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1941. Darkness descends as the sirens begin to wail and another night’s worth of bombs rain down on London. Devastation seeps from every crack of the Blitz-battered city, and in the midst of the chaos a woman grips a window ledge on the first floor of a burning Baker Street hotel. She is perched, ready to jump. And as flames rise around her, she is forced to take her chances.


1997. Amy Novak has lost the two great loves in her life: her husband, Michael, and her first love, music. With the first anniversary of Michael’s death approaching, Amy buries herself in her job as an archivist. And when a newly declassified World War Two file lands on her desk, she is astonished to uncover proof that Agent ‘Colette’ existed – a name spoken only in whispers; an identity so secret that it has never been verified.


Her discovery leads her to MI6 ‘godmother’ Verity Cooper – a woman with secrets of her own – and on to the streets of Paris where she will uncover a story of unimaginable choices, extraordinary courage and a love that will defy even the darkest days of World War Two . . .









To all my music teachers and musical friends over the years









Prologue


London, 1 March 1941


She pulled a packet of cigarettes from her handbag and sat on the edge of the bed, crossing her long legs and loosening her silk scarf. As she inhaled the unfamiliar English tobacco, she longed for the Gauloises that reminded her of the backstreet Paris bistros she had left behind only days ago. She kicked off her shoes and rubbed her tired, stockinged feet. Even if the price tag was hefty, the rayon stockings she had managed to find on a market stall were a vast improvement on the Elizabeth Arden leg-dye sold to Frenchwomen for thirty francs a bottle.


The ribbed counterpane, pockmarked with cigarette burns and the same dirty green as the river that ran through this city, felt rough under her hand as she thought back over the few days that had brought her to this dingy corner of London. The passage across the demarcation line into Free France had been eased by her connections in high places in Paris, but she still ached from the journey across the Pyrenees and into Spain in a truck with poor suspension, dressed in scruffy borrowed clothes and bearing the identity card of a secretary at the car-parts company she claimed to work for. Once she had packed the papers necessary for her meeting, the small suitcase now locked in the wardrobe had not allowed for changes of clothing, and so she had taken care to keep the red Molyneux suit clean. She had no intention of turning up to the next morning’s meeting looking like one of the refugees who had fled Paris nine months ago.


Brown, bucolic oil paintings meant to cheer only depressed her further, and the tray bearing a plate of congealed meat-matter and unrecognisable vegetable mush remained where the maid had left it. As though she could forget, criss-crossed tape across each tiny panel of the sash window was a stark reminder that London was in the thick of a sustained bombing campaign by the German Luftwaffe. She had seen for herself the blown-out windows of department stores, naked, dismembered mannequins strewn across the pavements; women staring into the distance atop the smoking piles of brick and metal that had once been their homes.


She checked her pocket for the paperback book she was supposed to carry with her the next day, then loosened the belt of the jacket and undid its centime-sized buttons, pressing flat the pleats of the matching skirt. The red suit had been a bold choice, with its matching Rose Valois tipped fedora, but she was used to wearing beautifully crafted clothes as armour.


She stubbed out her cigarette in a chipped Welcome to London glass ashtray and switched off the tasselled bedside lamp before wandering across to the window. No doubt the old dragon on the front desk would soon be knocking on doors to tell the guests to close the blackout curtains. Why Herr Hitler would want to bomb this eyesore of a building, she had no idea, but she went to take one last look at London before shutting herself off from the night outside.


As buses carried away the last office workers on the dark, rain-slicked street outside, a low drone gradually crescendoed and half a dozen Germany-bound RAF Beaufighters came into view above the anti-barrage balloons keeping vigil over the city. The dreaded Moaning Minnie sirens began their warning cries and beams of light raked the sky, searching for incoming bombers – spotters on the coast must have seen the first wave of the Heinkels that flew nightly over the Channel. London was even more frightening than she had imagined it might be. Soon the uniformed and the displaced would be the only ones walking the streets, she thought, as she watched the lone figure of a serviceman walk purposefully along the pavement, the bowl of his pipe glowing in the darkness.


Parents began to hurry pyjamaed children towards the Underground station, gas masks hanging around their necks, and she wondered if the hotel guests were meant to be making their way to the shelters. The concentration of bombing had mainly been in the East End and docks area during the last couple of nights, but there was no predicting where would be targeted next.


She heard the rumble of approaching aircraft and looked up in time to see a German bomber caught in a roving light beam. The shrill scream of whistles punctuated shouted warnings from air-raid wardens as shells burst across the city. A series of swishing whines filled the silence between bursts, until glaring flashes a few streets away blinded her briefly. She held her hands over her ears against the deafening bang but could not block out the crash of the bedside lamp falling to the ground, the screams from the street outside, the wail of fire engines streaming across the city.


‘Everyone down to the basement,’ a voice called out in the corridor outside, as a frenzied knocking began at each door and her fellow guests made their way downstairs. She could go nowhere without the suitcase hidden inside the wardrobe, but as she went to fetch it, she remembered she had locked the wardrobe door. ‘Merde,’ she muttered. She hadn’t risked her life just for the information hidden in the case to be destroyed in a bombing raid. She rifled through her handbag and was just starting to panic when she remembered that the maid coming in with the supper tray had knocked over the chair where the bag had sat – the key must have fallen out. As she knelt on the floor, brushing her hand across the patterned rug, behind her the windows suddenly blew inwards as a deafening explosion rocked the building. Instinctively, she pulled her hands over her head and curled into a foetal ball, and glass splinters sprayed the room as a prelude to the thick dust and hot, foul smoke that quickly worked their way into her lungs.


The creaking of the broken skeleton of the house became more agonised, and she knew she would have to abandon the case, but as she stood unsteadily, already she could see the ribs of the ceiling above beginning to bow. The bomb’s point of impact must have been close by. Flames were visible through the widening cracks in the ceiling and chunks of masonry had fallen from above, blocking the door and her safe exit.


