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About the Book


It is 1939 - war has been declared and spymaster Fitzroy wastes no time in preparing his goddaughter, Hope, for a secret mission. As Euphemia Martins’ daughter, Hope has the potential to be one of British Intelligence’s greatest agents, but when she is ousted from an all-male think tank and relegated to the typing pool, even she starts to doubt herself.


Meanwhile, Hope’s rebellious friend, Bernie, announces her engagement to a man Hope does not trust; Harvey, Hope’s only asset, has vanished; and, most awful of all, Hope fears that her father is dying. Then comes Dunkirk and the threat of invasion intensifies. To her surprise, Hope is sent to a secret base, where she joins a group of auxiliary units that are expected to fight to the death should invasion occur. Fearing for her life, she must confront Nazi sympathisers among the country’s elite secret service before she can learn who to trust . . .









I write about the two world wars because my family and I are bound up in the events of WWI and WWII. My two grandfathers served in both the wars, and my parents survived the Blitz as children in the heart of London. Echoes of what my grandfathers and their wives went through have reached down to my generation and on to my children. Those two wars changed everything and everyone. If certain psychologists and biologists are to be believed, some of those memories are even locked within our generational DNA. I cannot imagine enduring what they went through. But then I am sure neither could my grandparents. They were ordinary people in a time of great crisis. They did what they did because to do otherwise was unthinkable. I suspect this is the heart of warfare, the very ordinary doing the extraordinary because they must. I will never praise war, but my undying gratitude and admiration goes out to those who fought to defend their families, their country and their way of life.


In particular, I’d like to mention Edward Dunford, my paternal grandfather, who commanded two fire engines on the London Docks during the worst of the Blitz. His career as a firefighter ended when he was blown from the top of the tallest ladder into the fire he was attempting to extinguish. Amazingly, he survived.









Chapter One


August 1939, London


We were sitting in one of the offices my godfather didn’t have. The room was neat, business-like and only slightly bigger than his huge leather-topped desk. It was situated on the fourth floor of a Georgian building which had a lovely view over the park. My godfather, Fitzroy, sat in one of those rotating captain’s chairs and swivelled slightly from side to side. By the window was a leather wing-backed chair, angled to make the best of the view, and by the fire was a medium-sized dog basket with a white puppy snoozing in it. Bernie and I sat in front of the desk in two upright wooden chairs, clearly chosen for their lack of comfort. Bernie, wearing a ridiculously short skirt that practically showed her stocking tops, was sitting with her legs crossed, swinging the uppermost one annoyingly and repetitively. My godfather passed her a newspaper and a pen.


‘What do you expect me to do with this?’


‘The crossword,’ said my godfather, and ignored her from that point on. He picked up the papers I had given him and then dropped them on his desk again. ‘None of these will do, Hope.’


‘We have looked,’ I said.


Without glancing up, Bernie said, ‘Hope doesn’t want a large apartment. She thinks I would hold parties.’


My godfather raised an eyebrow at me. I shrugged somewhat helplessly.


‘So, money isn’t the issue?’ he asked.


I leant over and took back one of the papers. On it I wrote an amount with Bernie’s Budget written above it. It was neither a small sum nor an outrageously large sum. In fact, it seemed to me to be the perfect amount for a half-share of a two-bedroomed flat somewhere respectable. Currently, Bernie was outstaying her welcome at the American Embassy where her father had been Ambassador, and I was staying at my club, The Forum. The real reason we were not yet ensconced in a nice little flat was because my godfather hadn’t approved of anything we had found.


While Bernie was not related to my godfather, I wouldn’t have put it past him to cause her some trouble if he felt she was leading me astray. However, I had my own more than adequate resources. I could do whatever I liked. In fact, my father would have strongly approved of my ignoring Fitzroy’s advice. Except I knew he generally gave very good advice. Even if it didn’t always look like the wisest course, his nudges, in the case of my investments and other aspects of my life, had always proved acutely provident. But then I knew that Fitzroy was a senior member of the British Intelligence Service. And I knew this because he had recently recruited me.


‘I suppose you could try this one?’ he said, opening a drawer and passing me a property listing. I scanned through the details and recognised it was perfect in every way. Two bedrooms, a social area, a well-equipped kitchen so we could cook if we had to, a decent bathroom, and even a small balcony off the living space. It was in Pimlico, Belgravia Road, on the edge of Warwick Square. One of those nice, white-brick, terraced buildings that had once been townhouses but had, over time, been carved up into separate flats. The moment I saw it I knew it was the place he had intended us to have all along. I passed the paper to Bernie, who dropped the newspaper on the floor.


‘Ooh!’ she said. ‘Sunset cocktails on the balcony!’


Fitzroy’s expression grew somewhat pained and he shifted in his chair, focusing his attention on me so that Bernie was only on the very periphery of his vision. ‘What do you think?’


‘Perfect,’ I said. ‘How very clever of you to find exactly what we wanted.’


The lines around his eyes crinkled slightly and he gave an almost imperceptible nod.


‘Is there a telephone number to call?’ I asked. ‘Perhaps we could give them a quick ring and see if we could visit later today. Bernie? There’s a telephone in the lobby of that little hotel we passed on the way here, the one you wanted to go into for a quick cocktail when you thought we were much too early?’


‘Oh, good idea,’ said Bernie, standing. ‘Thank you ever so much . . .’ She floundered, and offered her hand to Fitzroy. ‘Well . . . I’ll see you in the cocktail bar, Hope.’


A short period of time after she had closed the door behind her, we saw her in the street, hurrying along as fast as she could in her tight skirt. I sat back down in my chair and relaxed. ‘You know she has no idea how to address you,’ I said.


Fitzroy gave me a half-smile. He turned and opened the cupboard behind him. ‘A small brandy?’ he said, pouring me one before I could protest. ‘You do know, don’t you, that the whole idea behind cocktails was to disguise the taste of the awful liquor they used during Prohibition? Mucky stuff. Do you like this office? The view is excellent.’ He remained by the window, watching Bernie wiggling her way along the street. ‘It isn’t mine, but I’m thinking of keeping it for a while.’


‘Bernie,’ I said, in an attempt to bring the conversation back on track. ‘I have to tell her something. Should she refer to you by your military rank? Should she call you Eric, like Mother does? Or should she call you Fitzroy?’


‘She knows I’m your godfather, that should be enough. If she wants to address to me directly, which I am disinclined to encourage, she can address me by the rank I am wearing at the time.’


‘Which will change?’


‘On occasion.’


‘Along with the uniform, no doubt,’ I said, ‘and I will be able to offer no explanation. She is more observant than you think.’


Fitzroy gave a slight snort.


I sighed and took a small sip of brandy. It was excellent, so smooth it felt honey-like. ‘You had that property in mind all along, didn’t you?’


‘Of course. It had to be properly assessed and vetted. But your little friend needs to believe I came across it by accident. You can make up some story – the property of a great-aunt of mine, or some such thing.’


‘Do you have a great-aunt?’


‘No, you’re probably right. I’m too old for a great-aunt. Keep forgetting my age. You can make it an aunt. And yes, I believe I do still have some of those.’


‘Have you really become Bernie’s guardian?’


