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SUMMARY


In 1928, shy Heather Rose Armitage lives in Blakeney in Norfolk/England with her sick mother and 
ill-tempered father. As Heather’s major skill is picking up languages, the cosmopolitan Goldstein 
family invite her to Berlin for six months to learn German. 


In her first few days, she loses all her money.  In Berlin she falls madly in love with Adeline Cohen 
who works for Willi Münzenberg, Berlin’s major publisher, but secretly Stalin’s representative in 
Germany whose publishing business is only a cover for his political mission. Adeline lends Heather 
Rose money and in return, Heather Rose agrees to be Adeline’s secret messenger. 


Meanwhile Heather Rose is introduced to the city’s cultural life. Though she is too much in love to 
refuse Adeline’s request for more messages to be delivered, young women are being attacked. Are 
those attacks meant for her? Terrified, but even more frightened of losing Adeline, she agrees to run 
one last message. 


Though this novel is fiction, it is based on life at that time in Berlin. 


Historical background:


 Berlin in 1928 was a hotbed of art and science, as well as political upheaval and intrigue. The period 
between 1918 and 1933, known as the ‘Weimar Republic’, bears some resemblance to twenty-first 
century waves of creativity and discontent. 
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Prologue: 


My eyes open. Where am I? My head swims and my stomach churns. I force myself to clamber onto 
my knees where I continue to throw up until only bitter bile comes out. 


I’m so sore, I must be covered in bruises. I run my hands over my body. Possibly my rib is 
fractured because it hurts when I breathe. I feel my face and head. My chin is sticky. My lip is cut and 
swollen. A front tooth feels lose. 

	 I can’t stop shivering. Cold digs talons into my shoulders and back. Tears drip down my 
cheeks. I’m Alice in Wonderland about to sink in a sea of my own making. 


I force myself to sit up and look around. 

Where am I? 

I take a deep breath and recognise the dank murky odour of mud, rotting vegetation, and 

under that, something sickly sweet. 

My nails sink into my palms. 

That smell tells me rats are close by. 

Back home, my dog Deedee always barked a warning before burrowing into their holes and 

dropping a corpse at my feet. But Deedee is not here. And I am right about those rats. At the patter of 
tiny feet, I groan loudly. 


Those rats scramble into the shadows. But I refuse to lie here waiting to be nibbled. Wiping 
my blubbery face on my sleeve, I wobble onto my feet and stumble to where, in the faint gleam thrown 
by a closed window shutter, I make out a door.


 I push and shove. Nothing happens. The door is bolted from the outside. Passing headlights 
chased those thugs away, but they’ve threatened to return and finish me off.


I sink back onto the floor and give myself up to despair. I’m in a deserted cottage where, 
sooner or later, I’ll succumb to hunger and thirst. All that will be left of me are my bones and a ruby 
ring.


I close my eyes, wallow in the dizziness, and try to shut out the sounds of scrabbling rats.

I have only myself to blame. Why was I so stupid?  What a fool I was to deliver that last 

message. I knew I was being followed. I knew what had happened to those other women. I scream 
‘Hilfe… Hilfe… help… help…’ until my voice cracks and gives out. I bang on the door until my fists 
are black and blue. 


Nothing happens. 

I try to recall what happened to me.  How long have I been here? I was kidnapped just before 

midday. Now I’m surrounded by midnight black. 

As I try to sort this out, the silence is broken by voices.

Heart pounding like eggs boiling in a pot, I start up.

Those thugs have returned. 

I slide into a corner. Make myself as small as possible.

The door creaks open. 

Warm liquid runs down my thighs.
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            What will they do to me now?
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                                          Part 1 


April 14th 1928,  Berlin.

The train pulls into the Hauptbahnhof, Berlin’s Central Railway Station. As I step onto the 

platform, a couple hold up a card. On it in block letters is my name. I turn to thank Herr Schmidt for 
his hospitality, but he has vanished into the crowd. 


Instead, I am met by a giant hug and a whiff of cologne. Je suis ton cousin, Pierre,’ I hear.
‘C’est Rosie Silberberg, ma fiancée.  We know you don’t speak German, and as we don’t know 
English, we will be cousinly in French.’


 ‘But our relationship is very distant,’ I reply in the same language, almost forgetting to be 
shy, ‘and I’ve come to Berlin to learn German.’


Rosie takes my arm and envelopes me in a sweet flowery scent. She says, ‘We will take you 
places where you will pick it up very quickly.’ 


Pierre grabs my other arm and picks up my case. He’s a shorter plumper darker version of the 
film star, Rudolph Valentino. ‘Come Heatter Rose...’ loud enough for other travellers to glance our 
way. ‘Maman is expecting us for breakfast.’ Pierre has trouble pronouncing ‘th’, and for my entire 
stay in Berlin, he never quite masters it.


An arctic wind blows newspapers along the tracks. I cannot stop shivering. Pierre is protected 
by a warm cashmere coat and camel-hair scarf, topped by a black felt hat. Rosie is in a white woollen 
coat with a fur collar worn over a red skirt, white leather gloves, her blonde shingle sheltered in a 
white wool cloche.  


I’m a frozen sparrow beside two exotic birds. 

They lead me into the street towards a sportscar. ‘Heatter Rose,’ Pierre tells me, ‘the Paris 

train was late. Maman will be very cross.’ Rosie pushes me into the rear and settles in beside me.  It’s 
a squeeze.


 ‘Heatter Rose…’ Pierre calls after cranking the engine, he quickly climbs into the driver’s 
seat. ‘You might be interested to know that this is a Bugatti Brescia.’


 ‘Please Pierre, just call me Heather…’  

‘Don’t be such a show-off,’ Rosie says firmly. ‘Heather Rose will think this car is yours, but 

isn’t it really Papa’s?’

	  ‘Well, in a way it’s also mine. Father would never have bought it if I hadn’t talked him into 
it. At the time he was more interested in buying a Darriteq. When he doesn’t use the Bugatti, he gives 
it to me.’

	 Rosie cries, ‘Why not tell your cousin how you persuaded him to buy it?’


Pierre turns to say: ‘Rosie should mention that my father is as crazy about modern machinery 
as I am.’


We take off at breakneck speed, just missing a small yellow tram coming in the opposite 
direction. 
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I dig my nails into my palms and force my heart to slow down.

‘All I had to do,’ Pierre is saying, ‘was describe the engine’s four overhead valves per 

cylinder, the single overhead camshaft, and light body.’

	 ‘Your father loves you too much not to take your advice,’ Rosie calls over the roar. ‘But 
driving a car like this is too much like showing off.’

	  ‘Rosie, please don’t lecture me,’ he yells. ‘You’re still not my wife.’

	 ‘Well, thank heavens for that, ’she shouts and turns to me. ‘Heather Rose, we are on our way 
to the Goldsteins’ apartment in Friedrichstraβe. If you get lost, try to remember this name and that it 
is in the centre of Berlin.’

	 ‘Please call me Heather,’ I feebly insist.

	 I could be talking into the wilderness.


Instead, Pierre continues to describe the Bugatti’s best features. We narrowly dodge trucks, 
horse-drawn carts and bikes. We come so close to a truck. I close my eyes and wait for the collision. 
Pierre swerves just in time.


Shortly, he forgets his French and prattles on in German, finally saying something that annoys 
Rosie. Then they’re too busy arguing to take any notice of me. All I can do is pray that we arrive at 
his house in one piece.  


Eventually he draws up outside a building with an ornate brick façade. 

We climb out. 

Pierre insists on carrying my case, and he leads me into an entrance hall with a corniced 

ceiling decorated with plaster cherubs, flowers, and into a double door metal lift. It cranks and groans 
as it rises.  I am led down a corridor. Pierre opens another door and we are in the Goldsteins’ 
apartment, and from there into the living room where Frau Goldstein is waiting to greet me. 


I receive a peck on both cheeks. Like Rosie, Frau Goldstein smells of something sweet, subtle 
and expensive. Keeping me at arms-length so I can be inspected, she says in perfect if heavily 
accented English: ‘You poor dear, such a long trip. All the way from Norfolk. You must be exhausted. 
Lili will show you your room. Also, she will take you to the bathroom, so you can freshen up before 
we eat.’


I quake before this elegant woman with her marcel-waved brown hair and perfect features. 
She is in a pale grey lace-collared frock that drapes so well over her slim body, it must cost a fortune. 
I cannot imagine her stripping beds, scrubbing sheets, cleaning grates or pegging out washing. What if 
I offend her?  But I already suspect that it takes a lot to upset Frau Goldstein, far more than I can ever 
achieve. Also, as I quickly discover, she has a knack of pursing her lips which she uses to keep 
everyone in order.


A young girl with short dark curls, dark eyes and lovely olive skin, steps out from behind her 
and shakes my hand. ‘Heather Rose,’ she says in French, ‘I am Lili Goldstein, your cousin.’


‘Please call me Heather,’ I murmur. ‘May I ask, how old are you?’

 ‘I have just turned twelve,’ she replies. ‘I am still in Grundschule, primary school. Next year 

I will go to Gymnasium, secondary school.’ She pauses to ask, ‘May I ask how old you are?’ 
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‘I have just turned eighteen.’ 

‘You look a lot younger,’ Frau Goldstein comments.

I don’t know what to say to this.

 A small dog emerges from behind her and sniffs my feet. Lili strokes his fur. ‘This is 

Maman’s dog, Freddy. He’s a miniature schnauzer. He likes to be patted.’

I reach down and stroke Freddy’s salt and pepper coloured coat. I have never come across this 

breed before and am taken with his clever old- man’s feathery eyebrows.

‘Freddy likes you,’ Lili decides, leading me into a passage. This family slides between several 

languages so easily, it is hard to remember that only the parents speak English. ‘Freddy is very fussy 
about who he accepts. You must be special.’ She opens a door. ‘This was Mother’s sewing room. But 
now, this is where you will sleep.’ 

	 There’s a small bed heaped high with thick pillows and a fluffy duvet. On the dresser is Frau 
Goldstein’s tapestry holder and trays of embroidery silks.  The window looks out onto shingled roofs, 
treetops and a cloudy sky. There’s only enough space to climb in and out of bed. Unlike the small 
fireplaces in Blakeney that never give enough heat, no matter how much wood and coke we pile into 
them, this apartment is overpoweringly warm. I remove my outer clothes and cardigan. I will wear 
less indoors and hope what I brought will do for outside.   


Lili opens another dresser. ‘Mutti emptied these for you.’ She now uses the German word for 
maman.


I peer into empty drawers and wish I had more to stow in them.

I thank Lili and ask her to direct me to the bathroom. Here, I use the lavatory and washbasin, 

wash my face and hands and wipe them on a towel that is so white and fluffy that I hardly dare use it, 
before finding my way back to the dining-room. 


The family, including Freddy now banished to his basket, is waiting to greet me.  Herr 
Goldstein is the very picture of a successful businessman. He is somewhat corpulent, with a clean-
shaven round face, liquid brown eyes, dark curly hair and olive skin, features all his children have 
inherited. Like his son, he emits the aroma of an excellent cologne. He could be a banker or a lawyer 
in his three-piece suit with the gold watch inserted in the waistcoat, white shirt and dark blue tie, curly 
hair oiled and parted in the centre.  


He kisses me on both cheeks and says in excellent English: ‘We are delighted that you 
eventually got here. Your father is keen for you to learn to speak German like a native Berliner.  He 
told me you have a gift for languages. Is this true?’


No quite knowing how to respond, I glance at him through my eyelashes, and give a reluctant 
nod.


Shepherded into the dining-room, I see a long table with a starched white cloth laden with 
jugs of coffee, tea, milk, warm bread rolls, plates of boiled eggs and cheeses, and pots of jam and 
honey; a far cry from dull English porridge. 


I’m pointed to a chair beside Rosie. Everyone settles into what is obviously his or her seat.
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Now Pierre’s younger brother, seventeen-year old Karl comes into the room. He is still at the 
Gymnasium where he is studying for his Abitur, his university entrance exam. He is not as good 
looking as his brother. His nose and chin are too prominent, his skin pitted with acne, and he wears a 
permanent frown. Perhaps he resents the attention Pierre and Rosie receive as all conversation focus 
on them. 

	 I receive a brief handshake from him and we start eating. Talk flows quickly, far too quickly 
for me to follow. Anyway, I’m too busy looking around. Every corner of the apartment is filled with 
cabinets, dressers and shelves loaded with ornaments. Walls are covered in photos and paintings. 
Standing lamps have pleated-material shades. Heating comes from a metal box placed beside a wall. 
Embroidered antimacassars cover chair and sofa arms.


Pierre is in his final year of architecture. A recent devotee of Walter Gropius, I gather he is 
thoroughly irritated by all these furnishings. In French he says: ‘There’s a wonderful design of a 
house in Prague that will use a revolutionary iron framework which doesn’t need supporting walls. 
One wall is a sheet of glass that descends to the basement like a car window. No glitter, no extra 
gilding, none at all.’ He points a disdainful finger at the main dresser, top heavy with objects d’art 
including a glittering silver eight-candle candelabra, ‘No paintings or decorative items are permitted 
inside. The view will be an integral part of the interior…’

	 ‘Must cost a pretty sum,’ Herr Goldstein interrupts, though his tone remains agreeable. I soon 
learn that he leaves all disciplining to his wife. It takes me many weeks to learn that he really means 
this and that he never contradicts her.

	 Breakfast over, I get to my feet and start collecting dishes. Frau Goldstein stops me. ‘Lotte 
and Berthe can manage without you,’ she says in English. ‘After all that travelling you will enjoy a 
hot bath. If you have soiled clothes, give them to Lotte and the laundry woman will handle them.’

	 I go back to my room to change into my dressing gown and find the bathroom. A steady flow 
of water comes from cold and hot taps. A shelf above the bath carries jars of sweet-smelling bath-salts 
and shampoo. I wonder if I dare use them and rid my hair of the kerosene we use to battle nits and 
coaldust. In the end I do, and wallow in the warmth until the water turns cold. Climbing out, I wrap 
myself in a large thickly piled towel, and sadly contemplate my clothes. But all I have to wear is my 
winter frock with the let-down hem and sleeves.


Back in my room, I collapse onto my new bed and consider my new circumstances. How am I 
expected to fill my day? If Mother thought I would be helping Frau Goldstein, she never expected 
such a sophisticated household.  Perhaps I could find Freddy and bring him into my room as 
company? The apartment is very quiet. I listen and listen until a noise outside my room alerts me. 


Someone is in the corridor.

 I open the door to find two young women in black frocks with white collars, coverall white 

aprons and white headbands. Busy dusting and sweeping, they seem startled at finding me in here. I 
apologise for disturbing them, close the door and return to the bed. It is time to catch up on letters. I 
find a sheet of paper and pencil and write:


Dear Mother,
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You will be happy to know that I am safely in Berlin and have met all our Goldstein cousins. 
The trip here was uneventful if somewhat tiring. My cousin Pierre Goldstein and Rosie, his fiancée, 
picked me up from the station and I have eaten a delicious breakfast with the family.


What else can I say?

Everyone is very welcoming. It seems I am not expected to help Frau Goldstein with any 

housework, as she employs two maids and a laundry woman. This gives me time to concentrate on 
learning German…


A tap on the door interrupts me. The older maid gestures at her cleaning equipment. I realise 
that she wants me to leave so she can sweep and dust, not that this room is not perfectly clean already. 


I put on my coat and hat and pick up my gloves. Walking to the front door, I hear voices in the 
living room. My hostess has guests. Not wanting to disturb her, I open the apartment’s door, and take 
the lift which cranks and groans to the ground floor. The front door slams behind me as I walk onto 
the street. 


I am only brave enough to stroll to the next corner to admire the three-story houses and their 
brick facades before returning to the Goldstein’s apartment.


I try to open the main door. It is bolted. On one side is a panel with buzzers and names. One 
says Goldstein. I press it. No one answers. I try pressing it again. Hold it a long time.  No response. 


Further down the street, two men in dark overcoats, half hidden by black umbrellas, hats 
pulled low, walk towards me. In the fading dusk and persistent drizzle, they seem sinister. What might 
they want? What if they try to take my bag? If so, I will gladly give it up…


Help! I silently scream. 

What do I do now?

Heart in mouth I watch the men turn into a building two doors further away and disappear.

I give myself a good shaking. How silly. So far nothing has happened that can harm me. It is 

always my stupid imagination that fears the worst.  Mother’s warnings ring constantly in my ears. 
Still, in a strange city, a strange house, no language, and even these relatives I know nothing about no 
matter how friendly they seem, I can’t stop shivering and am full of unaccountable fear. 
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2.   Two months earlier

The first hint of a possible escape from Blakeney happened when I woke from my usual torpor to hear 
Father saying ‘…offered Heather Rose six months board in Berlin.’ 


‘Berlin?’ Mother coughed into a handkerchief.  I pretended not to notice the stain she left 
behind. ‘Isn’t that a city of moral laxity?’ Another cough before she could continue: ‘She will have to 
go by herself. You cannot leave the Sanatorium and I’m not well enough to travel. What if she gets 
lost?’


I cleared my throat. ‘Father, can you please repeat that?’

He snorted - his disapproval thick enough to butter bread.  As a tall skinny girl with no flair 

for conversation, music, sketching, embroidery, games, and certainly not housekeeping, he viewed me 
as irretrievably moony. But giving in under more questions, he said, ‘Jacob Goldstein. Jewish. Cousin 
on my mother’s side. Lost touch before the War. Bumped into him at that medical conference. Owns a 
surgical warehouse. Raved on about his brilliant progeny. Asked about mine. Couldn’t think what to 
say until I remembered you’re good with languages. Wanted to know if you speak German. I didn’t 
think so. Result! Willing to put you up for six months in Berlin.’ 


He forked in a mouthful of corned beef smothered in tongue-burning, eye-watering British 
mustard, and chewed several times before swallowing. When Mother did not answer, he glared at her 
from under bristly iron-grey eyebrows. ‘Well? Do we waste good money sending her to Berlin?’   


I sat back and stared. The idea of travelling anywhere, much less Germany, left me 
speechless. People I did not know had offered me board in Berlin. Since leaving school last year, I 
kept praying for something, for anything that might change my life. Stuck in Blakeney, I was so 
hamstrung with how I was expected to speak and behave, I was another Gulliver pinned down by 
Lilliputians.


Father’s moustache moved up and down as he masticated his supper. His desk was covered in 
lists of people he disliked. Discovering an unknown cousin who happened to be both German and 
Jewish was astonishing. He usually viewed all foreigners, even if they spoke English, or did not 
belong to the Church of England, as morally suspect. What with his fear of wasting money, Mother’s 
ongoing illness, and my constant despair of any future apart from housework, our family was all 
doom and gloom. So why did spending good money on me appeal to him? I could only conclude that 
he was sick of looking at my miserable face.  


It turned out that I was right because Mother asked: ‘Can we afford this?’

‘Not really. But they might teach her to be useful.’  His gaze slid towards me and away. ‘They 

didn’t ask for payment, but I suppose I should offer something for breakages.’  

Mother ignored this unsubtle reference to my clumsiness. ‘How will she get there?’

Bristly steel-grey eyebrows formed one line. ‘Dover train to Calais and then Channel 

crossing. In Paris I’ll ask John Simpson to put her up and send her on. I’ll write to both men 
tomorrow.’ Sliding his cutlery onto his plate, he wiped his moustache and stood up. ‘So? It’s settled.’


Yes, without asking if I was willing to go, it was settled. From one minute to the next, from 
where I was waiting for my life to begin, I was to board with cousins I never knew existed. Exciting? 
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Yes. But between feeling cock-a-hoop and being quite terrified, I smuggled the rest of my meal to 
Deedee. She wolfed it down in one gulp.


  

                                                      ***


With Mother increasingly ill, these last few months Father has been forced to hire Madge 
from the village to help out. A plump friendly woman, some might despise her flyaway hair, red face 
and strong body odour, but she never got cross if I forgot to bring in the washing when it rained, left a 
saucepan to boil dry, or dropped a glass. ‘There, there, Heather Rose…’ she’d say, clearing away the 
shards. ‘You’re a bit o’ a dreamer’. I’ll help you fix things up….’ and leaving unsaid: ‘…before the 
doctor gets home.’


Today was laundry day and I was expected to help Madge boil, rinse, and peg out the linen. 
But too excited to keep my news to myself, I pulled on my warmest coat which barely reached my 
thighs, my knitted cap and mittens. Avoiding the hall mirror which would only reflect my pasty 
complexion, wispy braids, chapped lips and long nose, I let Elsie, Poppy, Daisy, and Lizzie out of 
their coop, checked for eggs – there were none - and scattered enough seed to keep the hens happy. 


Under a kaleidoscope of grey hanging clouds, Deedee loping beside me, dodging icy puddles, 
we took a short cut across dying brown grass towards the sanatorium. Flocks of sea birds flew 
overhead, their shrill calls fading into the distance. The countryside was quiet. Only a brisk wind was 
whistling in my ears and the distant ebb and flow of the tide.


My family, the Armitages, live in the gatekeeper’s cottage, for which we pay a peppercorn 
rent, some three hundred yards from the main house once owned by a family related to the Duke of 
Norfolk. During the War, this building was converted into a hospital and still housed invalids like Bert 
and Wilf. Before I went to Chillingworth Grammar boarding school, Father used to bring me to the 
main house on his rounds, and we three adopted each other. All it took was for Bert to whittle me a 
wooden doll, and Wilf to tell me stories. 


I was far too early as the men were still at breakfast. Settling Deedee beside the front steps, 
trying not to scratch my chilblains as this only made them itchier, I hung around the entrance with its 
persistent smell of cooked oats, medicine and urine, before being allowed into ‘Recreation’ where my 
friends spent most of their day. Sparsely furnished, and cold as charity, the ceiling covered with 
patches of mould, and falling strips of wallpaper, this room was originally a library and some dusty 
volumes still sat on the shelves. 


I found Bert by the window overlooking the marshlands, peering through his binoculars. Wilf 
was tucking a tartan blanket around his stumps. Both are keen twitchers and they have sighted and 
sketched many species of waterbird. Wilf greeted me with his crooked half smile, wheeled over to 
stone-deaf Bert and tapped him on the shoulder to tell him I was here. 


As a small child I learnt to ignore the dreadful injuries these two suffered in the war. If Wilf 
hid his shattered right eye, cheek and jaw behind a metal plate, nothing could hide his lack of legs. 
Bert’s burnt face is a taut shiny pink and he is completely deaf. Both men were too disfigured to 
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return to homes where they knew they would never be accepted.  As a result, though Wilf comes from 
a middle-class family and Bert is a London cockney, they’ve become closer than twins. ‘War, that 
total equaliser,’ said Wilf with a wry smile.


I have little knowledge of their lives before 1914 or what they endured. It is as if they have 
cut off all memory, or only shared them with each other. All I managed to glean was that Wilf was a 
university student before being conscripted, and Bert ran errands for an East End lottery. About their 
war experiences, they have kept quiet. Perhaps they felt they were too awful for young ears. But it 
was enough to see their dreadful injuries and read The Times which Father occasionally buys, to make 
educated guesses. 


What brought me up short was wondering how they might view my visit to a country whose 
soldiers had injured them so badly? Will this be seen as a betrayal? I waited for Wilf to inquire after 
Mother’s lungs and my chilblains, told him neither were better before mentioning the invitation, 


 I should never have worried. 

Wilf cried, ‘Berlin. How wonderful!’ He glanced at Bert who vigorously nodded. 

Wilf said, ‘This city is reputed to be the most interesting in Europe. More so even than Paris.’


	 We were too excited to keep an eye out for birds, though Bert signalled a flock of Northern 
Pintail ducks were heading towards the marshlands.

	 ‘Of course, you must go.’ Wilf ran nervous fingers through his hair. Both men’s hands are 
peat colour from rolling and chain-smoking Three Castles cigarettes.


 Bert nodded vigorously. 

I did not mention that once I was there, what would happen if I could not manage a strange 

country and a new language? What if these new cousins found me as unappealing as the girls in 
Chillingworth Grammar? What will I do then?


 ‘What an opportunity!’ Wilf enthused. ‘You’ll have to write and tell us all about it. You can 
be our eyes.’  Then he wanted to know when I was leaving and how much I knew about Berlin?

	 ‘Almost nothing. I don’t know when I’ll go. Father must first write to Herr Goldstein and ask 
a friend to meet me in Paris.’

	 ‘And you are to learn German,’ Wilf cried. ‘An excellent idea. Do you know any?’


‘A few basic words. At school, Mademoiselle taught us French and Latin and even a little 
Greek. She did not know much German.’

	  Wilf’s eyebrows buckled. ‘Remember Lucille, that French nurse who came to us a few years 
ago? In no time, you two were chattering like natives. We know that you read novels in French. Why 
not try picking up German on your own? You could always start with Goethe.’

	 My heart gave a giant hiccup.


 Is Wilf overestimating my ability? 

I say, ‘Didn’t Goethe write poetry? Would that not be too hard?’


            ‘Yes, but he also wrote plays.’ Wilf wheeled to the other side of the room and gestured at an 
upper shelf. ‘There’s a copy up there. Bert will get it down for you.’ 



16



	 Bert headed for a ladder leaning against a bookshelf. He carried it to where Wilf pointed, 
propped it against the wall and started to climb.	 


I asked: ‘Wilf, how do you know what is up there?’ 

Wilf explained: ‘In 1914, anything written in German went to the top shelf. One step from 

being burnt.’

I burst out laughing. ‘How stupid is that.’ 

His grin displayed cracked brown teeth. 

Meanwhile Bert had reached the top rung of that rickety ladder. Heart-in-mouth, I watched his 

scarred head lean to the right before selecting a thick volume and pulling it out. One wrong move and 
both man and ladder will fall. By some miracle, he managed to straighten up, climb back to the 
ground and hand me the book.

	 A handkerchief cleaned away decades of coaldust and grime. Goethe’s Gesammelte Werke, his 
Collected Plays, I read aloud. The pages fell open to Faust: Part One. I managed to figure out that it 
was about a wager between Faust and the devil. 


Skimming, I came to a line we translated as: As soon as you trust yourself, you will know how 
to live.


Was this a prediction?  But what if I never learn to trust myself. What will happen to me then?
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3.  Waiting to leave

I spent the next six weeks after Father met Herr Goldstein, like a chrysalis who did not know 

that summer had arrived. Ever since I could read, starting with the simple animal texts when I was 
small and graduating to the classics as I grew older, books have been my constant companions. If they 
never replaced friends, they proved to be a decent substitute. But while waiting to hear from Berlin, I 
found it too hard to concentrate. Even my beloved Jane Eyre no longer concentrated my attention. 
Sometimes, as a novelty, I would force myself to read a novel from the end to the beginning, starting 
from the last chapter and ending with the first. This way the characters go from optimism to 
pessimism, to hope for a wonderful future to despair and loneliness.  But how far is this from real 
life? If only I could arrange events and my life in this way, knowing that one day I shall be happy, my 
days filled with people I love. 


How different will I feel then?


Even Bert and Wilf must be tired of my anxious face. I just could not stop worrying. What if 
Father misunderstood the invitation? What if Herr Goldstein has changed his mind? Worse still, what 
if I never escape from Blakeney? My fretting must be contagious, because Mother coughed up more 
blood, and both Wilf and Bert developed sore throats.  My only consolations were learning more 
German by ploughing through Faust, using a German-English dictionary, and Deedee, my golden 
retriever. When dreadfully low, I would burrow into her soft coat, and she would whimper and lick 
away my tears.


I had almost given up all hope, even decided that Father had misunderstood Herr Goldstein 
and there was no such invitation, when a telegram arrived saying, ‘Daughter welcome. Full stop. Send 
travel details. Full stop.’ 


Though Father grumped and growled about paying for a reply, even threatened to change his 
mind, he could not wait to be rid of me.  But I hated leaving Mother. Breathing for her was becoming 
more difficult. Blood spotted every handkerchief.  Lately, she even refused her evening Horlicks, 
claiming it stuck in her throat. Because her coughing disturbed Father, she slept in my bed and I used 
a trundle which we kept for visitors. Not that we had any visitors. Sometimes, all Mother could 
manage was to rest on the parlour sofa, and I was expected to take over. But I kept forgetting to soak 
enough oats for breakfast, refill the kindling box, and hated emptying smelly chamber pots. I was not 
surprised that Father wanted to be rid of me. But this meant that Madge could not manage alone and 
he was forced to hire someone else to help her out. This made him sourer than ever. I did not care. 
Housework topped my list of hates.


The little time I found for myself, Deedee on a lead, we walked into Blakeney to wander 
along a meandering river lined by three-storey eighteenth-century houses filled with generations 
carrying the same name. We strolled past the lovely old Kings Arms Hotel with its overgrown 
chimneys and latticed windows. Beyond the town and heading towards the Point, we walked into 
seals lolling about on the sand. I kept Deedee on a tight leash as she liked nothing better than to bark 
at a fat dozing animal until it got irritated enough to lumber away. 
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Beyond this beach was the open sea. Standing at the very edge of the surf just before it 
covered my boots, I knew both attraction and dread. What if a giant wave were to engulf me? What if 
all this water disappeared?  Would it then reveal a trove of sunken pirate ships filled with gold coins, 
precious stones, and other treasures? Hidden under those grey caps must be a landscape of green, gold 
and blue. I tried to picture what it was like for the men who smuggled tobacco, wine, and other goods 
into the country, sure that nothing so exciting or adventurous might ever happen to me. If I breathed 
deeply, I could still smell the lingering tang of rotting seaweed, kelp, tobacco, lead, unwashed 
deckhands, mud, turpentine and overflowing gutters. But what if my imagination led me into worlds I 
could only imagine; worlds filled with kind people who never laughed at my long nose and skinny 
frame? Maybe they would even like me for myself?  Even I was forced to smile at my own florid 
imaginings.


 

                  ***


Once Father established a date for my departure, Mother decided my school bag was not 
nearly good enough, and remembered Father’s old army suitcase stored in the cellar. Opening it, the 
stench of gunpowder, mould, old sweat and grease, was almost eye-watering. I unpacked his army 
jacket, pants, puttees, boots, ground sheet, metal helmet, and four rusty bullet casings. They told me a 
great deal about what he suffered as he tried to keep injured soldiers alive. No wonder he returned in 
such a temper, though I wish he would aim his anger at the right people, and not Mother and me. If 
any lice did survive, I sponged the insides very thoroughly with kerosene and left the open suitcase in 
the yard to dry. That achieved, I polished the outsides with beeswax, dabbed the inside with 
eucalyptus oil to remove the stink, gave it a brown paper lining, and printed Miss H.R. Armitage, 
Blakeney, Norfolk, in indelible ink on one side, and the same on the bottom of my handbag.


I had very little to pack. Emptying my wardrobe, I carefully folded each garment and placed it 
in the suitcase. This last year I had shot up and all that fitted me now was a winter frock where the 
sleeves exposed my bony wrists and  a permanent mark where the hem and sleeves have been  let 
down; a sweater starting to unravel; a gingham dress and two blouses for warmer weather; a dressing 
gown, two sets of pyjamas, four bloomers, three woollen singlets, an extra pair of thick stockings, 
slippers, bathrobe, hairbrush, toothbrush, nail scissors, a cake of Fairy soap, and the German-English 
dictionary. 


Jane Eyre went into my handbag.

I would travel in my flannel skirt, paisley blouse, warmest cardigan, winter coat, and hat, plus 

Mother’s second-best leather gloves. Deedee knew I was about to go and refused to leave my side. 
Father had given strict orders that she was not to sleep in the house, but she would sneak in and settle 
beside my trundle bed. If anxious thoughts kept me awake, it was comforting to lean over and stroke 
her soft coat.
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The day before I was due to leave, I visited Bert and Wilf. They made me promise to write 
every week. Bert handed me a crisp new leather-covered diary with its own lock and key that must 
have left a big hole in their tiny budget. I wondered who bought this for them, as they never go into 
Blakeney themselves. Wilf said, ‘Fill this in every day, otherwise you might not remember.’ He 
paused a moment, before adding with a chuckle, ‘We should warn you about bringing home a 
charming German. Your father wouldn’t approve.’


‘No danger of that,’ I said quickly. 

A look passed between them. ‘We often wonder…don’t you like one of the locals? That lad 

who brings our daily newspaper and mail talks to you. Have you taken a liking to him?’

He was thinking of Derek Sampson who was pleasant enough if you should happen to favour 

weedy boys with runny noses, lank hair, and a pronounced tic in their right cheek. One morning as I 
walked into him delivering The Times, to my astonishment, he grabbed me around the waist and 
landed a sloppy kiss somewhere near my mouth.  I suppose he thought me so unattractive, I would be 
happy to take him on. 


I shoved hard enough for him to stagger, hit his head against the wall, and yell, ‘Think y’re 
too good f’r us, silly cow.’ 


 ‘Derek is always polite,’ I lied. ‘But I don’t like him more than that. Maybe we have nothing 
in common except the news.’


Wilf laughed. ‘Maybe, you don’t. But my dear, you never know who you might meet in 
Berlin. I don’t think the good Lord intends for you to remain a spinster.’


I could not help smiling. Perhaps there is something wrong with me, but the thought of any 
man touching me made my insides tighten. Not that this was likely to happen, certainly not with the 
men who live in Blakeney. Even before I went to boarding school, I had little in common with the 
locals. As I got older, apart from polite chatter when we ran into each other, the boys ignored me and 
the girls carried babies I was careful to admire, no matter how plain or grizzly. I was always pleasant, 
even when they called me Heather Blue to my face. The locals felt openly sorry for someone so tall, 
so plain, so middle-class, and so irretrievably single. But the truth was that I felt far sorrier for them as 
their lives were already mapped out.  


I keep hoping to meet someone with whom I can share my thoughts, someone more 
sympathetic, someone I can call ‘a dear friend’. If I could find a way of supporting myself, would that 
be so bad? As far as I could tell, most married women were dreadfully subservient to their husbands. 
Every girl I knew was only passionate about finding a man from the right background that will give 
her a comfortable life. Her greatest fear was being left on the shelf. 


 ‘Wilf,  there’s another thing…’ I hesitated.

His eyebrows shot up. He glanced at Bert.

 ‘The Goldsteins follow the Jewish faith. Will that make things difficult? I know nothing 

about that religion.’

 Wilf said, ‘Shouldn’t be a problem providing you do nothing to offend them.’

 ‘Before the war…’ Bert jotted onto a pad, ‘Jews fed me when Pa was out of work.’ 
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 I said, ‘Father claims Jews are only interested in money.’

Wilf shook his head, ‘Boarding you for six months without payment doesn’t sound like 

they’re after a profit. Rather the reverse. Just tread carefully when it comes to anything religious. If 
there’s something you’re not sure about, it never hurts to ask.’


With this excellent advice, I was greeted back home with the news that Father had gone to 
bed with a heavy cold and was too sick to drive me to the station. My heart dropped. Would this trip 
be jinxed from the start? But no, Mother assured me, it was still to go ahead and asked to let her see 
what I had packed.


Mother is tiny, no more than four feet eleven inches, with fine features and thick, fair, curly 
hair I truly envy, as mine is fine, straight and wispy. But these days her waves hang heavy, her 
cheekbones stick out because she had lost too much weight, and her face is all angles and slopes.   


‘Darling,’ she said once her cough subsided, ‘I would have liked you to have a new dress and 
fresh underwear, but I suppose these will have to do. No apron? I hope you do not expect Mrs 
Goldstein to wait on you. Heather Rose, there are certain rules I insist that you follow.’ She raised her 
head from the pillow. ‘Staying with strangers, it is only good manners to be useful and do nothing to 
offend them. Avoid alcohol and be wary of anyone who will try to inveigle you into doing something 
that could get you into trouble. Oh, and remember to change your English money into German marks. 
You know how careful Father expects us to be …’


Recognising that far-away look I get when a lecture is happening, she sighed, and handed me 
a page filled with tiny handwriting. ‘Heather Rose…’ her tone emphatic, ‘your father dictated these 
instructions and you must follow them to the letter.’ Another fit of coughing. ‘Apart from the Paris 
Berlin connection when you travel second class, you are in standard class carriages. Can I remind you 
once again that if any stranger approaches you, to ignore him as he could be dangerous?’


She did not mention women. What dangers might lie there? Was it perverse of me to hope to 
find a female who will accept my ideas and not laugh at them? Someone who will like me for myself, 
someone who will become my intimate friend. So far all I had ever been given were rules that, if 
broken, would bring disgrace on our family.


She coughed once again to gain my attention. ‘Robert will drop you at Sheringham station 
where you are to take the train to Norwich, and from there to Charing Cross in London.  It is sure to 
be busy, so find a stationmaster and ask him to direct you to the Dover train. At Calais, you are to take 
the train to Paris where Mr Simpson will meet you.’ She dug into her dressing gown pocket and 
handed me an envelope. Inside was a passport with my name. Stamped on one page is a visa saying I 
am entitled to enter Germany. Also, a bundle of tickets and three one-guinea notes.


My eyes widened. I knew that she had saved this money from housekeeping. I felt such a 
pang of guilt, I cried, ‘Mother, this is far too much!’


‘They do no good sitting in my drawer. But…’ and those frown lines deepened, ‘use that 
money only in an emergency.’
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Listening to her harsh cough, knowing how ill she is, my stomach churned at my own 
selfishness. How could I even think of leaving when she was so ill?  The skin around her eyes was so 
smudged, it was hard to remember that she was only forty-three. 


‘Mother, you have to promise me that if you get any sicker, that Father will bring me home.’

She pushed a lank strand away from her face and said, as if God were listening and would 

obey: ‘This weakness is only temporary. In a few months I’ll be well again.’ 

I knew better than to disagree. ‘How will Mr Simpson know who I am?’

 ‘If you stand there looking gormless, he’s sure to find you. Anyway,’ she added, ‘Father 

asked him to carry a card with your name.’

Tears filled my eyes as we hugged, and I took in her familiar smell of liniment and Fairy 

soap. ‘You’re far too sick for me to be leaving you.’

 She sighed impatiently. ‘Heather Rose, you never know how far your new knowledge might 

take you. Further than where life has landed me.’

I stared at her in disbelief. I had never thought of Mother as wanting anything more for 

herself than to look after Father and me. Would she have been interested in working outside our home 
while Father was at the Front? 


Another thought struck me. ‘You mean, if I spoke German, I could have been a spy in the last 
war?’ I smiled at the idea of being brave enough to venture into enemy territory. How unlikely for 
someone so timid.


‘I am sure that such a situation can never happen again,’ she reassured me. ‘But you never 
know where an extra language might take you.  Of course, you must go. Do not even consider 
changing your mind. It is only six months.’


Something told me that things would not always be so positive. ‘Swear that you will take 
your medicine and rest?’


‘Of course.’ she murmured. ‘I promise. One more thing…’ she handed me a small jewellery 
box. ‘Open it.’


I did. Inside was a narrow gold ring, inset with a small ruby.

‘Before my mother died, she asked me to pass this on to you after you turn eighteen. I am 

sure she would feel it was right for you to wear it as you travel to Berlin.’ At my look of amazement 
she added: ‘Well, try it on.’


I did. Though my hands were swollen with chilblains, the ring fitted perfectly on my right-
hand ring finger. I held it out to admire it. The ruby glowed in the light thrown by the lamp.  Mother 
half closed her eyes before adding, ‘Look after it. Above all, remember to be careful,’ she warned, 
before another bout of coughing overtook her.


‘I will. I promise.’ 

With that she settled onto her pillow and closed her eyes.

When I went to say goodbye to Father, to my relief he was snoring loudly, and it seemed best 

not to wake him. Instead I wrote a thank you note and left it on the bedside table beside his spectacles 
and the glass holding his teeth.
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I went back downstairs for a cup of milk, and to warm my fingers over the stove. Madge was 
still there. She handed me a paper bag with a cheese sandwich wrapped in newspaper and an apple. 
‘Them’s for the train. Good luck in them foreign places, miss.’ Before stepping out the back door, she 
added: ‘Glad you’re off. Here’s no life for a girl.’ As this was the first time she ever mentioned how 
she viewed our family, I ran after her for a farewell hug and breathed in her familiar smell. I told 
myself that everyone wanted to get rid of me, but apart from Father, I don’t think that was true. 


Too excited to sleep, I was up at dawn to wait for Robert, the Sanatorium’s dogsbody, to pick 
me up in the horse-drawn cart and carry me to our closest station in Sheringham.


I handed Robert my case. He was no talker, and apart from ‘That’s all y’r luggage, miss?’ he, 
helped me into the cart and left me to my own thoughts. We rattled and bumped past Mariners Hill, its 
beacon still guiding boats into the harbour. 


I always found it exciting that this coast was once a pirate haven, though these days the locals 
disliked anyone mentioning their early history. We passed the old Guildhall and the Church of St 
Nicholas and in no time the horse was trotting through the countryside and we were on our way to 
Sheringham station. 


It was as if everything around me that was once homely and familiar, no longer was. Would 
this sense of approaching a different world stay with me? Would I know sudden pleasures, delights, 
even stimulation? I felt a sudden rush of excitement as to what the future might bring.
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4. Back in Berlin

After locking myself out of the Goldsteins’ apartment, I settle on the doorstep and wait for 

someone to turn up. For what seems like hours, no one does. Instead, the sky darkens. It starts to 
drizzle. 


Buildings in this street have little or no overhang. Soon I am thoroughly wet and shivering. 
Though I keep a sharp lookout for any stranger who might molest me, no one comes by.


I am finally rescued by an elderly man in a bowler hat, carrying an umbrella and wearing a 
monocle, His waxed moustache curls from ear to ear like that of a nineteenth-century officer. He  
demands to know what I am doing on his doorstep. 


I try to tell him that I am staying with the Goldsteins, but I make such a mess of it that he 
does not believe me. Using gestures so I will understand, he carries on at length about young women 
who pretend to be innocent but are really hoping to rob apartments and possibly murder the 
occupants. 


I finally convince him that I have simply locked myself out.  He goes inside to check my 
story. Thankfully, Lotte comes to the front door and bundles me into the lift. I try to thank her. She 
answers very volubly, but her German is so strange, I only pick up that there is something called a 
Haustürschlüssel, a front door key that I will need if I want to move about more freely. 


If I wonder why I can’t understand her, it seems that she speaks a different German from her 
employers. Besides high German, Frau Goldstein speaks this dialect peculiar to native Berliners, but 
she also knows English, French and Italian. Herr Goldstein also speaks Hebrew and Yiddish, a 
variation of medieval German spoken by many East European Jews. All this makes my French, Latin 
and a little ancient Greek, seem very meagre. 

	 Since waiting for the door to be opened has taken up most of the afternoon, Lotte manages 
to explain, using lots of gestures and pointing to a clock in the hall, that dinner is served at seven and 
that I must turn up on time as Herr Goldstein insists on punctuality. 

	 She takes me into the kitchen where I remove my soaked coat and hat and she rushes them 
into the laundry to dry. Freddy wanders in from the passage and nuzzles my cold toes. Meeting this 
dog makes my heart give a sudden pang at having left Deedee behind. Is someone back home looking 
after her? I bend down to stroke Freddy and murmur, ‘My dog would love to meet you.’

	 I’m truly amazed at this kitchen. What a contrast to Blakeney where we only have an old 
wood stove which demands an enormous amount of fuel, a concrete sink, one tap that gives a 
reluctant stream of icy water, a wooden table, and three rickety chairs. This kitchen has a modern gas 
stove and an older wood and coke oven. Washing up is done in a steel trough with two overhanging 
taps, one for cold water, and one for hot. There is a very long sideboard filled with crockery used for 
milk products. A separate shelf is kept for meat. Embossed silver cutlery is stored in a velvet lined 
box. There’s a side-table for quick meals. Though the room is big, it also manages to be cosy and my 
mouth waters at the smell of roasting beef. 
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	 When I ask if there are any special dietary rules, I’m told the Goldsteins keep to the Kosher 
rule of never mixing meat and milk or eating pork and fish without scales such as oysters or prawns. 
‘But they are not fanatical,’ Lotte manages to inform me in her odd German using gestures when I 
have trouble understanding. ‘Not like my last place. There, the Rabbi had to bless all the meat and 
chicken that came into the house.’  

	 I also realise that the other maid -she can’t be more than thirteen or fourteen as she is short 
and her figure is still straight up and down- is Berthe.  


I thank both girls and return to my room. Only then does it strike me that the family might 
dress for dinner. But all I can do is change into my winter frock and hope it doesn’t look shabby.


 Voices come from the living room. Frau Goldstein’s guests are still here. Perhaps she would 
not mind me exploring? I meander down the passage and open doors that obviously lead into 
bedrooms. Another door goes into a study. Inside is a large desk and several armchairs covered in 
chintz.  Walls are lined with books. Will anyone object if I have a peek? I’m wondering if this would 
be viewed as disrespectful when I realise that Herr Goldstein is standing behind me. I feel myself 
redden. I am obviously snooping. Will he be angry?


No, thankfully he smiles and says in English, ‘Are you interested in literature?’

I dumbly nod. What does he mean by literature?

He says, ‘As you see, I have a large selection of books. Perhaps something up there might 

interest you?’

I thank him and search his shelves. What I find are philosophical tomes by Hegel and 

Schopenhauer that Herr Goldstein assures me will be too hard to follow until I know more German. 
More books in a strange script, he tells me, are Hebrew. On a low shelf, tucked into a corner, I find a 
children’s book called Struwelpeter that might be within my range. I pull it out, thank him and leave.

	 I spend the rest of the afternoon reading, and when all that punishment for children’s bad 
behaviour gets tiresome, I return to Jane Eyre, always a comfort whenever I feel confused or lonely. 
Jane says: ‘I care for myself. The more solitary, the more friendless, the more unsustained I am, the 
more I will respect myself.’ Will I ever be able to think like her? Be as independent and sure of 
myself?  Right now, it feels as if I would be reaching for the stars.


 Punctually at seven, I return to the dining room to find it set for the evening meal, only to 
discover that dinner is not served until quarter past. 


Given time to look around, I examine china ornaments and silver goblets inscribed in Hebrew. 
Family photos show bearded men and plump women in nineteenth century gowns, at their feet half a 
dozen children of various ages, the girls in calf length frocks and the boys in mid-calf pants. All wear 
black lace-up boots.

	 There are a great many paintings in elaborate gilded frames. Most show bucolic country 
scenes, but three are so different and studying them, I fail to hear Pierre coming in. Pointing to one 
that could be a child’s colourful drawing of a face with a stick figure behind it, he says in French, 
‘That’s by a new artist called Wassily Kandinsky. He calls it abstract art.’


 ‘What does that mean?’ 
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	 ‘Now there are cameras and photos to show us what we really look like, he wants his 
paintings to show human emotions.’ Pierre gives me his mischievous grin. ‘He sees himself as 
bettering society.’

	 ‘Oh,’ is all I can think to say while wondering how a painting can do that.

             I turn to the second. Colourful circles set inside squares. ‘What about this?’ 


‘That’s by Paul Klee. He has similar ideas.’

 I point to the third - an elongated face that surely can’t be meant to show what the man really 

looks like. 

‘That’s by Modigliani. He’s all the rage in Paris. When I bought those paintings, I told Father 

that one day they’d be worth a great deal.’ He ruefully adds. ‘He still doesn’t believe me.’

‘I certainly don’t.’ Herr Goldstein has come in and overheard. He says in English, ‘Load of 

nonsense in my opinion. Still, if Pierre wants to spend his allowance on such fripperies, I’m happy to 
hang them until he has his own place.’


I am soon to learn that this family rarely has an evening meal without guests. Rosie turns up 
with Adeline Cohen, her closest friend. While shaking her hand in the European fashion, I experience 
a small shock, almost as if she and I met previously, though this isn’t possible. Adeline has dark curly 
hair, a heart shaped face with wide cheekbones, a generous mouth, a small nose and chin, smooth 
olive skin and wide almond shape eyes. Though she barely reaches five feet, clothes sit well on her 
small frame. Dressed in the latest fashion – a knee-length dark green woollen frock with high black 
patent leather heels, she has a delightful giggle and a slight lisp which I find enormously attractive. 
Seated beside her, I’m an ungainly giant. 


 Her reaction to this newcomer is generous enough to almost stop my usual shyness. In 
French, which she speaks perfectly, she tells me that she works as a stenographer for a well-known 
publisher whom she refers to as Willi, or Herr Münzenberg, but wishes she had a more important job. 
‘All I do is take shorthand and type other people’s ideas,’ she says with a sigh. ‘There’s little room for 
women to express their own opinions.’


Her manner is so open, so friendly, that  I dare ask, ‘You mean we are not supposed to talk 
about anything that interests us, like…like…religion, politics, and… and…’ I feel myself redden.


She laughs aloud. ‘You mean sex? Heather Rose, what a very respectable home you must 
come from.’ She laughs again. ‘In Berlin we are so liberated, we talk about sex and religion all the 
time. But we have to be far, far more careful when it comes to talking politics.’ Her face falls slightly.  
‘That can be extremely dangerous.’ Is it my imagination or do I note a slight shiver?


Thankfully, Herr Goldstein changes the topic to something splendid that happened today in 
his business, and the conversation steers away from unsafe topics. 


Still, Adeline leaves me bemused. On the one hand she says things that seem quite 
contradictory. On the other, here is a pretty woman well aware of her own attraction and who must 
gather both men and women around her like moths to a candle.


I was right about changing for the evening meal. Frau Goldstein is elegant in a black outfit 
with beading on the bodice. Even Lili wears a frock with a lace insert at the neck. Everyone settles 
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into the same seat as for breakfast. Frau Goldstein waves her hands over some lit candles and blesses 
the meal in Hebrew: “Baruch atah A-donay, Elo-heinu Melech Ha’Olam’.  And Herr Goldstein adds 
in English for my benefit: ‘Blessed be You Lord our God, King of the universe…’


Lotte brings in a tureen filled with a thick leek and potato soup and Frau Goldstein ladles this 
into bowls. As we eat, conversation returns to German. Soup is followed by roast beef and a 
wonderful apple strudel. Frau Goldstein eats very little, and though Lili looks longingly at the dessert, 
her mother serves her only a tiny portion. Frau Goldstein must think that I need fattening as I get a 
double helping. Not completing a meal back home is close to being sacrilegious. But there being no 
Deedee and forbidden to feed Freddy who watches us with longing eyes, I clean my plate and end up 
quite bloated. 