Her only choice now was to jump, and, coughing against the acrid fumes, she tied the silk scarf over her mouth and fought to open the glassless skeleton of the heavy sash window, stuck together with many layers of paint, its chequerboard of wooden struts like prison bars between herself and safety. She grabbed the dressing-table chair, smashing it repeatedly against the stubborn timbers of the old Georgian window until she was able to make enough room to squeeze through and perch on the wide window ledge outside. It was chaos in the street below, the pavement piled with the rubble of the upper floors. There was no point in calling for help: no one would hear her above the fire-engine bells and cacophony of the continued raid.


For a moment she closed her eyes and imagined she was sitting on the diving board at the Piscine Molitor, the sun beating down on her bare shoulders and the sound of Parisians at play beneath her. All she had to do was jump.
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London, June 1997


Amy pulled herself upright, heart racing from the traces of her nightmare. A year later and still she endured in her sleep the images she managed to push away during the daytime distractions of running a home and her small daughter alone, and the work that gave her a haven of peace and order in the chaos of her new life.


She heard soft breathing beside her and turned to look at her daughter’s long, apricot-coloured hair spread across Michael’s pillow, her freckle-sprinkled cheeks making her even more like a miniature version of her mother. Amy knew she would have to address Holly’s refusal to sleep in her own bed at some point – she was five years old and Michael had been gone nearly a year – but it gave them both comfort to curl around one another, shored up against the darkest part of the night.


‘I don’t want to go to school, Mummy,’ Holly said, rubbing her eyes.


‘You have to, sweetheart.’ Amy kissed the top of her head. ‘And I have to go to work.’


‘But I’ve got a tummy ache.’


Every day began with the same conversation. Amy knew it was heartache not tummy ache making Holly want to hide from the world, but the world had moved on, and their little family was expected to move with it. She had sat in meeting after meeting with Holly’s teacher, agreeing they should find something that gave the little girl joy, invite other children to play even though Holly ignored them when they visited. She just wanted Amy. All the time.


But Amy was the one who had struggled with parenting, while Michael took to it like a duck to water. When he wasn’t in rehearsals, he could be there during the day, changing the nappies, helping out at playgroup, being at the school gates while Amy went to work. Topping and tailing Holly’s day when Michael had evening theatre performances had been the perfect division of labour, but the last year had thrown the routine and the rule book out of the window.


And so she could only imagine Michael’s knowing smile as she abandoned healthy cereal in favour of the sugary hoops Amy loved, swapped homemade lunchboxes for defeatist processed snacks. ‘You don’t get to leave us, then make me feel bad about lowering my standards,’ she said under her breath, having finally backed down on chocolate milk instead of fruit juice, in exchange for Holly agreeing to put on her school uniform.


She looked at the kitchen clock. Seven thirty a.m. and already she was exhausted. A day at work would be a breeze in comparison.


‘Well, if it isn’t Holly Novak,’ Claire said in her soft Irish brogue as she opened her front door. ‘Going to walk to school with us today?’


Holly hid behind Amy’s legs, rubbing her threadbare toy rabbit against her nose.


‘We might leave a bit early and walk through the park . . .’ Claire said, her head on one side, her dark bob hanging asymmetrically.


Amy knew that smile: the one Claire used when she tried to persuade Amy to come for a drink, to the cinema, to open up and just have a bloody good cry.


Amy felt the little girl unstiffen slightly and recognised an opportunity to get away without a scene. ‘Will you feed the ducks?’ she asked Claire.


‘Definitely. And there’s toast with chocolate spread on the kitchen table.’


Amy sighed. ‘Frankly, if there’s a mountain of Magic Stars on the table, she can go for it.’


‘Magic Stars?’ Holly said quietly, moving around to lean against the front of Amy’s legs.


‘Fill your boots, love,’ Amy said, kissing the top of Holly’s head as she slid her hand out of her mother’s and slipped past Claire towards the kitchen, where Claire’s daughter Susie and another neighbour’s little boy were running around frenziedly, their school uniforms supplemented with Disney dresses and nativity-play leftovers. ‘Thanks for this, again. I don’t know what I’d do if you didn’t help with the school run now Michael’s not here.’


‘Ah, and how those other mums miss him at the school gate. They’ve easily gained at least half an hour of their day back, without him talking at them.’


Amy smiled. ‘Why say in two words what you can say in two paragraphs? He really was made for performing. Anyway, thanks. I mean it.’


‘You’re welcome. I, like Michael, don’t have a grown-up job, and I’m not in work till ten.’ She looked down at a streak of butter smeared on her Japanese linen smock. ‘And I’ll need till then to get cleaned up.’


‘Remind me why I didn’t get a job in arts admin too?’


‘Because you bloody love what you do, and there’s only just enough jobs for drama-school dropouts like me as it is. She’ll be fine,’ Claire said, seeing Amy’s concern as Holly hung back from joining the other children. ‘Time for a quick cuppa?’


Amy shook her head. Apart from the fact that she had a long day ahead, she wasn’t in the mood for the soul-searching that would be the price of a mug of English Breakfast. ‘Better get going.’


‘Come for supper next Friday, then? Don’t panic – David’s cooking, so you won’t get beans on toast. We’ve got a few people coming over. Might do you good to talk to new people.’ Claire glanced at Amy’s tired long black jersey skirt and Doc Martens, the scruffy ponytail barely containing her long, strawberry-blonde hair. ‘Maybe dress up a bit . . . you’ve let your game slip, my friend. Holly can sleep over so you can have a drink. What do you say?’


‘I don’t know . . .’ Amy knew Claire was only trying to help, but she wasn’t ready to be thrown back into Chiswick society quite yet.


‘It’s not all couples,’ her friend added. ‘And,’ she went on, ‘I’m not trying to set you up with anyone.’


‘Better not be.’ Amy smiled. ‘I’ll think about it,’ she said.


‘OK. Have a good day. Find out interesting stuff.’


Amy peered along the hallway, knowing she would have to trust that her daughter would have an OK day at school and she herself a good day at work, finding out interesting stuff – Claire’s daily parting joke was a succinct but fairly accurate summary of Amy’s working life as an historical archivist.


