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From the report of Fionnuala O’Malley, WOE operative, 23rd April 1941

This is my report on the missing spy and the murder in Hogarth Mews. It’s about the time that Eric, May and I discovered a dead body, and a lot of secrets too, and almost – well, you’ll see. I don’t want to give it all away just yet.

I can’t believe it’s me writing the official document this time, the one that Hazel will put in the Ministry’s records when it’s done. This makes it really important. And secret. We can’t tell anyone anything about this case, or about anything we do for the Ministry. We all signed something to say so. I asked May if she wanted to help out because she did it last time, and she said once was enough, thanks very much. Then I asked Hazel what I should write, and she said that it’s always best to begin at the beginning and say what’s happened since your last case. That’s what she does, anyway.

Winding back to last year feels weird, but sure I will. I’ve been at school – real school – at Deepdean since January, with May. I didn’t really believe her when she told me she hated it – how could anyone hate learning stuff? But it’s true. She’s awful at it. It’s honestly funny. She just can’t sit still or follow the rules, and most of the girls and all the mistresses (that’s what we call teachers; there are an awful lot of ridiculous made-up words at Deepdean) don’t like her.

For a while, I wondered if I should hate it too, but I just couldn’t. Deepdean’s fun, even if you have to do a lot of pretending to fit in there. And one extra thing that I have to pretend is that I’m a normal schoolgirl, and not a … spy.

But I really am a spy, and so is May! We’re part of the Ministry of Unladylike Activity, and we’re helping the British government win the war, even though I’m only eleven and a half and May’s not even eleven yet. That sounds strange, but it’s true.

Here, let me explain.

Our first mission was last November at my family’s house, Elysium Hall. That was when I thought May was my enemy. It’s funny to think about that. May and Eric, our other friend, turned up as new evacuees, acting so suspiciously I thought they were spies for the other side. But they weren’t, obviously. (Actually, they weren’t officially spying for our side, either. The Ministry had turned them down as agents for being kids, so they were working on their own to try to prove they were good enough to be hired. May doesn’t like remembering that part.) They found out that someone at Elysium Hall was on the Nazis’ side, and they were trying to work out who it was when my uncle Sidney was murdered.

Yes, seriously, murdered. It still gives me chills to think about that. You can read about it all in the Ministry’s records. Hazel, who’s May’s big sister, collected the diary I wrote back then, along with May’s notes, and put them together. I’ve seen it. It looks very official in its handsome red binding.

To cut a long story short, I helped May and Eric uncover the Nazi spy, and the murderer, and even though it meant the end of Elysium Hall it was worth it. I always kind of hated that place, anyway.

Now the army’s requisitioned Elysium Hall, and my family have been given a little house in the village instead. That’s where I’m supposed to live during the school holidays. But I’m not there right now, because Hazel wrote to me and May at Deepdean, towards the end of the spring term.

The letter was addressed to me, which made sense because May is always losing things. She’s really careless, even with stuff she loves, and she usually forgets things the moment she puts them down. But she got snakey when she saw Hazel’s looping handwriting in my pigeonhole: For Fionnuala.

‘Why’s she writing to you?’ she asked me. ‘She’s my sister.’

I turned over the letter. I’d been hoping for one from my mam, so I felt a little strange about it.

This is for May too, it said on the back.

We both laughed, the tension between us vanishing for a second, and if May had been anyone else she’d have looked embarrassed. But because she’s May, she just said, ‘See?’

Then I opened the letter and didn’t feel like laughing any more.


Dear Nuala and May,

Something’s come up. You’re needed in London - family emergency. Telephone me at the number I taught you and be ready to go.

Hazel



I felt scared, but not for the obvious reason. ‘Family emergency’ was just the code phrase we’d agreed on, for crucial Ministry business. This was spy stuff.

May gripped my arm.

‘This is it!’ she hissed. ‘They need us! We can finally leave!’

‘But there’s still weeks of term left,’ I said. I didn’t want to leave school yet. I felt like I was getting really good at it. Some of the other girls in our dorm even liked me.

‘So?’ said May spikily. Like I said, she’d been spiky with me all that term. I didn’t know why. ‘School is a waste of time. Anyway, even if they try to stop us, I ran away before. I can do it again.’

‘Sure, they’re going to be looking for you this time,’ I pointed out. ‘You’re on their list.’

I think May is their list.

‘Nuala,’ said May. ‘They need us. And when the Ministry needs us—’

I looked down the corridor towards the dorm, where I knew Eloise Barnes and Mariella Semple were planning a midnight feast for that night, and back down at the letter that May and I had been waiting for. I couldn’t think of what to do – and then May shouted, ‘MATRON!’

Matron stuck her head out of her study. May looked at me beadily. I did my best not to sigh.

‘Matron, it’s my aunt,’ I said, crumpling the paper in my hand so she couldn’t see it, and making my face as agonized as I could. I don’t have an aunt, but Matron doesn’t know that. ‘Something dreadful’s happened. I must call her at once.’

