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19th December 1941, The Entertainment Hall, Hursley Park

The Hursley Players’ production of Hay Fever received a standing ovation. From the wings, Sarah Gillespie and her fellow backstage assistant Vera Taylor, watched the cast taking their bows. It was Friday night and the last performance. Thankfully, the play had gone off with very few hitches, to the relief of all, after a less than satisfactory opening night earlier in the week. 

Sarah nudged Vera and flicked a glance at Richard, the director, who was pacing up and down the corridor to the side of their makeshift stage, muttering under his breath.

‘I don’t think he’s happy,’ she whispered.

Vera snorted. ‘He never is! But do you think Mr Coward would approve of that performance?’

‘Let’s not push our luck!’ Sarah replied with a grin. ‘But to be fair, they did far better than I’d hoped after Wednesday’s fiasco.’ 

‘Yes, though how Sylvia forgot her line again, I’ll never know. She only had one.’

Richard appeared beside them, hands stuck in his pockets, and a scowl on his face, which did not bode well. ‘I could wring her stupid neck. Bloody amateur!’

Vera and Sarah shared an amused glance. Richard sported rather grand ideas about his abilities and those of his actors. 

‘It was just nerves, Richard,’ Sarah said to him, but his only answer was a grunt before he slouched off to resume his pacing. 

‘My God, you’d think we were on the West End the way he behaves,’ Vera said with a roll of her eyes. ‘I’ve had enough of the histrionics. I don’t know about you, but I need a drink.’

‘I’ll second that,’ Sarah replied, watching her cousin Martin take yet another bow. He was lapping it all up. But he deserved it; Martin had outshone the rest of the cast, in her opinion. She could see Uncle Tom and Aunt Alice in the front row, her aunt beaming up at Martin. 

Vera linked Sarah’s arm. ‘Let us await the thespians in the changing room. They will, of course, be full of themselves, but I suppose that is the lot of us lowly backstage slaves. We do all the hard work but get little credit.’

‘Yes, but at least our names appeared on the programme,’ Sarah replied.

Vera sniffed. ‘Yes, at the bottom of the last page!’

‘I guess our dreams of Hollywood must wait.’

‘Speaking of travel, I hear you’re off to London soon. I’ll miss you,’ Vera said with a wave of her hand. ‘This has been fun.’

‘Yep. I leave straight after Christmas, but I don’t intend being away too long, Vera. Hopefully only a few weeks.’

‘But you will miss the auditions for our next spectacular. Martin told me how disappointed you were not to be on stage for this one.’

‘It can’t be helped,’ Sarah said with a shrug as they entered the dressing room.

There was the small matter of finding her renegade father for MI5, but that wasn’t something she could share with Vera, or even her family. Only her manager in Supermarine, Miss Whitaker, a fellow MI5 agent, knew about her upcoming mission. Sarah knew her aunt and uncle would try to talk her out of it if she were to tell them what a dangerous path lay ahead. To them, Jim Gillespie was dead, supposedly killed by the same bomb that had killed Sarah’s sister, Maura, and destroyed their home. It was best they believed that to be true. Only Sarah knew what had really happened, that Jim was alive and well, heading up an IRA cell in England and collaborating with fifth columnists. She could not bear to think of her father escaping justice. He had questions to answer – to the authorities, and to her.

Ever since Colonel Everleigh, the head of MI5, had first told her the truth about her father, her mind had been in turmoil. With her grief for her sister, Maura, still raw, to learn that their father had abandoned them to their fate made her livid. Revenge was foremost in her thoughts. Soon enough, she would have the opportunity to put things right, but for now, to be part of the production team for the play had been a welcome distraction. After an eventful couple of months, she certainly needed that. She was lucky to be alive after that awful day in Winchester when a Nazi had nearly succeeded in killing her. 

The girls sat down to wait for the cast. Vera produced an apple and offered Sarah a bite. She declined. ‘Such a pity Paul can’t come down here for Christmas,’ Vera remarked between mouthfuls.

The reminder was unwelcome. It had been quite a blow to receive her boyfriend’s hastily written letter with news of his imminent departure for America. Worst of all, their plans to spend a few days in London after Christmas were in tatters. She was desperate to see him; desperate for him to know her true feelings. Their recent reconciliation had only been by letter. Not ideal!

‘Yes. I was gutted. It would have been lovely to see him before he left for the States,’ Sarah said. ‘I’ve only met him once since we both came to England. His flight training was up in Yorkshire.’