She watched Holly hovering on the edge of the boisterous kitchen activity, holding back as she glanced at her mum, wanting to join in but not remembering how. Amy felt for her mobile phone in her pocket, fighting back the temptation to telephone work and claim her own tummy ache. Instead she turned away, brushing tears from her eyes as Claire closed the door behind her.


‘You’ve seen the list, then?’


Amy looked up from the typed memorandum she’d been reading over the first coffee of the day, as Eleanor came to sit beside her in the busy staff room, her long Perspex earrings rattling gently.


Twice yearly, the Cabinet Office released swathes of declassified files into the public domain, and once the Collections Care department had assessed, repaired and catalogued them, staff were able to call up and examine these fresh windows on recent history. Amy ran her eye down the run-of-the-mill government papers released under the thirty-year rule and those held back until the death of named persons, or for which specified amounts of time had elapsed. Some of the new releases from the security services dated back to the Second World War, and Amy wondered whether she could clear her diary for the day. She had a university seminar to prepare and some notes to make for a meeting about an upcoming museum exhibition, but there was nothing that wouldn’t wait.


Eleanor tapped her glasses against one name on the list. ‘I never thought I’d see that one before I retired.’


‘None of us was ever sure she even existed,’ Amy replied. ‘Are we any the wiser as to her identity?’


Eleanor shook her head. ‘Not yet. Collections Care haven’t found anything in there to identify her, but obviously we’ll go through the file with a fine-tooth comb.’


‘Just to have concrete proof that she wasn’t an invention designed to put the wind up the Germans is enough for now.’


‘We’ll cancel our catch-up later, shall we?’ Eleanor said. ‘I’ve a feeling you’ll be busy today. Do you want me to handle that radio interview this afternoon?’


‘Would you?’ Amy said, remembering she was due at Broadcasting House after lunch to record a short piece on a Special Operations Executive agent about whom a major new film had been made.


‘Leave it to me.’


‘You don’t want to check this file over before me?’


‘No, this is your baby. You put so much work into planning that exhibition about female agents before . . .’ She hesitated.


‘It’s OK, Eleanor, and being back at work is really helping.’ Amy appreciated the kindness of the older woman who had employed her five years earlier, possibly seeing a younger version of herself in Amy’s dedication to finding the human stories behind the facts.


‘Good.’ Eleanor hesitated. ‘I know things have been tough, but I’d love to see you fly with this stuff again. This might not have been a career you’d planned to get into, but you’re bloody good at it.’


‘What do you mean?’


Eleanor smiled. ‘I did read your CV, you know. People don’t spend three years at music conservatoire in order to become historians.’


Amy was surprised. She’d been employed on the back of the History degree she had taken after her need for an abrupt change of direction, the Masters in records management she had been recommended to pursue. She had thought her background was truly that – in the background, where it belonged – and had been careful to avoid sharing with Eleanor some of the more painful twists and turns of her path away from music. Amy never wanted anyone to think that her work was a consolation prize – it was a passion, a vocation she felt privileged to have found. ‘You know I love my job?’ she said.


‘Of course. I just want you to find your spark again.’


Amy was tired of people knowing what was best for her. Eleanor, Claire, Holly’s teachers . . . even Michael’s parents constantly weighed in about how Holly should spend more time with them and give Amy the break she really didn’t want.


‘Thanks,’ she said, ‘but I’m fine, honestly.’


She watched Eleanor walk away, feeling suddenly incredibly exposed by the reference to her earlier life. If Michael hadn’t tried to drag it up again, maybe they wouldn’t have argued that last day, and they might still have the rest of their lives to look forward to together. Instinctively she rubbed at the scar on the palm of her hand, the old tic that always surfaced alongside memories of her former life.


Amy already had a long-term life partner when nearly twenty years ago she let her guard slip in a smoky pub and fell in love with the shaggy-haired drama student who happily accepted that he would always come second. Music was such an ingrained part of Amy that it was like her twin, her head and her hands full of tens of thousands of notes that poured from her for hours each day. The fact that Michael supported her so wholeheartedly, would regularly sit in the corner of a practice room pretending to learn lines late into the evening so that she would not have to walk home alone, only made her love him more. Instead of sulking in her shadow, he had been proud of her elevated status at the performing arts school where they had been undergraduates together, as she scooped up prizes and awards both at home and internationally. Her waif-like Celtic beauty had no doubt played some part in the feelers put out by a small independent label hoping to feature her strawberry-blonde locks and delicately freckled complexion in their marketing campaign for a recording of little-known twentieth-century French piano music. It had taken years to learn to leave all this behind and make a new life, and the conversation with Eleanor had unsettled the fragile equilibrium through which she navigated each day.


Amy made herself take some deep breaths before she ordered up the files that had sat dormant on a dusty Foreign Office shelf for decades. Already she found her mind shifting away from her own life towards the secrets she might uncover about one of the most successful yet enigmatic spies of the Second World War.


She was about to meet Agent Colette.









2


Amy loved the peace of the staff reading room, where her colleagues pored over files or worked quietly at microfiche readers. This was the beating heart of their profession, the direct interaction with voices from the past. This was where she understood why she had been steered towards history as an alternative career.


She was a musical storyteller, her professor had told her, and after the accident, he had tried to persuade her to transfer to the conservatoire’s orchestral conducting course, where her talent could be applied on a larger scale. Amy had been adamant, however, that if she couldn’t play as she used to, then music would no longer be part of her life. He had understood, suggesting instead that perhaps in studying history she could exercise her curiosity about hidden narratives. It had been a stroke of genius, and one that had allowed Amy to find a new passion.


Although she missed the buzz of performing, the direct communication with the past through documents, private letters and government papers was thrilling. Every noisy, bloody and epoch-defining event in recordable history could be found within the miles of shelving that housed the archives, be it a police report on a Suffragette rally or the minutiae of colonial handovers in the Far East, the details of a Royal wedding or papers relating to the formation of the National Health Service.


