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This novel was written during the 80th anniversary of D-Day, so it seems only fitting to dedicate it to the brave men and women who made D-Day a success, even at the cost of their own lives. D-Day is a sombre reminder of how lucky we are to live free, how much we owe those who ensured that we could, and how we must defend and protect those freedoms.
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It is late August 1940 and British Intelligence agent Hope Stapleford is desperate to join the Special Operations Executive. Spymaster Fitzroy, now Hope’s stepfather, is determined to protect her, so instead he sends her to work in the home propaganda department of the Ministry of Information.


When bombs start to fall, Hope secretly becomes an ARP warden, putting her life in danger, and her asset, Harvey, becomes a nightshift fireman on London’s East End docks. As the Blitz wreaks havoc and lives are tragically lost, Hope must keep the nation’s spirits up, while never knowing where the next threat to her safety lies . . .
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Prologue


From the window, up on the ninth floor, I could see the East End. Almost all of it was ablaze. In the reflection I also saw the man behind me, and the gun he levelled at my back.


I was caught as off guard as any poor person living down by the docks. The Nazis had taken their raids to a new level. As the flames licked up against the night sky, the ghastly mixture of orange and black created a hellscape on earth. I wondered if Harvey had got his father out in time. If he had got out in time. Who would the fire take this time, and who would be blamed.


‘You’re very calm,’ said the figure behind me. ‘In fact, you don’t seem surprised at all.’


I took a deep breath. ‘You were one of several suspects.’


The man gave a low laugh. ‘Yes, that sounds like you. Hedging your bets until the last minute. But this time you’ve left it too late.’


‘I didn’t want it to be you. But you can’t have been doing this alone? Who are you working for?’ It was too far to jump out of the window, even if I could have smashed the pane. My only chance was to keep him talking until an opportunity presented itself. If an opportunity . . .


‘Oh, I was to tell you, from Prometheus himself, that this isn’t personal.’


‘That’s your head cheese’s code name? I am honoured.’ This time I couldn’t keep the sarcasm out of my voice.


‘But it is. Personal. I’m taking all this very personally.’


‘I’m sorry about that,’ I said. ‘I liked you.’


There was a sudden intake of breath at that. I struggled not to tense my shoulder blades. Would he pull the trigger now?


‘So tell me, little Sunflower. How would you like to die?’









Chapter One


Earlier


I realised things weren’t going to plan when Leo swore at the guard. His face suffused with red. His normally bright blue eyes were cloudy. His lower teeth bit into his neat moustache as if he was physically trying to hold back the words that boiled inside him. He was angrier than I remembered seeing him, but then my stepfather can have that effect on people.


We had left my new stepfather and my mother behind to make their final preparations for travelling out to Cairo. My stepfather, Fitzroy, is in military intelligence. So is my mother. Their sudden marriage after the death of my father, had caught me utterly by surprise. They had been agents and partners during the Great War, and had worked on and off together throughout my childhood. How much espionage they had been involved with, and at what level, I was only now beginning to discover.


They had thought, like others, that the Great War was the war to end all wars. (Now, we knew it was only a tragic overture.) But having created a great many enemies through their work, they had trained me from when I could first say a few words and toddle about, to observe and evade. Despite raising me in the Fens, both of them had always feared someone would come for me. For revenge. For something they had done.


So when we went to war with Germany I was, if not a fully trained agent, well on my way to becoming one. My stepfather, who was then still only my godfather, had missed the whole show down in Ireland in the twenties, and managed to stay in intelligence right up until the present day. He was connected in more ways than I understood, and a master at pulling strings and generally getting his own way. I realised Leo’s anger was almost certainly directed at Fitzroy and not the poor man in front of us.


‘I’m so sorry,’ I told the elderly man who had checked our rail passes, ‘we didn’t realise this train was going to London.’


‘Well, you can’t get off. We’re not stopping now. We’re as full as we can hold.’


‘No, of course, not,’ I said.


Leo was by now making a nuisance of himself and pulling his bag down from the overhead rack. There were two other men in the compartment with us, both officers, a captain and major, and both frowning heavily.


‘Right you are then,’ said the guard. He moved out of the way as Leo swung the bag down. ‘I’ll leave you to it.’ He paused before he opened the door. ‘I hope neither of you pair is leading any of our chaps anywhere.’ Then he slipped out before Leo could rail at his small joke.


