again, and she patted his shoulder.

‘Take all the time you need. I’ll go down to the children and keep my mother occupied until dinner time.’

Hans nodded, but it wasn’t until she’d taken a step away from him that he reached out and caught her hand. He lifted it and pressed a kiss to her skin.

‘I love you, Gisele.’

She blinked away fresh tears. ‘I love you, too.’

‘There’s one more thing.’

Her heart stopped, seeing the way he was looking at her, knowing that she didn’t want to hear whatever he was about to say.

‘The commanding officers and their families have to live nearby, near the camp. There are ten villas, and they’re occupied at present, but when one comes up, if I take a permanent post there . . .’

She swallowed at the thought of moving there, so close to so much suffering, her worst nightmare. ‘If we have to move, we have to move. But perhaps you could try to delay it for as long as possible?’

Hans ran a hand down her arm, his smile sad. ‘I understand.’

Gisele should have known dinner was going to be a disaster. She’d always hated when her mother came to stay, and now that she’d returned to Berlin for good, she was going to have to suffer through her staying for weeks, possibly months. If only her father had still been alive, she might not have been so insufferable, but he’d passed soon after she’d moved to Berlin from a stroke. Hans had politely suggested that Gisele’s mother would be safer staying at home, given the uncertain times, but it hadn’t deterred her. And now, Gisele was left wondering if she should have asked Hans to be more firm about her coming at all, or at least about her finding her own quarters.

‘Hans, do you think our Führer will commence exterminations on the Russians once we win this war?’ her mother asked, between mouthfuls, as casually as if she were making small talk about the weather. ‘I’ve heard on good authority that the gas chambers are proving very effective.’

Gisele choked and had to quickly reach for her water glass, spluttering as she tried to clear her throat.

‘I think our Führer will be concentrating on winning this war for now,’ Hans replied. ‘The Allies are no longer proving to be as easy to conquer as we’d once thought.’

‘Well,’ her mother said, her fork slightly raised with a piece of pheasant and carrot pierced on it. ‘He’s already made it very clear that he thinks them both subhuman, so I’m certain he’ll make quick work of them. All vermin, the lot of them, if you ask me, pretending all these years as if they’re the same as us.’

‘Mother, enough!’ Gisele shouted, slamming her hand down on the table, ready to snatch the fork from her mother’s hand and ask her to leave right then and there. ‘I will not have you speak of such things at the dinner table, in front of my children.’

The children in question looked as if they were about to cry, not used to her raising her voice at all in the home, but Gisele didn’t apologise. She would do that in private, as she tucked them into bed, but she certainly wasn’t going to let them see her back down on such a matter.

‘You always were so sensitive about the Jews,’ her mother said, offhandedly, as if there were nothing wrong with her own behaviour. ‘She had this little Jewish girl she was friends with, has she told you about her, Hans? Her—’

‘Enough,’ Hans said, his voice reverberating around the room as he set his own knife and fork down. ‘My wife has asked you to stop, and I agree with her. This is not a suitable conversation for our young children.’

Gisele’s mother didn’t say another word, her mouth pinched as she bowed her head for a moment. She might like to rile her daughter, but she certainly wouldn’t speak against the man of the house, especially a respected member of the SS such as Hans.

‘Darling, dinner tonight was wonderful,’ Hans said, gesturing to his almost empty plate as he deftly changed the subject. ‘I’m looking forward to this war being over soon, so that we can all enjoy your cooking more and eat like this every night.’

‘Thank you, darling. It was certainly nice to have so many ingredients to work with for once.’

Her mother still looked as if she wanted to say more, but thankfully she held her tongue when Hans cleared his throat, and Gisele took the chance to rise and usher the children upstairs. Archie and Frieda had both finished their dinner, and she hurried them along to wash their hands and faces, but not before she heard her mother address Hans again. She was thankful the two smaller children were already tucked up in bed asleep.

‘You really shouldn’t let her be so sensitive about the Jews, Hans, especially in front of the children. She’s always been that way, and I blame that dreadful friend of hers from childhood, but there’s no need for your children to be shielded from the truth.’

‘Hilda, my wife asked you to refrain from speaking of such vulgarities at the dinner table, and I agreed with her. Please don’t ever undermine my wife like that again in front of our children, nor me. I won’t stand for it.’

‘Hans, please don’t tell me you agree with her? It would be a shame for the party to—’

‘Hilda, I would like to suggest that you refrain from saying another word. Your sharp tongue may work on your daughter, but you will quickly find yourself ex-communicated from this family for even suggesting that I am anything but a dedicated, loyal member of the Nazi Party who works tirelessly to uphold its principles. And on a personal note, I would have thought that you, a mother, would have a better grasp of what is and is not appropriate to speak of in front of children.’

Gisele smiled to herself and clapped her hands, chasing her children up the stairs and making them giggle. When they got to the top, she swept them both into her arms and held them fiercely, kissing their cheeks over and over until they wriggled.

‘I’m sorry about yelling at the table before,’ she whispered. ‘Oma Hilda makes me very cross sometimes, that’s all. And Papa, too.’

‘Mama, why did Grandma say things about Mira? Why did you say it wasn’t her name when she asked?’

Gisele closed her eyes and breathed deeply. This was not a conversation she wanted to have with her young daughter; she was too young to be asked to keep secrets. ‘We must never talk of Amira in front of your grandmother, and if she ever says her name or asks you about her, then you tell her you don’t know who she’s talking about.’

‘She doesn’t like Mira?’

Gisele stroked her daughter’s blonde hair from her face. ‘It’s hard to explain, but I want it to be our little secret. When you’re older, I promise I’ll explain it all to you.’

Frieda nodded earnestly, and Gisele only hoped that she could trust her to keep quiet. Amira had been a much bigger part of their lives than their grandmother had ever been – the children all loved her – but Gisele knew that a child keeping secrets was never a good idea, especially when they couldn’t be told precisely what was at stake.

‘Can we sleep in your bed tonight?’ Archie asked, as he put his thumb into his mouth.

‘Not tonight, because Papa is here, but when he goes away again, you can both sleep with me every night, alright?’ she said. ‘I don’t think he’d be very happy to come upstairs and find his bed taken tonight though.’

‘But what if the bombs fall again?’ Frieda asked.

‘Then we shall come and get you, and sweep you out of bed and into the cellar with us,’ Gisele said. ‘But perhaps Otto could sleep in your room to guard you tonight?’

At the mention of the dog, the children became particularly animated and ran off looking for Otto. And as soon as they were gone, she took a moment to lean against the wall in the upstairs hallway and catch her breath. She shut her eyes, not sure whether to be terrified or relieved that Hans would soon be closer to Amira.

Buchenwald was becoming the place of her nightmares, a place she couldn’t even imagine in her mind. And now all three of the people she cared deeply about were going to be there, although at least Hans would be able to come and go. But if someone found out what he’d done, that they were personally connected to Amira and Fred and that he was trying to help them . . . She squeezed away her tears, refusing to let them fall. She’d never let herself be afraid of protecting Amira before, and she wasn’t going to start now.


Chapter Thirty-Two 

Amira

Amira touched her stomach, turning side to side as if it might change what she could see there. She’d always been slender, but since arriving at Buchenwald she’d become painfully thin, despite the fact that they didn’t have to work and received more generous portions of food than the general camp prisoners; even so, there was a definite roundness to her abdomen. She counted back in her mind to when Maxi had been home, to the blissful days they’d spent together, trying to work out exactly how far along she was. She’d been certain about her pregnancy before, but this somehow made it more real. She was also starting to realise just what she’d done; what a perilous situation she’d put both herself and the baby in by entering the camp.

You have to tell Fred. She sighed, trying to ignore the voice in her head. Of course she needed to tell Fred, but he’d been so sad since she arrived, and she didn’t want to add to the weight of what he was carrying around, even though their good news would help to indicate that their marriage wasn’t a sham. But now she was showing, now that it seemed real, it was time.

Amira walked back into the room where she and Fred slept, along with some of the other prisoners. She had hoped to be sharing their sleeping quarters with Léon Blum and his much younger wife, Janot, given they had both followed their men into the camp, but the former French leader had his own quarters and a rotation of guards who watched his every move.

‘Fred,’ she murmured, as she sat down beside him on their bed, knowing that if she didn’t tell him then and there, she’d lose her nerve all over again.

He was still tucked beneath their threadbare blanket, often sleeping in after playing for the commanders or the larger groups of SS until late in the evenings to entertain them, but he roused when she nudged his shoulder. He still felt painfully thin beneath his clothes, even though he kept telling her that he was fine and appreciated the better meals he was receiving. She knew how much he hated it though, when he was given extra food at the commander’s quarters, because there was no way he could bring any back for her.

Amira had not stopped worrying about him since she’d arrived in the camp, knowing that he was finding it almost impossible to stop being lost in his thoughts, his memories as painful as hers. The only difference was that she was better at pushing them away and focusing on the here and now.

‘Fred,’ she said again.

‘What’s wrong?’ he asked, turning over and rubbing at his eyes as he pushed himself up to a sitting position. ‘Is something the matter?’

‘I don’t know how to say this, but—’

His eyes widened, visible even in the almost dark. ‘Did someone hurt you while I was gone? Has something happened?’

‘Fred, I’m pregnant.’

‘Pregnant?’ he repeated. ‘You’re pregnant?’

‘Yes,’ she said, her voice barely a whisper. ‘We’re going to be parents.’

They both stared at one another, and when he saw that she was starting to cry he folded her in his arms. ‘Don’t cry, Amira. This is the most beautiful, unexpected of gifts.’

She shook her head. It didn’t feel like a gift; it felt like another way for her heart to be ripped from her body. It felt like pain in its most raw form – a baby, fathered by a man she’d loved with all her heart, a man their child would never meet.

‘I thought it was the right thing in coming here, but now that I’m here, now that I can see what it’s like—’ I should never have come here pregnant. I cannot have a baby behind the gates of this godawful camp!

Fred held her as she began to cry, soothing her by stroking her back and rocking her gently in his arms. It wasn’t until she looked up at him through red-rimmed, burning eyes that he pressed a kiss to her forehead and said words that she knew she would never forget for as long as she lived. Possibly the kindest words that a man could have ever said to her, that any other human could have ever said to her.

‘Shhh, Amira, everything is going to be fine. I promise.’

‘I thought this would save us, that they’d finally believe . . .’

He kissed her head. ‘I understand now, why you came. I wish you hadn’t, but I do understand.’

They’d made a show for the guards of touching and sleeping tucked tightly together, in front of the other prisoners as well, in case anyone had been tasked with reporting back to the SS. But this was the proof they needed, and they both knew it.

‘We will love this baby like the miracle he or she is,’ he murmured, only loud enough for her to hear. ‘Whatever happens, she will know that she’s loved more than any other child in the world, by both of us. This changes everything, truly it does.’

‘You would do that for me?’

‘You’re forgetting the promises we made each other, Amira. We’re in this together, you’re my wife, and I will love our child for as long as I live. This is not ideal, but it won’t stop us from being parents.’ His body softened against hers, his eyes telling her that he understood, that he knew how painful it was for her to be carrying Maxi’s child. ‘I was beginning to wonder what it’s all for, whether it was even worth the struggle, but a child? That gives us both a reason to survive.’

‘You’re prepared to be—’

‘Yes. I am,’ he interrupted, before leaning in close and whispering into her ear. ‘This will be my child as much as it will be yours. I am his or her father, without question, if that’s what you want.’

She sat beside him for a long while, his words like a cradle, holding her together. But even his kindness was marred by the fact that they were going to have a baby at Buchenwald, and regardless of their guest status, she was well aware that that could change at any time. At any moment, the Axis powers could win, and those that were held would no longer have any value, although at least she and Fred were Germans, at least he had something to offer the Reich. With a baby on the way, they could at least try to prove that the charges against him had been false, that the dreaded pink triangle pinned to him when he’d first arrived was a mistake at best.

‘Can we keep this a secret, for now?’ she asked. ‘I don’t know if I’m ready for anyone else to find out, and all the worries that will come along with it, even though it’s good news for us. I’m terrified of being taken to the camp doctor.’

‘We can’t keep this a secret forever, but we could hold off for a little while to see if the Allies make more progress.’ Fred was still for a moment. ‘This could save me, but I’ve heard the rumours. I would never forgive myself if the doctor . . .’

She shuddered, not needing him to continue to know what he was thinking. She’d heard of the experiments they did on homosexual men in an attempt to sterilise them, and the infectious diseases they were injecting into prisoners, causing them all to die eventually. It wasn’t only herself she was afraid for now, it was the baby growing inside of her, too. They would have to take her kicking and screaming, but at the end of the day, there was nothing anyone could do to resist the SS guards.

‘We will find a way to keep the baby safe,’ Fred said. ‘And perhaps Hans can help us? Could we trust him with this secret?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘But we might have to tell him, anyway.’

She didn’t share that Hans had told her once she was inside the camp, there would be little he could do to help.

Amira placed her hand over her stomach, imagining the life growing inside of her as she looked around at the stark barracks, and considered the reality of what it would be like to give birth there, even if another woman was kind enough to assist her, sending a shiver through her body and making every little hair on her skin stand on end.

Bringing a baby into Buchenwald would be a horror that she didn’t even want to think about. When she’d first realised she was pregnant, the idea of having a baby was nothing more than an idea, not something she could imagine happening in reality. But now that she was progressing through her pregnancy, she was left wondering how she could have been so short-sighted, and how she’d ever forgive herself if her baby didn’t survive because of the decision she’d made, especially when this might be her only chance to become a mother. Because Fred was right; her pregnancy was a miracle.

Her only consolation was that she’d seen Fred come to life with the news, which made her believe he had the will to survive, that she’d truly given him a reason to live. She could only hope he’d be able to protect all three of them.
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Two weeks later, Amira tried to hide her excitement at hearing Hans’ voice outside the door to their barracks. Every day since telling Fred about her pregnancy, she’d prayed that Hans would come to see them, and every day she’d been disappointed. Until today.

‘I’m here to visit the political prisoners and check on their condition,’ he said. ‘Yes, I’m perfectly fine in there alone, I doubt any of them are going to try to jump me, given the comfortable conditions they’re being held under.’

She listened to Hans joke around and laugh before the door was finally hauled back, and she purposely kept her eyes averted when he entered. He’d made it clear that even those prisoners housed with them shouldn’t know of their personal relationship, in an effort to keep them all safe.

‘Do we have any illnesses or complaints?’ he asked as he walked through the building. ‘I trust you are all well?’