Her pulse quickened as she opened the plain box file in front of her and saw the folder inside, ‘SECRET’ stamped in bold red ink beside another stamp bearing the release date of the file. Taped to the front was a piece of paper with the hand-typed name of the subject:




Agent ‘Colette’, SIS Section VIII, French Division





Amy could still not quite believe she was looking at the physical proof that Agent Colette had not only existed but had been an active part of the Secret Intelligence Service’s resistance activities. Her work had been so undercover that she had become almost mythical, her correspondence with London so need-to-know that even some members of Churchill’s War Cabinet were unaware of her. It was said she had provided information that led to the destruction of German armament factories and coastal defences, as well as delaying the deployment of lethal long-range missiles that would have lengthened the German grip on mainland Europe.


Whereas the Special Operations Executive had been disbanded at the end of the war and many of its agent records eventually made available, Secret Intelligence Service personnel files from World War Two were notoriously thin on the ground, much of the collection still held by the Foreign Office under the post-war reclassification of the agency into the more commonly recognised MI6. For a file such as Agent Colette’s to become accessioned was a rare and important event.


Amy carefully untied the fabric tape wrapped around the thick folder and opened out the envelope leaves. Atop the official letters and memorandums, reports and accounts was a cellophane wallet containing a photograph of a woman in a flimsy couture gown, a background of mirrors and chandeliers framing her slender neck, immaculately styled blonde Hollywood hair and tear-shaped face, with its slightly wistful smile and the disarmingly direct gaze of her huge eyes. Amy wondered how anyone so beautiful could have operated undetected for so long, but maybe her beauty had dazzled the enemy into seeing only what they chose to see.


One by one, Amy removed the treasury tags from each document. The first few tissue-paper-thin sheets were reports from other agents in the field, recommending ‘Colette’ for active duty. An officer named ‘Kestrel’ had written to Sir Richard Tremayne, the Chief Staff Officer of Training, suggesting his unnamed asset could take over operations in Paris and that SIS should arrange formal training for her. A high-level contact in Paris had expressed an interest in working with her, on the condition of absolute anonymity. There followed various communications in which plans were outlined for her transportation to London, and a few panicked messages when her initial meeting in Whitehall in March 1941 was delayed due to a bombing raid. All references to her real name had been redacted in thick black pen.


Reports on Colette’s subsequent training in Morse and unarmed combat followed, along with doctors’ reports on her recovery from a head injury during the bombing, and a psychiatrist’s assessment of her suitability as an agent. Amy examined receipts for clothing – 1 silk blouse with seams in the French style, 1 set underwear, 1 red suit, repaired – and for the Colt .38 revolver issued to her. Alongside three million French francs in cash, false identity papers and the means to disguise herself, she had of course also been issued her radio set and crystals.


Colette had returned to Paris in June 1941 with her affairs in order: letters from the accounts department confirmed that her monthly salary of thirty pounds and five shillings be paid directly to a school in Surrey Amy knew to have cared for Jewish children who had escaped from Europe. A copy of her will stated that her estate should be shared between her cousin, whom she had named as executor, two other friends and the daughter of a family called Goldmann. A copy of the Official Secrets Act had been signed in an undecipherable script in the presence of Chief Staff Officer Sir Richard Tremayne, and there followed an RAF form outlining the details of her return flight to France and successful parachute drop.


Months’ worth of reports from returning agents, including Kestrel, cast light on the activities of Agent Colette, and occasional correspondence between herself and her case officer Verity Cooper revealed a demonstrable fondness. ‘My dear godmother . . .’ Colette’s notes always began, and records of gifts between them, transferred via the Lysander shuttle plane service, outlined a love of small luxuries such as soap and perfume, tea and stockings – a bunch of French irises had even found their way across the Channel at one point. Letters to and from Tremayne and the War Office testified to successful missions carried out by Bomber Command on the strength of evidence passed along Colette’s network.


Nothing in the file related to events after January 1944, but as Amy turned over the last sheet of paper she saw an envelope addressed to Flight-Lieutenant Alec Scott, 614 Squadron, in the same hand as Colette’s own signature. A note clipped to it read, ‘To be delivered in the event of death.’ The envelope had already been sliced carefully open by the conservators, and Amy took out the folded piece of paper, laying it on the table in front of her.


The opening sentence was a handwritten plea for understanding from a woman forced to abandon the man she loved so that she might fight for her country. As well as the familiar, uncomfortable sense of trespassing on long-preserved intimacy, Amy was struck by the visceral, too-close-to-home shock at reading an unspoken goodbye, and she quickly folded the letter with shaking hands, unable to banish the sudden ghost of her own unspoken goodbye and the pain its memory caused. The last time she had seen Michael, he had left the house too angry for breakfast. Too angry to kiss and make up. Too angry to turn round and say goodbye, and she had been too angry to say ‘I love you.’ Or even ‘Goodbye.’ She felt tears prick at her eyes, and quickly rubbed them away, looking around in the hope that none of her colleagues had witnessed her rare display of grief. Staying strong was how she managed to get up each day, how she managed to work, parent, eat, breathe, but something about this letter had unsettled her.


As she replaced the letter in the envelope, forcing herself back into historian mode, she couldn’t help wondering why it had never been delivered. Had Colette and her pilot enjoyed the reunion that Amy and Michael were denied? Surely the occasional happy ending was possible?


Amy had seen enough for one day and was too fraught to do professional justice to Colette’s papers. She suddenly needed to be with Holly, who would have finished school and be at Claire’s by now. She needed to go home and find a quiet place where she could release her grief safely. She placed the file on her allocated stretch of shelving, gathered her belongings and headed out of the building into the fresh air rippling the shallow lake that softened the edges of the Brutalist building.


She had a feeling that discovering Agent Colette’s story would be a challenge in more ways than one.


‘Oh, Amy, I’m sorry,’ Claire said, pushing a box of tissues across the crayon-strewn table.


‘No, I’m sorry. You must think I’m stupid, sobbing like this about some letter written fifty years ago. And only one line of it! It just really got to me. I thought I could handle it, but . . .’ She trailed off, dabbing a tissue against her wet cheeks.