‘Hold these,’ said Leo, piling clothing into my lap.


‘You can’t,’ I hissed at him.


‘I bloody well can,’ said Leo. ‘He’s done the dirty on me. Bloody man. Bloody, bloody man.’


‘I say,’ said the captain, who had an extremely full moustache, ‘that’s no way to speak in front of a lady.’


‘She’s not a lady,’ snapped Leo, ‘she’s a lieutenant in the army.’


‘A lieutenant by gad,’ said the captain, reaching over and holding out his hand. ‘Charles Willard, Captain, Royal Engineers.’


‘Hope Stapleford,’ I said, shaking his hand. ‘Army administration.’ Leo made a scornful huff at this, but as his face was still half-buried in his bag, Willard either didn’t hear him or chose not to.


‘Off to straighten out London, are we? Getting lots of files shipshape?’


‘Something like that,’ I said.


‘You’re not in uniform,’ said the major suddenly. He had the kind of voice that you associate with men disappointed in life, and ready to take it out on anyone who crosses their path. A scratchy sort of voice with a slight nasal whine.


‘We had to leave very suddenly,’ I said.


‘Filing having an emergency, was it?’ said Willard, but he laughed in a friendly manner. ‘What about you, sir? Rummaging in the luggage? You an army man too?’


‘Yes,’ said Leo unhelpfully. He pulled out the heavy envelope. ‘Put that stuff back in, Hope,’ he said. ‘And keep it neat.’


Fortunately, Leo rolled his clothing, so this was easy enough to do.


‘Orders you about a bit, doesn’t he?’ said Willard, who I was beginning to think might have had a bit of a send-off before pouring himself into the carriage. Either that or he was looking for a fight.


I looked up and smiled. ‘He’s a major,’ I said.


‘Oh right,’ said Willard. ‘Sorry, sir. No uniform.’


Leo ignored everyone. He went to the far end of the compartment, pulled the blind down so there was no reflection, and tore open the envelope. He spent a couple of minutes reading and rereading the papers it contained, then he began to swear under his breath. He thrust the papers at me, and turned to face the blind, his fists balled in his lap.


I’d realised when the guard had said we were headed to London that my stepfather’s chauffeur had not delivered us to the train we expected to be on. However, it was unlike any of Fitzroy’s people to make a mistake, so I had assumed that we would simply be changing trains in the capital. Leo, who hadn’t enjoyed his enforced stay with Fitzroy and my mother at their castle – it was going to take a lot of getting used to that my mother was now a duchess – had clearly suspected a plot before I had.


I read the orders he had passed me. It stated clearly at the top these were not to be read before we exited the train, but that seemed moot now. Besides, I had been raised to always consider any order carefully before complying.


The instructions were brief. Instead of going to Scotland to support the first batch of SOE recruits Leo and I had helped pick, we were going to the Ministry of Information. Leo had been fretting for some time over the fate of the amateurs he had picked for the SOE project. These brave souls were to be given seven weeks’ training and then dropped into occupied France to aid the Resistance. The selection process had been rigorous, and we had only been one part of it, but the nearer we got to the first deployment the more responsible Leo had begun to feel. He had changed from the charismatic undercover officer I had first met, to a man who kept whisky in his office and brooded. I suspected this might be why Fitzroy had sent us elsewhere. I knew he didn’t approve of the SOE, but he wasn’t directly involved. I had been seconded to them, and now it appeared Leo had been seconded back in return. I reflected that it was probably better for Leo’s mental state that he hadn’t gone to Scotland, and it might even have been a kindness. However, now was not the time to point this out. I decided it was time to distract the other members of the compartment, and broke out the sandwiches the cook had given us for the journey. As Fitzroy was now a duke, with a castle and extensive kitchen gardens and farms, I was able to refocus the attention of the two officers. In fact, by the end of the journey we were on rather good terms. Leo had stayed sulking in the corner with his face to the drawn blind. I wondered just how much trouble I was going to have with him.


We had almost kissed once, and I had been holding out some hope that we might, if not become lovers, at least be friends. I did not have a surfeit of these, or even a sufficiency.