‘What rotten luck! Where is he going exactly?’ Vera asked, her eyes full of sympathy, which almost brought tears to Sarah’s eyes.

‘Alabama; for further training. Just my luck,’ she said with a gulp, ‘but he has to go where the RAF dictate.’

Vera raised a brow. ‘One of the fly boys, that’s impressive. How long will he be there?’

However, before Sarah could answer, the cast trickled in, two of the male actors leading the way.

‘Thank God that was the last performance. I could murder a pint!’ said one. 

‘Ha! Just like you murdered those lines, Angus!’ said the other, giving him the side-eye.

Angus squared up to him. ‘What do you mean by that?’ 

‘Now, lads, take it easy. Richard is on his way.’ It was Martin, standing in the doorway, shaking his head at the two men who were eyeing each other up. ‘Everyone did just fine, tonight. And, Angus, I’ll take you up on that idea of a pint.’

Angus shrugged and turned away. Sarah smiled at her cousin. He had a knack for defusing tricky situations. ‘Yes, do hurry up, lads; us ladies are parched!’ she said. 

Sarah’s alarm clock rattled into life, and she awoke to a pounding headache. That will teach me to carouse with Vera Taylor. With a groan and her eyes still closed, she slapped down on the bell and savoured the blissful silence of the sleeping house. Twenty minutes later, she woke up again, spotted the time and leapt out of bed.

‘Damn, damn, damn,’ she muttered as she dragged on her clothes. Why on earth had she agreed to meet Vera so early for the clean-up? With a glance in the mirror, which made her cringe, she pulled a brush through her hair before galloping down the stairs.

‘Morning!’ Aunt Alice greeted her in a chirpy tone, a pot of tea in her hand.

‘Good morning. Sorry, I can’t stop for breakfast. I’m running late,’ Sarah said as she shrugged into her coat.

Her aunt tut-tutted and shook her head. ‘You’ll be sorry later. What about a piece of toast? I don’t like you going to work on an empty tummy.’

This was typical of Alice; such a mother hen. And for the hundredth time, Sarah wished Maura could have experienced family life with the Lambes. ‘I’ll grab something in the canteen, I promise. See you at lunchtime,’ Sarah said, kissing her aunt’s cheek, before making for the door. 

She stalled in the open doorway. All was still; that particular silence that comes with snow. Flurries were drifting down, coating everything in white. She breathed in the cold air and her pounding head eased. As she pulled on her gloves, she saw young Edward, the Post Office messenger boy, coming down the path. Sarah waved to him, thinking how smart he looked in his uniform. But he didn’t respond as he normally would; instead, he walked up to her, unsmiling, before reaching into his satchel and pulling out a telegram.

‘Good morning,’ Edward said, not quite meeting her gaze. ‘This is for you, miss.’

Sarah went numb, staring at it. Telegrams were never good news. Not these days.

‘Who’s there, Sarah?’ she heard her aunt call out. Seconds later, Aunt Alice was at her side, looking down at the messenger boy. ‘Good morning, Edward,’ she said. ‘How’s your mum doing?’

‘Much better, Mrs Lambe.’ His eyes strayed to the telegram in Sarah’s hand. ‘Should I wait for an answer?’

Sarah heard her aunt’s sharp intake of breath before she pressed Sarah’s arm. ‘No. My dear, best you come back inside to open that. Run along now, Edward.’

‘Very good, Mrs Lambe,’ he replied and scooted off.

‘Come in, love,’ her aunt said, tugging Sarah back into the house and closing the front door.

Sarah sat down by the fire, staring at the envelope. Maybe it was from the colonel in London about her mission, and not something awful. She glanced up at her aunt, whose brows were drawn in concern, a tea towel clutched in her hand. Swallowing hard, Sarah slit open the envelope. It was from Deirdre O’Reilly in Dublin, Paul’s sister.

Paul’s ship torpedoed Atlantic. Missing, presumed dead.
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6th February 1942, MI5, St James Street, London

Two months had passed since Sarah had last met Colonel Everleigh, the head of MI5. Now she sat outside his office, on a cold and bleak Friday afternoon, nerves jangling. Everleigh was a manipulative man, though it had taken her a while to realise it. The colonel’s revelation that her father was alive had left her reeling, and she had accepted his challenge to work for him in a moment of pure rage and horror – as he had known she would. She had learned her lesson, vowing to be more careful in the future, realising she was just a pawn in this secret war with its obscure rules and shady motives.

