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Chapter One




Late November, 1939




“Yesterday morning, a German linguist named Sarah Wycott was reported missing when she didn’t show up for work.” Sir Malcolm Freemantle, the ferocious British spymaster I neither trusted nor liked, glared at me from under his bushy eyebrows and added, “They found her last night. Along a country lane. Dead.”

I continued to watch him, knowing I was the rabbit to his hawk, and waited for him to continue. We were at war, although no one was shooting at us yet. The declaration of war on the third of September meant tall, bulky Sir Malcolm owned me, and many others, for the duration.

“Miss Wycott worked at a government facility in a railroad junction town fifty miles northwest of London. A Most Secret Facility. The Government Code and Cypher School.” Sir Malcolm seemed to speak in leading capital letters. “If her death was a random event, or due to a jilted lover or angry neighbor, then it is sad, but none of our affair.”

When Sir Malcolm didn’t continue, I said, “And if it’s not?” The wooden chair across his desk from the spymaster hurt my rear, and I didn’t want to spend any more time there than necessary.

“If it’s not, and we don’t find out who killed her, Mrs. Redmond, we may have already lost the war.”

Oh, good grief. Sir Malcolm had a tendency to make pronouncements of massive weight, delivered in his bass voice. Unfortunately, I’d learned that he rarely overstated the case.

I was curious despite myself. “If you want me to find her killer, you need to tell me as much as possible about Miss Wycott and why she’s at the center of our war effort.” Then the name sank in. “She attended my college, didn’t she?”

“She was two years behind you, but yes, she went to Newnham College.”

“I knew little about her then, and nothing since,” I told him.

He opened a file on his desk. “She was a linguist at the Government Code and Cypher School at Bletchley Park and billeted at Bloomington Grove.”

“I’ve heard of Bloomington Grove. I’ve never been invited to any of their parties,” I added wistfully. Bloomington Grove was the home of the Earl and Countess of Haymarket, who entertained lavishly and recklessly. In the process they burned through money. I’d heard their estate on the Buckinghamshire-Bedfordshire border was offered to the government shortly after war was declared. No doubt they needed the rent.

I looked past Sir Malcolm out the window that overlooked rooftops and the nearly bare top branches of trees and wondered how living in a grand house would feel.

“Your assignment is to take Sarah Wycott’s place at work and in her room.”

I jerked my attention back to Sir Malcolm. “Am I supposed to take over a dead woman’s identity?” I didn’t see how that could succeed, since her colleagues there would know her.

“No. Of course not, Olivia. You’re her replacement in both her work and her housing assignment. Everyone there knows others working there through family connections or university ties. Due to the need for absolute secrecy, recruitment has been limited so far on the basis of personal knowledge of the character of each person assigned to the Government Code and Cypher School at Bletchley Park.”

“Why?” That sounded as if it were an odd requirement.

“We have to be certain of everyone’s silence. You will keep your own identity as Olivia Redmond, who left her job as a newspaper reporter to work there. Especially since you’ve already demonstrated how good your knowledge of German is.”

Last spring, he’d sent me on a Kindertransport mission due to my fluency. I’d been happy with the outcome, especially rescuing two young boys, sons of a German government employee working as a British spy. I hoped I’d be as successful this time.

“Do I get the countess’s bedroom at Bloomington Grove?” I gave him an eager smile, not able to resist a little sarcasm.

“No. Women are billeted on the ground floor of the servants’ quarters. The main part of the house has been taken over by the army for training recruits.” As my shoulders sagged in mock disappointment, he added, “The countess’s bedroom now houses a classroom.”

I doubted a parlor maid had been housed in anything more than a dinky, cold little room. I was going to miss my modern flat in the middle of London. “And my work assignment?”

“I’ll let you experience that the same way everyone else does. At least you’ve already signed the Official Secrets Act, so you understand the importance of strict silence about anything and everything that has to do with your work at this location.” He leaned forward. “Complete strict silence. Except to me, of course.”

“There is nothing about this assignment that will be any use to Sir Henry.” Sir Henry Benton, publisher of the Daily Premier, was my employer and had “loaned” me to Sir Malcolm on occasion in exchange for the ability to write feature stories about places and people I encountered during my investigations.

This time, he’d get nothing in trade.

“You can’t even tell him where you’ve gone. You’ll have a Foreign Office box number where all correspondence will be sent.”