There were a few murmurs, but no one had anything to report, and Hans approached them, his gaze set on Fred as he spoke.

‘Ahh, it is our famous pianist,’ he said, stepping closer and bending down to look at Fred. ‘He is the only one here who knows what it’s like on the other side of the camp, so if you ever think of trying anything stupid, he will be most equipped to warn you of the fate you will face.’

Amira quickly reached for the paper and pen that Hans had dropped covertly beside where she was sitting, while he was still talking to Fred.

‘Perhaps when you’re all feeling miserable about being here, you can ask him what it’s like for everyone else.’

Amira knew snippets of what it was like out there – it was impossible, for instance, not to know what the concrete building with the large chimney billowing smoke all day was for, or not to hear the cries of pain from some of the prisoners. There were even whispers of inmates being hanged around the camp square, just to terrorise the living into submission.

But she pushed all that from her mind as Hans turned sharply on his heel and called for Léon Blum, who was in the adjoining room. It gave her the chance to sit behind Fred and write Gisele a hurried letter, her hand trembling as she clenched the pen between her forefinger and thumb. She wouldn’t have long before Hans came past again, and she would either have it ready for him to take, or have to wait until the next time he visited, and she had no intention of doing that. The news she had to share with Gisele couldn’t wait.

When he did finally come back, she had the letter folded and ready. Hans bent to tie his shoelace, leaning so that she could slip him the letter, which he put into the sleeve of his jacket. Amira shivered with worry as she imagined it falling out, but she knew how careful he was and tried to push the thought away.

‘Are you well?’ he whispered.

Amira nodded. ‘We’re fine.’

‘Just remember that they let a princess die here. Don’t get complacent and think that you’re not dispensable to them, because you are. Everyone is, including me.’

She shuddered. ‘I understand.’

‘Gisele sends her love and best wishes.’

Amira ached to ask him about the children, to hear what they’d been doing and to enquire about Otto, too, but she knew they’d already said too much. She would simply have to wait and hope for a letter in return.

When Hans stood, he did a little walk about the barracks as if he were doing a general inspection, before tapping twice on the door for it to be opened.

‘You would like to see the crematorium now?’ one of the outside guards asked. ‘It’s working to capacity again, so I think you’ll be very happy with our current output.’

Amira didn’t know if it was the pregnancy or the idea of the bodies they were burning, but she vomited right there where she was standing as she heard the rhythmic clack-clack of Hans’ boots walking away.


Chapter Thirty-Three 

Gisele

‘We haven’t seen your friend in a long while,’ Mathilde said. ‘You know, your friend Amira?’

Gisele’s body froze but she forced her fingers to keep moving, her breath shallow. ‘I haven’t seen her either,’ she said. ‘She did mention that she had an aunt who was unwell, so perhaps she’s gone to visit her?’

‘Still, she didn’t turn up to help us ever again after that first time volunteering. I didn’t take her for someone who’d turn her back on her responsibilities.’

‘Well, I heard that there was a scandal with her husband just before Christmas,’ Jan whispered, leaning in to them. It was as if she didn’t want anyone to overhear, but Gisele knew these women well enough to know that they traded in gossip. They loved when everyone overhead them. ‘It was the reason she had to disappear so suddenly.’

‘Oh?’ Gisele said, trying to appear uninterested even as her heart began to pound. ‘He was such a talented pianist. I haven’t heard a thing.’

‘Didn’t you go to the College of Music with him?’ Mathilde asked. ‘Isn’t that how he came to be invited to play for us that night?’

‘Yes, but that was many, many years ago. But then I met Hans and left all that behind me, so it doesn’t even feel as if that life belonged to me, it was such a long time ago.’ She hoped that her lies were convincing, because to her own ears they sounded very much like the lies they were.

‘Well, regardless, I heard that he was arrested for being more interested in men than women, if you know what I mean.’ Jan’s eyebrows were pointed and her eyes were wide, and all the other women listening gasped.

‘That’s ridiculous,’ Gisele said, hoping that no one had noticed the shake in her voice. ‘Amira was head over heels in love with Fred and he appeared to be a very doting husband, and I saw that first-hand at their wedding. Its sounds like nothing more than an awful rumour to me, don’t you think?’

‘And she was pregnant!’ Mathilde exclaimed. ‘I can’t believe it.’

‘Well you should believe it, because my husband knew all about the arrest,’ Jan said. ‘He was initially involved in the arrest of an entire group of men, all fraternising at some underground establishment for men with those proclivities, if you know what I mean. He was revolted by the whole thing and said it was extremely satisfying taking them out of our community.’

Gisele set down the trousers she’d been folding. ‘Jan, what you’re saying . . .’

‘One of these men confessed to the SS men that Fred was one of them,’ she continued, seemingly unconcerned about Gisele’s interjection. ‘Apparently they beat him within an inch of his life until he finally gave them what they wanted. In the end, he sung like a little bird to give his friend up to the Gestapo.’

Gisele tried to ignore the tears forming in her eyes, but these women were like vultures, and Mathilde immediately saw how upset she was.

‘Gisele, what are you crying for? If it’s true what he did—’

‘You all pretended to be friends of Amira’s, and you all sat there and listened to him play the piano, praising him for being a visionary in the field of music,’ she said, quickly wiping at her face. ‘And yet here you are, happy to gossip about a man who that very friend is expecting a baby with. Her husband, no less! You should all be ashamed. I can’t believe I’m the only one with the decency to be heartbroken for her.’

Mathilde had the graciousness to look taken aback, embarrassed even, but Jan just placed her hands on her hips and gave Gisele a cold stare.

‘You think our Führer wants a man like that in society?’ she asked. ‘If you ask me, they should kill them all, and I’ll say whatever I like about him.’

Gisele knew how carefully she had to consider her words, especially now that all the women gathered were staring at her, waiting for her to reply.

‘I’m not questioning our Führer. I have always been the most loyal of party members,’ she said. ‘I would only like to show a woman who is our friend a degree of respect. At the very least, could we not have the heart to imagine what it must be like for her? Because if we’re talking about our Führer, I think he would expect us all to support one another, especially as mothers. And it does sound as if your husband has been talking very freely about secret operations,’ Gisele added pointedly.

Mathilde hurriedly told them all to return to their work, but Gisele knew that she’d made an enemy in Jan. It certainly hadn’t been her intention, but she had, nevertheless. And despite trying her hardest to defend Amira, she felt guilty for even being part of the conversation in the first place.

But like the good German she was pretending so hard to be, she fixed a smile and continued to fold and sort the clothes, imagining what it must have been like for Amira when she’d been here with this same group of women. How it must have felt to touch clothes that had been taken from people just like her, to know that the women she was sitting shoulder to shoulder with would be ruthless in their judgement of her if they ever found out about her, or Fred.

Gisele bent her head and listened as the women started to speak again, but all she could think of was Amira and what she might be doing, what it was like for her. The wind had been biting this morning, the cloud cover making the day cold and dreary, and she had no idea whether she would be warm enough, whether she had shelter, whether she had enough food. Hans hadn’t been forthcoming when she’d questioned him, which told her that she wouldn’t like the answer if he was.

Please come home, she silently prayed. Please Amira, I can’t live this life without you. I can’t.

She remembered back to when they were girls, when Amira’s father had moved them away and she’d thought she was never going to see her best friend again. Sometimes when she looked back, it felt like only yesterday – the truth was, she’d been worrying about Amira for almost her entire life. She only hoped that Hans had a letter for her when he returned home. Writing notes had been the only way they’d been able to stay in touch as girls, and it was the only way they could stay in touch now. And Gisele missed her; she missed her so much that some days it felt as if she simply couldn’t breathe.
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‘Amira?’ she called, as she knocked on the door, worried someone might see her and report back to her mother. ‘Amira!’ Gisele called again.

There was no noise inside the Schäfers’ house, but when she tried the door handle it took her by surprise and turned. Gisele looked around to make sure that there were no neighbours watching, before slipping inside. She was about to call out again, when she realised that the house felt empty.

She walked through the living room and into Amira’s bedroom, and her heart sank when she saw the bare mattress stripped of all her bedding. When she opened her wardrobe, all she found were empty hangers.

Gisele fell to the carpet and began to cry. Amira had gone. She’d gone without telling her, without even saying goodbye.

But then she remembered their hiding place, the one they’d used when Gisele was no longer allowed to visit. There was a tree at the very back of Amira’s garden, with a little hollow that they’d once pretended was the entrance to an owl’s home. She raced through the house and shut the door behind her, and sure enough, when she reached the tree, out of breath and giddy with hope, she found the folded piece of paper that had been left for her.

Gisele took the letter out, her eyes racing over the words. G, I wasn’t allowed to tell you before we left, but I’ll write as soon as I can. Papa says we can’t tell anyone where we’re going, but I promise I’ll tell you once I know. I miss you already! A.

Gisele sat down against the tree and read the letter over and over, before holding it to her heart and closing her eyes, as the sunshine finally found its way through the clouds above. She’d heard the whispers, knew there was no way Amira could stay hidden among the families in their neighbourhood for much longer, but if they moved someone else, she would have a chance. Somewhere where no one knew about her mother and her heritage, somewhere they could pretend that she was someone she wasn’t.

Wherever Amira was, Gisele would go to her, just as soon as she was old enough to move away to study. She didn’t care what her mother said, Amira was her best friend and she had no intention of living her life without her.
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‘I just want for this to be over,’ Giselle said, going to her husband and putting her arms around him later that night. ‘I know you’re already doing so much, but I can’t sleep for thinking about her. Even when I’m with the children, I’m not truly with them anymore.’

He didn’t need to tell her that he felt the same, because she could feel it in the way he held her back. Sometimes she forgot just how far he’d strayed from the party he’d dedicated himself to these past few weeks, the principles he’d promised to uphold when he joined the SS. How much he’d done because she’d asked him to.

‘I think the tide is turning against us,’ he murmured. ‘There are rumours that the Americans are closer than Hitler is letting on, that there may no longer be a chance for Germany to win the war. Hitler doesn’t want the people to know, but word is starting to spread and I feel that there is restlessness among many of the men.’

‘What will that mean for us?’ she asked, still cradling him, hearing the fear in his voice.

‘I fear that men like me will be punished for what we’ve done, that we may all be punished for what we’ve let happen. I don’t know what Germany will look like if we lose this war, not after everything.’

They stayed like that in silence for a long time, her running her fingers through his hair, and him leaning into her. She knew what he was trying to tell her: if they lost the war, people like Amira and Fred would be liberated, but suddenly it could be citizens like her and Hans who were persecuted for what had happened in their country. Their lives could change for the worst, their children’s lives could change for the worst, which made choosing which side to be on that much harder. One was morally right, but the other . . . it could jeopardise everything they held dear.

‘Just promise me that if there is a way to help Amira and Fred get out of there—’

‘I understand,’ he said, pressing a kiss to the bare skin at her wrist. ‘If there is a way, if there is ever an opportunity, I will do my best.’ He leaned out of bed and took something from his nightstand, surprising her with an envelope. ‘This is from Amira.’

Gisele eagerly reached for it and slid her nail beneath the seal, running her eyes over the words before gasping and dropping it on to her lap.

‘Gisele?’ Hans said.

‘Did you know?’ she asked, tears springing into her eyes as she turned to him.

‘Know what? Gisele, what are you talking about?’

‘She’s pregnant!’ Gisele cried. ‘Hans, Amira is pregnant.’

Gisele picked up the letter and read it again, her heart pounding. She’s pregnant with Maxi’s child. She swallowed, brushing away her tears and wishing she could confide the truth about Fred to her husband, but knowing that would be a betrayal of her friend. ‘Hans, you have to get her out of there. This changes everything.’

Hans’ skin had turned a ghostly white, and he was focused on the letter she’d discarded.

‘Hans? Say something.’

When he looked at her, his eyes were shining with tears. ‘The things they do there to pregnant women, the experiments . . .’

‘But she’ll be safe, won’t she? You said yourself that they’re with the special prisoners, that—’

‘I don’t know,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘She should be, but . . .’

Gisele looked over at him, knowing how conflicted he must feel as he tried to do the right thing. She’d asked so much of him, and she had never truly thanked him.

‘Hans,’ she began.

‘If there is a way to get them out of there, Gisele, I will do it. But you have to realise that if I do help them . . .’

A murmur of fear ran through her. She knew what he was going to say.

‘But if we don’t take a risk to save them . . .’ she began.

‘We won’t be able to live with ourselves,’ he finished. ‘I know. Believe me, I know.’


Chapter Thirty-Four 

Amira

When Fred returned from playing the piano that night, Amira was still awake. Now that she was further along in her pregnancy it was almost impossible to hide it, but it was also impossible to lie comfortably. She’d resisted asking to see the doctor, still too scared of what might happen – she was determined to believe in her little miracle and her ability to carry her baby and deliver her safely into the world on her own.

Fred’s urgent whisper made her forget all about her aches and pains though, as he hobbled into the room. His feet had been giving him terrible trouble due to ill-fitting shoes, although he never complained – his sole reason for living now seemed to be her and their unborn child. There were no longer days when he spent hours staring into oblivion or lying in a half-asleep state; it was as if he finally had something to live for.

‘Hans slipped me a piece of paper,’ he whispered. ‘He came to the piano to ask me to play a specific song, and I’ve been hiding it all night.’

‘Is it another letter from Gisele?’ she asked, excitedly reaching for it as Fred extracted the small piece of paper from his sleeve. She knew Gisele would be beside herself, learning that she was not only incarcerated but pregnant, too.

But she knew immediately when she saw the small size of it that it wasn’t from Gisele; she would have insisted on writing on a full sheet of her favourite cream paper. And the writing didn’t belong to her either; it was a rough scrawl, as if whoever had written it had been in a hurry to do so.

‘Can you see it?’ she asked Fred, as he held it almost to his nose in the dim light.

When he didn’t say anything she took it from him and read it herself, only just able to make out the words.

Be prepared at all times. Trying to find a way to get you out.

Amira looked at Fred, who took the paper back from her and appeared to re-read it, as if he couldn’t quite believe what he was seeing.

‘We have to destroy it. If anyone were to find it . . .’

Fred nodded and rolled the paper into a small ball, putting it into his mouth and chewing it before eventually swallowing.

‘How do you think he will get us out of here?’ she murmured, as they sat side by side on the bed.

Fred’s eyes were watering, she could see the glint of them and imagined it was from having to swallow down the paper with nothing to soften it other than saliva.

‘I don’t know, but we must do as he says and be ready to go at any time, day or night. Who knows what he might be planning?’