  Talk flows freely. Mostly in German, so I understand only a fraction. But when the topic of 
the Goldstein family being Jewish comes up, Herr Goldstein says in English: ‘Heather Rose, Berlin 
has many Jews. There are Jewish tailors, seamstresses, factory hands, accountants, doctors, teachers, 
and small-business owners. Some families have done well in business. Without us, this city would be 
very much poorer.’ 


‘Why not tell Heather Rose more about us another time?’ Frau Goldstein butts in. She gets up 
which is the signal for everyone to do the same. ‘Right now I would like to listen to some music.’


Pierre asks: ‘Will I wind up the gramophone?’

‘No,’ she says in English. ‘Far too scratchy. Tell me, Heather Rose,’ gesturing at a Steinbach 

baby grand covered in doilies and photos. ‘Do you play?’

‘I did have lessons at school,’ I admit, trying not to recall the despairing expression on Miss 

Edward’s face. ‘But I play very badly.’

‘Then perhaps Lili will prove that we haven’t spent our money needlessly. Come Lili, play for 

us.’ 

As instructed, Lili performs Beethoven’s Sonata in A major, a piece I also learnt.  Her 

performance bears as much relationship to my awkward fumbling as day does to night. I find it hard 
not to weep as the music encapsulates all my fears and longings. Lili follows this with a Chopin waltz 
and lightens my mood. Though her family takes her virtuosity for granted, I whisper to her in French 
how impressed I am, and how one day she must appear on concert platforms. 


 ‘I practice two hours every day,’ she whispers back. ‘But it’s never enough.’

‘You must have a wonderful teacher.’

‘Yes,’ she admits. ‘I am lucky that Berlin has many musicians, all happy to teach us as they 

are often very poor. My teacher was a concert pianist in Russia. I think her room must be very cold as 
she often tells me how warm this apartment is. Mutti insists that she always has a good meal before 
she leaves and sends her home with food.’


This tells me something about the family’s generosity.

At ten, Frau Goldstein announces that it is time for Pierre to drive Rosie and Adeline home. 

Before he leaves, Pierre takes me aside to say in French, ‘Heatter Rose, tomorrow night Rosie and I 
are going to several cabarets. Would you like to join us?’
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‘I certainly would,’ I say, hiding my excitement. I have never been to a cabaret. Where I come 
from, cabarets are viewed as dens of sinfulness and iniquity, and totally unsuitable for young girls.


I wish my hosts good night and return to my room, flop onto my bed and though I have had 
so many new experiences and have so much to think about, I fall asleep almost immediately.
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                                           PART 2


5.  Travelling to Berlin 

Walking past first-class compartments after boarding the train at Sheringham, I glimpsed a familiar 
outline. Maisie Cunningham. She was the last girl I would ever want to run into. I will never forget 
that at school she led the witchy coven that called me Heather Blue and other less flattering names, 
pulled my hair, and made sure that no one, apart from Susanna Hampshire whom they also bullied 
mercilessly, was my friend. I admit that Susanna, being fat and whiny, probably deserved it. I did too, 
by being so shy and nondescript and hopeless at games. It meant that whenever possible, Susanna and 
I hid in the library, that land of the friendless, where we read and shelved until Miss Braybrook with 
the gimlet gaze forced us to leave.


Thankfully, today Maisie was with a female companion and I managed to slide past unseen 
until I found a standard carriage with an empty seat. 


If I was feeling more hopeful about life starting to change, glimpsing gossipy Maisie brought 
back all that old heartache. I was sure that if I had been more outgoing, more in line with what our 
headmistress, Miss Hampstead,  kept repeating, that Chillingworth Grammar prided itself on 
producing well-bred young women who make excellent wives, I would have been happier. Though 
Father never stopped reminding me of all the good money he wasted on my education, I am not sure 
what he expected. If he thought that I could change my dull personality into someone filled with joie 
de vivre he was simply mistaken. I’m too dour, too morose and too much like him.


I was always an outsider, always someone worth bullying, someone caught in the same 
despicable sphere as fat Susanna and Betty with the dreadful pimples - all those girls clearly 
earmarked for spinsterhood. Even so, some aspects of Chillingworth I did enjoy, such as learning how 
far the British Empire extended, parsing clauses, reciting Byron, Coleridge, Wordsworth, a little 
geography and botany, and knowing enough arithmetic to run a household. My musical abilities never 
emerged but I managed a few nondescript watercolours. Domestic science was a disaster as my 
sponges refused to rise, my pastry could sink a boat, and during sewing and embroidery classes I read 
under the desk. When it came to games, I tripped over my own feet and fumbled balls. My happiest 
moments were when I topped Latin, French and the little Greek we studied. I suppose I had a tiny 
crush on Mademoiselle as she was the only teacher who ever noticed me, even though she was middle 
aged and quite plain. 


Shortly before I left, she took me aside to say: ‘Heather Rose, you should consider taking 
Languages at Cambridge. You could use your French and Latin, though I suspect you have enough 
Greek to take you into Classics.’


 Though thrilled at her suggestion, I had to admit: ‘Father cannot afford to send me to 
university. And even if he could, he thinks higher education is wasted on girls as we all get married.’


‘Not all of us,’ she briskly replied. ‘Some women make other choices. There are always 
scholarships, though they are usually given to men.  Perhaps you could consider sitting those exams. 
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It is certainly worth a try.’ She handed me a pile of application forms to mull over. Not that I started to 
fill them in, because this was when Mother turned poorly and I was needed at home.  Perhaps if I had 
been free to learn stenography, or train as a nurse, or even taught at one of the local schools for young 
children, I might have been happier. Whenever I imagine what my life might be like if I’d been sent to 
a college where I could learn to be more than a wife and housekeeper, I saw Mademoiselle’s 
applications to any university as a joke. They are purely intended for men and a few privileged 
women.


The train’s shadow passed fields of barley and wheat, eventually pulling in at Norwich 
without Maisie glimpsing me as I was sure that she was being nasty about someone as she has a 
vicious tongue. I made sure that she was well out of sight before stepping onto the platform. Mother’s 
neat script suggested asking a guard to direct me to the London train. I do, and when one sees a young 
woman carrying an old suitcase and travelling alone, he said, ‘Where you off to, luv? Before I could 
reply, ‘Make sure they pays you wot you’re due, an’ gives you your Sunday arvo.’ Presumably he 
thought that given so many Norwich women work as domestics, I was one too.


I cleared my throat and said in my best Chillingworth voice, ‘No, actually I’m travelling to 
Berlin to stay with cousins.’


The poor man looked dreadfully embarrassed. ‘Sorry miss,’ he managed. ‘Only I thought you 
was in service…’ This reminded me of how shabby my clothes were. No wonder he mistook me for a 
servant.  


By ways of apology, he escorted me to a different platform to wait for another train. ‘See 
Miss, ‘ere you are,’ he said handing me my case. ‘You find yourself a comfy place and don’t talk to no 
strangers.’


In a surge of extravagance, I tipped him tuppence, to which he doffed his hat, and I climbed 
onto the train to walk along the corridor until I found a standard carriage.  The only other occupants 
were a young working-class woman with a baby and two men hiding behind newspapers. Apart from 
polite smiles, no one talked.  I preferred it that way as I found meeting strangers difficult and could 
not imagine how I would cope with a new family plus an unknown language. But there was no point, 
to quote Mother, ‘in crossing my bridges before I come to them’. Instead, I tried to ignore the 
permanent fug of coal dust and ash, and mentally practiced a few French sentences to get ready to 
meet Mr Simpson in Paris. Tiring of words, I watched the country roll past until we came to the grimy 
outskirts of London and shortly chuffed into Charing Cross Station.


                                                                      ***


I was amazed at the vastness of this three-storey building, at its high grimy ceiling, at so 
much smoke, noise and confusion, at the grease-stained concrete floors, the huge crowds rushing in 
different directions. Where should I go? Too many signs, too many platforms. I stood rooted to the 
spot until a man in a worker’s cap nearly sent me flying. ‘Watch it!’ he barked before racing on.
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 Hawkers, mostly veterans with missing limbs, wore trays slung around their shoulder that 
sold matches and cigarettes. Some held toys that probably came from Japan. All guards were busy 
talking to travellers. When I eventually found one that was free, he pointed me to a bridge crossing a 
network of lines leading to more platforms. My suitcase was surprisingly heavy given how little was 
in it. When I finally arrived in a hot sweat and a thumping heart, there was no train. Another guard 
told me that I had at least an hour to wait before it doubled back from Dover.


I had already calculated what Father paid for my tickets. I was still amazed that he was 
prepared to spend two whole pounds to be rid of me. This, plus Mother’s three guineas made me 
reckless. Madge’s sandwich and apple already consumed, I dug into my savings for a sausage roll and 
a sweet milky tea. Then I searched for a Ladies Room to empty my bladder and wash my face and 
hands. But with no soap or hot water, my cheeks still felt gritty. 


When I came out, the Dover train was steaming in. I found an empty standard carriage near 
the engine, placed my case under the seat and picked up Jane Eyre. I have read this novel so often that 
any page can fall open and I will recall the next sentence: ‘There is no happiness like that of being 
loved by your fellow-creatures…’ But in my lowest moments, I think I am more like Belle, Jane’s 
doppelgänger, and would never find anyone to love me.


I had the carriage to myself until, with lots of bells and whistles and smoke, the train slowly 
moved out. Just before we picked up speed, the carriage door was pulled open. A girl jumped in. She 
threw a bag into the rack, collapsed onto the opposite seat, pulled off her gloves, stared at me, and 
held out a hand. 


My eyes widened. 

Her fingernails were painted blue. 

She giggled before saying, ‘Blue to match the huge sapphire some generous man is going to 

buy me in Paris.’ 

 ‘How do you know this will happen?’ 

‘I know a girl who paints hers green. Men buy her emeralds.’ Another high-pitched giggle. ‘I 

could, of course, paint mine red and collect rubies like yours,’ she pointed to my little ring, ‘only 
these days everyone’s nails are red.’ She paused before saying, ‘I’m Annie Blowdon. Who are you?’ 


Her smile was so infectuous, I shook her hand and said, ‘Heather Rose. Heather Rose 
Armitage.’ I didn’t know what to add except ‘How do you do?’


Another giggle. ‘Well, Heather Rose, I do very well. Now let’s keep each other company all 
the way to Paris, otherwise that crossing will be too boring and I’m still sozzled from last night’s 
send- off.’ She paused before saying, ‘You don’t get sea-sick, do you?’


‘I don’t know. I’ve never been on a ferry before.’

‘Can get a bit rough,’ she conceded. ‘Best stay on deck, go with the sway, don’t try to fight it.’ 

Annie was short, five-one or so, barely reaching my shoulder. She was plump, with high cheekbones, 
a small rosy mouth, blue wide-set eyes, and an overpowering musky perfume she kept adding to from 
a small bottle.  Her Cheshire cat smile revealed an appealing gap between her front teeth. Did not 
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Chaucer’s Wife of Bath have a similar gap? Miss Conroy, our English teacher, claimed this signified 
‘loose living’ and ‘too many partners’. I suppose by this she meant ‘too many lovers’.


Annie said: ‘The trouble is that other passengers will keep vomiting and the smell is so foul, it 
makes you want to throw up, too.’ Cat’s eyes narrowed before she declared, ‘First time away from 
home!’ 


I coloured a little before admitting, ‘Well, yes, apart from school. And you?’

‘Joining James, my outrageous twin, in Paris. Mater and Pater couldn’t wait to be rid of us.  

Left them in such a fury, you wouldn’t believe.’ 

I swallowed. I had never heard of anyone described as outrageous, much less one’s own 

brother. What did this mean? It must be something to do with sex. Not that I knew how to make 
human babies, though I had watched roosters, cats and bulls climb onto their females. Is it the same 
for people? Whenever I asked Mother, she always replied that this wasn’t the right time to discuss it. 
As it happened,  it was never the right time. Many Sundays, Reverend Collins thundered from the 
pulpit, ‘Marriage should be honoured by all, and the marriage bed kept pure…’ I think he enjoyed 
Corinthians because his eyes lit up when he cried: ‘Whoever sins sexually, sins against their own 
body.’


If this was supposed to frighten me, all it did was make those sins more interesting. What 
added to my curiosity was the number of girls, many younger than I, whose banns were read, they 
were married shortly after and carried babies in their arms within a few months. There were also 
whispers about two local lads caught doing something too disgusting to describe. Both disappeared 
overnight. I heard rumours of horsewhipping. Even castration. Nothing more was heard.


But this stranger’s comment was too intriguing to ignore. Forgetting my usual shyness, I 
asked: ‘What made them so angry?’


 Annie pulled off her cloche to show a dead white shingle set in marcel waves. I had never 
seen hair like this before. Meeting someone who looks like an advertisement in Women’s Way made 
me too aware of my own mousy, flyaway plaits, sallow complexion, chapped lips, overlarge nose and 
tall skinny frame.


She said, ‘They’ve lived too long in Kensington, and their neighbours know them too well. 
Since it got out that both James and I were expelled, she’s so frightened of gossip, she’s given up 
going to church. Sad for her really…’ Annie airily added: ‘The Mater does decent flower 
arrangements.’ 


By now I could not contain my curiosity. ‘What did you do to get expelled?’

She started to tell me, glanced sideways and changed her mind. All she would say is, ‘Best get 

out before the roof caves in.’

Ignoring the ‘Non-smoking Compartment’ sign, she produced a silver case, clicked it open 

and offered me a cigarette.

 I shook my head.

I got a half-smile before she pulled out a huge silver lighter, the kind used by soldiers in the 

War, from a carpetbag large enough to hold all my possessions. She rolled and lit a cigarette which I 
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recognise as Three Castles, the brand Wilf and Bert smoke. Slowly inhaling, she blew an expert ring 
before bringing out a long holder. Sliding the cigarette into it, she continued to examine me. 


I felt myself redden. 

‘Smoking is good for your health,’ she said at last. ‘Or so they say.’

She had a way of emphasising words to give them extra meaning. Who are they, I wanted to 

ask. But I was wary of sounding stupid. Not that this bothered Annie.  Swivelling sideways, she 
propped her legs onto the next seat, spread herself out and said: ’I say, old chap, now we’ve met, 
we’re sure to have a corker of a time. Now…’ she waved the cigarette as if I was an orchestra that she 
was conducting, ‘Tell me all about yourself,’ as if I was some mysterious person from an unexplored 
country. ‘Who exactly is Heather Rose Armitage?’

	 I gulped. What was I supposed to say? But it didn’t matter, because she was already on about 
what she intended doing in Paris, all the exciting nightclubs and cabarets, maybe the art galleries and 
theatres she would visit, but only if she could get out of bed before closing time.


 ‘James is promising me the bees knees,’ she announced. ‘Course, I had to bring him lots of 
loot as he has no intention of supporting my latest dew-dropper. Well, it’s hardly my fault that the last 
one took off without paying his share of the rent and I had to borrow twenty francs for that old bitch 
of a concierge who threatened to throw me out.’ She waved that holder again. ‘This time I intend 
finding me a sugar daddy. So…’ nails wriggling like a spider crawling up a wall, ‘Where are you 
going?’

	 I blink at the unexpected switch and remember to close my mouth before replying, ‘Berlin. 
I’m to stay six months with cousins I have never met, to learn German. We did not do German in 
school. The War, you know.’

	 ‘Well, I don’t know about learning German, but Berlin’s no prune pit. You’re sure to have a 
ball.’

	 Being with Annie was like meeting someone from the Far East. Though we both speak 
English, we use totally different dialects. 

	 To my embarrassment she continued to examine me, much in the way you might agree to take 
on a new puppy. ‘You know,’ she said: ‘You’re lucky you’re tall and skinny and have splendid lips. If 
you cut your hair and used lipstick and mascara, even with that nose, you could still model. I have the 
devil of a time not eating. Wine suits me best.’


I wanted to continue talking, but her huge yawn displayed several silver fillings. She settled 
her head on an armrest and was asleep in seconds. I took the hint, went back to my book and soon 
drifted off. A few hours later, we pulled into Dover.


I woke Annie who slept like a baby right through an inspector checking our tickets and the 
clacking and racketing bogie wheels. She sat up and rubbed her eyes leaving smudges of charcoal on 
her cheeks. We opened the carriage door, stepped onto the platform and carrying our bags, set off for 
Western Docks where the packet boat was moored. 
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6.   Chuffing on to Paris

Though officially it was nearly spring, the weather can be tricky, so we were lucky in that the 

sea was the same dishwater-grey as the sky. 

Annie led me downstairs to where a notice announced that next year this ferry will carry cars. 

Another, that the American Olympic medallist Gertrude Ederle was the first woman to swim the 
Channel in fourteen hours and thirty-nine minutes, and this beat any male record. 

	 We settled downstairs and waited to cast off. Annie was not happy. She kept muttering ‘daddy 
of a hangover... too many Manhattans … hair of the dog…’ 


I assumed she was after something stronger than tea. But there was no bar. Not even a café. 
Instead, the ferry smelt strongly of brine and tar. 


I was already queasy. If the sea got rough, I knew I would be sick.  After mentioning this, 
Annie rushed me back on deck where we watched Dover’s white cliffs fade into the mist. 


Once out of the harbour, the waves got choppy. Before leaving, we took on more passengers. 
Most were working-class families bent on holidaying in France.  I took Annie’s advice and let my 
body move with the sway and thus staved off throwing up. Soon a brisk wind tried to remove our 
hats. It forced us back downstairs where she spread herself over three seats and fell asleep.


Two hours later, after much clanging and banging and the crew scurrying around, we docked 
in Calais. I woke Annie who had managed to ignore all comments about her selfish use of space and 
slept all the way. I pretended not to know her. 


I was ready to travel on to Paris and Mr Simpson who was expecting me at a specific time. 
Though Annie claimed she never eats, she insisted that we stop for lunch. Ignoring my protests, which 
I admit were not very strong as I was also ravenous, we settled at an outdoor café not far from the 
station. I practiced my French by ordering two croissants and a slab of cheese from a bored waiter 
who answered in English. And coached by Annie, a bottle of the local red. It was the first time I tasted 
red wine, or any wine for that matter, and I thought it quite delicious.


We consumed our food and drink in record time. Still hungry, we ordered crusty baguettes 
filled with spicy sausage and sat there happily drinking and munching. Cars, horse-drawn wagons 
loaded with boxes, bundles of chaff and wood, smaller carts pulled by men, bicycles, rolled past. 
Trucks emitted a stinky fug. Apart from a small cluster of black-clad nuns, no one looked too different 
from those back home. 


A gap appeared between clouds. We turned our faces to the sun. Only a clock chiming in the 
distance made me realise how late it was.


I sprang to my feet. 

‘Split the bill, what?’ Annie suggested. I agreed. Then it turned out she had left her purse in 

London. I asked, somewhat nervously, what would happen to us if we could not pay. ‘Do they take 
English currency?’

	  ‘They take anything you give them,’ Annie quickly replied.
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  Though I was astonished at the size of the bill, I used one of Mother’s guinea notes to pay, 
and after some to-ing and fro-ing, received a handful of francs in change.


 I remembered to leave a tip. 

That was a mistake. ‘This wine is so good,’ Annie insisted. ‘Let’s buy another bottle.’


	 ‘What for?’ as my head was already swimming.

	 ‘To drink on the train, silly. We still have hours and hours before we get to Paris.’

	  I was doubly anxious. But rather than waste time arguing I did buy a bottle and we headed 
towards the station.


The train was late and impossibly slow. We stopped at every small station to let passengers off 
and take on more. The fumes were noxious. It took five hours to reach Paris. By now I was nearly sick 
with anxiety. Would Mr Simpson still be at the Gare du Nord? What if he got sick of waiting and left? 
What will I do then?


The trouble was, what with no water, and half of that second bottle of wine, I was both thirsty 
and drunk. Not Annie. ‘Don’t need water,’ she said airily. ‘Wine does it for me. Inherited the Pater’s 
strong head.’


To pass the time, she decided to do something about my appearance. Out of that carpet bag 
came another filled with cosmetics. She applied face powder, mascara, rouge, and painted my mouth 
into a cupid bow.  Insisting on how much better I looked, she held up her compact mirror. All I saw 
was a rag doll with a large nose. But after sharing that wine, I was too drunk to argue. Soon the 
carriage filled with working-class men in tattered pants and jackets and soft peaked hats. All smoked 
strong cigarettes. The air stank with their fug. 


‘Gitanes,’ said Annie, accepting one from a rough looking lad who did not hide his admiration 
for this glamorous English girl. ‘French workers smoke them. They make some people sick.’


This included me, because between the train’s stench, the wine, and the Gitanes, I had a 
violent need to throw up. 


‘Try and hold on,’ was Annie’s advice. ‘French lavs are foul.’

But I had no choice. Stumbling over legs, and wobbling down the passage, I asked a guard to 

direct me to a latrine.  This turned out to be a hole in the floor through which, between bouts of 
vomiting, I watched tracks rush past.


After losing most of my lunch, I managed with some difficulty to find my way back to our 
compartment.  Sunset was long gone, and the train was rolling through the city’s outskirts. 


 ‘You’re a good sort, Heather Rose,’ Annie said as we chuffed into the station, ‘even if a wee 
bit wet about the ears. Here’s my address. Look me up if you’re ever in Paris. You never know. I 
might make it to Berlin. She thought a moment before adding: ‘Just watch out for cons and shysters. 
Berlin can be a trap.’


Only later, very much later, did I realise that I should have taken far more notice of her 
excellent device. 


 On the platform, Mr Simpson was unmistakeable in his bowler hat, furled umbrella, holding 
a card saying, MISS ARMITAGE. 
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He was openly furious. What excuse could I give for being this late? How come I had already 
broken two of Mother’s rules?


No need to come up with anything. Mr Simpson takes one look at my rag doll face, at how I 
staggered onto the platform, grabbed me by an arm, and dragged me towards the entrance. ‘Young 
lady,’ he said in clipped tones, ‘if I had known how irresponsible you are, I would never have agreed 
to collect you.’


Out on the street, he hailed a taxi, bundled me into the rear and we drove at breakneck speed 
to his house. He pulled me out, paid the driver, and pushed open the front door of a block of 
apartments.  Waving away an elderly woman who must be the concierge, he shoved me into a tiny lift 
with double metal-grill doors. 


The lift slowly ascended, all this while in total silence from Mr Simpson who still looked 
thunderous. Anyway, I was too drunk, too tongue-tied, and far too embarrassed, to even attempt an 
apology. I was not sure if he would believe me, even if I tried to explain that I had no water for 
eighteen hours, only wine.


 On the third floor, the lift doors opened with creaks and groans and we were in a dimly lit 
passage. He opened a door with a card bearing his name, and we entered an apartment that smelt of 
beeswax. High ceilings, polished carved furniture, parquet floors, and Turkish rugs. Mr Simpson 
pointed me to a door that opened into a room that was only large enough to hold a narrow bed and a 
small dresser. I mumbled my thanks, shut the door, stripped, fell onto the bed, pulled a duvet over my 
body and closed my eyes. 


When they reopened, it was daylight and my head was ready to fall off. How could I ever 
explain what happened to me? How could I ever apologise?

	 The need to empty my bladder was overpowering. Trying to ignore the pillowcase which 
now wore Annie’s cosmetics, and a mouth filled with boat bilge, I climbed back into my skirt and 
blouse. Carrying my sponge bag, I walked into the hall and saw four closed doors.

	  Which was the bathroom? 

	 The first I opened turned out to be a kitchen.  A plump middle-aged woman with an iron-
grey hair bun was washing dishes in a large metal basin.  She had obviously been warned about my 
dreadful behaviour because she half turned and said curtly: ‘Monsieur Simpson has already left.’ She 
gave her hands a cursory wipe on her overall and took out an envelope. Inside, were ten francs, and 
instructions in immaculate copperplate on how to get to the train. 

	 In case I was still too tipsy to read, she said: ‘You are to go to the Gare de l’Est and a guard 
will tell you which train will take you to Berlin. As you’ve missed breakfast, there should be enough 
to buy coffee and a croissant.’ She gave another disapproving sniff and returned to washing dishes.

	 I managed a feeble thanks, ‘Merci beaucoup, Madame’, before asking, because by now I 
was close to bursting, ‘Where is the bathroom?’

	 ‘Across the passage. You’ll find towels and washers in there.’ 

	 This large room contained a cavernous bath with claw legs, above it a gas heater, beside it, 
a box of matches. Also, a large wash basin, a toilet perched on a platform like a throne, beside that  a 
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strange second basin that might be used to wash feet, but which I later learnt was a bidet intended for 
lower parts of the body. I would have loved to wallow in a bath but did not know how to light the 
heater. There were no instructions and I did not dare approach the housekeeper. What if I tried to light 
the heater and it blew up?  

	 Instead I emptied my bladder, scrubbed my face until the skin was red raw, and managed a 
freezing body sponge, just like at home when the kitchen stove ran out of wood. The water that came 
off me was a strange sooty grey. Then I brushed my teeth and cupping my hands, I drank as much as 
my stomach could hold without throwing up. All this slightly lessened a splitting headache.  

	 I returned to my room where I tore a page from my new diary. In pencil, as I had no pen or 
ink, I wrote an apology. I told Mr Simpson how much I appreciated him collecting and putting me up. 
Again, I tossed up whether to explain what had happened to me but decided against it. Any 
explanation could only make things worse.

	 Where should I leave my note? As the maid was banging saucepans in the kitchen, I 
decided to explore the apartment. 

	 Apart from the main area filled with a huge dining table, twelve carved chairs and several 
credenzas holding silver candlesticks and a silver tea service, there were another two rooms. One was 
a study. A large desk sat in front of the window and the walls were lined with shelves of books with 
legal titles. The other was a bedroom with nothing feminine in it. No hint of a woman’s presence. 
Only a narrow bed, a wardrobe, a chest of drawers and several tallboys. Perhaps Mr Simpson has no 
time for women. I had read some men quite dislike them. That would not have helped him tolerate my 
drunken entry into Paris.

	 I left my note on a table by the front door and returned to the kitchen to ask the woman 
what Mr Simpson does? 

	 ‘He’s a diplomat. Works for the British Embassy,’ she said tersely. That was all the 
information she was prepared to give. 


I thanked her for her help, not that I got any, told her that I was leaving, returned to my room, 
put on my hat, coat and gloves, picked up my handbag and suitcase, and instead of using the lift, 
found stairs that led me into the street.


I was amazed at the number of homeless men I glimpsed sheltering in doorways. Many were 
veterans with lost limbs, either in wheelchairs or propping themselves up with crutches and sticks. It 
seemed the French had no time for old soldiers. 


I would have loved to explore the Louvre, look into shop windows, maybe even venture 
into some of the night life I read about in The Times. But as Herr Goldstein was expecting me in 
Berlin on a certain day at a certain time, I did not dare linger. What if I messed up again? I read Mr 
Simpson’s instructions several times to ensure that there were no more mistakes. I was told to catch 
a taxi to take me to the station. This will be only the second time I had ever been in a taxi, but I was 
determined not to be ruffled.


The street was filled with cars, trucks and horse-drawn wagons. Some wagons were even 
pulled by men. Who should I wave down? Which vehicles were taxis? Eventually a small black car 
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with an open front seat pulled up beside me and a shaggy-haired man with a two-day beard asked 
where I want to go?


After I told him in my best French, he said, ‘Oui…. Entrez, s’il vous plaît.’ 

I opened the rear door, threw in my case, and climbed in after it. The cab gave a terrifying 

lurch and we rushed at breakneck speed through Paris, passing people sitting at tables outside cafés, 
glimpsing the Arc de Triomphe, the Champs de Mars and the Place de la Concorde at the very 
beginning of the Champs-Élysées. The Eiffel Tower loomed above me. We drove through a street 
market filled with stands of fruit, vegetables, cheese, bread, meat, and poultry. There were lots of 
shoppers, mostly housewives. I would have given anything for time to stop and explore, but the taxi 
drove on.


Eventually we reached Gare de l’Est in the Tenth Arrondissement. I promised myself that one 
day I would return to this city and stay a very long time. When we pulled up outside an imposing 
colonnaded building, I asked the driver what I owed for the trip?


 ‘Twenty francs, Mademoiselle.’ 

 That surely could not be right.  I squared my shoulder and said in my clearest French: ‘That’s 

far too much.’ 

He reduced the fare to half.  I paid exactly that and refused to tip him. In return, he snarled 

something I did not quite catch. 

I clambered out, picked up my case and made my way through the bustling crowd into the 

station. Only being able to speak French stopped him cheating me. But how will I cope in Berlin if no 
one turns up to meet me? I might have an address, but no idea how to get there. That taxi was 
expensive, and my German non-existent.
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7. Crossing Europe


A guard directed me to the right platform. I had an hour’s wait before the train left. As my headache 
had turned to hunger, I went back to the street. There I found a small café trottoir and discovered I 
had enough francs left over from my Dover debacle for a large café au lait and a ham baguette. 


This time I was travelling second class. One up from Standard. On board, I searched for an 
empty compartment. Father didn’t book me a sleeper. As this was an overnight journey, I walked 
along the passage until I found an empty carriage. Second class seats were padded, and the train 
overheated. I took off my hat, coat, and gloves, packed them away, and placed my suitcase in the 
overhead rack. Settling beside the window, I remembered that I hadn’t written to Mother. Or Bert and 
Wilf. Nor had I filled my diary. 


I was settling in with pad and pencil when my space was invaded. First a middle-aged man in 
a tweed suit. After removing his hat, I saw that he was totally bald, not a single hair, not even any 
eyebrows or eyelashes. He looked like an old wrinkled baby with a very large stomach. Once settled, 
he hid behind a copy of the Berliner Zeitung, only pausing to sip from a silver flask hidden in his 
pocket.


He was followed by a youngish couple with two small boys, twins of about four, with 
identical blue eyes and rosebud lips, fair hair slicked down, and parted on one side. They wore 
matching brown coats with velvet collars and cuffs.


We set off before the family had time to settle in and there were murmurs of apology as the 
parents tried to organise their baggage and the carriage rattled and swayed.  The children whined and 
complained. They were going to make this journey unpleasant unless someone distracted them. I told 
them my name and asked for theirs. 


‘Jean and Roger,’ said their openly harassed mother. 

I played Abbé Nono and Frère Jacques with the children long enough to gain grateful thanks. 

In my mind this slightly absolved my Paris debacle. 

Eventually the children tired and fell asleep, only waking when the family got off in 

Strasbourg. Then it was only the middle-aged man who all this time had been studying sheets of paper 
covered in numbers.


 I went back to my letter. 

Dear Wilf and Bert,

All is going well. On the train to Dover, I made a new friend called Annie Blowdon who has a 

brother living in Paris. We kept each other company all the way until Mr Simpson picked me up. I 
stayed overnight in his apartment and then caught a taxi to Gare de l’Est. I would have loved to stay 
longer in Paris. Maybe one day I will. Right now, I am halfway to Berlin.  Presently, we are passing 
through Alsace and through the windows I glimpse vineyards and villages with steep-roofed houses, 
each house painted a different colour...
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While considering what to write next, I slid into a daydream. Soon we crossed Luxembourg 
and Holland was slipping past me as a placid but swampy landscape. I was almost asleep when I 
slowly realised that my fellow-passenger was desperately trying to get my attention.


In German, he introduced himself as Herr Schmidt and offered to shake hands. His fingers 
were very white, the nails carefully manicured.  ‘Sorry,’ I murmured. ‘I know very little German. 
Do you speak French?’

	 He gave an audible sigh followed by a friendly smile. He would have done better to keep 
his mouth closed as his teeth were as twisted and stained as Wilf’s. He said, ‘Français, un peu.’ 
And then in German: ‘Ein bisschen.‘ 

	 As he continued to speak German, interspersed with a little French. I gather that there was 
something he would very much like me to do. When I didn’t pick up his message, he mopped his 
forehead with a very large, very clean white handkerchief. Whatever he wanted, it seemed to be 
urgent. I finally figured out that he was asking if I would place a small package in my luggage.

	 ‘What is it?’ I asked somewhat doubtfully. What if he wanted me to bring something 
dangerous into Germany?

	 ‘Ce  n'est rien,’ he said in French. ‘Nothing important at all.’	 

	 When I was about to refuse, he removed a cloth bag from his case filled with objects that 
clinked and jangled. 

	 I frowned before asking, ‘What’s inside?’

	 He pointed to his jacket. ‘Boutons. Buttons…’  as he knew this word in English. He said a 
lot more. What I finally picked up was that if I placed this bag in my case as we crossed into 
Germany, and if the customs officials asked what they were for, and I told them that I was a 
dressmaker, that he will buy me lunch.  

	 I considered Mother’s rule about ignoring strangers and mentally shrugged. What with 
having been cheated by that Paris taxi driver who left me with only enough francs for breakfast and 
now a coffee, and not wanting to touch my other pound notes, I was seriously tempted as it was well 
past midday and I was ravenous. 

	 I nodded, and he handed me the bag. But when I started to look inside, he whipped it out of 
my hands. But not before I glimpsed what was in there. Buttons. The bag really did contain buttons. 
Meanwhile he was saying something that sounded like, ‘These offer no danger to you.’ As buttons 
were hardly guns, swords or knives I finally agreed to place them inside my case. 


The train stopped at the frontier where blue uniformed men walked up and down the platform, 
crying ‘Deutsche Passkontrolle. All passports please.’


A burly official entered our compartment. He opened my case, rooted through my few 
possessions and pulled out the cloth bag. ‘What is this?’ he asked first in German, then in French.


 ‘Buttons,’ I replied in French. ‘I am a dressmaker. I use these for the coats and jackets I sew 
for my clients.’ This seemed to satisfy him, and he returned the bag to my case. But then he showed a 
great deal more interest in my fellow passenger’s luggage and went through both his cases very 
carefully. 
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All this time Herr Schmidt was wiping his forehead and his cheeks were grey.  He continued 
talking nonstop in German. I gathered he was asking where I come from in England, and how long I 
stayed in Paris, and where will I be living once we arrive in Berlin? But he didn’t listen to any reply. 
What’s more, he looked so sick, sweat visibly dripping off him, I was sure he’s about to faint. All this 
time the official was combing through his possessions, obviously searching for discrepancies. Though 
he finally closed both cases, he still stared at the poor man with great suspicion. But he finally 
returned his passport, wrote something in a notebook, and left. 


My friendly gesture and breaking Mother’s first rule paid off as I had never seen such a look 
of relief. What could be so wrong about bringing buttons over a border? 


Shortly, Herr Schmidt escorted me to the dining car where, seated in front of a crisp white 
tablecloth, he ordered fresh oysters, followed by beefsteak, and a wonderful crème brûlée. Offered 
wine, but remembering my Paris debacle, I shook my head and only drank water. 


While we ate, he continued to jabber at me in German. I gathered he was a ‘Spezialist, a 
major dealer in boutons. Very expensive pearl, ivory, ebony and tortoiseshell buttons. And to bring 
these into the country, one must pay a great deal of excise.


 Only very much later did it strike me as odd that this obviously wealthy man wasn’t 
travelling first-class where he might find someone who spoke German more fluently. But as I had 
saved him a lot of money, he was happy to feed me all the way to Berlin. Though Mother’s voice 
remains in my ear asking whether this is the correct behaviour for a well brought up young 
Englishwoman, I ignored it. Only very much later did I learn that if he hadn’t found me and requested 
that I lie about my profession, that if those buttons were found in his luggage, he would have been 
expected to pay a great deal in return for smuggling expensive buttons over the border. I suppose that 
was why he chose a second-class carriage and an ignorant girl. Apparently, I got away with bringing 
them in as declaring myself a dressmaker meant those buttons became my tools of trade.


The following morning, though he offered me breakfast, I only drank coffee as last night’s 
dinner had been fulsome.  My appetite returned by midday. Back in the dining car, Herr Schmidt 
ordered chicken breasts in a mushroom sauce and a huge slice of baked cheesecake covered in 
whipped cream.  All the time he talked to me in German, but as I understood very little, all I could do 
was smile, nod and pretend what he was saying wasn’t going right over my head. What I did 
comprehend, and only after he showed me a family photo he kept in his briefcase, was that he has a 
large family in Berlin, three sons and five daughters, and keeping the family’s finances afloat was no 
mean feat. 


Only later did I realise that if I’d been caught smuggling goods into Germany, I might have 
ended up in prison.  In the future, I sternly told myself, I will be wary about doing favours, no matter 
how much they might benefit me. Perhaps Mother’s warnings were right. So far becoming friendly 
with strangers has proven dangerous, though not in any way she might have considered.


Though the train rattles and clicks on its way to Berlin, it was too dark to see anything 
through the windows except occasional lights twinkling in the distance.  Even though I was very tired, 
instead of my usual qualms as to how much my new cousins will like and accept me, I sensed the 
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liberation of travel. Here, no one knew me. Here, I was free to create a new personality, a new me, 
someone I might like a little more.


After so much food, I slept like the dead, only waking as we rolled into Berlin.
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                                                     PART 3


8.  Day One in Berlin

The following morning after my arrival at the Goldsteins, I find breakfast is eaten in the kitchen at no 
set time. Lili decides to be my guide. Maybe she even likes me? With Freddy at our feet, as we share 
cheese, eggs, and bread rolls, she tells me that her best friend is Julie, that she is learning both Italian 
and French, and is excited and frightened of starting Gymnasium next year. 


I linger over my coffee because I don’t know how to fill my day. Everyone is in a hurry. Herr 
Goldstein leave for his warehouse and the children for school and university. Frau Goldstein sets off 
to one of the many Jewish charities she helps to run for families fallen on hard times. Before leaving 
she hands me a key, and reminds me in her precise English to make sure that I lock the front door. 


I put down my book and close my eyes. I’m aware of Lotte and Berthe bickering, someone 
weeping in the street below us, traffic roaring past. When I open the window, the sooty dust-laden air 
is so unpleasant that I quickly close it. 

	 I am missing the long walks which Deedee and I took when the weather was good. My mind’s 
eye pictures the countryside around Blakeney and the rocky coast where hardy plants grow in great 
profusion and the air is brisk and briny. How stupid to feel homesick in less than a week. How silly to 
miss a place I was so desperate to leave.  


I pull myself together and decide to explore the city.  I would like to take Freddy, but then 
decide against it. With Mother’s instructions in my mind to remain as unobtrusive as possible, I don’t 
want to interfere with this household’s usual routine.


 I pull on my outdoor clothes, check that the front door key is in my pocket and wander into 
the street. I walk for what seems like a very long way passing more brick houses built in similar style 
to the Goldstein’s apartment block.  Coming to a side street where the houses are not as well kept, I 
turn into it and keep walking until I reach Wilhelmstraβe, which turns out to be a major thoroughfare. 
On my way, I pass a vast number of street peddlers: ex-soldiers in old uniform jackets with second-
class iron cross medals. Some have yellow armbands with three black dots. Closer to them, I realise 
three dots means that they are blind. Trays hang from their shoulders from which they sell cigarettes, 
matches and toys. Those with sight glance hopefully at me. I give a blind man an English penny. The 
way he fingers then discards the coin tells me he knows it is of no worth to him. But as I have no 
marks to replace it with, I flush slightly and hurry on.


 Soon I am strolling alongside a park. A sign tells me that these are the central gardens of 
Berlin, the Tiergarten. I think about going inside to escape the hazy coke-laden air. I want to smell 
fresh grass, bushes and trees. I walk a long way before I find an entrance.  Once inside, I meander 
along a gravel path until I come to an ornate statue. To my amusement this turns out to be Johann 
Wolfgang von Goethe; an impressive nineteenth century figure dressed in flowing robes and perched 
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on a column surrounded by Greek muses. It tells me how important this man is. Perhaps my struggle 
to understand his play was good advice – except without anyone’s help, I’m not getting very far.


 I settle onto a bench and turn my face to the late winter sun, though it has no warmth in it. 
When the sky clouds over, I get back onto my feet and continue walking south. Eventually I arrive at 
a main road and walk along Leipzigerstraβe until I come to a square called Leipziger Platz, and a 
huge building labelled Werthheim’s Emporium.  Though the women who go in and out are 
expensively dressed, I decide to try my luck. But the doors are flanked by stern-faced security guards 
who take one look at my shabby coat and hat, decide I must be a servant or worse still, a vagrant, and 
scowl, ‘Weg mit dir… Away with you!’


It starts to rain. Turning back, blundering, I trip over a gutter. The heel on my left shoe falls 
off. I have walked too far to get back to Friedrichstraβe in broken shoes. Why didn’t I ask one of the 
Goldsteins to change my English currency into German marks? Didn’t Mother insist I do this as soon 
as I arrive in Berlin? How could I have forgotten? How could I be so stupid?


I’m left with few alternatives. Either hobble all the way or find a bus or a tram and pay the 
driver with English coins.


Soon the rain gets heavier. I’m surrounded by a grey blanket and I’m soaked right through. 
No trams or buses. I walk, limp, hobble, but keep walking. Eventually, a cab pulls up. After I try to 
explain that I have no local currency to pay him with, he takes off. No choice but to continue making 
my way home. Halfway there, a bus pulls up. I climb on, and hand the driver a florin, worth far more 
than what this fare should cost. He thrusts it back at me, shouting, ‘Falsche Münze... False currency.’


With my limited German, I try to explain. He refuses to listen. One hand pushing me towards 
the door, his voice so loud, some of the passengers join in. I quickly realise that they’re in total 
agreement that I am a complete fool and deserve to be thrown off. Only a plump middle-aged woman, 
head and shoulders wrapped in a woollen scarf, points to my broken shoe and wet clothes and offers 
to pay my fare. The driver has lots to say about that. Mostly about stupid travellers who don’t carry 
local money. I don’t know how to thank this woman enough and ask for her address so I can return 
her money. She brushes this aside, saying in stilted English, ‘One day I visit London, you help me.’


The bus heads towards Friedrichstraβe without further fuss. What makes me stare is 
glimpsing someone the spitting image of Adeline Cohen holding an umbrella walking down a side 
street lined with less wealthy buildings. Is it really her? And if so, what might she be doing there? 
Then I notice a man, quite a nondescript individual, carrying a huge black umbrella. He seems to be 
following her. But is it Adeline? Really her? Or is my imagination playing tricks on me again? 


The relief when I reach the Goldsteins’ house is boundless. I go straight to the kitchen where 
Freddy bounces around me as I remove my drenched coat, hat and shoes and hand them to Lotte who 
whips them into the laundry. Meanwhile, she is trying to tell me something important. Eventually I 
pick up that Frau Goldstein is waiting to see me in the living room.

	 What can she want? My heart sinks. What if she has decided against keeping me? What if the 
Goldstein’s have decided that I am hopeless? What will I do then? How will I ever explain my 
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disgrace? By the time I reach the living room, my hands won’t stop shaking. But as soon as I walk in, 
Frau Goldstein says, ‘Come Heather Rose, show me what you have brought with you.’


	                                                                 ***


I should never have got this upset. Frau Goldstein, followed by Lili who is home from school, ushers 
me into my bedroom. 


I feel myself flushing more for my parents than myself. What will Frau Goldstein say when 
she sees how little I own? She opens drawers, takes one look and shepherds me into her own room. 
This large space contains an oversized four poster bed and a dressing table holding silver backed 
brushes, perfumes and cosmetics. One wall is hidden behind two gigantic walnut wardrobes with 
candlestick legs. She flings open the doors of the first wardrobe to display racks of frocks, coats and 
skirts. 


‘I think we are about the same size,’ she tells me, ‘though of course you are taller and thinner. 
Never mind. Lotte is good at taking in clothes and letting out hems.’ Tapping a finger against her lips, 
she looks me up and down, before saying in her precise English, ‘Pierre and Rosie want to take you 
out tonight, but I suspect that you have nothing suitable to wear.’ She turns back to her wardrobe. 
‘What do I have that will flatter a handsome young woman?’

	 She turns back to me. ‘Take off your clothes,’ she orders. ‘And let me take a good look at 
you.’

	 I don’t dare to argue, though I know that not only my face but my whole body must be scarlet 
with embarrassment. My woollen singlet and bloomers have shrunk and yellowed after too much 
washing and barely fit.  While I stand there mortified and shivering, Frau Goldstein selects two 
frocks, one an emerald green, the other a dark navy, and holds them against my face. ‘I think the navy 
suits you better, but you should take both. As for shoes…’

	 She opens the second wardrobe. Shelves packed tight with bags and footwear of every colour 
and style. Some are low-heeled, others high. To hide my humiliation, I burble on about coming across 
the Tiergarten and Werthheim’s Department Store.


‘Yes, visitors find both interesting.’ She pulls out a pair of low-heeled brown shoes with 
straps that button on the outside. ‘Try those on for size.’ 


Lili is watching all this with the clear eyes of a clever twelve-year-old. She says, ‘Heather, I 
have been writing an essay on some of our stores. I have learnt that Werthheim has…’ she ticks these 
off on her fingers, ‘three escalators, eighty stores, three elevators, three miles of pneumatic tubes, 
marble walls, crystal chandeliers, a glass-roofed atrium, and is one of the three largest Berlin 
Warenhäuser…department stores.’ 


An emerald frock of the finest wool is slid over my head. My arms inserted into the sleeves. 
This dress has a beaded collar, matching cuffs and a dropped waistline. Small buttons of the same 
material run down the back. Once I am done up, and in Frau Goldstein’s brown shoes, my dressers 
push me towards a full-length mirror. I stare at my reflection. Somehow the frock hints at slightly 
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larger breasts and reaching just below the knee, it shows off my long legs. Though the shoes are a 
little tight, they match the dress perfectly. 


Lili’s eyes narrow. ‘We have to do something with her hair.’

Frau Goldstein holds out one of my plaits as if it has a life of its own. ‘I’ll take her to Antoine 

tomorrow. He’ll give her a decent cut.’

Though immensely grateful for their generosity, I am also slightly annoyed. If these clothes 

make me fit for my new environment, being organized by others reminds me too much of when 
Mother and Father discuss ‘what’s to be done with Heather Rose’ without asking for my opinion.


 ‘Please no, please not my hair,’ I finally stammer. ‘But thank you so much for the dresses and 
shoes. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you giving them to me…’


Frau Goldstein waves this away. ‘I have far too many clothes. I would have only donated 
those frocks to a deserving charity.’


I nod, not knowing what to say. I suppose she views me as a ‘deserving charity’. Perhaps she 
is right.


Lili says, ‘Why not let Mother’s hairdresser tackle your hair? You will then look like a proper 
Berliner.’


‘If you think so,’ I say doubtfully, recalling how stupid I looked after Annie Blowden 
smothered my face with her cosmetics.


‘Yes, it will look a lot better,’ Lili’s mother insists. 

Her daughter nods vigorously. ‘These days only girls from orthodox Jewish families don’t cut 

their hair.’ She turns to her mother, ‘Heather also needs a heavier coat and a cloche. I don’t think hers 
are warm enough.’


Lili is the only member of the family who remembers not to use my full name.

Frau Goldstein frowns. If I think she disapproves of so much largesse, it turns out she is 

considering which garment might suit me best.

One end of that huge wardrobe holds a vast number of coats. I recognize a full-length 

astrakhan, a mink, a fur collar and fur-hemmed coat, several fur stoles…

No time to protest that I already have a coat. Frau Goldstein pulls out from the very end of the 

larger wardrobe a heavy dark blue woollen coat with a high shawl collar and large buttons down the 
front that all the way to the knee.


‘Try that on,’ she orders. I do, and she settles a navy cloche on my head. Examining the total 
result, she nods approvingly.  ‘Now you are almost ready to be seen. All you need is a decent hair 
stylist.’ Her tone is serious. Only with time do I realise that she never, ever jokes.  She says, ‘I don’t 
think you realise what a handsome girl you are. Maybe good German food will put more colour in 
your cheeks.’ Then she adds, ‘You have pretty eyes, wonderful lips, and a very elegant nose. Don’t let 
anyone tell you that your nose is too thin and long. It makes you look aristocratic.’


I glance at her incredulously. She taps her lips in her typical gesture and says: ‘You have that 
fine English complexion we all admire. Sometimes it takes decent clothes, a good hairdresser, and a 
little powder and lipstick to make the most of oneself.’
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Though I’m still mortified, I feel I should explain why my parents appear to be stingy. I say, 
‘Mother is very sick, and Father’s work pays too little. He spent a lot on sending me to school, and 
I’m afraid that I haven’t lived up to his expectations...’ My voice trails away. How can I explain to any 
stranger what my home life is like? How miserable and frozen. How dour and lacking in  humour.


‘Expectations,’ she scoffs. ‘What did he expect? Learn to speak good German, and what with 
your excellent French, you never know, many girls these days find well paid employment. Many 
women now lead independent lives.’


‘Yes,’ I say. Though I can’t imagine how I can ever achieve this. 

She glances at a small crystal clock on her dresser. The hands point at five past six. She turns 

to her daughter, ‘Come Lili, you have homework and piano practice.’  And back to me. ‘Heather Rose, 
now you are properly dressed for tonight, I suggest that you rest until dinner. Pierre and Rosie like to 
stay out late.’


I return to my room followed by Freddy who has attached himself to me, and Lili who is far 
more interested in this English visitor than completing homework or practising scales. Perched on the 
end of my bed, she asks in slow German, ‘What is your house like?’


‘Much colder than here,’ I say in a mix of French and a few German words I know while 
patting Freddy who rolls over for us to stroke his tummy. ‘You can’t imagine how good it is to be 
warm.’


‘So you don’t have proper heating,’ she decides.

‘No. Only tiny grates where we burn coke and wood. But when I am very cold, I have 

Deedee, my dog. I cuddle into her.’

 ‘Tell me about Blakeney. Is it interesting?’

 ‘Only that it was once used by pirates to smuggle wine, brandy and tobacco into the country. 

These days it is quite dull.’

 ‘Do you keep other animals?’ 

‘We have hens: Elsie, Poppy, Daisy, and Lizzie. I collect their eggs every morning. But in 

winter they are too cold to lay.’

‘Having poultry must be fun.’ A novel thought for this very urban child. ‘What other animals 

are close by?’ 

‘We live close to a marshland where waders and wildfowl spend the winter. Deedee and I 

walk there. She is clever at avoiding the bogs where I can step into water up to my thighs. Further, 
there’s a beach where we watch seals bask on the rocks.’  