“Who’s going to pay me?” The government didn’t pay women anything near as much as what Sir Henry paid me. I couldn’t afford to live on a government salary.

“Sir Henry will pay you. We will reimburse him for your time away from your pressing duties at the newspaper.” He said this as if he found it humorous.

I didn’t see anything to laugh at. It was my profession and my salary. And I didn’t trust him.

I needed information from him if I had any hope of learning who killed this woman, so I asked, “What can you tell me about this woman and the circumstances surrounding her death?”

“Monday night, Sarah Wycott returned to where the transport from Bletchley Park—shall we call it BP?—dropped her off after work. This was down the lane from the drive to the manor house, not overlooked by any dwellings. She was never again seen alive.

“Yesterday—that is, Tuesday morning—she was reported missing by her supervisor, both to the local police and to us. We could get a great deal farther than the local bobbies when it came to BP. They can’t get past the gates.” Again, that cat smile.

“However, her body was found late yesterday by a dog walker who reported his finding to the local police station, who told BP, who told us.”

“How was she killed?”

“Strangulation. We sent out one of our pathologists to take a look, and he says he believes someone with medium-sized hands, quite strong hands, killed her. Up close and personal.”

Interesting. “The size of the hands means this could have been done by a man or a woman.”

“I thought you’d notice that. This murderer could get close enough to reach out and strangle her. There were no signs of defensive injuries, as if she were taken by surprise. Either it was done by sneaking up behind her, or by someone she trusted.”

To me, it sounded as if it were a silent attack used by Fleur Bettenard, the Nazi assassin I’d first met in London over a year ago. Wonderful. I had no idea if Fleur was still in the country, but if she was, I didn’t want to meet up with her again. On our previous encounters, I’d barely escaped with my life.

“When did Sarah die?”

Sir Malcolm consulted a file on his desk. “Monday night. Before she was reported missing. The body was shoved back in the hedgerow, and since the harvesting’s already been completed, no one was too close to the spot where she was found until the dog sniffed it out.”

“Was this spot between Bloomington Grove manor house and the bus stop?”

“Oddly enough, no. It was along the lane beyond the drive in the opposite direction. In terms you would understand, if this distance were in London, it would be several streets away.”

“Was she robbed? Was she—assaulted?”

“You mean sexually?” Sir Malcolm was blunt. “No. A bracelet she often wore was missing, and there was no money in her bag. Other than that, she had nothing worth stealing. It looks just barely as if it might have been a robbery.”

“What do the police think?”

Sir Malcolm looked as if he’d tasted the chicory coffee that was showing up in more and more places and found it unacceptable. “They think some personable young man sweet-talked her into walking along with him, and when she wouldn’t do what he wanted, he lost his head, killed her, grabbed any valuables, and hid the body.”

“As I recall, it was too cold outside Monday night to think about sparking, let alone trying it on,” I told him. I doubted Sir Malcolm was that practical.

“I doubt that has occurred to the police,” he replied drily.

“Do they think it was someone she knew?”

“They’ve questioned some young men at the army training facility known to frequent pubs in the area, but they were all alibied by their program. All of the young men she worked with were alibied by each other. They’ve run out of ideas and suspects, and with the call-up, the police don’t have the manpower to pursue this.” Sir Malcolm watched me closely.

“You’re being called in, Olivia, because we have a greater need to find her killer than only to see justice done for Miss Wycott.”

“What aren’t you telling me?”

“You remember I mentioned the Government Code and Cypher School?”

I nodded.

“You must keep silent about this until your dying day. They are trying to break the German army, navy, and air force codes. Messages in codes we need to read to know what the enemy is planning.”

“Yes, sir.”

“The codes are created on the Enigma machine. Most people, including the Germans, think they’re unbreakable. We’ve had brilliant minds working on this for the past year, and we’ve had help from the French and the Poles, who’ve received information from back channels.”

“Stolen or sold.”

He smiled. “If you prefer. Miss Wycott was a German linguist who finished at Cambridge two years ago. She’s been helping with these efforts.”

“Why German linguists?”

He laughed. “My dear Olivia. The messages are in German. These brilliant minds are looking at this as if it’s a chess match or a crossword puzzle. In English. Someone has to tell them if they actually get useful German from their solutions.”

