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To the readers who have so faithfully followed the adventures of Hope and Euphemia (and Fitzroy). I hope you enjoy this next adventure.





About the Book
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It is October 1940 when British Intelligence agent Hope Stapleford takes charge of her stepfather Fitzroy’s office at Whitehall. Before retiring to the country to be with his pregnant wife Euphemia, Fitzroy hands Hope three cryptic clues to help her unravel a complex case of espionage involving a double agent whose memory cannot be trusted, a potential defector and the identity of one of the most ruthless enemies they have ever encountered.


Turning to her loyal asset Harvey, her fellow intelligence officer Leo and her beloved friend Bernie for help, Hope needs to keep her wits about her to survive the dangerous mission that lies ahead . . .
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‘A sparkling and witty crime debut with a female protagonist to challenge Miss Marple’
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‘Impeccable historical detail with a light touch’

Lesley Cookman


‘Euphemia Martins is feisty, funny and completely adorable’

Colette McCormick


‘A rattlingly good dose of Edwardian country house intrigue with plenty of twists and turns and clues to puzzle through’

Booklore.co.uk


‘The sharp dialogue capture(s) the feel of the era . . . an engaging and entertaining read’

Portobello Book Blog





Chapter One

10 October 1940

‘So, Hope, I’ve been hearing you’re getting to be rather a dab hand at writing these public information films. I suppose I should try and catch one,’ said my stepfather.

We were in Fitzroy’s office in Whitehall, next to the Ministry of Information, on the fifth floor, with wide windows looking out onto a bright October day. If it wasn’t for the tape on the windows, the sandbags in the streets, and my gas mask sticking awkwardly into my hip, it could have been any lovely autumn day in London from any time.

I had been back on duty for three weeks, quite recovered from my run-in with Dashwood, the traitorous actor, and the single solid lead to the underground Kingpin, Prometheus, an unknown London gangster who had been smuggling cocaine, hiding bodies in bomb-blitzed houses and looting the great and the good across the city.

Dashwood had tried to kill me. My efforts to save myself had resulted in my throwing him from a fifth-floor window and the long scar across my lower back where his bullet had scraped me. Later, Fitzroy had vowed never to give me the opportunity to work alone again – apparently, I took too many risks – and partnered me permanently with Leo, an intelligence officer senior to me in rank, but lacking my lifelong instruction from Fitzroy.

Unusually, Fitzroy was in uniform. He was wearing an army one with the rank of colonel. Of course, with him, you never actually knew what rank he was entitled to wear. I sometimes wondered if he remembered. He had been standing tidying the papers on his desk when I arrived. Another odd sign. Typically, his desk was one of organised chaos.

‘Yes, it’s been going well,’ I said. ‘Leo seems to have got a handle on directing too.’

‘Hmm, Leo,’ said Fitzroy in a tone that didn’t bode well for my fellow intelligence officer. ‘Yes, he seems to have found his niche. I know I said I’d keep you two together, but I don’t think he is the right man for you. We’ll be moving him on to bigger things.’

‘I think he was hoping to go back to working with the SEO training programme,’ I said.

‘Hmm,’ said my stepfather. ‘Sit down, Hope. You’re making the place look untidy.’

I did as I was told. With Fitzroy I never knew if I was dealing with my doting godfather, my affectionate stepfather or my demanding commanding officer, or some hellish combination of all three. He swept several files off the desk and into an open drawer, which he then locked. He tucked the key into a top pocket and sat down himself. ‘Done!’ he said. There were three files left on the desk. I assumed they were for me.

‘Now, Hope,’ he said, swivelling his chair round and reaching for his brandy decanter. ‘As you might have guessed, I have brought you here to give you a new assignment.’ He poured himself a small brandy and swished it around in the bottom of the glass.

‘Is it to do with Prometheus?’

‘Oh, no,’ said Fitzroy. ‘As I explained before, your face is too well known now to carry on with that business.’ He waved a hand vaguely in the direction of the window. ‘It’s been reassigned. Should be dealt with by Christmas.’ He took a sip of his drink. ‘Can’t offer you one,’ he said. ‘You’re on duty.’