Amira leaned into Fred’s shoulder and shut her eyes, sending up thanks to Gisele. It was hard to believe in many things anymore, and certainly it was impossible to hope there would be any divine intervention given the daily horrors of war, but Gisele’s determination to help her had never known any boundaries. And Amira knew, without a shadow of doubt, that Gisele was the sole reason that Hans was endangering his own life to save theirs.

‘Amira, I brought food for you, too,’ Fred said, pressing some cheese into her hands. ‘Even if you don’t feel like it, the baby—’

‘Thank you,’ she whispered, taking it gratefully and putting a small piece in her mouth.

She might not have an appetite, but there was nothing she wouldn’t do for her unborn child.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Amira had never been so anxious as she waited for Fred to return from performing. There had been days when he wasn’t called upon, but when he was informed that the SS were hosting an event at the commander’s villa, they’d known that there was a chance Hans would be present. They’d seen him at other times since he’d slipped them the note, but there had been no letters from Gisele, no more messages, nothing since then.

And each week Amira’s stomach grew slightly in size, her baby beginning to move, making it hard for her to get comfortable at night, and increasingly hard for her to breathe. But tonight, she was certain there would be news. And if not . . . then she was starting to doubt whether Hans had a plan at all. She was only grateful they were still in the special camp, because she truly didn’t know if she’d have survived the main one.

At some point in the evening, Amira lay down and fell asleep, but she woke when Fred sat beside her, pushing herself up to a sitting position as he gently placed a hand to her middle. It seemed to settle him, the moment he touched her, and she didn’t mind the contact at all.

‘I was starting to worry,’ she whispered.

‘They had me play for hours,’ he said. ‘First it was a performance, and then they had me play so the couples could dance.’

She knew without asking that he would be exhausted.

‘Did you see Hans?’ she asked.

‘I did. He was one of the only men there without his wife, although I overheard him telling someone that she was unwell.’

‘Unwell?’ Amira panicked.

‘Don’t worry, I’m almost certain it was just an excuse for her not to be there. Because he didn’t mention anything when we spoke.’

‘You spoke to him?’ Amira grabbed hold of Fred’s arm. ‘What did he say?’

‘It was very brief, but he came to request a song again, which was very clever of him,’ Fred told her. ‘He whispered to me that the crematorium is almost out of fuel, and that within the next two days, they will run out completely.’

Amira listened intently, but she wasn’t certain how the information could help them. ‘And we could use that to our advantage how?’

‘He said there will be bodies piled up with no effective way to dispose of them, which will give us an opportunity to hide.’

She immediately felt nauseous. ‘To hide,’ she said, ‘among them?’

Fred’s silence told her that she was right, and she took a moment to imagine exactly what that would entail and whether she could actually even do such a thing.

‘Did he tell you anything else?’ Amira asked. ‘It’s all very well hiding, but how exactly do we escape after that?’

Fred shook his head. ‘I don’t know. All I know is that we are going to have an opportunity to escape, and we have to decide whether we want to seize it, or whether we want to take our chances and stay here.’

They both sat in the dark, the sound of the wind whistling around the barracks making Amira draw her arms even tighter around herself. The cold was biting, the building full of draughts and certainly not fit for purpose in the middle of winter with no way to heat it, and they had barely enough blankets to cover them.

‘We escape,’ she said, without hesitation. ‘No matter how awful it will be, if Hans thinks we have a chance, then we do it. I don’t think we have any other choice.’

‘There will be risks,’ Fred said. ‘If we’re caught, we will be put in the main camp and we may not survive. Or we could be shot from a watchtower even when we’re on the other side of the fence.’

‘And if we stay?’ she asked. ‘There’s no guarantee that I’ll even make it through childbirth here.’

She placed her palm flat against her stomach, feeling her baby and knowing that everything they did from this point on was for him or her.

‘Then we go,’ Fred said. ‘We wait for Hans to tell us the plan, and we do this. Together.’

‘Together,’ she repeated, as they both lay down, fully clothed and huddling beneath the blanket. ‘We’re doing this for our child.’

Fred didn’t disagree, but he did hold her tight; tighter than he’d ever held her before. But as much as she tried to think of something else, all she could see when she closed her eyes were the pained faces of the dead, open-mouthed, thrown into a pile. A pile that she was going to have to climb into if she wanted a chance at leaving this godforsaken place.
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The very next day, as Amira walked back and forth with Janot while the men sat and talked, their heads bent as they discussed something important, Amira stumbled, throwing out her arm to right herself.

It was Janot who caught her and stopped her from falling.

‘Sorry, I had a dizzy spell,’ Amira murmured.

‘You’re pregnant, aren’t you?’ Janot said. ‘I’ve noticed the change in you.’

‘I, I—’ Amira cast about for something to say, but Janot raised her hand.

‘It’s fine, I’ll keep your secret,’ she said. ‘But I don’t think it’ll be long until the others notice.’

‘You’re the first person to realise,’ Amira replied, and even though she was nervous about someone knowing her secret, it was nice to have someone to talk to about her pregnancy. ‘Do you have children of your own?’

‘No, I do not. Thank goodness, otherwise I’d be worrying about them terribly from in here.’

‘I only ask because I’m worried about delivering the baby when it comes. I know very little about childbirth.’

The sadness written over Janot’s face was impossible not to notice, and not for the first time, Amira wondered if she regretted her decision to follow Léon. They seemed very much in love, despite the conditions, and if she were brave enough Amira would have asked her. But asking Janot would have meant asking the same question of herself, and she wasn’t certain she knew how to answer it. She didn’t regret her decision to join Fred – her resolution to keep him safe was unwavering – but some days she wondered if it had been her most sensible idea.

There was a commotion outside the door then, and Janot reached out and held her hand again. Within seconds two guards appeared, and if she wasn’t mistaken, they were walking directly towards her.

Please be coming for Janot. Please be coming for her and not me.

‘Amira Schulz?’ one of them asked.

‘Yes,’ she replied.

‘Please, come with us.’

‘On who’s order?’ Fred asked, appearing by her side and stepping slightly in front of her. ‘This is my wife you’re speaking to.’

‘You don’t need to know on whose order,’ the other guard said. ‘You might be guests here, but that doesn’t mean we won’t use force if we need to. Step aside.’

‘Where are you taking me?’ Amira asked.

‘To the doctor.’

She froze and knew that all colour would have drained from her face. ‘Please no. I don’t need to see the doctor, I—’

‘Amira,’ Fred said, gently, as if he were talking to a child. ‘You’ll be fine. As the guard said, we’re guests of the Nazi Party. We can trust them.’

Trust them? she wanted to scream, and as she looked around the room and saw Janot, Léon and a handful of others looking at her as if she’d just received a fate worse than death, she knew that she wasn’t overreacting.

‘Mrs Schulz?’ the guard asked, looking as if his patience was wearing thin.

She nodded, knowing she had no choice and praying that Hans knew what he was doing. Visiting the camp doctor was more terrifying to her than anything, and she hoped Hans understood what he was about to put her through.

They walked out of the door and into the sunshine, past the guards with dogs and towards the main camp. She noticed that there was no smoke coming from the chimney, and it made her think about what Fred had said, about running out of fuel. It usually went every day, puffing smoke for hours and hours, the ash falling all over the ground, and she realised that requesting her presence at the doctor’s was probably the only way Hans could get her out of the barracks.

‘I shall take it from here,’ came a familiar voice. She saw Hans striding towards them. ‘This is Mrs Schulz? The wife of the pianist?’

Both the guards nodded, and she listened to their brief exchange, with Hans telling them that he was more than happy to escort her himself given he was going in that direction. He did tell them that they should take a break and then meet there to return her to the special camp though.

‘Walk quickly,’ he said, as soon as they were far enough away from prying ears.

‘Please don’t make me see the doctor,’ she murmured. ‘I’ve heard stories about him.’

‘It’s just a ruse,’ Hans whispered, urgently. ‘Just listen, we don’t have long.’

She nodded, moving slightly closer to him so as to hear better.

‘The fuel will be delivered tomorrow or the day following, so you need to do this tonight,’ he said, before pressing something cold into her hand. ‘I’m going to leave this key with you, to the rear door of the barracks that is hardly ever used. You’ll have to be careful, as the guards with dogs circle the perimeter on the hour, and the lights from the watchtower capture that area, too. But there is a birthday celebration tonight, which means there will be fewer guards rostered on. Even the ones working will be distracted with whisky and cake.’

Amira’s entire body trembled as the gravity of what they were going to attempt settled over her, and she tucked the key into her brassiere to ensure no one could see it.

‘You will make your way to the bodies piled up by the crematorium, and it’s imperative that you use something to make it look like you’re in bed, for when the guards check the barracks. They won’t inspect further if they see lumps that look like bodies in your bed.’

She felt like she was going to be sick just thinking about what they’d have to do, and what might happen to them if their deception was discovered.

‘You’ll have to hide in the bodies until you hear me, because the only way you’re getting out of the camp is if you’re dressed like guards.’

She shuddered at the mention of the bodies and tried to focus on the details, but she knew he didn’t have time to deal with her breaking down. She could cry later, when she shared the information with Fred. ‘We have to steal guards’ clothes?’

‘No, I will steal the clothes and you will quickly change and find your way to the trucks. You will need to jump on the back of a truck heading to Weimar, disguised as guards, and jump off well before you get there.’

‘And what then?’ she asked, as they neared the building.

‘After that,’ Hans said, ‘it will be up to you and Fred. I can only help you leave the camp grounds. Then? It’s up to the pair of you to stay alive.’

Amira didn’t have a chance to ask him anything else, because before she knew it the door to the hospital barracks was being swung open, and Hans was telling a guard to take her through to the doctor for an examination.

It’s up to Fred and me. She blinked away tears.

That was the part she was worried about.


Chapter Thirty-Six

Amira clutched Fred’s hand as they crouched on the ground beside their bed and bunched up whatever they could beneath their sheets, in an attempt to make it look as if they were in bed when the guard walked past and flashed his light over them. Panic rose in her throat as she squinted at their handiwork, not convinced at all that it was going to fool anyone and praying that the others in the room didn’t wake up.

‘What else can we use?’ she whispered.

‘There’s nothing else,’ Fred said. ‘This will have to do.’

It was dark outside now, which meant that almost everyone in their barracks was either asleep or resting, and they knew that now was their chance. The guards had already done their early evening rounds, and if they didn’t go now, they likely wouldn’t get another chance.

‘Are you ready?’ Fred murmured, reaching for Amira’s hand.

‘Yes. As I’ll ever be,’ she murmured back.

They walked as quietly as mice, barely lifting their feet off the ground as they tiptoed through the barracks and towards the back door. Fred had the key, and she stood behind him as he put it in the lock and turned it. The sharp sound made her cringe and her skin flush hot, certain someone would come running, looking for whatever or whoever had made the noise, but thankfully it had begun to rain outside, and the sound on the roof must have disguised what noise they’d made.

Fred carefully opened the door, slowly so as not to make a creak, and they both slipped out, shutting it behind them so that no one would notice it had been used. They left it unlocked, having decided earlier that they’d rather leave it that way in case anyone else ever wanted to escape and discovered it, but not locking it also meant less noise.

Outside, the wind was much colder than Amira had expected, and even though the rain was light, it soon soaked through her blouse and coat. Fred was only wearing a shirt and trousers, having used his jacket to help make the bulges in the bed, and she couldn’t imagine how cold he was already.

They pressed their backs to the barracks and stood, both looking around, waiting for their eyes to adjust. The watchtowers were easy to spot as they had large floodlights positioned beside them, with guards manually moving the beams around the camp to check the perimeter. Amira and Fred began to move in the shadows. When they reached the edge of the barracks and had to run across to the next building, Amira’s heart almost stopped.

‘We’ll have to cross here quickly,’ Fred said. ‘I’ll go first and you follow.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘We go together. I don’t want to be left behind, even for a second.’

‘Very well then,’ he said, taking her hand once more. ‘We count to three, then run.’

Amira counted silently in her mind and then they ran, her with her other hand beneath her stomach for support.

‘We did it,’ she gasped. ‘We actually did it!’

‘Now we have to get over there,’ he whispered. ‘That concrete building is the crematorium.’

She nodded, her breath still ragged after their short run, but she kept following Fred, determined now that they were going to be able to do this. They just had to keep moving and avoid the light.

Minutes later they were faced with the same challenge, waiting to run again. They counted to three and then moved as quickly as they could, but this time the light passed nearby, sending them diving to the ground to reach the shadows in time. Amira was breathing heavily, a pain in her side making her nauseous as she crawled on all fours.

But it wasn’t her pain that threatened to give her away. Fred’s hand closed over her mouth as her eyes widened in horror, the pile of bodies beside them making her want to scream and run back in the direction they’d come. They were like ghouls; their mouths open, their eyes staring, their cheeks so hollow they were more skeleton than human.

And the smell. She doubted she’d ever forget the smell for as long as she lived. Bodies that had desperately needed a wash well before death had taken them; emaciated men and women who had deserved better than the suffering they had faced. It wasn’t an exaggeration to say that she couldn’t ever imagine shutting her eyes again without seeing them.

‘We need to climb in,’ Fred said, but he’d barely gotten the words out before he was bent over being sick, which only made her stomach churn all the more.

But she nodded, knowing that they had to get on with what needed to be done. These people were gone, and they had been prisoners too, which meant she knew they wouldn’t think ill of them for using the bodies they’d left behind to hide in. Or at least that was what she wanted to believe.

‘How long until Hans is here?’ Fred asked. ‘What did he say?’

‘He didn’t. He just said to wait.’

They had no concept of what time it was, no idea of how long they would have to lie in wait, hoping that Hans was able to come. They had no choice but to trust him.

‘Come on, before the light passes over us,’ Fred said. ‘You first.’

Amira didn’t know how she did it, and if she weren’t expecting, she doubted it was something she could have even considered doing, but because of her baby she gritted her teeth and stepped forward when Fred pulled a body aside.

‘We need to take our clothes off,’ he said.

‘No.’ Amira began to cry then as she whispered back to him. ‘I can’t, I can’t be naked here.’

Fred began to take his own clothes off, but she couldn’t. She couldn’t stand the thought of her naked flesh touching that of a dead person, and she couldn’t bear the thought of anyone seeing her without her clothes on.

‘If you take your clothes off, you could just lie at the top. It will be cold, but you won’t have to—’

‘Fred!’ Amira screamed, forgetting that they were supposed to be quiet, forgetting what would happen if someone, anyone, heard them. If the big light was turned in their direction and caught sight of them.