The world had stopped turning for weeks after she read that telegram from Paul’s sister. She had barely made it through Christmas. Her sorrow had threatened to overwhelm her. Sarah’s friend Gladys and her cousin Martin were her greatest support, dragging her out of the house when all she wished to do was curl up in bed and shut out the world. Of course, officially, Paul was missing and with no body found Sarah could hope – but deep down she knew that hope was misguided wishful thinking. And through a haze of grief, Sarah’s hatred for the Nazi regime increased so much it frightened her. The need to strike back, in any way she could, became an obsession. Her thoughts returned, again and again, to her father, now collaborating with Germany for his own ends. Jim Gillespie had betrayed her and Maura by abandoning them. The memory of her sister’s anguish, in that split second before their home had collapsed around them, continued to haunt her dreams. Only now Paul was present in her nightmares too, reaching out to her in his final moments as the icy water of the Atlantic claimed him forever. She would wake up in torment, thrashing, the sheets twisted around her body. Each time it occurred, it only cemented her determination to strike back.

Ireland might still be neutral, but Sarah Gillespie was not.

The mission to track down her father carried high risk. She was no fool. She knew what she was dealing with, but that didn’t matter. Nothing much mattered any more. Without Paul, and without Maura, only revenge was important. Her grief had been tucked away until she completed this mission. Nothing could get in the way. But a tiny voice inside her head poked through every now and again and asked would she be the same person by the end of this? Would working in such a clandestine, though admittedly necessary, job corrupt her morally? It seemed likely when one was dealing in secrets and subterfuge, but war was branding everyone’s life, not just hers. The struggle to survive the evil of the times, and the loss and pain, were etched on most of the faces she passed in the street.

And so here she was, ready to do the colonel’s bidding. A year before, Sarah would have laughed off the idea as ludicrous, but today her foray into the official world of espionage would begin. Even more incredible for an Irishwoman, it would be for the British Secret Service. But life had been upended so thoroughly since the Luftwaffe had destroyed her world, nothing surprised her any more. 

She would remain adamant: she had committed to this one assignment only. If successful, her father would face the justice he deserved. Removing him and his cell of republicans would hurt the very Nazis he was so happy to conspire with. Maura and Paul would be avenged, albeit in a small way, and then she could return to her job at Supermarine. She had been so proud to get the job at the company responsible for the design and build of the Spitfire plane. So much so, that she had made Miss Whitaker promise to keep her position on the tracing team open. She loved the job, taking the engineers’ drawings and tracing them out so that the publishers could compile the manuals used to build the planes. Sarah had always found the job soothing. One could forget one’s worries as the process demanded total concentration. Yes, a return to Hursley Park and Supermarine would be a return to normal life. 

With nothing to do but wait, Sarah watched Miss Abernathy, the colonel’s secretary, from the corner of her eye. The young woman tapped away on her typewriter, her red fingernails flashing as they glided over the keys. Sarah caught the odd peek in her direction. There was a hint of disdain fuelling the smile lingering on the secretary’s lips. Despite obtaining her ration book just before Christmas, Sarah hadn’t updated her refugee wardrobe. All her clothes were courtesy of the nuns back in Dublin and comprised ill-fitting cast-offs of the most sensible and unfashionable variety. It was bad enough that her friend Gladys teased, but for a stranger to judge her was a bit much. Why were people so quick to draw conclusions based on one’s appearance? Though perhaps in the world of espionage, dressing down would be a useful tool to employ when trying to ingratiate yourself or go unnoticed.

‘Won’t be long now, miss,’ the secretary said with a perfunctory smile. With a flick of her wrist, the carriage return swung back across the machine. Ping!

Sarah smothered a sigh and turned her gaze to the window. She’d been waiting for twenty minutes already. What was keeping the man? Changing position, she tried to find a comfortable spot on the high-backed chair and fell to wondering if its design was deliberate, to put visitors at a disadvantage. Out above the rooftops, the view of steel-grey skies promised an icy soaking on her walk back to the lodging house. Discreetly, she rubbed her thigh where it ached. The injuries she had sustained, courtesy of the Luftwaffe, always acted up when the temperature dropped. Since she and Gladys arrived in London it had been bitterly cold. The worst winter in a long time, it was said. 