‘And you’re not?’ I asked. Fitzroy raised an eyebrow and managed to convey both disapproval and humour in the glance.

‘I am almost off duty,’ he said. He put the glass down on his desk and sat back in his chair. He regarded me over interlaced fingers. ‘Thing is, I’m a bit worried about your mother.’

‘Mother? Is she unwell?’ My mother was currently pregnant.

‘And of course, I’m getting on a bit.’

My jaw dropped, but I recovered myself quickly. Fitzroy was, at worst, in his early fifties, and a lifetime of working as an agent of the Crown had seen him dashing around all over the place doing dangerous things. He had always been extremely fit, when he hadn’t been shot or stabbed or otherwise injured. As a child, I had many memories of him recovering at my parents’ home after some escapade.

‘I know you are surprised, Hope, but I am no longer a young man. Regardless of how I appear.’

I took my time replying. Somewhere in all this there was a trap waiting to be sprung, I was sure of it. I considered the man in front of me. He was lean, handsome, his hands large and muscular. Taller than the average man by a good few inches, he was currently sporting short light brown hair and a tidy moustache. I knew his natural hair colour had been red, far too remarkable for an intelligence officer in the field. What I didn’t know was how much, if any of his hair, had turned to grey. He was so used to dyeing his hair, I doubted his vanity would let it show.

But there was something different about him. In my memory he was like some quick half-drawn sketch or watercolour. I remembered the sense of him, but fixing his exact image was hard. But today, he seemed more solid. As if someone had finally coloured in between the lines, and he had at last become fully present.

‘Well, Leo is a lot younger than you, certainly,’ I said provocatively.

‘Leo is, to quote my late grandfather, a whippersnapper. He’s a young pup who knows far less than he thinks he does. Your mother thinks he will amount to something. I am less convinced.’ He gave a short and rather unpleasant bark of laughter. ‘I think your mother has been overly affected by her current state. She had the audacity to suggest he was rather like me at that age. As if!’

‘Where are you sending him?’

‘I don’t suppose it hurts you knowing. Although I’d be grateful if you didn’t tell him before his orders arrive – he’s off to work with the propaganda unit. He might be some use there.’

‘Am I going with him as a writer?’

Fitzroy shook his head. ‘No, I have something far more important for you to do. I’m raising your rank to acting captain. Don’t take too much by it. Everyone gets promoted during wartime.’ He paused. ‘That sounded unkind. I didn’t mean it like that.’

He rested his elbows on the table and met my eyes. Meeting his gaze was always an unnerving experience. He had the ability, at least with me, to make me feel guilty, even when I had nothing to be guilty about.

‘I should like to give you a higher rank, but you don’t have the experience of handling enough people under your command, so I don’t think I can. Commanding others is a particular skill, and not one you were ever trained for. If you were a big and burly lad, it would be easier. Utterly unfair, as lummoxes like that rarely have brains. But you’re going to have to find your own way of exuding authority. Until you do, I can’t put you in a position where someone higher up could suddenly drop a command on you. However, I can give you my authority to act on. Such an odd way of putting it, but it should help you out if you get yourself into a corner.’

‘Thank you, I think. But surely you could prevent someone from—’

Fitzroy flashed me one of his brightest smiles, suddenly looking many years younger than his true age, and alarmingly mischievous. He bounced out of his seat. ‘So, as I was saying, I’m heading back down to the country to be with your mother when things kick off for her. I’m also setting up a small training establishment in the grounds that should help with the war effort. Best not to mention that to anyone.’

‘And what would you like me to do?’ I asked.

‘Oh, take over here, of course.’ He opened his arms wide. ‘I put my empire in your hands.’ I gawped at him. ‘Buck up, Hope. Someone has to run this office and it can’t be that damp squib, Leo. Everyone else I have is in the field. You’re up.’




Chapter Two

Me, an Empress?

‘I beg your pardon?’ I managed to gasp.

