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            Chapter One

          

          March 1943

        

      

    

    
      Evelyn – Falmouth

      The bedraggled sailors might have varied in rank but the expressions on their sullen, wary faces were indistinguishable. Huddled into salt-stained, crumpled uniforms, the younger seamen looked little more than boys and while she didn’t show it on her own face, Evelyn Brooke-Edwards’s heart contracted a little. Had her own brother suffered the indignity of being scrutinised like this when his plane was shot down over France? Now he was held in a prisoner-of-war camp, and she prayed that he was being well looked after, although her mother hadn’t had a letter in months.

      Aware that her own clean, crisp uniform emphasised their uncertain situation, giving her significant advantage in the small amount of time she had available, she turned to face the most senior officer. ‘Leitender Ingenieur. Wie ist Ihr Name?’ Her fluent German and the recognition of his rank of Chief Engineer surprised him and his face blanched in dismay as it dawned on him that she knew exactly how important he was. She’d already earmarked him as a potential important source of information. It was her job to identify those POWs from whom useful intelligence could be gleaned under further strategic interrogation.

      Quickly she stated, in German, the standard protocol of the Geneva Convention, to reassure those assembled in front of her that they would be treated humanely despite the gimlet-eyed, grim study from the guards flanking her, all on high alert at being face to face with the enemy.

      The Chief Engineer stared at the Lieutenant stripes on her sleeves, frowning. Being confronted by a female Naval Intelligence Officer – a deliberate tactic – surprised and disconcerted prisoners, which meant that they often blurted out more than they planned to, usually under the mistaken belief that this initial contact, if conducted by a woman, clearly wasn’t being taken seriously by the English authorities. After all, interrogation was men’s work. Serious work.

      Evelyn’s gentle, kind voice belied significant training as she asked for his name, rank, serial number and the name of his vessel. Despite the mutinous line to his mouth, he complied, reeling off the basic information, which was recorded by a young Wren. As soon as this was done, with a nod to a junior officer, Evelyn instructed the man to be taken to a different holding area. He would be transported for a more detailed interrogation elsewhere. Quickly she worked through the sad collection of survivors, conscious that the majority of their comrades from the U-boat were lost to the lonely, cold depths of the Atlantic.

      A tired sense of relief flooded her as nearly all followed their senior officer’s lead; it had been a long day and her watch was nearly over. She was ready to return to her billet and the cosy fire in the kitchen that her landlady Mrs Rankin would have stoked on this miserable spring day. These men, still in damp uniforms, would be spending an uncomfortable night here before they were transferred in the morning. But at least if she hurried up they would receive a hot meal sooner rather than later, even though the cook begrudged feeding those ‘damned Jerries’.

      At last she came to the final group, still in training by the looks of their frightened young faces, and was working her way through them when Lieutenant Commander Williamson strode up.

      ‘Can you wrap this up, Edwards? Some of us have places to be. There’s a nice bottle of brandy with my name on it in the Officers’ Mess. Get these Fritzes out of here.’ He eyed the men with a malevolent glare before saying, ‘If I had my way, I’d have left the bastards to drown.’

      ‘Yes, Sir,’ she said with a bland expression, while she gritted her teeth at his unwelcome interruption. Even if they didn’t speak English, his obvious contempt had made a few of the men straighten up, their wary attitude changing into instant patriotic defiance.

      Thanks a lot, Sir, she thought to herself. Typical of Williamson. His usual odious behaviour.

      Ignoring him, she gave the boys – not one of them could have been more than eighteen – a kind smile and continued her unhurried questioning. One seaman turned bullish, refusing to give her his name and rank, standing with his chin, that still had little need of a razor, lifted.

      She mentally cursed her commanding officer. Time to use the fall-back option.

      Evelyn wasn’t the least bit vain – well, perhaps just a little – but she knew she’d been blessed with good looks: fair skin, blonde hair with its own curl and well-shaped blue eyes as striking as her own mother’s, and although she’d been encouraged in training to use her looks to her advantage, she never felt quite comfortable doing so.

      However, she was aware that more flies were to be had with honey than vinegar. Ignoring the sailor’s juvenile defiance, she turned her gentle smile up a few notches as she reminded him in firm tones that the sooner they finished, the sooner they could be moved inside and receive a hot meal. Thankfully, this approach provided quick results and with five minutes to spare to the end of her watch, she was able to hand over all the official paperwork to one of the other subordinate Wrens and head away from the docks back into the offices in Forte 1 to file her own report, rubbing her hands together as she escaped the chill wind blowing off the sea.
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      To her dismay Lieutenant Commander Williamson had returned to the office ahead of her and was sitting behind the main desk, his feet up on the surface, lounging back with his head behind his hands.

      ‘Ah, Edwards. All done. You took your sweet time.’

      She swallowed and nodded politely. There was something about Frederick Williamson that she couldn’t like even though she knew lots of the younger Wrens found him rather dashing with his David Niven moustache and slicked-back hair. Personally, even aside from the way he viewed the prisoners, she thought he had a cruel mouth, more inclined to sneer than smile, and cold, grey eyes that looked down on the rest of the world as if he knew better than them.

      She moved to the other smaller desk, even though the files she needed were beneath Williamson’s heels on his desk.

      ‘Want a nip to chase away the cold?’ He produced a bottle from beneath the desk and she involuntarily looked at her watch.

      ‘Off duty now, Edwards,’ he said as he poured himself a generous slug.

      ‘Best not, Sir,’ she said, and unable to stop herself added, ‘and it’s Brooke-Edwards.’ She knew it was a stupid thing to say but he irked her so much, and of course he pounced. She really ought to have known better.

      ‘Of course, Brooke-Edwards. Mustn’t forget that Uncle is Vice Admiral must we?’ Williamson’s eyes lit with malicious glee.

      Evelyn regarded him steadily, determined to remain pleasant. He was a nasty piece of work that enjoyed toying with the lower ranks like a cat with mice at his disposal – never prepared to let go until he was ready. Unfortunately, as he was her superior officer and the most senior in this small unit within the base on the Cornish coast, it made it difficult to tell him to leave her and the other girls alone.

      Swinging his legs off the desk top, he stood up and tossed back the whisky in his glass.

      ‘I think you need reminding who’s in charge here. Debs like you have no place in the Navy, playing at being an officer. I notice you’re all smiles with those Krauts. You think we don’t know what you’re saying to them? With your pretty, girlish smiles?’

      His moustache framed the snarl twisting his mouth and a tiny frisson of fear crept up her spine as she realised that she had backed herself into a corner behind the desk, one side of which was flush against the wall.