Fred spun around as a guard smoking a cigarette appeared behind him, the glowing orange end making him stand out in the dark. Hitler despised smoking, which was likely why the guard had walked away from the camp to have one, but the moment he saw Fred the cigarette dropped from his lips and he reached for his weapon.

In all the time she’d known Fred, he’d been an absolute gentleman, with no hint of aggression shown towards her or anyone else at any time. But when his horror-struck eyes met hers in the second it took him to spin around and see the guard, she immediately knew that he would do anything to keep her, and the baby, safe.

Fred ran at the guard with a speed she hadn’t anticipated, knocking him to the ground. She clamped her hand over her mouth as they wrestled. The guard was bigger, and she imagined much better fed and well rested, but Fred seemed to possess a strength she couldn’t have imagined as he fought against him.

‘Give me your scarf!’ he hissed.

She scrambled forward as he punched the guard in the face and straddled him, giving him her scarf and watching in horror as he wrapped it around the guard’s neck, strangling the man while he fought with all his might. But Fred never gave up, not until the last twitch of the guard’s leg.

‘Take his gun,’ she whispered, horrified by what she’d seen but knowing that they only had seconds now. If anyone else had heard her scream, or came looking for the missing guard . . .

Another figure appeared then, and Fred lifted the gun, his finger on the trigger as she scurried to hide behind him. Whatever bullets were in the pistol wouldn’t be enough to shoot every guard, but it was something.

‘Hans!’ she whispered. ‘It’s Hans, lower the gun!’

Fred didn’t do as she asked, the gun shaking, only lowering it when she forcibly covered it and pushed down on his hand.

‘What the hell happened here?’ Hans asked.

‘We had no choice,’ Fred said, his voice steadier than she’d expected it to be.

‘He saw us,’ Amira whispered. ‘If Fred hadn’t, if he hadn’t—’

‘Quickly, just put this uniform on while I strip him down,’ Hans interrupted, passing her the clothes he’d brought. ‘If the guard is naked we can throw him in with the other bodies. They won’t notice until daybreak.’

Amira stared down, not even feeling sorry for the dead guard. All she could think about was that it would be impossible not to notice his fat body among the skeletal prisoners.

‘Put his boots on,’ Hans told Amira. ‘And be sure to tuck your hair up tightly beneath the cap.’

The clothes were too big for her, but her round stomach helped her to fill them out, and she had only just put the jacket on when the rain began to pelt down, quickly soaking them through to the bone.

‘Help me throw him in the pile,’ Hans said to Fred. ‘And we need to bury his clothes among the dead, so no one sees them. I don’t need an entire search party looking for him and you.’

Amira stood, hunched and shivering so hard her teeth kept rattling in her jaw, until Hans and Fred returned to stand beside her against the building to ensure they were well hidden in the shadows.

‘They’re going to send someone to look for him soon, so you need to move fast,’ Hans said. ‘There are lorry trucks departing for Weimar, to pick up guards and SS men from town after their night off. The backs of the lorries will be empty.’

Amira tried to imagine it, calling out to a truck driven by guards.

‘You are to run alongside or call out, and then jump up into the back. You’re two men going to get drunk for the night, that’s all.’

‘You’re certain they won’t notice, that—’

‘You’re wearing guards’ uniforms and it’s dark,’ he said. ‘You won’t get any better cover, and you’ll be hidden in the back on your own.’

Amira lifted her face to the sky and felt the rain falling. She hoped Hans was right and that there wouldn’t be other guards sitting in the backs of the trucks.

‘But what about when we reach Weimar? What then?’

‘You won’t reach Weimar, because you’ll jump off the back well before then. It will be pitch-black darkness, and the men up front won’t notice. So long as you jump quickly and roll away, you’ll be fine.’

‘Hans—’ Amira began.

‘There’s no time to talk, you need to move,’ he said, giving her shoulder a quick squeeze before reaching into his breast pocket. ‘But you need to take this for me, and you have to make sure it reaches Gisele.’

‘Aren’t you going home soon? Why can’t you give it to her yourself?’

She tucked it quickly into her own pocket to ensure it stayed dry, hoping her wet fingers hadn’t already smudged it. Her face was slick with rain, and she knew that if they didn’t get moving soon, they’d be sodden – as would the letter he’d just given her.

‘Please, stay with her while she reads it. I don’t want her to be alone.’

‘What do you—’

‘Go! You need to go now or you’ll miss the last of the trucks. Don’t let this all be for nothing.’

‘Come on,’ Fred said, grabbing hold of her hand to pull her along with him.

‘Thank you,’ Amira said. ‘Thank you, Hans. I’ll never forget this.’

He nodded, his mouth drawn tight as if he didn’t know what to say.

‘We have to go,’ Fred said, tugging her. ‘I’m not getting stuck here.’

‘Just tell Gisele,’ Hans said as they moved away from him. ‘Tell her there’s nothing she can do. By the time she reads it, it will already be done. It’s imperative that you give it to her.’

His voice was sombre, the pain palpable, but there was no time to talk any longer. Fred was right; they’d come this far. If they didn’t escape now, they’d never have another chance, and the longer it took the more likely it was that a guard would notice they’d gone. Or that someone would come looking for the other guard, or for Hans.

‘I killed a man,’ Fred muttered as they walked. ‘I killed someone.’

She wanted to hold his hand or put her arms around him to comfort him, but they were supposed to be guards. They had to walk tall, with confidence, in case the light swept over them. They had to do everything within their power not to draw attention to themselves.

‘If you hadn’t killed him first . . .’ Amira began.

But their conversation was over when they saw a lorry rolling slowly towards the gates. And despite the large boots on her feet, Amira began to run as Fred called out to the driver.

‘Warten!’ he called. ‘Wait! We are coming too!’

‘To Weimar?’ the driver called back, peering out at them, shouting through the weather. His window was down, but she imagined in the dark, with the rain steadily hitting the windscreen, that it would be almost impossible for him to see them at all.

‘Yes,’ Fred said, as the truck rumbled to an almost stop.

He jumped up into the wooden-decked back and held his hand out for her, and by some miracle, despite her pregnancy, she managed to clamber up beside him without falling. The gates opened then and the truck rolled through, and the two of them, completely concealed by darkness, as tears rolled steadily down Amira’s cheeks, stared back at the lights from the watchtower as they left the camp behind.

But as elated as she was at the thought that they were almost free, that they’d almost done the impossible, she couldn’t help but consider what would happen to Hans, especially with his letter burning a hole in her pocket.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

‘We’re going to jump the first time the truck slows,’ Fred said, his voice low, speaking directly into her ear. ‘We jump, then roll to the side and lie flat on the ground.’

Amira had one hand pressed firmly to her stomach, feeling unwell but not about to complain given the circumstances. She was worried about the jump, but she was far more worried about being caught and sent back to the camp, which meant she was inclined to trust that she could do whatever was necessary.

The truck rumbled along, but just as Fred had expected it suddenly slowed, and after listening out to ensure that it wasn’t a blockade, his eyes flashed at her in the darkness and he leapt from the back of the truck. Amira took a deep breath and did the same, doing her best to jump straight and land on her feet. She instead landed awkwardly, the weight particularly painful on one ankle, but Fred had partially broken her fall by helping to catch her, and they rolled sideways and lay flat to the grass, the only noise their ragged breathing, their bodies side by side.

‘Are we clear?’ Amira asked, a few minutes after the truck had gone, the ground no longer vibrating.

‘Clear,’ Fred whispered back, getting up and holding out a hand.

Because of the horrible weather and the blackouts, it was almost impossible to see anything, but in the moments when the clouds cleared slightly and the moon shone through, they were able to get their bearings.

We’re free. We’ve made it, we’ve actually made it! But the moment of exhilaration passed almost immediately as a shiver of fear ran through her. They might be outside of the camp, but it certainly didn’t mean they were free.

‘Is that a house up there?’ Amira asked, clinging to Fred’s hand as if her life depended on it while they walked. ‘I think it is, but—’

‘Yes, it is,’ he said. ‘Let’s head that way.’

The rain had eased but the wind was unbearably cold, and Amira found herself focusing on putting one foot in front of the other. The hand that wasn’t holding Fred’s was placed on her stomach, and she guessed that Fred was finding it as hard as she was to keep moving.

They were hungry. They were tired. They were cold. But nothing was going to stop them from walking step by step to the house ahead.

‘What do we do?’ Amira asked, her teeth chattering. ‘When we get there?’

‘We hide in a barn, if they have one, and we figure out the rest in the morning.’

‘But we’re so close to the camp, what if they come looking for us?’ she asked. ‘What if this is where they start their search?’

Fred was silent as they kept walking, her boots squelching with every step now. ‘All I could imagine was being safe and warm for the night,’ he said. ‘But you’re right. If they come looking, this might be the first place they look.’

‘So we should keep walking then?’ Amira asked, not knowing how many more steps she could possibly ask of her body.

‘No, we rest for a few hours, then at daybreak we move on. There’s no use us walking in the dark, having no idea where we’re going and using up all our energy.’

Amira agreed, but she was also scared. If the guards from Buchenwald came looking and found them there . . . She gulped. It might be a fate worse than death, especially if they’d already discovered the murder of one of their own.

It took them some time to reach the house they’d seen, having climbed two fences, and Fred still had hold of her hand as they edged their way around a brick structure that appeared to be an outbuilding of sorts. She was mildly terrified that it might contain animals that would take fright and call out in the night, alerting whoever was in the house, but when they went inside, it appeared to be empty, save for some hay stacked neatly near the back.

‘Let’s sit down here for a bit,’ Fred said, letting go of her as he moved a wheelbarrow and pulled some of the hay down for them to sit on. ‘You can rest and I’ll stay awake.’

‘We can both stay awake,’ she said, lowering herself beside him, pressing against him for warmth. ‘I don’t need to sleep.’

‘No, you rest. For the baby,’ he said.

And although she thought she’d never fall asleep, her ears straining for any sound, her eyes wide, they slowly began to close as Fred’s arm went around her and she nestled into the enclave of his shoulder.
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When Amira opened her eyes, first light was beginning to filter in through the open door of the building. She saw Fred standing there, looking out at the farm, and then she slowly looked around and noticed that the shed was full of not only hay, but all sorts of farm equipment.

‘Morning,’ she said, her voice creaky as she pushed up to her feet.

Amira placed a hand to her back to support herself, ambling over to stand beside Fred. ‘Good morning,’ he said, moving aside slightly so she could join him.

‘Did you get any sleep?’ she asked.

‘No, not a wink.’ Fred yawned and ran a hand over his face. ‘What I wouldn’t give for a cup of coffee.’

‘There’s been no movement inside the house?’ she asked.

‘No, but it’s only early. The farmer might be out soon, but then again, the farmer might be away fighting. It might only be his wife at home.’

‘Fred,’ she said, placing a hand on his shoulder as he peered out. ‘There’s a bicycle there, leaning against the side of the house.’

Fred followed her finger, and she saw his jaw harden, as if he were considering whether to steal it.

‘If we get caught taking the bicycle, we might draw attention to ourselves,’ he said.

‘If we stay here, we might be caught by breakfast time,’ she mused out loud.

Fred turned to her then, suddenly smiling. He almost laughed, his face turning up at the corners and his eyes crinkling.

‘You are a terrible excuse for a guard,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Your hair is curling out of the hat, and your face is far too pretty to be mistaken for a man’s.’

‘That’s not funny, Fred! If I’m such a terrible-looking guard—’

‘Then you cannot stay disguised as one. I will stay disguised as a guard, and you will be my wife. It’s the only plausible idea.’

She went to open her mouth, but shut it when he turned to her, his eyes searching hers.

‘Do you trust me?’

Amira nodded. ‘I do.’

‘Then stay here while I knock on the door,’ he said. ‘I’m going to tell whoever answers that I’m searching for an escaped prisoner, and go room to room, making them think that I suspect them of hiding someone.’

‘And you’re going to steal clothes for me to wear?’ she asked, her eyes widening.

‘Yes, Amira, that’s precisely what I’m going to do. And then I’m going to ask to borrow that there bicycle, and we’re going to get as far away from Buchenwald and Weimar as we can, before anyone catches up with us.’

She stood back as Fred pressed a quick kiss to her cheek and touched her stomach, before taking a deep breath and striding towards the house, leaving her to fret about how close they were to the camp, imagining trucks rolling up the road at any moment. But to her relief, the air was silent, the only noise the early sound of birds calling as day began to break.

Amira had been huddled against the hay for probably fifteen minutes, maybe longer, when Fred reappeared, his face telling her that he’d been successful. But it wasn’t until he produced a dress and cardigan from beneath his too-big jacket that she knew just how successful.

‘I was right about it just being the farmer’s wife in the house,’ he said. ‘But I don’t want you to change yet, just in case she’s looking out the window. If anyone from Buchenwald comes looking for a man and a woman, that will be what gives us away. I want her to say that she saw two guards searching, which won’t alert them to anything.’

‘What shall we do then?’ Amira asked. ‘What are you proposing?’

‘We walk out together, as two guards, and I will take the bicycle,’ he said. ‘We shall keep going until we find another house.’

‘But what if they figure out that we’re not real guards?’

‘They won’t, Amira. All they will see are the guards’ uniforms, and all you have to do is keep your back turned so they can’t see your face.’

Amira nodded. It was no more risky than the plan to escape the camp. ‘It’s a long way to Berlin on foot or bicycle from here, Fred.’

‘Exactly, which means we’re going to have to come up with a cover story. We’re going to have to stop somewhere.’

They stepped out of the barn and Amira walked as confidently as she could away from the property, while Fred took the bicycle and eventually caught up to her. It wasn’t until they were side by side again that he told her his plan. He helped her on, holding the handlebars steady.

‘After we find the next house, we’ll get you changed, hide the uniform and the bike, and I will start walking with a terrible limp, so I can pass as a wounded soldier.’

‘You truly think that will work?’ she asked, already breathless even though Fred was helping to push the bike along.

‘It has to,’ he said, and she saw then how terrified he was. ‘Because if it doesn’t, I don’t know what else we can do.’

‘I wish Hans had thought this through more, that he’d had a plan for what we were supposed to do once we were out in the open.’

‘So do I,’ Fred said, his voice breaking as he looked away from her, clearly not wanting her to see his face. ‘Trust me, Amira, so do I.’

Amira was grateful for Fred pushing her, her legs weak and barely able to turn the pedals, and she was so hungry that all she could think about was food. At one point she started to look around at the fields they were passing, trying to find something, anything, that might be edible. But all she could see was grass and more grass, and trees dotted throughout the fields.