‘Really shouldn’t be a lot to it. I expect three things of anyone working for me: loyalty, initiative and intelligence. My chaps and ladies are all well briefed. Shouldn’t bother you at all.’

He lifted up a hand. ‘Now, I know what you will say. Life is unpredictable when there’s a war on. But they’ve been trained for that. It’s the other departments you have to look out for. Always poking around trying to find ways of running off with our budget. You just assure anyone who’s not one of ours that everything is under control. Smile. Look enigmatic. Never apologise. Never explain. Never, ever, tell anyone you don’t know something. I’m a master of secrets. You’re standing in for me. Ergo, you are a master of secrets.’

‘What if they ask me about things I don’t know?’

‘Smile enigmatically and get the hell out of the room as fast as you can. Move with purpose and everyone will get out of your way.’

‘Hmm,’ I said.

‘Well, I suppose my height and natural confidence do help. As I said, you need to try and cultivate a presence yourself, Hope.’

I opened my mouth to protest, but Fitzroy carried on. ‘I’ve left you three open files that need particular attention.’ He ran a thumb along his neat moustache. ‘Thing is, I couldn’t exactly write down what you needed to know, so you’ll have to work it out.’

‘You could just tell me,’ I said.

Fitzroy bent down and picked up his case. ‘No time.’ He glanced at his wristwatch. ‘If I leave now I should make it in time for dinner. Telephone me if you must, but remember, in these days we rarely trust the line. I’d suggest speaking in Arabic, but you’re not the linguist type, are you, Hope? Probably won’t be a lot we can discuss. Just make the best of it, my dear. You’re smart enough in your own way.’

I stood as he came out from behind the desk. I had no idea if I should salute or embrace him. He solved the problem for me by kissing me on the top of my head. ‘I’m trusting you,’ he said. ‘You understand how I think better of you than anyone except your mother. Whatever happens, just think what would Fitzroy do and do it. You’ll be fine.’

And with that he opened the door and went out. The door opened again a second later and Fitzroy threw me a key ring. ‘Office key. Your office now. And secret key.’ Then he was gone, leaving me feeling as if I had been thrown in a sack and rolled down a hill.

I went round the other side of the desk and sat down in the swivel captain’s chair. It was still warm from him. I looked at the files in front me. Then I did what Fitzroy would do and helped myself to a brandy.

Unlike my stepfather I don’t generally drink brandy. A glass of champagne is more my style – and just a glass. I’m not really that much of a drinker. But, as expected, my stepfather kept only the best. The brandy was smooth, warming and seductively soft. I drank two Fitzroy-sized measures before it occurred to me that being drunk in uniform wasn’t the greatest idea and I should stop now.

I opened one of the files and the typewritten words within swum before my eyes. I slammed the file shut, suddenly afraid the print would leap off the page and run down the corridor. It occurred to me then that not having a third brandy was rather akin to locking the stable door after the horse had not so much bolted, as moved out, gone on manoeuvres and was now in another far-off country. In other words, my sobriety was undoubtedly in question. Cautiously, I opened the file once more and the letters continued to dance. I flipped it closed and leaned back in Fitzroy’s seat.

Outside the windows, the glorious autumn day was shifting into late afternoon. My stomach rumbled. I’d rushed over to see Fitzroy without dropping by the Ministry of Information’s canteen first. I must have been sitting there for some time. It wasn’t as if I had even been thinking great and useful thoughts. If anything, I felt shocked rather than anything else. I hadn’t yet got as far as worrying about the files. The shock was merely that Fitzroy would leave his empire in my hands, even if it was for . . . what? A few days? A few months? I counted on my fingers. Definitely months. My half-sibling wasn’t due until Christmas at the earliest. Maybe even the start of the New Year. My mother had not been exact. Probably she was also in shock. She had been with my dearly departed father for decades and I had been the only offspring. Now, in her early forties, she had been married to Fitzroy for less than a year and was pregnant. Whenever Fitzroy entered the equation the world turned upside down.

I got unsteadily to my feet and then sat down again with a thud. Maybe I would wait a little while before I headed off. I attempted to try the ‘secret key’ in the locked drawer. I fumbled with it, but it was clear it was the wrong size.