Sir Malcolm didn’t have much more to tell me about the murder. I was given a rail ticket to Bletchley for the midday train the next day and told someone would meet me at the station. My cover was I would be working a temporary slot at the Foreign Office and given a Foreign Office box number for an address.

When I told Sir Henry, my boss and the publisher of the Daily Premier, about my new temporary position, his immediate reaction was, “Sir Malcolm is at it again. How long this time?”

I should have known Sir Henry would immediately look at the practical issues. “I don’t know. But he did say this time he would reimburse you for my wages while I’m away.”

Sir Henry laughed aloud. “That will be the day. Well, come back as soon as you can. And be careful. We’d like you back in one piece. Especially with many of our reporters getting their call-up papers, we can use your talents.”

He must have meant my talents for sniffing out stories. My writing had not improved. But maybe, with male reporters being called up, I had a chance to do real reporting. Something more than fashion shows and wedding notices. But first I’d have to get back to London.

I wrote my husband, Captain Adam Redmond, at the address I had for him as well as leaving him a note on our kitchen table in case he was able to get into London in the next few weeks. I didn’t know where he was except for an army box number. Now he wouldn’t know where I was, either.

Finally, I needed to break the news of my leaving town to my father. At my request, we went out to a hotel dining room for dinner where they still did things to a prewar standard. I wore my blue evening gown with my silver earrings and bag, knowing I wouldn’t have a chance to wear them again for some time.

Once we’d ordered, my father asked, “Have you heard from Adam?”

“Not for at least a week. I’m sure the army is keeping him busy.”

“From what we see in the Foreign Office, the army is keeping everyone busy.”

I didn’t think it would be this easy to find an opening in our conversation. “I’ve been asked to take a temporary assignment for the Foreign Office.”

“Really? Why you?”

I would have left the table and gone home if I hadn’t known this would be the best meal I would have for weeks. “You seem to forget I have some talents and skills that have been used before.”

My father shut his eyes and his mouth. Seen this way, in evening clothes, with his silver hair and lean build, he was quite attractive. Then he opened his mouth and his words ruined the image. “Is this one of Sir Malcolm’s plans? I told you a year ago not to get involved with that man.”

“I was supposed to let you rot in some secret prison last year, was that it? If you hadn’t been suspected of your friend’s murder, I would never have met Sir Malcolm while I was trying to get you released.”

“It wasn’t a secret prison. It was run by the British government. In Britain.”

“Yes. It was, shall we say, clandestine?”

“Possibly to you. Not to me.”

I’m certain by this time my face was red with anger and my hands were clenched. Fortunately, that’s when the soup arrived.

We ate dinner in silence while all those around us chatted amiably and laughed loudly. The silver, the crystal, the sparkling white table linens all looked as they had throughout peacetime. There was peacetime variety and quality in the food and the wines. No one in this restaurant seemed to have a care, except for me.

After our coffee arrived, my father said, “I don’t want you to do this, whatever Sir Malcolm has in mind.”

“Neither of us has any choice. No one in the country has any choice.” I was hissing my words at him.

“You should have resigned and become a housewife four months ago when you married.”

“I told you that wasn’t going to happen.” My father’s plans for my life were diametrically opposed to my plans or Sir Malcolm’s plans, or even Sir Henry’s. “Even if I had resigned, Sir Malcolm could have simply called me up.”

“Could have, yes. But why would he? You’re just not that special.”

That was typical for my father. “You’ve certainly never thought so.” I’d helped Jews escape the Third Reich and hunted down murderers and spies, but my father ignored any mention of my successes.

“You’re my daughter. My only close relative. I love you, but even I can see you’re not in any way special.”

I set down my coffee cup, still half full of real coffee. “Then it’s a good thing my darling Adam, and Sir Malcolm, and Sir Henry don’t agree with you. Good night, Father.” I rose and walked away from our table.








Chapter Two




Early the next afternoon, lugging two heavy suitcases, I left the train at Bletchley station and found a middle-aged man in brown trousers and a tweed jacket on the platform. “Mrs. Redmond?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“We’re waiting for one more, and then we’ll walk up the hill. I’m—oh, here we are.”

A young man about my age with two suitcases of his own walked up to us. He wore a heavy gray coat over navy blue trousers.

“Mr. Townsend?”