Sweat began to trickle down her neck as the sun rose higher in the sky, and she started to wonder if she might actually topple off the bike. Despite doubting her ability to balance, once she’d started riding it she’d quickly found her rhythm and had managed to keep going, but she was beginning to falter, so hot from having to keep moving. She tried not to think about her baby, and what effect this type of exertion might have on her child, knowing she’d never forgive herself if something happened.

‘Just a little longer,’ Fred said, as he walked alongside her. ‘There’s a farm up ahead, I’m certain of it.’

It turned out that his words of encouragement were all she needed, and sure enough, when they rounded the corner he was right about there being a farm. She stopped and carefully dismounted, and he took the bicycle from her and guided it towards a cluster of trees.

‘You want me to get changed here?’ she asked.

Fred nodded. ‘I think it would be best.’

She did as he suggested, quickly stripping out of the uniform and carefully taking Hans’ letter from her pocket as Fred held the clothes out to her, but it wasn’t until she was dressed that she realised she would have to wear the too-big men’s boots that she’d worn ever since they’d left the camp.

‘I don’t have a good feeling about this,’ she began.

But Fred held up his hand. ‘We’ve fallen on hard times, there’s nothing unusual about having ill-fitting shoes, not during a war.’

They were both so fatigued that they left it at that, and Amira tucked her discarded clothes against the base of the tree, hoping that no one would see them. Her pulse ignited as she imagined the dogs finding them, and how quickly their location would be discovered, but she refused to let herself think any more about what could happen. Think about seeing Gisele again. Think about Otto. Think about finally making it away from here.

‘Amira,’ Fred said, taking her hand and hurrying her along. ‘They’re leaving, look.’

He was right. Up ahead, a horse was moving painfully slowly, pulling a wagon, and as they got closer, walking as quickly as they could, she could see how old and thin the horse was, his legs looking as slow and tired as hers felt.

‘Hello there,’ Fred called out, seeming to have a burst of energy that surprised her as much as the fact he was engaging with the strangers. ‘Are you off to town?’

The couple were elderly, and the old woman looked Amira up and down, shaking her head at the state of her. Or at least that was what Amira imagined she was frowning at.

‘We’re going to stay with family,’ the old man said. ‘But we can take you to Weimar if that’s where you’re headed?’

Fred smiled, limping a few more steps. ‘Thank you for the kind offer, but we’ll be fine. I was only hoping that you wouldn’t mind us resting here on your property, against your tree.’

The old man waved at them as he encouraged his horse on, slapping the reins against his bony rump. ‘Rest away, you won’t trouble anyone.’

‘Fred,’ Amira whispered. ‘They offered us a ride.’

‘Yes,’ he said, leaning close. ‘But if word of our escape is circulating, we’ll surely be found in Weimar.’

‘But—’

‘They’re packed up to visit someone, they could be gone for days or even weeks,’ he said. ‘Which means that we can stay here while they’re gone.’

‘You mean for us to break into their home?’ she asked.

‘That’s precisely what I mean,’ he said. ‘We can rest and wait this out, pray they have some food stored away, and then we can begin our journey home.’

‘I don’t even know where home is anymore,’ Amira said, as tears began to slide down her cheeks.

Fred took her into his arms. ‘Neither do I, Amira. But what I do know?’ He wiped her cheeks with his thumb. ‘Home will be wherever our baby is. And that means we do anything we have to, to survive, even if it means breaking into this home to give us somewhere to rest and hide for the next few days. We have to believe we’ll be forgiven for our sins after everything we’ve been through.’

‘For the baby,’ she murmured.

‘For the baby,’ Fred repeated.

And so they sat in the shade of the tree until the horse and wagon were well out of sight, before Fred got to his feet and set about forcing his way inside.


Chapter Thirty-Eight

Amira stared at her reflection in the mirror, barely able to believe it was her own face looking back at her. She lifted a hand and traced across her cheek and down to her jaw, before running her fingers through her straggly hair. Fred was downstairs searching for food, and she’d come up to find something warmer to wear, as well as to wash the grime from her face and try to find a brush to run through her hair.

She could see from her reflection that she needed much more than a wash cloth and a brush to make her appear respectable though. No wonder the old woman had given her such a sad look.

But what took her most by surprise was her shape as she turned in front of the mirror, noticing how much her stomach had grown and how much lower it appeared now. Up until recently, it had seemed almost impossible to believe, but staring at herself now, in clothes that hugged a little too readily to her frame, it was clear that she was well along in her pregnancy.

‘Amira?’ Fred called out.

She sighed one last time at her appearance and went to the stairs, slowly making her way down.

‘I’ve found some bits and pieces, enough to stop us from starving, but—’

His voice stuttered and she turned to look past him, to see what had stopped him. A military vehicle was coming along the road.

Oh my God.

‘Oh Fred,’ she said, her voice catching in her throat. ‘They’re here.’

‘Quickly,’ he said, ‘take off your cardigan to make your pregnancy as obvious as possible, and I’ll go and change into whatever clothes I can find. I’ll slip out the back door and they can discover me working outside.’

‘You expect me to answer the door? To do this on my own?’

Fred stared into her eyes. ‘You can do this, Amira. There are only a handful of guards who even know what you look like, and they won’t be looking for a pregnant farm wife and her land-toiling husband.’

Amira focused on keeping her breath steady as she waved Fred away, going to the door and forcing herself to open it as the vehicle rolled up the driveway and two guards jumped out. They looked around before marching straight towards her.

‘Good morning,’ she called brightly, as if there were nothing unusual about having two SS men approaching the house.

‘We’re looking for a man and a woman. Are you the only person here?’

She placed her hand on her back and waddled forward, as if each step was difficult for her. ‘It is me and my husband. He’s working in the field.’

‘Husband?’ the man asked, as if to indicate that a woman of her age should have a husband off fighting.

‘He was badly injured and is home recuperating, but he cannot help himself, not with my parents away and so much work to be done.’

‘Do you mind if we take a look inside?’

Amira heard a noise behind her and knew that she needed to buy Fred more time. ‘I’d hate to think someone was using our farm to hide on,’ she said, thinking quickly. ‘Would you check the outbuilding over there first, just to be sure? I’ll wait here and keep lookout.’

It seemed to work, and by the time they were on their way back from searching, Fred appeared from the side of the house, limping terribly and leaning against a pitchfork as they called out to him. To her great surprise, after a quick look inside they were gone before she knew it, dust billowing up behind their vehicle as she collapsed against the door frame and Fred came rushing over to her.

‘They’re not coming back,’ he said, and he sank to his haunches beside her and wrapped her in his arms. ‘We’re going to make it, Amira. I promise you we are.’

And for the first time since Hans had mentioned their escape, whispering the plan to her as they’d walked side by side, she actually believed it. They were leaving Buchenwald behind them for good. Forever.


Chapter Thirty-Nine 

Berlin, April 1945

‘Amira?’ Gisele dropped the cup she was holding, coffee splashing all over her shoes and the floor as she stood in the doorway, staring back at them. ‘Oh my goodness, Amira! It’s truly you!’

Amira stepped forward and threw her arms around Gisele, tears streaming down her cheeks as she held on to her friend. They hadn’t gone so long without seeing each other since they were children – it had been months.

‘Quickly, get inside before anyone sees you.’

Amira’s lips were cracked and dry, and she moistened them with her tongue as she reached out to hold on to Gisele. Her legs felt ready to buckle, they were so tired from walking from the train station after everything they’d endured, but just seeing Gisele made everything they’d been through worth it. There had been so many times when she’d thought she’d never see her again, that they’d never make it, that someone would see through her stolen clothes or Fred’s dramatic limp, and question what they were doing or where they were going. But everyone had looked upon him with pity, an injured soldier clinging to his young, pregnant wife, and they’d somehow arrived safely back in the city.

‘I can’t believe it,’ Gisele gasped, wrapping her tightly in her arms once they were inside the house. ‘And Fred. Oh my goodness, Fred! I barely recognised you in that uniform.’

Gisele let go of her to hug Fred, looking between them in amazement.

‘What are you doing here? How, I mean—’

‘We escaped,’ Amira said, clearing her throat and trying to speak louder. ‘You haven’t heard from Hans?’

It had been five days since they’d left Buchenwald, and she’d spent much of that time worrying about what might have happened to him. She couldn’t stop thinking about the way they’d parted, the way he’d spoken almost as if it were the end.

‘I knew he was doing everything he could for you, but I haven’t heard from him in days.’

‘We don’t know who’s looking for us or whether we are safe to come here, but,’ Amira said, trying to catch her breath, ‘we didn’t know where else to go. I hope you don’t mind.’

‘Mind? I would have been horrified if you’d gone anywhere else,’ Gisele said. ‘Don’t you remember me telling you that this would always be your home, too?’

‘But your mother, is she—’

‘She’s not here. It’s just me, I promise.’

They’d presumed someone else would have moved in to their old apartment, and besides, it wasn’t as if they still had a key, even if it was theirs. But Gisele’s house did feel like a second home to Amira in a way, and it was the only place they could go.

They walked down the hallway, and Amira started to cry; she couldn’t help it. Just being in Gisele’s house again, finally believing that they’d escaped, that it was all close to being over . . . after so long hoping for a miracle, she felt as if she’d finally received one. Amira reached out to steady herself against the wall, all of a sudden feeling so light-headed she wasn’t sure she could walk another step. But Fred was there to put an arm around her waist, guiding her as Gisele fussed and hurried ahead, opening the door into the front sitting room, and carrying the broken cup that she’d dropped when answering the door.

‘I’ve been so worried about whether you had enough to eat and how you were being treated, and Hans refused to tell me anything more than that you were alive and he was providing whatever extra he could.’

When Gisele paused for breath, Amira glanced at Fred, who looked as exhausted as she felt. To someone like Gisele, who’d lived the entire war in a safe home surrounded by her children and protected from the worst of everything, it would be almost impossible to explain to her what they’d been through; the kind of bone-tired exhaustion and starvation that they’d experienced not something she could possibly understand. The fear they’d seen in the eyes of others, the smell of death in the camp, the terror of helplessness that swept through every single human being kept behind the wire. But none of that was Gisele’s fault, and one day, when she found the words, Amira would do her best to explain.

‘We’ve had very little to eat this past week, so we would both be very grateful for some food,’ Fred said. ‘Do you have anything to spare in the kitchen?’

‘It’s truly been so bad?’ Gisele’s eyes were wide as she stared at them. ‘I kept trying to tell myself that it couldn’t be as terrible as I was imagining it to be. But yes, of course, please help yourself to anything, anything at all.’

‘Hans made sure we had food in the camp, but it’s been almost a week since we left,’ Amira told her, not about to share the truth about the camp, most especially the main camp. It had taken Amira seeing the dead bodies at the crematorium to understand why Hans had believed she wouldn’t survive it; and he’d been right. ‘You haven’t seen him in all that time?’

‘I haven’t. But please tell me that he was responsible for your escape? He promised me that he had a plan, but he hasn’t been home and there hasn’t been so much as a letter from him or—’

‘Gisele,’ Amira said, fighting past her own exhaustion to stop her friend from talking as Fred disappeared in search of food.

‘Please tell me that he’s been doing everything he could,’ Gisele continued. ‘I told him that there was nothing more important than—’

‘Gisele,’ Amira said again, forcing her voice, her tone making it clear that she needed to speak.

Gisele stopped and looked at her, and Amira noticed the dark shadows beneath her eyes, the weight loss in her face; the manic way she had spoken, her hands trembling as she kept hold of the broken cup. She was a shadow of the woman Amira had left behind. And that was when she realised – Gisele may have lived in relative safety all this time, but she had suffered in her own way, waiting for news and fighting for them from the home front, no doubt terrified that her best friend was going to perish and they would never see each other again.

Amira touched her arm and gently rubbed her fingers against the fabric of Gisele’s dress.

‘Gisele,’ Amira said. ‘I need you to listen to me.’

‘I’m talking too much, and all you both want is a cup of coffee and something to eat,’ Gisele said. ‘I’m so sorry, just having you here, safe . . . I just can’t quite believe it. I don’t know quite what to do with myself.’

‘Gisele, Hans gave me something before we escaped the camp,’ Amira said. ‘I didn’t realise how much it meant, but now that you’ve said he hasn’t been home . . .’

‘What would he have to give you that he couldn’t give to me himself?’ Gisele asked. ‘I keep telling the children that he’ll be home soon, but it’s been well over a week since we’ve seen him. It’s just not like him at all.’

‘He gave me this, to give to you,’ Amira said. ‘He told me that I was to make sure you received it as soon as we found our way to you. It was his only condition for helping us.’

Gisele seemed surprised, or perhaps she was suddenly nervous, Amira couldn’t tell. ‘Surely he could have either come home to tell me whatever he had to say, or given it to me directly.’

Amira reached inside her coat pocket for the letter, not able to shake off the sense of foreboding. She’d known when he gave it to her that the contents were for his wife’s eyes only, but something hadn’t sat right with her this entire time, and suddenly she wished she’d read it first, simply so she knew how best to support her friend. She couldn’t stop thinking of the way they’d stood there in the rain, the way he’d passed it to her, the sadness in his gaze. She’d touched her pocket countless times since, reliving that night over and over again.

‘Did he say anything to you?’ Gisele asked. ‘Before he gave it to you, did he say why he had to write? Was there a reason he couldn’t come home?’

‘He told me to give you the letter and to stay with you while you read it,’ Amira said. ‘It was dark and he pressed it into my hand and made me promise that I would guard it with my life. But he was insistent that you not open it alone.’

Gisele reached for the envelope, staring down at it as if she didn’t want to open it, as if Amira had passed her something that she didn’t want to have in her possession. It had been perfect and crisp when Hans had given it to her, but after getting wet that first night and then being hidden for so long in her pocket while she was hiding and travelling, it was now crumpled and slightly dog-eared, as well as being smudged with dirt.

‘I’m sorry it’s not as pristine as it should be, but I’m hoping that the words are still legible and not smudged.’

‘Would you read it with me?’ Gisele asked. ‘I don’t know why, but I don’t want to read it on my own. Hans has never written to me before, not even when he was first courting me, and I just . . .’ She shook her head. ‘He wasn’t in a good way last time I saw him. I’ve been so worried about him.’

‘Of course,’ Amira said, as Gisele finally slid her nail beneath the seal and opened the envelope, taking the single folded page out. Her friend’s hands shook, and Amira reached out to place her fingers over Gisele’s to steady them.

