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      Conservez vos meilleurs amis proches,




      mais vos ennemis plus près.




      Keep your best friends close, but




      your enemies closer.


    


  




  





  Chapter 1




  Edie




  Edie sat on the edge, legs dangling into the rushing darkness. The hatch was a circle of obsidian, the reverse of the full moon that shone, somewhere up there, picking out

  silvery skeins of tracks and field-edges lacing the shifting ground below. At least now her parachute cloche was on the noise wasn’t so loud, more of a vibration, right through her bones,

  into her teeth, which chattered against themselves.




  There was still time to back out. Even at the last moment; remember you are a volunteer, Miss Atkins had said. If you don’t think you can hack it, come back: the boys will still get their

  Stens and plastic explosives, and we’ll send another operator in the next moon period. But Edie said she would be absolutely fine, thank you. Miss Atkins leant towards her then, brushing her

  cheek against Edie’s, her breath warm, and whispered in French, ‘Conservez vos meilleurs amis proches, mais vos ennemis plus près,’ pressing a

  package into her palm as they shook hands before take-off.




  She’d opened the package once she got in the Lancaster. The black tissue paper was tied with a single white ribbon, and fell away to reveal a silver powder compact, with a creamy circle of

  powder already inside, pristine and unblemished, like a baby’s forehead. She smelled it – a musky, flowery scent – and it reminded her for a moment of her mother. What would Mummy

  be doing now, she wondered? Knitting in front of the fire, with the BBC Orchestra on the wireless, thinking that her only daughter was in London, doing translation work for the Inter Services

  Research Bureau, instead of on her way to Occupied France. Then the plane had coughed and roared into action, and she’d clicked the compact shut and put it away. It was in the breast pocket

  of her flight suit now, clattering against her compass.




  There was a tap on her shoulder, and she turned to see the dispatcher, who was showing her that he’d attached her static line. He raised his bushy eyebrows and she nodded to show that

  she’d understood. Her legs were getting cold, the wind biting through her bandaged ankles and the bulky flight suit. She thought she could see intermittent flashes below. It must be time,

  now?




  It’s not too late to back out, Miss Atkins had said. But Edith replied that she’d be fine. What was there to go back for, after all? The shame and chaos of last year: she wanted to

  leave it all behind her. ‘Adieu,’ she’d said to Miss Atkins, giving a final wave before heaving herself up into the fuselage. ‘Don’t say

  adieu, say au revoir, dear girl, because I’m quite sure we’ll see you again,’ Miss Atkins replied.




  The dispatcher was now kneeling next to the two lights opposite the hatch. His lips were pressed tightly together, as if he were trying to hold in a cough, and his face was tinted red by the red

  light next to him. She kept her eyes on him. It must be any moment now, and she couldn’t afford to hesitate.




  It felt like her first hunt: fear and exhilaration mixed. She recalled the feel of the horse’s flanks between her thighs, the baying of the hounds, and the rushing wind. Afterwards there

  was the blood from the vixen’s tail, sticky and strange-smelling on her cheeks. She hadn’t been hunting for years – couldn’t bear the killing these days.




  The dispatcher lifted his hand as the red light turned off.




  ‘Au revoir,’ Edie mouthed as the green light came on. She pushed herself off into the inky vortex and was gone.




  Vera




  ‘Well, that agent seemed raring to go,’ said the driver, holding open the car door as Vera walked towards it. The girl was new: obviously nobody had told her she

  shouldn’t speak unless spoken to. Or perhaps it was Vera’s lack of uniform that made her feel she could be so familiar. Vera sighed and didn’t respond. It had been hours since

  she’d seen off the new wireless transmission operator – there’d been all that nonsense with Major Wishaw to attend to – she simply wanted to get back to London now.




  But as she approached the car in the darkness, she was transported momentarily back to another black car, the door being held open for her by another driver – a man in uniform – and

  a solid presence at her shoulder, a hand resting lightly in the small of her back, guiding her forward. The air was warm, and she was wearing a navy silk dress, and in the background a gramophone

  was playing Stolz’s ‘Im Traum hast du mir alles erlaubt’: In the dream you allowed me everything.




  ‘Come, Vera, I must take you home, or I will be in trouble with your mother, again—’ That deep voice, rich as black coffee.




  ‘I’m not getting in your car with the flag up, I’ve told you.’




  ‘As you wish, Vera.’




  And the driver removed the swastika from the stubby flagpole, which poked like a finger from the bonnet of the car, as they got inside. She remembered the feel of the silk dress against her bare

  legs as she slipped onto the leather seat, and the hand of her companion resting casually on her thigh as they drove off into the night.




  Vera sighed again, banishing the memory as the driver slammed the car door shut behind her. She pulled her cigarette case from the pocket of her fox fur coat. The driver was fiddling with the

  ignition, and stalled twice before getting the car started, so Vera decided against offering her a cigarette – the girl was having quite enough trouble as it was. She clicked the lighter, and

  the flame curled up over the tip of her cigarette. She sucked, watching the little orange bonfire. She took the smoke in, but didn’t inhale, swilling it like a good brandy round her mouth and

  looking out of the car window as they pulled away from the old farmhouse buildings that bordered the airstrip and onto the pitted track. You could barely make out the empty ploughed fields in the

  darkness – a veil of cloud covered the moon now, and it had started to drizzle.




  ‘Are they always like that, the agents?’ said the driver, catching Vera’s eye in the rear-view mirror as they stuttered along.




  ‘Like what, exactly?’




  ‘I don’t know. Upbeat, I suppose. I mean – she can’t be much older than me, can she?’ said the driver, turning onto the main road.




  She wasn’t, Vera thought. She was the youngest agent they’d sent so far, and the first woman – just a girl, really. Too young, Vera thought. At her age, Vera had been –

  but the image of the black car appeared again in her mind’s eye. She tutted. ‘That agent was very well trained and she is fully aware of the risks,’ she said with finality.




  ‘Oh, quite, Miss Atkins, I didn’t mean to imply – I just meant that if it were me . . .’




  ‘Well, thank heavens it’s not you, then,’ said Vera, flicking ash into the little metal tray in the doorframe. It needed emptying; someone should have a chat with these

  wretched FANY drivers about standards, Vera thought, as the car growled and swerved. The airfield was gone, now, vanished between hedgerows and darkness.




  She checked her watch, the gold watch that he’d given her, letting her finger rest on its pale cream face for a moment, cool to touch. Midnight already – she leant forward to speak

  to the driver.




  ‘My dear girl, could you possibly put your foot down? Some of us have work in the morning, you know.’




  Edie




  Edie struggled to break away, but she was being dragged bodily across rough clods of earth, stones scraping her back, her body twisting. She kicked out with her feet, trying to

  catch hold of something, anything, but it was no good.




  At last she remembered, fumbled with the clip on her flight suit. She stopped moving as the parachute floated free, pulling the harness with it. She sat up, pausing momentarily to catch her

  breath. She could still hear the plane’s drone, and see its moving silhouette, black against navy, shooting away towards the low-slung moon. In the distance the parachuted crates of equipment

  spun earthwards like sycamore seeds on the wind.




