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1

5 May 1942

Today I couldn’t be late. Every minute was needed to review the most recent intelligence photographs before the Combined Forces meeting at five this afternoon.

It was ten minutes past six as I pulled the front door shut. I’d been in London seven months and, despite the war, the number 11 bus was pretty prompt. Looking down, I did a quick check. Handbag, gas mask, umbrella, notebook, and a fish paste sandwich for lunch. Something was missing. I turned around, went back inside and grabbed my book from the hallway table. Lunch without Sayers’ Gaudy Night to relax my mind would be unbearable. With another glance at my watch, I raced down the road towards the bus stop.

Old Mr Lloyd from next door waved as he collected his bottle of milk from his doorstep.

‘Love seeing a pretty girl run,’ he called out.

I laughed for I was hardly a girl but to his seventy-year-old eyes I could be.

‘They’ll wait for you.’

‘I doubt it,’ I replied. He knew everyone and everything about our little street just off the King’s Road. This, of course, had its advantages as well as disadvantages.

Despite my sprint, the bus was pulling away from the stop and I chased it, managing to hop on.

‘Morning, miss,’ the conductor said with a wink. ‘Overslept?’

I smiled. ‘I wish.’

‘Whitehall?’ he asked.

I nodded.

‘Have a good one, love,’ he said, handing me my ticket.

I found a seat and opened my novel to escape from the bomb-damaged streets of London to the dreaming spires of Oxford. London looked like it had been fighting the war by itself, and, as I looked out on the destruction around Victoria Station, the war felt endless.

This morning was bright, yet rain was threatening from the west, which was why I had grabbed my umbrella instead of my book when I’d left the house the first time. Of all Dorothy L. Sayers’ Lord Peter Wimsey novels, it was Gaudy Night that I’d reread most since my arrival in London. It captured a life that was, for the moment, lost. I hoped it wasn’t now set in amber. Forever to be trapped like some poor insect and only to be studied on the pages of academic books and in old photographs.

Lord Peter Wimsey and his detective work had captivated my imagination since I was given a copy of Whose Body? for my thirteenth birthday. My fascination with him began then and grew with each book. I adored his clever mind, but I especially loved his appreciation of Harriet Vane. He could let a woman be as clever as he was, and continue to work. The only other man who had been like that was my late Cambridge-educated father. Just thinking about him caused both a smile and a wave of sadness. He had died a year ago on the first of May and I missed him more than I could express.

I’d spoken with Maman a few nights ago. The three-minute telephone call was never enough time to catch up on everything. She had assured me all was well with the farm in Cornwall and that she was painting again. As the bus stopped, I recalled her unexpected question about my plans going forward after the war. I’d been dumbstruck, then said there was no change. She’d been surprised at my response, saying she’d thought the war had altered everyone. Not me, I’d said.

I opened my book again. The traffic ahead was slow despite the early hour. A few pages lost in the world of Wimsey would pass the time.

‘Aren’t you meant to be getting off here?’ the conductor asked.

I looked up, unaware of where I was.

‘Yes, thank you.’

‘Head always in a book.’ He laughed and I leapt off straight into a naval lieutenant who was walking along the pavement. He was tall. I wasn’t short at five eleven but he towered over me as his hands steadied me.

‘Sorry,’ I said, stepping back.

He tilted his head and studied me. His eyes were the blue of a shallow sea on a sunny day. Something inside me woke up.

‘No need to apologise,’ he said in an American accent as he bent to pick up my book, which had fallen in the collision. He turned it over. ‘Interesting choice.’ He handed it to me.

I almost enquired why but stopped. Instead I asked, ‘Have you read it?’

‘I have but I prefer Murder Must Advertise.’

I blinked. ‘Were you in advertising?’

He smiled and his eyes creased at the corners. ‘No.’

I was suddenly aware of the strong attraction I was feeling to a man who read Sayers. ‘Sorry for bumping into you,’ I said to cover my thoughts.

‘You can do it again any time.’ He grinned.

‘You never know, I might.’ I smiled and turned away as I flushed, not sure why I’d said that. I didn’t even care for Americans; they had taken too long to join the war.

Still, he was attractive and definitely my type. At the archway to Horse Guards, I risked a glance over my shoulder but the American was gone. I wasn’t sure what I would have done if he’d still been there. Ask him for a drink? I smiled at the thought.

Pushing that aside, I picked up my pace as I headed towards the Citadel, a bombproof subterranean fortress. The entrance, an ugly concrete carbuncle, was tacked onto the end of the Admiralty building. Constructed last year, the Citadel’s entrance was disguised from above by a grass-covered roof. In aerial photographs it appeared as nothing more than a lawn next to the Admiralty on Horse Guards and not the beating heart of naval intelligence working around the clock. Appearances could be deceptive; I knew this well.