Gisele opened it and held it between them so they could both read it, and Amira knew as soon as she read the first line that the letter she’d been carrying all these days was going to break Gisele’s heart. It was not from a man who intended to come home; far from it.

Gisele made a little noise in her throat as she began to read the words he’d written, and Amira leaned into her, reading the letter herself and wishing there had been something she could have done, some way she could have convinced him to make any decision other than this one. For all he’d taken from her, he’d also been the one to give her and Fred their freedom, and for that she would always be grateful.

To my beloved Gisele,

Where does a man even start when his heart has already broken? You have been the love of my life for as long as I can remember, the only woman I’ve ever loved, and certainly the only woman I ever wanted as my wife. I always imagined us growing old together, watching our grandchildren play one day as we admired the life we created, but instead I am writing to you to say my final goodbye.

My heart wants to come home to you, but I know that I cannot. I cannot live with the burden of what I have done bearing down on my shoulders, in the knowledge that I have been complicit in what’s happened here. How can I be a father to our children, when I’ve been witness to such atrocities? How can I tuck my daughter into bed at night, with the decisions I’ve made weighing on my conscience, knowing that I’ve been party to ripping other families apart, to taking parents from their children? It’s easy to believe in the beginning that you’re just following orders, but the truth is that I made a decision to do awful things to other human beings, and I can no longer live with myself.

Gisele, I want you to start a new life without me, once all this is over. I want you to promise me that you will care for our children and remind them of the man I was when we first met. The man who did what he had to do to save your friends. Tell them that I loved you with all my heart, and them, but that I couldn’t face coming home. The murders that have been committed here, and in camps all across Europe, will one day be discovered, and perhaps I am a coward for not being prepared for that day. I deserve to be paraded in front of those who survive, to be treated the way we treated them, as beings less than animals, but I choose to end this now.

I hope you can understand my decision, and that one day you can look back and remember me as the man who helped two people you loved leave this camp, instead of the man who helped to send them and so many others there.

I love you, Gisele, with all my heart. Hans.

‘No!’ Gisele wailed, as the letter fell from her fingers to the floor. ‘No, he can’t, this can’t be true. It can’t be.’ She sobbed. ‘When did he give this to you?’

Amira wrapped her friend in her arms, understanding her pain in a way that others might not. She knew what it was to lose someone you loved, to comprehend not only the loss of that man, but the loss of all the hopes and dreams you once had for the future, too.

‘I’m sorry,’ Amira said, as she started to cry, because she was. She was deeply sorry for Gisele’s loss, for the loss of the man she’d loved, for the father of her four beautiful children who would now have to grow up without the father who’d adored them. ‘He loved you so much, Gisele, you and the children. Truly he did.’

‘When did he write this letter?’ Gisele asked, as tears streamed down her cheeks. ‘When did he give it to you? Is there still time, could I get to him, wouldn’t someone have come to notify me, how did I not know—’

‘He told me,’ Amira said gently, her voice breaking as she stared into her friend’s panicked, wide eyes, ‘that by the time I gave you this letter, there would be nothing you could do. That it would already be done.’ She tried to soften what she had to say by delivering it quietly, but as Gisele’s howl of pain cut through the air, she knew there was nothing she could do to soften that type of news. Just as the passing of her parents and then Maxi had cut through her in a way that could never be repaired, Gisele was now broken, her heart ripped from her chest as she digested the information, never to be the same again. ‘I didn’t know what he meant at the time, but now I understand. He wanted you to know that by the time you read the letter,’ she whispered, ‘he would be gone.’

‘But I don’t know what to do without him,’ Gisele cried, as she folded herself into Amira’s arms. ‘I don’t know how to go on without him, how to be a mother to our children without him. What am I supposed to do?’ She blinked at her. ‘How could no one have come to tell me?’

‘I don’t know,’ Amira said. ‘I’m so sorry, Gisele.’

Amira held her friend and rubbed circles on her back, knowing that no words would help, not now. But she said them anyway, because she couldn’t hold her in silence and not say something.

‘You go on because you have to,’ Amira murmured. ‘You go on for your children, because you are their mother and they need you. You go on because you’re my best friend, and I need you more now than I ever have. You keep going because so many have lost those they loved. We can’t give up now, Gisele. We can’t.’

Gisele cried in her arms, and Amira cried, too. She heard the children and even little Otto, who’d come to see what the fuss was all about, but Fred appeared then too and was quick to usher them from the room, the news of their father’s passing not to be told to them yet, not until their mother had gathered herself. As much as Amira wished they could scoop the children up and mourn with them, as much as she desperately wanted to lift little Otto into her arms and press kisses all over his fur, Gisele needed time to accept the news, and Amira intended on holding her until she was ready.

‘What am I supposed to do?’ Gisele asked, when her tears slowly shuddered to a halt. ‘How do I tell the children? They will be devastated.’

‘You’re supposed to grieve,’ Amira said. ‘And then you’re supposed to keep going and make a new, different life for yourself. You hold him in your memories and force yourself to keep putting one foot in front of the other.’ She waited for a moment. ‘And you don’t have to tell the children on your own. I will be with you, and I won’t leave until you ask me to.’

Gisele nodded, as fresh tears slipped down her cheeks. ‘We have each other,’ she whispered.

‘We have each other,’ Amira repeated. ‘And we will have each other for the rest of our lives, because I’ll never, ever have another friend like you.’

Gisele looked around the room, and Amira reached for her hand and held tight.

‘I don’t think I can stay here in this house,’ Gisele whispered. ‘I don’t want to be here without him, with all the memories of what once was.’

‘Then we shall move as soon as we can, once the war is over, as far away from Berlin as possible,’ Amira said, remembering Fred’s words whispered late into the night before Buchenwald, before they’d known how bad things could truly become. He’d dreamed of New York, and that was where they would go. She would tell Gisele when she was ready to hear it, once they’d begun to make arrangements, once it was safe for them to secure passage. ‘But wherever we go, we go together. We’re not going anywhere without each other. Our children will grow up together, as family, forever and always. I promise.’

It was then that Gisele seemed to remember, and she wiped her cheeks and stared at Amira’s middle, her eyes widening.

‘May I?’

Amira laughed as Gisele held out her hand, which in turn made Gisele laugh. It was laughter filled with tears, but it was still laughter, and for a moment she could almost imagine that everything about their lives hadn’t changed. That she was just enjoying sharing a beautiful moment with her friend.

‘I can’t believe you’re going to become a mother,’ Gisele said, her eyes shining with fresh tears as she pressed her hand to Amira’s stomach and met her gaze.

‘I’ll be able to learn from the best.’

They both cried again when the baby moved, the kicks stronger than they had been only days earlier. Her little baby, who’d defied all odds by surviving Buchenwald with her, as determined as its mother to live, if only to live long enough to make sure that those responsible for the atrocities there were held to account, to ensure the truth didn’t die with those killed in the camps.

Gisele dropped to her knees then, and Amira went with her, cradling her on the floor, the thick rug cushioning them as she rocked her like a child. Her elation at touching Amira’s stomach had disappeared as quickly as it had arrived, and she was broken from the pain of losing her husband all over again.

‘He’s not coming home,’ Gisele whispered. ‘Amira, my Hans isn’t coming home.’

‘No, my love, he’s not, and I’m so, so sorry.’

There was nothing else Amira could say, and so she cried with her, her tears leaving Gisele’s hair damp as they both cried for what they’d lost, and for what could have been. For everything they’d fought for.

They were never going to grow old and holiday at the beach house they’d dreamed of; she was never going to see Maxi again, and Gisele was never going to see Hans. But they were both alive, and no matter what pain she’d suffered, Amira would never, ever take that for granted. They had their children, and they had each other.

Fred walked back into the room then, and Amira’s eyes met his, his smile as kind and reassuring as always. And I have Fred. She had lost a lot, but she’d also gained a man who loved her with all his heart, in his own way, and who she knew would be the most amazing father to her child. A man who would never walk away from her and the life she was carrying.

‘I’ve just heard news of the Allies’ advancement on the wireless,’ Fred said, his voice low as he walked towards them. ‘Amira, the Americans have arrived at Buchenwald.’

‘Truly? The Allies have reached Buchenwald? They’re in Weimar?’

‘Yes, my love. The Allies are closing in.’

Fred dropped to his knees then, too, and Amira opened an arm to him, smiling through her tears as he joined them on the floor.

‘We’re going to be able to leave?’ she whispered, as she realised that was probably why no one had notified Gisele. It would be all hands on deck as the Allies advanced, or perhaps more like every German for himself.

‘We’re going to be able to leave,’ he whispered back. ‘It’s almost over, Amira. This war, this nightmare, it’s almost behind us.’ Tears streamed down his cheeks as he held them.

He was right, it was almost over, but for those of them still alive, it would be a nightmare that lived on forever, the cruelty etched into their minds, the pain piercing their souls. But they would go on. Even Gisele, eventually, would make her peace with what had happened, because in times like this, they had no choice other than to keep going.

They were the survivors, alive when so many others were not.

I will live for you, Mama. And you, Papa. And you, my beloved Maxi.

Amira would live because she’d been given the gift of life, and she wouldn’t take it for granted. Not now, and not ever.


Chapter Forty 

New York, 2006

‘Amira, you chose to stay married after the war, even though you and Frederick could easily have gone your separate ways when you finally arrived in New York,’ Madison said. ‘May I ask why? Why stay married and not just remain friends?’

Amira smiled. She knew it was a difficult concept for younger generations to understand; they couldn’t seem to fathom why Fred had kept himself hidden, how they could stay as husband and wife for reasons other than passion. Why they’d felt they couldn’t be themselves.

‘Because the love we shared ended up lasting a lifetime, and because companionship suited us both after what we’d endured,’ she said. ‘We couldn’t imagine being parted, not after everything we’d been through, after what we’d survived together. Not being husband and wife? It was never something we discussed, because it was just who we were, especially after our daughter arrived. There is still something to be said for feeling safe.’

‘So you loved him, then? As a companion?’ Madison asked. ‘Despite it all, you would describe it as a loving union?’

‘It was true companionship, a relationship that I am so fortunate to have experienced. We both knew passionate love with the partners we lost during the war, but after that, we were content with the friendship we had,’ she said. ‘We were content with each other, we felt safe with each other, and we never had to pretend that we weren’t still in love with the partners we’d lost. And we shared something that no one else could possibly have understood – irrational fears and a barrage of emotions after our time at Buchenwald.’

Madison was silent for a long moment, and so Amira continued.

‘Whether other people can understand our relationship or not isn’t my concern, it never has been. But we kept each other’s secrets and loved each other deeply in our own special way, and no one can ever take that away from us. No one has ever loved me more than Fred has, and I know the same is true of my love for him. It was simply a different type of love, a platonic love, but a love nonetheless. It was enough, for both of us.’

Madison cleared her throat. ‘Your daughter, Esther,’ she said, hesitantly, as if she didn’t truly want to ask the question. ‘Did she know that Frederick wasn’t her biological father? Was it something you ever felt the need to share with her?’

Amira’s eyes filled with tears once more, and she sat quietly until the moment had passed. Of all the questions she’d been asked, this was the one she found hardest to answer. Not because she didn’t know what to say, but because she’d always felt as if Fred was Esther’s true father and hadn’t wanted him to feel as if he were anything less. By the time Esther was born, Amira had felt as if even she believed that Fred was the only father her baby had ever had.

‘Frederick was Esther’s father in every way that mattered. Did she know that I was in love with someone else when she was conceived?’ Amira nodded. ‘Yes, she did. Fred was the most loving, loyal father to Esther, but she knew about Maxi. I couldn’t keep him secret, not from my own daughter, not when he meant so much to me. And Fred understood.’

‘And you and Gisele, did you stay in touch after the war?’

Amira smiled at the mention of her friend’s name.

‘Friendships such as those, what Gisele and I shared, they are not the type of friendships one ever walks away from,’ she said. ‘I’ve loved Gisele most of my life, for what she did for me, for what she was prepared to sacrifice to keep me safe. For what we both endured.’ She sighed. ‘I don’t think anyone could describe a better friend than the one I had in Gisele, other than Fred of course.’

‘And what about Hans?’ Madison asked. ‘How did you feel about him once you left Buchenwald? Once you heard what he’d done?’

Amira sat with the question for a moment, considering her answer. It was one she’d thought about many times over, and every time, she came to the same conclusion. Perhaps she’d been too quick to forgive, or perhaps it was the fact that Hans was Gisele’s husband, but she couldn’t hate him. She couldn’t hate the man who’d helped her to stay alive, even if he had been partly to blame for Fred’s arrest.

‘I think it’s important to understand the man that Hans was raised to be,’ Amira said, having considered her words carefully first. ‘We cannot judge him based on a man in modern society today, we must look at the way boys were brought up in Nazi Germany, the ideology they were taught by everyone around them, the expectations placed upon them. Many Germans said they did not know what was truly happening, they claimed innocence about what was going on around them, but they knew. The gas chambers were too close for them not to know, the deportations happening in plain sight, so I will never accept ignorance as an excuse. And Hans never tried to plead ignorance, so I did respect him for that,’ she said. ‘My sympathies lie with those raised to hate, raised to believe in something that they had never known or seen an alternative to. And by that, I mean the children who had never known a different world to the one they were raised in.’

Madison nodded.

‘In the end, Hans believed he was a monster, but I will always remember what he did to help us stay alive, the risks he was prepared to take to save us,’ she said. ‘I think that, given the way he was raised, given the rank he held and the safety and privilege that rank afforded his family, it makes what he did for us all the more extraordinary. It makes his lack of ignorance quite remarkable, and the more years that pass, the more I can see just how extraordinary that was. He was not your average SS man, that was for sure.’

She was silent for a moment, so very tired from all that she’d shared, but knowing that she’d done the right thing. It was time, Fred. It was time for me to tell everyone the truth about our lives, to share our story with them so that our lives will never be forgotten.

‘My Fred was the brave one. Make sure you write that in the article. He was the one who was truly brave, and he was the genius. It’s him you should be writing an article about, not me.’

She had told the truth when she’d said they had a shared understanding. Almost like an untold secret that had clung to them, their losses hidden from the world, but also the thread that connected them.

We were like no one else, my love, but it worked. I wouldn’t trade our memories and the years we shared together for anything.