Matron stood over me as I dialled, and May hung around, breathing anxiously down my collar. Everything she does is loud, even breathing.

‘Hello?’ said an English woman’s voice on the other end of the line.

‘Hello,’ I replied in my posh Fiona voice, the one I use at school, in case someone was listening in. ‘Auntie? It’s me. I’m so sorry – I got your letter, and I feel terrible that I’ve been swanning around while you’ve been so ill.’

‘Nuala, love! You got my message.’

Swan is my code name, you see, so the Ministry’s telephonist, Miss Lessing, knew immediately who I was.

‘Yes, this morning. Are you worse?’ I asked, making myself sound anxious. ‘Really? How dreadful.’

‘I’m suffering,’ said Miss Lessing. ‘I need you in London, urgently. You’re to pack at once – both of you.’

‘Oh no, I’m so terribly sorry! Really urgent?’

‘I think you can catch the Saturday train. I shall be wiring you some money. Tickets these days are absolute piracy.’

My heart skipped. Pirate is May’s code name – and Saturday would be the next day. The last we’d heard from the Ministry, we thought we might be coming to London some time around Easter for more training. This was all entirely new, and really exciting.

‘We’ll be there,’ I said, thrilled.

‘Do stop jabbering – let me speak to her,’ said Matron impatiently. She snatched the mouthpiece away from me and barked ‘Hello?’ into it.

May squeezed my elbow, her sharp little fingers making me wince.

‘Yes?’ said Matron. ‘Who is— Oh. Yes. Hello. How – how terrible. Yes, I understand. And … really, both of them? Did Mr Mountfitchet say so?’

She gave me and May a very suspicious look. ‘You’re sure? Oh – well – tomorrow?’

And that was how May and I ended up in London on a Saturday afternoon in early spring. We should have been watching Deepdean beat St Chator’s at hockey again, but instead we were about to be spies.

That’s where this story starts, really. The rest of this account is my diary entries from that time, things I wrote before I knew what’d happened. The Nuala in these pages doesn’t know what I know now. Sometimes she gets things wrong. Sometimes she doesn’t behave entirely well. And sometimes—

—but I won’t spoil it for you.

You’ll see soon enough, anyway.


I’ve let Nuala do the writing in this account. Writing so much of the last one made me bored. It’s just not as interesting to write about a murder as it is to solve one. It’s been funny to read Nuala’s diary (the bits she’s shown me, at least) – sometimes she wrote down things that don’t seem important but I know will be later.

I haven’t always agreed with her, on this case. Sometimes she’s been a beast. You’ll see. Just remember that I am always right. She understands that now.

– May Wong, 23rd April 1941
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From the diary of Fionnuala O’Malley

Saturday 22nd March

I’m writing this in the blue lights of the London train as it creaks along at half-speed. I haven’t been in London since the end of last year, Diary, and I’m a little nervous about being back.

There was a big air raid on London while we were at the Ministry last December, before we got whisked out again to Fallingford House, the Ministry’s country headquarters. That night felt like being stuck in an oven, the whole sky roaring with fire, and then the next day the air was just powdered ashes and dust. That was the first raid I’d really been in, apart from the one on Coventry in November. I’ve been having nightmares about them both, ever since.

Sure, I know by now that nowhere’s safe, not really. We just have to pretend it is, because otherwise we’d never do anything. But it still feels scary to me, to be going into the middle of a big city today. And scary to be doing spy training too. I’m afraid of a lot of stuff right now.

The good thing, though, is that May and I get scared in different ways. I think if she met Herr Hitler she’d just … bite him. Nothing bothers her – nothing but enclosed spaces, anyway, but don’t tell anyone I told you that. So I’m worrying about raids, and what London’s going to look like, and what the Ministry will be like, and whether maybe they’ll regret hiring us as spies and kick us out and I’ll have to go back to the little house in the village. But when I said all that to May, she just grabbed my hand and said, ‘Stop talking or I’ll be sick on you.’

May gets sick on trains, even the ones that go slow because of the war.

‘I don’t know if I can do that,’ I said to her. ‘I keep thinking of stuff to tell you about.’ It’s still weird to be on my own with her again. We have to pretend not to be good friends while we’re at Deepdean, so we don’t blow our cover.

‘All right, if you promise to stop saying stupid things, you can talk,’ said May. ‘Read me the paper, here. I stole it from that old woman on the platform.’

‘MAY!’ I said.

‘She didn’t need it,’ said May through gritted teeth. ‘If you disagree with me, I will be sick on you. Read the best bits.’

So I read to her about a body that had been found in a bombed-out church hall, and about thieves who had stolen paintings from a stately home, and about the new play at the Rue Theatre—

‘The theatre’s not important!’ said May.

‘It is to me!’ I said. Diary, you know Da had a theatre company when I was a little kid. I grew up travelling all over the world with him and my mam and the rest of the Company. Then my da died, and Mam and I came to England – which is how we ended up in Elysium Hall with all my English relatives, which is how May and I met, which is why I’ve ended up on a stuffed-tight slow-moving train to London reading the newspaper to May while a woman’s gas-mask case presses against the side of my head and some soldiers have a singalong in the corridor. But my point is, I care about plays, just the way May cares about murders.