Fitzroy winced. ‘No, not exactly. I have made an agreement with her parents that I have a . . . err . . . “watching brief”. I don’t believe they would have left her behind otherwise, and you certainly can’t live on your own.’


‘So, I owe you another debt of thanks?’


‘My dear Hope, you owe me nothing. I am simply doing my best to be a decent godfather to you.’


‘I think my father thought that your involvement would entail little more than postal orders and Christmas cards.’


Fitzroy finished his brandy with a flourish and set down his glass lightly. His skin didn’t flush. My mother had told me he had a head for spirits. (What she had actually said was, ‘For heaven’s sake, never try to out-drink your godfather. You’ll end up under the table and he’ll hold it over you for ever.’)


Fitzroy coughed. ‘Yes, well, your father, decent fellow that he is, has never exactly been a close acquaintance of mine. He’s often misjudged me.’ He cast his eyes down at that, in mock sadness. I half suppressed a giggle. When he looked up, all trace of humour was gone. ‘Are you sure, Hope, that you want to come and work for me? It’s going to be damned difficult.’


‘I thought we had already agreed?’


‘Your mother didn’t believe me either when I warned her. She found out the hard way. I’m conflicted about watching you go through the same process.’


‘I can never predict what you will say next.’


‘Thank you,’ said Fitzroy. ‘I appreciate that.’ He took a deep breath. ‘You came in to see me today as my goddaughter, and I have treated you as such. When you attend me as one of my people, I will behave very differently.’


‘Of course. I don’t expect special treatment,’ I said.


‘Good. I couldn’t give it to you, even if I wanted to. We probably won’t meet here. I’ll let you know where and when. I’d like to have had some time, privately, to get you up to speed on the various sections, but I doubt Herr Hitler will afford me the courtesy. You’re as well skilled, if not more so, than many of the recent recruits, but you haven’t exactly been trained through official channels. People will want to test you. You’ll have a rough time of it.’


‘My mother coped, didn’t she?’


‘Admirably, but it was a different time, and her personality, well, it’s . . .’


‘More robust than mine?’ I finished.


‘More passionate,’ corrected my godfather. ‘You are more like me, a watcher and a schemer.’


‘You seem to have done all right.’


‘I, my dear, am a man, and have all the advantages thereto pertaining. There are precious few of us who appreciate and value how much women can offer the Service.’


There didn’t seem to be much I could say in response to this. I waited a while to see what Fitzroy would say next. He put his glass on the side. When he sat back down at the desk, he leant forward, resting on his elbows and steepling his fingers. I waited while he watched me. Despite having spent a lot of my early childhood sitting on his lap and, I am told, tugging at his moustache, I found the figure before me daunting. I knew better than to look away, and eventually I gave in and spoke


‘How’s Jack Junior?’ I asked, glancing down at the puppy, glad to have an excuse to avoid the scrutiny of his gaze.


‘Just Jack,’ said Fitzroy, snapping my attention back to him.


‘I’m sorry.’


Fitzroy made a sound halfway between clearing his throat and a cough. It was the closest he came these days to expressing emotion. ‘Do you think you’ll be all right living with Bernie? She’s a very noisy cover for you, but then, I suspect, if she sees or hears anything she shouldn’t, you’ll be able to tell her she was drunk and imagined it.’


‘You make her sound awful.’


‘I don’t believe she’s currently doing herself any favours. I’m hardly running with the younger set, but even I’m hearing things . . .’ He trailed off, leaving it to my imagination to finish the sentence.


‘You hear everything,’ I said, earning myself a fleeting smile. Then my godfather sat further forward and put his arms on the desk.


‘Hope, my dear, I am very proud of you, and always will be.’


This time it was my turn to deflect. I looked down at the sleeping dog. ‘Are you really going to keep this office? It’s rather small.’


‘Yes, but officially it won’t exist. There are a lot of changes happening within the Service at present. A lot of people carving out their personal domains. Even I’ve been promoted.’


‘To?’


He frowned, as if trying to recall. ‘Lieutenant-Colonel,’ he said. ‘Makes me feel as if I should grow a bigger, bushier moustache and make noises like an ageing bear. At least that’s how I remember them from my youth.’


‘Congratulations.’


Fitzroy shrugged. ‘As long as I’m allowed to do my job, I don’t much care what they call me. Maybe don’t mention it to your mother, though. It’s all still a bit iffy when it comes to ranking females in the Service.’


‘I thought you said my mother had retired?’


Fitzroy shook his head. ‘She mostly withdrew from field work, but she never stopped working for, or rather with, me. In the current circumstances, she’s back on the team. One of my, I mean our, most experienced officers. I hope to keep her out of the field. She’ll be adding being a handler to her other duties. Don’t worry, I won’t put you two together. I’m aware you don’t have the smoothest of relationships. However, she could be in London a fair bit. It might give you two an opportunity to bond.’


‘But where would she stay? Do you mean she would be staying with me?’ I could feel my heart begin to race at the thought.


Fitzroy shook his head. ‘No, she has her own flat.’


‘What?’


He frowned. ‘You didn’t know? Your mother bought it a long time ago, when we were working together during the Great War. It gave her a base here to operate from.’


‘But I thought she . . . I mean, I didn’t . . . I don’t think my father knows.’ I felt myself blush for the first time. Only my mother, I thought. ‘It’s . . .’


‘You didn’t think she stayed with me, did you?’ said my godfather. ‘That would hardly have been proper.’


‘No, of course not. She’s never spoken much about that time. Before I was born. I knew she was involved . . .’


‘Very much so. Your mother is a first-class spy. Euphemia has spent her life in the service of others. Only thing the poor girl ever got to do that she enjoyed was active service.’


I got up. Unsaid between us was the knowledge that my mother had only ceased field work because of me. ‘I should go and meet Bernie.’


My godfather stood and came around the desk. I looked up at him. ‘You admire my mother, don’t you?’


He put a hand on my shoulder. ‘I am very fond of you both. Be careful, Hope. I won’t be around as much as I’d like over the next few months. All kinds of new shifts afoot.’ He handed me a business card with a single telephone number on the front. I turned it over and saw a short list of names and places. ‘Learn them, then burn it.’ He gave me a lop-sided smile. ‘It’s what you might consider my answering service on the one side. The other is . . . well, if I’m unavailable, those are contacts who’ll go to extreme lengths to help you, if need be, no questions asked. I sincerely hope you will never have to use them, but if you get yourself into a tight corner, do. But,’ he said, putting his other hand on my other shoulder so I could feel the weight of both, ‘only use them with caution, as a near-last resort.’


‘Near-last?’


‘Last resort is often too late, in my experience. If you still think the situation can be salvaged. I feel as if I am leaving you untethered. I’m not. You’re skilled, even if you’re coming in as a new recruit. It’s simply damned hard for me to remember you’re a capable young woman and not a child any more. I suspect I may be becoming sentimental in my old age. Definitely something I shall have to address.’ He lifted his hands away from me. ‘As well as what’s coming, I have family business to attend to, at exactly the wrong time. Typical of my father to make life as inconvenient as possible.’


It took me a moment to work out what he was saying. ‘Your father? Oh, I’m so sorry.’