A young office boy entered and plonked a pile of folders on Miss Abernathy’s desk just as Sarah heard raised voices coming from Everleigh’s office. With a nod, the secretary acknowledged the delivery and kept typing. But the boy was staring at the door to the colonel’s office, clearly intrigued and showing every intention of loitering. Miss Abernathy coughed delicately to get his attention. Still, he did not move. The secretary’s finely arched brows rose as the volume of the argument behind the door grew. Sarah strained hard to decipher what was being said. She could distinguish two different male voices, but that was all.

Then Miss Abernathy’s patience ran out. Her fingers froze above the keys, and with pursed lips, she trained an icy stare on the office boy. He flinched and scurried out. Sarah smiled, impressed. Perhaps it was a talent she should acquire, for she could envisage many an application for it. 

Suddenly, the door to the colonel’s office was wrenched open. An elderly man, with an abundance of white hair and cheeks as red as Miss Abernathy’s fingernails, stomped out. 

‘You’ll be hearing from me shortly, Everleigh,’ he roared over his shoulder, before disappearing out the door. Seconds later, he returned and stood in the doorway, staring at Sarah. ‘Ridiculous!’ he said with a sniff, and was gone.

The ice-maiden at the desk turned to Sarah. ‘You may go in now, Miss Gillespie.’

Sarah stepped through the open doorway to find the colonel standing at the window. He greeted her with a smile and hurried across to shake her hand.

‘It’s good to see you again, Sarah.’ 

‘And you, sir,’ she replied.

‘Apologies for keeping you waiting,’ he said. ‘Please take a seat.’ Everleigh waved her to a chair while he closed the door. ‘I believe condolences are in order,’ the colonel said as he sat behind his desk. ‘I was sorry to hear about that young RAF lad. Miss Whitaker wrote to tell me about it and that we would have to delay things a little.’

Sarah squirmed inside. It was too painful to discuss with a stranger. On a fundamental level, she was only here because she believed if she dove into this mission wholeheartedly, it would block out the pain of grief. ‘Thank you, sir. I do appreciate your kind words, but I’m eager to start now.’

Everleigh smiled. ‘Jolly good. I was afraid your family would persuade you to change your mind and you would stay in Hampshire.’ His blue eyes held a challenge.

‘With Miss Whitaker championing your cause, you had little to worry about, sir. However, if my family knew the truth, if they knew about my father, I’ve no doubt they would have done their best to dissuade me, but it is just something I must do,’ she replied. ‘It is as simple as that, sir.’

‘Good, good, excellent, in fact,’ he said, relaxing back into his chair. ‘Now, I’m sure you have many questions about this operation.’

Sarah’s chest tightened. There was no turning back now. ‘I do, Colonel. When do I go to Wales? Is there any intelligence on where my father might be hiding?’

‘Steady on: it’s wonderful that you are so keen, but we need to sort out a few things first.’

‘Such as?’ she asked, frowning. Surely it was a simple task. Find her father, identify him, and let the authorities do the rest. 

‘Some training will be necessary before you go out into the field, and you must be fully briefed. We will be sending you into Wales undercover. We must get it right. Every little detail of your new identity is important, but the matter is well in hand.’

This all sounded very formal, making her uneasy. ‘How long will all of this take, sir?’

‘A week, at most. Now, I must be frank with you and put you on your guard,’ Everleigh said.

‘Oh?’

‘Unfortunately, details of your previous adventure – how you uncovered Captain Northcott as a double agent – have become known throughout the service. Other parties are interested in you. The gentleman who just left is with the SOE.’ The colonel shook his head in amusement. ‘He is on the prowl, the old goat. They are livid because I recruited you first. They had the idea of nabbing you, too. I’m surprised they didn’t send someone down to Hampshire to try to inveigle you to join them. Resist any lures they may throw out, Sarah, I beseech you.’

‘I will, sir, but what is SOE?’

‘It is part of the secret service. The Special Operations Executive is a band of men and women who specialise in espionage and sabotage, with emphasis on the latter, and generally behind enemy lines.’

‘I see,’ she said, wondering if she should be flattered. Why would they want her? She couldn’t speak any foreign languages and didn’t know one end of a gun from another.

‘I explained to Sir Douglas that it was out of the question. You are committed to our project,’ Everleigh said, with a twinkle in his eye.