‘Don’t worry. You are allowed to let it out sometimes, you know? And besides, I could tell something was up the minute you walked through the door.’ Claire squeezed her friend’s hand. ‘It’s not just about the letter, is it? You haven’t ever really talked about what happened with Michael that morning before he left – it’s no wonder this has upset you.’


Amy blew her nose and smiled. ‘Damn, you’re good.’


Holly had turned away from the television in the corner of the room to watch her mother. ‘It’s fine, sweetheart,’ Amy said. ‘Something at work made me sad.’ She turned back to Claire. ‘Does she always just watch telly when she’s here?’


Claire shrugged. ‘Sometimes she plays with Susie, but only when I don’t push it. Anyway, it’s Blue Peter. Edifying as well as entertaining. And she’ll know how to make you a coathanger cover when she gets home.’


‘Perhaps I should ask Susie round to play more often.’


‘Ask me round more often, and I’ll bring her with me. How about that?’


‘Touché.’


‘I only want to help, you know? David and I hate seeing you like this. It’s no way to exist.’


‘Unless you can bring Michael back, I’m not sure there’s anything anyone can do to help.’


‘I can make five-year-olds eat green vegetables, but I’m not a miracle worker. There must be something that would bring your spark back. What about that piano Michael got you?’


Amy shook her head. ‘That’s the last thing that would help. It’s what caused the argument in the first place.’


Claire slapped her forehead. ‘Jeez, I’m an eejit. Well, how about joining a running club?’


‘Now you really are being ridiculous.’


‘You could come to yoga with me?’


‘I’m so tense, I’d snap.’


‘Take up golf.’


Amy laughed. ‘That would be the day I give up entirely.’


Claire sat back, running her fingers through her dark, shiny hair that was just beginning to show a sprinkling of grey. ‘Then what about this spy woman you were telling me about?’


‘Agent Colette?’


‘That’s her. You say you don’t know why the letter wasn’t delivered to her pilot?’


‘I assume it’s because they found each other and there was no need.’


Claire leaned forward on her elbows, narrowly missing a piece of cold buttered toast. ‘Exactly. You only assume. What if you were to find out for yourself?’


‘I don’t know. It’s none of my business.’


‘Except that it completely is your business. Literally. You’re . . .’ She sat back, searching for the words, then stared at Amy. ‘You’re a history detective. Aren’t you even a bit curious about what’s in the rest of the letter? Don’t you want to know what happened to the spy and the pilot? It’s like some war film without an ending. I’m on tenterhooks – read it for me, if not for yourself.’


Amy hesitated. Of course she was curious, but the letter had shocked her with its immediacy and sense of loss, and she hadn’t allowed herself to think further than cataloguing the contents of Agent Colette’s file. It was true, though: the letter wasn’t just a piece of paper; it was part of a love story between two very real people who had endured very real danger and enforced separation.


Claire took her hand. ‘Come on – it might even help, finding a bit of closure for someone else.’


‘And you’ll never give up, will you?’ Amy said, squeezing Claire’s hand in return.


‘Never, my friend. So you may as well give in. Read the rest of the letter or I will never give you another day’s peace.’


It was late afternoon, and there was a definite Friday feel to the staff reading room as weekend plans were whispered and seats vacated in favour of an early train home. Amy had spent the afternoon making preliminary notes on Colette’s recruitment and pre-engagement papers, pointedly avoiding looking at the letter tucked in the back of the file. As she came to pack up for the night, however, she couldn’t help being drawn to the envelope once more. Claire was right: the unfinished nature of an unsent letter was tantalisingly open ended, and she looked once more at the name written on the front. What if Alec Scott were still alive? What if his family needed the sort of closure this letter might bring?


Avoiding reading the letter was helping no one, and so Amy rode on the coat-tails of her curiosity, opening the letter once more before she could change her mind.


The opening was no less powerful, no less emotional than she remembered, and the rest told of a woman who had been forced to keep her identity from her lover, but who longed for the opportunity to explain actions that may have seemed suspicious to anyone unaware of her agent status. Had Alec ever discovered the truth? Or had he died believing the worst of her?


Amy headed back to her desk and rang the number of an ex-colleague now working at the MOD. ‘I don’t suppose you have access to Air Force personnel post-1919?’ she asked. ‘I want to track down the next of kin for . . .’ She looked once more at the envelope. ‘Flight-Lieutenant Alec Scott. He was with 614 Squadron in April 1941.’ She waited patiently, eventually smiling as she received a response. ‘Really? That would be amazing. Yes, just fax it over.’


A few moments later she was holding a piece of paper: ‘Mrs Verity Cooper,’ it read, ‘72 Chalcot Crescent, Primrose Hill.’


There was something familiar about the sister’s name. Where had she seen it before? Amy riffled through her notes, and there it was. Flight Officer Verity Cooper, case officer to Agent Colette and now apparently sister to Colette’s lover. Had Verity Cooper known she was a third side of the triangle linking an RAF pilot, a French spy and an SIS officer?


Amy had begun all of this simply to reunite a family with a wartime story that had remained untold, but now it seemed she had stumbled upon something far more complicated. She grabbed a copy of Kelly’s Directory and ran her finger down pages of Coopers until, incredibly, she stopped at a W. and V. Cooper of Chalcot Crescent. It had to be the same household. There, hidden in plain sight, was the woman who helped train and organise Allied spies until the German retreat in occupied France in the summer of 1944. And yet where Vera Atkins of the Special Operations Executive had retained a reputation that outlived the war, SIS personnel such as Verity Cooper were notoriously difficult to research after the war had ended. Amy had seen photographs of female staff leaving Bletchley Park for the last time and wondered how easily these women would swap Enigma coding for housekeeping bills. Had one-time Flight Officer Cooper been one of those who had slipped into the fifties advertising idyll of the satisfied housewife?


She picked up the telephone again and dialled Claire’s number. ‘I’ve found his next of kin,’ she said. ‘She’s still alive.’


‘Then what are you waiting for?’ Claire yelled across the sound of boisterous Friday-night letting-off-of-steam. ‘Phone her up.’