Fitzroy shrugged. ‘Don’t be. It has raised certain complications that I must deal with, but other than that I am not affected. We were never close, and I have found myself profoundly unmoved, unless my grief is masking itself as irritation.’


I tried in vain to think of a response, failed, and bent to pick up the newspaper Bernie had dropped on the floor. I handed it to him. He glanced at it and his eyes widened. ‘Well, I’ll be blowed.’


I peered over. ‘Bernie’s very good at crosswords. She does them when she’s bored, which is often.’


‘Hmm?’ said my godfather, frowning and clearly not listening to me. ‘I shall have to tell them to make it harder . . . unless . . . no, that seems quite unlikely.’ He focused his attention on me as if waiting for me to supply an answer to the unspoken question. Again, the moment passed as I failed to find anything to say. ‘You should check in on your asset, Harvey. I’ve already had to quash one report of him acting outside the lines of the law. Tell him to get himself in order or he’s burned as an asset.’


He opened the door, effectively closing down the conversation. I stood on tiptoe and kissed him briefly on the right cheek. His face softened slightly, but he nodded towards the door. I was out on the street before I realised. I’d been so lost in thought, I hadn’t had a chance to meet Jack properly. Still, if my godfather was leaving town, maybe he would leave the puppy with us, if he considered the apartment suitable. I had a sneaking suspicion that the criteria for Jack’s accommodation would be stricter than his criteria for that of Bernie and me. And why had my mother never told my father or me about her London flat? If it was meant to be a secret, Fitzroy had given it away awfully casually. And he never gave away secrets. Did she still use it? When she said she was paying a short visit to relatives, was she actually coming here? And if she was, what was she doing?









Chapter Two


In the small hours of the morning on 1st September, the telephone burst into life.


RING! RING!


Bleary-eyed, I sat up. Bernie would probably sleep through the angels sounding the last trumpet on Judgement Day. Our aptly named charwoman, Mrs Spring, wouldn’t turn up for a considerable number of hours yet.


RING! RING!


With enormous reluctance I crawled from the warmth of my bed.


RING! RING!


Could it actually be getting louder? Where were my slippers?


RING! RING!


I brushed under my bed with my hand but found only a cocktail glass. I pulled it out and looked at it, trying to remember how it might have got there.


RING! RING!


I padded in my bare feet across the cold marble floor of our foyer in Belgravia Road.


RING! RING!


The telephone vibrated angrily atop the small marquetry table upon which it sat.


RING! RING!


How annoying. How persistent. Likely one of Bernie’s suitors.


RING! RING!


‘Hello?’ said my godfather when I picked up the receiver. I felt positively discombobulated. All I could manage in my befuddled state was a sleepy greeting, which came out as, ‘Haaa-ooo.’


‘What’s wrong?’ he snapped. ‘Why did it take you so long to answer my call? Did you have to run all the way down from White Orchards?’


‘I was asleep.’


‘Asleep?’ Astonishment and reproach sounded in his voice.


I blinked and shook my head. ‘You sound shocked. Would you rather I was out at some seedy nightclub snorting cocaine?’


‘Frankly, I would find that more understandable for someone of your age and social status at this time of the morning. However, you’ve always been a sensible girl.’ Again, I heard that tone of reproach.


‘Is that a—’


‘Now listen. I need you to come in.’


‘This morning?’


‘No, Hope. Now. Germany has invaded Poland. This is how it’ll all kick off. God knows, we’re not prepared for any of it.’


He gave me a street name, no number, then rang off.


This then was my godfather in spymaster mode. My mother had always claimed, contrary to my experience, that Fitzroy was horribly bad-tempered, and this must have been what she meant.


I staggered, literally leaning on one wall, then the other, of our hallway as I made my way to the bathroom. The electric light gave my skin an unpleasantly sallow effect. I turned on the cold tap, which spluttered a bit, but finally delivered a decent stream. I splashed my face with water – it was stunningly cold, like slivers of ice penetrating my brain. It did the trick and I finally woke up. Fitzroy had said Germany was invading Poland. He’d said we were not prepared, and he would know. For the first time I wondered if I could handle what was coming. I felt bile rising inside me. I leant over the loo just in time and expelled last night’s supper. As Bernie had been the one who cooked it, it tasted slightly better on the way back up. I straightened and washed my flushed face, rinsed out my mouth and told myself not to be a fool.


Ten minutes later, I was writing a note to Bernie on the pad by the telephone:




Been called away. Aim to be back by dinner. If not, don’t worry – as if you would!


Have a sober day? Think of your liver.


Love H





A quarter of an hour later, due to my good fortune in catching a cab driver still on shift, I turned up outside a block of very nondescript offices. The building looked so thoroughly innocuous that I knew it had to be the right place.


I jumped out, paid the cabbie, and ran in through the rust-coloured double doors. Inside I found a small vestibule. An older man in a smart suit sat in a tiny office behind a window, sipping a cup of tea. ‘Hope Stapleford,’ I said, hoping this was enough.


‘You’re late,’ growled the man in a surprisingly deep voice. ‘ID card?’ He spoke with the clipped voice of an army man, but he was in civilian clothing. I felt very much like asking him who he was, but common sense prevailed. I was already late.


I went to hand it through the little letterbox-like grille at the bottom of the window, but he didn’t release the latch. ‘Up against the glass, please.’


I did as I was told. ‘Through those doors and up to the third floor. Room 345. Report to the Commander.’


I took the lift, which was poky and smelled of stale cigarette smoke, and it creaked and shuddered its way up to the third floor. I found room 345 easily enough. From it came the sound of male laughter and one singular basso voice. ‘Now, now, lads. We should give her a chance.’


I gritted my teeth before opening the door. I had the distinct feeling that, other than a few secretaries, there weren’t many females in this building so, the odds were, they meant I was the ‘her’ to be given a chance.


I knocked and entered. A barrage of eyes met mine. It took me a moment to separate out the individuals, but I sensed immediately that my godfather was not there.


‘Apologies for my lateness,’ I said, knowing better than to offer an excuse. ‘I am Hope Stapleford. I was told to report to this room.’


‘Miss Stapleford, who is also out of uniform,’ said the basso voice.


‘I’m sorry, Captain, but I have yet to be issued with a uniform.’


‘Look, miss, you have come to the right room, haven’t you?’ said a younger man, with a sergeant’s stripe. ‘We’re all regular army here. Don’t normally include women, unless you’re making a tea run.’


I surveyed the room quickly. It looked as if both the furniture and the men had been hastily assembled. The chairs were only similar in that they all looked office-like and uncomfortable. As well as those, an assortment of small desks and slightly larger tables filled the room. Of the men present, the Captain, tall, slightly overweight, and skirting middle age, was the only man standing. The other man who had addressed me sat on a chair, rocking backwards. He had a cheeky face, tight red curls, and as many freckles as a leopard has spots. Two men sat on the edges of desks. At the very back of the room, out of direct light, I could see the silhouette of another man leaning against the wall with his arms folded. He struck me as the figure most worthy of notice because of all of them he was the one most at ease. The others, even the Captain, displayed signs of tenseness. Jaws were set too firmly, eyes blinked too rapidly, and the two men sitting on the desks were clearly trying too hard to telegraph relaxed postures. I wanted to ask what made them all so uneasy, but I kept my thoughts to myself.