“Yes.” Townsend smiled and I immediately guessed he was a heartbreaker. He had a square face and twinkling blue eyes that made him appear pleased with all that he saw. All I saw was a grimy railroad station with a tall barbed-wire fence running along the tracks on the opposite side from us.

“I’m Captain Wellesley,” the man in the tweed jacket said. “Ready? Let’s head up the hill.” He started off on a pace I couldn’t keep up with. Mr. Townsend was managing, just barely, to stay with our guide. The captain seemed to forget that both of us were weighed down with luggage.

I finally reached the gate in the forbidding wire fence placed alongside the road to find the two men standing in wait as if they’d been there all day. They looked relaxed, while I felt sweaty and disheveled. Two guards in army uniforms stood inside the gate, grinning.

“Ready, Mrs. Redmond? Good. Go through here.”

We walked down what felt as if it was an impossibly long path around a pond and past some flimsy-looking, squat wooden buildings. Finally, we entered a Victorian manor house that displayed several architectural styles smashed into each other and were led into a small room just inside the main door. Winded, I walked in, dropped my suitcases, and collapsed into a seat. My arms ached from the distance I’d lugged all that weight.

Captain Wellesley gave us a lecture about how revealing anything that we would see, hear, or learn here would put us in jail for thirty years, if we weren’t shot. Everything here was a secret that we had to take to our graves.

I had already been threatened with evil consequences by Sir Malcolm, who was truly frightening. With this man, I wanted to say, “I understand. Now, may I please have a cup of tea?”

Mr. Townsend looked startled at my lack of response.

I noticed neither of us were handed the Official Secrets Act to sign. I wondered when Townsend signed his.

That done, we went to the administration office and received our passes, filled out piles of paperwork, and were told to leave our cases there while we went to tea in the canteen.

Mr. Townsend asked me to join him. We went into a large room, possibly the large drawing room in earlier days, where most of the tables were empty since lunchtime was over. We both chose tea and pasties.

“I’m Simon,” he said, holding out his hand.

“Olivia.” We shook hands.

“Where are you from?”

“London. And you?”

“Cambridge. Jesus College.”

“Did you just graduate?”

“Five years ago. I’ve been doing post-graduate work on mathematical theory since then and lecturing.”

“I was in Newnham College, and I’ve been working for a London daily for the past two years.” My goodness, had it been that long? More than two years, really, since Reggie was murdered and I had to get a job. I took a sip of tea to cover my feelings of sadness.

His face lit up. “That sounds as if it’s an exciting place to work. Which paper?”

“The Daily Premier.”

“I read that. Have I read any of your articles?”

I couldn’t resist deflating him a little. “Do you read the women’s section or the society pages?”

He shook his head, looking a little embarrassed. “Were you an English major?”

“Modern languages. And you studied mathematics?”

“And lecture in it now.”

That made sense, since we were at the Government Code and Cypher School. Math would be a handy thing to study if you wanted to break codes. I gave him a small smile. “Where are they billeting you?”

“With my aunt and uncle. He’s the vicar at St. Stephen’s in Little Rowanwood. And you?”

“In the servants’ quarters at Bloomington Grove.”

“My. You fell into a pot of honey.”

“I doubt the servants’ quarters are a pot of honey.” But they should tell me a great deal about the murder victim.

We soon ran out of neutral topics, finished eating, and headed back to the administration offices. Captain Wellesley reappeared and led us outside. “That is Hut Six, where you both will report tomorrow morning. Now get your cases and we’ll go down to the gate. Your ride should be here in a moment.”

Our ride was an estate car, probably once a shooting brake at some estate, driven by a young woman in uniform who whizzed down lanes much faster than I would have thought wise. It was already growing dark by midafternoon this late in the year and shadows hid the road in places.

This was earlier than Sarah Wycott had been dropped off when she disappeared. Why had she walked off in the dark along an empty lane? I wouldn’t without a good reason. What reason would she have had?

We dropped off Simon Townsend in the center of Little Rowanwood and continued on. The driver stopped at a crossroads a few minutes later. “This is where the bus will pick you up in the morning. The house is just over there.” She pointed down a dark lane to the right.

I climbed out with my cases and she zoomed off.

I hoped she was right about the location of my billet, because I couldn’t see any sign of life in this gloom.

Again, I had a long walk with my suitcases. It was a good thing no one tried to attack me in the darkness, because I was tired and sore and annoyed. I would have killed them.