Verity Cooper was likely to be an elderly, fragile lady who would not take kindly to shocks being delivered by telephone, and so instead Amy sat at her desk and typed a letter in which she explained that papers relating to the family during World War Two had come to light. If Mrs Cooper would like to discuss this further, Amy would be very happy to meet with her.


As she walked back across the river towards home, oblivious to cyclists and weekend-hungry drivers, Colette’s words clung to Amy like a heady scent, the power of her love for Alec undiminished by time. What were you meant to do with love when it could no longer be received? Amy so often found herself overwhelmed by her feelings for Michael, only to know they had nowhere to go, no one to receive them. Would she ever find a way to negotiate life without the pain of his loss?
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Verity Cooper would not like to discuss this further, Amy soon discovered. A curt reply by post from Mrs Cooper’s daughter stated that her mother was unwell and, further, unwilling to discuss family matters. Mrs Penny Marshall thanked Amy for her thoughtful offer of a visit and wished her well.


Amy should have been happy to leave it at that: she had been politely yet firmly turned down. End of story. Except that it wasn’t. Disappointed that the trail had gone cold so quickly, she penned a brief reply to Penny, explaining that she merely wanted to pass on a copy of the contents of an undelivered letter. She included her work telephone number, in case Mrs Cooper should change her mind.


Amy had done everything she could, and it was with some relief that she focused on other work projects, and feeling guilty about ducking out of the dinner invitation, allowed herself to accept an invitation from Claire for a special screening at the BFI. The theatre still felt too close to Michael’s world for comfort, but cinema was a step removed, even if Claire’s choice of a black-and-white war film was all too obviously aimed at encouraging Amy’s investigation into Colette.


A week later a phone call came through from Penny Marshall, a no-nonsense middle-aged woman who told Amy that Verity Cooper had been particularly tetchy since hearing about the letter Amy had found. Penny was concerned at her obsessive poring over old photographs of her late brother, Penny’s uncle, which in turn was driving up her blood pressure. A can of worms had been opened, it seemed, and so Amy had better show the contents of the letter to Mrs Cooper, so that they could all relax a little. Mrs Cooper would expect Amy for tea on Monday.


Four days later, Amy stepped out of the lift at Chalk Farm Tube station and made her way towards the pretty Georgian enclave of Primrose Hill and the terraced crescent that was home to a retired intelligence officer. Defiantly shabby, its front door a drab brown and windows dressed with lace curtains rather than acres of Osborne & Little, the Cooper home stood out amongst its smart, pastel-stucco neighbours. A For Sale sign suggested that Amy had arrived just in time.


‘You must be the historian.’ A fresh-faced woman around the same age as Amy’s mother opened the door, her bobbed grey hair pulled back in an Alice band.


‘Archivist, but yes, I suppose so. I hope it’s not inconvenient?’ Amy peered along the tiled hallway at the boxes stacked high.


‘Honestly, there’s no such thing as convenient these days. Have you ever moved someone after sixty years in the same house? Well, don’t! Especially if they won’t see why they can’t keep seven tea trays and twelve umbrellas. Our granny flat in Shropshire is about an eighth the size of this place, so you’re doing me a favour by keeping her occupied while I sneak some bags to the charity shop. I’m Penny, by the way. I’m sorry if I seemed unenthusiastic in our correspondence, but Mother’s on the other side of a nasty chest infection. It’s made her rather grotty, I’m afraid, and she’s not a great one for visitors at the best of times, but until she sees this wretched letter she’ll be insufferable. Just don’t wear her out.’


‘Thank you.’ Amy followed Penny through the house, the empty hooks and bright rectangles of colour on the sun-bleached floral wallpaper suggesting a shedding of the house’s custodianship. ‘Did you grow up here?’ she asked.


‘Yes, except when my brother and I were evacuated to Shropshire during the war.’


‘Your parents stayed in London?’


‘Dad was in the Navy, but Mum stayed. She had a secretarial job at the War Office.’


‘A secretary?’ Amy said, holding back what she knew of Penny’s mother. In her experience, people chose to keep these things private for good reason.


‘I don’t imagine it was terribly exciting, but she wanted to do her bit, I suppose.’ Penny stopped just as they were about to pass through into a small conservatory where an elderly lady sat in a rattan chair, her back to them as she stared out to the garden. ‘You don’t mind my asking what’s in this letter, do you?’


‘I don’t want to say too much until I’ve spoken with your mother, but it appeared in a recently declassified file.’


‘A file? Like a government file?’


‘Nothing to be alarmed about. I’m just hoping to tie up a loose end.’


Penny smiled. ‘I can’t imagine my family has any deep, dark secrets. Apparently my uncle was a Battle of Britain pilot – not that I really remember him – but that’s as far as it goes. We’re terribly boring, I’m afraid.’


So the case officer involved in one of the most successful agent networks in wartime Europe had simply shrugged off her uniform and returned to everyday life as though it had never happened. ‘There’s no such thing as a boring family, in my experience,’ Amy said, smiling.


‘Perhaps. Anyway, you go through. I’ve left a tray of tea in there, and while you’re chatting I’ll slip out.’ She frowned. ‘You won’t keep her long, will you? She gets awfully tired.’


‘Of course not.’


Penny left Amy in the garden room, where the one-time spymaster sat silently, the fingers of one hand scratching at the arm of the chair. ‘Mrs Cooper?’ Amy said quietly as she came to sit in the chair opposite, trying to reconcile this elderly figure dressed in a well-serviced tweed skirt and cashmere twinset, a red and gold silk scarf tied at her neck, with the woman who had sat in Cabinet meetings and trained countless spies. ‘Flight Officer Cooper?’ Amy tried, and the old lady snapped to attention.


As she stared back at Amy, her shoulders set themselves a little straighter and her back a little stiffer, in keeping with the fiercely lacquered grey hair. ‘No one has called me that for years,’ she said. ‘You must be the archivist.’


‘Amy Novak. I’m honoured to meet you. Of course I’ve come across you from time to time during my work, but . . .’


‘But I did a good job of covering my traces.’


Amy glanced towards the hallway, where she could hear Penny banging about. ‘Even with your own family?’