As I approached the threshold, I prepared to head underground and lose all sense of day or night. I was lucky that I didn’t work the rotating shifts that many did. I wasn’t nine to five either. It was now six forty-five and I wasn’t sure when the day would be finished but I hoped to be done in time to join my housemates at the cinema tonight.

‘Morning, miss,’ said the sailor who checked my pass at the entrance.

‘Morning,’ I replied, joining the flow of people descending. On the stairs I met up with one of the typists coming down from the offices above.

‘All OK in The Zoo?’ I asked.






2

I couldn’t afford to make a mistake; people would die if I did.

The dense grove of trees was clear in the image, but the large dark shape near it was not. What concerned me was that the railway was less than half a mile from the smudge, and the strategically significant port at Calais a half mile in the other direction. It could be the ideal location for a munitions factory. Or was it simply a consequence of the photographic development process, a shadow from a cloud, dust on the camera or the negative?

For my whole life, maps had made everything possible. I knew this to my very core, aware that the war would be won or lost based on the quality of maps. I stared at the aerial photograph in my hands. Every missing bridge, new road or altered building was important.

The sound of the teleprinters in the next room interrupted my thoughts. I put the photo down on the battered wooden table in front of me and picked up the map I was trying to update. Aside from the well-recorded build-up around the port and a few artillery installations along the coast there had been no changes observed for some time. But that didn’t mean things weren’t happening; it simply meant they hadn’t been seen.

In the files, I searched for an older photograph for comparison but the last images of this area of Calais were over six months old. So this smudge could be something or it could be nothing. I needed to decide. At least there appeared to be no new armaments unlike the last photograph I’d looked at taken near Brest. I straightened and rolled my shoulders back. For five hours I’d been studying the latest photos and comparing them to the previous ones. Any variations I discovered, I marked in preparation for the Combined Forces meeting. Decisions could be made on even the smallest changes I could observe.

My colleague, Lieutenant Harling, looked up from the map he was working on and held up a pack of cigarettes. His solemn face broke into a smile, making his features almost handsome. But it was his charm that made him exceedingly attractive. Half the women in the building were a bit in love with him. I was not; I had learned early on to avoid that sort of distraction, although I had fallen in love once. Now I kept all my affection for a fictional detective. It ensured there were no complications or distractions that way.

‘No, thanks.’ I took a deep breath and looked at the slim gold watch on my wrist. ‘If I start at noon, what will I use to keep me alert at eight tonight?’

‘A gin?’ he suggested with a grin.

‘Hmm.’ I laughed, thinking of the many drinks we had shared since I accepted the secondment here seven months ago from the Inter Services Topographical Department based at Manchester College, Oxford. Our team of two occupied one small room amidst the command and operations centre for the Navy. We coordinated our efforts with the large teams in Oxford and Cambridge where they made geographical handbooks for the services.

Organising the photographs in front of me into a neat pile, I clasped onto the one near Calais that was troubling me and held it out to him. ‘What do you make of that large mass in the bottom left, Harling?’

He squinted then turned the picture in every direction. ‘Your guess is better than mine.’

‘The last aerial photograph of this area we have was taken months ago and it showed nothing.’ I circled the blob with my finger.

He rose and we both walked to the large map covering the back wall of our underground room. A trickle of air from the vent in the ceiling moved the loose corner of the chart but did nothing to shift the lingering cigarette smoke that hung in the air.

‘Could be nothing. Still …’ I tapped the spot. It needed marking despite my uncertainty.

‘Miss Tremayne?’ a breathless woman called from the door.

I swung around and smiled. It was a typist from the pool.

‘You’re wanted up in The Zoo.’ She drew a breath.

All the typists and the secret ladies as they were known called Room 39 The Zoo. It held the Naval Intelligence team who were an odd assortment of men including an art historian, a writer, a journalist, a barrister and the former head of Thomas Cook’s West End office. They all reported to Vice-Admiral Godfrey. Like a modern Noah’s Ark, Room 39 contained a collection of somewhat exotic creatures for naval intelligence, including my boss.

‘And you’re to bring your maps for your meeting,’ she said.

In haste I marked the unknown object on the map of Calais then rolled it up with the other ones we’d been updating.

‘Knock ’em dead,’ Harling said, perching on the desk lighting a cigarette.

I made my way down the corridor, stopping in the powder room to check my appearance. With my boss I never quite knew what to expect. I smoothed my hair into place and freshened my red lipstick. Now I was ready to face whatever it was that required my attention. It had to be important to call me away from my preparation for the meeting at five. It wouldn’t be an excursion. They were always well planned, and it normally involved soothing ruffled feathers and unpicking the muddles various officers and ministers found themselves in when they looked at a map rather than reading it.