 ‘I have never seen the sea. What’s it like?’ She closes her eyes. ‘Tell me more.’

  I recall those wild days when the wind whips the sea into a dark heaving mass, spray rising 

from the tops of waves to only end in spluttering foam like the grey veils some nuns wear, wind 
gusting through my hair, the salty sea-weedy smell. A world away from this small overheated room. 
When my description trickles away, Lili’s eyes reopen. ‘What else can Deedee do?’


 ‘She loves chasing seals and birds. When I call her back, she shakes herself so vigorously, 
she covers me in water and mud.’
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She bites her lower lip. ‘Do you get cross?’

I chuckle. ‘No. Because she licks my fingers to remind me to forgive her.’

‘I would so like to see this,’ she muses. 

I smile at the thought of anyone wanting to see a place I couldn’t wait to leave. ‘Maybe one 

day I can take you there.’

She gives a sudden chortle. ‘Maybe one day you will.’
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9.  Dinner and More

Tonight, both Rosie and Adeline Cohen are here for dinner. Both are so beautifully turned out, 

they could model for a Paris couturier: Rosie in a gold and white creation of some silky material, 
Adeline in a fawn gown with pink underlay. It turns out that Adeline is a frequent visitor and close to 
all the Goldstein family. I think of mentioning that I glimpsed her earlier today. Then decide against it. 
What if she was going to some place she doesn’t want anyone to know? What if someone was 
actually following her? I dismiss this last thought as another figment of my imagination.


Rosie comments on how well my new frock suits me, to which Lili announces: ‘Tomorrow 
Mutti is going to take Heather to Antoine. Think how good she will look with a bob.’


Everyone laughs. I glance at Adeline. How does she view the Goldstein’s poor English 
relative? Will she despise me? Dislike me?  Worse still, pity me?


However, her reaction seems positive, because as we start on our soup, once again she 
confides as if I’m already an old and valued friend, as to how keen she is to find work other than as a 
stenographer. ‘Maybe in editing and publishing where I will have more responsibility?’ she adds 
helping herself to a dish of green beans. ‘Heather Rose, being a stenographer in a big firm is all very 
well,’ she insists. ‘But my brain needs food.’ She sighs. ‘Not that there are too many openings for 
young women.’


 As this is exactly the opposite to what Frau Goldstein told me earlier, I’m confused. I must 
show this because she says, ‘Maybe knowing English will help. Perhaps you can teach me some basic 
phrases?’


‘I’m happy to help you in any way I can,’ I assure her, too shy to remind her I’m here to learn 
German.’ Thankfully, even after such a short stay, I am starting to understand more, even if my tongue 
can’t manage speech yet. ‘Please Adeline,’ I murmur. ‘Just call me Heather…’


She smiles her agreement. As for the others, everyone apart from Lili, ignores my request. No 
one seems to understand that by shortening my name, I become someone I like more. Someone less 
shy.  Someone more outgoing. If only I knew how to explain this more clearly.


Dinner begins with the family discussing Pierre’s latest project. He complains in French, 
‘Why I’m being forced to write a paper on Gothic spires is beyond me. We all know architecture is 
about to undergo enormous change.’


‘Such as?’ his father asks, filling my glass with a delicious white wine he tells me comes from 
the Rhine valley.


 ‘All you have to do is go to the Zehlendorf district, down a street called Am Fischtal.’ In his 
enthusiasm Pierre almost topples his glass, only rescuing it seconds before the starched white cloth is 
flooded. ‘On one side, the buildings have flat roofs, while on the other they are pitched. You can see 
which is more practical.’


Herr Goldstein chuckles. ‘Isn’t this what the Berliner Zeitung refers to as the roof war?’

Frau Goldstein says, ‘Pierre, please explain what this is.’
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 ‘Flat roof architects argue that these are less expensive to build and maintain. They fit in with 
Bauhaus ideas about function. If a roof is flat, it can also be used as a terrace. A place to sit or hang 
out washing’


If Herr Goldstein seems amused, for once Pierre is perfectly serious. ‘The trouble is that flat 
roofs are denigrated as a blight on traditional German architecture…’


 ‘Only for those that follow Paul Schultze-Naumburg’s ideas,’ Adeline breaks in. ‘I read that 
he regards flat roofs as the children of “other skies and other blood”. We all know what this means.’


Only later do I understand that this phrase refers to the constant anti-Semitism behind much 
of Germany’s education and culture.


The silence is only broken by Pierre saying, ‘Berlin is growing so fast, many new houses are 
being built.’


His mother asks, ‘What style are they?’ 

‘Some have taken on Gropius’ ideas. But,’ he gives a slight shrug, ‘most are quite 

conservative.’ 

 ‘Is it possible,’ she asks, ‘to like architecture without viewing it as a political statement?’


	 Herr Goldstein shakes his head. ‘Not any longer. We are growing too quickly. We now have 
one and a half million more people than Paris. As a result this city has more telephones than Paris and 
the fastest underground trains in the world.’ 


Lotte stops this discussion by entering with a platter of roast beef. Only Adeline seems keen 
to continue.  Seated beside me, she says, ‘Recently, there is such a confusion of ideas, I am forced to 
become extremely political.’

	 I pass her a bowl of roast potatoes. ‘What does that mean?’

	 She helps herself to two. ‘Anyone who dislikes how most of the German people are being 
treated, is ultimately persuaded to take on communist views.’

	 Herr Goldstein overhears this and gives an abrupt chortle. ‘Tell me, Adeline, does this mean 
you intend to give all capital to the masses?’

	 Adeline’s cheeks redden. She shakes her head. ‘It’s not so simple.’ 

	 Her host doesn’t intend to give up on teasing her. ‘So you think all is fair right now?’

	 ‘Of course not,’ Adeline’s tone is testy. ‘But it’s obvious that many Berliners are very poor. I 
can’t see how this can change without a revolution. And there are more problems being raised by the 
various political parties that might only end in bloodshed.’ 

	 Herr Goldstein says. ‘Adeline, though in many ways I agree with you, taking everything away 
from the wealthy won’t cure our problems. More important to note is the anti-Semitism coming from 
the Fascist party led by that idiot, Adolf Hitler. I’m told he has written a book claiming that all 
Germany’s problems are due to the communists, the Jews and the disabled. Without them all our 
problems will disappear.’

	 ‘I suppose he convinces enough idiots to believe him.’



50



	 ‘No, thankfully not too many. Basically, he’s a rabblerouser. We have lots of those. The 
trouble is that schools teach in their religious instruction classes that Jews killed Christ and future 
generations should wear this crime.’


A murmur travels around the table.

	 Herr Goldstein hasn’t finished. ‘In my opinion, having to pay back such a ridiculous amount 
in reparation for the last war has crippled our economy. That, plus weak political leadership.’

	 Adeline says with a giggle, ‘One of Kurt Tucholsky’s songs sums this city up.’

	 Before I can ask, Rosie explains, ‘Heather Rose, he’s one of our great song writers who 
became famous after the War for his satires.’ She turns to Adeline, ‘My voice is hopeless. Can you 
sing a little?’

	 ‘I only remember a few lines,’ Adeline admits. But in French, she half sings, half chants: ‘A 
Berliner always has plans, phone calls and appointments and is usually running late. Berliners are so 
busy going in circles, they never notice they’re getting nowhere….’


 Pierre takes this up in a pleasant tenor: ‘Sometimes you see two people talking, but they’re 
reciting monologues. They wait until the other person stops talking to jump right in…’


We all laugh.

I would like to hear more, but Lotte is bringing in a cherry and almond pudding. Once this 

disappears, Frau Goldstein rises from the table. ‘Pierre and Adeline,’ she says severely. ‘Next time we 
eat, can we have fewer political discussions?’

	 Though Adeline reddens, she says evenly, ‘My apologies, Frau Goldstein. Sometimes I get 
carried away.’ 

	 ‘Fine,’ she says. ‘Let’s take our coffee in the living room. Lili will play a little Schumann and 
then you are free to go out.’   


I’m both astonished and delighted by Adeline. I have never before come across a woman 
prepared to state her political views so openly. If only I was equally brave. If only I wasn’t this shy. If 
only.
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10.  Cabarets and Coffee Houses.

Three of us squeezed into the rear of Pierre’s car as we set off to the recently opened 

Europahaus. I am conscious of Adeline beside me, aware of her distinctive sweet spicy perfume, and 
her stockinged thigh pressing against my own. She says, ‘Heather, there are dozens of cabarets in 
Berlin.’ 

	 I pull myself together enough to ask, ‘Who goes to the Europahaus?’


Her delightful giggle. ‘Homosexual men, lesbians and transvestites. Some performances are 
very political.’


 ‘We like to observe what is on stage and…’ Rosie turns to smile at me, ‘we really enjoy 
watching the cross dressers.’


Adeline feels my bewilderment at such things being spoken about openly, because she 
explains, ‘Many men and women are, as in the past, forced to conceal their sexuality. Only in the 
cabarets can they openly display it. Of course, our conservatives loathe them. Stefan Zweig, he’s a 
famous Austrian writer,’ in case I haven’t heard of him, ‘claims they are having a very bad effect on 
our morale.’


‘All nonsense, of course,’ Pierre calls from the driver’s seat. ‘For the first time in history, 
homosexuals can feel liberated.’


Homosexuals! Does this mean men who like each other too much? What about women? Can 
they suffer with the same illness? Is this what might be wrong with me? Is this why I imagine running 
my hands over Adeline’s lovely face, even pressing my lips against her cheeks, the feel of her body 
close to mine?


Pierre  parks close to the cabaret. Inside, the manager, a fat man who reeks of schnapps, in 
full white tie and tails, leads us into a biggish room. There is a stage at one end, tables and chairs 
dotted below, a bar at the far end. 


Lighting is dim. The smoky air makes me cough. Below the stage, a three-piece orchestra is 
tuning up. Even though this would be long past Blakeney bedtime, for Berliners this is early, and most 
tables are still empty. 


Soon the band starts up. Rosie and Adeline croon with the music… ‘Ich bin von Kopf bis Fuβ 
auf Liebe eingestellt… ‘Falling in love again, can’t help it…’ This song is so popular, Adeline 
whispers to me that it will provide the soundtrack to an upcoming film. Her lips are so close to mine, 
so inviting, I force my face to move away.


Pierre orders a bottle of the local white wine called ‘Spelt’. He says, ‘We have to come here 
next week. The Comedian Harmonists are performing.’


Rosie says, ‘I thought this group only sing in theatres.’

Pierre shrugs. ‘Perhaps if they are offered enough money they appear in cabarets.’

 ‘Who are they?’ I ask.
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Adeline gives me her delightful giggle. ‘Six men with voices that blend wonderfully. They 
sing naughty lyrics that often have political overtones.  You would enjoy listening to them.’


Meanwhile the room is starting to fill. A velvet curtain rattles open. Three young women in 
identical satin cone shaped hats, matching jackets, brief shorts and very high heels, appear on stage 
where they link arms and dance. This consists of legs kicked high to the music between other dance 
steps, all in unison. When they eventually head off, a clown strolls on. He is greeted with cheers and 
boos. It seems he’s well known. His patter is rapid, and though I don’t understand, I gather he’s 
making fun of two politicians who were war heroes: Chancellor Brüning and President Paul von 
Hindenburg.  Some of the audience are offended by the clown’s comments and start throwing food, 
plates, glasses, even ashtrays at the stage.


The clown dodges the onslaught and keeps talking. I suppose this must happen to him quite 
often. Eventually, he throws a few plates back at the audience who also know how to duck. His place 
is taken by a magician who performs card tricks, plays with a multicoloured handkerchief and ends up 
with a dove that flutters onto his sleeve. The audience love him.


By now the room has filled and in some ways the people who turn up, just as Adeline 
promised, are very interesting. There are men dressed as women - these are obviously men as some 
have moustaches, even beards. Women with cropped hair and wearing men’s clothes. Also, bare- 
breasted women with braces barely covering their nipples. What makes me stare is the same sex 
couples who openly embrace. I’m so embarrassed, I knock over my glass and flood the tablecloth. 
This catches a waiter’s gaze and he whisks off the cloth and replaces it very quickly. 


My confusion must be obvious because Adeline giggles and whispers in French, ‘We did 
mention that the audience is more interesting than what happens on stage.’


Too conscious of her closeness, her sweet yet slightly spicy perfume, I merely nod. My 
reaction confuses and astonishes me. I want to wrap my arms around her. I want those full lips on 
mine. I want to hold her body close.   I want to remove her clothes and examine her body all over. 
What can be wrong with me? Is this the difference between friendship and something else? Am I the 
same as those same-sex couples kissing each other?


Confused, I rub my itchy fingers. These last few days the swellings have lessened. 
‘Chilblains,’ I  murmur to cover my confusion. ‘Too maddening.’


She nods knowingly. ‘You poor thing. Chilblains happen because of frostbite. You must come 
from a very cold house.’


I don’t know what to say. How to explain that back home, I suffered both mental and physical 
frostbite?


In a lull between us, Rosie leans over to whisper, ‘Adeline has a fiancé, Anton Levi. He wants 
to get married right away, but she keeps putting him off. I don’t know why. He adores her, comes 
from a very well-established family and has pots of money. She would never have to work again.’


My heart plummets. I try to concentrate on the stage where a midget is making comments 
about life in Berlin, but I understand very little. The audience is more sympathetic to the midget than 
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it was to the clown. His act ends, and the dancing girls come on in different costumes, though their 
routine is similar.


By now the music has become so loud, the rhythm so demanding, couples fill the small dance 
floor and in any space left between tables. Pierre and Rosie join in. Adeline jumps up and pulls me 
towards her, and while I stand there not knowing what to do, she moves to the rhythm with such 
vigour and passion, mouthing at me to do the same, I copy her, at first tentatively, far too self-
consciously, but as the excitement takes over, better than I would ever have thought possible. Soon we 
swap partners and I’m partnering Pierre, then Rosie, and  back dancing with Adeline, and as the 
Charleston pulsates, we lift our legs and wave our arms, and dance and dance until gold and silver 
papers rain down on us. But nothing stops us as we gambol and caper until even Pierre gets tired 
enough to decide it must be time to seek a quieter place. 


I would never have believed that dancing in a nightclub could be such fun.

We return to Pierre’s car and wind up the evening at the Romanische Café which he assures 

us, is the best place to meet some of Berlin’s most interesting young intellectuals.


                                                                           ***


The Romanische Café turns out to be rather ordinary, at least from the street. All that distinguishes it 
from its neighbours are dimly lit windows and inside, a long bar, behind it bottles of coloured liquor, 
the air filled with the usual nicotine haze. At first the room seems three quarters empty. Only a tired 
waiter serving two men in black coats and bowler hats huddled at the bar like elderly beetles. But 
once we walk in, we can see three young men seated right down the rear, who might liven things up. 

	 Pierre obviously knows them because he gestures for us to join them. While he goes to the bar 
to order four beers, we find more chairs and settle into them. It turns out that Adeline knows one of 
the group, Egon Erwin Kisch. The two greet each other with obvious pleasure. After we are 
introduced, a handsome Englishman with wide cheekbones, dark brown eyes and flyaway hair, tells 
us that he is Stephen Spender. When told I am also English, he wants to know why I am in Berlin, 
where I live, and how long I intend staying.


‘Six months to learn German,’ I tell him. ‘Then I have to go home.’

‘That’s a shame,’ he murmurs. ‘Not long enough to lose your accent.’ His attention flickers 

back to the others. ‘We are all writers of one sort or another,’ he tells me in French. From now on, in 
deference to this newcomer, all speak French. Spender says, ‘As most of my work has yet to be 
published, the only room I can afford is so uncomfortable that I best work here. Please regard this as 
my office.’ His gesture takes in a small table down the back cluttered with papers, pens and pencils, 
and a dilapidated typewriter with an obviously overworked ribbon.

	 Adeline asks, ‘Do you write novels?’ 

            Spender shakes his head. ‘No, though I hope to one day. Mostly, I write poetry and essays 
about social injustice. We live in such horrid times. As I was coming here, I nearly walked into a 
street brawl. Fortunately, no one saw me.’
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	 ‘Another fight started by those fascist thugs,’ says Kisch. He is short and stout, with curly 
brown hair and a strong Viennese accent. 

	 Spender shrugs. ‘They could have been those fascists, or even the Leninists or Spartakists. 
The various groups of socialists are also very aggressive, though perhaps not as aggressive as the 
Communists…’

	 At this, Adeline bursts in: ‘The communists might sound aggressive, but surely they have 
solutions which other political groups can’t find...’

	 Spender obviously doesn’t like women talking politics because he reddens, then controls his 
anger long enough to cry, ‘Be that as it may…’ 


Only the third young man interrupts a possible argument by introducing himself as Erich 
Maria Remarque. Adeline murmurs to me that he is writing an anti-war novel. 


‘What’s it about?’ I whisper.

 Adeline whispers back. ‘He draws on his own experiences as an infantryman on the Western 

Front. That is all I know.’ 

 Remarque has a narrow face, smooth dark hair, and a handsome profile.  He says, ‘I believe 

the troubles of the world would end if only we became nudists. Recently, I took a train to a nudist 
beach, and after I stripped off, I felt myself turn into Tarzan. Without our clothes, who can tell rich 
from poor, liberals from conservatives, fascists from communists?’

	  ‘All very well in summer,’ Kisch wryly chips in as the waiter brings us small glasses of 
schnapps. He waves the waiter away, places his cigarette on a saucer, and turns to us to say, ‘Please 
ignore my fellow writers. Like them, I also condemn middle-class hypocrisy. But we have far more 
freedom in Berlin than the world has ever known. We would not be as free anywhere else, though 
who knows how long this freedom will last.’

	 Rosie asks, ‘Are you also a writer?’

	 He nods. ‘Perhaps more a journalist.  But unlike you others,’ he waves a disparaging hand at 
the rest of the table, ‘I never touch alcohol as I believe that it deadens the brain. I only drink strong 
coffee. And though I am openly Marxist, I refuse to spin intrigues.’	 

	 Adeline says as a way of explanation, ‘Both Kisch and I work for Willi Münzenberg, the big 
publisher.’ 

	  ‘What do you do for him?’ asks Pierre. 

	  Kisch says rather complacently, ‘I’m in charge of all his journalists and writers. I also recruit 
new talent.’


  Spender is instantly alert.  I can tell he is about to ask Kisch for work, only Remarque rushes 
in to say, ‘I have just come from a scruffy dive in Zossenerstraβe called the Cosy Corner. It’s a 
wonderful place to collect stories as it caters for all artists.’

       ‘What exactly do you mean by artist?’ Kisch drawls while offering me an open packet of Muratti 
cigarettes. Not wanting to look stupid, I pull one out and murmur my thanks. Pierre leans forward to 
light it for me. I draw on it, cough and then gag, much to everyone’s amusement. 
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‘You should smoke more often,’ says Rosie reminding me of Annie Blowdon’s advice. ‘It’s 
excellent for your lungs,’

	 Once my breathing returns to normal, and I’m sure that no one is watching, I drop the 
cigarette and squash it under my heel. 


 ‘You want to know who goes to the Cosy Corner?’ Remarque resumes: ‘I saw everything 
possible from powdered aunties wearing pearls to blue-eyed lads wearing short lederhosen.’

	 ‘You mean it’s a den for prostitutes?’ Spender gives a vast yawn. ‘My dear fellow, we don’t 
need to go all the way to Zossenerstraβe. Let’s face it, right now in every Berlin street anything goes.’


‘Only because there are too few jobs for all the newcomers crowding into this city,’ Adeline 
butts in. ‘How else can they survive?’


Spender looks annoyed but decides not to argue with this difficult woman. 

Adeline refuses to give in to this crass Englishman. She says, ‘You know that Tucholsky 

song? A Berliner can live in this city for seventy years without the slightest benefit to his immortal 
soul...’


Kisch interrupts her. ‘Talking about bodies versus souls, did you know that there’s a centre for 
sexology being set up in Berlin? Apparently, the professors intend to research every aspect of 
sexuality and hold lectures on people’s decadent behaviour.’


Names are flung about. Peter Lorre, Greta Garbo, Alexander Korda, Max Reinhardt. People I 
have never heard of. Nor do I know why they are famous enough to be talked about. Everyone joins 
into malicious chatter about the actress Marlene Dietrich. I’m told that she is married with a child, but 
that this does not stop her from having many lovers to advance her career. It is even suggested that the 
child’s father might be Otto Katz, Münzenberg’s second-in-command. 


Loads of fascinating gossip, at least for the others, though most of the time I have no idea 
who they are talking about, except that it goes on and on…


This being well after my usual bedtime, and after so much alcohol, my eyes refuse to stay 
open. Pierre is also tired because he suggests we leave. He pays for our drinks and we troop onto the 
street. Just before we reach the car, we are stopped by three men, their faces covered in dark scarves. 


Waving butcher knives, their gaze seemingly at me as I must be obvious as a foreigner, they 
demand our money. Or if not that, our lives. 


Pierre shrugs and without a single word of protest, hands over his wallet.

I can tell from the men’s body language that they were expecting us to protest. When this 

doesn’t happen, they take the wallet and run down the street until finally disappearing into an alley.

‘They’re going to be dreadfully disappointed,’ Pierre remarks as we climb into his car. ‘I 

always carry two wallets.  Only five marks in that one.’

Rosie asks, ‘Who were they?’

He shrugs. ‘Could be Fascists, Communists. Leninists, Socialists, or Spartakists. But most 

probably just thugs who belong to a Ringvereine.’

 ‘Who are the Ringvereine?’ I ask Adeline as we squeeze into the rear of the Bugatti which is 

so small we are almost sitting on top of each other.
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 ‘Ringvereine is the term we use for organized gangs.  Our newspapers are full news about 
these as the public is fascinated with reports of homicides, especially what they call Lustmorde, 
crimes of passion. They aren’t bad people. Their misfortune is that they can’t find work and must 
therefore resort to crime to survive. It’s terribly unfair.’

            I dare ask, ‘Is this why you are so political?’

	 ‘Yes.’ Her voice becomes harsh, ‘Only communism can succeed in making people more 
equal.’ And she adds without looking at me, ‘Would you like to hear more?’

	 ‘Of course,’ I assure her. ‘As much as you want to tell me.’

	 She looks away before turning back to say, ‘Perhaps we can meet Sunday afternoon for coffee 
and I will explain it all to you.’ With this she pulls out a notebook and a pencil and jots down the 
name and address of a café close to Friedrichstraβe, a time for us to meet, and hands it to me. I place 
the paper in my coat pocket.


This agreed, Pierre drops her and then Rosie at their respective houses, before driving us two 
back to the Goldsteins. Inside the apartment, the passages are quite dark. No one wakes, not even 
Freddy.  


In my room I can’t wait to pull off my clothes and leave them on the floor before stumbling 
into bed. Exhausted from such a long night, I sleep like the dead.



57

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ringvereine


11.  Hairdressers


Next morning, I don’t open my eyes until well after ten. By the time I wash, dress, brush and 
braid my hair, and arrive in the kitchen, everyone has left. 


Lotte asks what I would like to eat and drink? Remembering Mother’s instructions not to be a 
nuisance, I shake my head. Just then Frau Goldstein comes into the kitchen. ‘Nonsense,’ she says 
briskly. ‘Heather Rose, you can’t leave without breakfast. But quickly. We are due at the hairdresser in 
an hour.’

	 I gulp down a sweet milky coffee, and nearly scald my mouth. Back in my room I pull on my 
new coat and hat and meet my hostess at the front door. A taxi has been ordered. She hustles me into 
it, gives the driver an address, and we are driven, far more slowly than with Pierre, through the traffic 
to the hairdresser.


‘When I was your age,’ Frau Goldstein tells me as the car circles a cart pulled by two draught 
horses, ‘Hairdressers were only prepared to trim long hair. But the war changed everything. Very 
occasionally even for the better.’ She gives an unexpected laugh. ‘When women’s hairdressers refused 
to cut our hair, we headed to the barbers.’

              I try to imagine what she was like at eighteen. Far more confident than I could ever be.  ‘Are 
we on our way to a barber?’

	   ‘No. Berliners are far too smart. It didn’t take them long to realise there’s good money in 
setting up women’s salons.’

              The taxi stops and we climb out. Frau Goldstein pays the driver and instructs him to return in 
three hours to take me home. She leads me inside. I’m met by the nose-curdling smell of ammonia. 
Half a dozen women, hair caught in a spider-web of electric cables attached to an overhead machine, 
are on one side of the room.  On the other, more women sit under cone shaped dryers. Down the far 
end, a woman is manicuring a client’s nails. 


A small thin man with hair coloured an amazing violet, followed by a poodle, his coat dyed 
the same shade, greets us effusively. ‘Frau Goldstein, we are expecting you,’ he gushes while 
escorting us to chairs facing a mirrored wall. ‘And this young woman…?’

	  ‘Monsieur Antoine, this is my cousin Heather Rose who is visiting us from England. She 
needs a good cut.’ Frau Goldstein taps her mouth. ‘What do you recommend? A bob or a shingle? 

	 Antoine looks me up and down, walks right around me, picks up one of my plaits like an 
animal in need of taming. ‘Delicate hair,’ he diplomatically decides. ‘But a good high forehead. I 
suggest a bob. We will shape it slightly longer around the face and create a fringe. She will look very 
elegant.’  He looks at Frau Goldstein expectantly. ‘Madam, can we do something for you today?’

	 She shakes her head. ‘I have a meeting with one of my charities.’ Facing me in the mirror, she 
says, ‘Heather Rose, let Antoine do whatever he thinks is right. Don’t argue.’ Then she adds almost as 
an oversight, ‘Costs for this and the taxi are settled.’
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	  As I have been sick with worry as to how I will pay Antoine, I whisper my thanks. She 
leaves, and he picks up my plaits. Two snips and off they come. He hands them to me somewhat 
distastefully and asks, ‘Would you like to keep these?’

	 I shake my head. Later, when I realize I could have sold my hair to a wigmaker for a decent 
sum, I’m furious with myself. But this is just the start. I’m draped in towels by an assistant in a 
surgeon’s white coat and led to a basin where my head is vigorously shampooed and massaged. 
Because this seat is intended for shorter women, my neck is twisted in such a way, I’m sure it’ll never 
straighten it again. Sent back to my chair, I see a tray holding scissors, combs and clippers. Antoine 
snips and shapes what is left of my hair into a bob. My neck is shaved so closely, the skin feels raw. 
I’m placed under a dryer to browse local magazines too hard to understand - though the photos are 
amusing, before being sent back to have my head smothered in brilliantine.


Antoine whips off the towels. ‘What do you think?’

I have to stop myself from gasping aloud. I look utterly different. More like Rosie and 

Adeline. And my head feels lighter, as if a great weight was lifted.

Antoine dances around me and holds up a mirror to show what I look like from the rear.  

‘Fräulein, you are very handsome,’ he observes. ‘Watch the effect you have on men. You’re sure to 
find a boyfriend very quickly.’


A boyfriend? I don’t mention that I wouldn’t know what to do with one.

I thank him, pull on my coat, cloche and gloves. Only then do I notice the assistants gathering 

around me. With a jolt I realise they’re waiting for tips. But I still haven’t changed my English 
guineas into German marks, and have nothing to give them. 


Having broken another of Mother’s rules, all I can think of doing is escape very quickly. 
Blushing from top to toe, I murmur an apology and rush out the door to the taxi that thankfully turned 
up on time. Angry cries follow me. Those assistants must survive on tips. Why didn’t Frau Goldstein 
warn me? 


I feel quite dreadful, but it is far too late. There’s nothing I can do to repair the damage.


                                                          ***


The taxi is only half-way back to Friedrichstraβe when he drives past Werthheim department store. 
My pulse starts to quieten. I still have half a day to fill in. I tap the driver on the shoulder and ask him 
to let me out. Now I am dressed and groomed and can fit in, perhaps those security guards will allow 
me to walk inside?


This time, I’m barely given a second glance.	 

I am met by warm air laden with expensive perfume. Just as Lili mentioned, the ground floor 

is huge with a statue at the far end in front of a huge window, above it a complex mosaic.  I’m 
surrounded by counters and tables holding scarves, purses, bags, and cosmetics, all flanked by black-
clad shop assistants. None of the articles carry price tags. I realise I’m expected to ask what each 
article costs. 
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I roam the aisles, doing my best to avoid catching anyone’s eye.  Other customers are busy 
choosing and shopping. The process is elaborate. When an article is bought and has been paid for, it is 
placed in a bronze canister and sent via a pneumatic tube to another floor where it is packaged in the 
store’s special paper, and picked up by the customer or sent to her home.


 Recalling Lili’s detailed description, I ride up and down one of the escalators, note the 
number of elevators, and admire the marble walls and crystal chandeliers. This store is a cathedral to 
commerce. When my gaze switches to the customers, I am amazed at how elegant they are… as if 
most have stepped out of Woman’s World to show what the well-dressed woman wears in the 
twentieth century. Some are in fur coats and hats as the weather remains chilly.


Passing a counter holding scarves, I pick up one that is particularly colourful, note that it 
carries a Hermès label, and wonder at its price.  I would like to buy this for Frau Goldstein for being 
so generous. But I have only one guinea left from the original three, and no idea of local costs. Before 
I can query the assistant who is hovering closeby, and check whether the store takes English currency, 
on the other side of the floor, I glimpse a small woman with curly black hair. From the rear, I’m sure it 
is Adeline. What’s more, she’s moving so rapidly, I have to hurry to catch up. Without thinking, I tuck 
the scarf into my coat pocket, and head in that direction. 


To my dismay, two assistants appear behind me and seize my arms. As other customers turn 
to stare and whisper, despite my protestations that I was about to ask an assistant for the price, I’m 
frog-marched to a small office at the far end of the store to meet the floor manager.  


Inside a small office lined with shelves holding cardboard files, and a wooden desk too large 
for its surroundings, a tall iron-grey haired man wearing a monocle, a frockcoat and pin-striped-
trousers, glares at me from behind his desk. He tells me very sharply that shoplifters are usually sent 
to prison, and that he’s about to telephone the police.


 In my limited German mixed with English and French, and lots of waving of hands, I try to 
explain that taking the scarf was a mistake. ‘I never intended to steal anything,’ I try to assure him.  ‘I 
have enough money to pay for it.’ To prove my honesty, I hold out my guinea note. ‘My action was 
absent minded.’


His eyebrows shoot up. ‘What does this mean?’

I say in French, ‘I placed it in my pocket because I thought I saw a friend and I wanted to 

catch up. I didn’t realise how this would be seen.’ 

He doesn’t believe me, because I get another long speech which I barely understand, about 

how one is expected to behave in the leading Berlin department store.

Only then does he think to ask where I am from. 

‘England,’ I tell him, managing not to burst into tears. ‘I have been here only three days.’

It turns out he has visited London and is aware that the British handle shopping differently.

‘Please let me pay for this scarf,’ I plead, hoping he’ll understand.

He hums and haws, finally unbends and sends the security guards away. Tears roll down my face as I 
thank him for his generosity and promise to never again make the same mistake.
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 He says in poor French, ‘I explored London as part of my work for Wertheim.’ He sniffs 
disapprovingly. ‘I visited Harrods, Selfridges, and some of your other stores. I must admit to being 
amazed at how haphazard they are, so little security and such strange ways of handling payment.’


‘Yes,’ I murmur, using a darned hankie to clean my face. ‘I haven’t seen them. I live in 
Norfolk. That is a very long way from London,’ hoping ignorance will explain my stupidity.


He frowns. ‘Well, take my word. They are run very badly.’ He pauses to remove his monocle, 
polish it with a pristine white handkerchief and replace it over his eye.


 ‘Please allow me to buy this scarf,’ I plead.

 Apparently, this is the right response, because he sends me to the upper floor where my scarf 

is packaged and bound. I pay for it with the last of my money and receive two marks as change. 

Thoroughly chastened by how badly the day has gone, I walk all the way home where I hide 

Frau Goldstein’s present in one of my drawers. What if the family hear something about this, how will 
I ever explain my idiocy? Surely they will send me straight back to Blakeney. How would I ever 
explain how stupid I am?


But more to the point: how will I cope for half a year without any money?

Will I ever manage to stay out of trouble?



61



12. Good German cooking


That evening Herr Goldstein’s eyebrows visibly rise when I walk into the living room. 
‘Heather Rose, he cries ‘my wife is right. You look splendid. I had no idea you would come up so 
well.’ 


Pierre claps his hands. Karl’s scowl lessens. Lili cries, ‘Now she can definitely work as a 
model.’


 But I am too chastened by the day’s events to appreciate their approval. What would they say 
if they knew I had been picked up for shoplifting and nearly ended up in jail?


I am careful to thank Frau Goldstein for the hairdresser, don’t mention my embarrassment 
about not being able to tip, and ask if Rosie and Adeline are joining us for dinner.


She shakes her head. ‘Pierre must complete his dissertation, and Adeline is taking Rosie to 
her fiancée’s family. Between them, I hope they will persuade that girl to stop putting this marriage 
off. She is too involved in politics. It won’t do her one bit of good.  Could get her into trouble. What,  
as she keeps dithering around, Anton finds someone more amenable?’ 


As usual, the meal is delicious. Fish in a white wine sauce, creamy mashed potatoes and 
carrots cooked in a way neither Mother nor Madge would recognise, followed by dried fruit soaked in 
brandy. Although the Goldsteins keep a kosher kitchen, every meal is a revelation. I eat everything I 
am served and worry that I look greedy. But even after a few days, my cheeks seem fuller, and my 
chilblains no longer itch as badly.  A few more weeks of eating like this and I’ll get fat. 


When Mother became so sick, nothing Madge prepared would tempt her to taste more than a 
mouthful. But Madge’s food is dreadfully dull. Perhaps Frau Goldstein will give me permission to 
watch Lotte and Berthe cook? I would like to prepare dishes which Mother will enjoy. Though most 
of the evening’s conversation centres around the day’s activities, before we rise from the table, I 
mention this to Frau Goldstein. Her eyebrows shoot up and she glances at Herr Goldstein. When he 
shrugs and nods, she says, ‘But first let me check with Lotte. Hopefully, she won’t mind. Good 
servants are hard to find, and Lotte is our gem.’


The rest of the evening is uneventful. Lili is sent to the piano where she plays Bach’s B Minor 
Prelude and Fugue, followed by a Mozart sonata. Her performance is truly amazing. I am sure she’s 
good enough to perform in public. She accepts my praise as only natural, and asks if I can understand 
more German now. 


 ‘Thank you for asking. Yes, I think I am,’ I reply, but I mention nothing about the day’s 
misadventures. 


That night I sleep badly. I can’t believe how stupid I was to waste Mother’s precious savings. 
I must find a way to earn some money. Perhaps Adeline knows someone willing to pay for English 
lessons? 
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Whenever I think of her, which I do all the time, a thrill runs through me, and I feel as light as 
air. I have never felt like this before. Not about anyone. Back at my old school, some of the younger 
students developed crushes on the prettier senior girls and a few teachers, even sending them little 
poems illustrated with hearts and flowers. One girl even climbed into a teacher’s bed, though this was 
quickly hushed up. But no one ever had a crush on me. A far as Chillingworth College was concerned, 
I was totally uncrushable. If I ever knew anything resembling a small passion, it was only for 
Mademoiselle, though she was in her forties and far from attractive. She rather took a keen interest in 
my love of foreign tongues and did her best to encourage me. I must admit to having imaginary 
crushes on Jane Eyre and Mr Rochester. And when we studied Romeo and Juliet, I pictured meeting 
this couple and falling in love. But now I know a longing for a real person, someone flesh and blood, 
it is something I can’t explain. And a woman at that. Since stuck as Father’s unpaid housekeeper, the 
only men I ever met were those doctors who worked under him, and they were either middle aged and 
ugly. Or if younger, married. Nor were the nurses any more appealing as most were local girls who I 
had grown up with and they could be silly, gossipy, even vicious if unspoken rules were broken. 
Perhaps I could have developed a crush on Lucille, the French nurse who Wilf mentioned, but she had 
a fiancée back in Brittany and never stopped talking about him.


  Have I developed a crush on Adeline long after I should be over such childish fantasies? Am 
I developing a mad side like Bertha Rochester, Jane Eyre’s Doppelgänger, that I won’t be able to 
control?  I keep wondering what Adeline was doing in that street in the city centre, Berlin-Mitte. I 
know she is interested, even involved, with the Communists. What is she up to? I am almost sure that 
she was followed. This means that she is up to something that could spell trouble. Or is it my own 
stupid imagination that sees fear and trepidation in every normal activity?


                                                                ***


Next morning, peering into the bathroom mirror, I hold both dresses against my face. In the end I 
decide on the navy, and dab on a little lipstick though I end up smudging it rather badly and I wipe it 
off. I leave home mid-afternoon. After checking that the front door key is safely tucked into my 
handbag, I head for the address just off Friedrichstraβe which Adeline had given me. This turns out to 
be an elegant café with an interior of polished wood, chrome fittings, small round marble tables, and 
cushioned seats. The room is filled with middle-aged women and waiters in black aprons, moving 
between them.


 I am far too early. A waiter approaches me. I tell him I will be shortly joined by a friend. He 
points me to a table close to the door.

	 An hour drifts by. I’m sure Adeline has forgotten me. I can’t take up a table without ordering 
something. I get to my feet and start to walk away, only to be met by a flustered Adeline who 
apologises profusely. In French, she says, ‘I had a message to deliver and it took longer than it should 
have.’  
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She leads me back to the cafe, and we settle at the same table. She looks me over. ‘That 
haircut is splendid. Your profile reminds me of Greta Garbo.’


Though I have never seen any Garbo films, I have certainly seen photos of this actress. I burst 
out laughing. ‘Her nose is half the size of mine.’


‘Your nose shows character, you have a wonderful profile, lovely full lips and a strong chin. 
Sometimes what we regard as perfect features can make a dull face.’


I don’t know how to answer this. She is perfectly turned out in a beige coat over a pine green 
frock with matching beige hat, bag and high heels. I am soon to learn that she is very conscious of her 
height and always does her best to look taller.


A waiter hovers over us. ‘What will you drink? Coffee? English tea? Herb tea? Perhaps 
something stronger? The cakes here are delicious.’


‘Thank you.’ I shake my head. ‘Nothing to eat or drink,’

She frowns slightly and holds out her hand; her nails are clipped short and unvarnished.

 I hide my ragged cuticles under the table. 

‘Why not?’ she asks. ‘These cakes are famous throughout this city.’

 ‘I’m sure they are.’ I take a deep breath and decide on honesty. ‘But you see, I have no 

money.’

‘Nonsense,’ she says firmly. ‘This meeting was my idea. I invited you, and the bill is on me.’

‘I can’t let you do that,’ I say feebly.

 She laughs and turns to the waiter. ‘Two coffees with whipped cream and two of your 

delicious small cakes.’ She waits for the waiter to leave before saying. ‘What do you mean? Have you 
come all the way from England without money?’


I am so desperate for advice, my woes come out in a rush. I tell her how I fell into the trap of 
paying too much for lunch in Calais, getting drunk on the train, and helped a stranger smuggle 
expensive buttons over the border.  How I was unable to tip Antoine’s apprentices or pay for a bus 
fare, and ended up being forced to buy an expensive scarf.  I softly cry at my own idiocy, ‘Mother 
gave me all her savings. In a few days, I managed to lose the lot. Before I left, she gave me a number 
of instructions, and I have managed to break every single one…’ 


Adeline can’t stop laughing. 

I’m blushing furiously and so embarrassed that I knock over a glass of water.  A waiter rushes 

over to mop up the mess.

She waits for him to leave before saying, ‘I think it’s a good idea for me to lend you some 

money, so you won’t find yourself in more awkward situations.’

‘That’s all very well,’ I say tersely. ‘But how can I repay you. Do you know anyone interested 

in taking English lessons?’

She looks thoughtful. ‘I could ask our publisher to put a small advertisement in his ‘Wanted’ 

section.

This makes me nervous. ‘What would you say?’
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 ‘Merely: if anyone is interested in learning English from a native speaker, to call your 
number.’


I frown. ‘Are you sure the Goldsteins won’t mind?’ 

‘Can’t see why.’

‘But I will pay for the advertisement.’

‘Leave that to me,’ she murmurs.

‘Then I will owe you even more. What if no one is interested?’ 

The waiter brings our order. She takes a sip of coffee, breaks her pastry into small pieces, 

chews and swallows. ‘True, you will owe me,’ she says at last. ‘But I am sure I can find some way 
you can repay me.’ Her eyes twinkle. ‘I promise not to charge interest.’ A short pause before she adds, 
‘Heather, I would prefer that you don’t mention this loan to anyone else. Please promise me this?’


I do. And if I wonder at her reasons for secrecy and how someone who is only a stenographer, 
and probably earns very little, can afford to be this generous, or even dress this elegantly, I stifle my 
curiosity and quickly accept her offer. Anyway, by now I am so enchanted by her, by that charming 
voice with its slight lisp, by that infectious giggle, by those strong square hands, I don’t question how 
far this might take me. I say, ‘But only on the condition that I can find a way of returning your money 
very quickly.’


In the pause that follows, I take a bite of my own piece of pastry. It melts in my mouth. 

‘You know,’ Adeline says at last, ‘That even in Berlin which is more emancipated than 

anywhere else in the world, except possibly Paris, women are still regarded in the same way as jewels 
worn to parties. We are viewed as housekeepers, wives, mothers: the famous three K’s: Kinder, Küche 
Kirche, Children, Kitchen, Church. We are never expected to have any opinions of our own.’ She 
looks intensely at me to see how I am taking this, before adding, ‘Even though this is 1928, women 
have no rights to realise their own ambitions and dreams. One of the reasons why I have become a 
communist is that they believe both genders should be treated equally when it comes to working 
conditions and pay.’ 


Close by, two elderly ladies noisily greet each other. Others brush past as they leave. Out on 
the street, a man in a dark hat pulled low, is leaning against a wall smoking a cigarette. Is it my 
imagination or is he watching us?


I forget to look for him again as I am totally absorbed by Adeline. She asks me to tell her 
about my life back in Norfolk.


 At first my tongue feels thick in my mouth, but under her encouraging gaze I loosen up and 
talk about my mother and how badly I felt leaving her. Her interest does not waver and I describe my 
father, how the war changed what was once a kind, thoughtful man who loved his wife and child, into 
someone angry and impoverished in every possible way. I say, ‘Now Mother is so sick, he’s forced to 
rely on Madge and myself to keep house.’ I give a wry grimace. ‘But you see I’m hopeless in every 
area where women are supposed to excel.’ 
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She confirms my observations: ‘On both sides of the war,’ she tells me, ‘so many men came 
home different people. My own father and older brother died in Belgium and my mother has never 
recovered from losing them.’


‘How does your mother manage without a breadwinner?’

 Her glance slides away. ‘Our family has ways and means.’ She quickly changes the subject. 

‘Do you have brothers and sisters?’

 I shake my head and grimace. ‘There was a baby, a boy, but he only lived six months.’

‘Then you are much like myself,’ she admits. ‘I find this very lonely and the responsibility 

can be overwhelming. What about your grandparents?’

‘ All four died when I was quite small.’

‘That’s sad,’ she says softly. ‘But is Blakeney really this dreary? Isn’t there something you 

enjoy?’

‘Only walks on the marshlands with Deedee, my dog. Caring for our hens,’ I ruefully admit. 

‘I’m fortunate to have Wilf and Bert who live in the sanatorium. I don’t know what I’d do without 
them.’ 


‘They’re your only friends?’

‘More like loving uncles. I have known them for twelve years, ever since they first went 

there.’

‘Why are they still there? I thought most of the injured were sent home.’

‘They suffered such terrible facial and head injuries they would never be accepted. Wilf lost 

half his face and both legs. Bert is stone deaf and partially blind. He was very badly burnt.’

She forks crumbs around her plate. ‘Is there no man who interests you?’

I shake my head.

We continue drinking and eating, I think of all the things I would like to know about her but 

find myself ridiculously tongue-tied.  Besides, I don’t want to seem inquisitive. Eventually she says, 
‘You say your village is beside vast marshlands.  I have never visited such a place. Can you describe it 
for me?’


I picture those areas that most please me. ‘If I stand on the sea wall, I see miles of salt marsh 
and sea lavender. In summer it is pink and purple, but in winter it turns red, gold and brown. It’s very 
beautiful. But the sea is extraordinary, never the same colours twice in a row and full of tension and 
excitement.’


‘You mention birds. Many nest in our gardens, but perhaps yours are different.’

 ‘Yes, I think they might be because they are mostly waterbirds. Wilf and Bert are keen 

twitchers…’ I pause to explain this word though, as far as I know, there is no equivalent in French. 
‘They have recorded hundreds of species such as the redshanks and curlews that feed in the mudflats. 
If I could take you there at sunset, you would see the sky turn orange with wonderful emerald and 
gold flashes.’


Those generous lips curve into a smile. ‘I can almost visualise it. You are quite a poet.’
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I feel myself blush, and search for a way to find out more about her and her fiancée, but don’t 
know how to do this without seeming intrusive.  Better start with something less intimate. ‘I know 
you are interested in politics. Tell me about that.’

	 She says earnestly, ‘You must understand what losing the war meant to our country. ‘Because 
we were left with such enormous sums to repay, and our people taxed so heavily, many small firms 
went bankrupt and left people out of work. Only the very wealthy survived.’

	  I blink a little. ‘You mean people like the Goldsteins?’

	 ‘No.’ Those dark curls frizz around her head. ‘Herr Goldstein has earned his money quite 
honestly with a company that depends on hard work, good judgement and skill.  But others are not as 
honest. The trouble is,’ she muses, ‘that with all the anti-Semitism in this country, well-off Jews are 
often viewed as gangsters, even if this is far from the truth. Herr Goldstein’s warehouse employs a 
large staff and he pays them well. I can’t say the same for other firms.’   

	 ‘So how can Communism help those unfortunates?’

	  ‘We believe that this is a new way of organizing society, where major industries are owned 
and controlled by the government rather than by individuals and companies. In Berlin these ideas are 
followed by the Leninists and another group who call themselves Spartarkists, though I don’t think 
there’s much difference between them apart from their leaders. To understand this better, you need to 
look at paintings by George Grosz and Otto Dix. Their caricatures portray what they call Berlin’s 
‘New Objectivity’ which contrasts starving workers with fat, rich business people.’

	 ‘Have you seen their work?’

	 ‘Yes. Three years ago, at an exhibition in Mannheim. What I saw influenced me strongly. 
Another person I respect is the writer and director Berthold Brecht. He has similar ideas. Perhaps you 
would like to see his latest play, The Threepenny Opera? Kurt Weill wrote the music and his wife, 
Lotte Lenya, plays the main role. It promises to be exciting.’

	  ‘I would certainly enjoy that.’ 

	 ‘Good. Perhaps you will understand enough German to follow the story.’

	 She glances at a silver wristwatch, gives a little start, and summons the waiter. The bill paid 
we walk onto the street. She pulls a bundle of notes out of her bag and hands them to me. ‘That 
should be enough to tide you over.’ Before I have time to count how much she has given me, she adds, 
‘I’ll book tickets for Brecht.’ We shake hands and she promises to contact me very soon. 


Out on the street men pause to watch her as she heads towards the underground station. She is 
really very attractive. As I set off in the opposite direction, I wonder what she intended to ask as 
repayment for that loan. Just before I turn the corner, I see that man in the dark hat who was watching 
us, approach her. I pause long enough to see her stop and talk to him.


Not wanting to snoop, I hurry on. But I’m suddenly uneasy. Was that man her fiancé? If so, 
why not introduce us? 


Then I remember the notes she gave me. I find a small alcove protected from the wind and 
count them. Four hundred marks. It is more than enough to keep me going.  But how will I ever repay 
her?
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                      ***


I take my time walking home as it is too early for dinner. Halfway, I come across a building I 
had passed before, with a sign saying: Kaisergalerie. This time a woman with a round friendly face in 
a shabby brown coat and hat is handing out pamphlets. 


In my halting German, I ask her what this building is? She seems happy to explain that inside 
is a concert hall, several restaurants, a hotel, offices, and more. She hands me a pamphlet saying ‘You 
should inspect the Panoptikum. Only two marks for admission.’


I ask in my halting German, ‘What exactly is the Panoptikum?’ 

             Her smile displays jutting teeth. ‘It is a Museum of Rarities. You will see technical objects 
attached to body parts, and medical equipment from the past. There’s nothing quite like it elsewhere.’ 


I’m interested enough to walk into the building and head for this museum. At the door I hand 
my money to a woman - I know this must be a woman as she has large breasts, but what makes me 
look twice is that she has a thick black beard that looks wholly natural. She hands me a slip of paper, 
and I enter a world of doll-like mechanical monsters where wax figures are joined to strange metal 
and wood extensions, and there are metal contraptions that might have some medical use. No 
description. No explanation. It is as if I am in a world where anything is possible and the usual rules 
can be ignored. A sign tells me that I’m allowed to handle whatever I see and try to guess how the 
object might be used. 

	 As I slowly wander around, I notice a man in a charcoal coloured coat and a beige hat 
examining the same objects. Is this the same one I saw outside the café talking to Adeline? If so, is he 
following me?

	 I pretend to examine a body carved from wood attached to spiky objects instead of a head and 
wait to see what will happen.  


Sure enough, he approaches me, doffs his hat, holds out his hand saying, ‘Bitte, Fräulein,’ he 
says. ‘I hope you don’t mind me speaking to you without being formally introduced.’ 


I am curious enough to shake his hand and point to the exhibits. ‘All this is very odd.’

‘Yes, very odd indeed. ‘Please allow me to introduce myself.’ He gives a little bow, and says, 

‘Joseph Kaminski. I guess that you are English. Do you live here?’ 

‘Yes,’ I reply in my halting German. ‘But only for a few months. I’m here to learn German.’

He frowns. ‘Do you speak another language? Perhaps French?’

I nod. ‘French, yes.’

‘In that case,’ he replies in that language, ‘Perhaps you will allow me to offer you a drink 

after we explore this museum. There is a bar just around the corner. You can practice your German on 
me.’