‘Bugger!’ I said aloud.

It appeared my transformation into Fitzroy had begun.




Chapter Three

Leo

I entered the flat the moment that Leo was crossing the living room. We both stood frozen for a moment, looking at each other. He was in uniform, smart, handsome, dark haired and wearing his thirty-something years well. He was a bit shorter than Fitzroy, and his waistline had suffered from sitting at a desk for too long, but he carried himself well. I smiled. Leo blushed red and turned away. ‘Nice to see you, Hope,’ he said.

I walked carefully into the room, clutching my files under my arm. ‘Glad you’re still here,’ I said. Ash, the cat who had adopted us, picked up the mood and bolted across the floor and onto the balcony. Where he would either catch pigeons to supplement the irregular meals supplied by Leo and I, or go and visit another of his homes.

‘Have you fed him?’

Reluctantly Leo turned round. ‘I’ve been summoned,’ he said. ‘Hence this.’ He indicated his uniform. ‘I’m hoping I’m being sent up to Scotland. I know you’ll be sad to see me go, but . . .’

I lurched over to the sofa and sat down heavily. I waved a hand casually. ‘No, it’s fine. I’m going to be busy anyway.’ I tucked the files underneath me to keep them secure.

‘Have you been drinking?’ asked Leo. ‘My God, you’re in uniform.’

‘Had a bit of a shock.’

Leo’s rigid formality vanished and he quickly came to sit with me. He took my hands in his.

‘This is nice,’ I said.

‘What’s happened? Are you all right? Is your family all right?’

‘I’m a Fitzroy,’ I said, my mood plummeting.

Leo’s brows creased. ‘There were always rumours about your mother and him working so closely together. It’s good he has acknowledged you, isn’t it?’

I laughed. ‘No! Not like that! He’s gone out of town and left me his office – and all that goes with it.’

‘His brandy?’ asked Leo, sniffing my breath. ‘I can’t believe he would get you drunk.’

I shook my head. ‘Did that all on my own. He’s handed his entire bloody department over to me for the next few months. Promoted me to captain. Acting captain.’

Leo let go of my hands and sat back with a sigh. ‘You can’t run a department,’ he said. ‘You don’t have either the rank or the experience.’

‘Oh, none of the people in the department will mind about my rank.’ I hiccupped. ‘They don’t really bother with that sort of thing. Could you get me a glass of water, please?’

Leo got up and disappeared into the kitchen. I laid my head back on the edge of the sofa and watched the afternoon light dance across our ceiling. It looked like the sea. I was jolted out of my reverie when a cold glass was shoved into my hand and a plate of bread and butter was dumped in my lap. Leo stood above me, frowning.

‘Thanks,’ I said.

‘You’ve put me in a damned awkward position again,’ he said.

‘You seem to be standing fine to me. Tall and handsome,’ I said, biting into a piece of bread and discovering I was enormously hungry.

‘I thought we agreed to forget about what happened after the film wrap party?’

‘You mean us sleeping together again?’ I asked.

‘Exactly,’ said Leo, blushing adorably. ‘We were both far too caught up in the moment.’

‘And you were the only good-looking man there.’

‘Hope! I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.’

‘And I’m going to go and be sick,’ I said.

I returned a little while later feeling much more sober, if rather frail. Leo was still in the living room. ‘I am so sorry,’ I said. ‘I really was shocked by his decision, but that’s no excuse.’

Leo looked up from what he was reading.

‘Hey! Who said you could read those?’ I snatched the files from him.

‘You can’t possibly manage a department on your own. I shall have to ask to stay in position here.’

I was torn between his usual assumption that I wasn’t up to par and the idea he would give up going back to training the SOE, where his heart lay. I sat down in an opposite chair, and took a sip of water. ‘Let’s look at the files.’

The first one contained a slip of paper that merely said: Meet Rubicon, Thursday, lunchtime. The second one had nothing but a name: Captain David Bradshaw, investigate. The third file had a hand-scrawled note that read arson and IDS in Fitzroy’s looping handwriting.