Finally, I turned a corner in the lane and saw a huge house with lights on ahead of me up the drive. It was almost curfew time. I hoped I arrived before all the lights were blacked out.

As it turned out, I reached the main door shortly after all the blackout curtains had been lowered and any outside lights had been extinguished. The person who answered the door, a young sergeant in army uniform, gave me directions to the servants’ entrance and quickly shut the door. Now I had to get down the stairs and around the side of the house while carrying my cases. In the dark. Without twisting an ankle or tripping over anything.

Somehow, I managed to do it successfully, only to stand at the door in the cold for two minutes. The door was finally answered by a heavy-set woman in a maid’s uniform.

“I’m Mrs. Redmond and I understand I am to be billeted here.”

“Taking Miss Wycott’s room?”

“Yes.”

She opened the door fully so I could get in with my cases. “Down the hall there, third on the left. Facilities are first two doors on the right.”

That sounded as if this would be modern living at least. Until then, I hadn’t thought of the possibility of outdoor facilities. Relieved, I gave the middle-aged woman a smile.

“When you’re ready, we’ll have the kettle on in the kitchen.”

“That sounds wonderful.” I meant it, and my gratitude came out in my tone.

When I walked into the room that had been Sarah Wycott’s and now was mine, I discovered it held a narrow bed, a wooden chair, a small table with a lamp, and a wardrobe. The window was covered with a heavy blackout curtain. I set down my cases and looked in the wardrobe. Nothing had been left. Pulling the chair over, I found there was nothing left on top of the wardrobe but an even coating of dust. Nothing was hidden under the thin mattress.

Not a single clue as to what happened to Sarah Wycott.

I walked down to the servants’ hall and found there was a long farm table and a dozen chairs. I could see a huge kitchen through a doorway. “Is there a chance of a cup of tea?” I asked the two heavy-set women in maids’ uniforms seated at the table.

“Of course. Sit down. The countess says we need to take good care of you girls. Not the way we treat that lot in the main part of the house.”

I saw now the woman who answered the door and had spoken was the younger of the two. She went into the kitchen to pour a cup of tea while the older rose stiffly and went to work at the stove, stirring something that smelled delicious.

“Where is the countess living these days?” I stood in the doorway watching them. I was curious, even if the knowledge wouldn’t help me solve this murder.

“Upstairs. The family, and the two of us, now occupy the first and second floors in this wing. And you’d better believe they moved over the best of the furniture away from those army boys,” the maid said. I had to step back so she could move past me to set a cup of tea at a place at the table.

“I’m glad we haven’t entirely kicked them out of their home. Their dinner certainly smells good,” I added as I sat to drink my tea.

“This?” the cook called out. “Oh, no, this is for you girls and for Betty and me. They won’t eat stew. I’ll roast them a chop and some vegetables later on.”

“If it tastes as good as it smells, they don’t know what they’re missing,” I told her.

The cook smiled at me. “What’s your name? I’m Elsie, and she’s Betty.”

“Mrs. Redmond. Livvy,” I added.

“Your hubby been called up?” the younger one, Betty, asked, sitting down with her knitting. A khaki sock.

“He joined a few years ago. He’s a captain in the army.”

“So, you must be knitting, too. This is for my nephew. He got his call-up papers last month.”

I shook my head. “I never learned.”

“Your mother has a lot to answer for.”

“She died when I was six. It was just my father and me, and a string of housekeepers who didn’t have time to teach me anything like that.”

“Poor mite. Get yourself some khaki wool and needles, and we’ll be glad to teach you.”

“What should I start with?” Everyone was knitting these days for servicemen, either for their own family members or to be delivered by the Women’s Institute.

“Try a scarf first.”

“Hasn’t done Miss Carter any good,” the cook said. “She’s on her third or fourth scarf, and still has mistakes all over it.”

“Just as warm, even if it’s not as good looking. Miss Carter, next room down the hallway from you, has been doggedly trying to learn to knit. With no one in her family to knit for, she turns hers in to the WI.”

“Is it hard to learn?” I’d never tried this before.

“No, but I’ve been knitting since I was a child.”

“Things are always easier to learn as a child.” Maybe I’d try to learn, but I didn’t expect anything.

When our conversation faded out, I asked, “Was Miss Wycott a knitter?”