‘I’ll be careful, sir, but you need not worry as I am dedicated to this assignment. It’s deeply personal.’ 

The colonel smiled. ‘That’s what I told him, but he wasn’t best pleased.’

‘I’m surprised they would consider me suitable, being Irish.’

Everleigh shrugged. ‘But you have more than proved where your loyalties lie. No less than ourselves, they have recruited every nationality you can imagine. They are always on the hunt for talent.’ Everleigh grinned at her. ‘As am I.’ The colonel gazed at her for a moment before lacing his fingers. ‘There is something else you need to know, as there is a slight change to our plans. You will be working with a partner on this assignment.’

‘A partner? What partner?’ Sarah asked, straightening up in her chair. ‘Why would I need one? Surely all I have to do is point out my father to your agents and they will do the rest.’

‘It is a little more complicated than that, Sarah,’ Everleigh said. He regarded her for several seconds, but she could not read his expression. 

Sarah dropped her gaze to her hands, clenched in her lap; that uneasy feeling was creeping over her again. Was she being sucked into something far darker than she had been led to believe? When she looked up, she asked: ‘In what way, sir?’

‘Since last we spoke, I have received further intelligence from one of our agents in Cardiff. A Welsh nationalist and Nazi sympathiser and a known IRA operative were spotted in Pontypool, the nearest town to a munitions factory. Naturally, we are concerned, as Glascoed makes bombs and depth-charges.’

Sarah grimaced; it was an unfortunate reminder of the war at sea and Paul’s recent demise. Mind you, a few depth-charges dropped on German U-boats would not be a bad thing. However, in the wrong hands …

‘Not things you’d want traitors to have access to, sir.’

‘Certainly not,’ the colonel agreed. ‘Glascoed was deliberately sited in the middle of nowhere in a valley surrounded by hills. It is about thirty miles from Cardiff, deep in the countryside. My fear is the IRA’s Welsh nationalist friends may have people on the inside. The enemy within our borders is just as dangerous as those beyond.’

Sarah was surprised to hear Welsh people might be involved. ‘These nationalists are pro-Nazi?’

‘A tiny but dangerous minority are, yes. The risk is that some vulnerability at the plant has been passed on to the IRA. Our fear is that they plan to break in and help themselves. We need you and your partner to find out what the IRA are planning.’

‘And stop them?’ 

‘Of course!’

‘And you believe my father is involved?’ she asked, already sure what his response would be.

‘As I said, one of the people spotted is IRA. We believe she is your father’s second in command.’

‘A woman! Do you know who she is?’

Everleigh pulled out a file and scanned the topmost page. ‘McGrath. Last known address Church Street, Dublin.’ He held up a photograph.

Sarah gasped. ‘Not Jenny McGrath?’

The colonel’s eyes popped. ‘Yes! You know of her?’

Sarah nodded, her stomach twisting on a memory. ‘Jenny is an old friend of my father. It would be hard to find a nastier piece of work. They courted for a few months after my mother died.’

‘I see,’ he said, rubbing his chin. ‘But they must have stayed in touch.’

‘Yes, but I didn’t realise she was IRA. Perhaps he recruited her, or they met through a local cell.’ Sarah frowned. ‘I must admit I’m surprised: in general, my father doesn’t hold women in high esteem.’

Everleigh grunted. ‘This woman may have hidden talents.’

‘Obviously! And she must have followed my father here to work with him.’

The colonel’s brows pulled together. ‘Possibly, or she was here already, preparing the way. The problem is we don’t know when she arrived in this country. We suspect she may have used the IRA’s covert route into Fishguard from Cork. We have learned that much since last we spoke, Sarah. Up to now, those using the route have evaded us; their bogus papers have gone undetected. They have experts forging those documents, both here and in Germany. I suspect they have someone in the immigration service in Fishguard working for them as well.’

‘How did you discover the route?’

‘Ah! We fed the Abwehr false ration card numbers through a double agent.’

‘And someone popped up at the port in Fishguard with a card bearing those numbers?’ she asked.

‘Exactly!’

‘That was clever, sir. But at least now you can put a stop to it,’ she said. ‘Close the route.’

‘No, actually. Far better we monitor the activity,’ he said. ‘It gives us the upper hand.’

‘That must take a lot of manpower.’

The colonel grimaced. ‘It does indeed. We are recruiting constantly. Now, of equal importance is setting up your job. The fact you know this McGrath woman will make your task more difficult. We may need to change your appearance somewhat. We don’t want you spotted first.’