Lookit, I guess I care about murders too. I solved one, last year, with May and Eric, so I’m a detective as well as a spy. That’s a secret, Diary – so don’t tell anyone.

But this time the detective part of me won’t matter. We’re going to London to help with spy stuff.

There won’t be any murders waiting for us this time.

We were met at the station by May’s big sister, Hazel.

She looks a lot like May, but calmer and more comfortable, instead of being spiky with rage – she’s fat, with a round, pretty face and long dark hair up in a bun, and a really nice smile. She was arm in arm with a tall blond man who kind of reminded me of one of those bouncy blond dogs that fetch sticks. He was wearing a Navy uniform, and he had a battered detective novel sticking out of one of his pockets.

‘I’m Alexander,’ he said, shaking my hand enthusiastically. I flinched a little. It surprises me when someone’s so friendly so quickly, when I don’t know exactly how to behave around them yet. Then Alexander picked up our bags like they were nothing. ‘You must be Fionnuala. Little May I know.’ He had an accent that blurred in and out of American and English like a radio tuning between stations, kind of like how mine is if I don’t pay attention to it. But he pronounced my name right, like Fin-noo-la. I was impressed.

‘I’m not little!’ snapped May at once. ‘I’m almost eleven! Don’t be an idiot, Alexander.’

He just grinned at her and started to lead the way out of the station.

‘Alexander’s my … friend. He’s on leave,’ Hazel told me, motioning us after him. ‘He wanted to come and meet you both.’

‘Is he going to marry you?’ asked May. ‘Have you told Father you’re marrying a gweilo?’

Hazel’s cheeks went pink. ‘May!’ she said. ‘Don’t be rude!’

‘I’m not! Rose says hello, by the way,’ May carried on. ‘And have you heard from Father? He hasn’t sent even one letter to us, and I think it’s the least he could do after he LEFT US IN ENGLAND DURING A WAR.’ Her voice rose.

‘May!’ Hazel’s kind face flickered and fell. ‘You know he’s busy in Hong Kong. I’m sure it’s important. Anyway, he’s with Teddy – don’t you want him to keep Teddy safe?’

‘I want him to keep us safe!’

And then she and May started to talk very fast in Cantonese, looking even more alike than ever. Sometimes I wish I had brothers or sisters. It must be nice to have someone who knows you so well, without any pretence. I stared around at the station. It echoed with noise and light – it was a bright afternoon, and the sun struck down through the panes of glass (and the gaps where glass used to be) in heavy stripes.

Then we stepped out of the station and we were back in real London.

I came to London just once before the trip last December, when I was really little, with Da and the Company, but I don’t have much memory of it. Sure, everything looks bigger when you’re small, and you don’t know how anything fits together because you’re just following adults around. But this spring London’s turned into an unfinished theatre set: buildings sheared off as cleanly as cut paper, doors open like they’re waiting for their cue forever, a painting hanging sideways on a wall that’s cracked through and useless. There are weary, determined-looking people in uniform everywhere, and dust has got on everything, so that none of it looks quite real. But then again, life doesn’t always feel real these days.

I thought we’d be staying with Hazel and Daisy in the flat they share in Bloomsbury, but we weren’t.

‘Why?’ asked May.

‘The Mountfitchets’ baby,’ said Hazel briefly. ‘Their flat is right below ours, and she’s … noisy.’ Hazel paused, then added, ‘And Daisy will be back soon. Anyway, Zosia has a spare room you can use.’ We wound through the grey, cracked streets, dodging past adults in uniforms and children pushing scrap carts and ambulances on their way to their depots and newspaper sellers and women carrying shopping and a man with sergeant’s stripes on his shoulder walking with crutches, one trouser leg folded up emptily.

‘Where’s Daisy?’ I asked. It’s confusing when people you know talk about lots of other people you don’t. It makes me feel awkward, like I’m in the wrong room by mistake. When it happens, I have to pretend to be someone completely different – jolly English Fiona, the sort of person who fits in at Deepdean – so when I asked that question I made my voice as radio-English as I could. I know Daisy, at least. She helped me and Eric and May in our last case; she was actually the person who put together all the clues we’d found out and revealed the murderer. May’s still mad about that.

I was sure I’d said it in a friendly way, but Hazel’s face fell again and her fingers gripped her handbag nervously.

‘She’s on a business trip,’ she said briefly.

I thought I understood what she meant. A business trip was code for mission. Daisy’s a spy, see, just like Hazel.

‘Where’s she gone?’ May blared. ‘Is it important? When’s she coming back? What—’

‘May! Quieter! And you know I can’t say here. Loose lips.’