Climbing the stairs, I left behind the artificial daylight lamps and stuffy air conditioning and entered the corridors of the Admiralty. Passing the uniformed guards who knew me well, I walked down the long dull corridor. Only the mosaic tiles on the floors lifted the atmosphere. Their swirling wave patterns were almost whimsical and always struck me as at odds with the solemn activity that took place in the building. I strode on with the sound of my heels echoing in the bleakness on my way to the beating heart of Naval Intelligence.

Reaching a large transept the size of a station ticket booking hall, I noted the chaos of paperwork in transit, boxes, trays, and tea-making equipment. I waved to the women who kept everything working. Without them we didn’t have a chance of winning this war and yet here they were almost invisible.

I opened the door to Room 39 and was immediately struck again by the three long west-facing windows. They looked out on Horse Guards and over to the garden of number 10 Downing Street, the Foreign Office, and St James’s Park Lake. The parade ground was filled with barrage balloon equipment. The scene was so familiar, I could map it from memory.

The first man to make eye contact was Lieutenant Commander Shawcross, who liaised with me on all things for the topographical handbooks created in Oxford and Cambridge. Lieutenant Commander Montagu nodded a welcome. I was a frequent sight in this hub of activity. The other occupants of The Zoo were too engrossed in their work to acknowledge my presence and the green baize door to Vice-Admiral Godfrey’s office was closed.

My boss, Commander Fleming, was the vice-admiral’s personal assistant and the department’s fixer, knowing everyone who was useful. Currently he was at his desk with a solemn expression on his face. At thirty-three, he was as smooth as they come, with not a hair out of place and a cigarette always in hand. His uniform was immaculately tailored to flatter. He, like Harling, caused the female staff’s hearts to flutter.

We had met when Fleming visited Oxford with Harling and they’d sat in on one of my briefings. Two days later I was summoned to London and by the end of the week I was working for the intelligence service. Gone were the hours spent teaching map reading to new officers and making geographical information booklets among the dreaming spires.

Commander Fleming looked up, stood then walked around the desk and pulled out a chair.

‘Do sit, Merry,’ he said then lit a cigarette. ‘The meeting with the Combined Forces has been brought forward.’ Fleming tapped on the pile on the desk. ‘And new intelligence photographs have come in.’

‘Aerial or oblique?’ I asked. Each of these provided vital information with the oblique ones identifying natural and man-made defences on the beaches and the aerial providing detailed information on roads, bridges and railways.

‘Both.’ Fleming perched on the corner of the desk.

‘Do I have time to review them before the meeting?’ I asked, reaching for the uppermost image.

He glanced at the clock which sat above the huge marble fireplace that dominated one wall.

‘No,’ he said.

‘Do you have any idea what they want?’ I was almost certain he didn’t, or that, if he did, he wouldn’t say. Everything was on a need-to-know basis and I was becoming accustomed to not being given access to all the information I needed to be fully useful. This frustrated me daily, but I couldn’t change the system as much as I might like to.

‘Are you ready?’ He stubbed his cigarette out and stood.

‘Of course.’ I clutched the maps I’d brought with me and followed him down the long corridor and up the stairs, suppressing my laughter as he vetted my attire. He struggled to understand my confirmed single status. I was a mystery to most men and the commander was no exception. They couldn’t accept that a twenty-seven-year-old woman with a pretty face and a good figure could have a brain and would choose to give marriage a miss.

As a child I had longed for my mother’s beauty and elegance but despaired that it would ever come to me. She had regularly reassured me it would happen by saying, ‘You are the ugly duck now, ma petite, but you will be the most beautiful swan.’ She had been right and the transformation happened at seventeen. Then for a while I’d considered my looks a hindrance, but now I realised they opened doors for me. But I also knew that it was my brain that kept those doors open. This was the combination that was so appealing to Fleming. He had quickly noted that men didn’t take me seriously because of my looks, which gave Fleming an advantage. It had taken only one meeting to make Meredith Tremayne his secret weapon.

‘Do I pass muster?’ I asked, glad that I had taken the detour to the powder room to check my appearance.

‘Yes, though I prefer it when you don’t look so stern. We have a better chance at everything if you smile.’ Fleming held the door open for me. ‘Let’s do this.’

We entered the wood-panelled meeting room and all heads turned towards us. There were enough officers in here to run the war: two British admirals, two generals, two majors, an air chief marshal, an air commodore, a colonel, and a minister. That wasn’t all; the Americans in attendance included three generals and a captain.

‘Does your secretary have clearance?’ an admiral asked.

‘How can she help?’ asked the minister.

Fleming smiled slowly, enjoying their discomfort. ‘Dr Tremayne is not my secretary, but a geographer, and I’ll let her speak for herself.’