‘No, I am quite sure I am meant to be here,’ I said to the Sergeant. ‘I received a phone call from someone I trust completely, telling me to report here. Besides, I wouldn’t have even known this was an Army building without having been given the directions.’


‘Still seems a bit of a rum do,’ said the Second Lieutenant sitting on the desk. Despite a weak chin, he had a well-built physique and a fitting upper-crust accent. ‘What do you think, Captain Max?’


‘I had been told to expect a Cadet Stapleford,’ said the captain, ‘but I had no idea you would turn out to be a woman.’


I bristled at this comment, knowing from what I had overheard it was a lie, but I brought to mind my godfather’s stern warning about the regular army and respect for hierarchy.


‘Is this a problem, sir? Is there a particular reason why you require male recruits?’ I did my best to sound polite.


‘We’re an ideas group,’ said the chirpy red-haired sergeant. ‘We’ll be talking about logistics and stuff. Nothing to interest a woman.’


‘I have a degree in mathematics from Oxford,’ I said. ‘I may be of some use.’


The Captain rubbed his chin. He was still standing. A heavy frown creased his forehead. ‘Well, I suppose you might be of help with the adding-up, but we’re a high-security group. Can’t say I’m keen on having a female present. No offence, my dear, but ladies do tend to gab on a bit, don’t they?’


A number of retorts came into my head, but none of them were suitable for a so-called superior officer. Why the hell had Fitzroy sent me here, and why had he put me in as a lowly cadet? Surely I was better than that?


‘Who gave you your orders?’ asked the Captain. ‘You said you trusted them.’


Only at this point did it occur to me that Fitzroy might have sent me in as one of his people to monitor this unit, or someone within it.


‘Come on, girl. Spit it out,’ said the Captain. He looked more relaxed now. I could already picture him on his telephone afterwards, calling up someone and saying, ‘You’ll never believe this, but we’ve been sent . . .’


Fitzroy hadn’t said if I could mention his name, but common sense dictated I refrained from doing so. Besides, I only had one of his code names. I realised with growing astonishment my godfather had kept me ignorant of his real name – other than his Christian name, Eric – the whole of my life.


‘I can’t say,’ I said.


‘What!’ blurted the Captain. ‘You may be a new recruit, so I’ll overlook your insolence this one time, but you’ve been asked a question by a senior officer. Reply, or I’ll put you on a charge! How would you like that?’


The man at the back of the room stepped into the light. Middle-aged, but clearly fit, he had short greying black hair, dark blue eyes, and was wearing unmarked fatigues. ‘She’s all right,’ he said.


The room turned as one to look at him.


The Captain spluttered, ‘You mean you know her, Cole?’


‘I know who she is,’ said Cole. ‘You brought me in as a consultant, Max. Trust me on this. She’s all right. You’d be a fool to leave her making the tea,’ he added.


All eyes turned back to me with renewed interest. ‘Well, that’s quite a recommendation,’ said the Captain, sitting down again. ‘Cole tends to be rather scant when it comes to praise.’


I took this as an invitation to stay and edged further into the room. One of the men on the desks turned a chair around for me. I sat on it, my hands folded in my lap, and waited. As I did so, I mentally assessed the men in the room.


My gaze didn’t go unnoticed by Cole, who suddenly spoke. ‘Before we go any further, Cadet, give me an appraisal of the men in this room.’


I looked at the Captain, who nodded.


I started with the red-haired Sergeant. ‘You have a slight Irish lilt to your voice,’ I said. ‘You’re wiry rather than heavily muscled. I haven’t seen you move, but I would hazard that you can hold your own in a scrum. Your formal instruction goes back no further than basic training. You’re bright and alert, but your background and class have held promotion back. I could beat you in a fight.’


The Sergeant laughed and held out his hand. ‘Lewis Bradshaw. People don’t normally detect the Irish in me. My grandpappy came across decades ago. You’re welcome to challenge me any time, darlin’. I’ll be gentle.’


I gave a slight, insincere smile. ‘The Second Lieutenant is the fittest man in this room, but his arm strength is greater than that of his legs. I suspect he is a sportsman. Oxford rowing blue? Only recently joined up.’


‘Martin Wiseman,’ said the man in question. ‘Spot on. Good parlour trick.’


I didn’t smile. ‘The Lieutenant is harder to assess. Both he and Second Lieutenant Wiseman have spent some time studying – acting, I think. They have unusually good deportment, and have been overly careful not to turn their backs on the room. Probably at college together. Clearly old friends, but the Lieutenant is not a rower. He might be more of a reader. Until I see him move, I can’t comment on his physical prowess. He’s not a boxer. On the other hand, there are some fighting disciplines that leave less of a tell-tale influence on the body.’


‘Charles Merryworth,’ said the man, nodding to me.


‘And me?’ said Cole.


‘You, sir? With respect, I’d go a long way not to make an enemy of you.’


He laughed. ‘See why they sent her to you now, Max? She’s Alice’s daughter. Probably been in training all her life.’









Chapter Three


The Captain registered who my mother was, but no one else did. I could see them fizzing with questions, but Captain Max moved things along.


In what was little more than an old office, smelling faintly of dust and polish, he told us the likely fate of the nation. ‘We’ve got a bit of a job on, lads.’ He coughed, ‘And lady.’


Everyone looked at me again. I felt like saying, please, ignore my gender, but I doubted it would have a dampening effect. If anything, it would have made things even more awkward. There were other women in the Army, mostly secretarial and nursing, but presumably none were quite as jumped-up as me.


‘Ahem, as I was saying, it’s going to be a bit of work this time to beat the Boche back into his lair. I don’t like speaking ill of our gentlemen in Westminster, but it has to be said, they have miscalculated. Now, that’s between you and me. It’s not to leave this room. I hope we’re clear on that.’


His eyes sought mine. I nodded slightly in an attempt to stop him drawing even more attention to me. He coughed again. ‘Many of us who were in the last show came to believe that the Great War would indeed end all wars. The loss of life was beyond anything you young men could imagine. Absolutely staggering. The better part of a whole generation wiped out. Hardly a family in the country hadn’t lost a father, a son, or a brother. Often more than one. The men of whole estates went off to war together and died together. Even those from the best schools, Eton, Harrow, Rugby, wiped off the face of the earth. We had no idea how we’d ever recover. Terrible time. Terrible.’ He heaved a big sigh. ‘But we got back on the ruddy horse. Pulled the country back together and we vowed, on both sides, never again. Seems this Hitler chappie didn’t get the memo. So, when Mr Chamberlain announces, “peace in our time”, most of the people in power are of the opinion that is exactly what we’ve got. Except it isn’t. Only goes to prove you can never trust the Boche. Sneaky devils. Didn’t mean a word of it. Hitler is still coming, and now we’re on the back foot. That won’t do. That won’t do at all.’


The three young soldiers made various supportive noises. ‘Can you explain what you mean by on the back foot?’ I asked.