She sat up a little straighter as she closed her eyes, remembering the day Fred had told them they were moving to New York; holding her daughter in her arms, a newborn swaddled in a blanket; she remembered Fred excitedly pointing out the Statue of Liberty, his eyes wide as he looked back at her; the smell of New York City, so different to Berlin. And she remembered the very first time Fred had played at Carnegie Hall, the audience enraptured with the man behind the piano, silent until they erupted into applause as he stood before them on the stage, not realising what he’d sacrificed, what he’d endured, to even be there onstage performing. The energy and passion he’d channelled into his music, the trauma that he’d masked; it had made him a pianist like no other. New York wasn’t the city of their birth, but the city they’d chosen to love; and the city that had loved them back unconditionally. The city where she’d finally been able to fulfil her dream of being a teacher, and making a difference in the lives of children who’d lost their parents. The orphans she’d cared for in Berlin had always stayed in her heart, and that had fuelled her desire not only to volunteer, but to raise funds for them, too.

It all felt like a lifetime ago on the one hand, but only yesterday on the other, and Amira would have done anything to step back in time and be that young woman again, to listen to Fred play one last time, to bask in one more smile, to glance at him and know that he understood the pain she’d lived with ever since the war had begun, and long before it, too.

It had been a long time since Amira had cried, but tonight, her tears were for all she’d lost. For the things she would never forget.

And for Fred.

The love of her life, the man who’d shown her how to live after loss. The man she’d risked everything for, and never regretted doing it for even a moment.

Life just wouldn’t be the same without him.


Chapter Forty-One

The next day, Amira walked down a familiar corridor, tapping gently on the door of room 104, before walking in. She nodded to the day nurse, who knew her well now, and placed her bag and coat on the chair near the door. Amira made her way over to the bed and sat down, carefully, taking Fred’s frail, almost translucent hand and folding it in hers. It was almost impossible to believe that the two age-spotted hands intertwined belonged to her and the man who’d come to mean everything to her.

Fred had been there for weeks now, his body slowly failing him, his eyes barely fluttering open anymore. But every day without question, Amira had stayed with him, leaving only in the early morning to go home and shower, returning to read the paper to keep him updated on the news, playing his favourite songs, and opening the windows wide to fill the room with fresh air and the lingering scent of roses from the sprawling garden outside. She had no way of knowing if Fred even knew she was there, but it was the least she could do. It made her feel as if they were still connected, and that was what mattered. When Esther visited, which was often, Amira still didn’t leave, preferring to sit quietly with her daughter and enjoy every moment with her.

‘I had a letter from Gisele today,’ Amira told Fred. ‘Would you believe that she’s a great-grandmother now? I can’t stop thinking of her, surrounded by all those grandchildren.’ She sighed. ‘I wrote straight back and told her that I think she should be eligible for the Grandmother’s Cross award. I can just imagine how that will make her laugh.’

She smiled to herself, imagining what it would be like to have Gisele there with them. What a reunion it would be to have the three of them together again. There had been a time when they’d made sure to see each other every year, never letting more than twelve months go by without spending time together, but age had put an end to that.

‘I told her in my letter that I’d finally told our story,’ Amira said. ‘That someone in the world, other than us, finally knows the truth about what happened back then, what it was like for us. And as I was writing, I wondered if anyone today would be able to live with the kind of pain we endured. What we lived through.’ She sighed. ‘It’s almost impossible to believe now, isn’t it?’

Tears began to fall down Amira’s cheeks then, and she reached for Fred’s hand again, holding it tight.

‘Thank you, Fred, for always being there for me. You’re the best friend I could have ever wished for.’

And he was. Fred was the only person in her life who could possibly understand her irrational fear of German shepherds, or the way she became physically ill when she saw smoke belching from a concrete chimney. He was the only person who could soothe her with a single word or the touch of his hand on hers.

Amira sat there, regaining her composure. The nurse walked back into the room as a long beep sounded out, which suddenly told her that after so long trying to believe it wouldn’t happen, Fred had left her. With his hand in Amira’s, while she’d whispered to him, he’d finally let go, as if they were the words he’d been waiting to hear. As if he’d somehow been holding on until their story was told, and until she was at peace with it. She only wished that their daughter had been by his side as he passed, too, but Amira would stay sitting there until she arrived.

Goodbye, Fred. Until we meet again.


Epilogue 

New York, 2007

Amira rose when she heard the knock at the door. No one called by her house anymore – all of her friends were long gone and she didn’t have any family in New York, so except for delivery drivers it was a very rare occurrence. She shuffled forward, resting on the window ledge beside the door so she could look out to see who it was. To her surprise, she saw a familiar face staring back at her.

She opened the door. ‘Madison! What a lovely surprise. What are you doing here?’ The young woman had never come over without being invited before.

Amira would have embraced her, but Madison’s hands were full.

‘I have something for you, and I couldn’t wait for you to see it.’

She held out a folder that contained printed pages, and Amira’s breath stilled. She wasn’t sure whether to be terrified or thrilled at the prospect of reading the article.

Madison smiled. ‘And although we never usually share work before it goes to print, in this case I wanted you to read it first.’

It was then that Amira looked down and read the title, printed in bold across the top of the first page. Her heart skipped a beat and emotion immediately clogged her throat.

The Greatest Love Story Never Told

In memory of Frederick Schulz

Amira couldn’t stop the tears that welled in her eyes as she held the pages tightly to her chest, and Madison held her close. It was as if someone had truly seen her, had truly seen her marriage and what it had meant, for the very first time.

We did it, Fred. We finally shared our story with the world.

After all this time, we don’t have to be afraid anymore. I promise.

‘Amira, would you read the first few lines before I go,’ Madison said, when she finally released her. ‘It’s one of the reasons I came today, so this wouldn’t come as a surprise when you see it in print.’

Amira looked up, happy to oblige. She waved Madison in and moved through the house to find her glasses, knowing she’d need them for the small print. She could see that the young woman was nervous by the way she kept wringing her hands.

‘You would like me to read the note at the beginning?’ Amira asked. ‘Or—’

‘Yes,’ Madison said, her breath like a whisper. ‘Please.’

‘Dear reader, my name is Madison Anders, and my grandfather was . . .’ Amira froze, the words catching in her throat. She glanced up at Madison, seeing the tears in her eyes. She forced herself to continue. ‘My name is Madison Anders, and my grandfather was a member of the SS in Nazi Germany. I have felt the guilt of his actions my entire life, and that guilt and a desire to repent is one of the reasons I wanted to write this. I hope that Amira and Frederick’s families understand that I will always feel shame for what my grandfather was part of, but in sharing this story, I acknowledge the strength of an extraordinary man and his even more extraordinary wife, who suffered at the hands of their fellow Germans.’

Amira’s hands were shaking as she lowered the pages. She hadn’t thought anything could shock her anymore, not as an old lady who had survived more than most. But shocked she was.

‘I’m sorry,’ Madison said. ‘I hope you can forgive me for keeping it a secret until now.’

‘Beautiful girl,’ Amira said, placing the article on the coffee table and extending her hands. Madison clasped them and Amira stared into her eyes as she held them. ‘Du brauchst mich nicht um Verzeihung zu bitten.’

Madison blinked back at her.

‘You don’t need to ask me for forgiveness,’ she repeated in English. ‘I don’t blame you for the sins of your grandparents. The burden is not one your generation should bear. It never has been.’

‘You truly mean that?’ Madison asked.

Amira leaned forward, still holding her hands, and kissed her cheek. ‘I do. What happened to me and my family, to Frederick, to Gisele, it was a horror that we wished to forget. It is not a pain we ever wished inflicted upon our children or grandchildren, and certainly not on the grandchildren of those who persecuted us.’

Madison nodded, as tears ran silently down her cheeks.

‘You are forgiven,’ Amira whispered. ‘If they are the words you need to hear, then let me say them again. You are forgiven, my child, for the sins of those who came before you. You are forgiven.’

Amira glanced over at the first page again, content in the knowledge that soon their story would be shared. The story of two people who’d hurt more than a person should ever hurt in one lifetime, but who’d managed to create an unconventional life together, regardless.

Who’d managed to thrive. Who’d managed to live.

And above all else, had managed to love.


Author’s Note

This was a very difficult book to write for a number of reasons. First of all, it was hard because I find it a very fine line to walk, balancing being sympathetic towards Germans during the war versus seeing them as the enemy. But when I wrote my previous novel, The Berlin Sisters, my research opened my eyes to the number of Germans who didn’t agree with the Nazi Party, and who actively helped others in their community or did small things to rebel against what was happening in society. Yes, most of the time they chose their own freedom, their own lives, and their own families over others, but there were pockets of people in Berlin and throughout the rest of Germany who risked everything for others.

What happened in Nazi Germany was horrific, and I often find myself truly devasted to imagine a time when the majority could turn so cruelly on a minority, which is what happened to the Jewish people. But I also understand that not everything is black and white – there are areas of grey in any situation, and that’s what I love to explore the most. Yes, there were many Germans complicit in what happened, but there were also many who weren’t.

That led me to imagining what it must have been like for someone who had a close friend or spouse who was Jewish. What if that person didn’t believe the rhetoric about the Jews? What if they were prepared to risk their own life to keep their friend or loved one safe? And then my research led me down the rather horrific rabbit hole of reading about gay men in Nazi Germany, and the horrendous experiments that were carried out on those imprisoned in the camps, particularly at Buchenwald. The doctor at the camp was called the ‘Butcher of Buchenwald’ for a reason, and I encourage you to conduct a Google search if you feel you have the stomach to read more about him! Even though he didn’t feature in my story due to my chosen timeline, he is worth reading about if you’d like to understand the fear the prisoners at Buchenwald felt about seeking any medical treatment.

Amira and Fred’s escape in this novel was based on fact, and I chose to have them escape in much the same way as an actual escape from Buchenwald to ensure it was logistically possible for it to happen. In the true story though, there was no SS officer helping the prisoner to escape – the prisoner planned and executed his escape all on his own, hiding among the dead bodies and killing a guard in order to take his uniform. Also, just as a side note, for my timeline to work in my novel I had the crematorium run out of fuel in 1945, immediately before the liberation; however, in reality it was in March 1944 that this situation arose.

Speaking of facts, Fred’s fortunate escape from the gas chamber in Auschwitz-Birkenau was also based on a true story, even though I’m sure it seemed entirely implausible as you were reading it! One of the men I was reading about during my research, who was an electrician, was standing in the gas chamber in the same way I describe in the novel. An SS man called out asking if any of the men present were skilled labourers, and this prisoner was taken from the chamber and escorted out to retrieve his clothes. Only seconds later, the doors to the chamber were locked and everyone else inside was murdered. And speaking of facts, if you haven’t heard of former French Premier Léon Blum and his wife Janot, I encourage you to read more about them. Janot famously followed Léon into Buchenwald, much in the same way as my character Amira followed Fred. They were married within the special camp there, as she refused to be parted from him and was prepared to stand by his side, no matter what.

It isn’t a stretch to say that my research for this novel, and indeed all my WWII novels, affects me greatly, especially reading about the deaths of millions of Jewish people, political prisoners and others. My thoughts are always with the families of those who lost their lives during the Holocaust. My hope in telling stories such as this, and including important pieces of factual information throughout, is that the history of World War II will live on. I truly believe that our children should be learning about the war at school, that we should keep the past alive in order for it not to repeat itself. And I also hope that by writing these stories that I’m so passionate about, I will encourage my readers to keep learning about history and become even more curious about the women who came before us, as I am.

Ten years ago, when I wrote my very first historical fiction novel, Voyage of the Heart, I never imagined that I would still be writing about WWII over a decade later. But I am as intrigued about this period in history now as I was then, and I feel a great privilege in being able to share these stories with you. Every time I wonder if this might be my last WWII novel, and then my research uncovers something else extraordinary about this period in time, so I’m pleased to say that I still have many, many more war novels to write.

My publisher, Lake Union, has now sold over one million copies of my historical novels worldwide, and this journey simply could not have been possible without such a dedicated readership. So, thank you, from the bottom of my heart, and I hope you enjoyed The Pianist’s Wife as much as the other books of mine that came before it!

Soraya x
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Chapter One 

The Ministry of Propaganda & Enlightenment

Berlin, Germany

23 December 1943

Ava’s fingers moved quickly over the keys of her typewriter, her back straight as she sat at her desk. When she finished, she took the paper and set it beside her, carefully reviewing it to ensure she hadn’t made any mistakes. Although she was one of five women in the room, no one spoke; the only sounds were the constant clack of fingers touching keys and the shuffle of papers, and it would be that way until lunchtime when they all took a short break.

Satisfied with her work, she moved on to her next assignment, although a noise made her pause. It was the sound of a child giggling, which could only mean one thing.

‘They’re here again,’ said Lina, the secretary seated closest to her. ‘Don’t you just love it when they come to visit?’

Soon all five of them had stopped typing, their eyes glued to the door as first a beautifully groomed Airedale dog trotted in, followed immediately by six immaculately dressed children, their faces beaming with smiles. Their mother was only a few steps behind, wearing a tailored, emerald-green dress, her hair swept elegantly from her face; as meticulously presented as her husband always was, in perfectly cut cloth with never a wrinkle to be seen.

There was nothing quite like a visit from the Goebbels family, and it was almost certain to put her boss Joseph in a good mood. He loved when his children came to see him for lunch – every visit boosted the morale of the entire office – and this time Magda had brought all of them, instead of just the youngest two.

‘Frau Goebbels, it’s such a pleasure to see you,’ Lina said, standing. ‘I shall go and tell Dr Goebbels you are here.’ As his personal secretary, she was permitted to knock on his door.

‘No need, Helga will surprise him. She’s been looking forward to seeing her papa all morning.’

Ava smiled at Heidrun, who was standing tucked against her mother’s leg, the youngest of the brood. She gave the little girl a wave as the child smiled and fiddled with the large bow in her hair, her smile melting Ava’s heart. They were the most gorgeous children, and Goebbels’ wife was always as friendly and kind to the secretaries as he was himself. Magda was the epitome of the perfect German wife and mother, and they were always rather star-struck when she came to visit.

‘How is your workload today, ladies?’ Frau Goebbels asked. ‘I trust my husband is treating you well?’

A chorus of pleasantries erupted, and as Ava was nodding the dog made his way over to her, tugging along one of the children, who was holding his leash. Tell, as he was called, had once been nervous of being approached in the office, but he’d soon become used to the secretaries who worked in close proximity to his master. But just as Ava extended her hand to pat him, Joseph Goebbels walked out from his office, his limp noticeable, commanding everyone’s attention despite his small stature, smiling broadly as his children lined up in front of him. His son shook his hand, and his five daughters all curtseyed, as Ava and the other secretaries sighed and smiled at how well behaved they all were, watching as he bent down to speak to the two smallest girls first.