  The parachute had been carried up into a tree by the wind, so she got up to retrieve it, tugging at the harness and loose straps. Where were the reception committee? she wondered. The local

  Resistance had flashed out the drop signal on torches. Why weren’t they here? She hauled in the cords, pulling until it ripped away, leaving just a scrap of parachute silk fluttering madly in

  the branches, as if asking for a truce.




  The sound of the Lancaster had all but gone now, just a faint distant thrum. Other than that, there was just the sigh of the wind in the bare tree branches, and the smell of winter earth. She

  looked around; she needed somewhere to dispose of the parachute, which she held bundled up, slippery and tangled, like a huge jellyfish in a net. She walked to the edge of the field; the icy sods

  of earth were hard as cobbles beneath her French-style shoes with their cork soles. There was her flight suit and cloche hat to get rid of, too. Bury it, they’d said in training. There was a

  miniature shovel with a detached handle in her thigh pocket. She put down the parachute, standing on it so that it wouldn’t blow away again, and took out the shovel head, fixing it to the

  wooden handle. The whole thing was no bigger than a seaside spade. She tried digging with it, but the ground was frozen solid, and she couldn’t even make a dent.




  The wind made her eyes water, and sliced her throat with each breath. She chewed a fingernail briefly, and then made up her mind, shoving the parachute underneath the bushes. She took off her

  cloche and suit and bundled them on top, weighing it all down with stones and loose clods of earth. She left the useless shovel in the bushes, too. The wind was bitter, slashing through her good

  wool suit as if it were nothing more than thin silk. The wind must have blown her off course, she reasoned. She turned, facing it full on, and began to walk, counting her paces so that she could

  return to retrieve the parachute if necessary. If she walked in the direction of the wind, she’d find the reception committee eventually, she thought. Unless the Germans find you first, said

  a voice in her head, but she ignored it, walking along the hedge line – surely this field must have a gate at some point?




  Until now, she’d been able to see by the light of the moon, silver-plating the tree branches and chalky earth, but a cloud passed over, and suddenly everything was dark. She walked on

  blindly, stumbling a little, still counting. Something plucked at her sleeve. She gasped, turning, but it was just a branch. Of course it was just a branch, not a hand on her sleeve, not a Nazi to

  fight off – not yet, at least. She breathed out and walked on, remembering her first day of hand-to-hand combat training, all those months ago.




  Edie tumbled awkwardly for the umpteenth time onto the matting that had been placed on what had once been a croquet lawn, in front of the old manor house. She paused for a

  moment, breathing in the musky coconut-husk scent, not wanting to see the judging faces of the other agent recruits who were grouped round. Why couldn’t she do it properly? The others had all

  managed it – the others were all men.




  ‘All right, miss?’ The training sergeant’s voice roused her. She saw his chunky hand and reached out to grasp it, letting herself be helped up. ‘So you’re gonna

  fight the war and beat the Germans, right?’ he continued as she staggered upright. She nodded, looking down at her feet in the old canvas daps they’d given her to train in. ‘I beg

  your blooming pardon, miss, I didn’t quite catch that.’




  She looked up into his round brown eyes, the scar scoring his left brow. ‘Yes, Sarge.’ The sun shone square into her face, and she could feel the sweat beginning to dribble down

  between her shoulder blades.




  ‘Good. Now let’s try again.’ He moved back a few paces so they were facing each other across the brown rectangle. In the distance she could hear shots from the rifle range, and

  shouts from the assault course. But it was quiet here in hand-to-hand combat training, the others waiting to see whether the girl could hack it, or if she’d just funk it, again.




  The training sergeant shoved a Brylcreemed lock of hair off his forehead and began waving his right hand about. ‘I’m a Jerry, see, and I’m coming towards you, and I’ve

  got a big knife in this hand.’ He spoke slowly and loudly, cockney vowels drawn out and rubbery. ‘So this is the hand you got to watch, right?’ Edie thought she heard a suppressed

  snigger from somewhere behind her.




  She knew what she had to do. She’d watched the demonstration, seen the others do it: grab, twist and pull – capturing the weapon and hurling the man to the floor. In her periphery

  she glimpsed a figure approaching from the house, but there was no time to see who it was, because the sergeant had already begun to stride across the mat, waggling his invisible German knife. She

  rushed towards him, determined to do it right this time, reaching for his right forearm, getting the full weight of her body behind her as she twisted and – she fell backwards, where

  he’d shoved her, crying out, despite herself, as the air was forced out of her lungs when she hit the ground.




  ‘For Gawd’s sake, miss, if you’re going to fall, fall properly, like I taught you.’ He put out a hand to help her up. But this time she refused to take it, pushing

  herself up onto her feet. ‘All right, get back into line.’ He rolled his eyes and she shuffled back to join the group, catching her breath, still winded from the fall.

  ‘You’re up next, sunshine.’ The sergeant pointed to a tall man with blond hair, who stepped forward.




  ‘Hardly your most edifying moment, my dear girl,’ muttered a voice in her ear. Then Edie realised who the figure had been, walking from the house. It was Miss Atkins who’d come

  over to observe the training session – Miss Atkins had witnessed her humiliation. ‘I didn’t come all this way to see you let the side down,’ she added, flicking ash onto the

  grass.




  Edie walked on through the French fields, remembering how her cheeks had burned with the shame of it: I didn’t come all this way to see you let the

  side down. Well, she wasn’t going to let the side down now, she thought, as she strode on through the icy air, blinking in the blackness.




  What was that darker smudge up ahead? Could it be a gateway? If she could get to a road, and if the moon came out again, she could check her compass. There was a safe house in the village just

  to the east of the drop zone, near a bridge. Her thoughts slipped back to her training, that night exercise with Hugo and Vic.




  Edie shoved the box of matches back in the pocket of her slacks as the fuse caught, a sudden rip of sparks in the darkness. She ran back into the woods that bordered the

  stream, feet slipping in the wet autumn leaves.




  They’d been sent out in pairs on sabotage training, the brief being to evade capture and blow up a bridge. Except there’d been an odd number of them, so she’d been told to tag

  along with Hugo and Vic. As she made her way through the trees she could just make out the tips of their cigarettes, dancing orange spots in the black. It had taken her a while to clamber along the

  bridge joists, attach the explosives and run the fuse back. She’d thought it pretty decent of them to let her do the sabotage ops for a change – especially because it wasn’t

  really part of a wireless operator’s role – but she supposed the real reason was that they were glad of the excuse for a fag break, after the eight-mile walk to get here.




  She was almost at the track now, could make out Hugo and Vic as shadows separate from the tree trunks they leant against. It would be another minute or so before the bridge blew, and then if

  they were lucky they’d make it back to the training centre in time for breakfast.




  But what was that? A sudden engine roar, a vehicle with no headlights, skidding to a halt on the track in front of her. Edie ducked behind a log, crouched down, watched as the incandescent dots

  of Hugo and Vic’s cigarettes arced groundwards and were extinguished, heard the car door slam, footfalls on the muddy track.




  ‘Good evening, lads. You quite comfortable? I suppose you’re just biding your time, waiting for the bang?’




  ‘Yes, Sarge,’ Hugo and Vic replied in unison.




  ‘And in the meantime, if I’d been a German sentry, I could’ve come over ’ere, knocked you two off, gone over to that bridge, unplugged the fuse, and gone ’ome and

  ’ad me dinner!’