‘Especially so. There is much I prefer to forget about those days.’ As the old lady paused, the sounds of nearby London Zoo cut into the silence. ‘They turned Primrose Hill into allotments during the war,’ she said suddenly. ‘They’d send dung across from the zoo. People used to boast that an elephant had fertilised their Sunday lunch.’


‘You remember how it was here during the war, Mrs Cooper?’


‘Mrs Cooper was my late mother-in-law. Please, call me Verity or you might conjure up her restless, cantankerous soul, and then we shall all be in trouble.’ Verity trained her steely-grey eyes on Amy. ‘If you found that letter, you already know I spent little time here during the war. At least, after 1941.’ She held out her hand. ‘You said you would bring a copy?’


Amy reached inside her battered satchel and pulled out a photocopied sheet. ‘Here.’


As Verity took the paper from her, Amy looked away. She suddenly regretted bringing such distress to someone already suffering the upheaval of leaving her home. Verity glanced briefly at the letter before handing it back to Amy. ‘Thank you,’ she said quietly.


‘You don’t want to keep it?’


Verity shook her head. ‘I read the original over fifty years ago, at the end of her active service. I just wanted to be sure it was the same letter and had not been returned to her.’


‘I’m sorry to ask, but do you know why it was never delivered to your brother?’


‘He went missing in action. What was the point?’


‘I’m sorry. That must have been terrible for you.’


Verity tutted. ‘How would you know how it must have felt? You young people think you know everything, but you have no idea.’


‘Maybe not,’ Amy said, realising she had touched a raw nerve, ‘but if there’s one thing I do understand, it’s losing someone you love.’ She reached for her handbag. ‘I’ve upset you. Perhaps I should go.’


‘Perhaps you should. You have done what you came to do, and I have looked at your letter. There is no more to say.’


‘I’m sorry to have disturbed you. Thank you for your time, Verity.’ Amy stood, and was about to hold out her hand to shake Verity’s, when she reminded herself that she was in the presence of possibly the only living person who might be able to tell her who Colette had really been.


Verity hesitated. ‘It is I who am sorry – a word I rarely say, I’m told. I was rude. Tell me, who did you lose? A parent? Grandparent?’


Amy shook her head. ‘My husband.’


‘You are too young to be a widow, as so many of my generation were.’


Amy sensed a softening of the brittle shell and chanced a question before her opportunity disappeared. ‘Verity, do you know who that letter was written by?’


Verity snapped her gaze towards Amy. ‘Agent Colette, of course.’


‘That was her code name. No, I mean, who it was really written by.’


‘I have already said I do not wish to discuss this. These matters belong in the past.’


‘And yet still they find us.’ Amy dug in her bag and pulled out the copy of Colette’s letter once more. ‘My darling Alec,’ she began reading hesitantly, then looked up at Verity.


The old lady held a hand up to stop her, but let it fall in her lap. ‘Finish if you must. It will change nothing. It will not bring him back.’


Amy paused, giving Verity the chance to stop her, but the old woman had sat back, eyes closed, ready to listen to the words that had travelled across half a century, and so she went on.




My darling Alec,


Leaving you is the hardest thing I have ever done, and if you receive this letter, I have gone to my death with the fire of your love burning brightly inside me.


You may hear some terrible things about me, but to explain would put myself and others in danger. I beg you to trust that I am doing everything I can to help end this awful war, and that I am the woman you fell in love with.


If one can still believe there is such a place as heaven, I will wait there for you.


Your own


S





For a moment all was silent, bar the trilling of a bird in the garden and the distant hum of traffic, until eventually Amy spoke. ‘Mrs Cooper, who was “S”? Who was Colette?’


Verity shook her head. ‘I promised I would never say.’


‘Promised whom?’


‘I was SIS. I signed the Official Secrets Act. There are things even my own husband never knew.’


‘But her file has been declassified. It is only a matter of time before someone discovers who she was.’


There was a missed beat, in which Amy knew she had an opportunity, and so she waited.


‘Maybe, but it will not be I who divulges it.’


‘Will you at least tell me how you came to know her?’


‘Why does it matter so much to you?’


‘Because . . .’ Amy was not sure when exactly she had come to the point when she couldn’t go back, but she knew she had reached it now. ‘Because I believe she was misrepresented in her real life, whatever that was. She was trying to tell your brother not to believe rumours about her. I saw some of your correspondence with her – do you not want to put straight the record of an agent you were clearly very fond of?’


‘It is not that simple.’ Verity hesitated. ‘My family knows nothing of my war work. I have always wanted it kept that way. If they knew what had happened to Alec, and my part in it . . . If anyone found out how I treated that woman . . .’


‘But she was your agent. You took great care to protect her.’


‘Agent Colette, yes. Yes, I did. But the woman who wrote that letter . . .’


‘I’m sorry, Verity. I don’t understand. They are the same woman.’


‘I know that now. But it was not always so.’ She sighed. ‘In war, we do not always make the right decisions, but I did my best, for the best reasons.’


‘You’ve lost me, I’m afraid.’


Verity looked at Amy. ‘I have told no one what happened with Alec and that woman. Not a soul, for all these years. Why should I talk to you now?’


‘Because I think that whatever you did has weighed on you heavily for a long time. Because I think deep down you want to tell someone. And because Colette deserves the truth to be told.’


‘And because I am old, there may not be many more opportunities?’


‘I didn’t say that.’


‘But it’s true.’ She held out her hands, examining the liver spots and pronounced veins that marked the decades. ‘Old age. It is cruel, but it is also very freeing in some ways. Maybe you are right. Maybe telling my story – Alec’s story – will help to dissipate the cloud that has hung over me all these years.’ She looked up. ‘But this is off the record, you understand? I do not want anyone to know I have spoken to you about this – even my family.’


‘Of course.’


‘Very well. And I if choose to stop, then you must respect that.’


‘Verity, I’m grateful for anything you can tell me about her. You are completely in control of how much you divulge, I promise.’


Verity took a long, deep breath. ‘Then I suppose I had better begin at the beginning.’