I stare at him doubtfully. I guess him to be ten years older than myself, with darkish hair, 
quite good looking, but with such ordinary features that it strikes me, apart from his charcoal coat and 
beige hat and a slight tic in his right cheek, I might have trouble recognising him again. But why does 
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he want to make my acquaintance? Can it be anything to do with the man I saw watching and 
speaking to Adeline? Frankly, I don’t trust this stranger.


However a clock on the wall tells me I have two hours before the evening meal. Curious, I tell 
him my first name, agree to being bought a drink, and he escorts me to the bar. Remembering 
Mother’s advice about avoiding strange men, I smile to myself. I appear to be breaking every 
instruction she ever gave me.


We settle at a table close to the door. He says in German, ‘What will you drink? Perhaps a 
cocktail?’ He repeats all this in French in case I don’t understand.


I shake my head. After my Paris debacle, I’m wary of mixing strangers and alcohol. Instead,  
I test my German. ’Eine Tasse Kaffee, danke.’ 


He goes to the bar to order and returns with two cups.  This café is mostly filled with 
working- class men holding large beer tankards. The lighting is dark, the air smoky. Seated at the 
counter are two women in such tight-fitting low-cut frocks, I suspect they could be street women.


My new acquaintance asks obvious questions in slow careful German, such as where I live in 
England and where I am staying in Berlin. I answer him as well as I can. In a long silence, he dunks a 
loaf sugar into his coffee, and we watch brown liquid seep in. Eventually he says in French, ‘In a way 
we are both foreigners. I am originally from Hamburg and before that, my family came from Odessa.’

	 ‘Does that mean you speak Russian?’

	 ‘Only a little,’ he says with a smile. ‘Which language would you like to study?’

	 ‘I am here to learn German,’ I remind him. ‘If you continue to speak very slowly, I can follow 
you, though I certainly will have trouble answering.’

	 He nods approvingly. I’m left feeling I have passed some unknown test. He says, ‘Without 
some understanding, it is difficult to function in this city.’

	 If I wonder at this, he says very slowly in German, ‘Fräulein Armitage… please don’t worry 
that I mean you any harm. I had wandered into the museum to fill an empty hour. You are so attractive 
and so obviously alone, I decided to make your acquaintance.’

	 I merely nod. How come he knows my surname? I certainly didn’t mention it. I must show 
my confusion because he quickly reassures me, saying. ‘Your name is written on your handbag.’ His 
face lightens into a boyish grin. He says, ‘You see how observant I am.’ 

	 I laugh and ask, ‘What do you do?’ 


‘I work as a designer for a small clothing firm,’ he tells me. ‘The work is arduous, but I rarely 
make mistakes that result in wasted material. I am in a privileged position, far more than many of my 
friends.’

	 I decide to take the bull by the horns. ‘Do you know Adeline Cohen? Is she one of your 
friends?’

	 ‘Yes,’ he says, surprised. ‘How come you also know her? We share a mutual interest in 
politics.’ He shakes his head and reverts to French. ‘Sometimes I think Berlin is no more than a 
village.’

	 ‘Does that mean you are both communists?’
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	 He plays with his coffee spoon. ‘Fräulein Armitage, sometimes it is best not to ask questions 
of any political nature. If you mark yourself as belonging to any particular party, it can be totally 
misinterpreted and lead to all sorts of misfortune. But rest assured that I have no affiliations with the 
Spartakists, Leninists, and certainly not with the Fascists. Also, I am not an Anarchist. By the way,’ 
his smile displays a missing side tooth, ‘do you know the Anarchist slogan?’

	 I shake my head.

	 ‘Lover of life. Lover of humanity. Hater of injustice. Hater of privilege.’

	 I consider this slogan. ‘What’s wrong with those? Don’t we all want these things?’

	 I get a wry ‘How unrealistic can you be?’

	 I have to agree. ‘Are there really so many different political views?’

	 He nods. ‘And none of these parties like each other. So you see why it’s best not to mention 
that you belong to any one party as it can get you into trouble with several others.’


At the bar one of the street women has found a client and the couple brush past us on their 
way to the door. The other woman looks thoroughly cross, though she finally decides to smile and call 
to another cluster of men. 


Remembering the time, and without waiting to see if that woman has any success, I pick up 
my handbag, thank Joseph for the coffee and get to my feet. He seems surprised at my haste. ‘Perhaps 
we will meet again?’


‘Perhaps,’ I say, though I’m not really interested. Though I like him, there is something about 
him that makes me uneasy. Perhaps it is the facial tic that reminds me too much of the delivery boy 
back home, the one I had to fight off.


He frowns slightly. ‘How will I know where to find you?’

‘Adeline knows where I am staying.’ I thank him for the coffee and leave. There is something 

here I can’t explain. Why did he approach me? What use might he have for me? What can this be all 
about? Is it something to do with Adeline? 
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       PART 4


13.  More About the Family


This morning at breakfast, just before Karl leaves for the Gymnasium, he hands me a book 
with the title: Deutsche Grammatik. ‘This might be useful,’ he says first in German and then in 
French. ‘I found it in our library.’ If I’m wondering why his school has a book on German grammar, 
he adds, ‘It was left a few years ago by an American student.’

	 Trying not to stare at his whiteheads and scarlet pimples which are truly bad today, dreadfully 
inflamed, I thank him profusely, probably more than necessary, as he rarely speaks to me. Until now, I 
was sure he despised this poor cousin who took up too much of his family’s energy and time. I suspect 
he might have something to do with one of the political parties that proliferate in Berlin, as I have 
noticed that he brings home newspapers with a definite leftist bent. Not that he ever talks politics to 
me. Perhaps he thinks that as an Englishwomen and a foreigner, that I wouldn’t be interested.

	 The other members of the family are far friendlier. Herr Goldstein is always jovial, genuinely 
concerned that I should feel at home. His only demand is that no one should be late for dinner. 
Everything else he leaves to his wife who runs the house with an firm hand. She watches my activities 
with obvious warmth, only stopping every so often to explain some fine point of German grammar or 
local behaviour. Pierre and Rosie are unfailingly cousinly and include me in many of their outings. 
Even Lotte treats me as part of the family.


Freddy follows me everywhere. He loves having his tummy and ears tickled and almost 
makes up for Deedee. I tell him about her and I’m sure he understands, because his gaze under his old 
man’s eyebrows remain fixed on me.  


Lili seems fascinated by this foreigner and when not at school, completing homework, or at 
her daily two-hour practice, she quizzes me about Blakeney and fills me in on anything that happened 
to her that day. I hear a great deal about her girlfriends and teachers, those she likes and those that are 
mean. It seems that there is little difference in the way English and German schoolgirls behave. If I 
ask Lili where she sits in the popularity scale, her usual answer is mittelmäßig, somewhere in the 
middle, and gives a dismissive wave. I don’t query her too closely. Twice a week a wraith wrapped in 
so many coats and shawls it is hard to see where the woman starts and ends, comes to the apartment to 
give Lili piano lessons. It is hard to believe that she was once a famous concert pianist. Before she 
leaves, under instruction from Frau Goldstein, Lotte always gives her packets of food to take home.


Rosie loves to regale me with stories about her more difficult milliner clients and the 
dominating, unpleasant man who runs the business. If I ask her why she stays with him, she says he’s 
the best in Berlin and that’s no mean feat. ‘Besides,’ she insists, ‘I am learning a lot.’ 

 ‘Heather Rose,’ she adds when my face shows some doubt. ‘When Pierre finishes his degree and we 
are married, I intend one day, with his help, to set up my own boutique.’ 
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She likes to describe the latest fashion trends flowing through Berlin, though often vetoing 
them as inelegant, or as she puts it: geschmacklos, tasteless. Appalled at my lack of ‘making the most 
of myself’ she shows me how to apply the right lipstick, mascara and powder. 


She and Pierre are devoted to each other. They never stop squabbling, only they do it so 
delightfully that it is all in fun. Pierre loves to tease Rosie and she rises to his bait every time. They 
tell me they will be married next year but only after Pierre has found employment as an architect 
where he intends to advance the Bauhaus ideology of no clutter. ‘And Heather Rose,’ Rosie insists. 
‘We expect you to come to the wedding. You will be our favourite guest.’  All in all, I no longer feel 
like Gulliver tethered by the petty Lilliputian conventions I am forced to follow at home. These days 
I’m rarely moony, probably because there is so much to experience and enjoy and daydreaming 
wastes time and opportunity.


Most of the family interactions take place in the afternoon and at night. Meanwhile I spend 
my days taking Freddy on his twice daily walks, listening carefully to whoever speaks to me and 
trying to follow the German language’s twists and turns.  I’m familiar with ‘How are you’ phrases, 
such as the formal address: Woher kommen Sie? Where do you come from? And the informal version:  
Woher kommst du? But there is so much more and I despair that I can ever be fluent in only six 
months.


Only in bed do my daydreams come to a head. I imagine that I am meeting Adeline and that 
we are running away to some unknown town where we can be together without anyone questioning or 
interfering with our relationship. I picture us setting up house, listening to music on a gramophone, 
reading the same books and discussing politics and ideas. Perhaps we even share a bed.  I don’t dare 
go further than that. These dreams lull me into a gentle slumber, which unfortunately is often broken 
by nightmares of being back at boarding school and horridly bullied. Or I’m in Blakeney where I’m 
tackling a mound of laundry that will be impossible to get through and Father’s subsequent fury.  Or 
being chased by the monsters, gremlins, witches and troglodytes I read about when I was young. It’s 
as if my dreams are warning me about some as yet unknown danger. Inevitably, I wake in a cold 
sweat.


Halfway through one morning a week later the post delivers two letters. Mother writes: 

Darling Heather Rose.

I do enjoy your letters, but I wish they were longer. I would like to know more about the 

Goldstein household. You tell me that there are two live-in servants and a laundry woman that comes 
to their house several times a week. What luxury! I hope this doesn’t mean that you are giving them 
work and not offering help. 


We now have Cath to aid Madge with some of the heavier chores. You may remember Cath. 
She’s twelve and sits in the back of the church with her nine brothers and sisters. An obliging lass, she 
fetches and carries without argument. Father hasn’t complained, at least not so far.


 I feel a little stronger and my cough seems to be lessening. Otherwise, Father is busy at the 
sanatorium with a big outbreak of a similar cold he suffered when you left home.  All Deedee does is 
sleep, whine and mope around the house. You should never have let her become so dependent …
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There’s more in the same vein. If I were to envy anyone, I truly envy the Goldsteins. Their 
children, even the older ones like Pierre, are never made to think that they can do better. Or that their 
efforts, no matter how hard they try, will never be good enough. 


A relief to open Wilf’s letter. He writes,

Dear Heather Rose,

We hope that you are becoming conversant with German as well as enjoying yourself. First 

time away from home into the adult world can be both exhilarating and terrifying.

All we can report is that Bert glimpsed a bird we had trouble identifying in any book or 

catalogue. Does this mean a species unfamiliar to this area because the weather stays so cold? 
Morning puddles are still covered in ice. At night because of heavy clouds that never lift, we must pile 
even more blankets over ourselves to stay warm. Unfortunately, that bird flew over us so quickly we 
didn’t have time to study it. All we saw was that it had a long neck and grey feathers. I thought it was 
a crane, but Bert thinks it was a Grey Crested Grebe. 


Yesterday, the weather being more clement, Bert pushed me to the shore so we could  watch 
the seals. We have to assume there are plenty of fish as the animals are well fed and lazy. We wish you 
were with us. Today the ocean contained so many colours. Silver at dawn, green at noon, blue in the 
evening. Bert insists that the sea at dusk is closer to the shade of an old coin. It leads to interesting 
arguments.


We look forward to all your letters, so please keep writing. Are you keeping up with your 
diary?


Your loving friends 

Wilf and Bert

I smile to myself. My letters to Bert and Wild carry far more detail than what I say to Mother, 

but nothing about my innermost emotions. I remind myself to be grateful that I am warm, snug, fed 
very well, and treated like loving friend . It’s only in my diary that I can confide my feelings for 
Adeline in a futile attempt to explain them to myself. It doesn’t matter how often I write myself notes, 
such as Stop thinking about her, and Stop worrying over when you will next meet, and Do start to be 
sensible.  Stop this ridiculous daydreaming. No matter how often I scold myself, it makes no 
difference whatsoever.


I wait until after the midday meal to approach Lotte. I find her in the kitchen and ask if I can 
watch her cook. She seems surprised at my request. Using gestures and my very limited German, I try 
to explain that I would like to use her recipes to tempt my sick mother’s appetite. I hold up my pencil 
and pad. She points to a chair and tells me to sit there to watch and record, probably a safe position as 
she has yet to learn how clumsy I am. 


Today, she is roasting a chicken. I watch her clean the carcass by dipping it in a pot of boiling 
water and plucking any small feathers left behind. In a bowl, she places breadcrumbs, chopped prunes 
softened in hot water, grated apple, salt and pepper, mixes it all together, oils the skin inside and out, 
stuffs the bird and places it on a rack.
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	 When she starts to peel a small sack of potatoes, I offer to help. She hands me a small sharp 
knife and a large white apron which reminds me of Mother’s comment that I hadn’t packed one. What 
would she say if she saw me taking cooking lessons?  Perhaps this might please her? Nothing else 
does.


The peeled potatoes are par boiled and placed in a tray under the chicken to be flavoured by 
the bird’s drips. I join Berthe to husk a kilo of peas and watch Lotte prepare a honey and chocolate 
cake using oil instead of butter. The kosher rule of separating meat and milk is never broken. 


I make careful notes. More difficult to ignore is the endless bickering between Lotte and 
Berthe. It reminds me too much of those miserable years at Chillingworth and the permanent smell of 
chalk, ink, sweaty girls and stale menstrual rags. The boarders never stopped squabbling. They 
quarrelled about everything; the limits of their private space; whose turn it was to use the bathroom; 
who owned an unclaimed piece of underwear; who was a popular girl’s best friend; who received 
better grades; who cheated; who stole; who was today’s favourite; who was being picked on; who 
played a better game of basketball, hockey, tennis or cricket.  


Anything and everything could be argued and struggled about. Coward that I am, I did my 
best to stay out of nasty Maisie Cunningham and her witchy coven’s way. But what if I had fought 
back as viciously? What if I hadn’t allowed them to bully me? Would they have then left me alone? 
Perhaps they might have even begun to accept me? Not that I shared their interests as these revolved 
around popularity, one way or another, and the hope of finding a suitable husband once they came into 
society.


I feel sorry for Berthe. Admittedly, Lotte is extremely efficient, but she hardly gives the poor 
girl credit for trying to keep up. By late afternoon Berthe is a puddle of tears. I feel sorry for the girl 
and long to interfere. But I keep my thoughts to myself, thank Lotte for allowing me to watch and ask 
if I can return the following afternoon. She says something that I interpret as ‘I suppose so,’ and I 
leave them to continue preparing the evening meal and return to my room to change for dinner.


It is almost overwhelming to live in a house so warm and cosy, or gemütlich in German.  So 
well run. A place where I am not expected to do anything but be polite and thank Lotte for any extra 
help or advice I am given– which is usually some Goldstein habit I mustn’t interrupt. Though I find 
her Berlin dialect hard to follow, we manage with gestures and the occasional smile. I think Lotte 
must be somewhere in her mid-thirties. If she came from a different class, she would be considered 
attractive. She has clear blue eyes, pink cheeks from standing over a hot stove, fine straight, fair hair 
which she wears in a shingle, and she has a neat figure, probably due to managing all this housework. 
Though Berthe is already thirteen, she still has a straight up and down shape, a constantly runny nose 
and a downcast manner. I suspect she was badly bullied even before she came here. But after a few 
days of sitting in the kitchen watching the women cook, Lotte no longer scowls at me, and is less 
angry with Berthe. Perhaps this much unkindness embarrasses even her. 


Living in this comfortable environment, am I being spoilt? The idea of returning to an icy 
house with a long list of housework to get through, is hateful. I wish I could stay here forever. Not 
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that this isn’t a silly dream.  But it is the first time I have ever been in a place which truly feels like 
my home.


                       ***


Tonight, Pierre has bought three tickets for the Apollo Theatre. I offer to pay for mine, but 
he’s won’t hear of it. We are to be joined by Adeline and Anton Levi, her fiancé. I am looking forward 
to meeting him. Can he be good enough for her? When I think of her marrying anyone, even Prince 
Charming, my heart aches unbearably. I’m sure that when she has a husband, a house to run, and 
babies, that she will no longer have time for me. I wish I could get over this crush, as it is starting to 
interfere with my real reason for being here. I keep reminding myself that I am here to learn German, 
not to fall in love with a woman.


Dinner over, we set off for the theatre on foot, Rosie elegant in a bronze sleeveless frock with 
ornate embroidery on the bodice, a gold circlet on her hair, and a matching fur stole. When I admire 
her outfit, she whispers. ‘The stole is lapin. Pure rabbit.’


Adeline and Anton are waiting for us in the foyer.  Adeline is perfectly turned out in a dark 
blue silk dress and fringed shawl. A diamante headband holds her curls in place.  She gives a small 
giggle when she catches sight of me and greets me warmly. She always makes me feel that we have 
known each other forever.  Pierre introduces ‘My favourite English cousin’ to Anton, and turns to me 
to say, ‘Now you see how we have totally adopted you.’


Anton shakes my hand, saying, ‘I have been looking forward to this. Adeline never stops 
talking about you.’ 


He is almost handsome, though with a long thin nose, sharp cheekbones, a prominent chin, 
and the rigid stance of an army officer. Tall and slim with light brown hair a similar colour to mine 
parted on one side, he doesn’t seem like a man who will easily accept rejection. He is certainly 
territorial when it comes to Adeline; holding her shawl as she gets settled; checking that she can see 
the stage, and between all this, giving her quick hugs. I watch her reactions. Accepting his solicitude 
and caresses as normal, as something she expects, she chatters to Pierre and Rosie about some of the 
people in the audience she recognises, and how she has been looking forward to seeing this musical.

	  Soon every seat is taken. People even stand at the back of the auditorium. Adeline says softly, 
‘Standing room for our working class is a lot cheaper than buying a seat, but not cheap enough for 
everyone who might like to be here. It’s so unfair. If we had a proper communist government, they 
would support our theatres and concerts, so everyone could afford a ticket.’

	 This musical is intended to display the best of Berlin. Shortly, the curtain rises on a statue of 
Neptune standing outside the royal palace. This statue comes to life, sings, then is joined by other 
actors to go on a tour of the city. Though I don’t understand most of the dialogue, it doesn’t matter as 
there is hardly any plot. However, I enjoy the music, the dancing, and the settings are spectacular. The 
costumes even more so, though they are quite miniscule. I could never have imagined such an open 
display of nudity, though I gather this is popular in nightclubs. In a scene meant to involve early 
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Germanic gods, only the performers’ private parts remain covered. If I ever wondered what people 
look like stripped of all clothing, this is certainly the place to find out.

	 By the time the performance is over, it is well after eleven. Anton is a partner in his father’s 
legal firm and must be home by midnight. Too late for him and Adeline to join us for supper.  After 
agreeing how much we loved the show, and Adeline taking me aside to ask if I was free to meet her 
the following Sunday afternoon, the couple leave. 

	 I watch them head towards the front doors before they disappear into the night.


We also slowly set off for home.  ‘Rosie,’ I ask. ‘When are they to be married?’

	 She gives a slight shrug. ‘If Anton has his way, it would be tomorrow. But Adeline wants to 
be totally sure before she finally commits herself.’


By now I’m so tired, my head so full of what I’ve just seen, it takes me a second too long to 
realise that we’re heading straight into a brawl. 


Just ahead, about ten or eleven men are bearing down on each other. One lot right in front 
carries a banner bearing a hammer and sickle and a sign saying ‘Leninists’. The other group carries a 
flag with a curious four-armed symbol I’m told is a swastika. These are the National Socialists and 
they hold a banner with the words JUDEN RAUS! 


They’re about to battle it out.

Thankfully, Pierre and Rosie grab me by both arms and drag me into the safety of a courtyard 

where we cower behind a thick wall. 

 I peer through a crack.  Some men use hammers, spanners and sticks as weapons. Others rely 

on their fists. Time seems to speed up. There are shouts and cries. Some men are hurt. Blood pours 
from their heads. I suspect one or two have broken bones. 


Pierre gestures for us to be quiet. If either side realises there are witnesses, I’m sure they will 
turn on us and we will suffer.  I sink to the ground, cover my ears, and wait for it to end. Hearts 
fluttering, trying to be as still as possible, our breath coming out in short sharp gasps, we wait until 
pounding feet hint both sides are leaving, and the ruckus finally subsides. 


Pierre knows to be cautious. Only after he goes out to check the street and returns saying, ‘No 
one’s there…’ do Rosie and I emerge from behind the wall. The only signs of battle are blood-stained 
cobblestones. 


 Rosie says, ‘Suppose we’ll never know which lot came off worst, the communists or the 
fascists. Right now, the communists are more powerful. The fascists really resent this.’


 ‘I’ll bet it was started by one of Hitler’s protégés,’ Pierre mutters. ‘He never goes out 
himself, only sends his henchmen to do his dirty work.’


‘Who is Hitler?’ I ask.

Pierre’s usual grin turns sardonic. ‘Why, the Jew’s best friend. Adolf Hitler, a good Aryan 

gentleman.’

‘Should we be frightened of him?’

‘Not really. I think he’s totally mad.’
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Rosie shakes her head. ‘Adeline tells me that he has written a book claiming Germany’s 
problems are due to Communists, sexual perverts and the mentally and physically disabled. But he 
claims most of our problems are due to Jewish capitalists and conspiracies.’


‘Berlin is chock full of idiots,’ Pierre scoffs. ‘If we took any one of them too seriously, we 
wouldn’t dare leave home.’


Rosie still looks doubtful.

	 That night I dream and wake, then dream again. Sometimes I am back in Blakeney and life is 
drearier than ever. Other dreams are full of Adeline, I hear her laugh and her slight lisp and know a 
longing for something I can’t explain. A relevant German word I later learn is Sehnsucht or heartsick 
though the English equivalent is usually given as longing. Whatever I am experiencing seems close to 
that. I’m not even sure what women do to each other. And there is no one I can ask. Does this mean I 
am mad? Sick? Worse still, a deviant? How can I be dreaming of a woman who only views me as a 
recent friend and is kind enough to be warm and considerate?


In one dream she is marrying Anton. In another, I am calling out to her.  Though she reaches 
for me, I trip and fall into a crevasse which continues into the bowls of the earth. Other dreams are 
filled with devils, troglodytes and gremlins that grimace menacingly around me.


Then I wake with a start and it turns out to be morning.  I stagger blearily into the bathroom 
where the mirror reflects eyes surrounded by pools of murky water. 


What are my dreams trying to tell me? I wish I knew.
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13. Meeting People

Sunday morning, Berthe taps on my door to tell me I’m wanted on the phone. 


	 My heart gives a giant hiccup. In Blakeney all calls came for Father. What if he is calling to 
tell me Mother’s health is worse?


The phone sits in the hall on a side table. I pick up the Bakelite receiver so different from the 
bronze wall phone back home, and a voice says, ‘Heather Rose? Did you remember this afternoon’s 
appointment?’


‘Adeline, it’s you.’ I give a sigh of relief. ‘I haven’t forgotten. Where should we meet?’

There’s a slight pause. ‘How about outside the café where we met last time? I’ll be there at 

two.’

The rest of the morning passes slowly. I spend it watching Lotte prepare a chicken pate, a slab 

of brisket, a lemon mousse, and continue keeping notes. I will have trouble finding these ingredients. I 
doubt Father will allow me anywhere near his brandy decanter.


 Today two of Herr Goldstein’s business friends and their wives are lunching here. Rather 
than sit through a meal where I will understand very little, I ask Frau Goldstein if she minds me being 
absent. If she seems surprised, she doesn’t argue.  At the last minute I mention that I’m happy to teach 
English to anyone who might interested. 


I’m not sure she heard, but she gave a brief nod, so I suppose she did.

I’m outside that café far too early. For once Adeline is on time.  Tucking her arm into mine, 

she says, ‘I’m taking you to where some of my friends gather. I think you will learn a great deal 
listening to their views.’


It’s wonderful to have her so close. ‘You hope to improve my German and my politics?’ 

‘Yes,’ she says with a smile. ‘Both at the same time.’

She leads me to the local train station, and we board a carriage crowded with picnickers 

carrying blankets and baskets filled with drinks and food. We get off two stops later at Savignyplatz 
and walk a few blocks until we come to a café almost hidden behind other buildings.


Inside the air is filled with so much smoke and noise and people, I pause in mid step. Adeline 
ignores my hesitation and leads me to where a woman and two young men are seated around a small 
table.  I give a slight start. One of the men is Joseph Kaminski. He stands up to shake my hand saying, 
‘Heather and I have met already.’ 


If Adeline is surprised, she doesn’t show it. She gives us her delightful smile, murmurs, 
‘Small world,’ and introduces me to the others.


 ‘Welcome to Berlin, Heather,’ a dark-haired man called Dickie with a round face and round 
thick black-rimmed spectacles says in English. ‘Adeline tells us that you are here to learn German, so 
we will try to speak slowly to help you understand.’


Not that the others take too much notice. I slide in beside Adeline and listen. All conversation 
is in German. As they chatter, I pick up a few sentences and ideas, but mostly I am fascinated by how 
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free they are between themselves…as if so many of those ingrained rules about how people should 
interact which we emphasise in England, can be ignored. 


I do make out that most talk is about the economic revival Berlin is experiencing but that not 
all benefit from it. Dickie says, ‘At least we now have a law that says that every child must be 
educated. This means that we have come a long way.’


‘But not far enough,’ says the woman. Her bright orange lipstick matches her fingernails and 
hat and to me this seems the height of elegance. ‘The middle class are now suffering. Their living 
standards have gone down. Some workers earn almost as much if not more than their bosses.’


‘Never underestimate the importance of the middle class,’ says Joseph. Today his tic is very 
pronounced. ‘It was the French middle class who decapitated King Louis and Marie Antoinette.’


‘Not enough cake?’

 Everyone laughs.

‘All very well to joke, but what we need are higher wages and better conditions,’ says the 

woman in the orange hat. With some amusement I note she’s called Marie, just like that unfortunate 
queen. Much of the conversation, I gather, is the need for revolution. ‘But not a slow one like the 
socialists want,’ insists Dickie in the black- rimmed spectacles. ‘We have to make our intentions clear, 
allow people to adjust to a different way of thinking and behaving.’


Marie says, ‘I agree. Willi Münzenberg says that is the only way we change things for the 
better.’


I whisper to Adeline, ‘Isn’t this man your boss?’

She smiles and nods. ‘Even though Willi is very wealthy, he was the first head of the Young 

Communist International in 1919, and the International Workers Relief in ‘21. He has our people’s 
well-being at heart.’

	  Now the others chip in. ‘What we need is more housing.’

	 ‘And lots more jobs.’

	 ‘A big change of government.’

	 ‘Fortunately, we are more powerful than the Leninists. Or the Spartakists.’

	 ‘They lost out completely in twenty-two.’

	 ‘What about the Fascists?’


 This receives an ironic laugh.

	 Dickie says emphatically. ‘Perhaps we should involve the Zionists in our movement. Right 
now, they view themselves as pure socialists, but perhaps they will see this is as a quicker way of 
establishing a Jewish state. You should read what Theodor Herzl has to say.’

	 I forget my usual shyness to ask Dickie to explain this.

	 He removes his black-rimmed spectacles, polishes them with a large hankie, peers at me 
owlishly, and slowly replaces them before saying in French, ‘In Herzl’s book The Jewish State, he 
proposes a modern solution. He believes that any attempt at assimilating Jews into European society 
will never work, as each country decides who is native and who isn’t. He feels that it doesn’t matter 
how emancipated we become and try to belong to Europe, Europe doesn’t want us.’
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	 So far Joseph hasn’t contributed to the discussion. Now he speaks up. ‘What Herzl wants is 
pipe dreams.’ He blows a smoke ring to emphasize his point. ‘What should happen instead?’

	 Dickie regards him gravely before saying, ‘Herzl calls for an organized transfer of Jewish 
communities to create a new state outside Europe.’


‘Where is this to happen?’ Marie dryly asks.

Dickie says, ‘I’m quoting Herzl who says, ‘We shall take what is given us, and what is 

selected by public opinion. There’s a proposal to occupy Argentina or the north west of Australia.’

‘Sounds tricky,’ someone interjects. 

‘Where is Australia?’

Dickie frowns. ‘What did they teach you at school? It’s a large island in the south populated 

by naked hunters and gatherers.’ 

‘No white people?’

‘Yes, but they’re all British.  I can’t think of any country less likely to welcome us.’

‘Most Jews try to emigrate to America, but you have to get into their quota.’ 

‘New Zealand might take us.’

‘Never heard of it,’ Marie scoffs.


	 ‘Check your atlas next time you have a free moment.’ Joseph’s tone is snide. I gather he 
doesn’t much like Marie.


Dickie breaks up a potential quarrel by saying, ‘Some believe we should return to Palestine 
where we came from originally.’

	 This was greeted by raucous laughter. Adeline says, ‘You want us to sail to a hot country to 
live in tents beside Arabs who hate us?’


If Dickie was supposed to laugh, he takes this seriously.  ‘Some Jews have already set up 
kibbutzim based on agriculture. Nuclear families no longer exist as they want women to have equal 
say. Children are cared for by everyone. Kibbutz Degania was the first to be established in 1910 and 
set up as a combination of socialism and Zionism…’


‘Yes, Dickie,’ Adeline breaks in impatiently.  ‘I can really see you digging, hoeing, and 
picking fruit and vegetables. Think what that will do to your lovely white hands.’


Their laughter becomes raucous. I gather Dickie is proud of his long slender fingers.

 ‘I can’t believe there’s any civilised place where women have the same independence as 

men,’ Adeline says hotly. ‘We pretend to have this in Berlin, but it’s a total lie.’ She turns to ask. 
‘Wouldn’t you agree, Heather?’


I feel my face redden. ‘I haven’t been in Berlin long enough to judge…’ 

‘And in England?’ Marie asks. ‘Do you have any freedom there?’

I think of my mother’s dreary life, of the few prospects I have for more education, of how the 

girls at my school viewed a successful marriage as the height of ambition.

 I shake my head.

‘See?’ Adeline cries triumphantly.
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‘We should all be pushing for women’s rights,’ cries Marie. ‘I believe we should be paid the 
same as any man and even be permitted to join the police and study engineering.’


‘And allowed to wait at tables,’ Adeline adds. ‘And other jobs only open to men.’

 We are becoming loud. Heads turn our way.  I’m not the only one who thinks so, because 

Joseph says quickly, ‘Heather, tell us about your village in England. Are many men out of work?’

	 Under their combined gaze, I feel myself redden. ‘Maybe some were jobless before the war,’ I 
manage in my limited German. ‘But so many men didn’t come back, now there’s more than enough 
work for everyone. Most of our men catch fish and crabs.’

	 ‘Tell us about village life,’ another woman asks. ‘Where do you buy your food?’

	 Haltingly, stopping every so often to ask for the right word, I describe the deliveries made by 
bike such as our newspapers and letters, mention that we do have shops where we buy dry goods and 
tools, and finish off with, ‘Meat, bread and milk come by horse and cart.’

	 They nod politely, but my life must seem incredibly dull compared to living in a major city. I 
am only quizzed out of politeness. 


The talk goes on. Soon someone suggests that we order a bottle of schnapps. This idea is 
loudly welcomed, and I drink two shots before realising that I am a little bit tipsy, yet relish how it 
warms my insides.  I am still sober enough to note that our table is being watched by a man seated at 
the bar. Out of the corner of my eye, I take him in. Of medium height, build and colouring, there’s 
nothing distinctive about him except he hardly takes his gaze away from us, just sits there quietly 
sipping beer and chain smoking. I decide it must be my imagination and if he really is watching us, it 
must be Adeline who interests him. It’s hardly surprising as she catches so many eyes.


Soon it is late afternoon and remembering Herr Goldstein’s insistence on punctuality, I 
remind her it is time I left. 


On the way back to the Goldsteins, Adeline asks me more about Wilf and Bert. 

‘They have the most extraordinary friendship,’ I tell her, ‘even though Bert is a London 

cockney and Wilf an Oxford graduate. But they have no visitors apart from myself. Though they will 
certainly never be well enough for civilian life they have made their lives very productive. Their 
‘twitching’ has meant that not only do they have a remarkable list and description of birds living in 
our marshes, but they have discovered several new species of waterbird.’


In the station and waiting for our train, she says: ‘I read a story about a man who lived all his 
life in a jail after a horrific murder. There, he learnt how to tame birds and also found a new species. 
Perhaps there is something about being locked up that makes one examine the few things one has left, 
more carefully.’


I grimace. ‘All I know is without those men, I might have gone mad. I suppose that in a way 
they were kind uncles, always happy to teach me about the world.’


 ‘What about your friends at school?

 As we step into the train, I think on how to answer this.  I don’t want to give Adeline a bad 

impression. I don’t want her to know what an outcast I was, so I don’t mention how the girls pulled 
my plaits, spat in my food, hid my belongings and ripped my uniform. But neither do I want to 
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actively lie. All I say is: ‘The Chillingworth girls didn’t understand my interest in learning languages. 
They saw me as a boring swot.’


Adeline’s nod is sympathetic. ‘What did interest them?’

 ‘Finding the right husband to afford them a comfortable life.’ 

 ‘And after you came back home?’


	  I try to avoid her penetrating gaze, ‘I have nothing in common with the village women who 
are all married with children. And as for the women Father would approve as my friends, their major 
interests, like the girls at my school, are finding husbands who will support.  I am well on the way to 
becoming on an old maid,’ I ruefully admit.

	    ‘Too many girls’ ambitions go no further,’ she muses. 


   Given that she is engaged to a wealthy man, I’m surprised to hear this. I say, ‘Does that 
mean Anton will be happy for you to work after you are married?’

	  ‘We have an arrangement that I will only marry him if he gives me complete freedom to do 
whatever I want and not query any of my actions. This is part of my political views. And anyway, if 
he objects too loudly, I remind him that I am merely copying the actress Marlene Dietrich. Her 
marriage is equally nonconformist.’ Her tone is so firm, my chin drops in amazement. When I 
compare this to my mother’s life this statement is extraordinary. Does Anton know what he is letting 
himself in for? How come he agreed?

             Two stops later, we get out of the train and cut through some small side streets. I stop in front 
of a sign saying Kunstgalerie. ‘Are we too late to look inside the art gallery?’


She checks her watch. ‘Only if we don’t stay long.’

The gallery turns out to be a large room guarded by a painfully thin young man, with fair 

almost white hair slicked over his skull. His expression is openly doubtful as he takes us in through 
thick eyeglasses. Maybe we don’t look like true buyers. But he leaves us to wander around the room 
and examine the paintings on his walls.


Adeline points to a notice, ‘Some paintings are by Paul Klee. Those others are by Wassily 
Kandinsky.’


No wonder they look familiar. Aren’t these the same artists Pierre convinced his father to 
buy? We examine the work. The paintings by Kandinsky are abstracts called ‘Compositions’. 


I say, ‘I suppose Kandinsky leaves it up to the viewer to interpret its meaning.’ 

Adeline gives her quick giggle. ‘They remind me of a child mixing up a whole lot of paint 

and splashing it around. However,’ she cocks her head to one side, ‘I really like them.’

I pause before another lot. ‘These are by Paul Klee.’ I read a note pasted beneath them. Paul 

Klee’s style is influenced by Expressionism, Cubism, and Surrealism.’ I turn to Adeline. ‘Do you know 
what those terms means?’


 She shakes her head. ‘Only that these ideas come from France and are totally revolutionary. I 
prefer paintings by George Grosz. He draws ugly middle-class people in their underwear. His 
paintings are shocking. He’s showing us what our bourgeoisie really consists of. He wants reform as 
much as we Communists.’
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 ‘He must be an angry man. I’d hate to meet him in person.’

‘Apparently he isn’t.’ She gives her light giggle. ‘I read an article which claims he is polite 

and gentle, quite middle class in fact. Only his paintings are angry.’ 

We leave shortly after and she walks me home, oddly quiet all the way, the cool air clearing 

my mind of all that schnapps. As I don’t want to disturb what is obviously on her mind, I stay equally 
quiet. Just before we part, she says, ‘You must come with me to more meetings, particularly as your 
German is getting better and hopefully, I am starting to influence your ideas. You never know, you 
might be able to repay me by running a few messages.’ She stops and stares me right in the face. 
‘Would you agree to that?’


What a question. Doesn’t she know that I would agree to anything she asks of me?
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15. Herr Grossmann

Back home it seems that no advertisement in nay newspaper would be necessary as Lotte 

reports that a call came from a Herr Grossmann who is interested in learning English. I am to phone 
him to arrange a meeting.

	 I tap on Frau Goldstein’s door. Opening it, she asks, ‘Heather Rose, is something wrong?’

	  I shake my head and explain about the lessons, ending with, ‘How would he have heard of 
me?’

	 She looks equally puzzled. ‘I have no idea. But someone we know must have talked about 
you. Perhaps one of the friends who lunched here the other day. I did mention that you were staying 
here and happy to teach English.’ Another thought strikes her. ‘But do you really want to do this? Do 
you need money?’ 

	 Didn’t I promise Adeline to never mention that loan? ‘I thought it would be something useful 
to do. But I don’t know how much to charge.’


She thinks this over. ‘I pay Lili’s piano teacher twenty marks an hour. Why not ask the same?’ 
And she quickly adds, ‘Given we know nothing about this Grossmann, please be careful.’


I assure her that I am always careful, thank her for the advice, and head for the phone. 

As I pick up the receiver and give the telephonist the number, Karl comes past. He says in 

French, ‘What’s this about you giving English lessons? Do you know anything about this man? How 
did he find you?’ 


I shrug and shake my head. Just then a man’s voice says. ‘Grossmann hier.’

 I switch the receiver to my other ear and reply in my limited German. ‘Guten Tag, Herr 

Grossmann, I am Heather Armitage from England. I understand that you are interested in taking 
English lessons.’


When I look around, Karl has disappeared. What was he trying to tell me? Was it a warning? I 
decide to ignore him. What would that boy know. 


‘Yes.’ Herr Grossmann ruminates a moment, before giving me an address and a time for the 
following day. He doesn’t ask what I charge. Perhaps I could suggest more than twenty marks per 
session?


The appointment is just after midday, the address a villa beside the Havel River. When Pierre 
comes home that evening, I tell him about it.  He says, ‘If he lives in that district, he must be well off. 
Ask for thirty marks and if he objects, remind him that you can teach him to be accent free.’ He looks 
at me curiously. ‘Where would this man have found your name and our phone number?’


‘Your mother thinks one of her friends might have mentioned me.’

He still looks puzzled but says nothing more.

Next morning two trains and a walk take me to that part of the city. What is strange is that I’m 

sure of being followed. But when I turn to check, all I see are well kept houses, trees, shrubs, and 
shadows. The street is empty of cars or pedestrians. Only a brisk wind blows newspapers around.  
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 A dog barks at me from behind a fence.  My heart flip-flops. Once it settles down, I sternly 
remind myself to stop being nervous as I have no reason to be twitchy. 


Though surrounded by more modern dwellings, Herr Grossmann’s villa was built at the turn 
of the century, and the design is similar to many English houses. 


My knock is answered by a maid. Like Lotte, she is dressed in a black and white maid’s 
uniform. She takes my hat and coat, and ushers me into a room where three walls are lined with 
books. A large desk in front of a window looks out onto the street. Though there are several plump 
armchairs, it seems politer to wait until I am invited to sit.


I stand by the window and look out at a bank of green shrubbery which divides this house 
from its neighbour. Above us, a bank of grey cloud drifts across the sky. I suspect that the wind is 
becoming brisker. Still in a half dream I am kept waiting such a long time, I almost forget where I am 
until someone coughs behind me.


 I give a slight start and swivel around. 

Herr Grossmann has loads of wrinkles, colourless eyes almost hidden behind thick glasses, a 

bulbous nose, a definite paunch, and his bare scalp is surrounded by a fringe of dull brown hair. 
‘Fräulein Armitage,’ He holds out his hand. ‘I hope you found this address quite easily.’


‘Thank you, I did.’

‘And you are happy to teach me English?’

‘Yes.’

He says, ‘I am prepared to pay forty Reichsmark for each lesson. That should also cover the 

cost of your travel. Do you agree to this?’

I swallow and nod. If my surroundings tell me that this man is well off, this rate is more than I 

expected. If I am very careful with what I spend, if we manage ten lessons, it will mean I can repay 
Adeline in no time at all.


 Herr Grossmann points to a chair beside his desk and says, ‘As you are already here, I 
suggest we begin. Please make yourself comfortable. Perhaps a coffee? Water?’


I am too nervous to accept any refreshment. Too aware of my dreadful clumsiness. What if I 
break a cup?  But perhaps it would look rude if I did not  accept something. ‘Water is fine, Danke.’ He 
leaves the room and returns followed by the maid bringing a tray holding a water jug and tumblers. 
She sets the tray beside me and leaves. 


I can’t think how to start. Then I realise it must be just how I learn German. By listening and 
answering. I say in very slow English, ‘Perhaps I can tell you a little about my home country?’


He frowns, so I say the words in German. Then repeat them.

He nods. I can tell he is intelligent as he catches on very quickly.

I ask him for his occupation. First in English, then in German.

Through this exchange, I learn that he had his own accountancy firm which his son now runs, 

and that he is a widower. 

I say, ‘I can tell that you already know some English.’
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He picks up a pipe, fills it with tobacco from a brown pouch, lights the pipe and slowly puffs. 
Finally, in German and a few experimental words which I quickly translate into English, he explains: 
‘Since my retirement, I spend my days reading the news and listening to the wireless. As a result, I 
have become interested in local politics. Consequently, I am thinking of standing for parliament. You 
may know that in Germany this is called the Reichstag. I’m sure that being able to speak English will 
be useful.’


As there are so many political parties, it is on the tip of my tongue to ask which he prefers? 
But remembering all the warnings I have been given about not inquiring into political affiliations, I 
don’t.


We continue the lesson with me in English asking him to describe this room and checking that 
he can name various articles and how to place them in correct sentences. The hour gallops by. At the 
end he stands up, takes out a wallet and hands me thirty-five marks. Hadn’t he promised me forty? I 
decide not to argue.


‘Are you free to come here the same time next week?’ he asks as the maid returns my hat and 
coat.


‘Yes, that works for me.’  We shake hands and I leave. As I walk to the station, I have the 
distinct feeling that I am being watched.  I look around. Just as on my way here, there is no one. 
Except for a car and a cart pulled by two draughthorses, the street is empty. I give myself a good 
shaking. Why does my imagination always lead me to strange places?


                                                               ***


During the evening meal, Herr Goldstein says, ‘Heather Rose, I am sorry that you missed 
lunch. You might have found our visitors interesting.’

	 Frau Goldstein looks doubtful. ‘Perhaps not so interesting for a young woman.’

	 Herr Goldstein’s eyebrows rise. ‘Surely she would find our amazing economic success 
interesting.’ He turns to me. ‘Heather Rose, I am the middleman, the distributor of what those guests 
produce in their factories. I am in contact with many local and overseas firms’ He pauses to pass  a 
bowl of vegetables to Karl. ‘Would you enjoy a visit to our warehouse?’

	 ‘Yes,’ I reply. ‘I would like that very much.’ 


 ‘Perhaps Pierre will give you a lift? I keep hoping that he will take a greater interest in the 
company and give up some of his outlandish ideas.’


Pierre flushes angrily. It is the first time I have seen any discord between father and son. 
‘Father, you have always allowed me free expression. I can’t see what is so wrong with wanting a 
better life for all in our city.’


‘Let’s not argue,’ his father says airily. ‘But it never hurts to remind you who puts food in 
your mouth and gives you a comfortable bed.’ He turns to me. ‘Heather Rose, my life was not always 
so easy. When I came back from the war, I owned nothing except an exceptionally strong body. Both 
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my parents died while I was away. All I could show for those four years was a second-class medal for 
bravery under fire and my uniform.’ 


His son openly sighs. ‘Why do you think Heatter Rose might be interested in the contents of a 
warehouse and how you came to own it?’


His father says shortly, ‘Why don’t we ask her?’

‘Please continue, Herr Goldstein,’ I say, darting a glance at Pierre who is now in a total funk. 

 My host nods. ‘I was lucky in that I didn’t catch Spanish flu and was able to take over 

another unfortunate victim’s position in the same building I now own. I worked hard, hard enough for 
my employer to eventually offer me a partnership. When he became too sick and old to continue and 
decided to retire, I used my lovely wife’s dowry to buy him out, and now our family owns it.’ He 
smiles. ‘A real rags-to-riches story.’


He is so proud of all he has achieved it is hard to accept his son’s disdain. 

Next morning a sulky Pierre drives me to the warehouse in an area that is obviously 

commercial and industrial as both sides of the narrow street are flanked by factories and warehouses. 
He drops me at the front of the building and goes off to park the Bugatti in some safer place. 


The door is opened by an old man with a bad limp. One side of his face drops lower than the 
other. He is reluctant to let me in before Pierre appears and tells him who I am. Then the man 
becomes so obsequious, almost bowing and scraping, I have to struggle to stifle my laughter. 


We make such a racket that Herr Goldstein comes to the door and greets me warmly. He leads 
me into a vast space lined with shelves filled with every possible variety of medicine, bandages, 
plasters, splints and other equipment used by doctors and hospitals. Only now do I realise what a huge 
enterprise my host runs. We drink coffee in his small office. It was prepared by his stenographer, a 
middle-aged man with a pronounced limp that I am sure resulted from the war. Herr Goldstein shows 
me some of the ledgers where he keeps his records. I see orders from all over Europe.


 I say to Pierre as we head off in the Bugatti: ‘I understand why your father is so proud of all 
he has achieved. It is really quite remarkable.’


 He glances sideways at me before saying: ‘Even more remarkable in that he is a Jew, and we 
are not accepted by Berlin’s old order.’


Before I can comment, he adds: ‘Being this wealthy leaves us open to anti-Semitism. We 
might be emerging from defeat and hyperinflation, and you might only see order. But Berlin is also 
full of excesses and there are far too many poor people and beggars. As a result, some people join the 
fascists who blame the Jews for all their misfortunes.’

	  ‘Do you really think Socialism or Communism can change things around?’

	 He nods. ‘Presently, those who believe in Communism have the upper hand. But who knows 
where this can lead?  I would hate to see our city destroyed through events that we cannot guide or 
predict.’

	  ‘Does that mean that you expect another war?’


‘There are always wars. Not all of them between countries, but often within the country itself. 
Think of what happened in France in 1789 and in Russia in 1917?’
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 Thinking along these lines is so depressing, I don’t know what to say. But as we turn into 
Friedrichstraβe, he brightens up and says, ‘In today’s Zeitung, there’s an article about the Austrian 
film director, Georg Pabst. I read that he is looking for extras and is willing to pay.’ He turns to me 
with his characteristic mischievous grin, ‘Ever wanted to be in a film? We could try for small parts.’


 ‘A film?’  I burst out laughing ‘Until recently, I’ve never even been to a play.’

 ‘There are always scenes where they use a butler. Or a maid to take the actor’s hat.’

‘I wouldn’t know how to act if my life depended on it.’

‘The thing is… why not try? You never know what the future might bring.’

As we enter the lift, I wonder if this could ever be true.
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16. More Messages

I don’t see or hear from Adeline for another ten days. Ten long days where I never stop 

picturing her face and figure, ten days wondering what those curls might feel like if I ran my fingers 
through them, ten days of wondering how soft the skin of her cheeks might be. Whenever I think of 
her, which is all the time, I feel as light as air, floating in some strange and miraculous space. Pierre 
and Rosie often talk about her and I encourage this as much as I can without appearing too obvious. 
They tell me that Anton’s wealthy family plans a splendid wedding in the grand Rykestrasse 
Synagogue.  After the ceremony, at least three hundred important guests will be invited for a sit-down 
meal. ‘Where,’ Rosie dryly adds, ‘they will give long and boring speeches.’ 


For someone like Adeline with such different ideas, I quake for her. Why would Anton 
pressure her into this kind of celebration? Why would she agree to it? Does one side of her long for 
respectability and money? Does the other demand to be free and able to voice her own opinions? How 
often might these two sides clash? What if the one side that has agreed to Anton’s entreaties is simply 
a cover-up? How come she can spend so liberally? Who pays for her excellent wardrobe? Is she really 
the simple stenographer she claims to be?

	 While waiting to hear from her, I study my German phrase book, watch Lotte cook, and keep 
notes of ingredients and methods. I give Herr Grossmann four more lessons as he has decided on two 
every week. Mondays and Thursdays at noon. Soon we are chatting quite freely, though he has a 
rather severe manner which suggests that he would be unyielding on many issues. Given his desire to 
join the Reichstag, I find it strange that he shies away from discussing politics. Once he makes it clear 
that this topic is off limit, and I cannot deduce which party he follows, we talk about the parts of 
Berlin I have visited, how lovely the countryside outside the city is, and how I must try and see more 
of Germany. I am always offered coffee or tea but thank him and only accept water. I have now 
earned two hundred and seventy-five marks. At this rate I can repay my debt very quickly. 


Only once, maybe the third time I am in his house, do I get any indication of his political 
persuasion. In the middle of one session he is called away to the telephone. Excusing himself, he 
leaves me with my glass of water. 


He is away such a long time that I become restless and wander around to look through the 
window. Quite accidentally, I glance at the papers on his desk. One is stamped with a Swastika. It 
reveals quite a lot. I know enough about local politics to understand that this symbol comes from the 
National Socialists. And I have learnt that the National Socialists hate Jews. Is he aware that I live 
with a Jewish family? Is this why he employs me? When he returns, I think about querying him, but 
something about his severe manner stops me. This is a man who would never hesitate to reprimand 
someone for asking too many questions, for being inquisitive, who might even become punitive. The 
thought sends a shudder down my spine. Even though I want the money, I keep wondering: is it wise 
to keep on coming here?

                                                                              ***
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In the early hours of the morning I’m woken by a disturbance outside my window. Though I 
spend a lot of time looking down at the street, I can’t make out what is happening. In the end I go 
back to bed and fall asleep almost immediately. Only at breakfast does Lotte fill me in. It turns out 
that  a young woman was attacked rather badly, and her handbag stolen as she was making her way 
home. Not that Lotte shows any sympathy for someone walking the streets so late at night. She says 
with a sniff: ‘What any girl was doing out so late, shows she must have been up to no good.’