  Edie shuffled forwards until she was right underneath the passenger side of the Land-Rover, close enough to see – but not be seen. Her breath was rasping, loud in her throat, but nobody

  had noticed her watching, waiting. The training sergeant was just a few feet away, his beret wobbling as he carried on shouting at her fellow recruits. Perhaps he’d forgotten that there were

  three of them in this group. Or perhaps he just assumed that she’d be snivelling in a ditch somewhere with a twisted ankle – like a girl. She shunted one knee up, into a sprint-starting

  position, readying herself.




  ‘Got your revolver, lads?’




  ‘Yes, Sarge.’




  ‘Tell me where it is.’




  ‘In my holster,’ said Vic.




  Edie’s heart was pumping. If she was going to do this, she’d have to pick her moment.




  ‘Oh, you’re keeping your precious weapon warm, I suppose?’ Vic didn’t reply. The sergeant’s voice rose to a bellow. ‘The number of times I’ve told you

  – never leave yourselves undefended!’




  Edie shot forward, head-butting the back of the sergeant’s knees and simultaneously grabbing his ankles, a classic rugby tackle, felling the sergeant. They hadn’t covered this one in

  hand-to-hand combat, but messing about with a rugger ball with Kenneth on his school exeat weekends had taught her something. She grabbed the sergeant’s scrabbling hands and pinned them

  behind his back, holding him in position, face down in the mud. Vic had the revolver out, shoving it into the back of the sergeant’s skull as he squirmed on the ground. ‘What was it you

  were saying about not leaving yourself undefended?’ Edie said.




  Just then came the giant sparking crash of the bridge blowing up. In the light from the explosion, Edie saw Hugo and Vic’s faces grinning down at her. But after it had blown, darkness

  pressed in on her eyeballs, and she could barely see at all. She let the sergeant’s hands go. Despite the ringing in her ears she heard his sputtered expletives as he got to his feet. And in

  the awkwardness that followed, there was another sound, coming from the passenger side of the Land-Rover: a slow hand-clap, and a woman’s voice: ‘Oh, brava, my dear girl, jolly good

  show!’ – Miss Atkins had been watching all along.




  Edie smiled to herself, recalling the older woman’s pride, and the ribbing the sergeant had got in the mess at breakfast. But now the texture of the ground changed, she

  noticed, as she walked on in the dark: sharp stones had replaced the frozen earth. And there was an emptiness where the hedge bank had been. Perhaps she had reached the road already? She reached

  out a hand – there was something there: a gatepost? Suddenly a blinding flash, right in her face, and a voice: ‘Qui est là?’




  ‘Je m’appelle—’ She hesitated, but only for a moment. ‘Je m’appelle Yvette Colbert.’




  





  Chapter 2




  Vera




  The sky was opalescent and clear by the time they reached Sloane Avenue. Vera thanked the driver as she pulled up outside Nell Gwyn Court, saying she’d let herself out.

  There was hoar frost like patterned doilies on the windows, she noticed, climbing the steps. She heard the car move off as she pushed through the glass doors into the vestibule. The concierge was

  nowhere to be seen, and the air smelled of boiled fish and floor polish. Vera waited for the lift to appear. Her eyes felt as if someone had sandpapered the insides of the lids. She had tried to

  sleep on the journey, but it had been no good, and now it was already daybreak.




  The apartment door opened from the inside to reveal her mother: sage-green housecoat and accusing stare. ‘Well, whoever he is, I do hope he’ll make an honest woman of you one

  day,’ she snapped. Vera pushed past and into the flat. ‘Gadding about, at all hours,’ her mother added, slamming the door.




  ‘Oh Mother, please—’ said Vera, putting her coat on the hook and going straight into the galley kitchen. She filled the kettle from the tap and lit the gas. Early sunlight

  glanced through the dusty window. Outside grey slates and black drainpipes shoved up against each other towards the little triangle of empty morning sky. Her mother stood, hands on hips, in the

  kitchen doorway as Vera put the kettle on to boil, and checked her watch. Of course there was no time for sleep, even if she’d been able to.




  ‘Any cigs in the house?’ she said. Her mother sighed and passed an open packet of Sobranies from the sideboard in the hall. Vera lit one from the gas, and waited for the kettle to

  whistle. She drummed the fingers of her left hand on the windowsill, running through a mental checklist: the figures for Tonkin needed rechecking; the outfits from the French tailor needed

  collecting; the last set of ID cards hadn’t really been up to scratch, so that needed attending to; there was the daily round-up of information to disseminate; and then of course there was

  the next-of-kin debriefing with Raoul’s wife – how she hated those debriefings: the blanched look on the relatives’ faces, and all those unanswerable questions. Vera swilled smoke

  out between her teeth. But before all of that, there was Buckmaster’s morning meeting. She inhaled properly this time, pulling the sweet smoke right down into her lungs. Buckmaster’s

  meeting to be got through, before she could even make a start on the rest of it. The kettle began its shrill whistle, and she looked over to ask her mother if she wanted a cup of tea, but

  she’d gone.




  Vera poured hot water into an enamel bowl and took it across the hallway to the bathroom. She put the bowl in the sink, before going next door to her own room. Her bed was still made, pillowslip

  smoothed straight and floral eiderdown looking invitingly soft. She put her cigarette in the crystal ashtray on the dressing table, and took clean cami-knickers and stockings from the drawer. In

  the bathroom she quickly undressed – it was biting cold – and gave herself a strip wash with the hot water. She put a dash of talcum powder in her armpits and groin before getting

  dressed again. It would just have to do today. Back in the bedroom she took a last puff on the Sobranie, and ground it out. There was a little dribble of Chanel left in the bottle, so she dotted

  that behind her ears, brushed her hair and applied fresh lipstick, not even bothering to sit down at the dressing table. She could hear her mother clattering about in the kitchen, being

  unnecessarily noisy, Vera thought, making some kind of point. If her mother thought she was having a wild liaison, then so be it: it was safer than her knowing the truth.




  She checked her watch, and it glinted, catching an early ray of sun. She sighed. Was it that time already?




  She was taking her coat back off the peg when her mother called from the kitchen: didn’t she at least want breakfast? Her mother appeared, proffering a plate of fried bread. Vera shook her

  head; there was no time. She did up every single one of the frog clasps on her fur – it was always so damned cold in this country – and pulled on her gloves.




  Outside, the sun was fully up, washing the grey streets with cool yellow light. There was still that bomb crater where the bus stop used to be. She quickened her pace. If she hurried she might

  catch the 74 from further up by Exhibition Road. If only she had enough funds to take a taxi every day. She hurried on.




  Edie




  ‘You shouldn’t have hesitated,’ Justine said as they bumped along, the horse’s hooves plodding softly on the track. ‘If you stop like that,

  they’ll know. They’re not stupid; they can tell if it’s an obvious lie.’




  ‘I’m sorry. I had no idea you is there,’ said Edie, watching the muddy road wind away through the fields behind them.