‘Do I have to spell it out to you, Miss Stapleton?’ said the Captain, getting my name wrong and clearly not expecting a reply.


‘I would find that helpful, sir,’ I said.


The Captain wiped his hand across his forehead. ‘Do any of you other chaps have an idea of what I mean?’ he asked hopefully.


‘We’re not in a place to face Hitler’s armies yet,’ said Bradshaw. ‘We need to start getting men overseas as fast as we can. Drop men into Norway before the Germans reach it. We need to get the BEF to dig in on the French Eastern Border. Get the trenches in. We need to think about Poland too.’


‘Excellent,’ said the Captain. ‘I can see you read your briefing thoroughly, Bradshaw.’ What briefing, I thought, and determined to telephone my godfather when I got home. Something was amiss here. ‘Trouble is, we’re not ready for the show.’


‘How so, sir?’ I asked again.


‘I think he’s made it clear enough, Stapleford,’ said Merryworth. ‘We’re a bit late to the party, but we can make that up, sir, can’t we?’


‘We thrashed them once,’ said Wiseman, ‘we can do it again. Obviously, it won’t be easy, but warfare has moved on. We’ve better methods at our disposal. It doesn’t have to be as bloody as last time. We need to hit them hard and hit them fast. Show them that Britain won’t stand for this kind of over-reaching German ambition.’


The Captain ceased his pacing to face us. He shifted his weight slightly from side to side. It wasn’t much, but it telegraphed his uneasiness to me. ‘There’s more, isn’t there, sir?’ I pushed.


‘They need to know, Max,’ said Cole. ‘You wanted my opinion, and my opinion is there’s no point having this think tank if it doesn’t base itself on the utter truth.’


The Captain coughed again. ‘Very well. Now, this will be hard to hear, chaps.’ I think by this point he had forgotten I existed. His eyes were on some horizon only he could see. ‘Great Britain, I regret to inform you, is far from ready to fight. We are recruiting manpower, but we lack weaponry, machinery, planes, tanks, and trained soldiers.’


There were audible gasps in the room as his words sank in.


I got the distinct impression that the Captain was even more worried than he was letting on. He paced around the room, throwing looks at Cole, who didn’t open his mouth again, though he nodded a couple of times when the Captain outlined how tactics and strategy had worked during the last war. Then he opened up the debate.


Wiseman, Merryworth and Bradshaw proved to be as eager as schoolboys competing to win merits for their house. It seemed the purpose of our little group was to think about how warfare could be conducted in modern times – and this I took to mean, with the current limitations we had. The Great War had been one of attrition. Two great armies facing each other across no man’s land, taking it in turns to sacrifice soldiers in the hope of gaining a few inches of ground. This time Herr Hitler hadn’t bothered with any of that and had marched forth and taken what he wanted.


‘It’s clear this whole affair is going to be nothing like the Great War,’ said Captain Max. ‘We’ve got to think about things in an entirely different way – like the Boche are, but better. We need young minds and new ideas. That’s where you come in.’


I almost got interested before we were told that our particular area of focus was on developing food and supply lines. Of course, I was aware these are crucial for military advancement, but from the way our situation had been described I wasn’t at all sure we were even going to get to the stage of marching men across Europe. Besides, Napoleon had used a grocer as his quartermaster, and it seemed a sensible idea to use someone who knew about food and not simply how to eat it. Also, it was clear to me that we needed to start thinking how we were going to feed the British Isles if Hitler continued his march across Europe.


‘What is the state of our Navy?’ I asked. ‘You’ve suggested that we are a little under-prepared, sir, but do we still control the seas around us?’


‘That’s classified.’


I stopped asking anything after that. If he wasn’t prepared to give us the relevant information we needed, what was the point of being there at all?


The meeting eventually broke for tea and sandwiches. I was left feeling no more comfortable than when I entered.


Cole caught up with me on the steps down to the cafeteria. ‘It’s remarkable how like your mother you look,’ he said. His voice was calm and deep, and he walked quietly, despite wearing boots, placing each foot down with quick grace, like a cat picking its way over difficult ground.


‘So I’ve been told,’ I said. ‘Though we’re very different in temperament.’


The edge of Cole’s mouth twitched. ‘I can tell,’ he said. ‘Your mother would have been all over those men.’


I stopped on the step. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’


Cole stopped too. Fortunately, we had been the last to leave the room. ‘I meant she would have verbally torn them apart,’ he paused. ‘Let’s just say she wouldn’t have taken any nonsense from them.’


‘She can be confrontational,’ I said. ‘Do you know her well?’


Cole nodded and gestured at me to go forward. ‘Better than most in the Service, with the exception of your commanding officer, Fitzroy. He isn’t one for rules and regs, for the most part, so he let her have her head. I’m glad to see you have more sense. Things have moved on. No one can behave in the regular army like she used to.’


‘A difficult remark to respond to,’ I said. ‘I didn’t get the impression you were part of this – what? Strategy group?’


‘No, the Captain brought me in as a consultant, but as you have no doubt realised, and I have confirmed, there’s nothing much for me to do here. Or you, for that matter.’


‘You don’t think discussing new ways to move supplies is going to cut it, do you?’


We’d reached the bottom of the steps now. I could see the rest of them, except for the Captain, who had gone off elsewhere, disappearing through the double doors to the cafeteria beyond. ‘There’ll be a lot of box-checking going on,’ said Cole. ‘I doubt this particular group will come to anything much. Max is all right, but he’s out of date. He’s just as much on the back foot as he claims the country is. Who attached you to this unit?’


I shrugged. ‘I was told to report to this building and the man at the desk told me which room to go to. I don’t know any more than that. I don’t have a uniform, and I’m not aware that I’m officially attached anywhere.’


‘Hmm,’ said Cole. ‘I suppose it’s possible he doesn’t know what to do with you.’


‘You’re referring to my godfather,’ I said.


This earned me a smile. ‘Good for you,’ he said. ‘Straight at it.’


I took a deep breath and prepared to step off the cliff. ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Before the war there were certain things I was going to do for him, but they sounded more like police work than anything military. I wasn’t given a rank. Can you be enlisted in the army without knowing?’


Cole raised an eyebrow, in a manner uncannily like my godfather. ‘If there’s a way of doing that, then I imagine Fitzroy would know how.’









Chapter Four


I didn’t get home until late that night. I found Bernie draped over the balcony, cocktail glass in hand, wearing an entirely inappropriate evening gown. She waved at me as I walked up the street. ‘Hello, Hope,’ she called. ‘You’re just in time for a drinky-poo! Simon had to go home, or report to someone or something, so I have a whole jug of freshly made cocktail left. Isn’t that simply divine?’


I put my head down and walked faster.


‘Hope! Hope, darling! Look up.’ She leant further over the balcony. Far too far. She slipped and almost went over. A glass sailed through the air and smashed on the pavement beside me. I barely darted out of the way in time. ‘Oopsie!’ said Bernie. ‘I’ve done a smash-smash. Second one today. What a fumble-fingers I am.’


‘Get back in the flat!’ I hissed.


‘What? What did you say?’ said Bernie in the voice of someone whose hearing had been damped by more than a few glasses of whatever it was she was drinking.