Then Hazel rushed us all the way across a park and past tiny shops and huge white marble buildings and down busy, dirty roads, all the way to the place we were staying, and where our friend Eric was waiting for us.
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I haven’t said much about Eric in this new diary, have I? Well, that’s all wrong because Eric’s important. He’s the third member of our Detective Society, and the nicest. That’s not an exaggeration. He’s a lot nicer than May, and for sure nicer than me. He just gets people without even trying. He always knows what someone needs to hear, and he says it. He’s very sensible and clear, in a way that makes everyone – people and animals – like him.

He’s round, with dark skin and short curly hair, and he’s always got a pet somewhere on him. At Elysium Hall he had Emil the hedgehog, but he put Emil back in his field when we all had to leave. He can’t go to Deepdean with me and May because he’s a boy – which is a pity because he’d love it, and we’d love having him with us – so he goes to a school called Weston. He got a scholarship, because his family aren’t rich, not like my English family are, and definitely not like May’s are. May comes from the kind of family where you don’t just have one house; you have lots, and a boat, and servants. She’s rich. Her father has a boat back in Hong Kong, and when she told me so a few months ago I could tell she didn’t even know how weird that is.

Eric came to London from Germany with his mama and papa and twin sister, Lottie, just like I came from America, so we’ve got that in common. His mama and papa were musicians, famous ones, in Germany, but his papa’s in prison now, because the government here is afraid he might be a Nazi – which he’s absolutely not. His sister, Lottie, goes to Deepdean, in the year above me and May, and his mama runs a nightclub in London. People are sometimes weird about that, Eric says. I don’t know why; a nightclub’s just like a theatre, but with music instead of a play. It makes me like Eric more, that his parents and mine are kind of the same – or, at least, they were.

So that’s Eric. And, Hazel told us, he’d been brought out of school too, and he was staying in the same place we were: Hogarth Mews.

I guess I should explain what a mews is, in case you’re like me and have never even heard of one before now. That’s the thing about English people: when they talk it’s a test, every time. If you know what they’re saying, you’re allowed in, and if you don’t, you never will be.

When I heard Hazel talking about Hogarth Mews, I got really confused at first. Sure, I thought she must have adopted another cat called Hogarth, as well as Eric’s big orange cat Pfote who lives at the Ministry.

But a mews has nothing to do with a cat. It’s a pocket side street filled with cute little houses. The houses used to be garages or stables for horses, way back when the Victorians were around and even stables were two floors tall.

Hogarth Mews is tucked into one side of a wide street near Oxford Street and the British Museum. You have to kind of dive down between two big houses that have been blackened by London smoke. The street level drops as you come out into the mews. It feels like being in a cobbled toy street: dark little doll’s houses with white-painted windows and shiny black barn doors on each side.

At least, they’re houses on the left-hand side. On the right, the houses have been turned into flats. They’re called Hogarth Mews Mansions, but, like a lot of things in England, they’re not anything like what they’re named for. Each flat has two bedrooms, a tiny little kitchen and a bigger living room. May and I are sharing a room in Flat Two on the first floor, and Eric is right below us in Flat One – but I’ll tell you more about that in a second.

The far end of Hogarth Mews is blocked off, so once you’re in, you have to go out the same way, and the mews houses look really small because ordinary London houses shoot up behind them on both sides like cliffs. It’s always a little darker in the mews than it is outside it – although I guess it’s not quite as dark as it should be, because of the bombed-out house.

I said that when you come into the mews, you see two little rows of houses stretching away from you. That’s not totally true, because, actually, when you come in the first thing you see is the smashed space where the first house on the left has been hit. It looks like someone came in and cut a slice out of a loaf cake. There are still a few crumbs of wall on each side, and you can see cracks biting into the second house along. It doesn’t look like anyone could live in that one any more, either.

I’ve learned by now that you don’t ask about bombed-out houses – what happened to the people in them, I mean. You just don’t want to hear the answer most of the time. But when we walked into the mews this afternoon, Alexander pointed at it and said, ‘That happened last year, before George and I came here. It’s all right – the family weren’t in it. They were down in their house in the country. The woman who used to live in the house next door’s gone away somewhere too. So you don’t need to worry about it.’

‘Why would I worry about it?’ asked May, who was still in a bouncy mood after her argument with Hazel.

Alexander looked at me and smiled.

‘Thank you,’ I said to him.

Eric is staying in Alexander’s room, and a friend of Alexander’s called George has the other one. I asked where Alexander was staying, if Eric was taking his room. Alexander and Hazel both flushed, and Hazel said, ‘Oh, Alex has Daisy’s room in our flat, while she’s not here.’

This was suspicious, and I could tell May had sniffed it out too. She had the little-sister glint in her eye that she gets whenever she’s around Rose at school.

‘Hazel—’ she started, but right then we walked past the third house on the left and a dog started howling. I turned my head and saw it bouncing up and down in the front window. It was a fat black one with a curly head of hair and long, floppy ears. There was a little girl in the window too, a tiny kid maybe four years old, and she stuck her tongue out at me. An adult voice started yelling at the dog, and I saw an arm grabbing at the dog as it bounced. Then, somewhere upstairs, a baby started to sob.