  ‘Were,’ Justine corrected. ‘No idea you were there. Really, you have to at least use the right tense. Slip up on grammar and that’s another

  thing that’ll get you noticed. And just look at you, so English, mon Dieu!’ Justine sucked her teeth, and Edie looked away, out over the empty French

  countryside. The last vestiges of night were a purple smear along the western horizon, and the sky was empty. The wind had died down now. The air was cold, but the morning sun warmed one side of

  her body. Her suitcase and the case containing her wireless set were beside her, and the pile of damp logs prodded her back at each jolt of the cart. ‘So,’ Justine continued, pushing

  her black curls off her forehead, ‘let’s try again. What’s your name?’




  ‘Yvette Colbert,’ Edie replied.




  ‘And you’re from?’




  ‘Paris.’




  ‘And what do you do, Yvette?’




  ‘I’m a piano teacher. I visit children in their homes, and teach them piano.’




  ‘Do you live with your family?’




  ‘No, they live in Honfleur, by the sea.’




  ‘How long have you lived in Paris, Mademoiselle Colbert?’




  ‘Since—’ Edie paused.




  ‘No, no, no. You must not just stop like that! You should know these things. I thought you were supposed to be fully prepared. They said they’d send a trained operative, not an

  English schoolgirl.’ Justine sucked her teeth again.




  Edie turned her face away from Justine so that it caught the morning sunshine fully. She closed her eyes; the warmth made her feel sleepy. It had been such a long night. Justine elbowed her and

  Edie opened her eyes and turned back to her new colleague, seeing her clearly now the sun was up: small eyes with irises so dark they looked almost black; arched brows above a pinched nose. There

  was a vertical line in the middle of her forehead, etched deep into her pale brow. She reminded Edie a little of her old staff sergeant, back with the ATS. Edie wondered what Justine’s real

  name was. She’d probably never find out.




  ‘Alors, let’s have a smoke and then try again,’ said Justine, pulling out a leather tobacco pouch and beginning to roll a cigarette. When she’d

  finished she offered it to Edie.




  Edie shook her head. ‘No thank you – I don’t.’ Even the smell of smoke still reminded her of that night last summer; it made her feel sick to her stomach.




  Justine gave an exaggerated shrug. ‘So, you don’t smoke, you don’t know your background properly, and as for your hair – you’ll never pass for French looking like

  that. We’ll have to keep you hidden away in the Paris catacombs like some English ghost,’ she said, puffing rapidly at the cigarette and flicking ash away onto the road that twisted

  below their dangling legs.




  ‘What’s wrong with my hair?’ said Edie.




  ‘No Frenchwoman would have a style like that.’ Justine blew smoke through pursed lips. Edie wondered what on earth was wrong with it. She’d been under the impression that she

  was here to outwit the Nazis, to send coded messages so that the French Resistance could communicate with the SOE headquarters in London, to help win the war – not to discuss the latest

  fashion in coiffure with this prickly Frenchwoman. Would the Gestapo or the Sicherheitsdienst really be that perceptive, notice a slip in grammar, and an unfashionable

  hairstyle? Edie wondered. ‘It’s not just the SD, you know, there are plenty of informers. It’s impossible to tell whose side people are on,’ said Justine, reading

  Edie’s mind, and flicking her cigarette butt into the road.




  The horse’s harness jangled and the gently trudging hooves gave way to clopping as the cart rumbled onto cobblestones. They must be nearly there now, Edie thought. They passed an orchard

  – ranks of arthritic apple trees, naked in the sunlight – and a water pump, then an empty barn, and then the white-plastered houses. The cart tipped as they began to go uphill into the

  town, and the pile of logs shifted, pushing into them. Edie held on to the handle of the case containing her wireless set. She heard the farmer grunt something at the horse and the swish of

  reins.




  ‘So, Yvette, how long have you lived in Paris?’ said Justine.




  ‘Since early 1940, before the Occupation,’ Edie replied, without hesitation this time.




  ‘Good, now take this.’ Justine undid the scarf that she was wearing. It had brightly coloured triangles on a cream background. ‘Take it, take it!’ she said, holding it

  out. So Edie took it; it was silk, she noticed, slippery between her fingertips. ‘Tie it round your hair,’ Justine ordered. Edie tried, but the jolting cart made her frozen fingertips

  slither. ‘Here, let me,’ Justine said, and smoothed Edie’s hair off her face before tying the scarf neatly under her chin. ‘Better, but not French yet. Don’t you have

  any make-up? You’re supposed to be a Parisian, you know.’




  ‘No,’ Edie began, then remembered Miss Atkins’ gift. ‘Yes, yes, I have powder.’ She took the compact from her pocket and clicked it open. She squinted into the

  little round mirror, dabbing the powder over her nose and cheeks.




  ‘You can have my lipstick,’ said Justine, handing her a little gilt cylinder. Inside was the stub of a lipstick, cyclamen-pink. ‘Use your finger; it will last longer.’

  Edie smudged pink over her lips with her forefinger, blotting her lips together to work the colour in and checking her reflection in the silver circle. She remembered the last time she’d worn

  lipstick, that night last summer. She remembered the GI with his mouth hard and wet on hers, and his thick, forcing hands. I’m not that woman any more, she thought. I’ve left her

  behind. She passed the lipstick back to Justine, but Justine told her to keep it. Edie thanked her and put it into her pocket, where it clinked against the powder compact.




  The cart rumbled on. A fat woman in black was opening the shutters of a boulangerie. She could hear the sound of a baby crying from an upstairs window. Pigeons

  fluttered away from the cartwheels. ‘Nearly there,’ said Justine. A man was putting tables and chairs up outside a café in the town square. Smoke drifted from chimney pots.

  ‘Do you have your ID papers and travel pass to hand?’ said Justine. Edie nodded, as the cart stopped outside the station. ‘Just remember not to make eye contact. And let me take

  this one,’ Justine said, jumping down from the back of the cart and taking the case containing the wireless transmitter. Edie dropped down beside her, and heaved her suitcase off. It was

  dusty and scratched from the log pile. ‘Let’s go,’ said Justine, pulling her towards the station entrance. The old farmer nodded at them as they thanked him for the lift. The

  horse snorted steam from its nostrils and stamped, impatient to move off.




  There was a white wooden fence around the station, and a gateway to the platform. The slanting sunshine made long shadows on the station buildings, chunks of charcoal breaking up the glare.

  Because of this, Edie didn’t see the man until they were at the entrance, a dark figure in the shadows: his grey uniform, black boots, weapon slung diagonally across his chest. Forgetting

  Justine’s advice, she looked straight into his eyes: slate-coloured, bored-looking, glancing over her. He held out a large hand. ‘Ausweis, bitte,

  Fräulein.’




  Vera




  ‘I’m not signing the damn thing,’ Vera said, sweeping past the ledger on Margaret’s desk. She saw Margaret biting her lip. Buckmaster was trying to

  instigate some kind of log of who was in the office and when, making them sign in and out with the secretary. It was ridiculous, treating them like factory workers, clocking on. Vera tutted. She

  couldn’t bear registers of any kind. It reminded her of that day in 1937, not long after she’d arrived in London.