We arrived in London late in the afternoon. At several points the train had stopped on the tracks and waited for other trains to pass. Clearly there was a great deal of troop movement going on. Climbing down on to the platform was like dropping into another world. London is always a shock after the countryside, but the sheer mass of people moving along the platforms, the huge tea stands, to which we almost immediately lost Willard and his friend, the shunting of stock and the bustle of the guards was astonishing. The noise of the engines and the shouted commands, the whispered goodbyes, the loud camaraderie of those heading off to war buffeted us like a body blow of sound. My instinct was to get clear as soon as possible, and I headed directly for the exit.


I emerged into the cold sunshine and buzz of the city. I felt a little electric shock surge through me. London might be busy, and the press of people put me on edge, but it was always exciting. I had no idea what the Ministry of Information was. It did sound as if it might be some kind of deep-cover intelligence work. I turned to see how Leo was faring. His face told me everything I didn’t want to know.


I hailed a cab. Our orders had implied we were to go straight to the ministry, but as our train had been so delayed I doubted anyone knew when we were due to arrive. I gave the cabbie the address of my London flat. Maybe some decent coffee could get Leo into a better mood. Clearly, turning up in the state he was in would not start us off on the right foot. Why, I wondered silently, do people always think women are the emotional ones? In my experience it is men who wear their hearts on their sleeves, certainly their sulks.


Leo didn’t say anything on the journey, but followed me up to the flat like some kind of automaton. I made him some coffee, and sorted quickly through my mail. Nothing of great interest, although a letter addressed to my late flatmate, Bernie, gave me a strange cold feeling in my chest. I placed it on the side. I hadn’t liked her husband, but I supposed I should pass it on to him.


I came back through. Leo was staring into the distance, but he’d drunk his coffee. ‘Do you think I will get to stay here?’ I said. I was more thinking aloud than expecting a response, but Leo surprised me, by answering.


‘I don’t have a billet,’ he said. ‘I was meant to be staying in Scotland, permanently assigned to the training team.’


I sat down opposite him. ‘You mean, you’d been moved off recruiting?’ I asked. ‘You didn’t mention this.’


He frowned. ‘It was need-to-know and you didn’t. You were assigned to my department, not to me.’


‘Of course,’ I said. ‘I shouldn’t have presumed we would . . .’


‘I’m well aware your stepfather wants to coerce me into being some kind of guard dog for you . . .’


‘Now wait a minute—’


Leo held up his hand. ‘You don’t need one. I know. But for whatever reason, your stepfather isn’t prepared to let you out unattended.’


‘That’s ridiculous.’


‘It is when there’s a war on, and you could be a lot more useful in the field than in a propaganda unit. As could I.’


‘Is that what the Ministry of Information is?’


Leo gave me a hard look. ‘What else could it possibly be?’


‘Cookbooks. Oh God. That would be worse.’ Leo frowned even harder. ‘I’m not mad,’ I said. ‘Fitzroy had my flatmate working on trying out recipes for the home front. You know, cheap and easy meals that taste good with whatever you can dig up for victory.’ I smiled slightly. ‘He chose her because she was the world’s least competent cook. Or as close as.’


‘I am not spending the war writing cookbooks!’


‘No,’ I said. ‘But Fitzroy is flying out to Cairo. If they haven’t left already. My mother thought they would be gone at least a couple of months. Surely he can’t keep pulling my – our – strings from over there?’


‘I should never have tried to kiss you,’ said Leo gloomily. ‘That was my big mistake.’


I felt myself blushing. ‘Well, you didn’t, so we can put all that behind us.’


Leo snorted in a way I didn’t find particularly complimentary. We had both been a bit overwrought at the time. The realisation that we had helped choose a number of perfectly nice people, who would in all likelihood die in unpleasant ways abroad, had just hit home for both of us. That my then stepfather had chosen that moment to burst into my flat had prevented us kissing – which would almost certainly have been a mistake, not least because Leo was of a higher rank – and the whole potential kissing scenario had been avoided.


But then the last person I had kissed had gone to a fiery death in an aeroplane crash, and I was still dealing with that. That, and the death of my father, the remarriage of my mother, and the intolerable interference of my god/stepfather, who had been the person I had been second closest to my whole life. And then, Bernie, my best friend, was suddenly dead.


Some of what I was thinking must have shown on my face, because Leo suddenly became a lot more animated. ‘Buck up, Hope,’ he said, standing and carrying his coffee cup to the sink. ‘You’re right. In a couple of days I can put out feelers and contact my old commander. I’m pretty sure he’d be eager to have me back. He can’t have been keen on seconding me out. With Fitzroy out of the way I’m sure I can get us up to Scotland. I take it you’d rather be doing that?’