‘Babies!’ said May, making a face. ‘We can’t escape them!’

‘That’s the Mortensen house,’ said Alexander in a low voice. ‘Mrs Mortensen, her daughter-in-law Colette, and her two kids, Margot and Olivier. Mrs M’s lived here for years; Colette and the kids came over from France last summer. They’re nice people, but the dog gets kind of excitable when you walk by. Next to them are the Goodchilds. They’re great. Mr Goodchild works at the British Museum. Their son Cecil’s a few years older than you three, and then Anna— Oh, hey!’

I looked up at him, wondering what had made him change tack. I’d already worked out that he was the kind of person who calls everyone nice and great, even when maybe they aren’t.

He was waving across the mews at two people who’d just come out of the entrance to the flats at the end, on the other side. One of them was a tall, brown-skinned man with smooth dark hair and an eye patch. His trouser leg was folded up to his knee like the sergeant we’d seen earlier. A lot of soldiers come back like that, these days, but I’d never seen one making it look so stylish. He could have been the lead actor in any play.

He waved one of his crutches back at Alexander, a cool salute, and then nodded at me and May. I felt just a bit overwhelmed.

‘Nuala, that’s our friend George,’ said Hazel.

‘I know!’ said May.

‘I know you know! Be quiet, May!’

And next to George was Eric. He looked taller than I remembered, but still shorter than me. His round face was crinkled up into a smile, and he waved at us both.

May obviously went running forward at once and threw her arms around him. I went a bit more shyly. I always get worried that people might have forgotten me when I see them again. Usually they have. It’s hard making friends, and even harder keeping them, and I guess I wasn’t totally sure whether we really were friends, yet.

But then Eric’s smile got wider and he held out his free arm and I found myself hugging him too.

‘I missed you!’ he said to me.

‘Oh!’ I said. ‘Me too!’

‘We’re all back together,’ said Eric happily. ‘I’m so glad.’

‘Ugh!’ said May, even though she was still hugging Eric. ‘Well, I’m going to be the best spy of all three of us – just you wait and see!’

‘First of all,’ said George, looming down at us, ‘don’t say things like that outside the Ministry. That’s important. Especially here – you can’t escape the neighbours. And second: May, Nuala, hurry and drop your things at Zosia’s. You’re needed for your briefing this afternoon.’

Zosia, whoever she was, wasn’t in her flat. Hazel let us in with an extra key, and May and I put our bags on the bed in the spare room and left our ration books on the table. Food’s always important in a war, and it’s not polite to move in with someone without giving them your ration book to use too.

‘I get the bed and you sleep on the floor,’ said May to me.

‘I get the bed!’ I said. ‘That’s no fair!’

We both glared at each other.

‘You can sleep one at each end,’ said Hazel. ‘Calm down. Now hurry up.’

Obviously we were both madder for being told to calm down, but the others were waiting for us outside. We hurried back out into the mews, me braiding my hair and May pulling up one of her socks that’d got shoved down on the walk over from the station.

When we were back outside, I realized how right George had been. The dog was still barking inside its house, the little girl pressed against the window, and in the house next door, the one closer to our flat, another window opened and a plump, friendly-looking woman with grey hair up in a loose chignon leaned out into the mews to water her window boxes, which were full of really beautiful spring flowers.

‘Hello, George,’ she called. ‘Are these your new lodgers?’

‘Yes, Mrs Goodchild,’ George called back. ‘Hazel’s sister May and her two friends. Their schools have been bombed out, so Zosia and I are taking them in for a few weeks.’

‘That’s kind of you,’ said Mrs Goodchild. ‘Children, if you want cake, I’ve usually baked one. Stop by any time, if you don’t mind being bored by Samuel talking about art.’

‘See? I told you they were nice,’ said Alexander to us, as we all walked out of the mews together. ‘And great cake too. All right, Hazel, I guess this is where I leave you.’

‘Will you be all right?’ asked Hazel. ‘Sorry to be working on a Saturday.’

‘Oh, I’ll be fine. Grandmother wants to meet me for tea, so you’re not missing much.’

He turned left, and the rest of us turned right, towards the museum and the Ministry headquarters, and the answer to what we were doing in London.
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Wednesday 26th March

I haven’t had much time to write in you this past week, Diary. I’m sorry. I’m going to have to do some more explaining. I’ve got nothing else to do until this raid’s over, anyway. I keep hearing that we’re through the worst of it, but then the planes come back again and again. Last week, just before we arrived in London, there was an enormous raid that went on all night. People are still talking about how awful it was. That scares me, because we don’t ever know what’s going to happen next. So to distract myself I’ll begin with what Hazel and George explained to us on Saturday afternoon, once we were safely inside the red door of the Ministry.

When we started our training last year, after the end of the Elysium Hall business, no one really thought the spy stuff was urgent. We were still really too young (that’s what everyone said, anyway), and so we thought it’d be years before we were needed to go on our first spy mission.