  ‘Sign here,’ the bald man had said, pointing with a chubby forefinger at the space on the ledger. The queue snaked away behind her, a stream of huddled men and

  women in their drab, damp overcoats, all the way out of the doors of the police station, and right along the pavement towards Covent Garden. Vera had been stuck with them for hours, shuffling

  forward a few inches along the pavement every couple of minutes, feeling the drizzle seep through her good fox fur and trickle down her neck. She stared down at the line on the page, wedged

  underneath the mass of other signatures and details. The woman behind her was coughing loudly into her hand; she wasn’t even carrying a handkerchief. Vera shuddered, thinking of TB.




  ‘My dear boy,’ Vera began, realising this was her last chance. ‘Is this strictly necessary? Perhaps there has been some kind of mistake?’ She opened her palm to reveal

  the wad of notes it contained – probably more than one month’s salary for this officious little man. He cleared his throat and she watched as his hand moved towards hers, and for a

  moment she thought she was home and dry. But instead of sliding the money into his own hand, he curled his pudgy fingers round hers, so the money remained in her palm. Then he gave it a little tap

  with his fingertips, as if shooing away a fly. Vera felt herself flush. She pushed her fist deep into her coat pocket, underneath her handkerchief, and let go of the roll of notes.




  ‘Sign here, please, madam,’ he repeated, poking the thick cream paper again. So Vera picked up the pen and signed, filling in her date of birth and nationality. The man waved her on

  to the next desk, where she had to do the same thing again, in triplicate, but this time with details of her address, marital status and next of kin. After that a beaky woman with spectacles told

  her she was free to leave. Vera walked towards the big wooden doors, furious that an accident of birth had brought her to this. She thought of her elder brothers: lucky Ralph to have been born in

  Colonial South Africa and so be British by birth; lucky Guy to have been in England earlier in the decade, when naturalisation was as easy to obtain as a driving licence; unlucky Vera, the only one

  in her family not to belong. She pushed open the door and was in the street. The coughing woman followed her out into the blanket of London drizzle.




  Vera crossed the road to distance herself from the unhealthy woman, and the disconsolate trudge of the other ‘aliens’ disgorging from Bow Street Police Station. She didn’t even

  want to be near them. There was a ladder leaning up the side of the cobbler’s opposite. A man in a flat cap swung a bucket and rag, cleaning the upstairs windows, whistling to himself. He

  looked down as she approached and broke off. ‘Ruddy foreigners,’ he called, looking down at her as she walked along the pavement towards him. She looked straight ahead, ignoring the

  horrid little oik. But his ladder spanned the pavement. To go round it would mean walking through the gutter: oily puddles and fag butts. ‘Get back to where you came from,’ he yelled,

  cockney vowels twanging. Vera continued along the pavement; she wasn’t going to walk in the gutter, and to hell with the silly English superstition about walking under ladders. She heard the

  man clearing his throat. She felt a soft plop on the crown of her hat as she walked underneath his ladder. She walked swiftly on, pretending not to notice or care that she had just been spat on by

  a window cleaner.




  Vera turned down a side street, and ducked into a shop doorway. She took off her hat. It was her best one: fine black felt dressed with a pheasant’s tail. The gobbet of spit lay just

  off-centre on the crown: grey-green and shiny. Vera pursed her lips and took her handkerchief from her pocket. She rubbed the spit off, scrunching it up into the centre of the hankie. But there was

  still a faint stain, like a snail trail, where it had been. Vile man. How dare he?




  Vera put the hat back on and walked out into the moisture-soaked London air, still so angry that she’d lost her sense of direction. Which way was it to the Tube? She scanned the buildings

  looking for a street sign. As she did so, a shop front caught her eye. Like a spilled jewellery case, it was a tangle of colours: garnet, ruby, emerald and sapphire. Frocks, hats and scarves

  jostled for space. Vera stepped up off the kerb and pushed the glass door. A bell tinkled as she entered. It was darker inside the shop, but still vibrated with colour. Vera’s fingertips

  brushed the sleeve of a Schiaparelli-pink dress on a mannequin beside her: real silk – good quality, too. A bell-shaped woman who looked as if she’d been sewn into her royal-blue suit

  appeared from behind a counter. ‘Is madam looking for anything in particular?’ the woman said, her lip-sticked mouth shiny as a toffee apple. Yes, Vera replied, feeling the nest of

  notes in her coat pocket, yes she was, as a matter of fact.




  Vera chose half a dozen silk scarves for herself in shades of amber, garnet and aquamarine – the colours of sunset on the Mediterranean. Then she tried on a red pillbox hat with a veil.

  ‘Very Mayfair, madam,’ the shop assistant said as Vera admired herself in the long cheval mirror. The shop assistant packed everything carefully in pale pink tissue paper tied with

  ribbons. Vera said she’d like to keep the new hat on, and when the assistant asked whether she would like her old hat in a hatbox, Vera said no, and told her just to throw it away, ignoring

  the upward jink of the saleslady’s eyebrows at the waste of it.




  The weather had started to lift a little by the time Vera left the shop, so she decided to walk with her armfuls of bags to Oxford Street, and take the bus home instead. When the bus arrived, it

  was exactly the same shade as the hat she’d just bought. Sitting on the top deck, looking down at the milling London crowds, she couldn’t help but think how well she looked in her new

  hat, how she fitted right in. Very Mayfair, madam, indeed.




  ‘As you wish, Miss Atkins,’ said Margaret, drawing her back to the present. Vera liked Margaret; she was one of the best secretaries in F-Section. She had a way

  about her, something fierce behind those dark brown eyes – what a pity she didn’t speak French, Vera thought, she’d be useful in the field. Vera remembered the agent she’d

  just sent off: Edith Lightwater – Yvette, they’d codenamed her. Her French accent was impeccable, but her grammar sometimes let her down. Thankfully, as a wireless transmitter, she

  wouldn’t have to do an awful lot of local liaison, so she ought to be all right, Vera thought. Her heels clicked on the lino as she made her way towards her desk. She checked her watch. Ten

  to ten – still time to get a coffee before the meeting.




  ‘Would you be a darling and make me a cuppa?’ she turned to call to Margaret, who looked up from her typewriter and said of course, Miss Atkins, and got up to go through to the

  kitchen. Vera’s phone was ringing. Neither Buckmaster nor Tonkin were at their desks, she noticed. She could see her in-tray. She’d cleared it last night; before setting off for the

  airport, but it was full again already, a manila file stamped Urgent toppling on top. And what was that on her blotter? It looked like an aerogramme.




  ‘Nice of you to join us, Miss Atkins,’ came a voice from behind her. She turned. Buckmaster’s frame filled the office doorway. ‘We’re in Meeting Room 5.’ He

  raised his eyebrows.




  Vera checked her watch again. ‘Oh, but, Buckie, it’s not even ten,’ she said.




  ‘I sent a memo that the briefing would start early today,’ he said, ‘which you would have read if you’d been here on time.’ He was smiling, his voice teasing, but

  still it rankled.




  ‘I was at the airfield last night,’ Vera said. ‘But of course you knew that.’ She could see Margaret hovering in the doorway behind him. ‘Could you take my coffee

  through to Meeting Room 5, please, Margaret,’ Vera said. Buckmaster cleared his throat and turned to walk up the corridor, and Vera followed him, leaving behind the overflowing in-tray,

  ringing phone, and unopened aerogramme on her desk.