‘He’s not exactly giving you a lot of detail, is he?’

‘He’ll think there is enough,’ I said.

‘How?’ asked Leo. ‘It’s gibberish. Are you sure you picked up the right papers.’

‘I’ll work it out,’ I said. ‘You don’t want to be late for your meeting.’




Chapter Four

My Irrepressible Bad Penny

Leo had been gone no more than fifteen minutes before there was a knock at the door. I opened it. ‘Forgotten your keys—’ I broke off as I saw a grinning Harvey in front of me.

‘Whatcha, Hope!’ he said. ‘Fitzroy’s assigned me to you. I’m finally off the MOI! So, what we doing?’ He checked his watch. ‘I’ve got two and a bit hours before I’m off to the old fire service duty. Fill me in, my old chum.’

‘That’s Acting Captain Chum to you,’ I said, opening the door wide. ‘Come in. It’s good to see you.’

Harvey rubbed his hands together. ‘Going to be just like the old days, us working together. Is it a good scheme? Got a bit of havey-cavey stuff for me to do? Maybe a cuppa as well?’ He gave me his best puppy-dog look. I gave in and went to make tea while Harvey hummed and wandered around next door. I came back to see the files didn’t appear to have been moved an inch. I passed him a cup. ‘Oh ta!’ he said. ‘I’m as parched as the devil’s ar—’ He stopped and quickly corrected himself. ‘Armpit.’

‘You’ve become more parochial,’ I said, indicating he take a seat. ‘Besides, wouldn’t the devil’s armpit be extremely sweaty, what with him being in hell?’

‘That’s a thought, and nah, this has always been me,’ said Harvey. ‘Just stopped trying to impress you, now you’re my governor.’

I felt a little disappointed at this, but still it was a good sign of his flexibility in portraying character. I launched into what had happened that morning.

When I had explained the situation to him, Harvey gave a long, slow whistle. ‘Well, that’s not something I saw coming. Hey, doesn’t that mean you’re a colonel now?’

I shook my head. ‘It’s only for a few months.’

‘Right then. Let’s look at these files. He’ll have left everything in puzzles, I’m guessing.’

I smothered a grin. Harvey, for all his lack of education and status, was intrepid and smart in a way Fitzroy could understand. Which is probably why he had pulled him out of jail so many times. Not that Harvey was a bad man. No, he was a man with an invalid father, a soldier in the last war, and a barrel-load of siblings to support.

I opened the files on the table in front of us. Harvey bent his head over them. After a while he said, ‘What do you think it all means?’

‘Taking them in order, I think Rubicon is either a spy or an informant and I’m meant to meet him at lunchtime on a Thursday to hear a summary. The fact that it is file number one, suggests it’s the most important to me.’

‘So,’ said Harvey. ‘Let’s think. There’s no date, so I’m guessing this Rubicon is somewhere every Thursday. Probably somewhere he can have a pint and loiter a bit.’

‘A drop box would have been useful.’

‘Yeah, but things keep getting blown up,’ said Harvey. ‘And Mr Hitler never seems to do what one might expect. I mean, St Paul’s, great big white thing in the middle of the city, still standing proud.’

‘Don’t you think that’s a sign God is on our side?’ I asked, only half serious.

‘Nah, if he was, he’d never have let Hitler exist. Don’t think he interferes much with us lot. Probably given us all up as a bad lot. Or at least me!’

‘Or the Luftwaffe decided St Paul’s is a good signpost for the bombers.’

‘Bloody hell. I bet you’re right.’ He added some fruity reflections on Hitler, the bombers and their antecedents.

‘So, we’re thinking this meeting is in a pub. Rubicon probably works undercover nearby and pops in for his lunch?’ I interrupted.

Harvey nodded. ‘Unless it’s one of those soup kitchens. But he’d have to be somewhere Fitzroy could turn up and not look out of place. Preferably not be noticed, and he’s a tall bloke.’

‘So a nice pub,’ I said. ‘Not a dockers’ bar. And maybe somewhere he goes often?’