It was at that moment that Ava’s father appeared, his smile wide as he nodded to his daughter and entered the office, tall and handsome in his uniform. He was everything to look at that Goebbels was not, with thick blond hair and sparkling blue eyes, his shoulders and chest broad, his stride effortless. She watched as he called out hello to Joseph and exchanged pleasantries with Magda, before moving slowly towards Ava. She stood with the other secretaries, laughing as the children showered their father with affection, telling him most animatedly all about their exciting day, but even with such a distraction Ava didn’t miss the way her father leaned against one of the desks as he passed, appearing to look for something. She turned her head slightly, careful not to make it obvious that she was watching him, as he reached for a piece of paper.

She stared in disbelief as he casually took the paper from the top of the pile Lina had been working on only moments earlier, folding it before sliding it inside his jacket pocket. Ava quickly looked away, glancing back at the other secretaries, but she could see that they were all focused on the children, enraptured by the little performance taking place before them. No one else had seen what he’d done, only her, and he was such a regular visitor to the office – not to mention a personal friend to Joseph Goebbels – that no one would have thought twice about him being there in the first place. And they certainly wouldn’t have dared to accuse him of any wrongdoing. Besides, it wasn’t unusual for him to collect documents, but to conceal it in his jacket like that? She swallowed, nervously, knowing instinctively that he’d done something wrong.

‘Ava,’ her father said as he came to stand beside her, kissing her cheek, and certainly not giving away whether or not he’d noticed her watching. ‘Lovely to see you, as always.’

‘Father,’ she whispered, her pulse racing as she brushed a kiss to his smooth cheek in return. Does he know that I saw him? What did he take? Why would he do something like that?

Her papa was one of Goebbels’ closest lieutenants, which was why she’d recently been able to secure such a high-paying job at the ministry. She may have been one of the most proficient typists at her previous job, but she was no fool; there was only one reason a nineteen-year-old girl would be appointed one of Goebbels’ five secretaries, a position that was not only highly coveted but highly paid, and that was due to her family connections. There were women all over Berlin with years of experience behind them who would have done anything to fill her position, and yet she was certain she’d been the only one interviewed for the job when it had become available.

‘Mama said you’ve been feeling unwell,’ she said, keeping her voice low as she stood close to her father. ‘How are you today?’

‘Nothing more than a cold,’ he murmured. ‘I actually wanted to see if you’d like to travel home with me tomorrow? It’s been too long since I spent some time with my family.’

‘For Christmas?’ she asked, her voice a whisper. It was no secret that Adolf Hitler was not a fan of traditional Christmas celebrations, not the type her family had once openly celebrated, and certainly not if they were to celebrate it as a Christian holiday. But nothing could stop her from looking forward to her favourite time of year.

‘Yes,’ he said, with a wink that she hoped no one else noticed. ‘I’ve organised two days’ leave. We will travel when you finish work tomorrow evening.’

Ava nodded as Magda gathered up the children across the room, like little lambs being herded, their visit already over. She watched two of the girls stand hand in hand, and it reminded her of her sister, Hanna, and what they’d been like as children. It seemed that Dr Goebbels wasn’t joining his family for lunch, after all, nor going home with them as he often did. The children lined up, their little shoulders straight like miniature soldiers as they all lifted one hand.

‘Heil Hitler!’ they said in unison.

‘Heil Hitler!’ Goebbels replied, not even glancing in their direction as the five secretaries all immediately responded in kind, as did Ava’s father, saluting their Führer and looking at his portrait on the wall as they did so.

Ava called out goodbye and waved back to the children as they turned at the door, before returning to her desk with the other secretaries, her father smiling to her and then crossing the room to speak briefly to Goebbels. She imagined he was headed straight back to his office in the same building as she watched him go.

‘Aren’t they just so precious,’ said Greta, one of the other secretaries. ‘What I wouldn’t give for a large family like that. Eight would be the perfect number, if you ask me.’

‘Eight?’ Lina repeated. ‘You only want eight so you can show off your gold Mother’s Cross award and have tea with the Führer as your reward!’

‘That’s precisely the reason,’ Greta said with a grin, looking as if she might swoon as she began to fan at her face, her colour rising. ‘Imagine that – tea and cakes with the Führer himself!’

Their conversation ended prematurely when Goebbels walked out of his office, going directly to Lina’s desk. Ava kept her head down and returned to her typing, but it was impossible not to hear the conversation, given her proximity. Within minutes, everyone seated in the room could hear what was being said to poor Lina. They’d only met when Ava had begun work at the ministry, but she’d fast become a close friend, and Ava hated hearing her being questioned for something she hadn’t done.

‘You cannot simply lose a piece of paper that I gave to you only this morning! Where is it?’

Ava kept her gaze averted, but her stomach was beginning to do cartwheels as Lina made noises beside her that sounded very much as if she were crying. She’d always been very softly spoken and kind, certainly not someone who could handle being interrogated.

‘I am going to ask you one final time,’ Goebbels said, in a rare show of anger. Usually he was most affable to his secretaries, and he certainly never raised his voice to them. In fact, most of them were very fond of him, including Ava. ‘Where is it!’ His hand slammed against the desk and made Ava jump, at the same time as Lina sobbed loudly. Ava’s heart wrenched for her.

‘It was here when your family arrived,’ she cried. ‘I haven’t left your office, I haven’t, I can’t—’

‘Enough,’ he snapped, turning on his heel. ‘Find it before the end of the day, or I shall have you questioned for treason.’

Ava felt as if she might be sick, listening to her friend crying beside her. She shook her head when Lina asked if she’d seen the piece of paper, not about to mention what she’d seen her father do, even as she watched Lina drop to her knees and search the floor, asking the other women around them as she looked for it. Ava knew full well that her duty was to her country, that she was obliged to report what she’d seen; she’d been trained to do so since she was a girl. But if she said something, what would happen to her father? What if he’d taken something that he shouldn’t have? It didn’t matter what she was supposed to do, she kept her mouth shut, even though it meant putting poor Lina in a terrible position.

‘Fräulein Müller,’ Goebbels called, his voice still sharp.

Ava immediately stood, brushing her hands down her skirt to banish any creases, before walking quickly to the office door. She smiled at Goebbels, hoping he couldn’t see how nervous she was or detect that she was keeping something important from him.

‘Please take these,’ he said, not bothering to look up as he extended paperwork to her.

Ava hurried forward and took the papers, but as her fingers closed around them, his didn’t let go.

‘You are to seal these court documents, and I’m relying on you to place them in the safe without looking at them,’ he said, his eyes meeting hers. ‘Do you understand? It is of great importance that they’re secured without anyone seeing the contents.’

‘Yes, Dr Goebbels,’ she said, as he slowly released the papers. ‘I understand.’

‘And then you are to type this, and return it directly to me,’ he said, turning his attention away from her. ‘No one else is to see the contents of this letter.’

‘Of course.’

‘Fräulein Müller, I want you to think very carefully about how you answer this next question,’ he said, sitting back slightly in his chair, his eyes narrowing. ‘You have sat beside Fräulein Becker since you began work in my office. Have you found her to set a good example for you when it comes to her typing and commitment to her job? Is she a dedicated party supporter?’

Ava’s uniform immediately seemed to cling to her as she began to sweat. She could even feel perspiration across her upper lip, and she had to hold the papers tightly to stop her hands from trembling.

‘Yes. Lina, I mean Fräulein Becker, has always been most conscientious and dedicated to her work,’ Ava said, keeping her voice even. ‘I haven’t seen anything that would lead me to believe she’s anything other than a committed party supporter, as we all are. All of your secretaries are dedicated to our country and to our Führer.’

‘Thank you, Ava,’ he said with a small smile, taking her by surprise when he used her first name, as if he were trying to reinforce that they were family friends, not just colleagues. ‘If you notice anything to the contrary though, you will come to me, yes? I know I can trust you.’

Ava nodded again, dropping her gaze before turning to leave with the papers clasped to her chest. She had no intention of looking at them, had always followed orders without a second thought, but when she placed them down on her desk, she couldn’t help but notice the name on the front. Sophie Scholl. They were the court documents for the Scholl case, and Ava remembered her well from what she’d read in the papers – the university student who’d been found guilty of high treason for producing propaganda, encouraging others to revolt against Hitler and the party.

She stared at them, knowing that she’d been trusted not to look, and having never disobeyed instructions at work before. But something about seeing her father take something earlier, a feeling beginning to bubble up in her stomach, made her want to look, made her want to disobey an order for the very first time in her life. Lina was still on her hands and knees, going through a pile of discarded papers from earlier in the day, and when Ava glanced around the office, she could see that the other secretaries were all busy with their heads down.

She battled with her curiosity for a few more moments before quickly brushing the front page aside, intending only to glance at the contents. It was when she saw the photo pinned to the pages inside that she realised what type of file she was in possession of, what a court file on such a matter would contain. And why she had been ordered not to look inside.

Her eyes skimmed the first few lines and her stomach lurched for the second time that day.

Guillotine.

Beheaded.

Traitor.

Murder.

The words seemed to leap off the page at her.

Ava knew she shouldn’t sympathise, not with a young woman with such radical ideology, but she’d have been lying if she said it didn’t affect her, that she didn’t question why such an intelligent young woman would risk her life to distribute a leaflet about resistance. And had such brutality been truly necessary? Ava swallowed. Perhaps she simply didn’t have a strong enough stomach.

Her heart suddenly began to pound. Is this what Father was looking for? Maybe she would never know why her father had taken the paper she’d seen him steal, but as she bundled the documents into a file and took them to the safe, she knew that she would never breathe a word of what she’d seen to anyone. She couldn’t.

She also knew that she’d never, ever forget the image she’d just seen either, of a pretty university student with her head in a guillotine, awaiting death simply for telling others what she thought, for disobeying the Nazi regime.

If that was the punishment for thinking the wrong thing, what could happen to her father if his theft was discovered? A high-ranking officer who was trusted by Hitler himself? From the time she’d joined the Jungmädelbund as a twelve-year-old, she had known her duty; the summer camps, ice creams and camaraderie might have been fun, but even as a girl she’d understood that the Young Girls’ League served a purpose. They were all to obey and follow the lessons of the Nazi Party, even if that meant turning on one’s own parents, even if it meant turning in a sister or a close friend for suspected treason. Even if it meant renouncing someone because they were a Jew.

Ava locked the safe and walked quickly from the room, her hands trembling properly now, not stopping until she was doubled over the toilet in the restroom down the hall, purging her stomach of everything she’d consumed that day as her entire body shook.

And when she returned to the office, her nausea only increased. Because Lina was standing beside her desk, her eyes red and puffy from crying as two SS men searched her handbag and pulled out her desk drawers, emptying the contents on to the floor. Ava put her head down and walked quickly back to her seat, not certain what to do but deciding that the best thing was to resume her work and pretend as if nothing was out of the ordinary. But she couldn’t help the tears that pricked her eyes as Lina was escorted from the office, as the rest of them continued to type, all too scared to look up or say goodbye. As if their friend and colleague hadn’t just been taken right in front of them. For something that she hadn’t done.

When Ava looked around the room, no one met her gaze, and with shaky hands she began to work on the document Goebbels had given her. She’d been worried about her father, but what would they do to Lina? Surely they would realise that she’d had nothing to do with the missing paper, that she was nothing like the Sophie Scholl girl?

‘She deserved it,’ Greta muttered.

‘What a traitor,’ said one of the others.

Tears pricked Ava’s eyes. She’d thought these women were her friends, that they’d been Lina’s friends too, but instead of believing in her, they seemed to have no qualms about what had happened right before their eyes. Lina was no traitor, but to prove her innocence Ava would have to renounce her father, which meant that there was nothing she could do to save her colleague from whatever punishment she now faced.

Which perhaps made her no better than the righteous women seated on either side of her.

A man cleared his throat in front of her then, and Ava looked up, surprised to see someone standing there. She’d been so lost in thought, she hadn’t even noticed.

Ava blinked at Herr Frowein, one of Goebbels’ personal advisors, who was watching her. ‘Dr Goebbels has requested that you commence transcribing his diary each afternoon, now that Fräulein Becker is no longer employed by the ministry. You are to be his private secretary until further notice.’

She gulped. ‘Of course, it would be my honour.’ It was an honour, of course it was an honour. Two hours earlier, she would have been delighted with the promotion. She was being silly fretting about Lina; surely she would simply be questioned before resuming her work at the ministry.

A shiver ran down Ava’s spine.

If it’s such an honour, why do I suddenly feel sick to my stomach at the thought?


About the Author

[image: Photo of author: Soraya M. Lane stands beside a tree, smiling into the camera. Her long blonde hair falls over one shoulder and she wears a light top and jacket, and a chain necklace with a circular pendant.]

Photo © 2022 Jemima Helmore

Soraya M. Lane graduated with a law degree before realising that law wasn’t the career for her and that her future was in writing. She is the author of historical and contemporary women’s fiction, and her novel Wives of War was an Amazon Charts bestseller. Soraya lives on a small farm in her native New Zealand with her husband, their two young sons and a collection of four-legged friends. When she’s not writing, she loves to be outside playing make-believe with her children or snuggled up inside reading. For more information about Soraya and her books, visit www.sorayalane.com or www.facebook.com/SorayaLaneAuthor, or follow her on X @Soraya_Lane.


Follow the Author on Amazon

If you enjoyed this book, follow Soraya M. Lane on Amazon to be notified when the author releases a new book!

To do this, please follow these instructions:

Desktop:

1) Search for the author’s name on Amazon or in the Amazon App.
2) Click on the author’s name to arrive on their Amazon page.
3) Click the ‘Follow’ button.


Mobile and Tablet:

1) Search for the author’s name on Amazon or in the Amazon App.
2) Click on one of the author’s books.
3) Click on the author’s name to arrive on their Amazon page.
4) Click the ‘Follow’ button.


Kindle eReader and Kindle App:

If you enjoyed this book on a Kindle eReader or in the Kindle App, you will find the author ‘Follow’ button after the last page.

OEBPS/font_rsrc3NC.otf


cover.jpeg
Only together will they be able to survive.

he






OEBPS/image_rsrc3NK.jpg
T
PIANIST’S
WIFE





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc3NM.jpg
T
PIANIST’S

WIFE

SORAYA M. LANE

LAKE UNION

PUBLISHING





OEBPS/font_rsrc3NG.otf


OEBPS/image_rsrc3NP.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3NN.jpg





OEBPS/font_rsrc3NE.otf


OEBPS/image_rsrc3NR.jpg