I shrugged. ‘I’d rather do anything other than typing,’ I said.


‘I don’t suppose I could bunk in here, could I?’ Leo asked. ‘It would be simpler if I didn’t have to go through the process of getting another billet. Make us easier to move too.’


I blinked. ‘I never cleared out Bernie’s room,’ I said.


‘Would it be that hard?’ said Leo.


I got up wordlessly and led the way through to the second bedroom. Bernie had been the messiest person I had ever known. In her mind a drawer was only in proper use if it was open, full, and dripping stuff all over the floor. Either that or she’d open out the drawers and stack books, shoes and make-up in staggering piles on top of them. Obviously, there were frequent avalanches and collapses. I opened the door. ‘Have a look,’ I said.


Leo peered in. ‘I suppose I could get something from stores if you don’t have any linen,’ he said.


I slipped in front of him to see what he was talking about. The room was completely empty of Bernie’s possessions. A stripped bed, a chest of drawers and a wardrobe were all that remained. Even the carpet was pristine.


‘I don’t understand,’ I said. ‘I didn’t do this.’


‘Her husband?’ said Leo.


‘He doesn’t have a key – or I don’t think he does. Anyway, he wouldn’t . . .’ I took a deep breath. ‘Fitzroy,’ I said.


‘He had a key, didn’t he?’ said Leo. He blushed slightly, clearly remembering the awkward moment once more.


‘Fitzroy no doubt has keys to the gates of heaven,’ I said through gritted teeth.


‘That I sincerely doubt,’ said Leo.









Chapter Two


The Ministry of Information was in one of those amorphous white office blocks that litter the centre of London. Built in the 1800s for the then more aristocratic civil servants of the day, they had white, sharp-edge brick fronts, with impressive stairways inside and out. The imposing nature of the building was slightly diminished by the sandbags piled up outside and the criss-crosses of black tape across the windowpanes.


‘They are taking the possibility of bombing seriously,’ said Leo.


I shrugged. It had been far too long since I’d had eyes on any intelligence reports. I had little idea of how the war was going. ‘Better to be prepared,’ I said.


We went up an imposing set of steps together. We’d both changed into our uniforms and brushed up as well as we could. We reported to the front desk. Or rather Leo, being of senior rank, did.


‘You’re late,’ said the corporal behind the desk. ‘She won’t like that. And when they say the bark is worse than the bite, they don’t mean her.’ He handed us both an identification badge. ‘I’d hop to it if I were you. Third floor, and as good an excuse as you can conjure up on the way up.’


Leo and I exchanged looks, but had the good sense not to comment on whoever this dragon might be within earshot. We eschewed the lift and trotted smartly up the wide marble stairs. Arriving out of breath when you are late always looks better than stepping leisurely out of a lift.


Our last mission had been in the Highlands, and both of us were fitter for our encounter with the Scottish countryside. However, since then Leo had sat at a desk and slunk around London and its nightclubs recruiting for the SOE, while I had been training as an auxiliary – the last line of defence should we be invaded. By the time we marched into the assigned room, entering on the echo of our knock, Leo was panting and I hadn’t broken a sweat.


It was a large space filled with a number of desks, filing cabinets and large tables. Both men and women in army uniform criss-crossed the room. All walking purposefully, often carrying manila folders and only stopping when they met to talk in low voices. The place had a hum and a feeling of energy about it. I briefly took in that some of the larger tables had photographs on them and overhead magnifiers, but what got my attention was the clack-clack of typewriters.


Fitzroy had previously placed me undercover as a typist – although he had not told me at the time, nor even yet confirmed it – and I had learned to hate the machines and the boring, endless tasks inflicted on their operators.


‘Oh no, not again,’ I said under my breath.


Leo gave me an odd look, but before I could explain, a woman with iron-grey hair and features that must have once been pretty before life had soured her, and the pips had been put on her shoulder, walked so quickly up to us, that I took a step back, fearing collision.


She eyed us from the soles of our shoes to the tops of our caps. She took barely any time to do this, but I still felt as if someone had run a torch up and down my skin. ‘This won’t do at all,’ she said. Her voice was deeper than I expected, and with a crispness that told us she demanded everything was done her way.


‘You’re a major,’ she said accusingly to Leo.