What I found interesting was when she added, ‘The girl attacked was quite tall. When the 
police queried her, it seemed she had no reason that she could think of for being set upon. Probably a 
case of mistaken identity.’

	 Only then does it occur to me to wonder for a few moments who the attacker might have 
thought this girl was, but this idea is quickly dismissed by Frau Goldstein who says, ‘Just another 
street crime. I wouldn’t get too upset by it.’


              ***


Just when I had given up all hope of ever hearing again from Adeline and am in a total funk, 
she phones to arrange a meeting at the same café where we met previously.  ‘Tomorrow, I can get off 
work a little earlier. Heather, will that suit you?’


‘Of course,’ I say, vastly relieved to hear her voice with its faint lisp. ‘I look forward to seeing 
you.’


 Just like the time before, I’m far too early, and she’s far too late. Jane Eyre in my handbag, I 
reread the passage where she misunderstands Mr Rochester. I muse on how easily this can happen in 
real life. Jane says: Do you think, because I am poor, obscure, plain, and little, I am soulless and 
heartless? You think wrong! I have as much soul as you, and as much heart!


When Adeline does turn up, she is her usual elegant self. Only when I look closely do I note 
exhausted shadows under her eyes. I ask, ‘Have you been working too hard?’


She smiles ruefully. ‘My boss Willi has so many things on the go, it’s hard for me to keep up. 
He is such a contradiction. On the one hand he is a wealthy and successful publisher. But he also 
supports Leninists without question.’


All I can think to say is, ‘He sounds like an interesting man.’

‘Yes, he is. Willi does what he can to raise money for our intellectuals and our poorer classes.’ 

She shrugs. ‘Perhaps it’s because he also comes from a working-class background himself.’

‘Even though he has made so much money?’

‘Even though.’ She laughs. ‘Did you know that he holds two seats in the Reichstag?’ 

I think about the lavish wedding planned for her. ‘Some people are full of contradictions.’

She sips her coffee thoughtfully. I look at the redness of her lips and wish I could stand up, 

walk over and kiss them. I want to feel the flesh of them and their softness against my own. I want to 
breathe her in and have my fingers touch her cheeks and run my hand those through those thick black 
curls.
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 ‘Heather,’ she says at last. ‘You remember that you offered to repay my loan in any way I 
would ask.’


I blink several times before saying, ‘How could I forget?’

‘You see, because you are English, and can be seen in places where a normal tourist would 

go, no one will ever suspect you of doing anything important.’  She stares at me intently. ‘Do you 
think you can deliver a message for me? Can you do this?’ 

	 I gulp and nod. What kind of message is so dangerous it can’t be sent in the usual way? 


‘Is this very risky?’ I dare ask. 

	 ‘Only if you don’t follow my precise instructions.’  She places an envelope in my hand. ‘Put 
this in your bag and don’t let anyone see it.’

	 ‘What do I do with it?’

	 ‘Tomorrow afternoon at three you are to go the Kunstgalerie, the same gallery where we saw 
those paintings by Klee and Kandinsky. There you will meet a person who will ask you where you 
come from in England? You are to say ‘Blakeney in Norfolk’. Only then do you hand over this 
envelope. You will be given something in return, and you will give that to me.’

	 ‘Is that all?’

	 ‘Yes.’ She gets to her feet.  ‘Hang on to that envelope. Don’t show or mention this to anyone 
else. I’ll be in touch very soon.’ She brushes my cheek with her lips. 


I have to stop myself from kissing her back. ‘Then…then, I’m to wait to hear from you?’

	 ‘From me or someone else,’ she replies. ‘Probably me. I’ll be in contact very soon.’


 I watch her make her way down the street. Both, men’s and women’s eyes follow her.  I 
wonder if she knows how pretty she is? How captivating? How charismatic?


 I’m sure she does.


	                                                             ***


Back in my room, I hold the envelope up to the light. All I can make out is columns of writing 
that might be names.  If I am curious to know more, this envelope is so securely sealed, I could not 
open it without leaving traces of interference.

	 What is Adeline up to?

	 Next day, the envelope inside my handbag, I slowly walk to that small gallery. Again, I have 
that distinct feeling of being followed, but when I turn to look, no one is there. I decide that it is only 
shadows, only my usual overripe imagination.


 Inside, I am met by the same skinny young man with the slicked fair hair. He must remember 
me because his eyes widen when I walk in. ‘You really are interested in buying a painting,’followed 
by a disbelieving ‘Which artist do you prefer?’

	 I point to an abstract by Kandinsky - a mad mass of shape and colour. ‘I really like this. How 
much is it?’
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	 He goes to a ledger to look up the price. At the same time, a middle-aged woman in a 
burgundy coat and a black cloche comes in to look over the art. She turns to me to ask in heavily 
accented English, ‘Bitte Fräulein, what do you think of these? Are they to your taste?’

	 ‘I like them very much,’ I tell her.

	 Her gaze still on the paintings, ‘From your speech I can tell you are English. What part of 
England are you from?’

	 I recall my instructions. ‘Blakeney in Norfolk,’ 


 ‘Is that so? You must tell me something about it.’ The stranger holds out her hand. I slide 
Adeline’s envelope into it. Another envelope is pushed into mine. The woman calmly adds, ‘The 
climate there must be bracing.’ 

	 ‘In winter it is more than bracing.’ I slide the envelope she gave me into my bag. We continue 
examining more paintings. By now the gallery owner has found the right page and has come up with a 
price. He says, ‘That painting sells for three hundred marks.’ 

	 I’m openly startled. ‘That much?’ 

	 ‘I agree it is a lot,’ he says stiffly. ‘But one day I am sure it will be worth a great deal more.’

	  I give a deep sigh and say, ‘I’ll keep it in mind.’  Ignoring his annoyance at not making a 
quick sale, I make my exit leaving that unknown woman still examining his paintings.


                                                                     ***


Rosie brings Adeline that evening for dinner. The discussion, as we eat, circles around the 
latest theatrical offerings and concerts. Music plays a large role in this family. I have listened to a 
great deal of talk about Stravinsky and Prokofiev, the younger ones in favour of the newer composers, 
the parents less forgiving of atonal composition and contemporary rhythms.


Because the family is very aware of Lili’s amazing talent, Pierre mentions Ferruccio Busoni, 
the pianist  and composer. It seems that he had a different style of playing that is quite spectacular. He 
asks: ‘Lili, what do you think of it?’

	 She reddens a little. ‘My music teacher isn’t impressed. But she is very old fashioned. She 
admits Busoni was an amazing performer, particularly when he played Bach.’ 


Rosie turns to me: ‘Might you be interested in coming to a concert, Heather Rose?’

I quickly nod as I have earned enough from my coaching to pay for a ticket. I say, ‘Rosie, I 

don’t know enough about music to be critical. But I do enjoy listening to it.’	 

Though I do my best not to gaze at Adeline too openly, she is her usual bubbly attractive self 

and behaves quite normally. Nothing in her usual manner hints at any secrets. We manage a quiet 
moment in the passage between dessert and our after-dinner coffee where I hand her the envelope the 
woman gave me. 


‘I’ll ask you to do this again,’ she says in a low voice. ‘Only next time you are to go to a 
different address and meet a different person.’ She looks keenly into my face. ‘Are you still happy to 
do this?’
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	 I nod. Doesn’t she know I would do anything for her? Can’t she tell? Surely, my face, my 
stance, my posture, all give my feelings away.

	 The meal over, we troop into the living room for coffee and Lili plays several Chopin 
nocturnes. ‘Try to perform like Busoni,’ Rosie suggests. Lili giggles and makes a great show of lifting 
her hands high from the keys, rolling her body to the sway of the music, and holding down the pedal 
in loud sections. We all laugh heartily at her performance. 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17. Time of the Month

 The following morning, I wake to find I am lying on blood-stained sheets. I didn’t get my monthlies 
until I was nearly seventeen. Since, they have been so irregular, I didn’t think to pack any rags. Back 
home Mother and I use old scraps we tuck into our bloomers. Once used, they are placed in a bucket 
of salty water to soak overnight. When the bucket is full, we boil the contents for a very long time, 
then peg those rags on a line. 

	 The thought of discussing something this intimate with Frau Goldstein is intimidating. Instead 
I approach Lotte, who returns to my room with fresh bed sheets and a packet labelled Hygienic 
Towellets. She tells me in her strange dialect, of which I only understand half, that these cotton pads 
were developed in America from bandages used in the Great War and that they are so popular, Herr 
Goldstein has started distributing them. 


‘This will hold them up.’ She hands me a long piece of elastic to go around my waist. 
Attached to it are two shorter pieces with safety-pins that fix the pad to the girdle. I accept these with 
relief.  In Blakeney some of the local women wore no underwear and left bloody trails where they 
walked. At school, we girls used rags created from old bed linen that were boiled and then randomly 
reissued. 


I would feel a lot better except for severe stomach cramps. Lotte mentions this to Frau 
Goldstein, because she taps on my door and comes in, saying. ‘I’m told you have your monthlies.’ 


I feel myself redden. 

‘Come now.’ Her tone is brisk. ‘Nothing to be ashamed about.’ It happens to every woman. 

Men should be grateful not to suffer like us. But if you have pain you should stay in bed and hold a 
hot water bottle against your stomach.’ She holds out a packet of aspirin and a glass of water. 
‘Swallow two pills and you will soon feel better.’ She taps a finger against her lips. ‘It tells me that 
your body is a great deal healthier. Probably due to Lotte’s excellent cooking.’ 


She gives a little chuckle and hands me a rubber container filled with hot water wrapped in a 
towel. ‘Mind you don’t burn yourself,’ she warns and leaves me to contemplate my body. However, 
no warm container will relieve the itch between my legs. Only at night in the safety of my bed, while 
picturing Adeline, does my hand bring me some delight and relief. How can I feel this way about 
another woman? There is obviously something wrong with me. If only I had someone I could talk to. 
What a predicament to be in. While I feel quite ashamed of these longings, they are totally 
exhilarating at the same time.  Perhaps these feelings that I have for another woman are so unnatural 
that I am not fit to be in normal society? Perhaps I am as mad as Bertha Rochester and should be 
locked away?


  

                ***


That evening I feel well enough to get up for dinner. Halfway through the meal, Pierre says, 
’Remember that advertisement in the Zeitung for film extras? Heatter Rose, are you still interested?’
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I assure him that I am. We arrange to meet next morning before dawn to drive to the studio 
where this movie is being filmed. He says, ‘They start early to catch all the natural light.’


‘Do you know what is being filmed?’

He frowns slightly. ‘All I can tell you us that the star is a young American actress called 

Louise Brooks.’ He gives me that mischievous smile. ‘Gossip has it that Pabst is totally smitten.’

Frau Goldstein frowns. ‘Wouldn’t she have to show some acting talent?’

Pierre chuckles. ‘I guess she does. Pabst is celebrated for directing films in which small 

details give grand effects and provide lots of atmosphere.’


               ***


He taps on my door well before dawn. I pull on my clothes and we head downstairs. Climbing 
into the back of his car, I ask, ‘Which of all the films you have watched do you admire most?’


 Another car, a black Mercedes with darkened windows, passes us. He scowls ferociously. 
Pierre regards being overtaken as an act of aggression, before recalling my question. ‘Probably The 
Cabinet of Dr Caligari. It’s about a mad hypnotist getting people to perform macabre murders.’ 


He pushes the accelerator.

I tighten with fear, but manage to ask, ‘What’s so special about it?’

He overtakes the black Mercedes. ‘Oh, the style,’ he says once we settle back into his usual 

terrifying speed. ‘The floor has geometric images painted onto it and the walls carry strange shadows.’ 
He turns to give me a quick grin, ‘The acting and costumes are truly weird.’


 That same car tries again to overtake us. It comes so close that it is almost as if it intends to 
ram us.


 Pierre’s reaction is to speed up even more. 

I clutch my seat hoping that he does not notice my white knuckles. ‘Is that car following us?’ 
The Bugatti rounds a corner. 

I lurch to one side and then the other. 

The black car continues in a straight line. 

I watch it rush away.

Pierre asks, ‘Why would anyone be following us?’ 

I shrug. But that feeling of someone dogging me has been around for quite a while.  I try to 

swallow my fear. ‘Will this new film be like that one you talked about?’

 ‘You mean, The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari? He shrugs. ‘Probably not. I think Pabst is more 

interested in realism. His last film, Diary of a Lost Girl, is about a young woman who has a child out 

of wedlock. After the family throw her out, she is forced to become a prostitute. Max Reinhardt, 
another film director, also makes true- to- life films.’

             We are now in the outskirts of the city and have arrived at what looks like a large warehouse. 
People are queued outside the closed doors. Pierre drives past them saying, ‘They all hope to be 
employed as extras. Many want to be in this film.’ 
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 He parks in an adjoining street, and we join the queue. A very large Mercedes pulls up 
alongside us. Is this the same car that was following us? Probably not, as the windows of this car are 
clear glass and the duco is grey.


 A short plump man helps a gorgeous dark-haired woman with a black-as-night bob out of the 
car.


‘That’s Pabst and Louise Brooks,’ Pierre tells me. ‘She has loads of wealthy friends including 
the publisher Randolph Hearst. They say she’s quite heartless. Perhaps that’s why Pabst chose her for 
this part.’

          We are left in the street for an hour before the doors open and we walk into a large space filled 
with lights, cameras, and other equipment I don’t recognise.

	 We line up again in front of a desk presided over by a blonde woman wearing a plait around 
her head. I guess her to be in her thirties. Though she could be quite attractive, her look is so severe, I 
think of an angry eagle. 


We wait for the queue to melt away until we end up in front of her desk. 

 ‘Names,’ she asks without looking up.

 ‘Uh… Pierre Goldstein.’

‘And?’

‘And…’  I whisper. ‘Heather Armitage.’

Still staring at that sheet, she says, ‘We are looking for extras to give us three crowd scenes. 

You will need to wear the right clothes for each.’ She looks up. ‘Do you think can you manage this?’ 
Her expression suggests that she doubts this very much.


Pierre asks, ‘What do we need?’

She gives a quick nod. ‘The first scene is in a court. What you are wearing now will do. But 

you also need evening clothes. White tie and tails. As for the Salvation Army scene… we will provide 
the correct uniforms. Payment is twenty marks for each time we use you, but this is only paid after the 
scene is shot.’


 Before I mention that I have no evening clothes, Pierre quickly agrees. She gives us dates for 
the first and second shoot. She also asks for our telephone number if the director decides to change 
anything. We sign a form agreeing to non-disclosure about the script, and we are quickly dismissed. 


As we make our way home, I ask, ‘Do you know the story?’

‘I’m told it’s based on a play called Pandora’s Box, so the movie will probably be called the 

same. The script is based on Frank Wedekind's play, Earth Spirit, his version of the original legend 
which is…’


 ‘A Greek myth,’ I chime in, totally relaxed in his company. ‘It’s about a young woman called 
Pandora being given a box by the gods and told to never open it even though many wonderful things 
might be inside. But she can’t resist peeking. When she does, all the terrible things that can happen to 
humanity, begin to fly out.’


‘Quite right, Heatter Rose,’ he says with a quick smile.

‘Do you know how this will be adapted?’
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He sucks his lower lip before answering. ‘The play was about a seductive and thoughtless 
young woman who brings ruin to herself and to those who love her. I imagine it will be similar.’

	 I can’t help giggling. ‘Sounds so miserable, I think it will be fun. But they may not want to 
use me as I have no evening clothes.’ 


‘Oh, don’t worry about that,’ he says airily. ‘Between Mutti and Rosie, they are sure to find 
you something.’

	 Though I hate being beholden, I can’t think of a decent answer.  At least not immediately. 
Anyway, there’s such an easy rapport between us, I know that we three, Pierre, Rosie and myself, 
have become great friends. They don’t seem to see me as a bookish bore, though sometimes I wonder 
if they see me at all, as I try very hard to fade into the background. But they do, because they make a 
point of asking for my opinion on any event reported in the Berliner Zeitung. But what would they 
think if they knew how I felt about Adeline? Would they view me as a freak and suggest I return to 
Blakeney as soon as possible? If I was embarrassed before about my feelings, now I know I must be 
careful to keep them to myself. I would not risk offending my hosts in any way after they have been 
so good to me. 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18. Silent Movies

My spoken German is definitely improving after so many weeks in Berlin. Lili and I converse 

quite often. We have become great friends. She helps me with phrases I do not know. When Pierre is 
home, he always wants to know how I spent my day and listens carefully to my answers. Even Frau 
Goldstein comments on how quickly I pick up words, though I still make dreadful mistakes. She will 
often interrupt me in mid-sentence to correct my grammar. At least, it gives me something to write 
home about.

Dearest Mother,

 You will be pleased to know that my German is becoming more fluent.  At least, when it comes to 
everyday matters. I now understand almost everything. My spoken German is less fluent. I doubt if I 
could talk about anything more than the weather, what will be prepared for dinner or the latest 
headline in the Berliner Zeitung...


 Will she be interested in my becoming a film extra? Perhaps she will regard this as beneath 
us. She always talked about how well connected she was before she married Father. When they met, 
he was employed as a registrar at the Leeds General Infirmary, and Mother was visiting a distant 
cousin.  She has always insisted what fun Father was back then. I find this hard to reconcile with the 
dour angry man I now know.  I turned up two years after they were married. Another baby, a boy 
called Gerald, was born when I was three, but he died from whooping cough at six months. I suspect 
Mother never recovered from losing him though she never speaks about it, always keeping a ‘stiff 
upper lip’ in the face of misfortune. 


In 1915, Father was called to the Front as were many young doctors. I’m sure he did what he 
could in that carnage, because occasionally there are references to ‘bloody horses even worse off,’ and 
‘trench rats the size of small dogs.’ Returned to England while still suffering with ‘nervous 
exhaustion’, as it was called,  he was supposed to help others recuperate who were more severely 
injured, like Wilf and Bert. For this work the government pays him a pittance, probably less than if he 
had returned to his old position as an intern at Leeds.


 It might have helped our family live more joyfully if Mother had not been too proud to ask 
for help. I only met Father’s parents once. They lived in Somerset where they ran a small general 
store. I recall a gentle couple very proud of their only son. They fed me delicious cakes, bought me 
toys and made a big fuss of their only granddaughter. I would have loved to know them better, but 
neither survived the Spanish Flu.


Mother’s parents also died from this pandemic, leaving only a few china ornaments and a pile 
of unpaid bills Father felt obliged to pay them, though I have often wondered at his reasons. They 
were Mother’s parents, not his, and if they were improvident it was hardly Father’s fault. Perhaps 
Mother insisted. It seems these grandparents boasted of some distant connection to a lord, though I’m 
pretty sure the lord wasn’t aware of them. But this social standing has always stayed with Mother, 
which is why we ended up in Blakeney on a peppercorn rent, no matter how badly Father was paid, 
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no matter how run-down and draughty our cottage was, no matter how much Mother scrimped and 
saved to send me to Chillingworth Girls Grammar School. Or how, as a family, we could never afford 
new clothes, a holiday, more interesting day excursions, or even food. 


 I’m not sure if Mother has ever seen a movie. I managed this only once during a school 
holiday break in Norwich when she had a medical appointment. As these appointments always run 
overtime, I used the break to see Charlie Chaplin in Tramp as I knew this to be his signature film. 
Unfortunately, this was the one time when she came out early and could not find me. When I did turn 
up, she was furious and quizzed me until I finally confessed, and she murmured something about 
‘working-class humour’. Mother has a way of making anything I enjoy undesirable with a few words 
or a disapproving expression. After that, I knew to keep any interest in film to myself. But now, in far-
away in Berlin, it does strike me how strange it is that we barely survive on Father’s salary, but still 
hold on to upper-class attitudes, no matter how remote they are from reality. From this distance and 
perspective, it makes little sense. 


Anyway, I write,

My cousin Pierre and I went to audition for a part as extras for a forthcoming film called ‘Pandora’s 
Box’. In Berlin, films are regarded as another art form, much like music, painting, theatre and ballet. 
I have come across some very modern art which I doubt you would like. Next week we have tickets for 
a concert featuring a Beethoven Concerto conducted by Otto Klemperer.

	 I am learning new recipes every day that I am sure will tempt you to eat a little more. 
Yesterday Lotte prepared a rice pudding that was so different, I hardly recognised it. She used cream 
instead of milk and flavoured the mix with cinnamon and a vanilla pod. The result was quite delicious.

Apart from enquiring about her health, I can’t think what else to write about. I can hardly confess to 
being attracted to a woman and delivering clandestine messages. If my parents had any inkling of 
what I am up to, I would be locked into an asylum for the insane like other poor souls who lose their 
minds. I put the letter aside. By tomorrow I might come up with something innocuous enough for her 
not to dislike, disapprove, or worry about.

             Halfway through the morning, Lotte calls me to the phone.  Heart thumping with 
apprehension that Mother might be worse, I pick up the receiver. 

	 Not Father. It is Adeline.


My heart starts to slow down.

Adeline wants me to go tomorrow afternoon to a cinema to see The Love Nest, the latest 

Buster Keaton movie. I’m instructed to find a seat on the right side of the balcony and leaving one 
vacant beside me. As this movie will be in English with German subtitles, I look forward to seeing it, 
though I do wonder who this new messenger might be. When the movie ends, she and I are to meet in 
our usual café.

	 How many messages does she intend sending me on before I pay back what I owe? Does she 
realise that I am only doing this because I am sure that if I refuse, she will no longer be my friend? 
But I keep thinking that this could lead me into a situation that I will never be able to handle. Though 
I fret and worry, in the end I decide to go ahead and  I tell myself that this apprehension, this 
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reluctance to do her bidding, this permanent feeling of danger,  is purely my overworked and very 
florid imagination.

	 The cinema I am sent to is in an old building, the Berliner-Kindl and Biograph-Theater. I join 
a queue to buy a ticket and make my way upstairs. A uniformed usher in a buttoned jacket, peaked hat 
and stripes down the outside of his trousers - escorts me to a seat in the front row. I don’t argue as 
there are spares on both sides. Another usher selling drinks and cigarettes walks through the aisles. I 
buy a glass of lemonade and settle back to enjoy myself. Before the film starts, there is a tremendous 
sense of anticipation. Everyone loves Buster Keaton and cannot wait to watch his latest offering.  
Even though the theatre is half empty, it strikes me that too many people settle themselves close to 
me. But at least the seats on either side remain empty. There’s music right through the movie. An oboe 
moans. A piano tinkles throughout the worst of the adventures on the screen.


Halfway through, which has Keaton managing to avoid the many mishaps which the crew of 
a boat called The Love Nest have to undergo, the seat on my right is taken by an extremely fat man. 
Squeezing himself into the seat, he manages to take up half my space as well as his own. The stench 
of wet wool, tobacco and stale perspiration is overpowering.


 I inch sideways, but this doesn’t deter him. Instead, something crinkly is placed on my lap. 
Without looking down or around, I slide what feels like an envelope into my pocket and place mine 
on one of his gargantuan knees. The envelope quickly disappears.


At the end of the film, the oboist comes in with a spirited melody that leads to a good finale. 
The fat man stays until the final credits roll. From the corner of my eye, I watch him leave. Adeline 
has the oddest collection of messengers. When the lights come on, I note that many of the audience 
have already left. Were they there to watch me, to observe messages being exchanged? The thought 
sends shivers down my spine.


At what I mentally refer to as ‘our café’, Adeline is late as usual. And I am, as usual, early. 
This time she arrives in an outfit I haven’t seen before: matching navy cloche, shoes and bag. Under 
her cream coat, a navy skirt peeps out. Since there is rain on the horizon, she even carries a matching 
umbrella. I think that she has lost weight because her cheekbones seem more prominent and her eyes 
deeply shadowed. Is something worrying her? If so, what can it be? She is, as always, elegant, eye-
catching, and supremely attractive. I am more infatuated than ever. If she appears to have an 
enormous wardrobe, I decide that all these clothes must be created at home by either herself or her 
mother. Though I would love to know how she manages, I don’t dare inquire. Perhaps one day she 
will fill me in.


She orders coffee and two cherry strudels from a waiter hovering over us. I wait for him to 
leave before handing over the envelope the fat man gave me and she hands me another. My 
instructions are to take this to a pharmacy not far from here tomorrow afternoon where I am to ask for 
cough drops. Only when I am told that the stock has run out and asked if I would like to order a 
packet, do I slide this envelope into the pharmacist’s hand.
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Though I’m hoping to spend more time with her, she strokes my arm as an apology and tells 
me that she is in a hurry to meet Anton. Though I manage to stifle a dreadful spurt of jealousy, I try to 
keep my face neutral. 


 As she gets up to leave, she adds, ‘Remember I promised to take you to the latest Brecht 
play? Will Saturday night suit you?’


I assure her that it does, and she takes off down the street. I watch and watch until she rounds 
a corner and disappears. As usual, eyes follow her. She is just too gorgeous not to be noticed.


A storm has threatened all day and as I walk down Friedrichstraβe, rain drops the size of 
pebbles start to fall. Fortunately, I carry an umbrella.  The rain gets heavier, the wind rises, and I 
struggle to open it. Once unfurled, the wind pushes it forward enough to obscure my view. I struggle 
on in the face of the gale. Soon the wind gets too strong to hang on to my umbrella and it sails into the 
wind.


 I hear a motorcycle’s roar. Next, the cycle jumps onto the pavement and comes so close, my 
coat gets caught in a wheel.


 I’m whipped along for several yards before, until to my utter relief, the hem rips loose and 
frees me.


 All I glimpse on the bike is a man in a leather hood wearing extra-large goggles. 

My heart nearly jumping out of my chest, too shocked to run after my umbrella which by now 

is halfway down the street, I collapse onto a doorstep to try and catch my breath.  I must make too 
much noise because an old woman opens the door and scolds me for being there. 


Back on my feet, and thoroughly drenched, I make my way home thinking what a close call 
that was. Only later, when I am safely inside and have left my wet clothes in the laundry, do I wonder 
why that motorcyclist hadn’t noticed this pedestrian that he nearly ran over? Had the rain and wind 
been too strong? Surely, he would have noticed that he jumped onto the sidewalk and nearly knocked 
me over? 


Could he have done this on purpose?

Is something going on that I don’t understand?

Am I caught into a conspiracy that really has nothing to do with me?

Thankfully, before I can worry myself half to death, I’m distracted by finding a letter from 

Wilf. He writes: 


Dearest Heather Rose,

We hope that you are still enjoying your stay in Berlin and your language is improving day by 

day, not that we don’t have complete faith in your remarkable ability to become an expert linguist 
when given such a challenge.


As for any news here - Bert has decided that we should be taking a bigger interest in the stock 
market as shares are rapidly rising. He suggests that we invest what money we have in some safe 
stocks. If you hear of anything which promises a good return, can you let us know? Instinct tells me to 
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be wary, but as everyone is buying as many shares as they can manage, I have no real argument 
against it. Besides, more money for books and tobacco would be a bonus.


Otherwise, we have little to report. The weather stays cold, though not quite as cold as last 
week, and more birds fly into the marshes. We have observed a flock of cranes, and what seemed like 
hundreds of ducks flying in, plus some pied avocets, marsh harriers, Eurasian bitterns and bearded 
reedlings.


Don’t forget to tell us about what it is like to be in a film. How exciting! Also, we would like to 
know a little more about your new friends. You mention an Adeline you seem to admire very much…


 I stop reading. Have I been this transparent? I must be more careful about what I write. I 
have two hours left before the evening meal. I settle down to frame some exercises for tomorrow’s 
session with Herr Grossmann. As a reward, and with the sky finally clearing, leaving only wet roads 
and overflowing gutters, I decide to view that earlier incident as merely poor visibility. Instead, I will 
take Freddy on his afternoon walk. This is a task I have taken on myself very happily, though no one 
has actually asked me to do this. It serves us both well. This way I see more of Berlin and Freddy gets 
enough exercise. He comes looking for me first thing in the morning and late afternoon and we stroll 
the streets, Freddy sniffing every lamp post and myself taking in the various buildings, small shops 
and tiny gardens.

	 I fit into the household almost invisibly, never daring, or for that matter wanting, attention. 
But I am always happy to fill in on any small task that comes up, such as helping Lotte set the dinner 
table, bringing in the daily newspapers, and answering the front door if Lotte is otherwise occupied. It 
is the only way I can show my gratitude for everything the Goldsteins are doing for me. I still have 
that  Hermès scarf and plan to use it as my farewell gift to Frau Goldstein. I can’t bear to think of how 
dull my life will be back in Blakeney. If only I could wave a magic wand and wish myself in Berlin 
forever and ever.

             Late in the evening, there was another attack on a woman, only this time further down our 
street. Next morning after Lotte reports this to Frau Goldstein, she says, ‘That’s two within a few 
weeks.’  She turns to me. ‘ Heather Rose, I know how much you enjoy walking, but please keep a 
sharp lookout for anyone coming too close. Best not walk after sunset.’ She makes me promise to be 
far more careful in my wanderings around the city.


    ***


Lessons with Herr Grössman are usually arranged for 10.30. Before that I am told to go to a 
shop in a narrow side street flanked by similarly shabby buildings and wearing the sign: Apotheke: 
Herr Süssmann, to deliver another envelope. The small window shows two very large fat bottles with 
narrow necks, one filled with green, the other with blue liquid.

	 I pause for a moment to take in my surroundings. Even at this early hour, the day is finer than 
usual. Spring is in the air. I relish the warmer breeze until a cloud blocks out the sun. Instinctively, I 
feel myself tighten. It feels as if someone is watching me, that I’m being observed. I look carefully 
around. No one is there. I am quite alone. No curtains move. No one is watching me.  Only tightly 
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locked buildings with dead facades, a few trees, their branches waving in the wind, and  a lamp post 
carrying advertisements. One sticker carries a large swastika. But that feeling of being under 
observation is overpowering.

          I open the Apothecary’s door. A bell above me tinkles.  The room is empty of people. The 
shelves contain only cardboard packages and a few empty bottles.


 No one is at the counter. What if I am a thief? Then remembering how different shopping 
was at Wertheim Emporium to what happens in England, I decide this must be the usual German 
practice.


A bell sits on the counter. I pick it up and give it a good shake.

            The pharmacist appears from a small door behind the counter. He doesn’t bother with polite 
preliminaries, and his bearded face with the half spectacles is surly. ‘Yes, Fräulein? What do you 
need?’ 

	 Somewhat taken aback by his gruff  manner, I say, ‘Sir, I wish to buy some cough drops.’

	 ‘Do you indeed.’  His scowl grows worse.  ‘In that case I am sorry to inform you that at 
present we are out of cough drops. Would you care to order a packet?’

	 ‘Thank you, no, k-kind sir,’ I end up stammering. This is hardly the behaviour of someone 
hoping to attract customers.

	 He grunts before saying, ‘You have something for me?’

	 I hand him Adeline’s envelope.

	 He takes it without a word, slides another out from somewhere under his counter, hands it to 
me and retreats to the door behind the counter.

            Happy to be out of that store, I quickly leave.


Running late for my lesson with Herr Grossmann, again there is that feeling of being 
watched. I look around. No one is there.


Of course this is pure imagination on my part, probably due to being in new and different 
surroundings. Presently, my life in Blakeney could be on the other side of the world, maybe on 
another very unpleasant planet. Whenever I remember that I will have to return once my six months 
are over, I feel quite ill. If only there was some way I could stay a little longer. But to do that I would 
have to earn my own keep. I can hardly expect the Goldsteins to keep supporting me.

          If I apologise to Herr Grossmann for being late by explaining that I had an important message 
to deliver, it doesn’t seem to matter to him as he is in a jovial mood, rubbing his hands as if something 
exciting is about to happen. When I dare query this, he shakes his head and asks if today I would like 
coffee instead of water?  I decide it might be friendlier to accept a coffee.  As we wait for the maid to 
bring a tray into the room, he says in English, ‘Miss Armitage, I think I not pay you enough.’


 ‘Of course, you do,’ I assure him. ‘After all, I am not trained to be a teacher and you are a 
very good student.’


‘No, no,’ he says. ‘We say forty-five marks. I only give thirty-five. I give rest today.’

 Though he had originally only mentioned forty marks, I don’t argue. All this will help me 

repay Adeline a lot quicker than originally expected.
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I bring out the exercises in grammar, which explain how and when to use certain prepositions. 
But he is too distracted to concentrate. Fifteen minutes later the maid appears, carrying my hat and 
coat. She whispers something in his ear. He nods, gets to his feet and says in German. ‘Today Miss 
Armitage, you must forgive me. Something has come up I must attend to immediately.’ With this he 
hands me a hundred marks.  ‘Next week at the same time, no?’

           ‘Danke, Herr Grossmann. Nächste Woche, not to worry,’ I say and accept my hat and coat from 
the maid.  In the passage I hear voices in the front room, a gruff man’s voice saying, ‘The next 
election coming up, Herr Hitler wants you to stand for one of those seats…’

	 But it is too late to hear more. The maid is almost pushing me through the front door. As I 
walk into the street, someone crosses the street and walks behind me. This time I am sure this has 
nothing to do with shadows. Is someone really following me or is it merely a co-incidence?  I can’t 
understand why I should interest anyone enough to bother with me. Well, apart from those mysterious 
messages. What are they about? Next time I am asked to deliver one, I will steam open the envelope 
and read what’s inside. What if the message is dangerous? What can be in it? I need advice, but whom 
can I trust? Still, I remind myself that I have given Adeline my word to never let slip to anyone what I 
do. Not that I have. After a while, the stranger takes a left turn into a small street, and after all that 
anxiety and fear, I don’t think he had anything to do with me.


I slowly make my way home, all the while still wondering what is in those envelopes and how 
deeply Herr Grossmann  is involved with the National Socialists. Once again it comes to me that 
perhaps I am allowing my crush on Adeline to place me in danger. Surely not! Surely, a good friend 
will never betray another friend.
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                                             Part 5


19.  Berthold Brecht

 I can hardly wait for Saturday night. A new theatrical performance, and even better, I am 

going with Adeline. Just the two of us. 

We meet as agreed outside our café and walk to the Theater am Schiffbauerdamm which is 

still in central Berlin, close to the Spree River. I have been praying that it will just be the two of us 
and to my relief this turns out to be so. We now converse in a mix of languages; Adeline mostly in 
German, and myself answering the best way I can which is using some German, some French, and the 
occasional English word. On the way, she fills me in on some of the background to The Threepenny 
Opera. She says that the Berliner Zeitung reports that the theatre was rented by an actor called Ernst-
Josef Aufrecht. But I also hear through various sources that his acting was so bad that no one would 
hire him. His father felt sorry for him because he gave him a thousand marks to spend any way he 
liked, and he became a producer.’


 My eyebrows shoot up. ‘He was given enough money to hire an entire theatre?’ 

 ‘Seems so. Anyway, Aufrecht has an English secretary called Elizabeth Hauptmann who 

translated an eighteenth-century play called The Beggar’s Opera by John Gay. When Brecht was 
shown the play, he recognised its message as his own, and he renamed it The Threepenny Opera and 
got Kurt Weill to write the music.’


More background is left for later as we are now inside the theatre which I can only describe as 
a concrete wedding cake. There are enough concrete and alabaster muses and cherubs up high to make 
me smile. I can just imagine Pierre’s snide comments. 


Once upstairs, an usher shows us to seats in the front row of the balcony.	 

As we wait for the auditorium to fill and the curtain to rise, Adeline removes her shawl 

saying, ‘Brecht should do well. His last play, Mahagony, was a big hit.’

She settles back to examine the program. A minute later she gives her usual giggle, and 

whispers. ‘This gives the actors and the set designer’s names. But they left Kurt Weill’s name out. 
That’s sure to create a ruckus.’


Due to begin at eight, it is now eight thirty. The audience is becoming impatient. A slow 
clapping of hands starts up.  The curtain finally parts. We hear a few chords from a small orchestra, 
and a woman appears on stage to sing, “Und der Haifisch, der hat Zähne, und die trägt er im Gesicht, 
Und Macheath, der hat ein Messer und das Messer sieht man nicht…’


Adelaide whispers in French: ‘Oh the shark has pretty teeth, dear, and he shows them pearly 
white. Just a jack knife has MacHeath, dear. And he keeps it out of sight…’


I’m not quite sure what to make of the first half of the play.  What is perhaps different is that 
small separate scenes are spread across the stage. Lotte Lenya, the major star, performs behind steel 
bars to sing Surabaya Johnny, while a man in a trench coat and hat stands beside her, his back to the 
audience. He totally ignores the singer and the metaphor is obvious. It is the first time I have seen a 
writer take on the plight of women. In my opinion, this makes the play unique.
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At interval, we move out to the foyer where Adeline buys two glasses of white wine, hands 
me one, takes a deep swallow, and says ‘What Brecht has done is totally new. I wish you could 
understand all the dialogue.’


 ‘I do. Well, I follow it a little,’ I say cautiously. ‘But exactly how is it different from other 
plays? Also, his understanding of the plight of many women must be unique.’


She nods. ‘He certainly understands that. Also, you must have noticed how often the 
characters speak directly to the audience and wait for our replies? To include the public is totally 
innovative.’ She turns with narrowed eyes to survey who is standing at the bar. Then turns back to me: 
‘Brecht’s comments are relevant to Berlin today. His work is nothing like other plays which are either 
romances or based on mythology. This playwright is offering his left-wing views to the world.’


‘I did find the music and singers delightful,’ I admit. ‘Even when I did not always quite 
understand the dialogue.’


‘Lotte Lenya has a wonderful voice. She is married to Weill who wrote the music, and she 
performs his songs with unusual empathy…’


She is about to tell me more, only we are interrupted by some of the group we met in the café 
last Sunday, including Marie who wore that elegant orange cloche. Tonight, she is in a black satin 
dress with a long string of make-believe pearls and matching headband. She is still chic even though I 
note some of the pearls are dinted and chipped.  Her companions are Dickie in the dark rimmed 
glasses and Joseph Kaminski. This evening that twitch in Joseph’s right cheek is less pronounced. 
They greet us like old friends and talk about how much they are enjoying the performance, and how 
relevant it is to Berlin today.


 I quietly listen.

Soon Joseph takes me aside to ask what I think of the play and I tell him I am enjoying it 

enormously. He seems to take my opinion quite seriously and for a moment I wonder why. Is he 
becoming interested in me as a woman? Or is it something more sinister? Does he know about the 
messages I deliver for Adeline? Is he playing some kind of double game? But how could he? I am 
simply being ridiculous.


As I sip my wine, we are joined by a group of what Mother would describe as ‘working-class 
men and women’. All appear to know each other very well, the gossip only breaking off when a bell 
summons us back to our seats.

	 From what I can make out, the story is set in Victorian London. It is about Macheath, a 
criminal better known as Mack the Knife. Macheath is married to Polly Peachum. Polly’s father, who 
controls all the beggars in London, does not approve of his daughter’s choice and wants Macheath 
hanged. He is only stopped by the Chief of Police, who happens to be an old army chum of 
Macheath’s. Still, Peachum eventually gets Macheath sentenced, and our hero only escapes by the 
Queen awarding him a baronetcy.

	 At the end, the cast is applauded and cheered. When Brecht comes out on stage, wearing a 
worker’s cap which, I’m told, he is rarely seen without, the cheers rise to the roof, though I do notice 
a few boos.
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 After the actors disappear, we pick our way through the crowd and begin to walk home. 
Meandering down the street, Adeline says: ‘The audience might have liked it, but I am sure the critics 
will hate it. If you don’t believe me, read tomorrow’s reviews.’


‘I will, I promise.’ I assure her. ‘Thank you for inviting me. I really enjoyed this evening very 
much.’

	 She muses awhile. I’m wondering what is going through her head, before she says, ‘Heather, 
you are here for only six months and there’s a lot for you to see.’

            I can’t avoid an audible sigh. ‘I’m sure I won’t be able to manage everything.’

	 She gives me her delightful smile. ‘You are so right.  The Berliner Zeitung records that we 
have thirty-five theatres, twenty-four concert halls and one hundred and forty-seven daily and weekly 
newspapers. The Russian Ballet comes here to dance to music which the young composer Stravinsky 
has written for them. I know you would love Josephine Baker, the jazz dancer. She has promised to 
perform here once again.’

	 ‘It all sounds very exciting,’ I murmur, meanwhile wondering how to ask this busy woman if 
she can find time to show me more of the city.


‘Yes, they are. Not far from where you are staying are some splendid cabarets that are great 
fun to visit.’


 ‘Which ones do you like best?’ I ask.

We start to cross the street. She glances towards an oncoming car, waits for it to pass before 

saying, ‘The Catacombs, the Cabaret of Comedians, the Tingeltangel  She pauses before touching my 
arm and adds, ‘I’ll let you know when Josephine Baker is due to appear, and we will go together.’

	 I feel myself flush with pleasure. We have now arrived at the Goldsteins and I hold out my 
hand to shake hers. Instead she leans forward and lightly kisses my lips.


 Warmth fills my entire being. Without thinking, I start to kiss her back. Her lips are soft and 
her breath is sweet.  She gently pushes me away, saying, ‘I will have another message this week for 
you to run. Is this still fine with you?’

	 ‘Of course,’ I assure her, though a chill runs down my spine. After my stupid response to what 
was only a friendly kiss, how can I possibly reject her request?  


‘Why wouldn’t I be happy to run any of your messages?’ I say, though my spine feels my 
unease. Is she only nice to me so I will act as a messenger? Of course not, I sternly tell myself. We 
really like each other. Don’t we?



107



20.  Passover

The Friday night Sabbath meal is the high point of the week and everyone is expected to be 

present. The dining table is covered with a crisp white tablecloth and napkins, heavily embossed silver 
cutlery, fine china plates and candlesticks. A scarf covers Frau Goldstein’s head as she lights the 
Sabbath candles. Herr Goldstein will ask one of his children to recite the Hebrew prayer: ‘Blessed are 
You, God… We eat a slice of a honey-coloured loaf called a Challah and wish each other ‘Good 
Shabbas.’  

	 But tonight is special because it is also Passover. The week before, the apartment has seen a 
flurry of activity as every room is cleaned, and special dishes and cutlery are brought out. No bread is 
on the table. Instead, we eat a flat biscuit called Matzoh. In the middle of the dining table is a dish 
filled with bitter herbs, a burnt bone, and a mix of honey and grated apple to symbolise the bitterness 
of slavery and back-breaking labour Jews were forced to perform. Before we eat, Lili, as the youngest 
member of the family, asks: ‘Why is this night different from other nights?’ This leads Herr Goldstein 
to relate the age-old tale of how the Jews, led by Moses, escaped from Egypt to wander for forty years 
in the desert.

	 This Passover, the Goldsteins have invited Rosie’s mother and her young brother Paul to 
share our meal. Frau Silberberg is a plump widow with dark hair worn in a tight bun, around her eyes 
a cobweb of fine lines, and such thick scarlet lips, they remind me of a tropical flower. She seems in 
awe of Herr and Frau Goldstein  and she spends a lot of time thanking them for this invitation, even 
though the Goldstein’s welcome could not be warmer. 


Frau Silberberg’s face might show the difficulties of making ends meet, but her hands are 
perfectly manicured which tells me she does no housework.  She never takes her eyes off her son, 
constantly asking if he would like another helping of whatever is being served and watching every 
movement he makes. But Paul does his best to ignore her. He would be quite pleasant looking if he 
was not such a sulk. He barely opens his mouth except to eat and drink and he does lots of both. As he 
has just begun work as a lawyer’s clerk, I’m sure he is only here under sufferance. For the entire meal 
he totally ignores me. Possibly, because the top of his head does not even reach my shoulders.


I am introduced as ‘our English cousin’, and Rosie makes a big show of how well I fit in. Her 
mother’s response is remarkably like Jane Austen’s Mr. Collins. She cries between mouthfuls:  ‘How 
could she not find everything here just wonderful? Frau Goldstein, she is so fortunate that you have 
taken her in. She could have gone to a far less generous family and be forced to work as a servant. I 
hear cases where girls are worn to a frazzle. Other families where the girl was so difficult to manage, 
she had to be sent to a hospital for the insane. Another girl became so ill with TB, she had to be sent 
home.’ 


She leans forward to confide: ‘In another family the husband took too much of a liking to the 
young woman. They ran away leaving the poor wife with no money and there was such a scandal, you 
wouldn’t believe.  Another case where a child which the girl was supposed to look after, was 
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tormented so badly that she needed medical attention. I hope thatHeather Rose realises how lucky she 
is. Offering bed and board before you know anything about the distant relative can lead to total 
disaster…’ 


No knowing where to look, I keep my gaze on my plate. I am only rescued by Rosie who pats 
her mother’s hand, and says, ‘Mutti, Heather Rose is wonderful. We learn English from her, and we 
admire her ability to stay silent when others might disagree with our views. We have become very 
fond of her.’


This shuts her mother up. But only for a short time, because within minutes she is admiring 
Frau Goldstein’s frock, the dining room furniture, the ornaments, the table settings, and the meal. She 
praises even Lili’s performance on the piano before she hears the girl play. But much of her 
conversation centres around her maid or rather the lack of a decent maid. She is so rude about her 
servant, and servants in general, that I am embarrassed for Lotte who keeps an impassive face as she 
serves our meal. But it seems that a good maid is something all middle-class Berlin women openly 
desire. Though Frau Goldstein keeps repeating, ‘Lotte is our jewel…’ Frau Silberberg has no such 
luck, accusing her present employee of lying, cheating, even stealing. She only shuts up long enough 
to fill her mouth with food.


I watch Paul become more and more irritated and stifle a giggle. It seems that I am not the 
only child annoyed and embarrassed by our parents. 


Dinner takes ages to get through and we are only saved by drinking our coffee in the living 
room and listening to Lili play a Mozart sonata.  Finally, and to everyone’s relief, Pierre offers to 
drive the family home. 


After Herr Goldstein closes the door behind them, Frau Goldstein murmurs, ‘Jacob, when 
Pierre and Rosie are married, I hope there won’t be too much family contact.’ 


 Herr Goldstein frowns. ‘Rosie is very different.’ 

Frau Goldstein gives a deep sigh. ‘Thank God for that.’ 

All this makes me wonder about Mrs Cohen, Adeline’s mother. Is she at all like Frau 

Silberberg? Is this why her daughter never mentions her? I do not dare to quiz Adeline as it will seem 
overly inquisitive. But there is so much I would like to know. How can one feel so much emotion and 
still remain so ignorant? Is this like other people who fall in love? Did Juliet feel like this about 
Romeo though they hardly knew each other before being married? Is this how Jane felt about Mr 
Rochester before she knew about his mad wife? Is this how Pip in Great Expectations felt about 
Estelle? If in some ways all these books help me cope with the world, they only go so far. There’s still 
too much I don’t understand. All the heroes and heroines in my favourite books fall in love with 
someone of the opposite gender. Is it possible to have the same emotion for another woman? Why do I 
feel emotionally and spiritually close to her? Why does it feel familiar, yet at the same time so totally 
out of place? Why do I feel as if, perhaps, I am going a little mad? Why does no man interest me in 
any way apart from becoming my friend? Why does the thought of any man touching my body makes 
me squirm with distaste? If only there was someone I could talk to, what a relief that would be.
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     ***


I hear nothing for the next few days and am nearly overcome with anxiety. How could I have 
been such an idiot? No wonder Adeline does not contact me. Only a fool is so impulsive. What can 
she possibly think? Will she now view me as a deviant and want nothing more to do with me?


But as if to allay my fears, she calls early next day. ‘Heather, are you free this afternoon to 
meet in our usual café?’ To my vast relief she sounds as usual. There is nothing to suggest that I have 
overstepped the mark of our friendship.

	 ‘Of course,’ I say too quickly. ‘What is a good time for you?’

	 A short silence before she says, ‘How about late this afternoon? Four thirty?’

	 ‘Four thirty is fine…’ I say, but the line is already dead.


I turn to see Karl behind me. He obviously overheard. He gestures awkwardly at the phone. 
‘Was that Adeline Cohen?’


Yes.’ I frown inwardly. What business is it of his who calls me?

He shuffles and stares at the Turkish runner. I am halfway to my room when he calls, ‘Heather 

Rose, you are new to Berlin…’

I swivel around. ’Yes. I am learning a lot about this city.’ 

‘But,’ he says softly. ‘Because you are new you can be easily taken in. Adeline is so obsessed 

with her politics, I don’t think she considers how they might affect her friends.’

‘What do you know about her?’ I say hotly. ‘What are you trying to tell me?’ 

He shrugs. ‘Adeline is determined to bring communism to Germany and will use anything to 

achieve this. I’m not sure she has thought this through.  I believe we should follow an ideology that is 
far less rigid.’


I blink. ‘You think communism is too rigid’

‘What would I know,’ he murmurs still concentrating on the runner. ‘From what I can tell, no 

political party likes Jews. I think you should be wary of getting involved.’

‘Of course, I’m wary,’ I assure him, though inwardly I seethe. What would this boy know? 

‘Thank you for this warning,’ I stiffly add and make my way to my room. When I glance back, he still 
seems to be memorising the runner’s design.


                                                        ***


The following afternoon I arrive at the café too early. 

Adeline is fifteen minutes late.

Over coffee and the delicious small cakes known as kleiner Kuchen she explains that she 

wants me to go to another café in one of the side streets. There I am to sit by the door, and make sure 
that  I am alone. If a stranger asks if I mind sharing my table, I am to offer that person a seat.  If he or 
she asks if I prefer tea or coffee, I am to answer ‘tea.’ Only then do I give this person the envelope 
which Adeline now places in my hand and asks me to bring whatever I am given back to her.
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I place the envelope in my handbag and ask what is uppermost in my mind. ‘When are you 
and Anton planning to marry?’


She seems astonished at this query, but answers readily enough. ‘We still haven’t decided on a 
date.’ She gives an unexpected frown. ‘Heather, I really don’t see what business it is of anyone else. 
When we are ready to get married, we will announce it to the world.’