The men in the room were clearly surprised by the fact that Meredith Tremayne, BA (Hons), MA, DPhil (Oxon) on the memo was a woman and not some tweeds-wearing member of the Royal Geographical Society. This frequently happened as Meredith was a far more common name for a man. Their faces were pictures of disbelief and I suppressed a smile. Once they had regained their composure, it was time for me to begin the process of reassuring them about my qualifications. It would not be an easy battle to win their confidence.

‘Gentlemen, what is possible for us to achieve in this war depends first and foremost on geography. The climatic conditions our soldiers will face, as well as thorough knowledge of the terrain they will need to conquer – this information is vital before any action is taken.’ I paused. All eyes were on me as I placed my latest maps on the table with the others already there and unrolled mine. ‘Maps are not simply pieces of paper with towns and cities marked on them; they tell us so much more. They inform us about who made them, what was important to them, what they were thinking and how they will be used.’

‘We know this,’ said one of the generals, clearly irritated by my lecturer tone.

‘Then you will know that a map is only as good as the intelligence used in the making of it.’ I looked down at the copies of photographs of Calais I’d been working on and moved them alongside a set of holiday photographs sent in by the public taken in 1938 that were also on the table. ‘For example here—’ I looked up and met the general’s gaze. ‘If you expected a bridge crossing the canal and it has been blown up you are in trouble if you haven’t worked out alternative plans.’

‘It is still there.’ The general pointed to the aerial photograph.

‘But what is the date of the image? A day can make all the difference.’

He huffed. ‘So, you are saying this intelligence is useless.’

‘Not at all. All these photos provide a way to see the increase of war defences and with them one can make projections on what is to come next and what possible targets will interrupt that progression.’

The general stepped back from the table. ‘Hmmm.’

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of Fleming who almost smiled.

‘The quality of our intelligence, the questions we ask, and the maps that are made from them will influence the success or failure of every battle and ultimately the war.’ Moving away I sat down at one of the chairs lining the wall and waited to be called when my expertise was needed again. I was grateful the spotlight had turned away from me and onto whatever the task was at hand.

After a few moments into the subsequent discussion, I knew that we were looking at invasion. However, each man around the table had a different view on the matter. Fleming and I were not consulted again and the reason for my ongoing presence wasn’t clear unless the northern coast of France, particularly Normandy, was the intended invasion site. I turned to Fleming to try and read his thoughts, but his face gave nothing away.

The maps I unrolled were shunted across the table and then one of the admirals took one and tacked it on the wall. My heart sank. It wasn’t finished. It shouldn’t be here but it was because I’d been in a rush.

‘Miss Tremayne. This is your work?’ the admiral asked.

‘Yes.’

‘What am I supposed to make of this?’ He pointed to a square object on the map – the smudge that I’d been unable to clearly identify.

I gritted my teeth. That map should never have left the office.

‘There’s an object or building of some description there—’

‘Some description?’ he interrupted. ‘Buildings come in many shapes, sizes and most importantly purposes.’ He paused. ‘I can tell it’s large by looking at the scale of the map, but there is no indication if this is residential or industrial. What is it?’

I drew a breath. ‘I don’t know.’

‘If it’s residential then it would have to be a chateau or extremely large farmhouse, based on its size. We already know there is no chateau here,’ he said. ‘If I were on the spot being fired upon, what else would this map tell me?’

I opened my mouth, uncertain of what I could say aside from pointing out the obvious – the railway, the port, the canals. I should be asking questions to find out more but I didn’t know which ones to ask.

‘Excuse my late arrival,’ an American admiral announced as he entered the room.

‘Ah, Admiral King,’ the general said.

The American glanced about the room and his gaze fell on me and Fleming. ‘Newcomers?’

‘Commander Fleming from Naval Intelligence Division and his … geographer Miss … err, Dr Tremayne,’ said the general.

‘Necessary?’ he asked.

‘Possibly, she is an … expert on the northern coast of France.’

‘Not needed for today.’ He glanced at the many maps on the table and took one of the North African coast and tacked it over the one of Calais on the wall. ‘Unless North Africa is also a speciality.’ He looked directly at me.

I met his glance. ‘No, sir.’

‘Best you leave then,’ the admiral said. ‘Commander Fleming, please remain.’

I left and returned to the Citadel, to my sandwich and to my book. Hopefully I would find my equilibrium again. I did not like being unable to answer a question or to feel so unprepared. There had to be a way to solve this so I could make better maps that could help us win this awful war. Only when it was won could I return to Oxford and my work.
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The new photographs shed no further light on the unidentifiable object near Calais, therefore I put in a request for further photographs. Harling and I updated the maps, but I was not confident that I was making correct choices for what was needed to help the men on the ground.

Harling lit a cigarette as he stood. ‘Fancy a drink?’

I glanced at my watch. It was already eight and I’d missed out on my evening’s plans.