  The meeting took an age. Buckmaster was determined that the new Paris cell should set up sabotage of a prototype weapons development facility on the outskirts of the city at the earliest

  possible opportunity. He’d got wind that bomber command wanted to do a raid, but didn’t have the necessary aerial intelligence; he was keen that SOE tackle it themselves. ‘It will

  save lives and ammunition, as well as casting our organisation in a good light with those higher up the food chain,’ he said, looking round and tapping the bowl of his pipe against the table

  in emphasis. To her left, Tonkin was nodding vigorously in agreement; head bobbing like an old Christmas tree bauble on a flimsy branch.




  Outside, it had begun to rain. Vera lit another cigarette and sipped on her now-tepid coffee. The men were talking finance and logistics. She made a mental note of the salient points for future

  reference, but chose not to add anything to the discussion at that point – let them thrash it out amongst themselves for a bit, she thought, glancing at the window and watching the raindrops

  cling pointlessly to the glass as they fell. She was thinking of the full in-tray, Raoul’s wife on her way right now to the next-of-kin debriefing at the Northumberland Hotel. And thinking of

  that very young WT operative she’d just waved off, upon whose wireless-transmission skills this whole sabotage plan would rest. When the men had all stopped talking she took a final sip of

  coffee, and stubbed out her cigarette. ‘It’s far too soon,’ she said. ‘The WT was only dropped last night. She needs time to find her feet. Perhaps we should let bomber

  command take this one, and make other plans? There’s plenty of lower-level disruption the cell can coordinate in the meantime.’




  Buckmaster shot her a look. She held his gaze. Tonkin shuffled papers nervously. After a pause, Buckmaster cleared his throat and smiled. ‘Given Miss Atkins’ reservations, perhaps we

  should all double-check the details one last time, and re-convene before going firm on this one. Tomorrow at ten, then. Gentlemen, Miss Atkins.’ He nodded at them, and there was a scraping of

  chairs as they all got up to leave. But as she pushed her chair back underneath the table, Buckmaster lightly touched her sleeve. ‘A word, Miss Atkins?’ She nodded, waiting for the

  others to disperse.




  ‘That wasn’t terribly loyal, was it, Vee?’ he said, filling his pipe bowl with Old Holborn from the tin. Vera slowly lowered her lids and opened them again, saying nothing. If

  he thought she was just going to roll over and— ‘Sometimes I wonder whose side you’re bloody well on,’ he said, pushing the tobacco down with the ball of his thumb.




  ‘I’m not going to dignify that with a response, Buckie,’ she said. ‘Now, if you’ve quite finished, I have plenty to be getting on with.’




  ‘Yes, yes, off you go then.’ Buckmaster made a shooing motion with the stem of his pipe. ‘Oh and, Vera, will you please start signing the register in the mornings?’




  ‘I’ll sign in when you have a signing out book, too,’ she said. She might not make it to work by nine, but she rarely left before nine at night, either, six days a week –

  not to mention the nights when she did airfield runs – and he damn well knew it. He said nothing, merely frowned and lit his pipe. She left, not looking back, knowing that he’d be

  rolling his eyes and muttering ‘Bloody woman’ under his breath. She’d buy him a whisky some time. He’d come round. She checked her watch. But right now there was work to be

  done.




  She went back to her desk and sat down. And there, on her blotter, was the aerogramme she’d glimpsed earlier. Her work address was written in that looping generous script she knew so well.

  A letter from Dick, at last. For the first time that day, she allowed herself a smile.




  Edie




  ‘Shh,’ said Justine. Edie looked up. The guard was just coming into the carriage to check their tickets. The old woman opposite was still snoring; grey bun

  unravelling against the seat back, mouth agape to show blackly missing teeth. Empty fields of chalky earth pulled past the dusty train windows. Justine handed Edie the sock she was knitting: a

  triangle of needles dangling scratchy brown wool. Justine took out the train tickets and Edie tried, feebly, to carry on where she’d left off. She heard the guard getting closer, exchanging

  words with other passengers, and she tried to concentrate on the knitting. ‘Remember what I told you,’ said Justine.




  Justine had told her not to make eye contact with anyone in uniform. And then what had Edie done? Looked directly at the official who’d checked their pass at the station. And not only

  looked at him, smiled at him, too – a nervous smile: she hadn’t been able to help herself. ‘Why did you have to draw attention to yourself like that?’ Justine hissed as they

  got into the carriage. Justine had ordered her to keep her eyes down and her mouth shut whenever they came into contact with anyone official in future.




  The guard was almost at their seats now. Edie drew a breath, feeling as if her heart was actually beating out loud, audible to the others in the carriage, as she fumbled ineffectually with the

  wool. The sleeping woman awoke with a grunt. Justine handed over the tickets. The guard clipped them, muttering ‘Merci’, and was gone.




  Edie let her breath out slowly. She saw the old woman staring at her fingers as they tangled the rough wool. Justine, looking down, tutted and took the half-made sock from her, saying something

  in rapid French slang to the old woman, who laughed. Edie flushed and looked back out of the window. The sunshine had gone now, replaced with a sky as pale and watery as spilt milk.




  The train pulled into a station, stuttering to a halt, and the woman heaved herself up, bidding them both ‘Au revoir’ as she picked her basket off the seat

  next to her and lumbered off, leaving behind the scent of unwashed clothes.




  As the train pulled away Edie saw the woman stood on the platform, like a black stone thrown into a puddle, surrounded by ripples of people and luggage and crates of potatoes. The seat opposite

  them was empty now, and Edie judged it safe to talk. ‘What did you say to her, just now?’ she asked Justine, who was knitting the sock again.




  ‘Nothing,’ Justine replied. ‘Just that you are a little simpleton.’




  ‘Thanks,’ said Edie.




  ‘Well, what do you expect? You can’t even knit properly – I had to explain it somehow.’




  ‘Teach me, then,’ Edie said. ‘Teach me how to knit like a Frenchwoman.’




  Justine sighed and said she’d try, demonstrating with exaggerated slowness how to loop and pull the wool around the stubby little needles. She seemed surprised when Edie got the hang of it

  almost immediately. ‘Pas mal,’ she said.




  Edie smiled. ‘I have pianist’s fingers. They are good at remembering patterns.’




  ‘Well, maybe you’re not a little simpleton. You can carry on a while longer – you need the practice.’




  Justine rolled herself a cigarette, poking the ends of tobacco with a matchstick before lighting it.




  ‘Who are the socks for?’ Edie said, as Justine spouted a plume of smoke into the space where the old woman had been.




  ‘My husband,’ Justine replied. ‘He’s in Germany. Got rounded up for the labour camps. But I can post them.’




  ‘How long has he been gone?’ Edie looped the wool and shoved the pointed needle through, again and again.




  Justine shrugged. ‘A few weeks. They took him on Christmas Day.’




  ‘That must be terrible.’




  ‘No, being shot as a traitor is terrible. Being forced to dig your own grave and being shot on the edge, to save them the trouble of even having to toss your body in, that’s

  terrible. This is bearable.’ Her forced exhalation of smoke sounded like a sigh. ‘And you? Are you married?’