“Yes. She turned hers into the WI, too. The same as Miss Carter and the Allen twins.”

“The who?”

“You’ve not met your housemates?” the cook asked.

“No.”

“You’ll like the Allen girls. Talk nonstop, but real helpful. Marianne is a year older than Maryellen, but they look the same as twins. Sound identical, too. They’ll make sure you get where you’re going in the morning.”

By the time I finished unpacking and explored my new living quarters, there were several young women talking, laughing, and rushing up and down the hall. I followed the noise to the servants’ hall and found them sitting down at the long farm table. Betty was setting out ten flat bowls of stew with cups of tea and a bread basket. Then she and the cook sat down at one end of the table.

I took an empty seat about halfway down the table and nodded to everyone.

“This is Mrs. Redmond, come to take Miss Wycott’s place,” Betty said. After a redhead glared us all into bowing our heads for prayers, I received several greetings before everyone began to eat the hot stew. It smelled heavenly. It was hot and flavorful, although it was mostly potatoes and cabbage with a few shreds of pork. I found I was famished.

We all complimented the cook, who two different housemates informed me was called Elsie. There wasn’t a break in the conversation for me to tell them I’d already learned her name.

“Is this the time we get back and have dinner every night?” I finally asked.

One of the two identical blondes sitting on the other side of the table said, “Pretty much, yes. Unless you have extra work to finish. Oh, I’m Maryellen Allen.”

Her mirror image sitting next to her farther down the table added, “That’s why we didn’t think it strange Sarah was missing the night she died. She had some work to complete and would have come in after we finished dinner. I’m Marianne Allen.” She looked at her sister and said, “We’re not twins.”

“The bus picks us up promptly at seven-thirty. Breakfast is at seven, so be ready to leave immediately after,” Maryellen said.

“The queue for the wash-room starts at five-thirty,” Marianne said.

“So we knew by seven the next morning something was wrong,” Maryellen said.

“Sarah would never have stayed out all night,” Marianne added. “She was a well-brought-up girl. Her family was chapel.”

Then what was she doing down a country lane, alone, in the dark?








Chapter Three




After dinner had been cleared away by Betty and two of my housemates, four of the women came back to the table with their knitting. The two Allen girls I’d been introduced to at dinner, the short redhead with a covering of freckles who’d insisted on saying the grace before dinner and who now introduced herself as Aileen MacLeith, and a brunette who was the knitter with the odd-looking scarves named Fiona Carter. The other women from dinner didn’t make an appearance.

Marianne went over to the console radio along one wall and turned it on. The BBC orchestra was giving a concert.

“Rosalie had this sent a few weeks ago from her home in Lancaster. She said they’ll never miss it. Rosalie’s a good egg,” Marianne said.

“Or has some light-fingered relatives,” Maryellen added, “to pick this up.”

I’d met Rosalie at dinner, but I couldn’t remember which one she was. I wondered if there were thieves in her family and if it made any difference to my investigation.

“Do you want me to fix that, Fiona?” Maryellen asked, gesturing to Fiona’s knitting.

“No. The WI is happy with them and they hold up well. The soldiers are glad to get them. They’re just—different,” Fiona said, working away on her scarf that had more than its share of lumps and bumps in the pattern.

“I’ve never knitted,” I admitted. “Is it hard to learn?”

“It’s not hard to learn,” Fiona said. She glanced down. “It’s hard to do well.”

“It can be taken out and done again to do it right,” Maryellen said.

“I’d rather just keep going. I’ll get it right eventually if I keep trying. And in the meantime, the scarves are usable.” Fiona was looking down at her knitting, but she seemed to be pouting.

The sisters looked at each other. Marianne said, “I’m glad none of us had to work late tonight. It’s making me uneasy, thinking about walking back from the drop-off point in the dark. I wasn’t too worried about it before.”

“Is it always only one who has to work late?” I asked.

“There’s not so much work that any of us need to stay after,” Fiona said.

“Lately, Sarah had stayed late more than a few times. Someone will have to pick up that work,” Maryellen said.

“If it was work,” Marianne said.

The sisters looked at each other and grinned.

I looked from one to the other. “You mean she was staying after because of a man?”

Both sisters gave me innocent looks.

Aileen looked up from the winter cap she was finishing and glared. “They’re making things up. I’m sure Sarah had work to finish. She was never long behind us. Until Monday night…”

Everyone fell silent.