‘You mean hiding the meeting in the open? Deliberately not making it a shady secret?’

I nodded. ‘Besides, you know how Fitzroy loves his food. I only hope it’s not in one of his gentlemen’s clubs. I’d never get through the door. I’d need to send you.’

‘Ha! Only way one of those places would let me in would be if I had a mop in my hands.’

‘Right, so I need to find out where he often has – had – luncheon. Should be easy enough.’

‘The next one is just a name,’ said Harvey. ‘Mean anything to you?’

I shook my head.

‘How would he expect you to find one man in London during a war?’ said Harvey thinking aloud.

‘I have no idea,’ I said. ‘Let’s try three. Maybe these are linked somehow.’

‘Arson and IDS,’ said Harvey. ‘That’ll be why I’m here. IDS? You think he means incendiary devices.’

‘Prometheus,’ I said. ‘It can’t be. He said it was under control.’

Harvey tilted his head on one side. ‘Not that your dearest stepfather ever lies or misdirects.’




Chapter Five

What to Do With the Long, Lonely Nights

‘Are you all right going back out into the fires? I thought . . .’

Harvey gave me a sad smile. ‘I didn’t get to my house in time.’

‘No!’ I had yet to meet any of Harvey’s family but I knew what they meant to him.

My hands had flown to my mouth. He pulled them away and released them.

‘Bless you, Hope! But they’re fine. Another crew got them all out. That’s why I have to carry on. I need to help.’ He paused and swallowed the last of his tea. ‘The house is gone, of course. But it was never much of a house.’

‘But where . . .?’

‘I’ve got a billet as I’m working with you officially now. And as for the rest of my family, your stepdad fixed them up. I thought he’d told you.’ He shook his head. ‘I can’t understand why he keeps helping me out, but I owe him. I guess that’s why he trusts me to watch your back.’

‘And the fact you are devious, cunning, conniving . . .’

‘Stop! Stop with the compliments! I need to be off, and I need to ask some men about some dogs. I reckon I have an idea about the third file, but I’d like to make sure. What about you?’

‘I guess I’ll be out with the ARW again.’

‘Ah,’ said Harvey.

I narrowed my eyes. ‘What do you mean, ah?’

‘Fitzroy asked me to give you this.’ He thrust an envelope into my hand. He didn’t run to the door due to his limp, but he went at a fair rate. It felt unsporting to catch him. ‘See you at the office tomorrow morning?’

‘Afternoon,’ I said.

Then Harvey was gone. I knew what was in the envelope without opening it. I’d been acting as an ARW and got myself into one or two messes. It was also how I’d come to figure out that Prometheus, whoever he was, was both looting and hiding bodies as the Luftwaffe rained down fire on us.

Quite naturally, Fitzroy didn’t fancy telling his new wife that her daughter had been burned to a crisp in the firebombings. While Fitzroy expected me to do my bit, he didn’t want me taking unnecessary risks. He had plenty of vital intelligence work that he could offload onto me that didn’t result in my being in the direct line of fire. I opened the envelope and read that I was honourably discharged from ARW duty due to pressures of other vital war work.

I thought about turning up for duty despite this, but I felt sure Fitzroy would have ensured that orders had been issued that I was not to roam around outside. What he didn’t seem to understand was that I could not bear being underground. I wandered around the flat, tidying, washing dishes and eventually even cleaning. I am not naturally of a domestic temperament. But at least, as darkness was falling, I was doing something. It was what I would do next as the night wore on.

I had been reduced to polishing the coffee table when Leo blew in through the front door. ‘I’m going to Stapleford Hall,’ he thundered.

A stab of pain flashed through my head. I was definitely sober now. ‘Close the door, and don’t tell the world,’ I said curtly.

Leo slammed the door and came into the room. ‘You knew!’

‘I knew you were being moved to Propaganda. Not where.’

‘I’m an intelligence officer!’

‘Who would know better how to convince the public that things aren’t as bad as they are?’

‘Bloody hell,’ said Leo. ‘I don’t want to be standing behind film lights for the whole of this war. I want to do something.’

