CHAPTER ONE

A Letter From
the Secret Service
It was Mr Harte who started it all.
“We’re going to be learning about World War
Two,” he told us on our first day in Year 6.
Everyone was excited, especially Jacob and
Murphy, who actually cheered. They’re obsessed
with war, those two.
“Do any of you know anyone who lived through
the Second World War?” Mr Harte asked.
I put my hand up, and so did a few other people.
Mr Harte looked around the classroom and his eyes
came to rest on me.
“Yes, Daniel?”
“My granny,” I said. “She came over from
Germany just before the war started.”
“That’s so interesting. Did your granny come to
England as a refugee?”
“I think so,” I said, feeling embarrassed now,
because actually I wasn’t sure. Granny didn’t seem
like a refugee to me.
Other people started asking questions.
“How old was she when she came to England?”
“I’m not sure.”
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“Was she a Nazi?”
“Of course she wasn’t. She’s really nice.”
But that was the only thing I was sure about.
The more questions they asked, the more I
realised I didn’t really know anything about Granny’s
childhood. I knew she left Germany to get away
from Hitler, but anyone would want to get
away from Hitler, wouldn’t they? So I’d never asked
any more questions. I’d always had the feeling that
I shouldn’t ask.
But now I really wanted to know more.
I decided to visit Granny on my way home. I often
call in after school on a Wednesday. It’s the only
afternoon she isn’t busy. Granny’s eighty-nine years
old, but she seems a lot younger.
“You have to keep active,” she always says.
“There’s too much to do to sit around wasting time.”
So she goes on a two-mile walk with friends every
morning, “to stop me seizing up”. She also spends a
lot of time working with a charity that helps refugees
to settle in England, and she belongs to lots of clubs
in the village, so she’s hardly ever at home in the
daytime.
I love going to Granny’s. She’s always pleased to
see me and, as soon as I arrive, she puts the kettle on
for tea and gets out the chocolate biscuits.
That afternoon was lovely and sunny, so we
took the tea tray out to the garden table. As soon
as Granny sat down, Inka, her black-and-white cat,
jumped up on to her lap.
Inka came from a rescue centre, and she adores

Granny. I do like cats, but Inka is quite annoying.
It would be fine if she just sat there, but instead she
walks round and round on Granny’s lap, miaowing
really loudly, and then she starts clawing at Granny’s
clothes and sneezing all over her hands. I don’t know
how Granny stands it, but she’s incredibly patient.
She says Inka was probably taken away from her
mother too early, so she has separation issues that
make her needy and anxious.
I was waiting for Inka to settle down, and
wondering how to bring up the topic of Granny’s
childhood, when she kind of did it for me.
“What are you doing at school at the moment?”
she asked.
“We’ve just started learning about the Second
World War,” I said, taking a chocolate biscuit from
the plate.
Granny reached for a teaspoon. “Oh?”
I took my chance.
“Mr Harte asked if any of us had relatives who
were alive then. So I told him you came over from
Germany just before the war.”
Granny slowly stirred her tea. Her eyes were fixed
on the blue and white mug.
“Everyone was really interested,” I said. “They
had lots of questions about it. But I didn’t really
know anything else.”
Granny stayed silent for a minute. Then she said,
“How strange that you should say that today.”
“Is it? Why?”
“Such an odd coincidence.”
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“Why?” I asked again.
She raised her eyes from her mug and looked at
me.
“I had a letter this morning. Completely out of the
blue. From MI5.”
I stared at her. “MI5? The spy agency?”
“That’s right. The Secret Service. They’re planning
to release my Second World War files, and they’re
asking if I wish to remain anonymous or if I want to
have my name and picture published.”
I was baffled.
“Your Second World War files? Why does the
Secret Service have files on you? You were only a
child in the war, weren’t you?”
“I was twelve when I came to England. But when
all this happened, in 1940, I was thirteen.”
“When what happened? When MI5 were spying
on you? So did they spy on all Germans? Even
children?”
Granny paused. “Not exactly.” Then she gave me
a mischievous, twinkly-eyed smile. “Well, not at all,
in fact. No. They weren’t spying on me.”
“So why do they have files on you?”
Granny was silent for a very long time. Her eyes
gazed across the garden, but she wasn’t looking at
the flowers, or the village street, or even the hills
beyond. She was looking much further into the
distance than that.
Just when I was beginning to think she might never
speak again, she turned to look at me.
“Do you really want to know about it?”

“Yes,” I said. “I really do.”
Granny looked at me thoughtfully. “It feels right
that I should tell you now, when you’re almost the
same age as I was when it all started.”
“So what happened?” I asked impatiently.
She smiled. “I need to find some things first. Can
you wait a few days?”
“Sure,” I said, though I was a bit disappointed. I
was bursting with curiosity since she’d mentioned
MI5.
“How about Sunday? I should be ready by then.”
Ready for what? I wondered. But I didn’t ask any
more questions. We talked about other things until
I’d finished all the biscuits and it was time to go
home.
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When I went round to Granny’s on Sunday, there
was a box I hadn’t seen before lying open on the
living-room table. There were lots of old letters in
it, and a faded notebook. Next to the box sat a
framed black-and-white photo of a man in a shirt
and trousers, and a woman in a flower-patterned
dress. They both had kind, gentle faces. He had his
arm around her shoulders and they were smiling at
the camera.
I had seen the photo before. It normally sat on
Granny’s bedside table. Once, when I was younger,
I asked her who the people were. She said they
were her parents, but there was something in the
way she said it that meant I didn’t ask any more
questions.

I had no idea what to expect when I sat down with
Granny that afternoon, armed with Mum’s phone to
record our conversation.
I certainly didn’t expect the story I heard. And I
also didn’t expect it to give me an idea for Granny’s
ninetieth birthday present.
Mum had been worrying about what to get
Granny for her ninetieth birthday. There didn’t seem
to be anything she really wanted. But Granny’s story
gave me an idea. The best idea for a present I’ve ever
had.
Granny seemed to take longer than usual making
the tea that day. When I carried in the tray and we
sat down, she told me she had never really talked
about her childhood before. Not even to her own
children. Some parts of it had been too painful to
remember, she said. Other parts had been top secret.
“But now I want you to hear it. There aren’t too
many of us left, and it would be a shame if our stories
died with us.”
So here it is, in her own words. The extraordinary
wartime story of my grandmother, Anna Schlesinger.
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