‘Tempting but Fleming’s asked to see me.’

He laughed. ‘See you in the morning then.’

Wondering what the weather was doing, I headed to the door and collected my hat, fixing it at a jaunty angle.

‘Are you sure you don’t need a drink?’ Harling asked and walked to my desk. ‘You’re forgetting things.’ He picked up my book and handed it to me. ‘Haven’t you finished this yet?’

I took it and shook my head. Harling didn’t need to know my obsession with Wimsey and the world that Sayers had created in her books.

‘For one so clever you read very slowly,’ he said.

‘I read thoroughly.’ I reread even more thoroughly, I added silently.

‘And you don’t want a drink either,’ he added with a smile.

‘Not tonight,’ I replied, laughing as I left the office then headed up the stairs into the Admiralty.

In the distance, coming out of Room 39, I spied a broad set of shoulders, blond hair and a confident stride. I could be wrong – this morning’s collision off the bus was over twelve hours ago – but that looked like the American. It would be tempting to ‘bump’ into him again. My evening, or what was left of it after meeting Fleming, was wide open as I’d turned down Harling. It was tempting to think of unwinding over a drink with the American. But it was not going to happen because he disappeared from sight, so I turned into Room 39.

Fleming’s desk was empty as were all the others but the door to Vice-Admiral Godfrey’s room was slightly ajar and I could hear the faint sound of voices.

Both Godfrey and Fleming walked out of the vice-admiral’s office together.

‘Good evening, Dr Tremayne,’ Godfrey said. ‘Time to update the PM, and I’ll leave you both to it.’ He turned to Fleming. ‘If you can have that to me for tomorrow at nine.’

Fleming nodded and watched Godfrey leave. He took a seat at his desk and waved a hand to indicate I should do the same. ‘What did you make of today’s meeting?’

‘Invasion,’ I said and silently added humiliation.

He laughed drily. ‘End goal, of course, but I don’t think we have the manpower, ships, or planes yet.’ He lit a cigarette and handed it to me.

‘True.’ I took a drag and exhaled slowly, hoping my frustration would form into proper questions and not mortification as it had been all day. ‘I’m not much use to you in a meeting like that.’

He looked up sharply from the note he was perusing on his desk.

‘I can put together a good map, and I understand how people use and shape the landscape, but I don’t truly understand military needs—’ I paused, choosing my words with care ‘—I floundered under their direct questioning.’ This fact had been running through my mind as I listened to the various ministers and military men not only in this meeting but in many others. This incident had solidified it for me.

Fleming continued to stare. ‘Is my iron maiden admitting a fault?’

I made a face. ‘Iron maiden I am not, but you should take Harling in future. He’s actually served on a ship.’

‘He has.’ Fleming flicked the ash from his cigarette into the metal bin by his desk. ‘But I haven’t, and I attend the meetings.’

‘Our roles are very different,’ I replied.

‘That is true,’ he said.

I chose my next words carefully. ‘I could be so much more effective and useful to you if I had field experience.’

Fleming raised an eyebrow. ‘You are too valuable to become an agent.’

I frowned. ‘I am fluent in French, German and even Breton, although I will accept the latter is a bit rusty.’

‘And I imagine with a change of clothing and a different hair style you would look French rather than English. Sadly, you are too beautiful.’ The corner of his mouth lifted. ‘Beauty is always noted and remembered.’

I crossed my arms, prepared to continue this fight.

‘But the real reason you are too important to send into the field is your understanding of the landscape of the northern coast of France,’ Fleming finished.

‘You have plenty of geographers.’

‘None as sharp as you,’ he said.

‘You have Harling,’ I replied.

‘He’s not a geographer,’ Fleming said.

‘But he better understands the information the military requires,’ I pressed on, needing him to comprehend what I was lacking.

‘How so?’ He turned, his interest caught.

‘I look at, well, “see” things differently,’ I explained.

‘You look at the rock below the surface and basically you delve deeper,’ he said.

‘I study the rocks below the surface because it impacts people,’ I said. ‘What will grow or not grow is dependent on the substructure, and this affects the population. The way the sea interacts with the land also affects livelihoods.’

Fleming nodded.

‘But this doesn’t tell me what is needed by a man under fire,’ I continued. ‘The general asked me a question and I couldn’t answer it as I have never experienced that type of pressure. I have no idea.’ My brother’s words surfaced to the forefront of my thoughts. ‘Oliver spent hours with me to try to explain what he needed as a pilot. It helped somewhat but it would never be the same as flying myself and experiencing first-hand what information was, and, almost as importantly, wasn’t required.’

‘I can see that,’ Fleming said.