‘Yes, ma’am,’ he responded, even though he doubtless outranked her. Later, he told me that he hadn’t felt so guilty about anything since his mother caught him stealing his younger brother’s biscuits when he was four.


I saw Leo straighten as if on parade. The female officer’s top lip curled slightly. She was not impressed. ‘Well, we can’t have you here. Besides, you’re far too good-looking. No brains, I expect. Fleming should take you in his unit only he’s got a full complement. Go up to the fifth. They’ll find something for you.’


‘The fifth?’ said Leo.


‘Fifth floor.’ She didn’t add the words ‘you idiot’, but both of us heard them. Leo nodded. ‘Well get! I don’t have time to waste on you!’


Leo turned and left. The expression on his face was a mix of indignation and disbelief. If I hadn’t been so worried about what was going to happen to me I would have laughed.


‘So you’re Sunflower? I’m Masterton. You can call me ma’am. There’s not much of you to look at is there? Mind you, you’re carrying a bit of weight around the middle. Privileged no doubt. You’ll need to watch that while you’re out of the field. Now, can you type?’


It is never worth lying to anyone in intelligence – well, not on your own side. Within minutes I was stuck at a desk with enough typing to take me the rest of the week. People passing my desk would slap a file down on the top of my pile. ‘This takes priority,’ they would say. Then someone else would come over and rearrange the pile. Other than Masterton, I had no idea who was running this show, and could only look on in bewilderment as this weird game of pass the parcel played out on the corner of my desk.


A lot of what I was typing made no sense. I did wonder if any of it was in code, but gradually I realised that I was typing such different reports that they had little or no common context. Everybody wanted everything now, so the words fairly blurred under my fingers. One minute I was typing about how many portions a housewife was making out of a tin of Spam, the next I was typing up conversations that were so artificially stilted I couldn’t believe they were real.


When someone finally tapped me on the shoulder and told me I could get lunch in the canteen in the basement, and that I had twenty minutes to get it, I looked at them in confusion. Surely it must be dinner time by now? I checked my watch on the way down, and realised I had been typing for less than two hours. I didn’t think I would enjoy working in this department whatever it was. I also utterly failed to see what contribution I was making to the war effort. Had Fitzroy sidelined me again? Or had I been placed here to weed out a traitor?


If I was asked under oath to swear I was working for my stepfather I couldn’t have done it. But if not, why on earth was Leo here? There had been no reason to derail him from the SOE operations he had been going to support. Fitzroy might be many things, but if he was angry with another man, he was more than likely to punch them in the face. He might be sneaky, sly, contriving and downright frustrating, but he would never take an asset like Leo out of the field for no reason. So I had to be here for a reason. Unless he was truly worried about Leo’s mental health. But then wouldn’t it have made more sense to send him somewhere to recuperate rather than dropping him back into vital intelligence work?


The canteen smelled of meatloaf and cabbage. I repressed a gag. Being at the castle had spoiled me. Fitzroy’s estate had been growing their own produce long before the war began and, of course, he’d only encouraged them to do it more. I tried to imagine my stepfather in a place like this and failed. Could it be there was some secret counter-intelligence canteen where they kept the good food? I sighed as someone pushed roughly past me on the stairs. It seemed more likely Fitzroy dined with Churchill. I wouldn’t put it past him to get to any table if there was a good meal on offer. In some ways the pair of us were alike. Except Fitzroy’s form never showed how much he ate.


‘Are you going down there or what, love?’ said a voice behind me.


I turned, and he caught sight of my pips. An army corporal in khaki with a face like a pickled walnut and balding tonsure of greying hair. He must have been at the top end of the enlisting age. ‘Er, I mean ma’am. Sorry.’


I indicated for him to go past me, and followed him down into the steamy room, filled with long tables and benches. It was about three quarters full and with a quick selective scan, I reckoned there were about seventy people. A lot of them were smoking, so the actual counter where the cabbage was presumably being served, was obscured in a foggy mixture of steam and smoke. Lovely. I doubted it could make the food taste worse. (In this I would shortly be proved wrong.)