             I feel a blush start up from my toes. Will she ever forgive me for being this intrusive? I half 
expect her to jump to her feet and storm away. But it seems I’m forgiven, because she calls a waiter to 
our table and asks for two glasses of water. Then she turns and says: ‘Anton has tickets for all the 
Goldsteins for tomorrow night for the Berlin Philharmonic orchestra. A full evening of Schubert and 
Beethoven. Anton was lucky to get those seats as they were nearly sold out. But he knows the 
manager and we have a private box.’


I recall Mother’s warnings about being presumptive. ‘Are you sure that I am invited?’

‘Of course you are invited.’ Smiling, she pats my hand. A friendly gesture, nothing more. 

‘Aren’t you part of the family?’

	 ‘Very thoughtful of Anton to include me,’ I murmur. 


She chatters on about her work and what a hard taskmaster Willi Münzenberg is. ‘By the end 
of the day,’ she admits with her usual giggle, ‘my fingers are black and blue from all the typing he 
expects me to complete.’

	 There is no doubt that she enormously admires the work he does for others. ‘Willi pulled 
himself up from the working class to be one of the richest men in Berlin,’ she enthuses. ‘He owns 
newspapers, film companies and radio stations, but all his money hasn’t stopped him from offering 
legal and financial aid to others less fortunate.’


She goes on and on to the point that I wonder if she is not half in love with her boss, though it 
turns out he lives with a permanent mistress. 


‘I would feel very privileged to meet him,’ I murmur,

‘I’m sure you will,’ she replies, and stands up to leave.


	 I realise that if I display the right kind of sympathy and interest, my previous gaffes might be 
forgotten. But when I am with Adeline, I feel like a push-me-pull-me puppet. Yet again I’m forced to 
ask myself, would she still want to be my friend if I wasn’t prepared to run her messages?

	 What adds to my insecurities is the number of young women being attacked throughout this 
district. Though they appear to be random, what if one of those attacks is aimed at me? But I know 
better than to mention this to Adeline. She will only laugh at my suspicions and point out that as I am 
unknown in Berlin, a total foreigner with no interests in any politics, that there is nothing to tie me to 
those envelopes.


                                                                        ***

 Dearest Mother,


Your last letter gave me hope that your health is improving. Please try and continue with 
whatever is doing you this much good.
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 My German is becoming more fluent -at least according to the Goldsteins who claim they 
have never met anyone who can pick up a language so quickly. Perhaps they are just offering 
encouragement. I understand almost everything, but there is still too much I don’t know how to say, or 
use the right word, or know the correct word order.


Last night we went to a performance given by the Philharmonic orchestra at the concert hall 
in Bernauerstraβe in Kreuzberg. Otto Klemperer conducted. I know how much you love music and 
wished you were with me. Anton, my friend Adeline’s fiancé, was able to get a private box with enough 
seats for the entire family including twelve-year old Lili. I think I have mentioned before that Lili is a 
musical prodigy and her parents want her to hear as many pianists as possible. 


The pianist played Beethoven’s first piano concerto with much pedalling and bravado, lifting 
hands and bringing them down with enormous force in the spectacular style of Busoni. The audience 
loved this and there was lots of clapping and cheers and an encore of a Chopin waltz which I 
understand is unusual. During interval, I asked Lili for her opinion. She giggled and shook her head.


 In the foyer we walked into Willi Münzenberg, the publisher and my friend Adeline’s boss. 
Though he is several inches shorter than I am, his frame is sturdy and he has the most prominent and 
determined chin I have ever seen. He is so much the wealthy and influential gentleman that it is easy 
to forget his working-class background. 


Herr Goldstein knows him well and introduced me as his English cousin. 

Herr Münzenberg shook my hand, saying, ‘Any cousin of the Goldsteins are also mine.’

I blot the page and slide the pen into its holder. How can I explain that strange sensation I had 

on meeting Willi Münzenberg?  Perhaps it was the intense look Willi gave me as we shook hands, that 
caught my breath. Is this how he greets most people? Or am I important in some other way? After a 
few moments he stopped talking to Herr Goldstein and turned to me as if he knew what was in my 
mind, ‘You must try to ignore what people say about me.’  He touched my hand very lightly before 
adding. ‘Shall we decide to be friends?’

	 ‘Of course,’ I said, though I’m sure my eyes widened. I have no illusions about my 
insignificance. Why might such an important man want to be my friend? What would he gain from it? 


My confusion must be obvious because his mouth gave a slight twitch. He produced a silver 
and gold cigar case, offered the contents to the men, bit off the end of one cigar and lit it. ‘Cuban,’ he 
said, as we breathed in the delicious aroma. ‘You know,’ his tone became thoughtful and I had the 
strangest feeling that he was directing his comments to me, that they were purely for my benefit as the 
others would know his history and interests very well. ‘I am most fortunate in that Lenin was my 
close friend. I was dreadfully upset when he died far too early. But I remain on good terms with 
Stalin, though he will never be the man Lenin was.’ He took another puff, before adding, ‘I am told 
that the Social Democrats are peering into my finances. They claim that I am raising money to pay for 
communist propaganda.’ Another slow puff before a wry smile. ‘But I have every right to print 
whatever I think fit.’
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A slim, dark-haired man with a very high forehead slid in beside Willi. Adeline said, ‘Hullo 
Otto, are you enjoying the music?’ Before he could answer she turned to me.  ‘Heather, meet Otto 
Katz. Otto, this is Heather Armitage from England. She has come to Berlin to learn German.’


Herr Katz shook my hand and said in perfect English with almost no accent, ‘What a delight 
to have such a beautiful young woman gracing our city.’ He held my hand a fraction too long. I felt 
myself redden. Something about him, perhaps the way he held my hand, felt too immediate, too 
intimate, and it made me uncomfortable. I am really becoming far too suspicious of ordinary Berlin 
behaviour.


Willi said, ‘Otto speaks at least six languages. He is my most loyal and faithful supporter.’ 

A bell sounded that it was time to return for the second half of the concert. Before we 

separated Adeline whispered, ‘Otto has a special relationship with the actress Marlene Dietrich. It’s 
rumoured that he fathered her child.’ She gave me her special giggle and we returned to the 
auditorium.


I am aware that Willi Münzenberg runs an international media empire. Is he connected with 
those mysterious messages? What if those messages I am delivering come from him? But why would 
such a wealthy and influential man bother using these underhand methods? I spend the second half of 
the concert wondering about that intense look he gave me instead of concentrating on the Schubert 
concerto. 


Back to Mother’s letter. There is so much I can’t write about. If only I had someone to confide 
in. I would love to confess how my gaze rarely leaves Adeline, how aware I am of Anton whispering 
in her ear, of watching him remove her wrap and drape it behind her, of how his fingers linger on her 
skin, of how I hardly hear a note. Instead, I sit there reliving the first time we met, and how quickly I 
fell into a valley of despair. The very thought of her being married to Anton and my inevitable return 
to Blakeney leaves me totally despondent and instead of enjoying my stay and making the most of it, I 
fall into the dourest mood and can only imagine a horrid future. 


I finish Mother’s letter with some inane comments about the slightly warmer if rather wet 
weather, fold and insert the paper into a stamped and addressed envelope. House keys safe in my coat 
pocket, I take the letter to the closest post box, pop it into the slot, and continue on to that café where I 
am to deliver Adeline’s latest message.


 This turns out to be in a small street off Friedrichstraβe. No sooner have I settled at an empty 
table when a girl, perhaps a servant judging by her pallid skin and shabby clothes, asks if I would 
mind if she were to sit at the same table. Behind us a workman in shabby clothes and a coth cap sips a 
tankard of beer. 


 I assure the girl that I am happy for her to sit with me. In the Berlin dialect, she asks if I 
prefer tea or coffee? ‘Tea,’ I reply. She nods, and an envelope is slipped onto my lap. I give her mine 
seconds before a waiter appears to ask for my order. 


The girl waits a few moments and leaves. I get to my feet, apologize to the waiter for 
changing my mind and also leave. The worker at the bar finishes his beer and takes off. But all that 
time he never takes his eyes off us.
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Outside of the café, I wait long enough to glimpse the girl hurrying into the distance. Only 
then do I head in the opposite direction.


Halfway home, I pass a small group of people. When I get closer, I see that they are 
surrounding a girl, a servant judging by her shabby coat and hat, seated on the pavement rubbing her 
head. She’s deathly pale. I check to see if this is the same girl I spoke to before. No. This is a stranger.


 ‘What happened?’ I ask a bystander, an unshaven lout in a worker’s cap.

He shrugs. ‘She says a youth cycled by and hit her over the head with a bat before stealing her 

bag which had all her savings.’

 ‘Poor thing,’ says another onlooker. We barely survive on what we earn.’

‘Another one of those street gangs,’ says a plump woman, her head wrapped in a shawl.’

‘Can’t they find someone better to steal from?’

The comments continue. I would think little of them except to feel sorry for the girl. Only 

when she manages to stagger onto her feet, do I see that she’s almost my height and quite skinny. 
From the rear she could be mistaken for me.


I sidle past the girl and the crowd still commiserating over the loss of her bag, and hurry 
home.
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21. Boxing!

Of all things, the following evening over our soup, Pierre announces that he has ringside 

tickets for a boxing match for the following night.

	 As part of the Goldstein family, most nights Rosie eats dinner with us. Though she never 
mentions this, I’m sure she is relieved to get away from her sulky brother and tiresome mother. 
‘Ringside seats!’ She claps her hands. ‘So hard to come by! How did you manage?’

	 Pierre gives us his mischievous smile. ‘I know a man who knows a man who is happy to take 
a lot of money for good seats.’ While I am wondering what can be so fascinating about watching two 
men fight, Pierre glances at me. ‘Heatter Rose, you don’t look keen. Perhaps you’d prefer not to 
come? Do you hate the thought of boxing?’ 


He’s right. I do hate the thought of fisticuffs. Should I mention how, when Deedee and I 
walked through Blakeney on our way to see the seals, how often we glimpsed drunk crabbers and 
fishermen flaying into each other. We quickly learnt to beware of being glimpsed in case they turned 
their anger on us.


But then Pierre casually adds, ‘Anton and Adeline will be joining us. I bought five tickets in 
return for that concert, though I’m not sure Anton enjoys boxing.’

	 Determined to use every chance to see Adeline, I assure him that I adore all forms of sport 
and hope my face doesn’t show my lie. ‘But I know nothing about boxing.’

	 Herr Goldstein chuckles. ‘You don’t have to. Basically, it is two men wearing padded leather 
mittens slugging things out until one proves that he can stay on his feet longer than the other. He turns 
to Pierre, ‘You don’t mention who is in the main bout.’

	 ‘All I know is that one is the American, Dixie Kid. They’re still arguing about who should 
take him on. We’ll find out tomorrow night.’

	 His father pushes his empty bowl away. ‘I’m sure it will be Max Schmeling. He’s our best 
prize fighter.’

	 ‘Max Schmeling?’ Pierre spoons up the last of his soup. ‘I don’t think so. He’s a heavyweight. 
Dixie Kid is only a bantam.’

	 Talk continues about other celebrated fighters, someone called Frank Klaus who, Herr 
Goldstein claims, was the finest boxer Germany ever produced. Only Rosie follows the conversation. 
Lily fidgets. Karl stares into space. Frau Goldstein openly yawns. 


Herr Goldstein takes the hint and turns the conversation to another bout of anti-Semitism 
earlier that day when two Orthodox Jews were attacked by a group of roughs. ‘Probably National 
Socialists,’ he says wryly. ‘Since the party leadership was given to Hitler, they’re becoming too 
prominent.’

	 ‘Don’t worry about them,’ Pierre says airily. ‘Berlin is full of crackpots and lunatics.’


I suppose I should find all this talk absorbing, but I’m not listening. All I know is that this will 
be another chance to see Adeline, though Anton will also be there. I pull myself together to ask for 
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more details and I am told that we leave promptly at six. ‘We’ll have a nice supper after the match,’ 
Pierre assures Rosie and me. ‘Wear warm coats but something light under them. We’re in the front 
row under the spotlights, and they get hot.’

	 The chat peters out as Berthe replaces our soup bowls with warm plates, and Lotte brings in 
whipped potatoes and a Beef Ragout braised in red wine. While she prepared this, I had carefully 
noted the ingredients. The secret was how long it stayed in the oven and the wine, though I’m sure 
Father will never allow me to spend good money on wine. He mostly sticks to Scottish whisky. Can a 
dash of whisky or brandy add flavour? When I get back home, I will experiment and replace what I 
use with water in case he notices the bottle levels going down.


	 	 	 	 	           ***


Pierre won’t risk parking the Bugatti where the locals might take exception to a luxury car 
and damage it. Instead we take a taxi to a circus tent turned into a boxing stadium.  Judging by how 
we are shepherded past a queue of hopefuls who scowl and mutter,  those seats were expensive. A 
burly man – perhaps he was once a boxer as his nose is flattened and he has cauliflower ears, checks 
our tickets. Satisfied that we are fully paid up, he points us inside. A lad, no more than thirteen or 
fourteen, also examines our tickets before leading us to our seats. 


The other two are here already. Adeline is glamorous in a fox fur jacket, blue cloche and 
matching woollen coatdress. Anton is in a three-piece navy striped suit, a cashmere coat draped over 
his shoulders. To me his face seems more pinched, as if life is not going the way he might expect.  
They greet us with many thanks, and we learn that Dixie Kid’s opponent will be Mike McTique, 
another American. 


In the centre of the stadium is a raised platform of about six squares surrounded by three thick 
ropes. The stands behind and around us are packed with peak-capped labourers and their women, 
plump shopkeepers with their wives and sons, a vast number of young men, even clusters of women. 
Cigarettes, cigars, and pipes are everywhere. The air is grey with their fug. 

	  ‘Some boxers rise from the slums to become famous,’ says Pierre helping Rosie remove her 
coat. ‘The best boxing matches are advertised in newspapers and on radio. The movies bring it to 
more people. Right now, boxing is the world’s top sport.’  


 ‘That’s because so much money is being made from it.’ Anton’s expression is sour. ‘The 
winner takes home a wad. Fortunes are made and lost. People bet heavily.’

	 ‘Have you placed a bet tonight, Anton?’ Rosie asks with a mischievous smile.  ‘Who do you 
think will win?’ 

	 ‘Of course not,’ he says stiffly. ‘I know nothing about Dixie Kid’s opponent, and anyway, I 
never gamble.’

	 Once again, I wonder why someone as free spirited as Adeline has chosen such a priggish 
fiancé. But as Anton comes from a firmly established, wealthy family, I suppose that both money and 
prestige wield a huge influence.
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          More conversation is drowned out by a roar from the audience. Strong lights focus on the ring. 
Two bare-chested men in shorts, padded leather mittens and soft lace up boots, followed by their 
coaches and a referee, climb into the ring.


 The boxers and the referee huddle as they go over the rules. ‘Blows below the waist are 
forbidden,’ Pierre tells me.


The fighters retreat to their diagonally opposite corners. 

A bell clangs, and the two fighters rush into the centre where they clutch each other while 

delivering punches to the head and chest. Each move is closely observed by the referee. He is almost 
on top of them. The crowd roars approval or insults. The noisiest are three women seated directly 
opposite us who scream at the smaller boxer to kill his opponent.  


   A round lasts only a few minutes before the bell calls a break. The boxers retreat to where 
their coaches wait to staunch wounds and give advice.  Between rounds, it looks as if the fight is 
about to extend to two men behind us until their friends manage to separate them.

	 This match is limited to five rounds of about two or three minutes each, which seems a long 
time to be punching someone, though I am told that major fights can last twelve rounds. Very soon the 
bigger fighter has a swollen eye, while the other, still an adolescent, keeps shaking his head as if 
confused. 


The bigger fighter’s arm is held aloft. Although I see this as an obvious set- up, people climb 
through the ropes to congratulate him.

	 If I have had enough of boxing, it turns out that this is only an introduction. 


While we wait for the next bout, flasks are passed around. I swallow a mouthful of brandy, 
and after catching my breath, enjoy its warmth. I also learn that there is a fundamental contrast 
between European and American styles of boxing. ‘No use having European Geist if you aren’t 
properly trained,’ says Anton who is always decisive – except perhaps, when it comes to his marriage.


Pierre shakes his head. ‘I agree Geist or spirit is important, but in the end it’s more about 
performance. You can’t have two men throwing random punches. They only get hurt.’


‘They get hurt anyway,’ Anton says dryly. He so obviously disapproves of this sport that I 
wonder why he agreed to come. Both men fall silent when the crowd’s roar becomes louder as Dixie 
Kid and Mike McTique climb back into the ring. 


Though I watch each move, I don’t see much Geist. Only less flailing around, more accurate 
hits and two men stalking one another. They’re up on their toes and then crouching, sweating, testing 
their reach and the other man’s speed and strength. It could be a dance except for the malice behind it 
and the splatter of blood and sweat.


People rise to their feet and bray encouragement. The audience seethes and ripples. The noise 
is all around us. I try to look away. But there’s ten rounds to go before the fight is stopped and Dixie 
Kid’s arm held up. The crowd roars its approval. 


I keep one eye on the audience, the other on Adeline. Throughout the match she keeps 
whispering in Rosie’s ear, though Rosie motions her to hush. If Rosie is interested in most sport, it is 
obvious that Adeline is about as interested in boxing as I am. 
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Worried that my angst must show, I force my gaze to stay on the ring.  Why isn’t Adeline 
whispering in my ear? Up until now, she has barely acknowledged my presence. Am I only useful to 
her? Is she angry with me? But if so, what have I done?  Have I earned enough marks to repay my 
debt? I mentally tally what Herr Grossmann has paid me. I have almost three quarters of what I owe.  
Next time I am asked to deliver a message I will refuse. Instead, I will return her money.


It iss round five before I notice the two men seated to our left. Like Adeline, they seem 
disinterested in what is happening in the ring. Instead, their gaze openly focusses on our party. 
Something about them, maybe their fleshy red jowls and narrow eyes remind me of hunters looking 
for prey. Who are they? Why are they interested in us? Watching them watching us sends shivers 
down my spine. I try to point them out to Pierre, but he is too involved in the match and brushes me 
aside.

	 Thankfully, we don’t stay for the third bout that is to happen between two Germans. Instead, 
Pierre suggests we go to a Russian cabaret he has just heard about.  


Anton scowls. ‘I prefer the Restaurant zur Nolle.’

‘Berlin’s most expensive eating place,’ Rosie whispers to me. And to Anton, ‘A Russian 

cabaret sounds more fun.’

	 ‘Yes, yes,’ Adeline murmurs. ‘Anton, leave the zur Nolle for another time.’ As she’s almost 
purring while stroking his arm, he immediately gives in.

	 Leaving, I glance back at those men. They are no longer there. I decide that I was obviously 
mistaken.


No taxis in this part of Berlin. We all crowd into Anton’s car. I am aware of Adeline’s 
stockinged leg lightly touching mine, though she continues to ignore me. Anton drives more sensibly 
than Pierre. I suspect Anton in every way is far more sensible - except when it comes to Adeline. No 
heart-in-mouth moments like when my cousin is at the wheel.


 Pierre calls, ‘I read that Der Blaue Vogel travelled to many parts of Europe including London 
where it was performed at the Scala theatre.’

	 ‘How was it received?’ Anton calls from the driver’s seat. 


 ‘Who knows?’ Pierre sometimes forgets that I understand almost everything. ‘The Brits have 
odd taste.’

            ‘You’re so right. ‘Anton smirks at me via the small driver’s mirror. Though we have barely 
exchanged two words, I’m sure he dislikes me. Does he suspect my feelings for Adeline? Can he be 
jealous of a woman?


 ‘One critic loved it,’ Pierre says quickly. ‘Another, not at all. But wait till you see their 
poster. It’s truly spectacular.’

	 ‘Who designed it?’


‘I’m not sure,’ he admits. ‘But it’s very modern.  A Cossack presented in a mixed style of 
cubism, realism and expressionism, all created with only red, white, and blue lines.’


	 	 	 	 	    ***
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Getting into the Der Blaue Vogel turns out to be complicated. We park outside a bar which 
displays a poster advertising the lithograph Anton described.  It is certainly startling. Before I get a 
chance to study it, we are checked over by two men as to whether we should be allowed in. Though 
one is fair, the other dark, both are unshaven, their jackets too small for their burgeoning stomachs.


‘This is all part of the fun,’ Adeline whispers to me. As this is the first time she has addressed 
me tonight, I know such a rush of relief, I almost forgive her for ignoring me earlier.


We are led in single file by a man dressed as a Cossack through a passage at the back of the 
bar into a large space with a small stage at one end, the rest filled with chairs and tables. Most tables 
are already occupied. Only Anton handing a wad of notes to the chief waiter persuades him to push 
away a group of Russian immigrants and settles us there. He orders a round of Beluga Gold vodka 
and it arrives in small shot glasses with a plate of piroshki - fried pancakes with delicious meat 
fillings. Another plate turns up with cream cheese piroshki. Adeline has decided to take more notice of 
me, or perhaps she wants to make Anton jealous, because she leans over him to whisper loudly, ‘You 
can always tell the Leninists by their goatee beards.’


She’s right. The room divides itself into displaced White Russians and those who follow 
Lenin’s ideas. I half expect to see Willi Münzenberg and ask if he ever comes?


 ‘What do you think?’ Adeline gives a short laugh. ‘I think this theatre might never have 
opened if he hadn’t substantially contributed to it.’

	 We are each handed a large menu, on the front a black and white image of that spectacular 
poster. Several pages suggest other Russian dishes, many contain beetroot, cabbage, and sour cream in 
various forms, and two pages of assorted vodkas. The back page tells us something about the club. 
Founded by Russian émigrés, the show combines folk songs and satirical sketches, arranged by 
Duban-Tortsov, a former Moscow actor and Jasha Yuzhny, the director.


Yuzhny himself turns up to greet us. Short and plump, with a bald head, a chubby pink face, 
his pale round eyes resemble  a wintry sky.  Anton introduces us. We all shake hands. When told I am 
English, Yuzny says, ‘Our company visited London five years ago.’


Embarrassed at being singled out, I murmur, ‘I have never been to London.’

‘Oh.’ He looks startled. ‘Well, your critics very much admired our performances.’

I recall something different and smile.

Just then the curtain opens fitfully and a chorus of three boys dressed as Russian peasants and 

three girls showing far more flesh than any peasant would dare in a Russian winter, dance a Kalinka 
to the accompaniment of balalaikas and tambourines. 


After that a massive man with an equally massive bass fills the air with the ‘Volga Boat song’: 
‘Yo heave ho… yo heave ho…’  He’s followed by comics who talk about what it is like to be a Berlin 
emigrant. We get skits about life in Russia before and after the Revolution, accompanied by 
explanations from Yuzny in Russian and then German. By now I understand much of what is being 
said, even if I still find it hard to speak German.
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If I am amused, Anton isn’t. He says acidly, ‘At least it’s an alternative to cabarets that are 
becoming far too political.’ 


I blink. Doesn’t he realise how politically left-wing his fiancée has become?

	 ‘A bit of a mess,’ Pierre agrees. ‘We could have done without Yuzny’s comments.’

	 But when the revue is over, and the director appears at our table, we assure him that we 
thoroughly enjoyed all the performances and order another round of vodka and two more platters of 
piroshki.

	 Though it has all been great fun, my mind keeps flickering back to the boxing match and 
those two thuggish men who never took their gaze away from us. Who were they? Why were they so 
interested in our party? Perhaps I should have insisted that Pierre noticed them, but now it is 
obviously too late and I’m sure he would say it was all my imagination. The other day when I 
mentioned that too many women in our district were being attacked, didn’t he say, ‘Heatter Rose, you 
mustn’t forget that Berlin is seething with discontent and unemployment. Every district is riddled with 
crime, no different from where we live. Just make sure that nothing happens to you.’

	 It is well after midnight before we get up to leave. In all that time Adeline has totally ignored 
me. I decide to repay my debt and refuse to run any more messages. 


Back home, I toss and turn all night.
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23. Extras

 	 No further contact from Adeline and so I have no way of rejecting her requests. I am in turn 
angry, frustrated and depressed. 


Frau Goldstein notices and decides that I must be homesick, even though I assure her that I 
am not. When she insists, I admit to being worried about Mother’s failing health.

	 My hostess accepts this. ‘I did notice a recent letter from Frau Armitage. Unfortunately,’ she 
sighs, ‘even with all our present-day knowledge, we have no cure for tuberculosis. This is particularly 
rampant in the slums of Berlin. I cannot understand where your mother caught it. Did she work with 
the poor? Maybe during the war?’

	 I think back to what Mother did before Father returned from the Front. ‘She visited women 
who lost husbands and sons, took them food and clothes. Perhaps that was where she caught it.’

	 Frau Goldstein must believe me because there is no further discussion about my bleak moods. 


I can’t believe how stupid I am to fall for a woman who shows so little emotion in return. All 
that distracts me is when two days later Pierre wakes me well before dawn for the filming of 
Pandora’s Box.  He insists that we are running late. This time we are to turn up in everyday clothes. 
The night club scene will be shot later. For that I will need to borrow an evening gown, a glittery 
hairband and high heeled sandals.


Pierre drives to the set at breakneck speed. We get to the studio on time, though I swear I 
leave my stomach behind. At the front desk we give our names to the woman with the blonde plait 
wrapped around her head and the permanent scowl. She sends us to a room labelled ‘extras’ where 
twenty or more people are crammed inside


No chairs. We settle in a corner on the floor. The more experienced have brought stools. 
Some, even brought canvas chairs. I had never realised how much hanging around is involved when a 
movie is being filmed. 


I have brought my German Grammar and Jane Eyre. Pierre has notes to work on his 
dissertation. But I end up reading very little. Instead I listen to the chatter around me. I discover the 
crowd is made up of those who aspire to be film stars, and those that are there for the midday meal 
and twenty marks. There is lots of gossip about actors and crew still looking for work, those few that 
succeed, and their glamorous lives as reported in the dailies. It seems that with enough charm and 
cheek, anything is possible. 


The group is dominated by an older skinny man with a full head of wrinkly white hair.  
Because I never learn his real name, I dub him White Hair. He has obviously come down in the world, 
as his shoe uppers are split from the soles, his shirt is grubby, and his coat sleeves frayed. 
Nevertheless, he has set himself up as the extras’ spokesman.  ‘I have never seen you before,’ he says 
to Pierre. ‘Is this your first time as an extra?’
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 Pierre admits this to be true. As a result, certain assumptions are made. ‘You’re reporters,’ 
declares a skinny younger man called Hans, pointing to Pierre’s notes. His face is so drawn, his suit so 
worn, he can only be here for the money. 


 Pierre gives his mischievous smile and shakes his head in such a way that this notion is 
immediately confirmed. No one takes any notice of me. I’m only here as Pierre’s assistant.


The group collectively decide to fill him in on what it is like to work as an extra. We even 
learn names. ‘We don’t expect to be picked up right away for even a minor role,’ a lass called Erica 
whispers. She’s blonde, petite, extremely pretty and hoping to be discovered. ‘But it has been known 
to happen.’


‘Meanwhile, we make do with pfennigs and fresh air,’ says Alma who is not quite as pretty as 
Erica but has a more forthright manner.


‘There are ways of attracting attention,’ scowls Hans. ‘Perhaps this isn’t acknowledged, but a 
pretty woman has it all over any man. A pretty woman always gains attention.’


 Another young man, I never catch his name, calls, ‘You mean a pretty woman can sleep with 
the camera man or…’


More voices join in:

 ‘The producer…’ 

 ‘Costume designer…

 ‘Script writer…’

 ‘What about men? Don’t they offer their services?’

Raucous laughter. ‘They too…’

‘Even better, try and sleep with the director.’

‘You mean Georg Pabst?’

‘No way. He is only interested in Louise Brooks. Don’t go after him.’ 

‘He’s besotted. Brought her here from America. As if we don’t have enough beautiful women 

in Berlin.’ 

 Discontent rumbles through the room.

‘Still…’ Erica insists, ‘some well-known actors and actresses have been known to start off as 

extras.’

This leads to a general discussion about films. White Hair views himself as an authority. ‘The 

Cabinet of Doctor Caligari is the best film ever made, even though it only ran four weeks in Berlin.’

I recall Pierre mentioning this film. 

Alma asks, ‘What’s so great about it?’ 

White Hair says, ‘The overall sense of anxiety, distrust, and uneasiness. Sidewalks lead 

nowhere. Walls appear warped and create strange shapes. Buildings in the background rise at distorted 
angles.’ 


 ‘Yes,’ Hans nods vigorously, ‘it is Expressionism at its best. An excellent example of art 
imitating life.’
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 White Hair hints that he has worked under many directors. ‘Pabst is kinder to his crew than 
other directors. You wouldn’t want to work under Arnold Fanck. I can’t even begin to tell you what 
that was like…’  Even though we pump him for details, he leaves the rest to our imaginations.


More talk. Mostly about highly successful films like The Top Hair Mummy and The Hunt for 
Death. The morning wears on. Our early start begins to catch up with me. Though we are on the floor 
leaning against a wall, and the air noxious with stale perspiration, bad breath and tobacco, I fall into a 
doze.


 Pierre wakes me for the midday meal. We are sent to a makeshift canteen where we line up 
for a bowl of gristle and fat swimming in thick brown liquid, a little rice and a piece of stale rye bread 
which is immediately pocketed or slid into handbags. Erica looks so hungry I give her mine.


Then it is back to the extras room and more hanging around. I settle in with Jane Eyre: "You 
cannot form a notion of the importance money would give you; of the prospects it would open to 
you…"  If I hadn’t fully appreciated what this means before, blamed my parents and Blakeney for my 
unhappiness and inability to find a better future,  after living in Berlin for this long, I now realise it is 
far more than that, and if I want anything to change, then it is entirely up to me.


It is already mid-afternoon when we are called to the set. This turns out to be a large space 
with huge lights, two cameras at one end, and a large piece of plywood at the other painted to 
represent a courtroom.


This setting is Lulu’s murder trial where she is convicted of having killed her ex-lover. The 
extras are asked to create a scene where they hate Lulu and want to see her convicted. Pabst, the 
director, issues instructions via a loudspeaker. It seems that we extras do not have to interact with 
Lulu, her lawyers, and the judges. Their parts have been filmed already. We are here to do our bit 
which will then be edited into the film.


Pabst wears thick spectacles and is rather short in my opinion for a man who wields such 
power. ‘What I want from you,’ he tells us, ‘is to show your hatred of the accused. You are to jump up 
and down, waving fists and pointing.’


This involves an enormous number of takes. At the end I am quite worn out.  But there is still 
another scene. We are sent back to the extras room to wait for the next call. 


‘What do you think of these new Talkies?’ Pierre asks White Hair. ‘I understand the 
Americans use it in The Jazz Singer. Al Jolson is very popular, though I don’t think he is really a 
negro, only blackens his face to look like one. Has anyone seen it?’


 No one has.

‘Load of nonsense,’ White Hair says sharply. ‘Have you ever listened to how badly actors 

speak? Even the best music is scratchy when recorded.’

 ‘Talkies will never happen,’ someone calls.

‘Sounds unnatural,’ cries Hans, unaware of his pun. General agreement ripples around the 

room.

The afternoon wears on. As Pabst does not want to pay his extras for a second day, very 

shortly we are called into a darkened street scene. This will happen at the end of the film just before 


123



Lulu is murdered by Jack the Ripper. Here we are asked to behave as before and show no sympathy 
for Lulu.  I find the characters stereotypical and the plot predictable, but White Hair declares: ‘A 
woman who lives through a series of lovers deserves whatever happens to her.’ 


‘But that’s how many women survive,’ Alma cries. ‘There are still not enough jobs for 
women. Sometimes there’s no choice between working in a cabaret, a brothel, or living on the streets.’


After the second scene is finally filmed to Pabst’s satisfaction, we form a queue in front of the 
stern-face, fair-haired woman and receive twenty marks for sitting around and waiting for something 
to happen.


We finally stagger home, just in time for dinner. I am exhausted and starving. So is Pierre. 
When the family ask if the effort was worth it, Pierre says: ‘I’m not sorry we did it. But,’ he adds with 
one of his mischievous grins, ‘I’m not looking forward to the nightclub scene.’


Nor am I, though I merely smile.

For once Karl speaks up. ‘What if you just don’t go?’

‘They can’t do that,’ his mother says firmly. ‘They gave their word that they will turn up. That 

scene may be integral to the whole film.’

Pierre says, ‘We never did set eyes on anyone with a major part, much less Louise Brooks. It 

was really disappointing.’

‘Exactly,’ Rosie says grimly. ‘And look how poorly you were paid. That’s what Adeline is on 

about. You don’t have to live on that amount, but what about the others?’

I start at the mention of Adeline’s name, but add nothing to the conversation. Though I agree 

with Pierre, I have nothing more important to do. Waiting to be called onto a set with two books in my 
handbag and listening to conversations not only entertains me but helps improve my colloquial 
German.


Just then Lotte comes in and whispers in my ear that I’m wanted on the phone. My heart flips 
over. What if it’s Adeline? What will I say?


Only then does it occur to me… what if Mother is worse?

With my heart galloping, I excuse myself, go into the hall and pick up the receiver. After all 

my anxiety it is merely Herr Grossmann calling to cancel next week’s class. He gives some vague 
apology about an important meeting and we arrange two lessons for the following week. 


Just then a piece of paper on the phone table catches my eye. It says, ‘Heather Rose, please 
call Adeline.’


I place the paper in my pocket and decide to leave it for the next day. A little wait won’t do 
her any harm.


Later that night a young woman collapses close to our doorstep.  We have to rescue her before 
she becomes ill from the chilly night air. We bring her into the kitchen to check how badly she is hurt. 
Once she recovers enough to speak, she tells us that she works for a family further down the street and 
this was her free afternoon and night. On her way back from visiting her own family, she was attacked 
and robbed.
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Fortunately, apart from bruises to her head and arms and the loss of her bag she is in one 
piece, though thoroughly shaken. She stays with us long enough for a glass of water, and Pierre offers 
to see her back to where she works. She says in Berlin dialect: ‘I have no idea why anyone would be 
interested in my handbag. There’s nothing of value in it. I had only a few coins, and a cardigan my 
sister has loaned me.’


‘Too many hoodlums and thugs are roaming Berlin,’ Lotte says knowingly. ‘They see a lone 
woman and automatically attack and steal.’


But we all find it odd that all these women are young. All carry capacious handbags. What if 
these attacks are not as random as they appear? 
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24. Another Side of Berlin

First thing this morning, as I am searching for enough courage to phone Adeline to state my 

latest resolve when, to my astonishment, Karl offers to take me to another part of Berlin. So far, 
besides warnings not to get involved in local politics and giving me that book of German grammar we 
have barely exchanged more than a dozen words.  


Shy people rarely know how to start a conversation and we are both painfully shy. What 
probably does not help Karl is his dreadful acne. Ugly chilblained fingers can hide in pockets. Pale 
cheeks can be covered by rouge. But you cannot hide pimples, whiteheads and blackheads. 
Sometimes his skin is so bad, that to avoid staring at it is hard. One morning, when his face seems 
more inflamed than ever, Lili whispers: ‘Mother says he’ll grow out of it.’ Meanwhile, he uses every 
snake oil he can find, which probably worsens the condition. What is more, having exuberant Pierre 
as an older brother can hardly help an introverted boy gain self-confidence.


To my surprise, he approaches me at breakfast. ‘Heather Rose, I have a day off from school. 
Because all Jews are supposed to be filthy rich, I’d like to show you our poorer quarters.’ He waits for 
my reaction before adding: ‘Are you interested?’


I mask my surprise. ‘Yes, I certainly am.’

‘I’ll pick you up at midday. Dress simply. We don’t want to attract any attention.’ 

I nod. But as I don’t have many wardrobe choices, this is no problem.

I spend the morning taking Freddy for a shorter walk than usual, then back home studying 

formal German at which I am still quite weak. 

At midday Karl taps on my door. I pull on my coat, hat and mittens and we set off for an area 

to the north of central Berlin.  As we walk at a brisk pace to the station, Karl talks about what started 
the last bad bout of anti-Semitism. ‘Walter Rathenau, a big time Jewish industrialist, managed to 
prolong German resistance against the Allies during the War by putting the economy on a war footing. 
After the War, he became Foreign Minister but then was assassinated by some nationalists. The attack 
was clearly motivated by anti-Semitism.’

	 ‘How horrid!’  I turn to stare at him. ‘When did that happen?’

	 ‘Back in 1922. But we Jews haven’t really recovered from it.’


‘Did no one object?’

He nodded. ‘Yes, there was a mass protest and the culprits were caught but,’ he shrugs, ‘the 

assassins believe in the Protocols of Zion and quoted it in self-defence.’

I pause in mid-step. ‘What are the Protocols of Zion?’

 His stride does not slow down. I have to jog to keep up. ‘A book claiming that all the world’s 

problems are due to Jews who want world domination. Unfortunately, this pack of lies has lots of 
followers.’


‘Why, that’s terrible.’

 Instead of answering, he picks up speed.  
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 ‘Where are we going?’ I manage to pant.

‘We’re on our way to the north of the River Spree to Scheunenviertel. Late last century, that 

part of Berlin became a refuge for Jews fleeing pogroms in Czarist Russia.’

Once on the train, nothing more is said. We get off and manoeuvre our way into a street 

crowded with horse-drawn carts, trucks emitting foul fumes, hawkers and men pulling barrows. Shops 
carry signs in Yiddish, Hebrew and German. Butchers display slabs of raw meat and sausages. 
Plucked chickens dangle their heads and legs. Wooden carts beside shop doors display pickled herring 
and cucumbers. Fruit and vegetables are sold from street barrows. The noise of men beating iron and 
steel comes from forges behind shops. 


 The sidewalks are crowded. We dodge bearded men in skull caps worn under high black hats; 
women with their heads covered by shawls, boys with long curly sideburns and clipped hair, and 
long-haired girls in calf length dresses, thick wool stockings and lace-up boots. Here, Yiddish is the 
lingua franca, and though it is a medieval form of German, I only understand a few words.  All this 
reminds me of the photo of Herr Goldstein’s ancestors. It is as if we have stepped back into the 
nineteenth century.


Karl says, ‘Most of these Jews dress and behave in the same way as they did in the villages 
and towns where they came from. These Eastern Jews are far more religious than we Germans.’


The smell of garlic and spice makes me hungry. One shop is filled with onion rolls, bagels, 
Sabbath Challahs and cakes. I duck inside, ignoring the stares which an obvious stranger gets. I buy 
two poppy-seed bagels and two cinnamon scrolls. Karl and I munch these as we stroll on.


The streets beyond are lined with three-storeyed   tenements, the footpaths are filled with 
children playing games I recognise from my own childhood.  Eventually we come to a small 
synagogue which, Karl tells me, is a Chabad.


‘What does that mean?’

‘All I can tell you is that these Jews are very strict and have their own way of observing 

Judaism. They refuse any deviation from the way they were brought up. German Jews are more 
interested in bringing our religion up to date.  I suppose we are more,’ he gives me a wry grin, 
‘discretionary.’ 


We walk and walk, not saying much as Karl is no talker, passing more people and houses that 
seem dreadfully overcrowded and trying to ignore the pungent odour of rotting vegetation, 
overflowing gutters and putrid drains. No one takes any notice of us.  What strikes me is how like a 
village this quarter is, how close to each other these people are. In a curious way, I am reminded of 
Blakeney and the folk back there. Maybe all villages, regardless of language and religion, have the 
same tight- knit atmosphere? 


Three hours later, footsore and weary, we return to the station.

‘Well, what do you think?’ Karl asks. ‘What impressions did you get?’ 

I think carefully before answering. ‘Most of these people are in the same situation as poor 

folk everywhere. Too many families crowded into slum dwellings and the drains are quite dreadful.’
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‘So now you see how foolish it is to say that all Jews in Germany are wealthy capitalists, and 
that more social justice and financial redistribution would not improve everyone’s wellbeing.’


My eyebrows shoot up. ‘I thought you disapproved of Adeline’s communist ideas. Didn’t you 
warn me about them?’


He shakes his head. ‘I don’t disapprove of her ideas. Only how she goes about spreading 
them. But some of those Jews, the less religious ones, would very much like to leave Europe for the 
U.S.A, only the Americans have a tight quota.’


‘Do you ever think of doing the same? Going elsewhere?’

For once I get a smile. ‘Maybe a tropical island in the south seas? But truly, I can’t imagine 

living anywhere else but here.’

‘Not even if you were forced to leave?’

‘Leave Berlin? That’s unlikely,’ he says still smiling. ‘Not that I don’t want to see as much of 

the world as possible,’ he hurriedly adds. ‘But my true home is here.’ 

On that happier note, we head into the station. The train is crowded  and there is no room for 

further conversation. Two men standing close to us stink of sweat, dirt, stale tobacco and beer.  
Obviously drunk, their stance suggests they’re after a fight. The one with the bald head asks Karl if I 
am his girlfriend?


Karl shakes his head. ‘A friend.’

‘No wonder,’ says the other. His face is unhealthily flushed, and he stinks even more than his 

friend. ‘With a Jew face like yours, you couldn’t fuck a pig.’

My blood boils.  If I only I was a man. If only I wasn’t this timid. If I was a man I would 

show that thug what I felt.  Before Karl has a chance to lash out, I grab his arm and pull him to the 
other end of the carriage.


 We’re followed by a stream of obscenities which we pretend to ignore.

Thankfully, the next stop is ours. We walk home in deadly silence. Karl’s face is grim. I can’t 

think what to say. Anything I come up with will only further provoke his anger. Only when we are at 
the front door do I say, ‘Thank you Karl, for taking me to the Scheunenviertel. I found it very 
interesting.’


‘No problem,’ he says stiffly as the lift takes us up. I curse myself for not finding a way to 
make him feel better. What an idiot I am. 


                                                         ***

There is another message from Adeline on the phone table with a different phone number on 

it. This time I can’t put her off. After we go through our usual greetings, she plaintively asks, ‘What 
have you been up to? Why did it take you so long to get back to me?’

	 I murmur something about being busy, but I can tell she doesn’t believe me. It turns out that 
she had hoped to meet me today, but now it is too late. ‘Will tomorrow afternoon at four suit you?’

	 ‘Fine,’ I say, doing my best to sound normal. 


 But she can tell something is wrong. ‘Are you sure? Are you unwell?’
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	 Only with heartsickness, I want to say. Instead I assure her that I am perfectly healthy and 
looking forward to afternoon tea. We chat about the Russian cabaret we saw together and then make 
some small-talk before we hang up.

	 In my room, I pull out my purse from my underwear drawer and count what I have saved. 
Altogether, three hundred and thirty marks. I still owe Adeline another seventy. Not to worry. Two  
English lessons with Herr Grossmann will cover that. Now I can legitimately refuse to run any more 
messages.


This decision does not make the evening pass more quickly. I find myself tapping my foot 
impatiently as we slowly make our way through potato soup, thin slices of roast veal, and a prune and 
apple compote. For once there are no guests, not even Rosie. Apart from Frau Goldstein asking how I 
spent my day and telling her about Karl taking me to visit the Scheunenviertel and what we saw there,  
little other conversation takes place. Everyone seems to follow their own thoughts which leaves me to 
follow mine. 


After dinner we listen to a scratchy recording of the best known arias of Tosca and La 
Traviata sung by Feodor Chaliapin before we all turn in for an early night. 


After all that walking I sleep heavily until six the next day when I wake to watch the sky 
lighten and go over the previous day’s events. 
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      PART 6


25.  Games and Clothes

Four months into my six month stay, I still cannot get over the bliss of being here in Berlin. 

Treated like a member of this generous family, I no longer feel like a loner and I am no longer as 
moony.  In all this time, I have only broken one glass, and then apologised too much, and embarrassed 
myself even further.


The evening meal, when everyone relates how they spent their day, is warm and friendly, 
even when I have little to add. Some evenings Pierre and I have a game where he translates German 
proverbs into English, and I do the same into German.  For example, he’ll say in accented English, 
‘No pilth can cure thupidity’ 


 ‘Absence makes the heart grow fonder,’ I reply in my anglicised German.

He comes back with ‘Where the fox and the hare thay goodnight to each other.’  

‘A rolling stone gathers no moss.’.

‘All beginninth are hard.’

‘But actions speak louder than words.’ 

 Whoever runs out of proverbs first loses. So far, we are even. As obviously neither of us 

knows what the other is talking about, everyone listening, including Rosie if she is present, doubles 
up with laughter. Only Frau Goldstein raises an eyebrow and says: ‘Pierre, this is not why Heather 
Rose is living here. Please be more constructive.’ 


He merely chuckles and leaves it to me to appease his mother.

Sometimes after dinner a game of dominoes or cards is suggested. Although Pierre usually 

tries to cheat, he does this so openly that we cannot get cross but rather we end up teasing him. He is 
very much the clown with Karl’s seriousness acting as a foil, and Lili and I are his willing audience. 
Since our day in the Scheunenviertel, Karl talks to me more often, though we never mention that 
incident on the train. The following Sabbath, he whispers, ‘You see how we don’t observe orthodox 
Jewish rules. We are much more Reform.’ And he adds with a wicked grin ‘Much more 
discretionary…’


I love them all, including Rosie, as I have never had anyone close to my age who accepts me. 
Lili, I adore. If only she was my sister. I’m sure my life would have been very different if my baby 
brother had not died. Maybe Mother would not be so sick and depressed, Father not as angry, and I 
not longing for an escape. Knowing I must return to days filled with washing, dusting, sweeping, and 
endless tedium, I get so low that I must give myself a good shaking to snap out of it. But so far 
nothing has been suggested about extending this visit. I suspect it is my own fault. If I get depressed 
over Adeline, Frau Goldstein assumes that I am worried about Mother, and need to get back to her. 
Which, of course, is quite true. I am tremendously worried. And although I miss Wilf and Bert, none 
of it is enough to make me want to return to Blakeney.
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I am always amazed at how well Frau Goldstein runs this household, only showing 
disapproval with her characteristic pursed lips. She keeps everyone, even Herr Goldstein, under her 
thumb. Not that I think he minds as he openly adores her. She uses her power rather well, I think. 
Never showing too much, never using too little. Even Lotte is willing to tackle any task, no matter 
how arduous. I am her total slave. I suppose that part of her charm is that she is always so elegant, so 
classy, so assured, so generous, so different from my own mother. The only dissident I ever spot is 
Lili. Not that she argues. She knows better than that. But she will ask for a second helping of dessert 
which always has Frau Goldstein pointing to the fruit bowl.

	 One morning after the others have left and before taking Freddy for his morning walk, a task I 
have happily taken on myself, Frau Goldstein invites me into her room and points to a bed covered in 
clothes. She says: ‘Heather Rose, I have far too much. My wardrobes are crammed. However, Jacob 
insists that I always appear in public in the latest fashion to reassure his business friends that the 
company is flourishing. So…’ She pauses. ‘Before my dressmaker makes more, I intend giving all 
these garments away. Why not see what you can use? That is,’ she quickly adds, ‘if you are not 
offended by this offer.’

	 ‘Not at all,’ I assure her. ‘I’m very grateful for whatever you give me.’

	 ‘Well.’ She rubs her hands. ‘I’ll leave you to find whatever suits you.’ With this she leaves me 
to sort through those wonderful clothes.


I don’t know where to start. I stare at the bed. Frocks, coats, hats, shoes. I want to take the lot. 
What is too mature for me, Mother would love. But as I don’t want to look greedy, I pick and choose 
and end up with five frocks - a navy one with a subtle pattern, a pale green one with a white collar, a 
light blue cotton dress with a flower motif for summer, and two black dresses that will suit Mother if 
she has not lost too much weight.  I deliberate over a scarlet frockcoat before adding it to my pile. 
Two heavy woollen winter coats, one navy, one taupe, are godsends for me. I find three pairs of good 
leather shoes that won’t pinch if I stretch them a little with wet newspaper, two felt cloches - one blue, 
the other green, and a black beret.


Now that my drawers and hangers are full, my room looks less sparse. I try on everything. 
Nothing is too loose. Lotte’s cooking has changed my shape. But all hems and sleeves need 
lengthening. I decide to tackle these repairs myself. Lotte has too much to do and to ask her for help 
seems unfair. All I need are cottons, bias binding and needles. I am sure Lotte will lend me pins and 
scissors.

	 Freddy is watching all this, sometimes twitching his old man’s whiskers. Like Deedee, whom 
I think of every day, Freddy has a knack of tuning into human feelings. Only food and the possibility 
of an outing will awake doggy desires in him. ‘Freddy,’ I say. ‘Gassi gehen?’


He springs to his feet, his short tail wagging wildly at the prospect of going for a walk.

	  I clip a lead to his collar, and not bothering with a coat as the day is warm, almost hot, only 
hat, gloves, and handbag, we set off for a group of shops that includes Kurzwaren, a haberdashery. 


I attach Freddy to a lamppost, note more leaflets with swastikas and hammer and sickles stuck 
onto it, and head for the shop door. Inside, I am immediately met by shelves filled with bales of 
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colourful material, knitting wools, ribbons, reels of cotton and silk, shelves of zippers, rolls of bias 
binding, buttons and other essentials. Today I feel more confident. This shop will not be as difficult to 
handle as some of my previous attempts since my German is more fluent now.


 I spend a long time browsing but then I have to admit that I do not remember the exact 
shades of colour which I need. 


The woman behind the counter does her best to help. ‘Next time, snip a little thread from the 
garment and bring it in for matching.’ 


I thank her and wish that I had been less moony in our sewing and embroidery classes at 
school where I usually read novels under the desk. 


Back outside, I notice a bookshop on the other side of the road. I cross over and peer inside. 
The owner is a dried-up owl with a wispy beard and shiny pate. The little that is left of his white hair, 
is long and stringy. He is totally engrossed in a tattered volume. 


‘Ahem,’ I say several times before he glances up. Then all he does is gesture at the 
overflowing shelves behind him.


Browsing, I wander around and check his titles. All are in German. I long to find something 
that is not instructional nor aimed at educating children like the German classic, Struwelpeter.


 I return to ask the owner if he has anything in English.

He points to a corner right down the rear. I find John Galsworthy’s The Skin Game and This 

Side of Paradise by Scott Fitzgerald, both second hand, as coffee stains cover the Galsworthy volume, 
and the Fitzgerald pages are dog-eared.


I take them back to the owner. ‘How much for these?’ 

	 He mumbles a price.

	 I shake my head. ‘Far too much.’