Eventually, they explained the complicated system they’d worked out to get eight women through bathing, makeup, and doing hand laundry with facilities that weren’t easily shared. I was to get Sarah Wycott’s slot. As much as I was accustomed to having my own flat and using my own facilities, I didn’t mind. I knew I wouldn’t have to deal with it for long.

If I could quickly find a killer.

“Did she have a special young man?” I asked.

“I don’t think so,” Maryellen said.

“Not around here,” Marianne said. “That’s why she did so much knitting. There’s nothing else to do here now that the weather has turned bitter.”

“And she was good at it. That was why she kept asking Fiona if she could fix all her mistakes,” Maryellen said.

Fiona gave a small sound between a growl and a scream.

“She was chapel. Strictly brought up. No frivolity on the Sabbath. No dancing anytime. No men friends,” Aileen said.

“The same as you,” Fiona said. “You’re chapel, too, aren’t you?”

“Of course. I’m from Edinburgh,” Aileen replied with a hint of pride in her voice.

“Where are you from?” Maryellen asked me, and after that, we talked about the towns where we grew up.

The next morning, I overslept and missed my slot for washing up, so I just managed my face and hands after dressing while the others headed to the breakfast table. By the time I put on my lipstick and hurried in, there was little time left. I managed the last cup of coffee in the pot and the three spoonsful of porridge scraped from the bottom of the pan before I headed out with the others.

I carried my gas mask, required to be carried by every man, woman, and child in Britain since the war began, in my new oversized shoulder bag, which earned me the envy of my fellow boarders who carried theirs in a separate case from their small bags. I’d found while reporting for the Daily Premier that toting two bags while trying to take notes was too cumbersome. While I could return to carrying a small bag and a separate case for my gas mask as long as I was here, I didn’t want to.

We walked down the drive to the lane, quickly out of sight of the ground floor of the manor house behind large evergreens. The pastures from the front of the house to the lane were kept for animals, sheep mostly. The army facility was inside the house and on the grounds behind and on the far side, I was told.

“What is that on your coat?” Maryellen asked.

I started looking at as much as I could see, when Marianne said, “No, that strip of—what is that?”

“It’s reflective material, so autos can see you at night in this blackout. Keeps you from getting run over,” a dark-haired girl with the short, quick stride of a city resident said. “You must be a London girl. So am I. We didn’t really have a chance to talk last night, but I’m Helen Preston. I have that on my coat as well.”

I looked at her coat as I introduced myself.

The other women examined Helen’s coat and mine before we all began to hurry once again to where we’d meet the bus.

We didn’t pass any dwellings until we reached the crossroads and waited for our bus. Promptly at seven-thirty, a twenty-passenger bus arrived and we all climbed on. We took off down a lane away from the manor house that led, after a few minutes, to the village of Little Rowanwood. We picked up four men near a large pub in the village and then three more at the far side of the village, including Simon Townsend, before we rode to Bletchley Park.

Lining up with the others when we got off the bus, we walked through the gate and showed the guard our stiff cardboard passes. Then I headed for Hut Six in the chilly sunshine along with the other women from Bloomington Grove and some of the men on the bus.

Once inside the wooden one-story building, I saw it was larger than I first thought. As we entered, a few of the girls went into rooms to the left or right of the hallway, while others walked down the hall. I lingered, not certain where to go until a short man of nearly forty came toward me, hand outstretched, and said, “Mrs. Redmond?”

“Yes.”

“Welcome to Hut Six. We’re going to do wonderful things here that we can never tell anyone about. Ever. Is that clear?”

“Crystal, sir.”

“Not sir. Just John. John Wiggins. We’re very informal here. I’m the supervisor for this room, but officially I work in the Machine Room next door.”

He wore a hand-knit sweater in bright reds and blues with a green and orange plaid tie that clashed with the sweater and probably everything else in his wardrobe.

“In that case, I’m Livvy.” We shook hands, and then he led me down the hall to a room at the end.

He sat me down in front of a large typewriter-looking machine. “This is a TypeX machine modified so that when you put in the settings you are given for these three wheels here and type in the letters on the paper you are given by the Machine Room, a message comes out on the tape. What we want to know is whether what comes out on the tape is German, and if it is, what it says.”
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