I obediently filed into the snaking queue for food. I didn’t see anyone of rank higher than lieutenant, so maybe there was another canteen. The queue inched forward. I had yet to visually confirm actual edible items were being served. It began to seem unlikely that I would get back in the twenty minutes. Around me people were talking about films, cigarettes, weather and nothing of the least important. Clearly they cracked down on loose lips here. My mind was wandering, mulling over the last conversation I had had with Fitzroy, when I saw someone get up from a table across the room. Army uniform, tall with a distinct limp. He walked across to stack his tray, and then exited through the door. My mind and my tongue did not communicate in time. I gave myself a mental shake. There was no way that could be Harvey. When I’d left him in Scotland he had been on his way to train as a pilot. He’d also proved himself to be a surprisingly adept aero engineer. If he hadn’t got on in the pilot training, they would surely have kept him on as an engineer.


I reached the counter and took a tray. ‘What do you want, love?’ asked the hair-netted troll behind the counter. Her bright pink lipstick and the cigarette attached to her lower lip momentarily distracted me. ‘Come on, duck. Lots of people need to eat.’


I seriously could not tell what the slush in front of me was, so I pointed at a couple of the trays. ‘Chicken à la King and potato gratin. Girl with taste,’ she said as she ladled brown and yellow mush on to my plate. ‘Puddings further down. Jam roly-poly today.’


I ducked out before the sweet section, but I did remember to give my name and number to the cashier. Behind me the queue surged forward. I found a stand with cutlery, water jugs and mugs. It also had a tea urn, but there was no way I was touching that.


Feeling somewhat down I took my tray to the nearest table and sat in a vacant space. My plate looked as inviting as I feared. Normally, I love desserts, but if they could do this to potato gratin what hell would have been inflicted on a jam roly-poly? I nudged the edge of what I hoped was a potato slice with my fork. It sank down into the striped beige and white sauce.


‘You can be assured that will taste as bad as it looks,’ said a well-spoken man on my right. I turned to see an older man in a sharp civilian suit. I say older, but he could have only been the same age as Fitzroy, but no one ever thinks of my stepfather as old.


‘I feared that.’


‘But,’ said the man, holding up an imperative finger, a thin, aristocratic and well-manicured finger, ‘when you’ve not been home in three days, and only managed to grab a couple of hours sleep at your desk, it will seem like manna from heaven.’


I felt myself blushing slightly. ‘Yes, I see that.’


‘Probably the best thing that can be said for the food is that it is hot,’ he continued. ‘As winter bears down on us, I believe that will make the substances that come out of the kitchen much valued. Even the plates lightly sprinkled with ash.’


I smiled at that and held out my hand. ‘Lieutenant Hope Stapleford,’ I said. ‘Working on some floor, doing something.’


‘Ahh, very hush-hush?’


I shook my head. ‘I’m new here and haven’t a clue what I’m doing yet.’


‘Don’t expect it to get any better,’ said my new friend. ‘Daniel Dashwood, actor and raconteur, at your service.’


My surprise must have shown.


‘I’m in the war films.’ I must have still looked blank because after a short pause he continued, ‘You know, the “how important it is to get to an air-raid shelter” and the like. They often run them before films in the cinema. Increased my big-screen time no end. Used to be more of a stage man.’ He gave a charming smile.


‘Oh, propaganda,’ I said.


‘The director doesn’t like us calling it that. It’s more helpful hints for the hard of thinking.’


Despite the cruelness of the remark I gave a small laugh. It was very much how Fitzroy would have described it.


I was rewarded with another even more charming smile. ‘Now, that’s more like it,’ he said. ‘We clever people have to stick together in these difficult times.’









Chapter Three


The smell of shepherd’s pie greeted me as I opened the flat door. Leo popped his head around the side of the kitchen. ‘I got off early, so I thought I’d start dinner. Afraid my skill is pretty basic, but I’ve got some wine open. Come and have a glass.’


It did strike me that drinking with Leo after a long, tiring day, considering last time we’d shared a glass I had more or less ended up in his lap, might not be a good idea. ‘Oh, what the hell,’ I said and went over to accept a glass. ‘Chin-chin!’


I took a sip. ‘This is one of Fitzroy’s,’ I said. ‘You’ve decanted it well.’


‘Oh heck,’ said Leo. ‘Another thing he’ll be on to me for.’


‘No, I meant he gave it to me. All the best wines I have are from him. It’s not the expense so much as he knows a lot more about wine than I do. Besides, I think he used to “borrow” them from his father’s cellar. Give me a moment to get out of my uniform.’ I slipped to my room to change, and mysteriously by the time I came back I was carrying an empty glass. Leo was waiting for me in the living room. He refilled it.