	 He shrugs and returns to his book. But now I have whole shelves full of books to mine, I’m 
not so easily put off. I wander back and find hidden further back old editions of Shirley, Agnes Grey, 
and Wuthering Heights. Though I have already read everything the Brontë sisters wrote, I am happy to 
reread these.  I gather the owl has had too few offers to take these books off his hands, as he agrees to 
halve his price. 


Freddy on his lead, books and a few basic cotton reels in my bag, we set off for home, the dog 
stopping every so often to sniff lampposts, trees, and doorways. For once the sky is a clear blue as a 
light breeze has blown the usual coke haze away. I decide on a different route. After a while I realize 
we are walking through a poor area. Buildings are shabby and decrepit. The drains stink. It is very 
much like the Scheunenviertel. Few strangers must come through here because people openly stare as 
I walk past. Behind dirty windows, curtains move. 


At the end of the street, the gutter is filled with mud, brooms worn down to their nubs, 
wooden crates with missing planks, smashed crockery, and other debris.  Instead of looking more 
closely, I consider turning back, but then decide that we have come too far.  


A cloud covers the sun. A brisk wind starts up. The chill goes right through me.

Unexpectedly a man, hat pulled low, darts out of a doorway and tries to grab my bag. 
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Only Freddy baring his teeth, springing at the man, scares him away.

We break into a run. Only when we reach Friedrichstraβe do we start to slow down. I’m sure 

my heart is about to jump out of my chest. I can hardly breathe. Poor Freddy is quite exhausted. I 
stroke his shaggy coat and thank him for saving me. That man must have thought I was carrying 
valuables. Was he after money or something more important? What if it was one of Adeline’s 
messages? What if this is the same man attacking young women? Every day the Zeitung keeps 
reporting more incidences. It is becoming very scary.


Back home I settle Freddy in the kitchen with a bowl of water, pick up the phone and ask for 
the number Adeline gave me. The telephonist takes ages to put me through. At the other end, no one 
answers. I am about to hang up when a crackly voice, like that of an old woman, answers. When I ask 
for my friend, I am told she isn’t there, but to leave my name and number. 


I do and return to my room where I do my best to calm down. Even if that attack had nothing 
to do with her or any messages, I’m determined not to deliver any more.


           ***


Adeline does not call back until well after dinner. I tell her about the attack. All she can say is, 
‘Just one of the usual thugs that fill this city. Probably after money. Heather, you should be more 
cautious about where you walk.’

	 ‘Yes,’ I reply. What I want to say is that I’m not prepared to do her any more favours. But 
would that not antagonise her? Will she still want to be my friend? Instead I agree to a meeting next 
day at our usual café. ‘Can’t get there until six,’ she says before hanging up.

	 As I replace the receiver, I’m already wondering what I will say. I know she will do her best 
to persuade me otherwise. But that distinct feeling of being followed, all those unfortunate attacks on 
young women, plus today’s attack, has frightened me too much not to take a stand.


Adeline is late. A full thirty-five minutes. The one thing Herr Goldstein demands is that we 
turn up for dinner at seven fifteen precisely. This leaves me less than twenty minutes to be with her. 
When she does turn up, face flushed as if forced to hurry, she is full of apologies. ‘Willi had a very 
important letter for me to send to…’ she pauses before whispering, ‘a very special friend. Willi 
doesn’t trust our other stenographers. They are far too easily bribed.’


‘Oh?’ I glance around the half empty café before asking, ‘Why would anyone try to bribe 
them?’


She takes a tiny sip of coffee before answering. ‘In Berlin there are so many political factions, 
so many groups trying to gain power, one can never be sure. There’s a saying, keep your friends close, 
but your enemies closer. I believe this to be true.’


 ‘You seem to trust me,’ I murmur. ‘What if I am an enemy?’

 Her eyes widen before her characteristic giggle. ‘What would I gain from not trusting you? 

You are not a Berliner. You know nothing about local politics.’

I shrug, not knowing what to say.
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She places a small hand on my cardigan sleeve. I note short square nails, the strong fingers of 
a good typist. What would those fingers feel like on my skin? What would mine feel like on hers? 


‘Those messages I ask you to deliver…’ a short pause before, ‘They are extremely important.’

‘But why use me? Why not ask someone else?’

‘You are a foreigner. No one would suspect you of having anything to do with local politics.’

‘Maybe,’ I say doubtfully. ‘But I’m sure I’m being followed. And what about all those women 

that have been mugged?’’

‘Followed? Mugged? ’ She openly scoffs. ‘You have such a vivid imagination, you should 

write novels. Perhaps one where the heroine is held in a castle by an evil wizard. Only at the very last 
minute is she rescued by a handsome prince.’


‘I believe this story has already been told.’ My dry tone does not disturb her. 

‘Then why not write about an English girl living in Berlin? I’m sure any publisher would find 

that interesting.’

‘You mean an autobiography?’

‘Yes, why not?’

‘But then I would have to explain why I am being followed.’

She waves an impatient hand. ‘Oh, don’t keep on about that. As I keep telling you, this is 

purely your imagination.  Listen,’ she leans forward, her expression serious. ‘I want to tell you about 
the Wobblies. Do you know anything about them?’


 I shake my head.

‘Wobblies is the name given to members of the Industrial Workers of the World, the IWW. 

They were founded by a radical international union of seamen and dock workers. These communists 
are in every port. In the USA, during the war, they helped draft dodgers escape, principally to 
Mexico.’ 


‘What does this have to do with me?’

‘I want to show you how important it is for us communists to retain more power than other 

political groups, or we will be drawn into more wars as damaging as the last.’

Damaging? I think of my father. I think of Wilf and Bert and their dreadful injuries. I think 

about all those millions of lost and ruined lives. If there is something I can do to prevent this, what 
right do I have to argue? 


 ‘Some groups like the National Socialists are extremely dangerous. They claim all Jews are 
wealthy capitalists and only interested in dominating first Germany and later the rest of Europe.’


I smile incredulously. ‘Where do they get their ideas? Karl took me to see the 
Scheunenviertel. The folk there are neither wealthy nor powerful.’


‘You are quite right. Many Berliners live in abject poverty. I suspect Freddy gets more to eat 
than many of our homeless. Surely this should persuade you to deliver one more message.’


I nod, albeit reluctantly.
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‘This time I want you to travel to a house in Wilmersdorf. There you will go to the rear 
entrance and look for a maid called Hilde. When she asks for your name you are to say, “I am Heather 
from Norfolk”. Only then are you to exchange messages.’ 


She hands me a sealed envelope with the number and street typed on it and stands up. ‘I must 
hurry home. Mutti has a head cold and is asking for chicken soup.’


As this is the first time she has mentioned her family I don’t try to hold her back. She turns to 
add: ‘Remember I promised to take you to see Josephine Baker, the American jazz dancer? Would one 
evening next week suit you? Just the two of us?’


‘Of course,’ I say, trying not to show the thrill running through me. ‘Which night are you 
thinking of?’


‘Would Wednesday suit you?

‘I am free most nights,’ I remind her.

‘Excellent. I will be at your place for dinner and we can get a taxi to the theatre. After the 

show we can go somewhere for a late-night drink.’  

She waves goodbye and I watch her head down the street until she disappears. As usual, many 

eyes follow her. This time I’m left to pay for our coffees.  

I make my way back to the Goldsteins and arrive just in time for dinner, all the while berating 

myself for having fallen for Adeline’s arguments. Inviting me to see Josephine Baker is surely a bribe. 
Would she want to be with me otherwise? But then, she is not the one who might be in danger, is she?


That night I hold the envelope up to the light and try to read what is inside. Again, all I can 
make out are lists, typed lists. I consider steaming open the envelope. Lotte always leaves a kettle on 
the stove. But her room is beside the kitchen. If she catches me in there, how will I explain what I am 
doing? I creep down the passage and peer into the kitchen. The room is empty. Only one small electric 
light is still on. I fill the kettle with cold water and turn on the gas and nearly burning my fingers on a 
match. As soon as I get up enough steam, I hold the letter over it. With a little help from a knife, the 
glue gives way. 


I take out the contents. 

Names. Just typed lists of names. All quite meaningless.

 Disgusted, I slide the paper back into its envelope and force the sticky parts together.

Just as I’m leaving, Lotte pokes her head into the kitchen. ‘Heather Rose, what are you after? 

Are you hungry?’

‘No, not at all. I had to steam open this letter to my mother as I had forgotten to add 

something important…’ My voice falters. What if Lotte suspects that I am up to something 
suspicious?


But all she does is to wish me goodnight and we retreat to our respective rooms. I am left as 
confused as ever. What could be so important about those names? What should I do?  In the end I 
decide to deliver this envelope and insist that this is the last time I do any messages for her.


I set off before breakfast next morning, catch a train to Wilmersdorf and walk until I reach the 
right street. This is a prosperous district, and the house I find is designed in the Biedermeier style with 
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a pillared doorway and bay window. It seems like the home of a well-to-do family. I make my way 
through a side lane to find a courtyard where a solid oak tree displays fresh green leaves.  A small 
swing hangs from one branch. 


 I knock on the back door. The maid who opens it has shingled grizzle-dark hair and eyes eith 
deep shadows underneath. Her stare is openly suspicious. ‘Who are you? What do you want? Are you 
trying to sell us something?’

          ‘I am Heather from Norfolk,’ I tell her. At this her face lightens fractionally. She reaches into a 
pocket, hands me an envelope and I give her mine. The swap achieved, I make my way back to the 
station and continue on my way to Herr Grossmann where we are to have our usual bi-weekly lesson. 
Today I will ask him to translate a piece of German writing into English.

	 Once the maid has taken my coat and hat and shown me into Herr Grossmann’s study, after 
the usual greetings and questions as to our mutual health, I tell him what I propose. He gives the 
impression that this is very much to his liking as there is something important he wants to impart. He 
produces a pamphlet from his desk, hands it to me, and tells me to read it aloud. 


I read, ‘Every manifestation of human culture, every product of art, science and technical 
skill, is almost exclusively the product of the Aryan creative power…’

	 I look up. ‘Are you sure this is what you want to translate?  Is what this person writes 
correct?’


Herr Grossmann nods vigorously. ‘Of course. This is why I gave it to you.’

‘And you believe what it says?’

‘Natürlich. Of course! Our leader writes about what he believes are the world’s twin evils: 

communism and Judaism.’

	 I’m now sure which party Herr Grossmann intends to represent.  It must be the National 
Socialists. This is a man who hates Jews, communists and the disabled. What am I doing in the house 
of such a horrid person? I resist the impulse to stand up, demand the return of my coat and hat and 
storm out of the building. 


Suddenly more alert, I’m sure I know who is following me.  ‘Herr Grossmann,’ I say. ‘You 
have never mentioned how you came across my name and phone number.’


He looks surprised. ‘Haven’t I? Aren’t you living with the Goldstein family?’

‘Yes, I am,’ I calmly reply.

 ‘You know…’ he pauses to fill his pipe with tobacco. Only when the pipe is lit and he puffs a 

little, does he say, ‘I think it might have been one of Goldstein’s business associates.’

I blink. ‘How did they know I was looking for work?’

He shrugs. ‘Does it matter? I am very happy with everything you are teaching me.’

‘That’s excellent,’ I murmur, and we continue with the translation. But at the end, as he is 

paying me, I say: ‘Unfortunately, Herr Grossmann, I am leaving Berlin in the next few days and won’t 
be able to continue our lessons. My mother’s health has deteriorated, and I must return to Norfolk.’
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Whether he believes me or not is of no importance. All I know is that I cannot wait to leave 
this house as quickly as possible. I remember that letter I had glimpsed on his desk. Now I know more 
about Herr Grossmann, I wonder why I put up with him for so long. Was I this desperate for money?


As I make my way to the station, I’m quite sure that of being shadowed. This time the man in 
the black hat is openly dogging me. I stop in mid-step and wait for him to catch up.


Confused, he tries to shelter behind some bushes.

 I take my courage in both hands. Wondering at how brave I am, or how foolish, I turn and 

walk towards him. Now I am close enough to see a round face pitted with old smallpox scars and 
what was a once badly broken nose.  I get up close enough to smell his cigarette laden breath and 
sweaty coat, to demand, ‘Why you are following me?’


He steps back, muttering, ‘Fräulein, you are mistaken. No one is following you.’ But from the 
way his eyes flicker, the lie is transparent.


Though my knees shake so much I can barely stand, I take a big breath and cry, ‘If you keep 
following me, I will report you to the police.’


‘The police?’ he sneers. ‘Go ahead. Do just that. Anyway, what makes you think I’m 
following you?’


‘Aren’t you?’

He shakes his head.

I take a deep breath. ‘I know that’s a lie.  I insist you tell me why you’re watching me?’

‘No one is watching you,’ he says gruffly. ‘If you want to know, I thought you were my son’s 

girlfriend. You look like her and I wanted a word with her without my son being present.’

At this he turns and heads in the opposite direction, leaving me more bewildered than ever. 

Was he telling the truth? How would I know?


                 ***


The meeting that afternoon with Adeline is as expected. No time for coffee or cake. As soon 
as I hand her the envelope, she glances at her small silver wristwatch and apologises for not staying 
longer. ‘I am due to meet Anton an hour ago, he’ll be so cross…’


 She rushes away before I get a chance to open my mouth.

Before going to bed, I pride myself on having given up two ideas. But that night my dreams 

don’t allow me such respite. In the first, I am followed by a shadowy figure just waiting to pounce 
before I wake with a start. In my second I am back at Chillingworth, and in a total rage at the 
merciless bullying those girls gave me. Quietening my heart -after all, it was only a dream- I sleep 
once again. This time I am in a strange hotel room, preparing for a visit from someone important. 
Maybe it is even Adeline. I move slowly around, check that the bed is carefully made and the mattress 
comfortable, that the window is open to allow in fresh air, that there is enough light but not too much. 
Then I check my appearance to make sure my clothes are straight, my underwear clean, my body 
emitting the faint scent of good cologne. I am preparing myself for a lover. But just as I hear footsteps 
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coming to my door, a bird outside my window gives a shrill squawk, my eyes open and I am engulfed 
by a dreadful loneliness.
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26. More Extras

Still dozy after a wakeful night, I am sipping my morning coffee when Pierre looks up from 

today’s Berliner Zeitung. ‘Heatter Rose, I nearly forgot to warn you. We’ve had a call from the 
studios. They want us there tomorrow before daybreak.’

	 I look up in alarm. ‘Are we expected to wear evening clothes? I don’t have any.’

	 He looks slightly put out before deciding, ‘Oh, Mutti is sure to find you something.’ 


I wait for him to leave before knocking on Frau Goldstein’s door. She opens it, and I explain 
what I am after. She points to a large leather suitcase with thick straps, the kind used on long sea 
voyages. ‘Fortunate timing, Heather Rose. Today, everything in that case is to be auctioned off at one 
of my charities.’


 She opens the lid and sifts through the contents, finally holding up a glittery slip of a dress. 
‘Why don’t you take this?’ 


I feel a blush coming up from my toes. ‘I forgot this film needed evening clothes,’ I admit, 
knowing Mother would have leapt on my mooniness. ‘There is nowhere in Norfolk to wear it.’

	 Frau Goldstein looks me straight in the eye. ‘Heather Rose, you must stop selling yourself 
short.  I’m sure you won’t spend the rest of your life caring for your parents. There is bound to be 
excellent work in one of the bigger cities for someone fluent in three languages. Then you will 
certainly need such a frock for when men invite you to dine. Maybe one will even propose.’

	 I meekly nod. How can I tell her that I am not interested in men? Only as friends, at the most. 
But this dress is perfect for tomorrow and maybe Frau Goldstein is right. Maybe the future holds more 
promise than I ever thought. Maybe my life will be more than soaking oats for breakfast, cleaning 
grates and pegging clothes.

	 Before I leave, my hostess finds a pair of matching gold sandals and a head band. She makes 
me try everything on and stands there pleased. ‘What with your height and those wonderful lips, you 
will be the handsomest woman in Pandora’s Box… well, apart from Louise Brooks.’

	 Though I don’t believe her since I am sure that she is simply trying to boost my confidence, I 
thank her and go to the bathroom with its full-length mirror to examine myself. Apart from the sandals 
pinching a little and the frock being slightly too short, this outfit will work well enough for a film.

	 The next morning I wake before Pierre and knock on his door. Ten minutes later he appears in 
a dinner suit, crisp white shirt with a stiff collar and black bow tie. It is still well before dawn as we 
make our way to the studio. The weather has changed for the worse, it is wet and cold, but the roads 
are relatively empty. Only a few farmers’carts, street cleaners and some unfortunates sheltering in 
doorways are about. Pierre drives at his usual breakneck speed. I clench my fists and force myself to 
breathe deeply. But for once I don’t feel that anyone is following us.


The receptionist looks us up and down. Without a glimmer of a smile, she asks us to remove 
our coats and display our outfits. After we pass this grim inspection, she signs us in and points to the 
room labelled Extras. 
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White Hair, Hans, Erica and Alma are already here. They greet us like old friends. Fewer 
people have turned up. Pierre queries this, and Hans says, ‘Not that they can’t use the extra money, 
but many don’t own evening clothes.’


 We admire each other’s outfits. Alma is glamorous in long-sleeved purple satin, Erica very 
pretty in a clinging red silk gown with a generous décolleté. Both wear long necklaces. Alma tops her 
outfit with a brocade turban. 


The men are turned out as best they can; Hans in a worn dinner jacket flecked with dandruff. 
White Hair in full evening tails gone brown with age and mould. 


Hans asks White Hair where he found his outfit?

 ‘In my previous life I was a first violinist,’ White Hair says indignantly. ‘I wore this suit at 

every concert.’

	 Alma is openly unconvinced. ‘Why aren’t you doing this now?’ 

	 White Hair’s eyes merely flicker.  


Pierre whispers to me, ‘During the war many small orchestras were made redundant. I’m sure 
that’s what’s happened to him.’

	  Having forgotten to bring cushions, we place our coats on the cold hard floor, squat on them 
and wait to be called. The conversation is much the same as last time. Who is making it in the film 
world… and who fails. At midday, we go to the makeshift canteen for another bowl of inedible stew 
and a hunk of stale rye bread which I pass to Erica who looks so hungry and so grateful that I nearly 
burst into tears. Then more waiting. After lunch, having risen so early in the morning takes its toll:  
most of us fall asleep.

	 At about two o’clock we are suddenly woken and sent to the make-up room to prepare for the 
casino scene. A girl with frizzy hair and dark eyes that rarely blink, coats my face with white powder, 
turns my lips purple, and applies a ton of black mascara and eyeliner. The mirror shows someone who 
looks nearly as stupid as when Annie Blowdon cupid-painted my lips.

	  Back in the studio, though we do our best to follow Pabst’s directions, he is in a filthy mood. 
Louise Brooks must be misbehaving. Newspaper columnists claim that she always insists on having 
her own way. I whisper this to Pierre. He nods vigorously. Pabst glares at us as if he overheard, 
though I doubt that this is possible. Cameramen and other staff huddle in groups.  Pabst calls for more 
takes. White Hair makes a wrong movement. Pabst screams at him, that he is useless and tells him to 
leave and never return. I feel so sorry for the old man as he walks away, his last shreds of dignity 
gone.

	 A couple more takes of extras placing bets on the roulette table, until finally Pabst seems 
satisfied. We are sent back to the wardrobe department to change into Salvation Army uniforms. By 
now I am quite frozen. I search for the warmest skirt and jacket I can find, though the sleeves are too 
short. The other extras are also cold and tired. There’s quite a tussle until everyone finds something 
that halfway fits.

	 The street scene where Louise shows herself as reformed from her dissipated life is shot in an 
alleyway on one side of the building. Cameras are wheeled outside. Pabst replaces his loudspeaker for 
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a larger one. Oddly enough, these shots are over very quickly, maybe because it rained all day and the 
streets are still wet. We are sent back to Wardrobe to discard our uniforms which, it turns out, were 
hired from the Salvation Army. We are finally released to collect our belongings and proceed to the 
stern woman at the front desk for payment. Before we leave, she asks Pierre - she never speaks to me 
-  if we would be happy to be contacted for other films? ‘Of course,’ says Pierre, though I don’t think 
he is. Neither am I. 


When we get to the Bugatti, to our dismay, there’s a huge and very ugly scrape on the right 
door.


 ‘I’m sure whoever did this,’ Pierre explodes, ‘thought this car belongs to Pabst.’ 

Was it White Hair? Pierre runs his finger down the damage done to the paintwork. It’s like 

looking at a beautiful woman with a dreadful scar. He groans loudly. ‘First thing tomorrow before 
Father sees this, I’ll have to get the car to a panel beater.’


I don’t say anything.  I suspect that if Herr Goldstein ever knew what has happened to his 
beloved Bugatti, he would be furious.


‘I’ll never do this again,’ Pierre declares, and still angry, he drives home even faster than this 
morning. ‘What we were paid won’t begin to cover those repairs. What about you? Would you be a 
film extra again?’


I shake my head. I’m too busy clinging onto my seat to worry about being part of more films. 
Only when we are halfway home, does it occur to me that maybe this scratch might have been done as 
a warning to me and had nothing to do with Pabst or Pierre. 

	 We’re starving, but home far too late for dinner, Lotte has saved us plates filled with 
sauerbraten and dumplings which we gratefully eat in the kitchen. We thank her for thinking of us and 
set off for our rooms. Before I leave Lotte tells me there’s a note by the phone waiting for me. 
Convinced it must be Adeline wanting me to deliver more messages, I consider ignoring it. Then 
curiosity takes over. It turns out it was a call from Joseph Kaminski.  I glance at the clock in the living 
room. Ten after nine.  Is it too late to phone? How did he get my number? What does he want? Does 
he have something to do with those lists of names? By now I am becoming suspicious of anyone 
trying to contact me, who is not part of this family. 

	 My call is answered by a man with a strong Russian accent. He tells me to wait while he 
knocks on Joseph’s door. From this, I decide Joseph must live in a rooming house.

	 He comes to the phone almost immediately. ‘Fräulein Heather, if you are not otherwise 
occupied, I want to invite you to afternoon tea tomorrow. After yesterday’s rain, we’re promised fine 
weather. I think it will be very pleasant in the Tiergarten. Are you happy to join me at the Café Bauer? 
Or perhaps you would prefer that I pick you up?’

	 ‘No, no,’ I say hurriedly. I live close to the Tiergarten. I’m sure I can find my way there.’

	 ‘Is three o’clock convenient? 


I tell him that it is, and he says, ‘Then we shall meet there.’
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	 ‘Yes, I’ll be on time,’ I answer still not knowing what he wants from me and not quite 
prepared to ask over the phone when others might overhear. Might it be something to do with the 
communists?


	 	 	 	               ***

  


Sunday, and Joseph was right as there is a lovely blue sky with only a few fluffy clouds on the 
horizon and the temperature rising. At breakfast I run into an unhappy Pierre and ask: ‘What is 
happening to the Bugatti?’


 ‘Took it early this morning to the panel beater,’ he just about growls. ‘It will cost a fortune. 
Heatter Rose, remind me to be more careful where I park.’ 


Feeling guilty in case that damage was somehow my fault – but how could it be?- I promise 
to do just that before he scowls his way out of the kitchen.


Halfway through the morning, I take Freddy on a long walk.  When we get back, I tackle a 
few grammar exercises. But my little room is hot and airless and it is hard to concentrate. My mind 
flickers like a faulty light bulb. Why does Joseph want to meet me?  What does he want? Does it have 
anything to do with Adeline’s work with Münzenberg?  Has it to do with local politics?


I remember walking by the river one day with Deedee and watching a heron try to swallow an 
eel. The eel was half out of the water, half in the bird’s beak, and though the eel’s efforts to free itself 
were stupendous, in the end the heron won. In some ways dealing with Berlin’s unknowns makes me 
feel like that eel. Will I also end up being eaten? I remind myself to be extremely wary of where I go 
and what I say.

         I catch a bus to the Tiergarten and by a quarter to three I am there and take a stroll through the 
gardens by the lake, watching plump orange and grey carp swim between reeds and waterlilies and an 
until I am a good ten minutes late before going towards the Café Baur. 

	 I glimpse Joseph seated at a table under an awning. Before he sees me, I pause to take him in. 
That facial tick is quite marked. I suspect it gets worse when he is anxious. Is he wondering if I am 
going to turn up?  Catching sight of me, the tick eases and he rises to shake hands. ‘Good to see you, 
Heather Rose. I thought perhaps you were lost.’ He waits for me to settle. ‘You are looking 
particularly lovely today. That shade of blue brings out the colour of your eyes.’

	 ‘Thank you,’ I murmur. Admiring a woman’s appearance is so much part of Berlin culture and 
I accept his compliment as such. If Joseph’s manners are above reproach, I still don’t know what this 
is all about. I remind myself to be cautious and watch what I say. 


I look around. Because it is quite warm, and a perfect day to be in the open, this café is full. 
The air buzzes with gossip and anticipation. Customers order cool drinks in loud voices from harried 
waiters. Couples wait for vacant tables. 


After asking what I would like and ordering two iced coffees and two slices of Linzertorte, a 
delicious pastry filled with apricot jam, Joseph sits back and studies me. I return his gaze and wait for 
him to speak. To my surprise he talks at length about his work and the changeable weather, and how 
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this affects the clothing business. ‘My supervisor is never too sure what will sell, as we have to be 
several seasons ahead.’


‘Unsettled weather must make things difficult.’ 

I realise that I actually like this man. Perhaps he tries to put me at my ease and not upset me 

in some uncomfortable way. Perhaps he is exactly what he seems. Lonely, and searching for a friend.

When he smiles that facial tick disappears. ‘Yet we are already setting up some opposition to 

this city’s dressmakers. I suspect that one day our clothing factories will put them out of business.’

Whatever he has in mind, it seems very far from politics. In fact, he confides that his ambition 

is to one day run his own factory. ‘Though the sad part,’ he adds, ‘is that clothing factories do best in 
times of war by making uniforms.’


Then he wants to know which parts of Berlin I have visited and if there is any place I still 
want to see as he would be happy to take me there. 


By now I am comfortable enough to say somewhat ruefully, ‘I love being in this city but 
sometimes I miss the open spaces I walked with my dog back home.’


He pauses to drain the last of his coffee. ‘Have you visited Charlottenburg Palace?’    

I shake my head.

‘The grounds around the palace have a wonderful garden that dates back to the seventeenth 

century. I am free again next Sunday. If you are not already occupied perhaps you will allow me to 
take you there? A bus gets us there easily. I’ll phone you the night before to confirm.’


‘That would be delightful,’ I murmur, though I have yet to know what this is really about. The 
only hint I have is that when we get up to leave, his hand clings a fraction too long. This sends an 
anxious flutter right through me. Does this mean he has more than friendship on his mind? I am 
certainly not interested in him as a boyfriend. But I don’t want to lead him on. I have decided that 
Joseph is far too nice for me to be unkind.  This is the first time I have ever been in such a situation 
and I have no idea how to handle it. 


Then it strikes me: what if Adeline feels this way about me? What can be harder to handle 
than an unwanted attachment without hurting the other person’s feelings?
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27.  Josephine and Joseph

Adeline joins us for dinner. Later, she and I are to go to the Theater des Westens to watch 

Josephine Baker perform. Though I wonder why Rosie and Pierre are not coming, it turns out they 
have arranged to meet one of Herr Goldstein’s important business friends.  Herr Goldstein says, ‘We 
hope to convince him to use Pierre to design his new building project. He wants the new and very 
simple Bauhaus style. Pierre’s ideas might suit him.’  


Although Rosie is usually keen to promote Pierre’s work, she complains about missing out on 
seeing Baker perform. 


Adeline is openly impatient with her. ‘Rosie, it was hard enough getting two tickets. Baker is 
so popular, I don’t think I could’ve managed four.’ 


‘Only because she dances in the nude,’ Rosie says sulkily. 

Pierre laughs and promises to take Rosie the following night to see what he calls ‘Josephine’s 

swinging parts’.  

Frau Goldstein’s lips purse. If Herr Goldstein’s eyes twinkle, he leaves it to his wife to show 

her disapproval. The rest of us giggle, but don’t dare to add anything.

In the taxi on our way to Kantstraβe in Charlottenburg, Adeline says: ‘This theatre is where 

the tenor Enrico Caruso made his debut and Anna Pavlova danced with the Russian Ballet.’ 

‘Please let me pay for the taxi and these tickets.’ I open my bag to search for my purse. ‘You 

have already spent too much on me.’

 She shrugs this off. ‘Both have been settled. Besides, you are doing me a number of favours.’

I stop myself saying that I would prefer to pay my own way and do her no more favours. She 

must pick this up because her face tightens. Then I just don’t dare.  Eventually, she breaks the silence 
by telling me how much she admires Josephine Baker, both for being a black and a woman and 
breaking through two difficult barriers. ‘Baker comes from a poor American background. She was an 
instant hit when she appeared in Paris three years ago in La Revue Nègre.’

	 ‘What does she do?’

	 Adeline giggles. ‘Apparently a dance that’s quite amazing. She’s been touring all over 
Europe. She creates controversy wherever she goes. Some of our local artists are copying her already.’

	 ‘I can just imagine the furore if she appears in England,’ I murmur. ‘But being naked is no 
novelty in Berlin. There must be more to her than that.’

	 ‘We can’t judge this until we actually see her. But as this is her second time in this city, and 
every performance is sold out, this must mean something.’

	 We are dropped off at the Theater des Westens, another wedding cake structure encumbered 
with all the baroque decorations so hated by Pierre..  


In the foyer a man in a scarlet, gold-braided uniform checks our tickets and sends us to the 
balcony. An usher leads us to our seats. The audience is mostly male. From several disapproving 
glances, I gather that these men feel that two women appearing without a male escort means we 
cannot be respectable.
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           The first half of the evening consists of various song and dance acts using solo performers and 
chorus. The main act doesn’t happen until well after interval. Then the orchestra in the pit strikes up 
with lots of drumming and percussion, all meant to represent African music, but sounds more like 
American jazz. 


The curtain opens to scenery painted to represent a jungle with tropical trees and vines. 
Josephine climbs down from a branch onto the stage in an outfit that barely hides her private parts. By 
now I have seen enough nudity not to be shocked, and she has a lovely brown body. But when it 
comes to her performance, it is hard to judge. There are lots of pulsating hip swivels and a flashing 
white smile that never falters.  


She certainly holds the audience. There are shouts of ‘encore, encore’ when she takes her 
final bow. To oblige, she does another routine, this time a Charleston, until she must be quite 
exhausted. To her credit, she can even make this dance erotic. 


Josephine’s act over, Adeline decides that the other acts cannot be worth watching and 
suggests a club where we can order a drink without attracting attention. Outside the theatre, she finds 
a taxi that takes us to a poorly lit café in a side alley. The floor is littered with cigarette butts. Battered 
walls, decrepit chairs, rickety tables. The air stinks of stale beer, smoke and urine. The few patrons at 
the bar are so shabby that I suspect they are the local down-and-outs. However, the barman cum 
waiter, who has a scar running down one side of his face and a cauliflower ear, greets Adeline like an 
old friend. They quickly fall into a discussion about a communist meeting where the police turned up 
in droves and injured many participants. Not quite knowing what to do, I settle at one of the tables 
and wait for her to join me. When she does, holding two brandy balloons, I ask: ‘What did you think 
of Josephine Baker?’ 


She swirls the liquid in her glass and takes a tiny sip. ‘To quote the Berliner Zeitung, I think 
her dancing is ultra-modern and ultra-primitive.’

	 I blink. ‘What does that mean?’

 	 ‘That she is the embodiment of contemporary German expressionism as well as expressing 
German primitivism…’

	  A disturbance makes us look around. The barman has taken exception to a patron who could 
do with a scrub, a haircut and a change of clothes. He is shoving him out the door, much to the 
patron’s loud annoyance. 


I wait for things to quieten down before asking: ‘What exactly does primitivism mean?’

 ‘As far as I know, it is the belief that what is simple and unsophisticated should be most 

important.’

             ‘And expressionism?’

	 She gives her delightful giggle. ‘It’s supposed to present the world solely from a subjective 
perspective. I think it means that art no longer must be real… that we are no longer confined by the 
usual restraints society imposes on us. It’s like those paintings we saw in that small gallery.’


 ‘I know too much about restraint,’ I say wryly. ‘My life back home is filled with it. Do you 
think this is true for all women?’
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	 She taps a finger on her lovely lips. ‘Perhaps. I am certainly tired of being told what I can and 
can’t do because I’m a woman.’

	 ‘Is that why you joined the communists?’

	 She nods. ‘Yes. They are resolved to give women equal rights and equal opportunities.’

	 I finish my cognac. The alcohol gives me enough courage to ask, ‘Is Anton aware of your 
politics? He strikes me as a rather conservative man.’

	 ‘Best leave Anton alone,’ she says lightly, and points to my empty balloon. ‘Like another?’

	 Embarrassed, I quickly nod, and in my confusion, knock over my glass so brandy spills over 
the table. At least the glass stays intact. Why can’t I ever learn to shut my mouth, I think, as I mop the 
table with a handkerchief. What is more, only my lips are having this inane conversation while my 
body longs for so much more.


She glances at her watch. ‘Maybe it’s too late. I must be fully alert tomorrow. Willi has lots of 
typing waiting for me. So…’ she stands up, ‘let’s find a taxi.’

	 I follow her up the lane to the main street. She finds one immediately. Only when we are 
seated do I thank her for a delightful evening. Mad though it seems, there is a peculiar tension in the 
air – a friction that can be broken but is far more likely to stretch into a kiss. Every love story 
demands it, that inevitable coming together, that falling into each other’s arms, our mouths and limbs 
meeting and melding.

	 And this is exactly what happens.


 She smiles and leans over to kiss my cheek. But somehow her lips move to mine and a drop 
of saliva tasting of the brandy we previously drank falls into my open mouth.  I do the same to her 
before we meld hungry kisses on our cheeks and our lips, our tongues meeting while our hands run up 
and down each other’s bodies, her hand between my legs seeking my very inner private being, my 
hand finding hers. Those precious moments are a delicious blend where every cell in my body calls 
out for this to continue… 


Before I know it, the taxi has pulled up, the driver has opened my door and she is pushing me 
into the street. As I stand there flustered, not knowing which way to look, she calls, ‘I have another 
message for you to deliver. I’ll be in contact very shortly.’

	 With that the door closes and the taxi takes off. After that giddy and shameful pleasure 
subsides, I’m left standing there, the house key in my hand, my brain in a total muddle.


                     ***	 

The following Sunday, as arranged last week, Joseph turns up at two. The hot weather has 

gone on far too long and the day is turning sultry. I deliberate for a long time over what to wear and 
worry how I should act. Friendly, I decide, but not friendly enough for him to hope for more.


 I introduce him to Frau Goldstein and wonder what she will make of his twitch.  But she 
obviously approves of his pleasant appearance and impeccable manners.


His nervousness less evident, he says as we wait for the bus, ‘These gardens… Perhaps I 
made too much fuss. You might be disappointed.’
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	 ‘I’m sure I won’t be,’ I say quickly. 

	 ‘You will see for yourself,’ he promises. ‘The ponds and views are stunning.’ 


I’d like to hear more, but right then the bus turns a corner and stops in front of us. We climb 
on. Crowded with Sunday holidaymakers, we leave any talking for later. When we get off, Joseph 
says: ‘The houses in this neighbourhood are a mix of Parisian, Czech, and Finnish architecture.’


‘Isn’t that a novelty?’ 

 ‘Yes, it certainly is. They are copies of houses occupied by foreign merchants back in their 

own countries.’

We head towards the palace. Eventually, Joseph points to a white building with a copper 

cupola. ‘That’s Schloss Charlottenburg. Fortunes were spent on that building. I’m sure you have 
never seen so many cherubs and gold leaf in all your life.’ I follow him through an ornate set of metal 
gates. He says, ‘The gardens took three hundred years to reach this maturity.’ From his dry tone, I 
gather he admires what he sees, even if he doesn’t approve. 


I ask, ‘Does money spent on buildings and gardens bother you?’

	 ‘Of course, it does. While the aristocracy were living extravagant lives, their people were 
often left to starve. Nothing could be more wicked.’

	 ‘Do you believe communism can change all that?’

	 ‘Yes, though it goes against my personal desire to start my own business. But while this weak 
regime continues, I am happy to see communism as a possible future.’


 We stroll down a central gravel path lined with box trees, towards a fountain. The path is 
filled with couples and families with children running alongside.  


‘Seems this is a popular Sunday excursion.’ 

He laughs. ‘Where do you walk when you are at home?’

‘Along the river towards the beach. It could not be more different.’  I point to the three 

coloured gravel paths. ‘This is so formal. Where I come from nature is the only landscaper.’ 

‘Sounds interesting,’ he murmurs. ‘Tell me more about your life back there.’

‘Oh, it’s really quite dull,’ I say quickly. ‘My family has only enough money to spend on 

essentials. My father is fully occupied in the sanatorium and my mother is so sick that she manages 
very little.’


He gives a little frown. ‘Don’t you have a young male friend?’

‘No young male friends,’ I say firmly. He looks far too relieved, so I add, ‘Only Wilf and 

Bert, my adopted uncles, and they are certainly not young. They live in the sanatorium.’ 

‘Tell me about them.’

I do and when I finish, he asks, ‘How do you keep yourself amused?’

 ‘Mostly, I take long walks with my dog. We have no maids, only a daily help, and I am 

expected to do my share of the housework.’

‘No life for a young woman,’ he says at last. ‘I hope you are enjoying yourself more in 

Berlin.’

‘I surely am,’ I tell him. ‘What about you? I know little apart from your work.’
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He shrugs. ‘Not much to tell. Both sets of grandparents came from Odessa in the nineties 
when my parents were still young. They quickly assimilated, and after they met and married and had 
me, they brought me up to be a good German boy. My father was killed in the war, but I was lucky 
that I was still too young to be conscripted. If you are wondering,’ he quickly adds, ‘why I have no 
personal woman friend, two years ago my fiancée sailed to America with her family. We promised to 
stay in touch, and eventually marry, but…’ he shrugs, ‘America is very far away, and she writes less 
and less often. Though she doesn’t mention it, I’m sure she’s met someone new.’


I now understand why he seems so lonely.

We have reached a broad flight of steps leading to a pond filled with gold and silver carp. I 

ask, ‘Where does the water come from? 

‘It’s a mix of rain and river water.’ We walk around the edge before he adds, ‘There is a lot 

more to see including some excellent picnic places. If you are interested, next time I will bring food,  
so we can have lunch on a lawn. The buildings are worth exploring. The Belvedere contains some 
excellent porcelain. Also, the Mausoleum, the New Pavilion, and the Luiseninsel.’ At my raised 
eyebrows, he grins and says, ‘It’s a notorious place for delivering secret messages.’


A jolt runs down my spine. Secret massages! What if I have totally misinterpreted his 
motives? Isn’t he an avowed communist? What if he has something to do with Adeline’s errands? 
Why is he is taking me out? To check that those messages are delivered safely?


Heavy clouds pass over the sun.  Having not bothered to bring a coat or an umbrella, I chase 
these thoughts away and when Joseph suggests we find a café, we hurry towards the street. Raindrops 
the size of pennies spit down. We reach the café just in time. As we hurry inside, there is a vivid crack 
of lightning followed by a thunderous peal. The storm is right overhead. Settling at one of the tables, 
Joseph orders herbal tea and almond biscuits as I have already eaten an enormous midday meal. He 
says, ‘I eat too much. A small afternoon tea is a splendid idea.’


We wait to be served before he asks, ‘Have you come to any decisions about our local 
politics?’


I shake my head. ‘Only that they seem turbulent.’

‘Particularly if you happen to be Jewish,’ he says frowning. ‘We have some very anti-Semitic 

parties, all in pursuit of what they call their Aryan ideal. It’s a load of nonsense, of course, but they 
really believe that they are descended from ancient Nordic gods.’


Should I mention Herr Grossmann? I decide against it, as this would only worry him further. 

He fills my cup with tea, passes the biscuits, and casually adds, ‘You have become very close 

to Adeline. I don’t know whether or not I should warn you…’ He breaks off.

I look up from my cup. ‘Warn me of what?’

‘In my opinion Adeline has what I can only describe as a fluid personality.’ 

My eyebrows shoot up. ‘What does that mean?’

His expression does not change. ‘That she is able to steal into other people’s weak places to 

use that to her own advantage.’
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	 I stare at him, perplexed. ‘I thought you two were friends. Are you suggesting I should be 
wary of how she treats me?’ I sit back and say angrily: ‘Perhaps you are envious of her ability to make 
friends.’

	  ‘Not at all.’ He refuses to get ruffled. ‘We are both keen on the communists having more of a 
say in how Germany is run. Willi Münzenberg wants a more equal society than now exists.’

	 I try to believe him. But for me his comment about Adeline has ruined this outing. I plead a 
sick headache and ask to go home. If he is disappointed at how the afternoon is turning out, he does 
not show it, only that twitch becomes more pronounced. Once it stops raining, we set off for the bus.


 ‘We can come here again, if you like,’ he says before leaving me at the front door. I don’t 
invite him inside. How can he expect to still be Adeline’s friend and say such things? I try to ignore 
my misgivings. But what if he is right? Is she trading on my loneliness to persuade me to run 
dangerous errands? All those young women that were attacked. That close call with the motorcycle. 
Could those incidents have something to do with her? What is she leading me into?

	 That evening she phones to say, ‘Heather, tomorrow there will be a message waiting for you 
in the letter box. I want you to take it to the Liebknecht House at Alexanderplatz. You can get there 
easily by train. The address is also written on the outside of the envelope in case you forget. At the 
front desk you are to request to see a man called Luther. He will say, ‘Are you Heather Armitage from 
England?’ Once you say “Yes,” only then are you to exchange envelopes.’ 


Before I can mention my doubts, she says, ‘Sorry, have to go,’ and hangs up.

	 After a night of very little sleep, early next morning, I check the letter box before Lotte or 
Berthe have time to empty it. Sure enough, there’s a brown envelope with my name on one side. On 
the back is typed: Liebknecht House, Alexanderplatz. What would happen if I threw it into the 
garbage? Pretend I never received it? The temptation is strong, almost overpowering.  But then how 
will Adeline respond? Will I no longer be her friend? The memory of her kisses is still too strong not 
to run one more message for her.

                                                                       ***


Liebknecht House turns out to be a stolid red brick building that might once have been a 
factory. Following Adeline’s directions, I walk into a dimly lit foyer with dark brown panelling. 
Behind the front desk sits an elderly official with a bald head and thick owl glasses. On the wall 
behind him is a large flag with a hammer and sickle. Only now do I realise that Liebknecht House is 
the headquarters of the communist party in Germany


At the man’s inquiring glance, I ask for Luther. 

‘I am Luther,’ he tells me. ‘Might you be Heather Rose Armitage from England?’


	 ‘I am.’ 

He asks for evidence. I hand him my passport.


	 He examines it very carefully, turning and looking at every page, before saying, ‘I believe you 
have a parcel for me.’

	 I nod and hand him the envelope. In return he gives me an identical envelope which I tuck 
into my handbag and leave. This time the man in the dark hat, the same one that followed me when I 
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left Herr Grossmann’s house, doesn’t pretend to hide as he dogs me all the way back to 
Friedrichstraβe, almost to the very front door. I tense up waiting for him to attack me, and consider 
pre-empting him by talking to him. But knowing he will only lie again, and deny everything, I decide 
against it. Better that I should find out a lot more about those mysterious messages and what they 
mean.

	 After lunch I get a call from Adeline. After checking that I have the return envelope she says, 
‘Would you like to eat with my mother and myself tonight? Is that fine with you?’ 


‘Yes… of course.’  I’m so excited and thrilled at the invitation that all my previous doubts are 
blown away as if they never existed. 

	 Her apartment turns out to be a quiet street to the east of central Berlin, where shabby three- 
story blocks huddle together. Adeline lives with her mother on the third floor of a building with no 
elevators. I climb three flights of rickety wooden stairs and walk down a passage resonating with 
adults arguing and children’s cries and sobs.


Number 32 door could do with a fresh coat of varnish. I knock three times before Adeline 
opens it. She has evidently been cooking. Her face is flushed, and a floral apron covers her street 
clothes.

	 Adeline has always presented herself as being so sophisticated and well presented, seeing her 
like this is a shock. But hasn’t she confessed to coming from a poor family? I should never have 
thought otherwise.  ‘Come in, come in,’ she says quickly, ‘If the potatoes boil over, the gas goes out 
and it’s hard to light it again.’

	 I follow her into a kitchen which is remarkably similar to ours back home. No free running 
hot water, only shabby furniture, and a sideboard with shelves storing metal containers and utensils. 
Seated at the table is an elderly very fat, grey-haired woman. Though the evening is warm, she is 
huddled under so many blankets and shawls, like a Russian babushka. She reminds me of a basketball 
wrapped in material. This must be Adeline’s mother. 


I am introduced to Frau Cohen who does not respond in any way to my presence. In fact, she 
only comes to life when food is placed before her. Sausages, boiled potatoes, and pickled cabbage, is 
eaten in the kitchen. Frau Cohen gulps every mouthful as if it were her last.

	 Only after I have helped Adeline with the dishes does she show me the rest of the apartment. 
It turns out to be a shrine to her dead father and older brother Moishe, both killed in the war. Photos of 
the dead crowd every shelf. When she takes me into Moishe’s room, everything remains as if he left it 
only five minutes ago. She says, ‘Mother has never recovered. One of the reasons why I accepted 
Anton’s proposal is that he is prepared to care for my mother as if she were his own.’

	 ‘I can certainly understand that,’ I tell her. 


‘So now you might understand why I am so determined that the communist party runs 
Germany so as to avoid future wars.’ She shakes her head as if to dismiss a nightmare. ‘It doesn’t 
seem to matter to gentiles that we fought beside them. They are still taught to hate us as if we are 
responsible for killing Christ.’
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	 Meanwhile, I’m wondering where she finds the money to dress as well as she does and still 

have enough to lend me what I need and buy expensive theatre tickets. 

	 I don’t find any answers, as by now we are in her room and she has closed the door behind us. 
To my utter delight she pushes me onto the bed, her mouth finds mine and we continue from where 
we left off in the taxi. 


***


Only when I am pulling on my clothes and she is lying back in an intoxicating state of 
undress, does she say, ‘Heather, can I trust you to keep secret whatever happens between us?’

	 ‘Of course, natürlich,’ I quickly respond. ‘Why would I mention what we do here…’ I gesture 
at the rumpled bed, ‘to anyone else? But…,’ I hesitate because I have previously been forbidden to 
discuss Anton. ‘I wonder why you still think of marriage.’

	 For once she forgets her usual giggle. ‘Who I love and who I marry are separate issues. I find 
both men and women interesting. Anton can give me the security Mother and I need. Surely now, after 
you have seen how we live, you can understand this?’

	 I just nod.

	 ‘One day in the future,’ she muses, ‘perhaps women will dwell freely together, and no one 
will criticise them for their love. But I think that will be long after we are dead. Meanwhile, it’s wise 
to remain discreet and take our pleasures as best we can.’

	 What can I say but thank her for the immense pleasure she has given me. She pulls on some 
clothes, covers them with a coat, and offers to find me a taxi to take me safely back to the Goldsteins. 
I assure her that this is unnecessary, but she will not listen. We walk past the kitchen where I glimpse 
Frau Cohen still seated at the kitchen table, staring into space.  Or perhaps she is asleep. It is hard to 
tell.


‘She’s like that all the time, only living from one meal to the next,’ Adeline tells me. ‘No 
doctor has been able to cure her of this intense melancholy. My only solution is to work for a kind 
man who understands my predicament, and marry another equally kind man, even if he is 
unsympathetic to my political aims.’

	 With these words, we make our way to a busy street where eventually a taxi comes by. She 
hails it and hands me some marks saying, ‘Don’t refuse what I give you. Just see this money as my 
thanks for running those messages.’ She gives the driver my address and stands there watching as we 
drive away. It was all quite wonderful except for one small problem. I have no doubt as she placed me 
into the taxi that we were being observed quite openly by two men in dark trilby hats on the opposite 
side. They did not even bother hiding their interest in what we were doing.
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  28. The Six-Day Cycling Event

The following evening at dinner, Herr Goldstein says, ‘Heather Rose, your German is so 

much better. We no longer have to translate for you.’

           I think this over before saying, ‘I think I must be getting better, because I am even dreaming in 
German.’

	 ‘Definitely improved. However…’ Frau Goldstein taps her lip. ‘A shame you still have a 
strong accent and your formal German needs more work.’

	  ‘I would have to stay in Berlin more than six months to lose my accent and improve my 
formal speech,’ I point out, hoping she will take the hint. But she does not and the conversation drifts 
on to something called a Sechstagerennen, the Six-Day Cycling Event. Rosie, who is mad on all sorts 
of games, says: ‘Heather Rose, you know that I love good sport. A shame you don’t enjoy it.’


 ‘That is because I know very little about most sports,’ I admit. ‘At school we played hockey, 
tennis and gymnastics. But I was so hopeless at everything, I was quite turned off.’ 

	 Rosie is kind enough to ignore this confession. ‘Tomorrow my boss is going to Hamburg to 
visit a sick relative and the salon is closed. The Sechstagerennen is a six-day cycling event that might 
help you change your mind. It’s already into its third day. Perhaps I can persuade you to join me? 
Competitors come from everywhere. If you’re interested, take the bus to the Sportpalast on 
Potsdamerstraβe. If you get there at eleven, I’ll meet you at the entrance.’

	 I arrive in Potsdamerstraβe with plenty of time to inspect the garlicky sausages the vendors 
sell outside the stadium. Rosie turns up ten minutes late. Hooking her arm into mine, enveloping me 
in her flowery perfume, she says, ‘I’m surprised Adeline hasn’t brought you here before. This 
Sportpalast is also used for political meetings.’


Interesting that everyone seems to regard Adeline as my close friend. But is she really?  
Occasional lover? Perhaps. But friend? I wish I knew. 


We buy tickets and Rosie hustles me through a turnstile while filling me in. ‘Two members of 
a cycling team race around the stadium to prove who can stay the longest and fastest. It tests 
endurance and can last twenty-four hours.’

	 The stands are almost full. We settle not far from the front. ‘Did this sport start in Berlin?’ 