      Her fluency in German had always been a source of contention. He didn’t like not knowing what she was saying to the prisoners or that she treated them with basic decency. Moreover, he particularly disliked that her record for gaining co-operation from the POWs was higher than that of her predecessor, a particular crony of Williamson’s. It wasn’t the first time he’d intimated something so unsavoury. Her mother would be appalled and her father would have most certainly punched him.

      ‘Do you like that? Those boys panting after you.’

      Evelyn clenched her fists and tried to move out from behind the desk but Williamson moved quickly, his body coming into contact with hers and shoving her up against the wall, breathing whisky fumes over her. She reared back, her head making sharp, painful contact against the bricks. He smiled, a nasty smirk, his hands at his sides, palms vertical in mock surrender as if he wasn’t doing anything, while his pelvis and rib cage pushed at her. His face was too close to hers and unpleasant excitement sparked in his eyes as his heavy body settled up against hers, pressing into her. Peter, whose kisses had set light to a stronger yearning, had never pressed himself upon her like this. The musky masculine smell of Williamson, sweaty and wet-doggish mixed with alcohol, filled her nostrils.

      ‘Lieutenant Commander, please stop this,’ she said, trying to sound calm and authoritative, knowing that any sign of panic or fear would incite him further. Instinct rather than experience told her this. In truth she had very little understanding of men like Williamson, ruthless in their quest for promotion and power, unlike the male contemporaries she’d known at Oxford or the men at the summer parties of her youth. Her experience of men was limited to the protective respect of her brother and his friends and the gentle, loving courtship of Peter, whom she hadn’t heard from since the summer of 1939, and she had no idea when she might ever see him again. If it weren’t for this damned war, they would have been married by now.

      The thought of Peter and how much she missed him, made her shove Williamson sharply with her hands, pushing him away.

      He stumbled back a pace before righting himself, with a cold smile filling his face.

      ‘Lay your hands on a senior officer, would you, Edwards? That’s a court martial offence.’ He advanced again and this time grabbed her head with both hands in a cruel, tight grip and mashed his moustached mouth against hers and forced his fat slug of a tongue into her mouth. The intrusion almost made her retch and for a moment her knees weakened and panic started to take over. Pressing his advantage, he ground his body against hers and she recoiled, trying to process all the horrible sensations, the awful slobbering tongue, the bullish barrel chest squashing her and the ghastly grinding and rubbing below.

      She couldn’t breathe until his hands slid along the skin between her stockings and cami-knickers. More shocked than she’d ever been in her life, she twisted her head painfully against the wall to wrench her mouth away from his and sucked in a furious breath.

      ‘No!’ she gasped and pushed at him. Bigger and stronger than her, he simply grinned and his sausage fingers touched the edge of her knickers. Desperate now, fearing what would come next, she grabbed a heavy torch from the desk. Raising it, without thinking, she hit him on the side of the neck as hard as she could. The resulting sickening crunch as it connected with his jaw made her freeze in horror for a second.

      Williamson staggered a little and fell away from her, his hands clutching his face.

      ‘You bitch,’ he said, the words slurred. Before he could say anything more, she dropped to her knees and scooted under the desk, wriggling beneath the vanity board to the other side and, breathing hard, got to her feet again.

      Now standing, she stared terrified at him, horrified by what she’d done, shaken by what had occurred. She was for it now. She’d be court martialled, lose her rank.

      Williamson, still holding his face, glared at her but there was triumph in his eyes.

      Cupping his chin, he ground out, ‘You just put an end to your career. Report here at 0900 tomorrow morning. That’s a direct order.’

      Now tears threatened to fill her eyes but she wouldn’t let him see her cry. Instead, she lifted her chin, gave him a cool stare and said with ill-concealed contempt, ‘Yes, Sir.’

      She turned and yanked open the door, letting the tears come, and raced down the corridor. As she reached the end the double doors opened and she came stuttering to a halt at the sight of the man there. She swallowed, conscious of the tear streaks on her cheeks, but managed to lift her hand in a salute, wondering what on earth he must think.

      ‘Captain Jennings,’ she managed to gasp, frantically straightening. He was the area commander and occasionally called in, although usually he was expected and Williamson would have met him at the gate.

      ‘Lieutenant Brooke-Edwards,’ he said, a smile lurking in his eyes although it dimmed quickly when he looked at her face. ‘Everything all right?’

      ‘Yes, Sir. Just going off watch.’ One stray tear trickled down her neck but she kept her ramrod posture.

      ‘At ease, Lieutenant. I hear you had another U-boat crew pass through. All processed?’

      ‘Yes, Sir.’

      ‘Excellent work. Williamson still here?’

      She nodded, stiffening again as her stomach rolled and bubbled with nausea.

      ‘I’ll let you get off.’

      She nodded and, with a sense of dread and shame, lifted her eyes to his face. At sixty he had the weather-beaten grizzled face of a veteran of the Great War and deep lines scored his forehead which was now furrowed into a deep frown.

      Without a shadow of doubt, she knew that her days as a Lieutenant were numbered; at the very least she would be demoted and most likely court martialled.
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      Judith – London

      For the first time in a very long time, Judith’s faded spirits stirred a little as she looked up at the famous Nelson’s Column and the bright-red buses skirting Trafalgar Square. Being in London made a welcome change after spending several months in a British northern town. Her reprieve, however, was brief. Tonight, she’d be travelling back up to Hull on the train.

      She didn’t belong there, anymore than she belonged here but at least in London she enjoyed a sense of anonymity, something that had been a bit of a relief when she’d first come to this country before the outbreak of war. But, even after five years, England still seemed alien and she still felt more dead than alive inside. She glanced around at the thin, pinched faces of the people walking by. Although no one deliberately jostled her in the street, called her names or pointed to her, she kept herself to herself, avoided eye contact with anyone and rarely spoke unless she absolutely had to. It was difficult to hide a German accent.

      She tucked her hat more firmly onto her head, tugged at the jacket of her uniform and hurried towards the far corner of the square, following the directions she’d been given to Whitehall. It felt strange to her to be in an Auxiliary Territorial Services uniform, officially signed up to fight against her homeland. When she’d first come to England in 1938 she’d been able to get a job through family friends of friends and had worked in a shoe factory in Kensal Green but as soon as war was declared, no one wanted to employ a German, even though Germany had turned its back on her and her kind. Not long after that she’d joined the Pioneer Corps and then transferred to the ATS, and while she knew she ought to be grateful for the work, endless filing was not to her taste. Which, she thought, straightening her shoulders and crossing the road, narrowly avoiding being flattened by a No. 15 bus, was why she was here. A little shiver of anticipation ran through her and she crossed her fingers even though she didn’t believe in such things. Neither crossing fingers nor praying had helped thus far in her life but even so, she was hopeful.