‘Yes, she would recognise me straight away. However, if my disguise involves better clothes, I wouldn’t say no,’ she answered, looking down at her thin cotton dress. The colonel smiled in sympathy, and she pressed on: ‘Besides taking on a new identity, what exactly is my job?’

‘As we discussed before Christmas, we want you to identify your father. I’ve already explained our difficulty. He keeps changing his appearance, his name and his location, and he is heavily protected. But we hope you will see through any disguise. Once you identify him, we can arrest him and bring him … well, bring him somewhere for interrogation.’

‘And trial, I hope?’

‘That is not my decision, Sarah.’ The colonel cleared his throat. ‘I have charged your partner with finding out why the IRA are interested in Glascoed. It makes sense to combine the two operations and it should speed things up if you work together. Your father may not be directly implicated, but if he is as close to this McGrath woman as you say, she may lead you to him.’ His tone was almost pleading, but it barely registered. This sounded awfully dangerous. The colonel continued: ‘Your partner, Lieutenant Anderson, has recently joined us here from the US Embassy.’

‘Oh!’

‘Since the US declared war on Germany in December, our unofficial co-operation has been formalised. The Yanks have only recently set up a centralised secret service and want to base it on ours. We’ve agreed to help train up their chaps, and the lieutenant is the first to become available to MI5. We’ve given him the codename of Eagle, as a nod to his nationality. Don’t be concerned, he has experience in the US Naval intelligence service.’

‘Oh, well, that’s a comfort.’ Everleigh raised a brow. ‘Sorry, sir, I don’t mean to be sarcastic,’ she said. ‘I’m sure he will be an asset. It’s just I didn’t envisage this job lasting more than a couple of weeks.’

‘I cannot give you any guarantees, Sarah. But Anderson has quite a reputation for getting his man, as the Yanks like to say. If you work well together, you should be able to wrap this up quickly. It will be down to you both.’

‘Have you told him about me?’

‘Yes, of course.’ The colonel harrumphed. 

‘There’s an “and” or a “but”, isn’t there?’ Sarah asked, her antennae twitching like mad.

‘Perhaps. The lieutenant isn’t used to working with women, but I’m sure it will work out well … once he gets used to the idea. You will have to be fully briefed, of course, and that will begin on Monday. After that, you’ll fit right in. You have nothing to prove to me, Sarah, just remember that.’

‘Thank you,’ she said, wishing the knot in her stomach would ease. The job would be tough enough without having to prove herself to this Yank.

‘I’d like to get you both to Wales by early next week, if possible. Our man in Cardiff, Aled Thomas, will set everything up for you and Anderson.’ Everleigh smiled. ‘I’m told you are quite the actress, so that aspect should be easy for you.’

‘Miss Whitaker is your source on that, I assume?’ she asked.

The colonel nodded. ‘I would be lost without her! Now, shall we introduce you to our American friend?’
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6th February 1942, MI5, St James Street, London

Sarah followed the Colonel down one flight of stairs and along a dimly lit corridor to the back of the building. Staff chatter, predominantly female, and the clatter of typewriters spilled out from the various offices as they passed. It was wonderful that so many women had the opportunity to do their bit of the war effort, and Sarah wondered if they had requested to work in the service or had been posted to it randomly.

Near the end of the passageway, Everleigh stopped and turned. He drew a deep breath and looked as though he was going to make a comment, but the moment passed and instead he wiggled his brows. The gesture gave her a moment’s pause. He really was anxious about how she and this Yank were going to hit it off. What was Everleigh not telling her? Yanks were often considered brash, but she preferred straight talking any day. Neither was she an innocent when it came to men, but perhaps Everleigh thought this fellow would intimidate her. With a nod and a smile, which she hoped would quell his doubts, she stepped inside as he held the door open. 

The office was small, barely bigger than a broom cupboard. The walls were lined with open shelving units, full to the brim. Lieutenant Tony Anderson of the US Navy sat behind the only desk, his back to the window. Dark brown hair, brown eyes and a square jaw in a tanned face were the first things Sarah noted. That and the fact that he dominated the space. He reminded her of Gary Cooper, the quintessential American hero. And such a contrast to Paul. But she dared not dwell on that; it was too painful. When the lieutenant stood, she reckoned he must be well over six feet. Not intimidating at all, she thought as he crushed her fingers in a handshake while Everleigh made the introductions.