I unlocked the front door and raced up the stairs. I yanked open the door of the flat, which Bernie or whoever Simon was had left unbolted, and charged into the front room. I pulled Bernie back into the flat by the back of her dress, turning her and pushing her hard towards the settee, so she landed face down. As she scrabbled to right herself, I closed the doors to the balcony and bolted them shut. Inside, I was fizzing with anger, but I knew there was little point talking to her tonight. It wasn’t that Bernie made a habit of drinking, but the few times I’d seen her like this at college, the next morning she always claimed to have no knowledge of anything that had happened.


Our telephone rang loudly. Bernie pulled herself up to a sitting position. ‘Well, that’s jolly rude, don’t you think? Ringing that thing at this time of the night. It’ll wake up the neighbours and they will blame us.’ She looked regally indignant, right up until the moment she fell off the couch.


I went to the hall and answered the telephone. I kept my voice curt. If it was a neighbour wishing to complain, hopefully this would put them off.


‘Glad to hear it’s only your friend in that disgraceful state,’ said my godfather’s voice. ‘I sent you a package, but my delivery chap has only just got back. Apparently, Bernie plied him with cocktails.’


‘And he drank them?’


‘I believe he found it impolite to refuse.’


‘That was probably more to do with the dress that Bernie is almost wearing,’ I said.


‘Quite possibly,’ said Fitzroy. ‘I really have no further interest in the matter. Said chap is no longer with us.’


I assumed he meant he had returned the soldier to his outfit, rather than anything more sinister. However, I decided to leave the point without clarification. Fitzroy did not sound in a good mood.


‘I’ll check for the package,’ I said. ‘And I’ll let you know if there is a problem. I have only this moment arrived.’


‘I realised. I need to talk to you. There’s a lot to discuss, but it looks like I’ll be elsewhere for a while. Give your mother a call, will you? It sounds like your father isn’t doing too well. Chin up, dear girl.’ Then, before I could ask him anything else, he rang off.


I put the receiver gently back on its hook. My godfather had been unquestionably irritated and also, in all likelihood, had someone spying on me, but his absence made me feel very alone. Bernie lay on the floor, hiccupping softly, her eyes closed and a silly smile on her face. I understood, for the first time, why my godfather kept a dog as his only permanent companion.


I went across to remove the choker Bernie was wearing, in case it did what its name suggested. She was now completely fast asleep on the floor, but she flopped obligingly back and forth like a fish out of water while I undid the neat bejewelled catch. I took it through to her bedroom and placed the sparkling thing on her dressing table. It was heavy. It might even have been real diamonds. Diamonds she had been openly displaying to any passing felon.


I sighed. Since our adventure with the undercover Nazis, she had changed, and not for the better. I took a blanket off her bed and returned to what the estate agent had called ‘the drawing room’, but which was really a nondescript space between the hall and the kitchen where we’d positioned two settees. I threw the blanket over her. It half covered her face and she made a whiffling noise, akin to the noises Jack’s predecessor had made in his old age. I relented and pulled it away from her face, then I went and found the package the unfortunate Simon had been sent to deliver. It was a cadet’s uniform, in that particular Army shade that resembled mud. I had hoped both my education and my class would have merited me a lieutenantship – even a second lieutenantship. Was I to be the lowest of the low, despite the supposedly lifelong training I had received? I examined the uniform for any other markings. Nothing. It appeared I was not so special after all.


I checked the time, and decided it was too late to call my mother. She and my father kept country hours. Maybe I could call her at luncheon tomorrow if I skipped going to the cafeteria. I’d noticed there was a telephone box on the street corner, opposite the main entrance.


I awoke next morning to the ringing of my alarm clock and the smell of freshly made coffee. The uniform hung on the back of my door in all its unappealing brownness. It was also, I discovered, rather prickly. Accordingly, I put on my best silk underwear – which would cheer me up – and shrugged my way into it.


I found Bernie in the kitchen. She handed me a cup of coffee. I saw that bacon, eggs, lard and a frying pan had been neatly set out, along with a loaf of bread, a bread knife, the butter dish and a butter knife.


‘I thought you’d rather I didn’t attempt cooking,’ said my flatmate in a very soft voice. ‘I seem to recall you know what to do with these things.’


‘I learnt to cook on an open fire in a field when I was six,’ I said.


‘Really?’ said Bernie, perching herself on a high stool. ‘How very strange of your mother.’


‘It wasn’t she who taught me,’ I said, adding a touch of lard to the pan and turning the heat to low. ‘Although she approved. She said learning to feed oneself was a basic life skill.’


‘Goodness,’ said Bernie. ‘How thoroughly modern.’


I cracked an egg into the pan and heard Bernie gasp as if I had performed a magic trick. Sadly, I knew she wasn’t being sarcastic. ‘You’re going to need to learn to fend for yourself,’ I said as I added the bacon. ‘I expect I’ll be out a lot.’ I turned and looked at her. ‘Working.’


‘Oh, how harsh. I suppose it’s your duty, or some such thing. It isn’t mine, is it?’


I shrugged. ‘I expect we’ll all have to do our bit. If I were you, I’d choose what you want to do before . . .’


‘I’m pushed? I thought we were going to be nurses together?’


‘It seems not,’ I said, sliding breakfast on to my plate. ‘I didn’t make you anything. I don’t have time and I doubt you’d be able to keep it down.’


‘I did something terrible last night, didn’t I?’


‘Oh, more than one thing,’ I said, starting to eat, standing up. A glance at my wristwatch told me I needed to leave now.


‘I’m frightfully sorry, Hope.’


I rolled up the last piece of bacon with my fingers and popped it into my mouth. Bernie watched me in horror. ‘You always are,’ I said after I’d swallowed. ‘You need to get yourself in order, B. If I can help, I will, but you seem determined to mess up.’


‘Not sure that’s entirely fair—’ began Bernie, but I’d had enough and, taking a leaf out of Fitzroy’s book, I merely walked out of the front door.


Warm and brightly sunny, it seemed as if no one had sent Nature a memo declaring that we were at war. I passed several people in light summer coats on the street who nodded and smiled at me in my uniform. I couldn’t help but feel that war was still a long way off so far as the civilian population was concerned.


At the discreet Army building, I held my ID up to the grumpy old man on reception and went straight to the room we’d previously met in, noting by my wristwatch that I was five minutes early. It felt as if I, at least, was getting on with business, even if I wasn’t entirely sure what that business was. My best guess was that Fitzroy had sent me here to be some kind of observer. ‘Chin up’ had been our code when I was a child for keeping my eyes and ears open. Clearly this department was not attached to my godfather’s and he wanted to know what was going on. As far as I could tell, it was nothing but a lot of hot air. I don’t count myself as particularly good at mathematics, despite my degree, which I earned with more sweat than skill, but even I realised that without actual data to work with, there was very little we could do.


I put my hand on the doorknob, and hesitated. Should I knock? Then from inside I heard Captain Max’s voice.


‘So, what do you think of them?’


‘Difficult to say,’ answered Cole’s deeper tones. ‘Hasn’t been a lot to judge them on.’


‘I suppose you’d rather have them climbing trees and jumping off cliffs,’ said the Captain, his tone making clear what he thought of such ridiculous exploits.