      Major Wardlow had intimated that her native language could be employed in far more useful ways which she would find more satisfactory, when he’d talked with her just over three weeks ago in the barracks in Hull. He was an earnest and forthright young man, and she had no reason to disbelieve him or think that he was making impossible statements.

      Three weeks ago, that was all it was. She’d been nearing the end of her shift when she’d been asked to leave her filing to take Major Wardlow to the Officers’ Mess on the other side of the barracks. The place was an absolute rabbit warren and at any time, the ATS could be asked to stop what they were doing and help a guest find their way.

      ‘You seem keen to abandon your work,’ he’d observed as she’d led him through the long corridor.

      She looked at him guardedly. It didn’t do to sound ungrateful.

      ‘Boring? What is it you do? Filing?’

      She nodded before cautiously venturing, ‘I’m not sure how it helps with the war.’

      He replied in German, ‘How long have you been here?’

      Surprised, she answered in German, ‘Since December 1938.’

      ‘And what did you do back home?’ He sounded interested, which was more than most people did when they heard her accent. Even when she explained she was Jewish and had fled from Germany, she was still eyed with suspicion. It was the first time anyone had asked her about her working life before she’d come here.

      ‘I worked in a factory that designed and built aircraft.’

      His eyebrows rose and he suddenly looked almost excited. ‘And what did you do there?’

      ‘All sorts. Originally I was responsible for making sure the blueprints for the designs were looked after. After that I was responsible for ordering parts and stock-taking, making sure that we had sufficient supplies. Then I moved into the Funkmeẞgerät section.’

      He frowned.

      ‘The radio measuring devices – they used radio waves to detect and track.’

      Major Wardlow stopped dead, a look of absolute wonderment on his face. ‘Range and Detection Finding systems.’

      Wanting to quell his sudden enthusiasm, she added, ‘I don’t understand how they work but I know how they are made.’

      ‘I think you’re wasted here. I’d like to recommend you to another department where I can guarantee the work would be a thousand times more interesting. And you’ll be making a real contribution to the war. Do you think you might like that?’

      ‘Yes,’ she said. Anything had to be more interesting than the monotony of filing, which left her too much time to think. After all, what more was there to lose? She’d left behind everything she’d ever cared about and lost all the people she loved.

      So here she was, standing outside the War Office, ready to report for interview as per the instructions which had been handed to her by her commanding officer several days ago.

      Judith was intrigued. If, as Major Wardlow had implied, this work could make a difference, it was her duty to do so. She wanted to bring this awful war to an end, although when that happened she had no idea what would happen to her. The Germany she’d once known had changed too much, had inflicted such terrible damage on her family and friends. Could it ever be home again?

      Judith pinched her mouth together and marched up the steps. Thinking about everything she’d lost wasn’t going to help now. She was on her own. Life was hard for everyone. She gave her name at the front desk and was ushered up a flight of stairs to a small office where one other woman and a man sat. None of them spoke to each other and she kept quiet from habit. Eventually a young Naval officer came into the office.

      ‘Do I have a Judith Stern, a Susanne Adelsdörfer and Georg Bayerthal?’

      It was as if there was a rush of air in the room as the three of them looked at each other, a sudden release of tension, as they glanced shyly at each other, realising that they were all compatriots. Were they also Jewish, she wondered? Like her, no doubt they’d learned to keep their mouths shut in the company of strangers. Having a German accent could single you out for trouble.

      ‘If you’d like to come with me,’ he said, opening the door and inviting them to follow him.

      Now the three of them exchanged tentative nods, recognising kindred spirits. The woman addressed a few commonplace comments to the man but Judith, more reserved, kept her counsel. As always when she met fellow Germans, she wondered how they’d all made their way to England and whether their journeys had been as terrifying as hers, hidden in the boot of a car with her eyes tightly shut and her heart hammering so hard in her throat, she thought it might choke her, as she crossed the border to Austria with all that she was allowed to take. A trusted friend of her father had had a contact in the British Embassy in Austria who had provided her with the necessary papers to leave. She was one of the lucky ones and owed everything to Mozart. A mutual passion for the composer had been at the heart of the friendship between her father, his friend and his diplomat friend.

      And then she shook away those thoughts because they didn’t do her any good. Hard as it was, all she could do was look forward. There was nothing left for her in the past.

      They filed into one large room, which looked as if it had once been a ballroom, except now there was nothing but a row of three desks which had papers and pencils on them.

      ‘If you’d like to take a seat. You have an hour to translate the papers on the desk in front of you.’

      Judith took a seat behind. The three solitary desks were marooned in the huge room. It was like being back at school in her final year and doing her abitur all over again and for a moment her stomach knotted in anxiety. She could barely turn the paper over with her shaking hands.

      To her relief, the paper was quite simple and involved translating words and phrases from German into English, although none of them were very commonplace.
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      ‘That was difficult,’ exclaimed the woman called Susanne when they came out and went back to the small office again. Judith nodded, although some of the vocabulary they’d been asked to translate had been familiar from her work in the factory. She’d completed the task well within the hour allowed and had been able to spend some time looking at the elaborate plaster cornices of the room and wondering what this elegant building had been before it had been commandeered by the War Office. She’d been able to take refuge in daydreams, imagining elegant ladies, dancing to the strains of Strauss, in silks and taffetas, and picturing how it would have looked before war had cast its blighted shadow across the whole of Europe.

      ‘I didn’t know some of the words. Do you think they made them up to trick us?’ continued the woman.

      Judith didn’t reply. She’d known all but one and even then had been able to hazard a guess, but lifted her shoulders in an almost-shrug which seemed to satisfy her companion.

      ‘Beautiful plasterwork,’ commented Georg on her right, catching her looking up.

      ‘Yes,’ said Judith offering him a quick, sad smile.

      ‘Makes you think of a bygone age,’ he sighed and for a brief moment the two of them looked at each other, united in melancholy thoughts.

      ‘Of dancing and music,’ said Judith.

      Georg smiled. ‘I used to play for the Berlin State Opera, first violinist, until all the Jews in the ensemble were dismissed.’ His eyes took on that resigned, blank look that Judith knew, from experience, hid the depth of pain for all who had been ripped so brutally from their day-to-day lives.

      She simply nodded. Normally she didn’t have the energy to bring up her father – there were too many tragic tales from Germany – but for a brief moment, she allowed herself to think of him.