I didn’t bother arguing that keeping up morale was a vital part of the war effort. Leo had a much more action-hero image of himself than was good for him.

‘I don’t believe you get to choose your role in a war,’ I said.

Leo stormed up to me. ‘Was this your idea?’

I squared up to him, which was hard as I am a good six inches shorter. ‘No, it was not. I even argued that you be sent to Scotland. I know how much the SOE means to you.’

Leo flounced around the room. ‘Did he say why?’

‘Apparently, they like your work as a director.’

Leo commenced his third turn of the room. ‘I suppose that’s something. I could always mess it up and then . . .’

‘You wouldn’t do that,’ I said.

‘Damn it! No, I wouldn’t.’ Leo threw himself down into a chair which creaked alarmingly at the sudden violent action.

‘When do you leave?’

He reached into his overcoat pocket and pulled out some papers. ‘There’s a travel warrant in here somewhere. I was so bloody angry I didn’t ask. It was the most I could do to remain civil.’

‘Bad luck,’ I said.

‘Day after tomorrow. I’ve got a couple of days R and R before I go.’ He looked at me. ‘Why aren’t you in your ARW outfit?’

‘Been signed off,’ I said. ‘Not my call.’

‘Bloody man!’ He sat forward in his chair. ‘I know, Hope, let’s go out on the town. There’s a club under The Ritz we can go to. Or we can visit the Black Cat?’

‘Reliving your man-about-town days?’

‘And why bloody not?’ said Leo.

‘Why not,’ I said. ‘Just let me change.’




Chapter Six

On the Town

I changed into my best cocktail dress, green and shimmery. I used to prefer wearing red, but my old college friend Bernie, arbiter of all things fashion related, said I should echo the shade of my eyes.

‘Oh yes, that’s a nice one,’ said Leo. ‘I remember that one.’

This wasn’t quite the glowing praise one wanted from one’s beau, but the situation between Leo and I was very on and off. I had no idea which phase we were in.

‘Want to go to La Popote?’

‘The Pink Grill?’ I said, surprised.

‘Yes, well, not that part. Surprised you know about that.’ Leo looked vaguely uncomfortable.

‘They have it all made up like an air-raid shelter, don’t they? The old grill?’

‘Sort of. Chandeliers and champagne. Ever been?’

I shook my head. ‘Fitzroy went a lot, or so he said.’

‘Well, lots of top brass go and, well, all sorts of indiscreet things happen. Not just the Pink Grill. Good place to pick up intel.’

I shook my head again. ‘I don’t think I could bear it. Let’s go somewhere where we can have a good time without having to work.’

‘Worried your stepfather will hear you’ve been out with me? I presume as we are no longer partners and I am forbidden fruit.’

I couldn’t help but laugh at that. Leo looked rather hurt. He shrugged. ‘Oh well, let’s go to the Black Cat. I never did get you through its doors.’

The Blitz was ongoing, but it did feel as if the Luftwaffe’s heart was no longer in bombing London. They still came and dropped their bombs. Buildings still crumbled and people died, but it no longer seemed as fierce as it had been in the early days. Either that or we were getting used to it. Whichever it was, we managed to find a taxi and get a ride to the club.

Outside, I could see the outline of the Black Cat sign. It was unlit, of course, but that it was still standing showed the area had got off lightly. As if we were actually on a date, Leo got out first to offer me his hand. I stepped out of the car and into the fresh night air. I looked up at the sign. ‘Did you feed the cat?’

Leo sighed. The taxi rumbled off. ‘Hope, don’t be so domestic.’

‘But did you?’

‘Yes, I fed your bloody cat. You should try taking some responsibility for it.’

I shrugged. ‘It survived perfectly well while we were down at Fitzroy’s place. There must be lots of people who feed it.’

‘Forget the bloody cat,’ said Leo, and tucked my arm in his. ‘Champagne time!’

This was a sentiment I could get behind.

The building was naturally in darkness. We pushed our way through a heavy velvet curtain. Once through a small lobby, a number of empty rooms opened up before
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