But something’s happened at the Ministry these past few months. The war has got more dangerous, and more and more agents aren’t coming back from their missions. They’re missing in the field. That makes me shudder, because that means they’re either captured or they’re dead – and that means the Ministry’s short on agents and coders in the London office. Because of that, Mrs Mountfitchet’s ordered that everyone on the books get trained up properly, in case they’re needed – and that means us. That’s why we’re here.

It feels like we’re back at school, except that the lessons we’re learning are a lot harder than normal school lessons. I’m used to finishing all my schoolwork early, but here everyone’s struggling – even Eric, who’s been studying codes for years. He’s way ahead of me and May, even though I’ve been practising this term at Deepdean. He can take down eighteen words a minute in Morse code, and he can put coded words into Morse almost as fast.

We have coding lessons with Hazel, in a little study room on the ground floor of the Ministry. I really like them, but May always gets so frustrated – her note paper gets scribbled all over and she writes in bigger and bigger letters until they explode over the side of the page and Hazel tells her to start again. Then she sits panting furiously through her nose, tongue sticking out of the side of her mouth, grumbling to herself.

‘Is this NECESSARY?’ she asked Hazel this morning.

‘Absolutely,’ Hazel said calmly. ‘I’ve told you. We’re short coders, and there’s a big push coming this spring. You’re essential. Go again. I know you can do it if you listen properly.’

‘ARGH!’ May shouted, squishing up her face. ‘I can’t THINK like this!’

She got up from her seat and began to stalk about like a cat, hissing.

‘Sit down!’ said Hazel. ‘May, really, if you just focus—’

I put my pencil down and watched them. Eric was sitting quietly in the corner, working evenly through his twelfth page of decryption. ‘Codes just make sense to me,’ he told me yesterday. ‘They’re so clear. I can think in Morse code sometimes, just like I can think in English and German. I can hear the beeping. It’s nice.’ That sounds kind of like magic to me. But sometimes I can – oh, it’s hard to explain – catch the shape of a sentence that’s still half decoded, like I’m hearing someone recite a speech I know in a play.

And sometimes, even more interesting, I can see where they’ve gone wrong with their lines. The best thing about codes – I think so, but Eric disagrees – is that they’re made up by people, so they’re not perfect. I can’t ever spell chief, so if I was encoding that word I’d write the coded letters down wrong. So when I look at a code and it isn’t making sense, I imagine the person who might have written it, and I can kind of feel the mistakes that they might have made, just like when I feel my way into different roles.

Anyway, my point is that the way someone writes or cracks a code is as different as each person is. And I wondered whether May was trying to crack codes in the wrong way for her.

‘Is she allowed to walk about while she works?’ I asked.

‘No, she has to sit down—’ Hazel began. Then she looked at May, and at me. ‘That’s actually a good idea, Nuala,’ she said. ‘May, go for a walk and don’t stop until you’ve worked out six words.’

‘FINE!’ snapped May, snatching up her pencil and paper, and she began to walk between the chairs in the room, humming to herself. ‘Sunday thirtieth March,’ she said, after two minutes. ‘Leave package at – er – at usual drop point.’

‘MAY!’ cried Hazel. ‘That’s right! You did it!’

‘Well done, May,’ said Eric.

‘It was easy,’ said May, sounding surprised. Her cheeks had gone pink. ‘Thanks, Nuala.’

I felt pleased. Sure, I’ve known May for almost six months now. We share a dorm at Deepdean, and when you do that, it’s hard not to know a person. But May’s so spiky – and sometimes I’m not sure how friendly we are right now, even outside school. It’s been tough, at Deepdean. It’s hard to fit in there and be friends with May, and I’m worried she doesn’t understand that.

We decode for an hour, and then the lesson always ends with us reciting our poem code lines to Hazel. We’ve all had to choose and memorize a poem, or a bit of a play. This isn’t just for fun or to keep us occupied. It’s to use in our coding, and it’s going to be crucial when we do go on a mission.

Before I became a spy – when I’d only read about them in books – I thought that codebreaking was just taking ordinary words and putting them into code. The thing is, though, spies have had to get more and more clever. Most people know simple codes now – Morse code, Pig Latin and all that – so, to keep your messages safe, real spies have to do more than just decode them. And that’s where poem code keys come in.

I’ve chosen Caliban’s speech from The Tempest: Be not afeard; the isle is full of noises. Eric chose a poem about a tiger, and May chose a horrible little poem about a man on the stairs who wasn’t there.

Every time we want to send a coded message, we pick five words from our poem and use them as the key to create an entirely new code, one that can only be decoded if the person we’re sending the message to already knows what our poem is (or if they can work out the poem we are using).

We’re also learning languages – because, of course, fighting against the Germans means you have to be able to read German, as well as French and Polish and all the other countries they’ve invaded. Fully trained spies, the ones who are trusted to go into the field, have to know other languages so well that they can speak only them during their missions. When I think that might happen to me some day, my heart kind of clutches in my chest. It’s so big, and so scary, but I really want to do it.