      ‘I went to the Opera House many times. My father ran a music shop on Gartenstrasse.’

      ‘Herr Stern?’ He looked animated for a moment. ‘I knew him. All of the orchestra bought strings and reeds and sheet music from him.’ He sobered, the question in his eyes.

      Judith shook her head. ‘It’s gone. The Sturmabteilung on the ninth of November.’

      Georg knew better than to ask but Judith told him anyway. ‘When he saw what they’d done, he had a heart attack. He never recovered.’ Until then, she’d never believed people died of broken hearts but her gentle father had seen the damage and destruction of his beloved music shop after the paramilitary forces had ransacked the place, trampling on violins, ripping up sheet music and defiling the premises with swastikas and offensive slogans.

      ‘I’m sorry.’ His eyes clouded and together they sat in silence, both lost in thought.

      Not long after that, Susanne was called and led away to another door further down the hallway, leaving the atmosphere in the corridor tense and quiet.

      She came back, her eyes bright with excitement, clearly itching to say something but prevented by the presence of the tall Naval officer, until he beckoned Georg to follow.

      ‘You’ll never guess who interviewed me. Charles Richardson. The actor and broadcaster. I saw him in Great Expectations in the West End. He spoke to me in German the whole time.’

      Judith didn’t like to reveal her ignorance. She’d never heard of the man.

      ‘Did they tell you what sort of job it is?’

      ‘No, but they asked lots of questions. I told him I really like the theatre. So, he knew I knew who he was.’ She talked incessantly until Georg’s return and then it was Judith’s turn. She was relieved to have a bit of peace.

      Following the young Naval officer, she found herself seated opposite a man in a smart suit.

      She eyed him warily. Why wasn’t he in uniform? It made her uneasy. They weren’t going to send her back to Germany as a spy or something, were they?

      ‘Thank you for coming, Private Stern. I’m Marcus Goring, although I suspect the garrulous young Susanne has told you I’ve also frequented the stage and broadcast on the radio as Charles Richardson.’ His mouth quirked in amusement. ‘I’m now head of the BBC German Unit.’

      ‘Er, yes,’ she replied and decided that with him she wouldn’t lose by being honest. ‘I’m afraid I’ve not heard of you.’

      He smiled. ‘And nor should you have. I think you perhaps have a more serious bent. I believe classical music is more to your taste.’

      She nodded and he asked a few questions about her favourite musicians before seamlessly moving on to ask her a variety of questions about the words she’d found difficult, those she’d found easy and where she’d gained her technical vocabulary and how she came to be in England.

      At last, he asked, ‘Do you have any questions?’

      Relieved that it was all over, instead of asking about the job for which he was recruiting, Judith leaned forward and said, ‘I struggled with one word.’

      He gave her a wry smile and looked down at the paper in front of him before saying, ‘It’s a tiny pin in a firing mechanism.’

      ‘Ah, I did wonder.’

      ‘So, Judith Stern, one last question. Are you good at keeping secrets? Keeping things quiet.’

      She eyed him gravely before she responded. ‘I was a Jew living in Nazi Germany; we learned to keep our secrets and the secrets of those around us. Our lives depended upon it.’

      He nodded and closed the folder in front of him with a sharp snap. ‘Thank you for your time. We will be in touch.’

      Judith very nearly skipped down the stairs, which was very unlike her, but it was a long time since she’d felt any sense of achievement or hope. She couldn’t for the life of her figure out why the English would want translations of such technical language but if, as Major Wardlow had promised, the work was interesting, then she was ready for it.
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      Betty – Latimer, Buckinghamshire

      ‘Ma, I like being in London.’

      Betty also liked being away from Ma’s watchful eye and enjoyed going up to Trafalgar Square to buy cheap forces theatre tickets with her pal, Colette, on their shifts off.

      ‘We went to the Variety Club last week. Only one shilling and threepence. Saw Arthur Askey one time. And they have some wonderful singers.’ She clasped her hands together. She loved singing, perhaps more than anything else.

      ‘But them bombing raids. I worry something chronic.’ Her ma shook her head, tugging an apron over her faded, patched cotton dress, and began peeling the potatoes that made up so much of everyone’s diet these days. Betty was heartily sick of carrot, swede and potato mash, which had become the staple food at home. ‘If anything happened to you… Don’t you get scared?’

      Betty couldn’t say she was particularly fond of the regular bombing raids but like a lot of her generation she had the view that if your number was up, it was up.

      ‘None have come close to us at the huts. Mill Hill isn’t central London. That’s where they clock the worst of it.’

      ‘It’s all very well for you to say that but you know Sheila’s daughter very nearly caught it. Poor girl, her face all ripped to shreds.’

      Betty winced. Poor Barbara Clarke might as well wish she were dead. She’d been caught in a daytime raid in the East End on her day off. Seeing what remained of Barbara’s face had been worse than anything Betty could have imagined. The blast had clean blown off her nose and top lip. It had given her nightmares for weeks.

      ‘How is she?’

      ‘How d’you think? She won’t ever get married. Her life’s as good as over. You ought to count your blessings you have a man who’s got a good living and he’s not been sent away to war. I wish you’d come home. Bert misses you like the devil, he does.’

      Her mother scraped potato peelings into the chickens’ bucket as she spoke, pointing her knife at her daughter to emphasise her words.

      Betty wasn’t so sure about that – she rather enjoyed not being at home – but thinking of Barbara made her appreciate how precarious life was. So many men had gone off to fight and not come back and there was no sign of the war finishing any time soon. ‘Bert’s just fine. I’m on duty and my shifts don’t always make it that easy to get home.’

      ‘Well, mind you don’t give him a chance to go off with someone else. You need to think of the future. He’ll only wait so long. He’s a good-looking lad and that new barmaid in The Red Lion has been giving him eyes.’

      ‘How do you know that?’ asked Betty.

      ‘Told me hisself. Popped round last week. He’s such a good lad. Always calls in on a Tuesday.’

      ‘Does he now?’ Betty’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. ‘What for?’

      ‘Just checking up on me and Jane.’

      Funny that. The same day that what she could send of her pay packet arrived. And funny that if he were checking up, he hadn’t seen fit to mend the chicken coop where the door had got a hole in it. It would be down to her to get it fixed, as usual, and she was going to have to do it before she caught the train back to Baker Street.

      ‘You ought to see if you can get a transfer here.’

      ‘Here?’

      ‘Yes, at the big house. You know the military took it over years ago but there’s a new lot there now with lots of young girls working there. See them in the village in their uniforms. Same as yours. Some sort of distribution centre, they say. Lots of lorries thundering up and down Ley Hill Road at all times of the day and night. What his Lordship must think I don’t know. He’s a good man, giving up his home for the war effort.’