	 ‘No. In New York’s Madison’s Gardens. Many cities have taken it on. But it’s most popular 
here. Hasn’t Pierre offered to bring you here?’

	 I shake my head.

	 Rosie chuckles. ‘That’s because he sees it becoming a profession when it should be open to 
everyone. There was a big scandal when Piet van Kempen paid his competition to let him 
win.’ ‘Here…’ she pulls a newspaper out of her capacious handbag, ‘Read this. The prizes are 
amazing.’
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 I read aloud in my Anglicized  German … include 100,000 cigarettes, 370 bottles of wine and 
sparkling wine, 180 bottles of cognac, 20 crates of Harz cheese, 48 roast pancakes, a set of bedroom 
furniture, 13,500 German marks, 150 American dollars, a live pig, 4 quintals of sugar…’


I look up. ‘What’s a quintal?’

‘I think you English call it a hundredweight.’ 

‘That’s a lot of sugar,’ I say with a chuckle. It feels good to have so many friends. I can’t 

believe how lucky I am, how all this is changing my life and consequently, changing how I see 
myself.


We watch a Hungarian and an Austrian cycling around the stadium. One minute the Austrian 
is in front, then the Hungarian takes over.  Though Rosie remains fascinated, for me, it becomes 
slightly hypnotic and then tiresome. After an hour or so of nothing else happening, I study the stands. 
A woman five rows behind us catches my eye. Where did I last see that white shingle and extra-long 
cigarette holder? I take a long moment to recognise Annie Blowdon. When did she come to Berlin? I 
jump up and wave furiously in an attempt to get her attention. Talking non-stop to her companion, it 
takes ages before she glimpses me.


 ‘Heather Rose! Am I glad to see you!’ 

Clambering over heads, laps and arms, she throws her arms around me. Her face is coated in 

white powder, her eyes surrounded by loads of mascara and eyeliner. To add to the ghoulish effect, 
her lipstick and fingernails are painted black. 


Rosie openly frowns. I hide a smile.  I always think of her and Pierre as quite liberated. But 
Annie Blowdon is hard to take. Even for sophisticated Berliners.


Totally ignoring Rosie, Annie promptly fills me in on everything that has happened to her 
since we last met. ‘You know how my twin got me away from that witch of a concierge and promised 
me the bees knees? Turned out all he wanted was my dough… took everything I brought with me… 
had to perform in this dump of a strip club… you have no idea how many gangsters you get to meet in 
those places …’ A  tiny pause before she exclaims: ‘Heather Rose! Hardly recognised you. You’re a 
real looker with that new bob and those glam glad rags. You got yourself a sheik?’


I redden and shake my head.

‘Well, you’re now the bees knees.’ She glances at Rosie whose frown has deepened. ‘Hey, ask 

your friend to loosen up…’  

 I say hurriedly in German, ‘Apologies for not introducing you.’ To Annie in French, ‘This is 

Rosie Silberberg. Rosie is engaged to my cousin Pierre Goldstein and as I am living with the 
Goldstein family we are great friends. Rosie, meet Annie Blowdon, my friend from England, now 
living in Paris.’


‘Hello Rosie. How are you?’ Annie says casually, and gesturing at her companion, returns to 
English, ‘My latest dew dropper came for the cycling, only, he got beaten in the first round. Empty 
between the ears but good in the cot…  Listen, tonight we‘re off to The White Mouse to see Anita 
Berber. Why not join us?’
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I glance at Rosie who still looks apprehensive before remembering that she doesn’t 
understand. I quickly explain to her that Annie and I met on the channel crossing and enjoyed each 
other’s company. I decide not to mention how Annie got me drunk and made me pay for the 
experience. But meeting Annie makes me realise that I am a little homesick. Though she helped me 
break my mother’s first instruction, I’m only too aware that being in her company is sure to mean 
trouble. All the same, I’m delighted to see her.


Behind us, the dew dropper is becoming openly annoyed. He’s slim with dark hair smothered 
in brilliantine, pitch-black eyes, a pruned moustache and very red lips. He calls to Annie in what I 
think is Spanish.  She dismisses him with a wave of that cigarette holder and chatters on about her life 
in Paris. I gather that finding enough money for her little habits is becoming a problem. 


Eventually she gets sick of the dew dropper calling out to her, plus the comments being 
thrown around the stands about her general lack of consideration. But only after we arrange to meet 
that night at the White Mouse Cabaret, does she clamber back to her correct seat - again stepping onto 
arms, heads and laps, before settling down.

            I spend a long afternoon with Rosie at the stadium. If she never gets bored, I certainly do.  The 
only break is slipping outside to buy two pork sausages smothered in mustard. Rosie makes me 
solemnly promise that I never mention this aberration to the Goldsteins. 


Halfway through the afternoon I glance back to see Annie and her dew dropper have 
disappeared. Even after we get up to leave, the cyclists are still pedalling. I wonder where they find 
the energy, as merely watching them leaves me exhausted.


After dinner, Pierre insists on finding a taxi to take me to The White Mouse to meet Annie. At 
the last minute he decides to come inside as this cabaret is too notorious for a respectable female to 
enter alone. He asks Rosie to join us, but once she hears Annie Blowdon will be there, she pleads an 
early night. We drop her off on the way, then drive to the cabaret. We enter an establishment large 
enough to take at least a hundred people. At the door we are offered a black or white face mask if we 
want to hide our identities. Pierre tells me, ‘That’s because totally naked beauty dances are staged 
here after midnight.’ 


 My eyebrows raise. ‘Isn’t that a bit much?’ 

  Pierre smiles. ‘Depends on how you look at it. The proprietor claims that we come here only 

to watch beauty.’

Though I am sure Annie will have forgotten our arrangement, we sight her and the dew 

dropper at a front table and she calls out for us to join them. Annie is far politer to Pierre than she was 
to Rosie. In fact, though I warn her that Pierre is Rosie’s fiancée, she flirts with him unashamedly. He 
accepts her eye-batting with good humour and does not take her seriously. I still do not catch the dew 
dropper’s name as he neither speaks French nor English or German, and none of us know any 
Spanish. He consoles himself with a steady intake of alcohol. 


I watch other tables fill up with a strange assortment of people which include elderly couples 
from out of town, members of various criminal gangs and their women, even a few Berlin 
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intellectuals. ‘Some of those men,’ Pierre whispers, ‘are travelling salesmen using their expense 
accounts.’ 


Not long after we arrive, the performance begins. Anita wears only black stockings and a 
corset that exposes her breasts. She has a nice body but what strikes me is her heart shaped face with 
its determined chin. She dances energetically enough, using lots of swirls and high kicks, while her 
partner Sebastian slowly creeps out from behind the curtain as if he is about to attack her. The 
audience shouts warnings. The couple mime more suspense, then come together in a little pas de deux 
before the curtain closes. 


While Annie chatters away, I watch people’s reactions and they seem tolerant enough. Pierre 
tries to shock me by saying, ‘Berber’s been known to spit brandy at anyone who doesn’t like her 
dancing. Or stand naked on their tables, dousing herself in wine while urinating.’


Though secretly shocked, I laugh. ‘Are other cabarets equally notorious?’

‘A few are somewhat questionable. Rosie and I must take you to the Resi…’ At my raised 

eyebrows he explains: ‘I mean the Residenz-Casino. Opened last year with two hundred tables, each 
with a telephone, so you can contact any stranger you fancy by their table number.’ 


We wait until well after midnight for the more interesting part of the evening. Annie has 
cajoled Pierre into buying numerous bottles of champagne which she consumes at an alarming rate 
without it having any visible effect. I recall her saying that she has inherited her father’s strong head. I 
stay with one glass. Being around Annie is a warning to stay sober.


Having found a willing audience in Pierre, she chatters away in French while revealing some 
rather interesting aspects of life in Paris. To Pierre’s questions, it turns out that she lives in a tiny cold-
water apartment in Montparnasse on the Left Bank, and spends a lot of time, when not working in a 
strip joint which she refuses to name, at a café called La Coupole where artists pay for their drinks by 
donating their work. 


‘The thing is…’ waving that cigarette holder about, ‘I had to get leave because someone 
unpleasant claims I owe him money. You have no idea of how many unpleasant men live in Paris!’ 
She drops names like gold nuggets, mentioning the young American composers George Gershwin and 
Cole Porter; upcoming writers like Henry Miller, Ernest Hemingway, and George Orwell;  the artists 
Picasso, Magritte, Matisse; even the fabulous Russian Tamara de Lempicka who, she tells me, charges 
hundreds of francs for her glossy paintings of beautiful women.  


After midnight, the lights dim even further, the curtains open and naked girls prance down a 
ramp. Anita’s girls are powdered to look like ghosts though I glimpse a few barely concealed grins. 
Anita also performs in the nude. The audience enjoys heckling her. I think they know she will return 
their cries with obscenities. I’m also convinced she’s both drunk and drugged. Personally, I think she 
goes too far, but Annie observes that covering ourselves conceals what we’re really like underneath. I 
recall the author Erich Maria Remarque saying that he felt like a Tarzan when he went to a nude 
beach, so perhaps I’m just being a prude.
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	 Anita’s act over, I’m ready for bed but Annie insists on a final cognac. Though Pierre is 
paying for their drinks, he is kind enough to tolerate her demands. Just as we stand up to leave, Annie 
drags me aside to say, ‘Heather Rose, you are definitely in love.’

	 ‘Why, that’s silly,’ I say quickly.

	 ‘Of course, you are. I can just tell. I’m very good at this.’

            ‘Well maybe,’ I reluctantly admit. ‘Anyway, how do you know?’

	 She gives me a half wink. ‘I first thought it was a man, but then I changed my mind and I’m 
sure it’s a woman. You know,’ she casually adds. ‘I go with both. Don’t suppose you’d like an 
afternoon with the dew dropper and me?’

	 I audibly gulp.  For a tiny moment, much to my own dismay, I’m actually tempted. I find her 
unconventional attitudes very appealing. Maybe being with another woman would help me get over 
this stupid crush on Adeline?  But I give myself a shake and say, ‘Anytime you are free I would love 
to meet up again in a café...,’ to which she slips a piece of paper with her current address into my hand 
in case I change my mind.

	 She might have thought she had made a mistake but, as we head out the door, who should 
walk in but Adeline, accompanied by a handsome fair-haired man in his early thirties. He’s in a 
cashmere coat and matching hat which he removes as soon as he realises that Adeline has come across 
friends.


Though Adeline does not bother to introduce him, she seems delighted to see us, saying that if 
she had known Pierre and I were here, she would have turned up earlier. ‘Not to worry,’ she carols, 
‘tomorrow first thing Heather, I‘ll phone you…’ and she and her unknown companion are shepherded 
by a waiter to a table up front.


When I glance back at Annie, I know she has picked me in one.

 I pull myself together long enough to ask Pierre: ‘Who’s that with Adeline?’

 He shrugs saying: ‘Never seen him before. Adeline knows half of Berlin and she’s very open 

with her favours.’ His eyebrows meet before he adds: ‘All very well for actresses and opera divas to 
behave so freely. But I sometimes wonder if Rosie and I should be quite this close to her. One day 
she’s bound to get into trouble. What if that involves us?’ Only now does he remember her parting 
comment. ‘What is she phoning you about?’ There’s enough curiosity in his face to make me 
determined to not show any emotion. 


‘Nothing important,’ I say. ‘We have some vague agreement to visit a part of the Tiergarten 
which I have not seen before. She is very kind about showing me more of Berlin.’ With that we hail a 
taxi and drive home in silence.


                ***


Two days later, just before the evening meal, Herr Goldstein arrives home looking openly 
upset. When we ask him what is wrong, he says: ‘Just outside our building, the police have picked up 
the body of a young woman.’
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       Frau Goldstein’s face pales.  ‘There have been all those reports about women being robbed. But 
as far as we know, no one has been seriously hurt.’

	  ‘Not until now,’ he says wryly. 

	 ‘Do the police know who she is?’

	  He shrugs. ‘No. If she was carrying a bag, it was stolen. There’s no real way to identify her. 
Only that she is young and slim.’


‘How did she die?’

	 Herr Goldstein looks quite sick. ‘She was shot. Her head and face were half blown away. I 
haven’t seen anything like this since the war. It brought back frightful memories.’          

           I am frozen with fright. What if that woman was mistaken for me? Could Adeline really be 
sending me into such danger?

	 Surely not. Surely, she likes me too much to allow me to be attacked or even killed.  Frau 

Goldstein reinforces this by saying: ‘Just another unfortunate caught by a desperate thug.’

	 Herr Goldstein nods.  ‘After the war, too many weapons were never returned.’ He turns to us 
and says sternly: ’I hope that you women are very careful where you walk and who you speak to.’ 


We all nod. Not that it makes any difference to how scared I am.
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29.  That Last Message


The next morning at dawn, Lotte taps on my door and calls me to the phone. Barely awake, I 
stumble to pick up the receiver and mumble, ‘Who is it?’

	 ‘Heather, it’s Adeline,’ she says impatiently.

	  ‘How do you manage with so little sleep?’

	 ‘Oh, I haven’t been to bed,’ she says quickly. ‘At least, not to sleep.’ I swallow hard before 
realising she is saying, ‘Heather, please don’t be jealous. I can’t stand anyone trying to possess me. 
Do try and understand.’

	  ‘Of course I understand,’ I say quickly, though of course I don’t. How can I?


‘Now listen carefully. Like last time, you’ll find an envelope in your letter box with an 
address on it. You are to take the line to Onkel Toms Hütte station to the district called 
Papageiensiedlung. Only one street has brand new houses. Find the house number 6…’


Her voice fades. I move the receiver to my other ear.

 ‘…go to the rear and ask for Oskar. When he comes to the door and confirms who he is, tell 

him you are Heather Armitage and exchange envelopes.’

‘Yes,’ I say, thinking how frightened I am, how I promised myself I would run no more 

messages, but now don’t know how to do this without losing her. What a coward I am. Of course I 
cave in. ‘When do I get your envelope?’


 ‘It’s in your letterbox,’ she says and hangs up.

Still in my old dressing gown, hoping not to run into any neighbours, I race downstairs to 

check. Sure enough, there is another brown envelope, my name on one side, on the other, the 
forwarding address.


Back upstairs, I go back to bed and fall asleep. A few hours later, Lotte knocks on my door to 
say there’s another call, and stalks away muttering that she has too much to do than keep answering 
my phone calls.


‘Entschuldigung,’ I call to her retreating back. I don’t think she hears.

I pick up the receiver.  ‘Heather, Joseph here.’ He sounds upset.  ‘What are your plans for 

today? It’s urgent that we meet.’

What can be so urgent? ‘Yes of course we can meet,’ I say. ‘I have an errand to do for a… a 

friend this morning. I can see you after that.’

 ‘Excellent.’ He sounds relieved. ‘You have a café a few doors down from where you live. 

No? Can you be there at midday?’

I have no idea of how long it will take to deliver the latest message. ‘Perhaps after lunch is 

better?’ Still sleepy, I manage to stifle a yawn.

‘Fine,’ he says. ‘I just want to warn you…’

I’m suddenly alert. 

‘Warn me of what?’
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‘Nothing, nothing,’ he says quickly. ‘Good. We shall meet at two in the café. I’ll explain when 
I see you.’


‘Two o’clock in the café,’ I agree and we both hang up.

I get dressed and go to the kitchen where the others have already left, drink a milky coffee 

and return to my room. The day promises to be warm. I put on a hat and a light raincoat. Before 
leaving, I ask Lotte what she knows about this district?


 She is scrubbing a pot and does not stop. ‘It’s on the edge of the Grunewald woods. Why are 
you going there?’


‘Oh, I’m told there are interesting houses I should see.’

She nods as if this makes sense. ‘This area is nicknamed the ‘parrot estate’ because the latest 

houses are painted in strange colours. Herr Goldstein thinks their design is ugly, but Pierre says they 
are perfect Bauhaus.’

        Walking down Friedrichstraβe I think over what Lotte told me. Servants mostly keep an 
expressionless face while taking in every word. Lotte is highly intelligent. Her sewing is exquisite.  If 
she came from a middle-class family, she would have been more than a maid. She is such a clever 
seamstress, perhaps she would even own an expensive dress-making establishment. Even a boutique. 


I smile to myself. Adeline is influencing my ideas. I’m starting to think like a communist.

Closer to the station, once again I have the usual feeling of being shadowed. But just like the 

time I tackled the man in the black hat, and he claimed it was a case of mistaken identity, I decide to 
pretend it is not happening. Even so, what with the number of girls that have been attacked and one 
even killed, I try to watch out for any hints of danger. 


The train is almost empty. The two women travelling are half asleep and do not seem 
interested in anyone else. We move south west, out of the more crowded areas until arriving at Onkel 
Toms Hütte station where I get off. Before I leave the station I glance carefully around. Only when 
I’m sure that no one is behind me, do I continue.


I find the right street easily enough. A sign tells me that the architect is Bruno Taut. The 
terraces are yellow with facades picked out in earthy tones. Their small front gardens contain grass, 
bushes and low brick fences. Number six is right in the middle. 	 


I walk around the rear and rap several times on a door before it is opened by an old man 
leaning on a cane. He is almost bent over, his skin deeply furrowed, dead white hair, and features that 
once might have been handsome once but have fallen in on each other. I am surprised at finding such 
an elderly man in this setting. Perhaps he is the owner’s father?


He is not pleased to see me. ‘Who are you?’ he demands. ‘What do you want?’

‘H.Heather… Heather Armitage,’ I stutter. ‘I am looking for someone called Oskar,’ 

 ‘Yes, I am Oskar,’ he grunts. ‘You have something for me?’

 I hand him Adeline’s envelope. 

He disappears behind the door. Behind him, I glimpse a kitchen with brightly coloured walls 

and benches.

He returns minutes later and hands me a similar brown envelope.
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‘Herr Oskar, Danke,’ I’m saying when the door closes in my face.

I sigh to myself. How come I agreed to this? I have saved enough to repay Adeline every 

pfennig I owe her.  Why haven’t I done so already? Instinct tells me these activities are dangerous. 
Instinct says I should have refused … that I’m as weak as a newborn kitten when it comes to 
Adeline…that I have allowed emotion to overcome brain. The only consolation I have is that I would 
never have seen the latest Bauhaus design if I hadn’t come here. I tell myself to stop panicking as that 
will do me no good whatsoever.


 Close by is a small café. Coffee might help clear my frazzled brain. But once inside, instead 
of coffee, I order a schnapps and enjoy the instant courage I gain from the sudden warmth.


 Perhaps the alcohol makes me less alert. Or perhaps these unknown forces have decided to 
no longer play with me. As I walk around the corner towards the station, a black Mercedes with 
darkened windows zooms down the street. As it comes abreast, a rear door flies open, two men 
wearing hats pulled low, scarves hiding their faces, circle me. To my horror, they pick me up and drag 
me into the car. 


I’m thrown into the rear seat.

For a moment I’m too bewildered to struggle. Then all I can do is scream and try to fight 

them off. 

It does not do me much good. One man hangs onto me while the other ties my wrists with a 

thick rope. 

By now I have lost my bag and my hat.  My coat is half ripped off.

Who are these men? One has such an overpowering body odour it makes me retch. The other 

stinks of cigarettes. A third man is driving.

What do they want? Where are they taking me?

One rifles through my handbag, empties it onto the floor and retrieves Adeline’s envelope. 

The ripple of satisfaction is unmistakeable. But I’m not to be freed. I try reasoning with them, 
pointing out that I’m no good to them, but all I receive are several ferocious hits over head and face 
before a smelly rag is pulled over my head, and looped over my neck, and another rope pulled so 
tightly that I almost choke.


All I can do is kick and try to free myself. But I am thoroughly outnumbered and the men, 
invigorated by having a woman that is fun to overcome, give me no chance of getting away. The rope 
around my neck tightens until I know to lie still or be choked to death. 


We travel for what seems like hours. 

Eventually the car slows down. 

It stops.

I hear a door open.

I’m being pulled outside onto gravel. 

I’m led to somewhere I cannot see.

I hear a door open. Then I’m shoved onto ground that feels and smells like muddy earth.
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 After a couple more kicks, the rag is removed. I see three men of various height and width. 
Hats pulled low and scarves hide their faces.  One, taller than the others, roughly removes the ropes 
around my hands.  


I lie there rubbing my wrists, trying to force blood back into my arms and hands. 

‘Keep delivering more lists, you Jewish communist pig,’ the second man says in a Berliner 

accent so thick I barely understand. ‘And you’ll be even worse off.’

The other man who is smaller and walks with a pronounced limp, shoves his fist under my 

chin. ‘This is just a foretaste. We’ll be back later to give you more of what you deserve.’

Just then our scene is lit up by another car driving past. 

Headlights almost blind us.

The men decide to leave. But before they go, I am given another good hit over the head just to 

make sure that I understand how they feel, and I am thrown onto the hard floor. And then everything 
goes black. 



161



30.  Escape

My eyes open. Where am I? My head swims and my stomach churns. I force myself onto my 

knees while I continue to throw up until only bitter bile comes out. 

I am so sore, I must be covered in bruises. I run my hands over my body. Possibly I suffered a 

fractured rib because it hurts when I breathe. I feel my face and head. My chin is sticky. My lips are 
cut and swollen. A front tooth feels lose. 


Almost beside myself with pain and fright, tears drip down my cheeks. I’m Alice in 
Wonderland about to drown in a sea of my own making. And I’m dreadfully cold. Cold digs talons 
into my shoulders and back. 


Where am I?

There’s the dank murky odour of mud, rotting vegetation, and under that, something sickly 

sweet. 

It tells me rats are close by. 

My nails sink into my palms. 

Back home, Deedee always barked a warning before burrowing into their holes and dropping 

a corpse at my feet. But Deedee is not here. And I am right about those rats. At the patter of tiny feet, I 
groan loudly. 


That sends the rats back into the shadows. But I refuse to lie here waiting to be nibbled. 
Wiping my blubbery face on my sleeve, I wobble onto my feet and stumble to where, in the faint light 
thrown by a blackened window surround, I recognise the outline of a door. I push and shove. Nothing 
happens. The door is bolted from the outside. But if passing headlights chased those thugs away, have  
they not threatened to return and finish me off?


I’m in a deserted cottage where, sooner or later, I will succumb to hunger and thirst. All that 
will be left of me are bones and my ruby ring.


I have only myself to blame. Why was I so stupid?  What a fool I was to deliver Adeline’s last 
message. I knew quite well that I was being followed. I knew what had happened to those other girls. 
And yet I was so blinded by love that I refused to refuse.


I bang on the door until my fists blister. I scream ‘Hilfe… Hilfe… help… help…’. until my 
voice cracks and gives out. 


Nothing happens. 

 If only Deedee was here. Not only would she keep those rats at bay, she might even have 

found a hole so that we could dig our way out.

I slump back onto the hard ground and go over what happened to me.  

I was kidnapped just before midday. Now it is midnight dark. How long have I been here? I 

wish I knew.

 Eventually, I fall into a doze. 

Loud voices wake me.
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Heart pounding like eggs boiling in a pot, I sit up.

Those thugs have returned. 

I slide into the shadows. Make myself as small as possible.

The door creaks open. 

Warm liquid runs down my thighs.


           	 What will they do to me now?


                                             ***


To my utter relief, behind that torch is the outline of a couple, a man and a woman. People 
who possibly have nothing to do with the men who brought me here.


But will they rescue me?

	 They must use this hut for secret meetings because they’re openly annoyed at finding 
someone else in here. Only when they take in my bloody face and torn clothing do they realise that I 
have been kidnapped, beaten, locked up, and that I urgently need help. 

            The woman is pretty in a plump china-doll way, the man blonde and stocky, with weather- 
beaten skin and his hair slicked down as if smothered in butter. When he asks what happened to me, 
all I say is: ‘These thugs thought I had money, because they stole my bag before dumping  me here.’

	 The man does not believe me. ‘You don’t sound like a local. Where are you from?’

	 ‘I’m English,‘ I tell him. ‘I am visiting Berlin to learn German.’

           The man looks me up and down. I must be a sight because he doesn’t believe my story and 
decides that I’m obviously a vagrant. He yells, ‘Weg mit dir…’


I burst into tears and sob. ‘Please help me. I need to get back to my family in 
Friedrichstraβe.’ 


He laughs sardonically. ‘Yeah, you really look like a woman who lives in a rich street.’

 All would be lost except that Klara, his woman, feels sorry for me and comes to my rescue. 

‘Hans,’ she says. ‘Let’s take her to the station. If her story is true, the police will deal with her.’  She 
finds a dirty rug in a corner piled with rubbish.  I use it to wipe some of the blood from my face 
before asking, ‘Where am I?’  


 ‘These are the Köpenick Woods. Hardly anyone comes here. If we hadn’t turned up…’  she 
leaves the rest to my imagination. 


I openly shudder.

‘Come on.’  Hans is growing impatient. ‘I haven’t got all night to waste on a vagrant.’

 I gather this is an illicit meeting, as their bicycles are hidden behind a clump of trees. As I’m 

not fit enough to ride or even be dinked, they walk their bikes with me as I struggle to keep up, 
stumbling, tripping over roots and pebbles. 


We walk for what feels like hours, but is probably only twenty minutes until we come to a 
small building. A sign in front tells me this is the local police station.


Here, they leave me to make my own way inside.
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                              ***


The counter is manned by two burly fellows in uniform who look me up and down with open 
suspicion. Given my bruised face and torn clothes, no bag, and above all no identity papers, of course 
they don’t believe my story. Being foreign only makes things worse. Their conclusion is that I am 
another homeless woman who is in Germany illegally and happened to wander in here off the streets. 

	 They ask for details. They want to know who I am and who attacked me. I give them my 
name and the name of the family I am living with. ‘I didn’t know those men,’ I half sob, ‘they wore 
scarves over their faces and spoke strong Berlin dialect.’


The red haired policeman says: ‘Could be a new Ringverein?’ 


The other who is slightly older and carries a vast paunch,  rolls his eyes, ‘Unlikely. More like 
she was bashed up by her boyfriend.’ They turn to me, ‘Show us your papers, they insist. ‘We need 
more identification.’

	 More tears stream down my cheeks. ‘I told you already. All my papers are in my bag which 
was stolen.’

	 ‘Humph,’ says the other. ‘Well, until we can check your story, we’ll have to keep you here.’

	 ‘Please phone the Goldsteins in Friedrichstraβe,’ I keep pleading. ‘They will guarantee my 
story.’

	 ‘What’s their phone number?’

	 To my dismay I realise I never bothered memorising it. And even if I had, my head is too sore 
and confused to remember it.


This seems to prove my story as false. The younger policeman comes out from behind the 
counter and shoves me towards the rear into another room. He says before he locks the door: ‘Wait 
here until we find out who you are.’

          This room is tiny with only one small window high on the wall. The only light comes from a 
small bare bulb that leaves most of the room in shadow. But there’s enough light for me to see a 
double bunk with lumpy, stained mattresses. From a far corner comes the unmistakable stench of a 
chamber pot. 


If I am frozen, thirsty and hungry, the police only go as far as handing me a mug of cold black 
coffee and a hunk of rye bread. They lock the door behind me and I am left until dawn to lie on the 
stinky bunk and ponder at what brought me here. 


How could I have been so stupid? What a fool I was to fall for Adeline’s requests in the hope 
this will give me love. How could she send me on such dangerous missions without any warning? 
How come I believed her? How come I thought she might even be in love with me? For being such an 
idiot, I surely deserve to end up here. All I can do is try and sleep through my fury, remorse and pain, 
but sleep does not come easily while I hope that the police take me seriously enough to contact the 
Goldsteins. But I have no idea how I will explain how I came to be here in a police cell. The 
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following morning, the police claim to have found no trace of this family and to top things off, the 
next day I am joined by a street walker who reeks of stale body fluids, schnapps, and cigarettes.


Lina might once have been pretty but forced to lead a difficult life that has ruined her looks 
irretrievably. To start with she is unfriendly, deciding in her rough Berlin dialect that the lower bunk 
rightfully belongs to her, even though I slept on it the night before.


I decide not to argue. I’m sure from her lack of front teeth that she would not hesitate to use 
force on me.


Instead I ask what brought her here?

When she finally realises that I am no threat, and we settle in with no hope of being rescued, 

she fills me in on her life. Born in a small village close to Frankfurt, she had come to try her luck in 
the city. Falling into the trap of not finding work, and then into the hands of a pimp who enjoyed 
beating her, she ended up on the streets begging for food and shelter.


 ‘Things can’t be this bad where you come from,’ she insists, and this is certainly true.  But it 
doesn’t help that she also doesn’t believe my story of being kidnapped or living with a wealthy 
family. If I can’t convince Lena, I have no hope of persuading the police. The Goldsteins must be 
wondering where I am. If the police ever let me out of here, how will I ever find my way home? 


Lina and I are forced to keep each other miserable company for another day and a night. 
During that time we are given watery coffee and hunks of bread which Lina is so grateful for that I 
figure that most of the time she must be starving.


 All this time a voice in my head reminds me what a misfit I am, someone who cannot pretend 
any longer. I am an ugly duckling paddling amongst swans. I’m another Jane Eyre, but one who will 
never recover from being so dreadfully naive. I am not even as smart or capable as Bertha, Mr 
Rochester’s first wife.  How could Adeline have let this happen to me? Surely, she must have 
suspected some of the dangers I might encounter? Didn’t I warn her that I was being followed? Do I 
mean so little to her?


 Only on the second day when dawn seeps in through the small grubby window, is the door 
unlocked, and the redheaded policeman comes in saying, ‘You’re free now. Turns out your story is 
true.’


 I follow him into the main room where I find a white-faced Pierre, his pallor only increasing 
when he glimpses at me. ‘Heatter Rose!’ he gasps. ‘What happened? Everyone’s been worried sick!’


I fall into his arms, and gabble in my poor German that deteriorates with every word, ‘I was 
kidnapped by three men who took my bag and papers.’


‘Do you know who they were?’

I shake my head. ‘Only that their faces were hidden by scarves and they spoke strong Berlin 

dialect.’

The police are more sympathetic now that my story is confirmed. They send me away with 

hopes for a speedy recovery, though when I ask if they can recover my bag they shrug and shake their 
heads.
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Pierre drives me home and thankfully does not interrogate me. This time I do not even notice 
how fast he drives. All I want is to hide in my small room and sleep forever. I have never been so sore 
and exhausted in all my life.


Frau Goldstein greets me with cries of dismay and Lotte runs a hot bath. When she helps me 
into the water, my bruises are so painful that I cry aloud. She gently dries and dresses me in my 
nightgown and helps me into bed where I sink into a grateful slumber, only waking towards evening 
with aching bones and a feverish head.


Frau Goldstein calls the family doctor. A small wizened man who smells strongly of pipe 
tobacco, he wears thick spectacles through which he examines me all over. He tells Frau Goldstein 
that my split lip will heal without stitches, as will all my other bruises. All he can give me for pain are 
two aspirin and suggest that my fever might lessen with placing cold compresses on my forehead.

            For several days I run a high fever.  I have no idea of time or who comes into my room.  I 
sleep, but have dreadful nightmares; sometimes I am being attacked again by those men, in others 
Adeline tells me that since I allowed that message to be stolen she no longer wants to be my friend. In 
another nightmare I am back at Chillingworth Grammar School where I once again undergo all the 
teasing and bullying I received over the years. Then I am back home where I have so many household 
duties to fulfil that they mount up to a high wall which I cannot clamber over.

	 I have some memory of Lotte looking after me, though her place is often taken by other 
members of the family. 


On the third day when I wake weak, I’m no longer feverish. Frau Goldstein insists I explain 
exactly what happened and to tell her everything from the very beginning.

	 Without too much elaboration I recount why, through stupidity, I had to borrow money from 
Adeline and what I did in return. Nothing about my feelings or our brief affair. Though I expect Frau 
Goldstein to be dreadfully angry with me, all she says is: ‘I’m sorry that Adeline has taken advantage 
of both our hospitality and of you. She should have known better. But Heather Rose, there are other 
ways of making friends without putting your life in danger.’

	 I nod weakly and hope that she is right.

31. More Information


The following afternoon, the always correct Joseph perches on a small chair beside my bed. 
‘I’m so sorry I didn’t get to speak to you earlier,’ he tells me. ‘I could have saved you from all this….’ 
I gather that  he has been filled in on my being kidnapped, beaten, and incarcerated.

	  I say weakly:  ‘How would you have known?’

	 His facial tic quickens. ‘Just before I phoned you, I heard through a party member that 
Adeline had you running messages for Willi Münzenberg. I knew how dangerous this was. The 
National Socialists have been trying for months to discover who has ties to the Communist Party.’ 


‘So this explains those lists of names,’ I murmur half to myself.

He does not query how I know what was in those brown envelopes. ‘Yes, the National 

Socialists would value them very highly.’ 

	 I ask, ‘How did they know I was the messenger?’
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	  He shrugs. ‘Someone in Münzenberg’s office is betraying him. Perhaps one of the typists. 
People will do anything for money. These lists were kept in his private safe and copies made for you 
to take to the Liebknecht House, Communist Headquarters.’

	 ‘I took them there only once.’ 


             ‘That once was a dead giveaway. Also, Herr Grossmann employed you so that his men would 
know who to follow.’

	 I sigh. ‘You and Karl tried to warn me against Adeline.’

	 ‘Yes, she is firmly focussed on her own needs.’ He stands up. ‘Perhaps when you are well 
again, you will allow me to take you again to Charlottenburg Gardens? I think last time you enjoyed 
visiting them.’

           ‘That would be delightful,’ I assure him. Though I’m not in the least interested in him as a 
lover, he is turning out to be a wonderful friend.

	 Adeline does not turn up until ten days later. She is certainly persona non grata with the 
family. I get the impression from her subdued manner that she really repents using me in such a 
cavalier way. More interestingly: after she betrayed my feelings so carelessly, my crush on her simply 
disappears, evaporates like an ice-block in the sun. How could she have valued my safety so little? I 
cannot believe that I was infatuated with someone who lacked all respect for my life and allowed me 
to be hurt, even murdered. Though I did enjoy our brief affair, I slowly realise that it was only an 
introduction to what one day, hopefully, will be something more worthwhile.

	 I give her a cold hard stare before reporting what Joseph told me. 


She sighs and says: ‘Willi has started using innocents like you who don’t know he works for 
Stalin, to check who is betraying him. Not that he trusts Stalin, but Lenin was Willi’s close friend and 
that keeps Willi tied to the Soviets.’

          ‘But… but why are you involved? And why involve me?’ And far angrier: ‘Why place me in 
such danger?’

	 She shrugs. ‘Willi is generous to his friends. You have seen how we live. I need to look after 
mother and dress decently. I can’t do that on a stenographer’s salary.’

	 ‘Then why use me?’ I can’t help sounding furious. 

	 She pretends to ignore my anger. ‘As I just told you, Willi suspects there are traitors in his 
office though he doesn’t know who they are. Between us, we came up with this system of using 
innocent messengers to discover the offender. Envelopes go between three or four people before 
finally arriving at Communist Headquarters. Because you are a foreigner, we figured no one would 
suspect you.’

	 ‘That’s not a good enough excuse,’ I say tersely.


She merely shrugs.

	  I prop myself up on my pillows.  ‘Has Willi found the culprit?’


‘Not so far.’ She gives a deep sigh. ‘Heather, I would never have willingly placed you in 
danger if I’d known you were being followed.’


 ‘I did try to tell you. Several times. You refused to believe me.’
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Her face falls even further. ‘Yes, you’re right. Can you ever forgive me?’

	 ‘Of course,’ I say, though I do not mean it. Not one bit. She misused my affection too easily. I 
was warned by Karl and Joseph, but instead, like a fool, I followed my misguided heart. How stupid 
was that?


She leaves shortly after. I do not suggest any more meetings. Nor does she. Nor do I return 
the money she loaned me. I figure I earned every last groschen.


For several days I think about what I can do to punish her for placing me in so much danger. 
She was obviously very aware that I was lonely, lacked self-confidence, and was new to Berlin’s 
political machinations. Given my ignorance about Berlin politics, I was an ideal target, both for her 
and for Willi Münzenberg. When I think of how many women were targeted by the National 
Socialists and one even murdered, surely both Adeline and Münzenberg also deserve some 
punishment for being so careless with women’s lives.  But even if I go to the police and complain, I’m 
well aware that Münzenberg is far too influential to allow himself to be placed in any situation where 
someone as powerless as myself could ever get satisfaction. 


In the end, although I berate myself as a coward, I do nothing. It seems enough to be aware 
that in the future I must be far more careful with my affections.


    ***


A week later, after I have totally recovered, Father phones to tell me that Mother is even 
sicker and asks me to come home as quickly as possible.

	 I cannot obey his instructions immediately, as first I have to go to the British embassy to 
identify myself and apply for a new passport. The fee uses up most of the money I earned from the 
English lessons to Herr Grossmann.

	 After I report all this, Frau Goldstein says: ‘Heather Rose, you have become part of our 
family.’ She seems genuinely sorry to see me go. ‘As soon as your mother is well enough, you must 
come back.’

	 ‘I shall,’ I promise and hand her the carefully wrapped scarf I had put aside for her months 
ago. ‘Thank you so much for looking after me and giving me so much,’ I tearfully add. ‘I will miss 
you all quite dreadfully.’

             She wraps her arms around me. I take in her delicate perfume and hug her back. This lovely 
woman has acted like a second mother to me and I will never, ever forget this. 


Still hugging me, she says ‘Heather Rose, you have so much to give the world. Don’t let one 
silly mistake ruin your life.’


I give a half sob and shake my head. ‘I betrayed your hospitality by delivering those 
messages.’


‘What nonsense,’ she scoffs. ‘You trusted the wrong person. You made a mistake. When we 
are young, we all make mistakes until we find our own paths. Heather Rose, you are an intelligent,  
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handsome and talented young woman. Don’t let all these wonderful gifts go to waste through stupid 
recriminations.’


I manage a weak smile and wipe away my tears.

	 When the family hears that I am leaving, each comes separately to me to say how upset he or 
she is. Even Lotte and Berthe come to say goodbye. 


Lili is inconsolable. Only after I promise to return as soon as I can, will she stop weeping. 
Even Freddy looks mournful as if he understands. I am totally overwhelmed and fervently wish that I 
could stay in Berlin forever and ever.


 

	 	 	 	                 ***


Unlike travelling to Berlin from Blakeney, on the return trip no one persuades me to get 
drunk. No one asks me to smuggle objects across any borders. I am almost sorry. Those experiences 
shook me out of my usual torpor and made travelling fun.  I sleep in Paris at a small hotel by the Gare 
du Nord, again wishing I could stay longer and explore this exciting city. The channel crossing from 
Calais to Dover is rough. Remembering Annie Blowdon’s advice, I stay on deck. I have plenty of time 
to go over everything that has happened to me in Berlin.

	 Father meets me in Norwich with his usual dour face. As he takes in my changed appearance 
and three extra suitcases his eyes widen, but he keeps any comments to himself. He tells me Mother 
has taken a turn for the worse and is unlikely to survive more than a few days. He hustles me into the 
waiting truck, and we drive home almost in silence. I am worried sick as to what I will find in 
Blakeney.

             As soon as I see Mother, I know she has only a few days left. After I hug her frail body, I 
whisper, ‘Why did you send me away? You must’ve known how sick you are…’

	 I have to crouch low to hear, ‘Heather Rose, look at you. How splendid you have turned out. 
There is no life for a young girl in Blakeney. That invitation to Berlin was a golden opportunity to set 
you on a different path. We felt that we owed you this much.’

            Between wiping my tears, I can only tell her how much I appreciate her sacrifice. 

          The next few days pass slowly and yet too quickly. She fades and fades until one day she is 
totally still. In some ways the end is a relief, as she no longer needs to gasp for breath.


 The funeral is small. Only Madge, and some of the junior doctors and nurses attend. They 
come out of respect for Father. Even Wilf and Bert come out of their self-imposed isolation and 
attend. Madge does her best to provide a decent afternoon tea in the church hall. 


When it is all over, including my written thanks to whoever turned up, I settle in to fill out 
those application forms which Mademoiselle gave me before leaving Chillingworth Grammar. But in 
the unlikely event that I am accepted by either Cambridge or Oxford, I have no idea of how I will 
support myself. And I still have to pass an entrance exam. If only I had time to study more formal 
German. Until the day I actually travel to Cambridge, I am sure that I must fail. However, the exam 
turns out to be oral, and I manage reasonably well. 
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The older examiner, the one with iron grey hair and a plump body that spills over his chair, 
says to me: ‘In England few girls speak fluent French and German. Nor can they translate anything 
into Latin and back again, and know some elementary Greek. Young lady, you will be an asset to any 
university.’


Only to Wilf and Bert do I confide what happened in Berlin, without going into any detail 
about Adeline. If they guess the rest, they do not comment. Wilf only remarks: ‘Hopefully, you have 
now learnt how to keep yourself out of trouble,’ to which I shrug and nod.


I spend anxious days keeping house for Father who reluctantly admits that travelling did me 
some good, since I’m not quite as moony and clumsy as before. He never comments on my bobbed 
hair or my new clothes. 


One memorable day I receive an envelope from Girton College in Cambridge, offering me a 
place for the following term. When Father comes home, I show him the letter of  acceptance and wait 
to hear that he has no money to support this latest folly. To my astonishment, he tells me that I have 
inherited a small sum from his parents. ‘Kept it until needed. Not much,’ he warns, ‘but enough to get 
you through your undergraduate years.’


 ‘But with me gone, who will look after you?’

              ‘Madge and Cath will do nicely,’ he retorts. ‘Besides, I expect you back each summer.’


  Father always sets up barriers. I start to tell him that I promised the Goldsteins that I would 
return to Berlin. Then I decide against it. As part of my new found maturity I decide not to argue with 
Father who, I know, is a deeply unhappy man.


In my six months in Berlin, I discovered a lot about myself and my true sexuality. As I grew 
in confidence, much of my mooniness disappeared.  Even my crush on Adeline taught me something 
about true respect and proper love. Instinct tells me to expect a future of physical and mental travel. 
Of course none of this would have happened without the Goldsteins taking me in, and for this I will 
always be grateful. Before leaving Blakeney I remember translating Goethe’s Mephisto in Faust 
saying: As soon as you trust yourself, you will know how to live. At the time I hoped it was a 
prediction. Now I think it might have come true.
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32. A Brief Epilogue

 	 Heather Rose visits Berlin three more times though she is rarely able to stay more than a 
month. Gaining a first-class degree in languages, she takes a job in London with British Intelligence. 
When Hitler comes to power and begins his persecution of communists and  Jews, she is able to save 
the younger Goldsteins and Rosie from certain death in a concentration camp, though not the 
Goldstein parents.  She will always mourn their deaths. She is also too late to rescue Adeline Cohen 
and Joseph Kaminski. After the war, she gets involved in political activities for women’s rights, 
though this raises eyebrows in her place of work. Eventually, she even stands for a seat in the House 
of Commons but loses the election. Her views on women’s rights, however, are highly respected and 
often acknowledged.


Willi Münzenberg lived in Paris from 1933 until 1940, when fleeing from the Nazi invasion. 
On a lonely road through a forest on the way to Switzerland, he was found hanged. There is little 
doubt that Stalin’s agents finally caught up with him after trying long and hard to obey their Master’s 
orders. 

                                                                  ******** 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Glossary:


Artists and Architects:


 Wassily Kandinsky (1866-1944): Russian. One of the first abstract artists, best known for the 
pioneer movement in modern art, Der blaue Reiter. 


Paul Klee (1879-1940): Swiss. His abstract paintings were influenced by Expressionism, Cubism, 
Surrealism and the movement Der blaue Reiter.


Gustav Klimt (1862-1918): Austrian. Most noted for the Byzantine imagery in his portraits. He was a 
leader of the Viennese Secession.


Walter Gropius (1883-1969): German. He was one of the co-founders of the Bauhaus School of 
Architecture which aspired to simple lines and cheap design which could be easily reproduced to 
create affordable housing for workers. Instead, the Bauhaus style became a fashion which still 
influences architecture today. 


George Grosz (1893-1959): German. He became known for his savage portrayals of Berlin society 
after the close of WW1. 


Otto Dix (1891-1969): German. Like George Grosz, he became known for his relentlessly critical 
portrayal of German society during the Weimar Republic, its social inequalities, its misery and its 
vulgar displays of ill-gotten gains. 


Writers:


Egon Erwin Kisch (1885-1948): Czech. He was known as The Roving Reporter and worked closely 
with Willi Münzenberg, in charge of all writers associated with the Münzenberg enterprises. He spent 
his years of exile (1940-1946) in Mexico, together with many other artists who were refused visas to 
the USA because of their membership of the German Communist Party. 


Stephen Spender (1909-1995): British poet, novelist, and essayist. He lived in Hamburg and Berlin 
after WW1 and left vivid descriptions of the city, its social inequality, dismal living conditions and the 
charged political atmosphere of the Weimar Republic. 

  

Berthold (Bert) Brecht (1898-1956): German author of plays like ‘Mother Courage and her 
Children’ and ‘The Threepenny Opera’. He created what became known as ‘Epic Theatre’ which 
involved the audience in the performance. Like all other artists listed here, Brecht was driven into 
exile and when he returned to Germany after the war, he chose to live in East-Berlin.
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Kurt Tucholsky (1890-1935): A famous German journalist, satirist, and poet who wrote under several 
pseudonyms. He committed suicide while in exile in Sweden.


Erich Maria Remarque (1898-1970): German. Author of the most famous novel of WW1: All Quiet 
on the Western Front. It was published in 1930.


Actors and directors:


Marlene Dietrich (1901-1992): German actress and singer, best known for The Blue Angel (1930), 
her smoky voice and her shapely legs.


Max Reinhardt (1873-1943): Famous Austrian theatre director and producer.


Alexander Korda (1893-1956): Hungarian-British film producer who successfully made the 
transition from silent movies to "talkies".


Kurt Weill (1900-1950) German lyricist and composer who reached world-wide fame by setting 
Brecht’s plays to music. 


Lotte Lenya (1898-1981): Austrian singer and actress, wife of Kurt Weill, who is best known for her 
interpretation of Kurt Weill’s songs.


Georg W. Pabst (1885-1967): Czech film director whose Pandora’s Box with Louise Brooks was 
released in 1929. 


Comedian Harmonists: a group of 6 highly trained singers who sang popular songs of the day as 
well as classical songs in close harmony. They began their international career in Berlin in 1928. The 
group went into exile in 1933. 


All the above left Germany when the Nazis came to power and took their talents to the rest of the 
world. Their innovations changed the artistic world as it was then.


Politicians:

 

Walther Rathenau (1867-1922): He was the son and heir of the founder of AEG in Berlin. Besides 
Albert Einstein, Rathenau, tall, elegant, gifted and with a smooth baritone voice, was the best known 
Jew in Germany. During WW1, he put the German economy on a war footing with ruthless efficiency. 
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After the end of the war, he was appointed Foreign Minister and laid the groundwork for Soviet-
German reconciliation and military co-operation. He was shot by a right-wing fanatic on 24 June 
1922. 


Willi Münzenberg (1889-1940): That he was the head of the Comintern (Communist International) 
in Western Europe was only known to very few people. Officially, he was one of the largest publishers 
in Berlin and a “Communist capitalist”, as he was known. He was a member of the German 
Parliament for the Communist Party. A close friend of Lenin’s, he knew that he was on Stalin’s black 
list. He was also on Hitler’s black list which was activated on the night of 27 February 1933 when the 
Reichstag building went up in flames. He and his faithful driver left that night for Paris, never to 
return. 


Otto Katz (1885-1952): Czech. He was Münzenberg’s right-hand man, in charge of everything to do 
with theatre and cinema. Multilingual and of a certain sleazy charm, he was a well known figure in 
Hollywood as well as Berlin and Paris. He wrote under the pseudonym of André Simone. He returned 
from exile in Mexico, together with Kisch, in late 1946. After the Communist take-over of 
Czechoslovakia by the Communist Party in 1948, he was used in Stalin’s last show trials and was 
hanged in December 1952, after having dedicated his life to the Communist cause. Although he was a 
womaniser, his paternity of Marlene Dietrich’s daughter was most certainly a malicious invention. 


Chancellor Heinrich Brüning (1885-1970): His unfortunate chancellorship (1930-1932) and 
management of the German economy when the Great Depression had just landed on German shores, 
made him the predecessor of Hitler who skilfully exploited all the weaknesses created by Brüning. 

 

Paul von Hindenburg (1847-1934) held the rank of Generalfeldmarschall, the highest rank in the 
German Army, after his victories during WW1 on the Eastern front. At age 78, he was appointed 
German President and signed Hitler in as chancellor after his electoral victory in 1933. It was believed 
at the time, that only he could and would stem the brown tide but his death the following year, 1934, 
left the path free for Hitler.   
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	Goldie Alexander
	SUMMARY
	Goldie Alexander
	We set off before the family had time to settle in and there were murmurs of apology as the parents tried to organise their baggage and the carriage rattled and swayed.  The children whined and complained. They were going to make this journey unpleasant unless someone distracted them. I told them my name and asked for theirs.
	‘Jean and Roger,’ said their openly harassed mother.
	I played Abbé Nono and Frère Jacques with the children long enough to gain grateful thanks. In my mind this slightly absolved my Paris debacle.
	Eventually the children tired and fell asleep, only waking when the family got off in Strasbourg. Then it was only the middle-aged man who all this time had been studying sheets of paper covered in numbers.
	I went back to my letter.
	I fit into the household almost invisibly, never daring, or for that matter wanting, attention. But I am always happy to fill in on any small task that comes up, such as helping Lotte set the dinner table, bringing in the daily newspapers, and answering the front door if Lotte is otherwise occupied. It is the only way I can show my gratitude for everything the Goldsteins are doing for me. I still have that  Hermès scarf and plan to use it as my farewell gift to Frau Goldstein. I can’t bear to think of how dull my life will be back in Blakeney. If only I could wave a magic wand and wish myself in Berlin forever and ever.
	He points to a corner right down the rear. I find John Galsworthy’s The Skin Game and This Side of Paradise by Scott Fitzgerald, both second hand, as coffee stains cover the Galsworthy volume, and the Fitzgerald pages are dog-eared.
	I take them back to the owner. ‘How much for these?’