‘It would test their grit,’ said Cole. ‘Only one I’ve seen anything in is the girl. Holding her own against the men can’t have been easy. But she’ll have been raised that way – to think she’s superior to most, like her father.’


‘No idea if she has the gumption to back it up?’


‘She clearly has skills, but I don’t know how reliable she might be. Other outfits might suit her better,’ said Cole. He sounded thoughtful rather than unkind. I hovered, wondering what to do. I’d rather like to be sent to another outfit. The chaps I’d met so far clearly didn’t think much of women and had already closed ranks against me. I could make an effort to win them over, but I already knew my heart wouldn’t be in it – unless the Captain or Cole provided me with a good enough reason to do so.


There was a pause in the conversation. Immediately I opened the door and put on my best startled expression. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, sirs,’ I said. ‘I didn’t realise anyone was here. I’ll wait outside.’


‘No need,’ said Cole. ‘I was about to leave.’ He nodded at Max. ‘Captain, you know where to find me if you need me.’ I stood back to let him past. He paused for a fraction of a second as he passed me and looked me in the eye. I had no doubt that he knew I had been listening.


As soon as he had passed, I entered the room. Max gestured to me to take a seat, which I did.


The room had been reorganised with plain wooden chairs in a circle, and just one desk behind these. The Captain sat at the desk and began to read through some papers. I was completely ignored. In other circumstances I might have got up and walked around the room, examining the faint diagrams I could see pinned to the back wall. However, a senior officer had told me to take a seat and I was fairly certain this meant I had to remain sitting. Fitzroy had warned me about obedience in the regular army. In an outfit like my godfather’s, I suspected things were far less formal. Fitzroy hated inactivity almost as much as he hated wasted time. My impression of Captain Max was that he valued respect and obedience to the letter. I could almost hear the scream forming at the back of my mind.


Ten minutes passed. The Captain barely moved, except to turn a page every few minutes. He had to be an exceptionally slow reader. I gritted my teeth. Where on earth were the others? Fitzroy had got me to report here, and while I accepted the cogs of a large entity such as the army might move slowly, I expected some signs of activity.


Half an hour passed. Mentally, I reviewed the ways I had been taught to move silently through various terrains that could be found in England. After an hour, I gathered this had to be some kind of test. But whether it was a test of patience or initiative I had no idea.


No one else had appeared when an hour and a half after my arrival, the Captain, who had been shifting slightly in his seat, and who I suspected had imbibed a touch too much coffee for his ageing bladder, spoke.


‘Thank you, Stapleford. Take this and report to the basement.’ He held out a piece of paper. I rose, took it and smartly saluted him. I didn’t read it until I had closed the door behind me. It was an order to report to the typewriter training room.


This room was situated two levels lower than the cafeteria and entirely subterranean. The lighting was underpowered and flickered and the walls changed from painted ones to being covered in square tiles of a dull off-white ceramic, and the stairs were stone rather than wood. A mythologically minded individual might have been reminded of entering the underworld.


My descent ended when I came to heavy, wooden, double doors. I pushed one open. Beyond was a small room with a desk and behind the desk, a single door that was closed. Sitting at the desk was a female sergeant with tight curls, a beaky nose and no discernible lips. She looked like she could give Cerberus a run for his money.


‘Papers!’


I handed over the single sheet from Captain Max and opened my ID to show her. I didn’t make the mistake again of trying to hand it over. She gave a short snort and stood up. ‘Follow me,’ she barked. She rose and taking a key from her pocket, which remained attached to her uniform with a short chain, she opened the door, ushered me through, and locked it behind us.


The first thing I noticed was the noise. We were in a cavernous room with a barrelled ceiling which must have been the cellar of a much earlier and older building. The room was lined with desks and at each one sat a young woman with a typewriter. I counted thirty-one and noticed another two women patrolling the room. All the desks faced the far wall, which was completely blank. The room was much brighter than the corridor, having rows of naked bulbs threaded across the ceiling, no doubt in an attempt to fight the gloom of the windowless vault. Even so, the gloom was winning.


I was directed to an unoccupied desk, then handed a manual on how to operate a typewriter and a sheaf of papers. ‘When you feel you are sufficiently advanced, signal one of the instructors and your speed and efficiency will be assessed. You will not be released to any department until you are competent. Until then you will report here daily. There are breaks at 11 a.m. and 2.30 p.m. Lunch is between 12 noon and 1 p.m. Outwith these times you may not leave the room. Your day starts at 9 a.m. and finishes at 5 p.m. If you are unwell you will need a signed letter from an Army doctor when you return.’ With that she turned on her heels and left me.


At this point it dawned on me that sitting still and waiting for orders had obviously not been the right response to Captain Max’s ambiguous test. However, I suspected that I had been set up to fail, and whatever I had done would have led to me being removed from his creative ‘think tank’. In retrospect, what struck me as particularly strange was that Cole not only knew my father but thought him egotistical. Bertram Stapleford was one of the kindest and most generous men anyone could ever hope to meet.









Chapter Five


When I was a child my godfather had spent considerable time on ensuring that my fine motor skills were up to scratch. Accordingly, within a few days of typing I had progressed at a fast-enough rate to receive a smile from the beaky Sergeant when I arrived for work. ‘I fear we will be losing you soon, Stapleford,’ she said. ‘It’s a pleasant change to have a young woman who does what is asked of her quietly and obediently. Well done.’


I smiled back and wondered if I could possibly get Bernie recruited here as a form of mind-numbing revenge for her recent behaviour. She and I hadn’t spoken since the morning after the balcony incident. In fact, she’d been discreetly absent from the flat. An occasional newspaper, full ashtray or burnt pot of coffee were the only signs that she was still alive. I was finding the typing room training as tiring as it was dull and I had little energy to seek her out. Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen Bernie for a couple of weeks and I knew I should make an effort to catch up with her. I reminded myself that Bernie had abandoned her family to stay in London with me and, while she knew lots of people, I remained her only true friend.


I took my seat, mulling over Beaky’s comment. Quiet and obedient were not words I would use to describe me. If this was what Captain Max had wanted me to prove, I’d certainly shown I was not egotistical, I didn’t consider myself superior and I could obey orders (even if they were given by idiots of limited intellect).


I finished my latest report on the nutritional value of cheese, collected the papers, lined up their edges, placed them in the correctly labelled folder and handed them to the instructor with a carefully primed smile that suggested only a minor hint of pride and a strong desire to please. She clicked her stopwatch and motioned to her colleague to come over, gesturing with one of her overly manicured hands.


One of the most difficult things for me was that no one spoke. The typewriters, when they were all going at once, made a jolly racket that echoed loudly due to the acoustics of ‘the vault’, as the girls referred to our room at break time.


The girls had proved to be a vacuous lot, manicuring their nails between typing sessions, bemoaning split ends and comparing notes on the romantic natures, or lack of the same, of their boyfriends. When I tentatively suggested that if their boyfriends were so bad, they should be thrown over, I was told ‘didn’t I know there was a war on’ and something about ‘supporting our boys’. I’d stopped listening by then and returned to thinking about my own plight. I realised the hardest part for me was being locked in. I tried very hard not to imagine fires or floods, but I hated that Beaky appeared to hold the only key. It was only after I’d spent some time surreptitiously examining the door between exercises, and had reassured myself that I could force it open if absolutely necessary, that I’d been able to settle down to my tasks.