The language lessons are given by George. He’s one of the most interesting people at the Ministry, I think. He’s really good-looking, but it’s not just his features that make him handsome. It’s the way he moves – he’s paying attention to his whole body, trying to be in control the whole time. Most actors aren’t as good at that as he is. And he somehow makes his Air Force uniform look like the most incredible fashion plate.

Even though he wears the uniform, he isn’t in the Air Force any more. He told us he was in the Battle of Britain. He was an ace pilot, and he shot down ten German planes, but then his plane was hit, and when it crashed his leg got caught in the – I don’t know, some part of it. They cut him out before the fire really took hold, but they couldn’t save the leg. He walks with crutches now, while he waits for a false leg to be made, and he’s got an eyepatch over his left eye, and the Ministry recruited him at once.

He’s very funny, and he’s got the whole Ministry running after him adoringly, but when we were supposed to be working on our translations yesterday I saw him squeezing the pencil in his hand like it’s the only thing holding him up. I think that some of his control is because he’s afraid of what will happen if he stops watching himself for even a second. I can tell the leg still hurts him.

He and Eric have been arguing about Pfote. She’s Eric’s cat, the one he found last year and brought into the Ministry, and now whenever Eric sits down to do lessons she comes running in and curls her big fluffy orange body around him. George thinks it’s distracting, but Eric shrugs and says, ‘I can’t tell her what to do. She does what she wants.’ Eric knows German already, and French, so he’s got time to argue. I’m way behind. I know a couple of sentences of Irish, and a couple of Japanese, and how to say hello and thank you and where is the theatre in ten different languages, but that’s not really the kind of thing the Ministry wants.

George has started me on French and Polish. Zosia, the woman we’re staying with, works at the Ministry too, and she’s Polish and Serbian, so she helps me with the Polish stuff. Not that she’s a huge amount of help. Zosia’s one of those people who you can feel the temper pouring out of, even when she seems still. She’s really pretty, short and curvy with amazing dark-brown hair and perfect red lipstick always, but it’s a daunting kind of prettiness. May and I try to stay out of her way in the evenings, and spend as much time as we can downstairs in Eric’s flat.

May’s even worse than me at the language lessons – not because she’s not good at languages (she’s fluent in two of them already) but because she’s upset that knowing Cantonese doesn’t count at the Ministry.

‘It is useful!’ she said to George.

‘Of course it is,’ said George, ‘but not here, May.’

‘Yes, here! It’s uncrackable unless the other side has someone who can read Chinese!’

‘How do you know they don’t?’

‘They don’t. I know. I’ll just send a message in Chinese to Hazel! She can read it!’

‘May, that is— Can you not just work on learning German?’

May, as you can tell, is just as awful at lessons at the Ministry as she was at Deepdean. The only thing she really likes is our combat training. I like it too, if I’m honest. Eric isn’t sure.

We don’t have combat training in the Ministry building. We go down into its basement, and then through a long tunnel that brings us out inside the British Museum. It’s mostly closed now – only a few people like Mr Goodchild work there still, but they’re in far-away offices and aren’t allowed to know that we’re using the museum. The galleries are pretty much empty, apart from the big Egyptian statues which are too heavy to move (they’ve got sandbags draped round them in case of bombs) – so we have huge echoing spaces to ourselves to practise. It’s incredible.

A woman called Bridget teaches us. Bridget’s also incredible. She’s Irish, like Da, and she’s fierce. She knows ju-jitsu, and she can use a knife in very alarming ways, and shoot straight. (Eric refuses to shoot anything; he says he’s going to be a pacifist spy. Bridget asked what he’ll do if he comes across some Germans who want to kill him, and Eric said, ‘Hide. And have May with me,’ which I think is a really good point.)

I’m a pretty good shot, although knives make me woozy – I can’t help thinking about the knife in the moonlight, that night at Elysium Hall – but May’s amazing. She usually has all that energy (she can’t keep still), but when she’s lining up a shot she goes totally calm and focused. She never misses.

Then in the afternoons we get special sabotage lessons from – I guess I’ll call her the Cook. She’s skinny and quiet, and she doesn’t look like much, but that’s the thing about people; you can’t always tell what they’re going to be like inside from what’s outside. Anyway, she’s Austrian, and she’s learned a scary amount about explosives and poisons. She told us about poisons that can be put in fabrics, and in spray bottles and pencils, that can be eaten and drunk and licked and smelled. Some are so deadly that someone can just brush against it once and die. Then she showed us a chocolate bar that explodes, and a cookie that explodes (the Cook’s baking is great, when it doesn’t explode), and even a teddy bear that explodes.

‘I don’t think I want to hold that,’ I said anxiously.

‘Ooh, I will!’ said May. ‘It won’t blow up unless you squeeze its foot, Nuala – haven’t you been paying attention?’

I had, but I still don’t like the idea.

Our first few days in London have flown by, all surface-busy, and I fall asleep so fast whenever I can (which isn’t always, when there’s a raid like there is now). But I’ve got this funny feeling. The Ministry seems so fun, and exciting, and busy, but I know that, like George squeezing his pencil tight, a lot of that’s just an act. Eric and May and I are only here because agents who should be here are missing. Daisy’s missing. Everyone’s rushing around trying to teach us things, because if they slow down it might be too late.

