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In which an old house speaks, though its keeper does not.

It is a truth not quite universally acknowledged, but frequently encountered, that a young lady in possession of an active mind must be in want of a mystery when confronted with boredom, seclusion, and the ever-persistent sound of the sea.

Erin Moore, being of seventeen years and sufficient spirit to find County Cork both picturesque and intolerable, was quite certain that the only thing duller than her grandmother’s estate was her grandmother herself. The estate—known in its better days as Avenside—possessed an air of resignation, as though it knew it had once been the pride of the hill and was now merely the shadow of a fine memory. The wallpaper curled in shy protest at its own faded elegance, and the grandfather clock in the drawing room gave up keeping time sometime in 1972.

Its mistress, Mrs. Maeve Moore, was no more forthcoming than her furniture.

She was a woman of rigid posture and rarer speech, whose domestic regime operated on two rules: the kettle must be full and the questions few. Though her complexion was more weathered than wrinkled and her voice, when it came, was sharp enough to cut thread, she was not cruel. Merely... impermeable.

Erin had been sent to her for the summer. It was called “a change of scenery” by her mother, and “an exercise in character” by her father—two people currently undergoing the kind of irreconcilable differences that make lawyers rather happy and daughters rather homeless.

And so Erin found herself in a house where silence had taken up residence, and even the air smelled faintly of secrets.

Naturally, she went exploring.

It was on the fourth morning—after breakfast of unbuttered toast and newsprint—that she mounted the narrow stairs to the attic, guided by nothing but a squeaking floorboard and a sense of disobedient curiosity. The attic had not seen a visitor in many years, unless one counted the spiders, who had formed a small but loyal colony above the cedar chest.

It was behind that chest, wedged between a stack of ration booklets and a fraying lace veil, that she found the box.

It was not the most promising of boxes—unmarked, unvarnished, and shut with a ribbon so brittle it crumbled at her touch. But within lay something quite unusual: letters. Dozens of them. Neatly folded, yellowed with age, and all addressed to a woman named Lavender.

The handwriting was elegant, the kind that bore no resemblance to her grandmother’s sharp and economical script. The sender signed himself only as Elias. Each letter was dated between 1941 and 1943.

She read the first. Then the second. Then three more.

They were not merely affectionate. They were enthralling. The sort of letters one ought not to read and yet must, as if drawn by a magnet of ink and heart.

Elias wrote like a man perpetually aware of time slipping between his fingers—like a man who feared that the world might end before he could speak everything he felt. There were mentions of trains, codewords, radio intercepts. And love, yes—but of the cautious sort, weighted by circumstance and sacrifice.

Who was Lavender?

And more pressingly: why had Maeve kept them, if not to be found?

Erin closed the box. She listened. The house was quiet as ever. Maeve was likely still in the garden, pruning roses with the same severity with which she trimmed conversations.

Returning the lid to its place, Erin descended the attic stairs with a thudding heart and a mind afire. The kettle whistled in the kitchen, as it always did at precisely half past ten.

Her grandmother looked up when she entered. Said nothing.

Erin said nothing in return, but her eyes had changed. And Maeve, whose silence had often been mistaken for oblivion, saw it.

She knew, though she said not a word, that the past had begun to stir. And that—whether she wished it or not—Lavender was about to return.
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In which we consider the art of concealment, both domestic and emotional.

It was not in Erin’s nature to be covert, nor in her temperament to thrive under restriction. Yet, having uncovered a box of letters her grandmother had surely meant to forget, she found herself behaving with a furtiveness worthy of a gothic heroine—or at least a mischievous niece in a country novel.

She read another three letters that night beneath her coverlet by torchlight, as though the mere act of illumination might awaken some ancestral spirit.

The fourth letter opened differently from the rest. It bore no date. Instead, Elias had written in a heavier hand:
"If this letter reaches you at all, it means I have succeeded in doing what I swore I would not—disobeying protocol to tell you what I cannot bear to keep to myself any longer."
Erin paused, heart quickening. The plot, if it could be called such, thickened.

The next morning, Maeve prepared breakfast with the same solemn precision as ever, her butter knife moving across toast like a scalpel over flesh. Erin watched her with new eyes. It was remarkable to consider that a woman so austere might once have received such letters—letters full of trembling, desperate affection.

But that was the uncomfortable truth of age: it preserved dignity while quietly concealing passion.

"I'll be going into town today," Maeve said, over her cup of tea.

Erin blinked. It was the longest sentence Maeve had spoken in days.
"Oh? What for?"
Maeve raised one white brow. “Soap. Apples. That’s hardly espionage.”

Erin flushed slightly at the word.
“No, of course not.”
The older woman regarded her with a gaze that might have withered hydrangeas.
“You’ve been up in the attic.”
Erin froze, her spoon suspended in mid-air. She had prepared no defense, no plausible excuse. The guilt was too fresh, and Maeve too perceptive.

“Yes,” Erin admitted, feeling oddly childlike.

Maeve buttered her toast in silence.

“There are mice up there,” she said at last, her voice measured. “You’d do better to keep to the rooms meant for company.”

It was a dismissal. Erin obeyed it in form, but not in spirit.