‘And where is that?’ Amy asked.


‘Right here, in London. Bombs were dropping all over the place, my children were in the country and my husband at sea, and my brother was staying with me whilst on leave.’


‘And when was this?’


‘March the first, 1941. The night that changed everything.’
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London, 1 March 1941


From the pain in his shoulder and his hip, Alec guessed the blast had propelled him backwards into the doorway. Idiot, he scolded himself. Why hadn’t he left the club earlier? Said no to that second whisky with Bunny Warren?


Gradually the ringing in his ears subsided and was replaced with the sound of collapsing brickwork, the continued aerial battery of the streets beyond and the shouts of firemen fighting to put out the blaze threatening to engulf the buildings across the road. He’d thought he’d already seen hell, thousands of feet up in the air, where German bullets strafed his squadron and pilots from both sides fell burning into the waiting depths of the English Channel. But it seemed hell had many faces, and as his eyes adjusted to the smoke and flames, the dust and beams of torchlight, he knew he had just discovered a new version.


He stood carefully, checking each limb for injury and finding only a few scratches from broken glass, although his RAF uniform was grey with dust, blood and dirt congealing on the scar tissue of his cheek. He kicked aside bricks and hot, gnarled metal to emerge on to what was left of the pavement, where a street sign opposite told him he was on Baker Street.


It had been more than one bomb, he realised. A few hundred feet away a bus had been upended into a fresh crater, and tin-hatted wardens attempted to haul passengers out of the back door, whilst the conductor sat on the ground, his head in his hands and ticket machine still strapped to his chest. As the metal screamed against its precarious mooring, a burst water pipe added to the carnage.


Already an ATS canteen van had arrived to dole out tea, blankets and smiles to the displaced and their rescuers, and through the smoke and raging fires, he saw several ambulances. These requisitioned vans were driven by volunteers as diverse as duchesses and drapers, hairdressers and housewives. One had already stopped, its driver assessing the bodies lined up on the pavement and deciding whether she would be driving to the mortuary or the hospital, whilst others worked their way through the chaos around the bus-filled crater.


Fire engines had managed to get through to the blazing buildings further along, where trailer pumps released jets of water and uniformed figures crawled over debris, pulling survivors from the crushed terrace. He held his arm across his nose and mouth, picking his way through fractured furniture and charred, smouldering beams, offering his help to an air-raid warden. The man told him to check for any sign of life in front of the damaged buildings across the road, but to be quick, the whole bloody lot would be down in a minute. The roof of one had taken a hit, its core imploded, leaving exposed a ladder of fireplaces and a patchwork of singed, shredded wallpaper, a tilted painting stubbornly hanging above a mantelpiece. Next door the shabby façade of the Claremont Hotel clung on, despite deep cracks and the fire raging within its upper floors. Its metal sign hung forlornly from the final L of its name as a human chain helped its bewildered residents emerge from the cellar and through a gap left by the splintered front door.


An elderly woman in a housecoat and slippers stumbled past Alec, blood running from a wound on her temple as she called out a man’s name. ‘Help me,’ she said. ‘My husband’s under here.’


Alec called for a blanket for the woman and glanced around, spotting a few feet away the elderly wedding-ringed hand reaching lifelessly from the mangled wreckage. ‘Take her away,’ he said as an ARP warden joined him. ‘She’s looking for her husband,’ he added quietly, gesturing towards the semi-buried body. ‘For God’s sake don’t let her see.’


Alec began gently pulling bricks and plaster away, wiping the filthy sweat from his brow with his shirtsleeve and looking up to see whether the smoke-filled skies were clear of further attacks. The Germans had gone for now, although they could easily be back later, this first rash of incendiaries and bombs merely the hors d’oeuvre to a long night of sustained raids.


A torch beam glanced across the blackened brickwork of the hotel, and he looked up in time to see something move on one of the upper floors. He asked the warden to flick the light across the burning building once more.


‘Bloody hell, there’s a woman up there,’ someone shouted.


As the wind changed direction, taking the smoke northwards along the street, they suddenly had a clear view of a woman in red gripping a window ledge on the first floor, ready to jump as from behind her smoke billowed through the smashed window.


‘Wait!’ Alec shouted. But the sound of his voice was lost in the clanging of back-up fire engines screaming up the street. He looked around, saw one of the refugees from the basement and snatched the blanket from around her shoulders. ‘Take two corners of this,’ he shouted to the warden. ‘We’ll catch her.’


They stumbled across the wreckage, kicking aside a broken pram and an upturned, scorched armchair, the warden tripping and landing heavily on his knees in the dusting of broken glass.


‘Come on, man.’ Alec waited impatiently for the warden to right himself. They could not afford to hang around if they were to reach the woman before the flames licking at the room behind her either engulfed her or forced her to take her chances.


And then it was too late. The woman dropped to the ground in a flash of red, landing on the rubble nearby like a rag doll.


Alec scrabbled closer, rough stone and jagged metal shredding his hands and knees as he reached her side and took her wrist, relieved to feel a faint pulse close to the surface. She could have been sleeping had it not been for the weeping gash along her blonde hairline. She was around his age, he guessed, dressed in a red tailored suit that had taken its fair share of damage during the fall.


Finally the warden waved an ambulance through, and two uniformed women leapt out carrying rolled-up stretchers. ‘Over here,’ he shouted above the scream of water pumps and groaning architecture. ‘She jumped from an upstairs window,’ he explained as the ambulance driver pulled aside the woman’s jacket to check she was breathing.


‘Molyneux. Lucky lady,’ her co-driver said in clipped Mayfair vowels, glancing at the label. ‘Long time since I’ve seen anything that classy in London.’


‘Make yourself useful and unroll that stretcher,’ the driver snapped. ‘We’re not at a fashion show.’ She checked the woman’s limbs and, seeing nothing obviously broken, looked at the blood leaking into her dark-blonde hair. ‘Head wound. We’re going to have to take her in. You support her head, sir, while we roll the stretcher underneath her.’ She looked at him and sighed irritably. ‘You’re going to have to let go of her hand, you know.’
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