      ‘Distribution centre?’ She definitely wouldn’t want to work here in the village and it sounded very dull. She’d known his Lordship had moved out and that there’d been a lot of building work going on at the site for many months. ‘I wonder if he misses it,’ Betty mused. It was a marvellous house and she was rather fond of the fourth baron. Her aunt, Daisy, had been the housekeeper there for many years and when Betty left school she’d got a job as a parlourmaid there.

      ‘I daresay he does. Why don’t you pop and see Daisy? She’ll know what’s going on. She might be able to get his Lordship to put a good word in for you. He was always fond of you. Let you play on that typewriter of his.’ He had too. Caught her tapping the keys when she was supposed to be dusting one afternoon and then invited her to teach herself to type using it whenever she finished work. That was until Lady Chesham got wind. She’d not been happy about it at all and Betty had very nearly got her cards. Denied access to the typewriter, she’d continued to practise on an old bit of cardboard that she’d drawn the keys on in the right order.

      ‘Because I’ve got that chicken coop door to fix and I need to be back on duty this evening. You don’t want the foxes getting in.’ She looked at the watch on her wrist, inherited from her dad who’d died ten years before, having never really recovered from the wounds he received during the Great War.

      ‘If you got a job here, you wouldn’t have to rush back. And your sister wouldn’t worry about you all the time. Convinced, she is, that you’re going to get blown up.’

      Betty wasn’t sure that Jane thought of anything much these days but her favourite layer, Baby Face, a very feisty young hen, who took exception to every human except Jane. She didn’t relish getting pecked on the legs when she patched that door.

      ‘The ATS doesn’t work like that, Mam. I can’t just up and transfer.’

      Her ma pursed her thin lips and folded her arms. ‘Anyone would think you didn’t want to be with your family. Too good for us now, are we? I think you spent too much time up at the big house.’

      Betty, who’d heard this a hundred times before, whenever she wouldn’t do what her ma wanted, ignored the comment. Pushing her cup of tea aside, she stood up. ‘I’d best put on my boiler suit.’ Although it was a bright spring day, her bare legs weren’t ready to spend an hour freezing out in the garden. She hadn’t been prepared to waste her one precious pair of nylons on a trip home and she refused to wear those hideous khaki lisle stockings when she was on leave. It was bad enough that she had to put up with the darned hideous things bagging round her knees and ankles when she was on duty. With a grin, she held out her arm to admire the sleeves of the bright-red boiler suit. It wasn’t half bad and even better, she hadn’t had to use any clothing coupons because it was classed as working clothes. A win–win if ever there was one.
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      Her dad’s old stock of wood and nails hadn’t been touched nor his tools, which she kept wrapped in cloths so that they wouldn’t rust. She sorted through the yellowing boxes and took a handful of pinhead nails, shoving them into her pockets before grabbing one of the hammers. Carefully she tucked the immaculate toolbox back into the corner of the shed under a large piece of sacking. No knowing what some people might help themselves to if they knew it was there. Her ma certainly didn’t venture out here and Jane wouldn’t be interested in poking about in a dusty corner.

      Half an hour later she was examining the new piece of wood tacked into place to patch the rotten section which had given way. It would do for now until she could replace the whole door on a subsequent visit. Squatting on her haunches, she leant forward to tap in the final tack.

      ‘Well, what do we have ’ere?’

      ‘Bert.’ She swung round, bringing an automatic smile to her face. She didn’t want to give him any excuse to find fault with her. His moods were so uncertain these days and as Bert’s family owned the whole row of cottages and the rent was extremely low, she needed to keep him onside for her ma and Jane’s sake so they didn’t find themselves slung out of their home.

      ‘Look at you, regular little miss carpenter.’ His mocking tone made her tighten her grip on the hammer. ‘Don’t you think you should leave man’s work to the men?’

      ‘I would if I thought it would get done,’ she retorted, feeling a little put out that she’d had to do it when he’d been here earlier in the week. ‘I thought you were going to do it.’

      ‘Being in the services ain’t doing you no good, my girl. When did you start speaking to me like that? Come and give me a kiss.’ He held out a hand and none too gently yanked her to her feet.

      ‘Sorry. I’m cross that it’s not been done. I’m worried about the foxes.’

      ‘Not been done,’ he mimicked. ‘You’re getting a few too many airs and graces about you. You’re not going to turn into one of those nagging women, are you? It might put me right off you.’ He raised his dark eyebrows. ‘And we wouldn’t want that, would we? Now give us a kiss.’

      ‘Sorry, Bert.’ She tried to smile, thinking of poor Barbara Clarke, who would probably never have anyone look at her again. Sometimes she didn’t like the way he spoke to her but like her mum said, men like Bert expected and deserved respect. He was what her ma called ‘a man’s man’ and also considered quite a catch. His dad owned Home Farm and its one hundred and thirty acres of prime sheep grazing. The family wasn’t short of a bob or two thanks to the wool from the flock which garnered high prices each year and, of course, the rents from the cottages. Marriage to him would secure her future and her ma and Jane’s.

      ‘What are you wearing?’ After claiming his kiss, Bert stepped back. ‘I don’t like my women wearing trousers. Next thing we know you’ll be thinking you can do stuff like we can.’

      It was pointless trying to explain that her boiler suit was more practical when you were lying on the chicken-poop-covered floor. He didn’t like her answering him back either. Bert didn’t like anyone answering him back. He’d definitely become more irritable in recent months, like a powder keg that could blow at any moment. Or maybe seeing more of the world, away from the village, had opened her eyes? Either way, she knew she ought to keep on the right side of him, as much for her family’s sake as anything.

      With a flirtatious smile, she stuck out a leg. ‘Don’t it suit me?’

      Betty tried to tell herself that his bad-tempered spats came from the deeply felt frustration that he’d failed an Army medical, not that he would ever admit as much. As far as everyone round here was concerned, Bert was in a reserved occupation and, being over twenty-five, couldn’t be conscripted. The truth, however, was he’d been rejected because of flat feet. A fact Betty only knew because his mother had inadvertently let it slip.

      ‘I prefer you in a skirt. You’ve a cracking pair of legs.’ He pulled her to him and kissed her again. ‘My Betty Grable. Your hair looks good like that. Fixed it up for me, did you?’

      She smiled. ‘Do you like it?’

      ‘You’re still the best-looking girl in the village even in those bloody things.’ He sighed. ‘Let’s have a look what you’ve done. I tell you, you should have waited for me to fix it for you.’