That afternoon, Maeve departed for town—wearing her coat like armor, her handbag clasped with regimental precision. Erin waited a respectable ten minutes before ascending to the attic once more.

This time, she brought a notepad.

If she was to uncover the identity of Elias—and of Lavender—she would need order. Dates, references, patterns. There were names in the letters: a Miss Branson, a Colonel Witherby, someone called “Wren.” Mentions of train stations, a boarding house in Mayfair, a meeting under blackout conditions. Elias spoke often of duty, but always with regret. And always with longing.

In one letter, he described a moment that felt more novel than real:
"She wore blue gloves. I remember because they did not match the rest of her clothing, and I asked her why. She said: 'To remind myself I am still capable of whimsy.' How very Lavender of her."
Erin smiled at that.

Blue gloves. Whimsy. Her grandmother.

The combination was inconceivable.



When Maeve returned, she carried a bag of groceries and the distinct scent of someone who had once spent her youth dodging questions and loving only when it was nearly too late.

At dinner, she looked across the table and said, “You’ve inherited your grandfather’s appetite for stories.”

“Did he read a lot?” Erin asked, startled by the mention.

“No,” said Maeve, slicing a pear. “He just liked to know things he wasn’t supposed to.”

There it was again. That cool flick of wit, so lightly offered it almost escaped notice.

And in that moment, Erin knew with certainty: her grandmother remembered every word of those letters. Not as the owner of a box might remember its contents, but as a woman remembers the shape of the love she chose to bury.

She would not give them up easily.

But Erin would not give up at all.
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In which the past begins to breathe, and we meet Lavender as she was—before she chose silence.

London, 1941.
The city wore its war like an overcoat—heavy, cumbersome, occasionally threadbare, but stubbornly in place. Sirens cried like children in the night, and mornings often began with the sorting of rubble from what had once been parlors and bakeries.
Miss Maeve Kavanagh, newly arrived from Cork and not yet twenty, regarded the smoke-hazed skyline with a kind of reluctant awe. She had imagined London to be grander—taller, perhaps. Instead, it seemed as if the city had bent itself down to endure the strain of history.

Maeve was not the sort of girl to complain aloud. She was observant but not sentimental, confident but not careless. Her education had been the kind that whispered of ladies and marriages, though she had found little appetite for either. Instead, she had volunteered—against her father’s advice and her aunt’s theatrical despair—for war service.

She arrived with a small suitcase, a navy wool coat, and a letter marked “Confidential.”

She was to report to Wellington House, though her instructions never named it as such. It was only after one arrived that one learned what the building actually did. Intelligence—of a quiet, peculiar kind. The kind that passed through radios and typewriters and eyes that noticed things most others did not.

“Miss Kavanagh?” called a clipped voice in the hallway.

She turned to see a woman of brisk heels and red lipstick—the only colour in the building—examining her with polite impatience.
“I’m Miss Branson. You’ll be assigned to Unit Seven. We handle signals and cipher routing. You’ve a fine hand for transcription, or so I’m told.”
“I write legibly,” Maeve replied, offering a smile that was more truth than charm.

“Good. Don’t smile so much. The officers think it’s an invitation.”

And with that, she was inducted into the war’s quietest theatre.



The days passed in code. In letters that meant numbers. In names that meant nothing. She became Lavender before she knew she had earned the name. It was simply written on the corner of a folder left on her desk.

Codename: Lavender.

It was, she later learned, chosen at random by a young man two desks over who said he liked the sound of it. His name was Elias Hargrave.

Their first exchange was not romantic. It was over a misfiled transmission and a disagreement about whether Lisbon or Antwerp had issued the originating signal.

“You’re assuming the operator was consistent,” Maeve said evenly.
“I’m assuming they were trained properly,” Elias retorted.
“You must be very popular in meetings.”

“I wouldn’t know,” he said. “I rarely attend those where people enjoy being wrong.”

She looked up then, properly, and saw not arrogance but fatigue. The kind of exhaustion that comes from knowing too much and sleeping too little.

He was not handsome in the usual way. His features were too solemn for that. But he had the kind of face that stayed in memory: eyes like smoked glass, a mouth always on the verge of restraint.

They said no more that day. But he returned the file in perfect order the next morning.

It was not the beginning of a courtship—not yet. Courtship required time and clarity, and war allowed little of either.

But it was, perhaps, the beginning of something slower and more dangerous.



Back in her modest boarding house, Maeve recorded everything in a small diary she kept under her pillow.


“Elias Hargrave has a German mother and an English father. The combination gives him an air of being both from here and nowhere. He asked me today if I believe in fate. I said no. He smiled, which I think meant he does.”


She did not write about the way her heart lifted when she saw him across the room. Such sentiments, she felt, belonged in novels—not diaries. Certainly not war.



One night, the air raid sirens began earlier than usual. Maeve reached the shelter out of breath, coat hastily buttoned, hair loose from its pins. She was among the last to arrive.

Elias was already there. He stood to offer her a seat beside him. She took it. They said nothing for nearly half an hour.

Then, quietly, he said,
“If I don’t say this, I’ll regret it later—and there are far too many regrets in the
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