‘After the battle for Norway,’ I continued, remembering Maman’s constant worry that Oliver risked his life every flight while Papa had been more circumspect, having survived the Great War. ‘Oliver had begged me for better maps because he’d had to use the nineteen twelve Baedeker’s map for Norway and Sweden and it wasn’t fit for purpose. He explained he needed maps that could be read in low light and with objects and targets clearly and simply marked.’ I paused, thinking about the man Oliver was now, and not the scrubby younger brother that had been more like a twin we were so close in age. ‘And from that moment on I’ve been doing my best but it’s clear it isn’t good enough.’

He stubbed out his cigarette. ‘Leave it with me.’

And with that I was dismissed, just as abruptly as I had been from the meeting. I chewed on my frustration as I rose to my feet, preparing to say more before I stilled at the sound of the telephone and watched Fleming pick it up. He turned his back to me. My stomach growled, reminding me it was almost nine and my lunchtime sandwich had been hours ago.
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I’d missed the number 11 bus. The evening was clear and fresh so I walked back, enjoying the bright greens of the leaves creating contrast to the accumulated dust and dirt. London hadn’t been subject to direct bombing in months but the collapse of damaged buildings kept plaster dust in the air and on the ground. Our nearest neighbour Mr Lloyd did his best to keep Bywater Street in good order, especially his house and ours, but it was a continuous struggle. As he pointed out, we were all doing our bit and he was too old for anything worthwhile, yet he’d man the Red Cross relief stations when he could.

A wolf whistle startled me out of my thoughts.

‘Hey beautiful. Come have a drink with a lonely soldier.’

‘Not this evening,’ I called back, giving him a smile and recalling the American in British Naval uniform. Had he been talking to Fleming or the vice-admiral, or both? I wasn’t sure if it was his striking good looks or the fact he had read Sayers and liked the books enough to have a favourite that had made the most impact on me. The combination of appearance and intelligence was always intriguing and I found it very compelling.

Reaching Eaton Square, I met Muriel Wright, Fleming’s girlfriend, on the lookout for a taxi. She was striking in anything she wore but in the pale-yellow evening gown she took one’s breath away. Fleming had met her while skiing years ago, he’d said. It all struck me as very glamorous but I did wonder about her sticking with him. There were many women in his life but Muriel, or Moo as he called her, had been with him the longest as far as I was aware.

‘Hello, Merry,’ she said.

‘You look stunning,’ I said, admiring her curls. My own hair was dead straight. ‘Out with the commander tonight?’

‘No,’ she said then raised her hand to a passing taxi. ‘We must catch up soon.’ She directed the driver to a location in Mayfair and climbed in, waving.

As I walked the short distance to the small house off King’s Road, I hoped my housemates had gone to the cinema without me. Since my secondment, I’d been living in Lady Constance Neville’s house on Bywater Street with Hester Clifford and eye surgeon Benedict Hartley.

I’d met Constance on my first visit to Oxford for an interview when I was sixteen. Back then I’d been full of questions, unrealistic dreams, and the certainty that there was no other place I should be. Constance had been full of common sense and patience in the face of my endless questions. She lectured in entomology, having specialised in lepidopterology because of her childhood fascination with butterflies. On my arrival at Oxford, Constance had become my mentor, helping me with the choices I needed to make in my early years as a scholar, and now, eleven years later, she was my closest friend.

Currently she was nursing at the eye hospital, returning to the work she had done in the last year of the Great War. It was where she’d met Hester Clifford, her soulmate, who currently drove ambulances. They had been a couple since 1920 but to the outside world they were no more than companions. Benedict Hartley rounded out the house.

No one was home but by the telephone in the front hall was a note.

Merry,

There was a telephone call from Inspector Jenkins of the Helston Constabulary. He is keen to speak to you urgently and has requested that you telephone him in the morning any time after eight.

C

I read the note again. What on earth would they want from me? I picked up the handset and called Maman; she may have some idea. The phone rang and rang but no one answered. It was half past nine. She would be with friends or sorting something on the farm.

In the kitchen I made toast while I boiled the kettle. Before I left for work in the morning I would telephone Maman but I would have to ring the inspector from the office. This was not ideal, but I couldn’t wait at home until eight to call him. I had a meeting at nine.
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There had been no answer again at home when I rang at six in the morning and I wondered if my mother had gone off on one of her painting excursions. She hadn’t mentioned it but before my father died she would frequently set off to paint en plein air with little notice if the weather was fine. I would probably have a letter today, letting me know her plans.

Just before eight I went to Room 39. Fleming and Commander Drake were chatting. Fleming had a penchant for referring to him as Quacker. The reference to ducks was obvious and I half wondered if he had a nickname for me.

‘Excuse me, gentlemen, I need to ring the Helston Police Station on a personal matter,’ I said.

Both men stared at me and I waited with my breath held for further questions. They didn’t come.

Instead Fleming looked down his long nose and pointed to Godfrey’s office. ‘Use that telephone; he’s in meetings until noon.’