      She bit back the thought that she might have waited a long time.

      As Bert inspected the coop, Betty couldn’t help but remember that there was a time she’d have put up with things the way they were because she didn’t know any different, but being in the ATS had shown her that she could do things for herself. That she didn’t have to rely on a man.

      He bent down and shook his head. ‘This is man’s work,’ he said with a sudden derisory kick at the panel. ‘What’s the world coming to when a woman thinks she can do man’s work? Look at that.’ He kicked again, this time putting his weight into it, and the wood beneath the panel, holding it in place, disintegrated. He shook his head again. ‘Looks like I’ll have to do it. Shame I haven’t got time now.’

      Betty eyed him steadily. She wasn’t going to apologise. The panel would have held. It would have done.

      ‘Want me to walk you back to the station?’

      She looked at the hole in the door and thought of the foxes. There was an air of triumph on his face.

      ‘I’ve got another half hour,’ she said.

      ‘That’s OK. Time for a cuppa and I reckon your mam’s got a bit of cake tucked away.’

      Giving the wooden door one last glance, she slipped the hammer into her pocket. She didn’t want to leave it out or bring it to his attention. It would be the last she’d see of it.
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      ‘Bye, Ma. See you in a couple of weeks’ time.’ She turned at the bottom of the garden path to give her a last wave.

      ‘Bye, love, and think about seeing about that job. Want me to speak to Daisy about it?’

      ‘No, Ma. I’ll go and see her next time I’m home.’ Now she heartily wished she had gone to see her aunt Daisy. She could have avoided Bert altogether. She stepped out into the lane and Bert took a possessive hold of her arm.

      ‘What’s this about a job?’

      ‘It’s nothing.’

      ‘Didn’t sound like nothing.’ Bert’s tone was laced with that touch of menace that always accompanied his voice when he thought he wasn’t being told the whole story.

      ‘Ma’s got this idea that I can get a transfer to a job at this distribution centre.’

      ‘And what’s wrong with that? I’d see more of you.’

      ‘Nothing, but I’ve no idea if it’s possible.’

      ‘I think it’s a good idea. You could keep an eye on your mum and sister. You wouldn’t want anything to happen to them, especially Jane.’

      She looked up at him, startled by a sudden chill that slithered down her spine.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      He shrugged, a too-innocent air on his face. ‘Well, Jane’s growing up. She’s got a fine figure. Men have…’ He leered for a moment before lifting his shoulders again and then slung an arm around her, anchoring her to his side. ‘I miss you. She reminds me of you.’

      Nausea surged in her throat. Jane, a gentle soul, was only fifteen and young for her age. Some might say she wasn’t all there but Betty preferred to say that she took a while to think things through. She was the sort that was eager to please and scared by loud noises and shouting. All she was interested in was her beloved chickens and the lambs that occasionally had to be hand reared in the Davenports’ kitchen. Mrs Davenport was a good sort, hard-working and stern, but she ran a busy farmhouse. Jane was not her responsibility. Bert’s words worried Betty, especially as she wasn’t sure she could trust him to keep an eye on her little sister.

      As she got on the train, she wondered if perhaps she should think about applying for a transfer but it wasn’t really what she wanted. She liked having her independence, being able to do her own thing and away from the watchful eyes of the village where she was as good as engaged to Bert. But what about Jane? Her vulnerability was a constant worry and Bert’s words had alarmed Betty. He could be a bit of a bully sometimes but surely he wasn’t threatening her little sister. Was he?
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      Evelyn – Falmouth 

      ‘You need to keep your strength up, dearie.’ Mrs Rankin shook her head at the half-eaten breakfast as Evelyn pushed the food around her plate the following morning. Knowing that there was a war on, even before her landlady could remind her, she forced herself to eat the unappetising grey slice of national loaf bread with its thin smear of gooseberry jam. ‘You’re looking peaky this morning. Little ’un didn’t wake you up, did he?’

      ‘No, Mrs Rankin. I just didn’t sleep very well.’

      The kindly landlady settled her thin frame in the chair opposite the tiny table. Everything in the terraced house was small compared to what Evelyn was used to. ‘Is everything all right? Have you heard from your brother, your ma?’

      Evelyn dredged up her best attempt at a smile. Mrs Rankin wanted to look after everyone, along with her three spindly-legged children, her tiny, elderly mother and the entire ragamuffin street. ‘It’s a worry. My mother is quite anxious that there’s been no word from David for three months now.’

      ‘He’ll be right. The post from France is bound to be a bit disrupted with all them U-boats patrolling. Another one sank in the Atlantic, they’re saying down the harbour. Someone saw them bringing Jerries in.’

      As far as Mrs Rankin was concerned, Evelyn worked in an office, as Evelyn had found to her cost that any discussion of POWs invariably brought forth strong views. She therefore avoided telling people outside the military exactly what she did and even then, there were still people like Williamson that believed prisoners should be ill-treated, if not shot on sight. Having a brother at the mercy of the Germans tempered one’s view somewhat, as well as the fact that she had German relatives and had, before the rise of the National Socialists, spent many a happy summer in Heidelberg. For her, Germans were people just like anyone else, but she knew that this view placed her firmly in the minority. After all, so many had lost so much to this war already. Most people viewed foreigners with deep suspicion and not everyone sympathised with the plight of the Jews in Europe either.

      Evelyn swallowed down the last bit of bread and let Mrs Rankin pour her more tea, which had now steeped enough to give it a bit of flavour. ‘I’d best be off,’ she said, rising to her feet, swallowing down the lukewarm tea, tugging at her uniform, glancing at the stripes on her sleeves.

      She’d been so proud of those stripes, of being able to make a real contribution to the war. Her uncle was a Vice-Admiral, her grandmother had been a lady-in-waiting to the current Queen and her father a royal equerry, having been awarded a Distinguished Service Order medal during his Army combat years in the Great War. The Brooke-Edwards family had been doing their duty to King and country for generations.

      Time to face the music. Williamson would take his revenge to the absolute letter of military law. Striking a superior officer was insubordination. There’d be a court martial. Offering violence to an officer rated prison and removal of rank. She could be detained for up to three months. She closed her eyes. It would bring such shame to her family, particularly her uncle.

      With leaden feet she walked down the cobbled street, skirting the harbour and up to Forte 1 where she was stationed. As the Navy had taken over much of Falmouth, now HMS Forte, they’d commandeered a number of large buildings and renamed them Forte 1, Forte 2, Forte 3 and Forte 4, which suggested they were surrounded by barbed wire and gun towers. In fact, Forte 1 was situated in the rather attractive Membley Hall Hotel, although this didn’t offer Evelyn any solace this morning as she walked through the grand entrance and mounted the stairs to the offices on the first floor.