‘I have to say, seeing your castle was a bit of a shock.’


I slumped down on the settee. ‘Likewise,’ I said.


‘I assumed you’d been visiting since childhood.’


‘No, he only inherited it recently, and that was a matter of attrition. He was never meant to be a duke.’


‘Duke.’ Leo said the word slowly with consideration. ‘He does seem to be a man who falls on his feet. What’s next? Supreme Commander of the British army?’


I took another sip. I felt a touch light-headed, so I rested against Leo’s shoulder. ‘I doubt it,’ I said. ‘He likes playing fast and loose in – in all sorts of ways. But he’ll be in Cairo or on the way at least by now. So, he’ll be out of our hair for a while.’


Leo gently disengaged himself. ‘I wish I could believe that. That man’s influence seems all pervasive to me. I’m waiting on the telephone to ring and him shouting at me to get the hell out of your flat.’ He stood up. ‘I need to get the food out of the oven.’


At that moment the telephone rang, and we both jumped. I answered it and a posh female voice asked for Leo. I handed the telephone over and went to rescue our supper.


In the oven I found a surprisingly decent-looking and large shepherd’s pie. It smelt amazing. I set it carefully on the side and searched for some plates. I served us both portions, and collecting the cutlery I headed back through.


‘There’s plenty more,’ I said. ‘I thought on two glasses it would be foolish to attempt to carry the whole dish through.’ I didn’t ask who was on the telephone. I knew if he could Leo would tell me. He took a plate from me and sat down. His handsome face was marred with a heavy frown. We ate off our laps like savages. When our glasses were empty Leo refilled them without a word, finishing the bottle. He was clearly lost in his thoughts. While I was happily lost in what was proving to be a remarkably flavoursome dinner.


‘Hope,’ he said finally, and so suddenly I started enough that food fell off my fork – but fortunately not on to the floor. ‘I’m going to be getting calls like that one, and having to come and go at all kinds of times. It might be better if I found a billet elsewhere.’


‘I wasn’t expecting you to cook me dinner every night,’ I said lightly.


‘It’s not that,’ said Leo. ‘I can’t tell you what I’m doing, and the damn thing is, I suspect you would be ideal for the project.’


‘Oh,’ I said.


‘I hope they’ve got you on something decent on the third floor.’


‘Typing.’


Leo’s eyes opened wide. ‘I have the strong inclination to open another bottle of wine, but I won’t.’ He sighed. ‘I can only think the reason you’re not on this with me is Fitzroy’s interference.’


‘It does usually work out that I am in the right place,’ I said. ‘Even if it often doesn’t feel like it at the time.’


‘Humph!’ said Leo. ‘But I bet that’s when Fitzroy is still in the country to tow you out of trouble.’


‘I was attacked once,’ I said. ‘In this flat. I’d be happier not being alone in it. Besides, the telephone line is as secure as you’re going to find outside an official office.’


‘So, I am your guard dog?’


‘Perhaps,’ I said. ‘But at least you get decent wine and coffee. I get the odd food parcel from the estates too.’


‘Estates?’


‘Mine or Fitzroy’s.’


Leo’s eyes narrowed. ‘I forgot you’re an heiress in your own right.’


‘That,’ I said, standing up, ‘is hardly my fault. I’m going to bed. You can move out if you want, but I would prefer you to stay here.’


After I’d washed and changed, I lay in bed with my thoughts wandering. I wondered if Leo would do the washing-up or if everything would be all crusty and hard in the morning. I wondered if he might try my door. I’d left it unlocked in case he did. I thought about what a bad idea it would be to get involved with him. I wondered if Fitzroy had got the cellar reinforced as a shelter and thought I should have already checked. I fell asleep wondering if I would ever lie in the arms of a man I loved before the war blew me to bits.


I awoke in the morning feeling slightly less self-obsessed. I opened my curtains to brilliant sunshine and felt my mood immediately lighten. It improved further when I discovered that although Leo had already gone, he had done the washing-up. I peeked into his room and accidentally saw his civilian clothing was still in his wardrobe. He hadn’t left yet. After a brief breakfast, I hurried out and made my way to my new working environment.


I was half an hour early for going on shift, but the room was as buzzing as before. People still walked at a carefully considered pace. No running allowed here, but it was brisk, coordinated and with purpose. Masterton gave me a slitted-eye look when I arrived and checked her watch. In return I gave her a respectful nod and big cheerful smile. She didn’t smile back. I settled at my desk, and within moments I had enough files to type that if they didn’t exactly tower over me, they were in serious danger of toppling on the floor.