‘Thank you,’ I said, entering the room and pulling the door to with some trepidation. I couldn’t shake the feeling I was being called into the chair’s office for a misdemeanour. Not that that had occurred more than twice. So I didn’t sit but stood looking out the window while I waited for the operator to connect the call. St James’s Park was currently full of vehicles, temporary housing and barrage balloons.

Eventually the line connected and I asked to speak to Inspector Jenkins. I closed my eyes as each second ticked by, trying to figure out what this was about. I hadn’t been home to Kestle since Christmas and before that it was for my father’s funeral.

‘Miss Tremayne?’ a man asked.

I opened my eyes and focused on the scenery below for I was certain he knew I was Dr Tremayne but chose to address me as miss. ‘Yes, I’m Meredith Tremayne.’

‘Thank you for coming back to me. I’ve tried to contact your brother but Flight Lieutenant Tremayne has been unavailable.’

I frowned. Why were they trying to reach us? ‘How can I help you, inspector?’

‘Mrs Nance, your mother’s housekeeper, reported Elise Tremayne missing yesterday morning.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Yes, your mother was last seen on the morning of the first of May by the vicar. She was putting flowers on your father’s grave.’

Of course she had. It was the anniversary of his death.

‘Your father, Colonel Tremayne, died in a riding accident?’

I drew a deep breath. ‘Yes.’

‘We have made some enquiries but thus far have nothing to report other than there is some concern that your mother … is French.’

‘Why is that a concern?’ I knew what he was implying but I wasn’t having it.

‘It appears there is some concern she might be a spy.’

‘Balderdash,’ I said.

‘We cannot dismiss this as there is a war going on.’

‘I am very aware of that. I am involved in war work and my brother is risking his life with each sortie he flies.’

‘Of course, I understand your feelings,’ he said.

‘Inspector Jenkins, my mother, I assure you, would do nothing to put her son’s life in further danger.’

‘There is talk in the village about her odd behaviour.’

Becoming angry with a man trying to do his job was not going to help so I pushed it aside.

‘My mother is a painter and she would stand out anywhere let alone running a farm by the Helford River,’ I said. ‘She is not a spy.’

‘I take your point,’ he said.

‘Thank you.’ I perched on the desk. This was the last thing I had expected from this telephone call.

‘Do you have any information that could help us?’ he asked. ‘When did you last speak to her?’

‘On the evening of the thirtieth of April.’ The gaze from the eyes of the portrait of an admiral fixed me to the spot.

‘Did she mention a trip?’ he asked.

‘No,’ I said. ‘But she frequently goes painting.’

‘Mrs Nance mentioned this but also said that she hadn’t taken anything with her.’

‘Nothing?’ I sank into the vice-admiral’s chair.

‘Her bicycle and painting box are missing, which fits with what the vicar told us, but Mrs Nance told us she usually takes other things on her painting excursions.’

‘Possibly Mrs Nance is mistaken.’

‘Hmm,’ he said with a sceptical note in his voice. ‘Thank you for your time. You will let me know if you hear from her.’

‘I will, inspector.’

I put the phone down and found Fleming standing in the doorway with his hands in his jacket pockets. How long had he been there? Learning point, never turn your back to a door as people could be listening.

‘Interesting conversation.’

I sent him a look. What did I expect? He was in intelligence. It would have been so much better to have had this telephone call at Constance’s.

‘Your mother is missing and someone thinks she’s spying for the enemy?’

I nodded, anger filling me again. ‘My mother is many things but not a spy.’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘You are certain?’

‘Yes,’ I said without hesitation. ‘My father’s death brought about huge changes in my mother’s life. Not just being a widow but the farm.’ I sighed. ‘Kestle went to my brother on my father’s death but he is serving so she took it on for him. This is not her natural habitat as an artist and had it not been for my father she wouldn’t have been there at all.’

‘Where would she be?’

‘Painting society portraits for a living, seascapes for passion and wherever else her heart led her.’

‘I see.’ He offered me a cigarette and I accepted it. ‘Where do you think she is?’

I took a deep drag on the cigarette. ‘She is probably painting or maybe she went to friends. Crop yields, animal welfare and keeping the nation fed are not things to hold Maman’s interest for long. It must have reached the point where she needed a break.’

‘Is she not liked locally?’

‘Maman will always be suspect in local eyes. Her father had been a Breton fisherman and her mother a renegade Parisian socialite – not at all the sort of people who might produce a suitable wife for a respectable Cornish farmer and retired army colonel.’

He nodded. ‘Do you think this is something you need to investigate?’

Today was Tuesday the fifth. Mrs Nance would only have noticed her absence yesterday morning because she worked Monday through Friday. She might have tried to reach me and no one had been home.