      Dismay warred with relief at the sight of Captain Jennings sitting behind Williamson’s desk. At least she wouldn’t have Williamson gloating at her.

      She saluted and waited for Jennings to speak as her heart plunged to her feet. Schooling her face, she tried to look penitent although inside fury bubbled that a senior officer could get away with this.

      ‘Good morning, Lieutenant Brooke-Edwards. I have good news and bad.’

      Her legs wobbled but she managed to keep her face impassive.

      ‘I’m afraid you’re being transferred to a new unit.’

      She blinked at him, unsure if this was good news or bad news and then waited for the guillotine to fall.

      ‘And their need is greater than ours. You’re to take a week’s leave and you’ll be sent details of where to report.’

      Waiting, she studied his face, while behind her back she gripped her right wrist with an iron fist.

      ‘I’m sorry you have to leave us,’ he paused and for a moment she could have sworn he looked a little apologetic before a mask slid back in place, ‘but I think it’s for the best.’

      Not daring to speak and still unable to believe his words, she nodded.

      ‘You should receive your orders in the next few days. In the meantime, enjoy your leave. Where’s home? Henley upon Thames, is it?’

      She paused for a moment before answering. That was it? No court martial?

      ‘Yes, Sir. Just outside. Binfield Heath.’

      ‘Ah, you must know the Everlys then?’

      ‘Yes, Sir. In the next village. Mummy plays bridge with Lady Everly.’

      ‘Excellent. Well, do give her my regards when you next see her. She’s my mother’s sister.’

      ‘I will, Sir,’ said Evelyn with a rush of relief, still not daring to believe in her reprieve. Perhaps Williamson hadn’t told him what had happened, but that was too much to hope.

      ‘Right-ho. That’s all. I suggest you get back to your billet and pack your things. Pick up your travel warrant and pass from the registry.’

      ‘Yes, Sir.’

      ‘Good luck, Lieutenant. I hope your next posting is to your liking.’

      He eyed her gravely and she knew without a shadow of a doubt that she’d had an extremely lucky escape and that for some reason Captain Jennings had intervened on her behalf. She had no doubt that her new posting would be a lower rank but she’d been spared the shame of everyone in this unit knowing of her demotion.

      ‘Thank you, Sir.’ With that she backed out of the room, still on wobbly legs, and virtually ran out of the building in case he changed his mind or she bumped into Williamson.
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      The journey northwards gave her far too much time to think and worry about what she was going to tell her mother, and as she neared the station at Twyford she gathered her kitbag, still none the wiser as to what to say.

      As soon as she stepped from the train she was swept into the fur-lined embrace and the familiar scent of ‘Evening in Paris’ filled her nose.

      ‘Darling, what a glorious surprise.’

      Evelyn hugged her mother back, grateful that she was so much more demonstrative than many of her friends’ parents. Both Mummy and Daddy were still, after twenty-eight years, very much in love and were quite happy to show the world. Her school friend Cynthia had grown up in an austere atmosphere where her parents barely tolerated each other’s presence.

      ‘Hello, Mummy. Thank you for coming.’

      ‘Don’t be silly, what else would I do? Come on.’ She led the way to the car, trotting along in her smart peep-toe heeled pumps with her pale-blue and lilac floral patterned tea dress flapping in the light spring breeze. ‘Besides, I needed to pop out to collect a few things. We’ve been knitting jumpers and socks for the Merchant Navy. I must say Mrs Dawtry is a marvel.’ Her mother sighed rather tragically. ‘She quite often has to sort me out. I do have a terrible habit of dropping stitches.’

      Evelyn laughed at the idea of her mother, who wasn’t remotely practical, and the redoubtable Mrs Dawtry, their housekeeper and cook, with heads bent over knitting. Through her mother’s letters she’d learned with considerable amusement that in the last six months, with the absence of her son, daughter and husband weighing heavy on her, her delicate, ladylike mother had become a leading light in the Women’s Voluntary Services and had co-opted virtually every female in the village into joining.

      ‘To be honest, I’m a terrible knitter. Mrs Dawtry quite despairs. However, one must do one’s part and I’m sure if you’re cold and in the middle of the Atlantic you’re not too fussed about whether the rows on your jumper are straight or have the odd hole.’

      Evelyn laughed. It was so lovely to be home for a few days. She would enjoy her mother’s company while she awaited her orders.

      Her mother drove home in the middle of the road, turning her face towards Evelyn as she told her all about the goings-on in the village. Thankfully they didn’t meet anyone coming the other way along the narrow country lanes.

      How they missed the pineapple-shaped stone-topped gates as they wheeled suddenly into the long drive, Evelyn wasn’t sure.

      ‘Home sweet home, darling.’

      Evelyn studied the graceful Queen Anne mansion house with a slight smile, thinking of Mrs Rankin’s tiny terrace, as the car crunched over the gravel, swerving around a small stone fountain. The mellow stone walls looked almost golden in the early spring sunshine and a couple of fat wood pigeons cooed from the tall chimneys.

      Her mother screeched to a halt a hair’s breadth from the grey Bentley already parked outside the drawing-room window.

      ‘Is Uncle Crowthorne home?’ asked Evelyn, puzzled to see her other uncle’s car there.

      ‘No.’ Her mother suddenly gasped and clasped her hands together. ‘Didn’t I tell you?’ She beamed and tucked her arm through her daughter’s, leading her up to the yellow stone porch draped with winding branches of wisteria. ‘The most splendid news. He’s been posted overseas and is on his way to Australia. All hush-hush. At least I think that’s what he said. Isn’t it wonderful?’

      Evelyn frowned, trying to follow her mother’s butterfly-brain logic as they stepped into the house and the open hallway with its magnificent sweeping staircase. ‘Wonderful, why?’ She dropped her kitbag on the carpeted floor.

      ‘Silly me. He’s left the car for you. He said, “No point it not being used for the rest of the war. Evelyn might as well drive it.” Didn’t I tell you?’

      ‘No, Mummy. You didn’t tell me,’ replied Evelyn, grinning at her mother and kissing her on the cheek. ‘But it is rather wonderful. If I could find some official business to go on, I could drive up to London and see the girls.’

      ‘That would be marvellous, I can sort something out. Perhaps you could deliver some blankets to one of the evacuation centres. The Vicar has got the rest of the congregation crocheting squares. In fact, you could help sew them this week while you’re here. Do you know when you have to leave?’

      ‘Not yet. I’m awaiting instructions.’