To my surprise, the second instructor pulled me from my reverie. ‘Yes, I agree she is ready for the next stage.’


She motioned me to follow her. The second instructor led me across the room to the blank wall. I’d never had an opportunity to get close to it before, as papers and instruction booklets had been handed out to us by the instructors. At the very back of the room, hidden by the sloping descent of the vault, was another door. This discovery, along with the fact the instructor didn’t take a key from her pocket to open it, but merely turned the handle, struck me as near magical.


I took a deep breath and prepared to step over the threshold into a top-secret operation.


Across that threshold I found around twenty women, all seated at very familiar-looking desks with typewriters, though none of them were using the typewriters at that particular moment. Instead, a female instructor, who even Beaky could have beaten in a beauty contest, was dictating a letter. She was like a vulture hovering over dying prey. All the women were frantically scribbling on notepads. I looked over the shoulder of one of them and saw the page was covered in incomprehensible squiggles.


‘Pitman shorthand,’ said my escort in my ear. She gestured to an empty desk, and then winked at me in the manner of someone initiating me into the inner sanctum of a secret society.


Another instructor handed me a booklet and notepad and whispered that I was to go about learning simple words for now as I was very much behind the others. Personally, I didn’t care if I was a thousand leagues behind the others. It had become evident that my top-secret training was to enable me to become a confidential secretary. I could think of few things more depressing.


I arrived home that evening in a foul mood. I considered telephoning Fitzroy as soon as I got in, but a moment’s consideration led me to the conclusion that not being given a job that I liked was no reason to bother him. I had kept up with events in the outside world enough to know that all sorts of things were happening overseas. The girls I was training with thought this was all some kind of strange game. For them, the relentless advance of the Nazi war machine was secondary to them being able to go out with men in uniform on Friday nights. They were perfect confidential secretaries, uninterested in anything except for their own tiny little worlds. All the top-secret documents dictated to them would go in through their ears and come out of their fingers, with very little notice taken of the actual content. Unless, of course, there was a shocking report on a lack of face powder.


The best I could hope for was that Fitzroy thought my acquiring these skills would be useful for a later operation. My mother said he always had a plethora of schemes running at once, and I had to have faith that in one of them I would be called to do something useful – and perhaps even slightly interesting.


I opened the front door. ‘If you’ve drunk all the gin, Bernadette,’ I called, ‘you’re damn well going out and buying more.’ Even as the words came out of my mouth, I regretted them. This was hardly in the spirit of greeting my friend and flatmate.


Bernie surprised me by coming out of her room, fully dressed in elegant evening wear, and looking rather glamorous. I closed the door behind me and paused in mock surprise. ‘Is this the same girl who lies drunkenly around the flat? Has a fairy godmother been? Should I be checking for golden carriages outside?’


It was a bit mean, but she looked beautiful and happy. I was thoroughly fed up and covered in ink and dust. My hair hadn’t seen a brush in hours.


‘I’ll have you know,’ said my flatmate, lighting her cigarette with an elegant gold lighter engraved with a large B, ’that I haven’t been drunk once since that appalling night. I blame the jug the cocktail was mixed in, must have been something wrong with it.’


While I stood bemused at this nonsensical statement, Bernie wandered further into the room. She walked with a definite swish of her hips and blew smoke delicately into the air. Whatever she’d been up to, it had agreed with her much more than all the wretched notepads and typewriters did with me. I felt myself grow more annoyed and did my best to push the jealousy down. I had agreed to work for Fitzroy’s Department, and in so doing, agreed to do whatever came of that. The fact that my best friend seemed to have been having a whale of a time while I’d been enduring endless boredom was hardly her fault.


‘So, I take it you’re dressed up like that for a jolly night out with the girls? Am I invited?’


‘You, Hope?’ said Bernie. ‘A night on the town? Not your scene, surely? No, I’m being escorted out by a respectable gentleman. I shall be perfectly safe.’


I felt a funny kind of tension in the air. ‘Am I missing something,’ I said. ‘Do I know this remarkable man?’


‘It’s your godfather,’ said Bernie, drawing herself up to her full height, and looking down her nose at me.


For some reason she clearly felt I would challenge such a statement. Instead I laughed. ‘First time I’ve heard Fitzroy referred to as respectable,’ I said. ‘My mother says he doesn’t even like being called a gentleman.’


Bernie pulled a face.


‘You’re going out to dinner with my godfather? Why?’


‘He’s very handsome, you know.’


‘He’s more than twice your age, and he’s sworn to be a bachelor.’


‘Well, now he’s inherited a title, he might be thinking differently. His family was positively decimated due to the last war and that terrible Spanish influenza. They’ve had rather a bad run of luck generally.’


I blinked. I knew my godfather was sometimes referred to as ‘my lord’. I had also assumed that ‘Lord Milton’ was just another of his aliases – at least that’s what my mother had said. I was inclined to trust information from her rather than him. We may not always get along easily, but my mother and I don’t lie to one another. Fitzroy, on the other hand, lies as easily as he breathes.


‘So, he’s wooing you?’ I struggled to keep the mockery from my voice.


Bernie’s gaze flickered downwards. ‘I don’t know that you’d call it wooing. Tonight’s the first time he’s taken me out to dinner. We normally meet for luncheon. He’s been frightfully busy.’


‘What do you talk about?’ I was still trying to fathom the angle my godfather was playing. Whatever else was going on, I knew there was no way he would marry anyone as flighty as Bernie.


‘If you must know, he’s been giving me crosswords to do,’ said Bernie. ‘I’m hoping for a Christmas proposal!’


‘Goodness,’ I said, and suddenly I had the strangest sensation of falling, even though I knew I was sitting perfectly still. ‘Goodness,’ I repeated.


‘You’ve gone quite white,’ said Bernie, hurrying over to me and kneeling down as best as her dress allowed. I’m sure I heard a couple of stitches tear, but she wasn’t paying any attention. ‘I haven’t got anyone,’ she said. ‘My family is back in the States. I don’t regret staying here, but you’re so busy. I really thought we’d spend more time together. I thought we were going to be nurses together. I’ve been ever so lonely.’


‘Is being lonely a reason to get married?’ As I said the words, I realised that in Bernie’s world it most certainly was. ‘Oh, dear,’ I said. ‘Are you sure you want to marry Fitzroy? I know he can be charming, but he’s actually rather serious in private.’


She smiled a little too brightly. ‘Maybe I’ll bring out the fun side of him.’


I had the sense to keep any further thoughts to myself. ‘Well, whatever happens, I hope you’ll be happy.’


I meant that I hoped she would be happy, regardless, but Bernie took it differently. She jumped up, leaned over and embraced me. ‘Oh, thank you, Hope! I was worried you’d be upset, after all, he’s been a member of your family since before you were born.’ She straightened up and stepped back. ‘And now I’ll be a member too! What will that make us? Will you be my step-goddaughter?’
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