The files proved about as interesting as the day before until I came to what could only be a film script. It wasn’t long before I found myself sniggering. I tried to keep this as hidden as possible, but phrases like, ‘My goodness, my dear, do you think Hitler would bomb little old Ivy Lane?’ and ‘Now then, my darling, I want to know you and the boys are safe while I’m overseas doing my jolly old bit’, were the least egregious of the sketch. It seemed to be a short film that was attempting to ensure people either went to air-raid shelters or built ones in their back gardens. When I saw the line, spoken by ‘a cute, curly haired tot with a lisp of common stock, but not too rough, as it surveys the new shelter’, ‘Now that nasty man Hitler won’t be able to harm me or teddy, will he, Mama?’, I gave a sudden bark of laughter. No tot, and I had met plenty of the local children back at White Orchards, my childhood home on the Fens, had ever been so literate or thoughtful.


‘And what would you have written?’ asked a voice at my elbow.


‘Now my sweeties are safe from Hitler?’ I said. ‘But only if it was an older child, wearing glasses to show their intelligence. A tot, as is described here, isn’t likely to go beyond “Mama!”?’ I looked up into the handsome face of Daniel Dashwood.


‘I must say that is better than what is written here,’ said Dashwood. ‘Although I think it still needs tweaking. We have some awful young woman, who is related to one of the commanders, and thinks she is going to be a famous author one day dashing out these scripts. They are dire.’


‘I shouldn’t have laughed,’ I said, handing him the completed copies. ‘It was very rude of me.’


‘Not at all,’ said Dashwood, ‘you’re only reacting as I suspect our audience will.’ He frowned for a moment. ‘I say, is this what you’re doing all the time. Typing stuff?’


I gave a wry smile.


‘If you’re not allowed to say I will quite understand.’


‘No, your assumption is correct. But it is only my second day.’ I looked around the room. ‘Although there is a lot of typing to be done, and I do seem to be one of the faster ones. Drat it!’


Daniel smiled. He flicked through the file. ‘And no mistakes. I see how they might value you right where you are.’


I made a non-committal sort of noise as I had spied Masterton out of the corner of my eye. It seemed that Daniel had spotted her too. He stepped sharply away from my desk, saying quickly, ‘Never mind, fair maiden. Perhaps a dashing knight will rescue you yet.’


I didn’t spot Harvey at lunchtime, and I knew he would never miss a meal. If Fitzroy had been around I would have been able to ask him where Harvey was currently stationed. My godfather never minded me asking questions about previous assets, especially if he had been involved himself. He thought keeping track of such people was wise. Or in his words, ‘Once you’ve got someone on your team you keep your hand on them. You never know when they will be useful again.’ It was something of a mantra for him and explained his remarkably wide circle of influence. However, any request of this nature to any other officer would be met, I had no doubt, with short shrift.


‘Stapleford, summarise the document you have just typed!’


I looked up into the familiarly unfriendly face of Masterton. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I wasn’t paying attention to what I was typing.’


She fairly snatched the papers out of my machine. ‘Excellent! No mistakes and no understanding. You are an ideal typist, Stapleford. Glad they sent you here.’ Something strange was happening to her face. I managed to prevent myself from squinting, and realised that the lines around her lips had changed. Her eyes too seemed less interrogating. This must be as close as she got to a smile. I smiled back although my heart was rapidly sinking. ‘I had hoped, ma’am, that I might be able to do other work here,’ I ventured.


Masterton shook her head. ‘Empty minds like yours are exactly what we need in the typist section.’


I felt like banging my head on the desk. I had finally made an impression, and it was exactly the opposite of what I wanted it to be.


That night I told the episode to Leo, framing it as an amusing anecdote, but secretly hoping he would be what Dashwood had termed ‘my dashing knight’. Leo didn’t find it funny. He even stopped scoffing his way through the pot pie I had made to comment, ‘It’s a damn shame, Hope.’


‘Yes,’ I said, ‘it looks like the only thing that’s going to get me off this assignment is a bomb landing on the building.’


‘Not funny,’ said Leo. Then he went to bed leaving me with the washing-up.


I left my door unlocked again, but nothing and no one disturbed my rest.
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