      ‘What? Not going back to Falmouth? How exciting, a new posting. Do tell?’

      ‘I’m not sure yet.’ Evelyn widened her eyes, hoping to persuade her mother it was an exciting conundrum and not the loss of rank she was expecting. Thankfully her mother was already full of the Vicar and his ghastly sermons which were a little too holy and not lifting people’s spirits in the way that she thought he ought to be doing. ‘Haranguing us from the pulpit. I much preferred Mr Weston, the last Vicar, shame he was so young and got called up. We’re all doing our bit, after all. And I gave him a pot of Mrs Dawtry’s best pickle.’

      Evelyn, pleased to be home despite her worries, was quite happy to let her mother’s prattle carry on and wash over her. There would be time enough later for difficult conversations.
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      ‘Morning, darling. How did you sleep? You’re still looking so pale.’

      ‘I’m not used to the quiet,’ said Evelyn with a faint laugh as she entered the lovely, sun-filled morning room where her mother had taken to having breakfast now that everyone was away. The walls were covered in a pretty William Morris wallpaper of pale lemon with willow leaves. ‘My last billet was next to the railway line and the coal depot and my landlady had three small and very lively boys. It seemed as if one of them was always awake during the night.’

      ‘How dreadful for you, darling. I know there’s a war on but you’d have thought they’d house you with … well, you know, something a bit more in keeping with your rank. You are an officer, after all.’ Her mother pursed her lips. Evelyn being an officer was small comfort to her. She would still far rather Evelyn had completed her degree in modern languages at Lady Margaret Hall in Oxford.

      Evelyn helped herself to a cup of tea, pouring from the delicate Wedgwood teapot that had been a wedding present to her grandmother from Cecilia Bowes-Lyon, the Countess of Strathmore, now the Queen’s mother.

      ‘Do you have any plans today?’ asked her mother, which Evelyn knew was a prelude to a request for some kind of aid.

      ‘I promised Hodges I’d help in the garden.’ The old gardener, for all his grumbling, was a particular favourite of hers and the walled garden was getting to be too much for him. Beyond the main house a magnificent kitchen garden kept the house and its dwindling staff in fresh fruit and vegetables. Rows of carrots, caulis, spring cabbage, radishes and asparagus lined the garden but there was a lot for one person to do.

      Her mother pursed her lips again, once more torn between disapproval and acceptance as she dusted a crumb from the linen tablecloth. She still wasn’t happy that she’d lost her rose garden and the croquet lawn, both of which had been turned over to vegetables.

      ‘The garden is far too much for him on his own.’

      ‘I know, dear, but the Vicar comes to help when he can and the blacksmith’s boys come up, which I don’t mind because they take vegetables to their mother. We send as much to the village as we can spare and Mrs Dawtry is a genius at pickling and preserving. Oh, that reminds me, there’s a letter for you. From the War Office.’

      Evelyn’s heart jumped in her chest. ‘Where is it?’ she asked a little too quickly.

      ‘It’s on the console table in the hall. I meant to bring it through but then… I can’t remember but I was doing something else.’

      Evelyn wasn’t listening. She rose and left the room with unladylike haste, her pulse racing.

      The official brown envelope sat on a silver salver like an unexploded bomb.

      She stared at it, dreading its contents, and glanced back towards the morning room. What would Mummy say when she told her? Evelyn bit her lip. And Daddy – currently the commanding officer on the battleship Warspite in the Pacific Ocean – he was going to be so disappointed in her. And Hodges? Having served in the Navy in the Great War, he’d been tickled pink that she was a Lieutenant. If only David were here. She could have told her older brother what Williamson had done, although he’d probably have been so angry he’d have told their uncle what had transpired. She caught her lip between her teeth, but David wasn’t here. David was in a POW camp hundreds of miles away with far worse things to worry about. Her brother had always been her hero and when she’d heard he’d been captured she’d been desperate to do her part and make him and the family proud of her. Despite being invited to model on occasion, she’d always been a bit of a tomboy, preferring the company of her brother to the girls who were inevitably invited to play with her. The two of them had had the run of the grounds and the guidance of Hodges, who’d helped them build fires, cook illicit sausages smuggled from Cook and build dens in the coppice. They’d had an idyllic childhood. Poor David. She crossed her fingers and said a silent prayer. Please, please, let him be all right. And Peter too. She had no idea where he might be or whether he was alive.

      She didn’t deserve to feel sorry for herself. Both men, along with her other male relatives, were no doubt enduring hardships she would never know. She snatched up the envelope and hurried up the stairs to David’s bedroom, knowing that it was unlikely that anyone would chance upon her in there.

      Sinking onto his bed, she glared at the envelope and then carefully slipped a finger in one end and lifted beneath the flap, easing open the seal to pull out the flimsy paper.

      For a full minute she stared at the words, too surprised and amazed to think straight. It was a summons to a new posting, with her rank of Lieutenant intact, and quite the most extraordinary turnabout. Although Captain Jennings had clearly intervened to prevent a scandal, she’d been sure that he would take the side of her commanding officer and she’d be punished.

      Relief made her laugh out loud. Apparently she was still going to be an Intelligence Officer. She wasn’t going to be demoted. Instead she was to go to London for her training. Her reputation remained intact and she could carry on in the Navy. She read the letter again, still none the wiser as to where she would be going after that or what she’d be doing. Her curiosity was well and truly piqued. What on earth was her new role to be? Suddenly she couldn’t wait to find out.
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      Judith – Latimer House

      The train rattled along the lines, leaving the dark confines of Baker Street station before bursting out into light and a brilliant, full of life and promise, spring day. Judith turned in surprise, blinking and staring out of the window at the bright-green leaves unfurling on the shrubs beside the track, the golden yellow of buttercups nestling in the undergrowth, the new growth of wisteria clinging to walls and brickwork, and pale-purple lilac blooms weighing down tender branches.

      Spring, a season of rebirth. For a moment she allowed herself a tiny hope that life was about to get better. Please let Major Wardlow be right, that this new work was going to be interesting. She desperately needed something to take up the space in her brain that tended to the melancholy. Already this week had been a whirlwind of activity, quite a change from her usual stolid routine. Only two days ago, she’d received a letter with a travel warrant to a railway station on the underground line and instructions to report to her new posting. It was two months after her interview, long after she’d expected to hear anything. She had no idea where Chalfont and Latimer station was but she now realised from the changing scenery that it wasn’t even in London.

      Thankfully the sight of the other women in ATS uniforms in the same carriage reassured her that she hadn’t made a mistake, until they all rose to leave the train at Harrow
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