The lieutenant’s first impression of her was unreadable. Not a flicker: no appraising scrutiny or dismissive glance; totally deadpan. He’s good, she thought, but she always embraced a challenge. She would reserve judgement and decided upon a cheery approach for now. 

‘It’s good to meet you, Lieutenant Anderson,’ she said. ‘I’m looking forward to working with you.’

‘And I you, Miss Gillespie,’ he answered in a flat tone, his gaze flicking towards Everleigh. His voice was low with a slight hint of an accent. But as he was the first American she had ever met, she had no idea where he might hail from.

‘Jolly good. I’ll leave you two to get acquainted then. Call back to Miss Abernathy before you leave, Sarah.’ The colonel smiled at each of them. Then, to Sarah’s surprise, he put an arm around her shoulder. ‘She may be tiny, Anderson, but she packs a punch, as you Yanks say.’ With that, he escaped out the door. 

Sarah could have killed the colonel for putting her on the back foot. The colour rushed into her cheeks and Anderson did and said nothing to ease the awkwardness of the situation, but simply continued to stare at her. Desperate to fill the silence, she pointed to the desk and the map that he had been studying as they had entered the room. ‘Wales, I assume? Our destination.’

‘Sure is,’ he replied, returning to his chair, ‘Miss Gillespie.’

‘Oh, please call me Sarah. After all, we are going to be working together,’ she said with a forced smile.

It was wasted on him. Her friendly overtures were crashing and burning. 

‘OK … Sarah, as you wish,’ he replied. 

She waited. He didn’t reciprocate. Sarah smiled harder. ‘Perhaps you could show me where Pontypool is? I’d never heard of it until today.’

Anderson twisted the map around and pointed to an area north-east of Cardiff. Sarah leaned closer. Pontypool was only a tiny, shaded strip on the map. ‘And the munitions factory?’ she asked, glancing up. 

The lieutenant’s gaze wasn’t encouraging. He moved his finger slightly to the east. ‘It’s situated in the valley here, but for obvious reasons, it isn’t marked on the map.’ Everleigh had been right about the munitions factory; it was sited well away from any towns.

Sarah flicked a glance at the lieutenant to see if he was being smart. Oh, to be Miss Abernathy and treat him to one of those icy stares. But she had to be content with a raised eyebrow. ‘I would have thought we would have access to military maps?’

‘It would appear we don’t merit such luxuries, Miss … Sarah,’ he replied, leaning back in the chair and crossing his arms.

‘Do you have any theories on why the IRA might be interested in that factory?’

‘Worst case, they want to bomb it. Best case, steal from it. Either way, they must be stopped,’ he replied. 

Sarah nodded, then looked around the room as she straightened up. The only other chair had piles of folders stacked on it and a briefcase on top. The decent thing would be for him to clear it off for her; that was if he had any gentlemanly inclinations, but she was doubting their existence. 

After several seconds in which she continued to look at the chair, Anderson drawled: ‘Allow me.’ He placed the files on the desk none too gently and dropped the briefcase to the floor. The lieutenant returned to his seat. As he passed, she caught the faint aroma of hair oil or aftershave. She wasn’t sure which, but it was a pleasant citrus scent. Unfortunately, it appeared to be the only agreeable thing about the man.

‘Thank you,’ she said, draping her coat over the back of the chair. There was nothing for it but some small talk. ‘So, tell me, Lieutenant, where in the States are you from?’

‘Illinois.’

‘Oh, is that so? I believe I have cousins in Chicago,’ she said.

‘Most Irish do.’ What she suspected was a flicker of amusement flashed momentarily in his dark eyes. ‘That’s dandy.’

This is going to be a fun afternoon if curt answers are all he will share, she thought, suddenly wishing she were anywhere but here. ‘And how long have you been seconded to MI5?’

‘I joined a few weeks ago,’ he drawled. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘I’m just curious. It would be good to know each other’s backgrounds, would it not? The colonel told me you were attached to the US Embassy up to now. This must be quite a change,’ she said.

‘It is.’ The disdain in his tone was unmistakable.

Was that the issue with this man? That he resented having to work with the British? It wasn’t something she was bothered to ask, however, as the man was as responsive as a block of stone. She needed a different tack. Perhaps she could appeal to his sense of camaraderie, as they were both aliens working for the Crown? ‘I’m sure you are wondering how an Irishwoman would end up here working for the colonel.’ 