  ‘No,’ said Edie, pulling and twisting the brown thread. She had thought, once, that she’d end up with Kenneth, her girlhood crush. She remembered a picnic, sheltering under a

  tree, as the clouds blotted out the sun, the rain slamming suddenly down, and in the distance the deep bellow of summer thunder. She remembered his arm slung over her shivering shoulders. But

  she’d never see him again, would she? And there couldn’t be anyone else, not after the American, the terminated pregnancy, the shame of it all. There would never be anyone else.




  ‘Engaged? Boyfriend?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Good. No man. No children. Less chance of clouded judgement.’




  ‘And you? Do you have children?’ said Edie, remembering the face of a little girl peeping out of the window of the farmhouse as they’d prepared to leave. But Justine

  didn’t answer, just frowned, sucked her teeth and looked away out of the train window.




  Eventually the scenery outside the carriage began to change from fields to backyards, factories and sidings: the guts of Paris spewing into the countryside. The skies were overcast now, grey as

  the buildings shunting past. The train slowed to a chug.




  ‘Here.’ Justine held out a hand for the knitting and Edie passed it over. ‘So, when we arrive, where are you going?’ said Justine, putting the bundle of wool and needles

  into her coat pocket. Edie replied that they were meeting the others in a room above the Lucas Carton in place de la Madeleine. ‘And who are you going to ask for when you get

  there?’




  ‘Marie.’




  ‘Is it Marie Leclerc you’re looking for?’




  ‘No, I’m looking for Marie Laval, with the blonde hair.’




  ‘Good,’ said Justine, satisfied that Edie had at least remembered the coded dialogue that would let the others know whose side she was on.




  ‘We won’t get separated though, will we?’ said Edie, looking out at how the train cut through the stacked-up Paris buildings like an iron through crumpled sheets. Justine

  didn’t reply, and just then the train ground to a hissing halt. Justine ushered Edie out of her seat, passing her the suitcase containing just her clothes, and keeping, as before, the one

  containing the wireless set for herself. The suitcase thudded awkwardly against Edie’s leg as she got out of the train.




  The Gare du Nord was as vast and cavernous as she remembered, a chaos of echoing noise and jostling crowds. She walked along the platform remembering the last time she was here, in 1939 with

  Mummy. She remembered buying two dresses in Molyneux: dove-grey and sky-blue, which Mummy said were ‘decent’ for entertaining. She’d felt quite grown-up, even though she was still

  just a schoolgirl, really. They’d helped Grand-maman Redette pack up a trunk, and her grandmother had cried when she gave her apartment key to the concierge, a wet rivulet forging its way

  through the rouge on her wrinkled cheek. Mummy had said not to worry, it was only a holiday really and she’d probably be back by Christmas, and they all took the boat back to England

  together. But in September war came, just as Pop said it would. When the first lot of evacuees came to stay, Grand-maman Redette went to live with a family friend in Bath, saying she didn’t

  like children, never had.




  Edie strode on, Justine behind her, as if it were 1939 again, and she was off to do some shopping and visit her grandmother, just as she’d done dozens of times before. It was almost a

  shock to see the guards waiting at the end of the platform, checking everyone’s papers were in order. But she’d learnt her lesson from earlier, and didn’t make the mistake of

  looking at them. This time she kept her head down, scurrying on with the throng, as if she were in a bad mood and a dreadful hurry. She flashed her papers as she passed, not even glancing up,

  noticing only thick fingers and a green-grey edge of cuff as her documents were momentarily scrutinised.




  She let herself be carried on with the crowd, through the bottleneck at the barrier, and onto the concourse, not stopping until she was at the archway where the terminus opened out onto the

  street. She turned back to Justine, to ask whether they’d be better off taking the Métro in this weather – it had just started to spot with rain – but Justine wasn’t

  there. Edie’s eyes scanned the crowd for the dark-haired woman in the brown coat. But there were so many people, so many shades of brown and beige, shifting like a pile of autumn leaves in

  the wind. She couldn’t see her colleague anywhere.




  Justine had disappeared completely – and with her the precious wireless transmitter.




  Vera




  Vera checked her watch. If Mrs Neasbrook didn’t arrive soon then the hotel would need their anteroom back and it would be awkward, very awkward indeed. She resisted the

  urge to pace across the tiled atrium and instead stayed where she was, arm resting on the reception desk, watching the hotel doorway.




  Netty, he’d called her, Vera recalled. My darling Netty, Raoul Neasbrook said – but he’d never shown her a photograph, so she didn’t know what to expect. They had a

  little boy; she knew that, a two-year-old. Would Netty bring Raoul’s child with her? Vera hoped not. The hotel doors flapped like a gossip’s mouth, but the only people coming and going

  appeared to be elderly gentlemen in dark suits. Vera checked her watch again – perhaps Netty’s train was delayed.




  At last the doors inched apart to reveal a woman in a stone-coloured coat and matching shoes. She looked nervously about, faltering just inside the entrance. Vera walked towards her. ‘Mrs

  Neasbrook?’ The woman jumped as if she’d been ambushed and nodded. ‘How d’you do. Miss Atkins,’ Vera said, reaching forward to shake her hand. Mrs Neasbrook pulled her

  slim hand away almost as soon as their palms had touched, as if she wanted as little contact with Vera as possible. ‘Follow me,’ Vera said, leading the way through the wooden doors and

  into the dining room, where waiters in floor-length aprons were laying cutlery on the white-shrouded tables. At the far end of the dining room was a discreet door, almost camouflaged, painted cream

  to match the walls. Vera ushered Mrs Neasbrook ahead of her, into the little room with the dark red carpet. There was a single wooden table surrounded by six high-backed chairs. A cream porcelain

  ashtray, empty of ash, lay in the centre of the table, next to the smooth cream teapot, milk jug, and pair of matching cups and saucers. There was no window, but mirrors interspersed the fanlights

  on the walls. Vera glimpsed herself from all angles, reflected into a greenish infinity.




  ‘Do take a seat,’ Vera said, and they both sat down. Vera offered a cigarette, which Mrs Neasbrook declined, but she agreed to a cup of tea. Vera was mother, adding the milk, pouring

  tea into the cup. She poured one for herself as well, even though she knew she wouldn’t drink it. The crockery chinked. Steam rose. ‘I expect you can guess why I asked you to

  come,’ Vera said.




  Mrs Neasbrook’s face was almost as colourless as the teacup she sipped from, except for a brown-sugar sprinkle of freckles across her snub nose. Her hair, the colour of damp sand, was cut

  in a short bob, waving up, away from the pearl necklace that wound round her thin neck. When she spoke she sounded as if she were plucking pearls off her necklace and tossing them, one at a time,

  into her cup of tea. ‘You’re going to tell me that my husband is missing?’ she said. Her clear little voice flicked up at the end of the sentence, with just the edge of hope. Vera

  shook her head. ‘Dead?’ said Mrs Neasbrook.




  ‘I’m so very sorry,’ Vera said.




  ‘But, Miss Atkins, I had a postcard from him, just this morning.’ Mrs Neasbrook’s face pulled in awkward directions as she spoke.




  How Vera hated this part of her job. She patted the poor woman on her forearm. ‘It was very sudden.’




  ‘But how?’




  ‘He died for his country, doing the job he loved. I hope you can take some small comfort from that.’




  ‘How did he die?’




  ‘I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to say.’