And not just that. It feels like something’s about to happen.

But I’m not sure exactly what it could be.
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Ooh, this is a good bit! This is the bit where we find the body! – May



Thursday 27th March

I was right, Diary. Something’s happened – but not at the Ministry. In Hogarth Mews. Something completely unbelievable. Except, somehow, I can believe it. I just don’t want to.

It happened this afternoon, just after we’d been sent home from the Ministry for the day. Mrs Goodchild had invited us round for tea and cake – and you don’t say no to cake in a war, not ever, especially not Mrs Goodchild’s Victoria sponge.

Eric came out of his flat dressed tidily – long trousers and a nice white shirt. I’d tried to dress up too, because I wanted to impress Mrs Goodchild with pretty clothes. Not that most of my clothes are pretty; they’re all the stuff from our Company wardrobe, and Mam’s old clothes, and some things we got in Coventry that I’ve not quite grown out of yet. It’s getting hard to buy new clothes these days with only coupons, and all the things that are in shops don’t feel very like me. I was wearing a purple drapey dress and Da’s old waistcoat, and I had my hair in a braid down my back. May, though, was in shorts and a pullover. She’s been wearing shorts more and more often since we came to London. They’re borrowed from Eric and tied up with string. It’s hilarious how much they don’t fit her.

‘I look so unladylike!’ she crowed, spinning to look at herself with delight in our bedroom mirror, and I didn’t say anything, because I guess we all need a costume. It would have really annoyed me back at Elysium Hall. I would have thought she was just doing it to upset me. But now I know that’s not how May works. She only bothers with things she really, really likes.

So May was in shorts, her knees all dirty, and she totally did not look like someone ready to have a nice tea. But Mrs Goodchild didn’t even notice while she was serving us the most enormous slices of creamy sponge cake. Mrs Goodchild’s cakes are honestly great. You wouldn’t know that eggs and sugar and butter are rationed right now, while you’re eating one.

We said the polite stuff that you’re supposed to, about the weather and about Mr Goodchild’s paintings that are hanging on all the walls, and about Mr Goodchild’s work at the museum – he’s really busy right now, something to do with art and the war. The Goodchilds’ son Cecil came wandering in, nodded vaguely at us, picked up a slice of cake and walked back upstairs.

Cecil’s maybe a few years older than me and Eric and May, one of the big boys that I’m never totally sure how to act around. It doesn’t help that he’s got eyebrows like wings and the kind of face that’d look amazing lit up on the stage. His clothes are always ripped and a little dusty but good, and he has a device clipped onto his right ear, a wire from it snaking away down into his big army jacket. I’m curious about that, but I don’t want to ask.

And then May piped up about the bombed-out house at the end of the mews.

‘When did it happen?’ she asked. ‘Did you see it? Was it awful? How big was the bomb? Were there incendiaries? Have you ever put out incendiaries? Isn’t it true that you can just cover them with your coat?’

‘It was last November,’ said Mrs Goodchild, sighing. ‘Thank goodness the Lowndes family weren’t there when it happened. They were in their house in the country; lots of people left last year when the bombing got bad, including Mr Harris, the lawyer at Number Six, and most of the people in the flats. But Samuel and I decided to stay. We were really so lucky – we are so lucky. And you mustn’t try to put out incendiaries, dear. They’re putting explosives in them these days. You could get hurt.’

‘This cake is very good,’ said Eric.

‘Oh, I’m glad you’re here to enjoy it,’ said Mrs Goodchild, giving him a little half-smile. ‘Our daughter loves that cake, and it hasn’t been the same since—’

At that point the dog next door started barking again.

‘That dog!’ said Mrs Goodchild. ‘Who’s out there now? Oh, it’s Primrose coming back from work. That means Samuel should be home soon.’

‘Poor General Charles de Gaulle!’ said Eric. ‘Everything upsets him!’

‘What’s happened to him now?’ I asked, confused. General Charles de Gaulle is the leader of the Free French movement – the people who hate the Nazis, and are angry that they invaded France and took it over last summer. He’s gathering his forces in Britain and Africa now, while he works out how to get France back and get rid of the horrible fake government that did a deal with the Nazis.

‘Oh, not the real one. He’s all right as far as I know,’ said Mrs Goodchild. ‘The dog’s name is General Charles de Gaulle. Colette from next door supports the Free French and I think she was feeling patriotic when she named him. He gets so distressed when anyone walks by. I don’t think he gets much attention at the moment, with the babies in the house.’

‘He might like someone to say hello to him,’ said Eric brightly. ‘I thought he looked lonely yesterday.’

Mrs Goodchild laughed. ‘Go on then,’ she said. ‘I can’t compete with a dog, can I? But take another slice of cake before you go.’

Eric jumped down from the table and May pushed back her chair with a squeal. I followed them
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