‘I thought it strange, all right.’ This was said with a smirk.

Sarah stiffened. So that was it; he had something against her being Irish. She realised he was determined to be obnoxious. I won’t rise to it. ‘And how long have you been in Naval Intelligence?’

‘Five years,’ he replied, his gaze steady and, if she weren’t mistaken, challenging.

‘You must have a wealth of knowledge. I hope you will share some of it. As you must know, my experience is limited.’

‘Indeed. I’ve read your file,’ he said. ‘It didn’t take long. You’re an amateur.’

How was she to respond to that? God, he was blunt! An image of tumbleweed popped into her head; this relationship was doomed. ‘And you take exception to this?’

‘It’s not ideal, certainly. I can’t afford to screw up my first assignment with the Brits.’

‘Nor I mine!’ 

‘Neither am I into hand-holding,’ he said with a quirk of his mouth. ‘You better know what you’re doing.’ 

‘They have briefed me,’ she lied. God, this man is infuriating!

‘Really? Now, that is interesting.’ Anderson sat forward. ‘I wondered who was briefing you. How do I know you aren’t, in fact, IRA like your father?’

Sarah gasped. ‘You cannot be serious.’

With an angry wave which encompassed the building, he sneered: ‘I don’t understand these British spooks.’ He shook his head. ‘This place is a breeding ground for double agents. They catch spies and then turn them to work for them. How do you trust people like that? But I’m sure you know all about that little game.’

‘No, I do not.’

The lieutenant sniffed. ‘You’d hardly admit it, I suppose. How do I know you haven’t wangled your way in here for your own ends? Maybe you’re gonna supply information to that father of yours.’

‘That is outrageous!’

‘Don’t take me for a knucklehead. My God, you Irish!’ He sat back and glared at her. ‘I’ve seen back home how you infiltrate every sphere of life and before you know it, you control everything. If it’s not politics, it’s the police force. Well, guess what? I don’t like the Irish and their goddamn neutrality. That’s cowardice in my book, and the likes of your father is the worst kinda scum. How many deaths can be laid at his door?’ Anderson waved his hand angrily. ‘Not just soldiers, but civilians, too. Do you sleep easy at night knowing that? Anyone who helps the Nazis, or their sympathisers, deserves what’s coming to them. I’ll be watching you closely. If you don’t do your job, I’ll make sure that bastard is dealt with.’ 

Sarah could only stare at him in disbelief, her heart galloping. How dare he speak to her like that; question her loyalties after everything she had been through. Rising slowly, she grabbed her coat only for it to catch. She tugged it free, aware of his mocking gaze. When she reached the door, she turned and faced him. 

‘I intend to do my duty, Lieutenant, despite being lumbered with such an ignorant and obnoxious man as you. We have no choice but to work together, and hopefully it is for as brief a time as possible, but if you ever speak to me like that again, I shall respond in any way I see fit. I should warn you; I will ask for firearms training, and I am determined to excel at it. Good day!’

Despite the powerful urge, she didn’t slam the door but closed it gently. Then she groaned. That parting shot had been nothing but pathetic, Sarah Gillespie. 

The echo of his laughter followed her back up the stairs. 
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6th February 1942, London

Once Sarah had escaped from Miss Abernathy’s office, she left the MI5 building without delay. Wild horses would not drag her back to endure another exchange with Anderson in that pokey cupboard of his. She would not give the man the satisfaction of a rematch until she was good and ready. His animosity had taken her by surprise, but she would be better prepared next time they met. 

But as Sarah walked away, despite her best intentions, her thoughts centred on Anderson and his mocking gaze. How on earth was she to work with the man? No wonder Everleigh had been so guarded before the introduction. Had he anticipated how hostile Anderson was going to be and if so, why didn’t he warn her? Everleigh was testing her; that was the only explanation. All that talk of trusting her and that she had nothing to prove; maybe MI5 had suspicions about her. Anderson hadn’t been afraid to voice it. He feared she was a double agent for the IRA! Hateful, hateful man! And how dare he call her an amateur, even if it were true. No doubt he had expected to be working with an experienced MI5 officer, but her lack of knowledge or experience in the field could not be helped. The blasted Yank would just have to accept it. 

However, his insinuation that she was working for her father was much more worrying. How could they work together if he didn’t trust her? The
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