  ‘He said he was doing translation work for the Inter Services Research Bureau. He sent postcards every week. I got one just this morning, Miss Atkins.’




  Oh Lord, Vera thought, remembering the stack of agents’ pre-written missives she’d posted. How had she let one of Raoul’s get in with the bundle? ‘My dear girl,

  he’s been in Occupied France. The nature of the work means we can’t tell the families, and I shouldn’t even say he was in France, but I hope it will help you understand why I

  can’t possibly tell you any more about your husband’s work or the manner of his death. Please don’t ask for more information as refusal often offends.’ Vera couldn’t

  look at Raoul’s widow’s face, didn’t want to see the anger and disbelief she knew would be there.




  Raoul’s widow moved her arm so that Vera was no longer touching her. Her teacup chattered against her saucer. ‘Where is he now?’ she said.




  Vera had prepared for this question. ‘The body was buried in situ. However, I give you my word that after the war every effort will be made to repatriate your husband’s

  remains.’




  ‘After the war?’ The woman spoke as if it were an impossibility.




  ‘Yes. After the war we shall locate and return his body,’ said Vera.




  ‘And now?’ Raoul’s widow said, her voice rising.




  ‘I beg your pardon,’ Vera said, not understanding what she meant.




  ‘What should I do now?’ said Raoul’s widow, her voice sounding quite loud in the small room.




  ‘I have some paperwork to go through with you,’ Vera said. ‘I will of course ensure that you get your full entitlement, in terms of war pension, and so forth.’ She took

  out papers and a pen, pointing out the places on the forms where Mrs Neasbrook should sign and fill in her details. As Raoul’s widow wrote, pen scratching on the paper, Vera checked her

  watch, very discreetly, under the edge of the table. She could smell the scent of boiled vegetables and roast potatoes drifting in from the kitchens. At least the woman wasn’t crying. That

  would come later, Vera supposed, upon breaking the news to their boy that Daddy wasn’t coming home, or rereading one of Raoul’s postcards.




  Vera couldn’t tell Mrs Neasbrook that she had plenty more of Raoul’s cards in her office, stamped and ready to send. She couldn’t tell her that her husband’s work

  colleagues had no idea his name was Raoul, and that he had a wife and child back home in Apsley. She couldn’t tell her that Raoul was known as Gilbert and that he had been the best wireless

  operator they had in Paris. She couldn’t tell her that Raoul had been shot in the back and his body tossed into a makeshift grave with another member’s of the French Resistance network.

  She couldn’t tell her that Raoul had already been replaced, by a young woman codenamed Yvette Colbert.




  ‘I’m so sorry for your loss,’ Vera said as the woman carefully spelled out her name again and again on the form with her curly handwriting: Mrs Raoul

  Neasbrook. ‘He was a brave man, and very well regarded by all who worked with him.’




  Mrs Neasbrook’s tea was left half-drunk in her cup. Vera asked if she’d like a top-up, or a cigarette, but the woman said she should go: the babysitter had a shift in the factory

  later, so she needed to catch an early train. Vera saw her out of the anteroom and through the dining room, which was just beginning to fill with lunchtime clientele. In the hotel lobby Vera said

  she’d make sure the paperwork was sorted out as swiftly as practicable, and that if Mrs Neasbrook had any questions in the meantime she shouldn’t hesitate to get in contact. Vera gave

  her a card, with Inter Services Research Bureau, Norgeby House, Baker Street, London printed in blue ink, and her name and telephone number underneath.




  Raoul’s widow took the card and shook Vera’s hand, as before. ‘Thank you for your help, Miss Atkins,’ she said, before turning to leave. It felt like a slap in the

  face.




  Edie




  Edie blinked in the sudden daylight as she emerged from the Métro at place de la Madeleine. The Lucas Carton restaurant was round here somewhere. She didn’t dare

  ask anyone. She sipped on the cold air. It felt as if there was a boulder resting on her chest. Buck up, she told herself. Stop fannying about and get on with it. But get on with what? She still

  couldn’t see the restaurant, and in any case, how could she show up, without Justine, without the wireless set?




  L’Église de la Madeleine dominated the centre of the square, as big as three aircraft hangars, surrounded by the black cars that spun endlessly round, as if trying to cocoon it in

  petrol fumes. Edie felt the rush of air from the Métro, the nudge of other passengers coming up the stairs behind her, fanning out onto the wide pavement in front, spatters of black, grey

  and brown, and the occasional startling amber or red, an exclamation of colour. Reflexively she looked down at her wrist to check the time. But she didn’t have a watch. Miss Atkins had taken

  it from her before the flight.




  ‘Let’s have a good look at you,’ Miss Atkins had said, gesturing for her to turn and show off her clothes like a marionette. Edie did a slow spin, taking in,

  as she did so, the vast hangar – an aircraft cathedral. The planes were on the runway, outside, engines revving intermittently with the flight checks. There were voices outside, too, and

  clunks and thuds as equipment was loaded. Inside, the hangar was almost empty, save for the fire buckets, and a spare plane wheel leant against a far wall. The curved rooftop was far above. Edie

  turned full circle to face again Miss Atkins’ trestle table, with a lit lamp and Edie’s open suitcase on top.




  They’d had a good dinner earlier: shoulder of lamb, followed by lemon pudding, with port and Stilton to follow. But Edie hadn’t felt hungry. There were other agents waiting for their

  turn to drop – some she knew from training – and boxes and boxes of rations and equipment stacked like sandbags beneath every window. Outside, the moon was full and the skies clear.

  Someone had decided it was her turn tonight, and Miss Atkins had arrived from London, resplendent in violet satin, earrings like twinkling stars. She’d insisted they toast Edie, everyone

  raising their glasses, pouring the ruby liquid down their throats, everyone joking – a sort of desperate, nervous cheer that seemed the norm in the SOE. Edie hadn’t touched her

  port.




  After dinner they’d come out here to the hangar, Miss Atkins still in full-length evening gown, cigarette waving like a wand in its ivory holder. And Edie had half expected to be told to

  be home by midnight, or risk her transport turning into a pumpkin, so like a fairy godmother did Miss Atkins appear. ‘You look a little too clean,’ she said as Edie turned back towards

  her, ‘but I expect the journey will put paid to that. Now, tell me the drill if – heaven forfend – the SD boys get hold of you.’




  ‘Don’t tell them anything. Stick to your cover story. If they get your code, hold on to the security check as long as you can. Even an encoded message sent without the security check

  is evidence of agent compromise.’




  ‘Good,’ Miss Atkins said. ‘Good girl. Now take off your jacket so I can check your pockets one last time.’




  Edie slipped off her jacket and passed it over. As she did so, her watch face glinted in the light from the lamp.




  ‘Ah, your watch. Let me see. We need to make sure it’s set to Continental time.’ Edie held out her wrist for Miss Atkins to see. ‘Oh dear, it’s a Harwood,’

  she said. ‘You can’t get these in France. I’m afraid it will have to go.’ Edie undid the clasp and held it out. ‘I would lend you mine, but—’ Miss Atkins

  stroked the mother-of-pearl face of her own wristwatch with a forefinger. ‘I’m afraid I can’t possibly part with it. You’ll just have to make do. Buy yourself a French make

  with some of the funds at your earliest opportunity, dear girl.’
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