‘Not at present,’ I said, thinking logically. ‘I believe the inspector is jumping to premature conclusions about my mother.’

‘You are not concerned?’ he asked.

I weighed his words before saying, ‘If my mother wasn’t an artist who loved nothing more than venturing into the landscape to paint for days on end, I might be.’ In my childhood, she had done this frequently and always returned. My father never took any notice. He said, after I questioned him once, that this was something she needed to do for her art and her soul.

‘It is early days, of course,’ he said. ‘And, as you mention, it could be a simple case of lack of communication. However, I wouldn’t want these rumours about your mother to tarnish you.’

I nodded, understanding fully what he meant. I knew my mother was not a spy, but I had no proof to the contrary and my role here was vital.

Fleming led the way out of the office and stopped by his desk, handing me a stack of photographs.

‘Best figure out what that object or building is.’

‘Yes, of course,’ I said, taking them. ‘The meeting?’ I asked, glancing at the clock.

‘Postponed,’ he said. ‘I’ll let you know when it’s rescheduled.’

I nodded and left, grateful I had some time to think through things, even if it was only on the way back to my desk. I assured myself that my mother would be home when I rang this evening, and this was simply a storm in a teacup of village gossip. The best course of action was to focus on my work for the remaining hours of the day.
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6 May 1942

On his return from lunch, Fleming had caught me finishing my sandwich in the afternoon sunshine and suggested I come to Room 39 with him. He explained en route, ‘Merry, I want you to ring home. Your mother may be there.’

Once at Fleming’s desk, I picked up the telephone and gave the number to the operator, grateful, not for the first time, that my father had had a telephone installed in the house as soon as it had been possible.

‘Kestle,’ Mrs Nance said.

‘It’s Merry.’

‘Oh, my dear, your mother isn’t here and I’m beside myself. I did try and ring you and Master Oliver too but wasn’t able to reach either of you so I did what I thought right and called the police. Have you spoken to them? Have you heard from her?’ The words rushed out in a fast flow, not allowing me to speak. ‘This is a terrible thing, as people are beginning to talk. It’s been several days.’

‘I spoke to the inspector yesterday and, no, I haven’t heard from her. I’m sure she’s painting.’

I heard Mrs Nance draw a breath through her teeth. She was a good woman but she didn’t entirely approve of my mother or me for that matter. But she’d been devoted to my father’s family and she was a great help to my mother with the house and the farm.

‘I thought the same but the things she usually takes are here like her small tent. All that’s missing are her bicycle and her paintbox.’

I let these facts sink in. She could still be painting. ‘Have you rung her friends?’

‘Not as yet. I wanted to speak to you or Master Oliver first.’

‘Please start as soon as we end this call. She could easily be with friends.’

‘She normally leaves a note, and well, she’s …’

I cut her off. ‘Let me know anything you discover?’

‘I will. Are you coming home?’ she asked.

‘My work …’ I began.

‘You and your work,’ she huffed. ‘I know, I know all the war work and everything but …’

I didn’t need her warming to her subject, which she would, with no encouragement at all, so I interrupted, ‘Keep me informed, please, Mrs Nance. I’ll ring if I haven’t heard from you tomorrow.’

‘Yes, fine,’ she said, and the line went dead.

‘She speaks loudly enough that I have the gist of it,’ Fleming said. ‘Your interpretation?’

‘It remains the same. She has her paintbox. She is off painting.’ She might have a portrait commission and be staying with the sitter. There was nothing further I could do right now so work was the answer. I straightened my shoulders, ready to make my exit.

‘I suggest you try and reach your brother now.’ Fleming took a seat at his desk.

I studied him.

‘He may well have spoken to or heard from her and be able to clear things up.’

‘True.’

‘To be blunt, I can’t have your mother’s disappearance and questions about her loyalty affecting your work.’

I nodded, picked up the handset again and spoke with the operator. Fleming reviewed some paperwork on his desk. The line connected and I asked for Flight Lieutenant Tremayne. Another few moments passed where I could hear good natured banter in the background.

‘Tremayne here.’

‘Oli, have you heard from Maman?’ I held my breath.

‘I spoke with her last week. Thursday, I think,’ he said. ‘What’s this about, Merry?’

‘She’s not home,’ I said. ‘And Mrs Nance has called in the police since she hasn’t been seen since Friday morning.’

‘Nothing unusual there. Painting, I suspect.’

‘That’s what I think too but thought it best to check with you to see if she’d mentioned going away.’

‘No, she hadn’t. We had other things to talk about.’

‘Like what?’ I asked.

‘Can’t tell you now as I’m being called,’ he said. ‘Maman will be back when the weather turns wet again.’

‘True. I’m sure she’ll be surprised at the fuss,’ I said, keeping my voice deliberately light.

‘Right, must go. Love you,’ he said.

My heart tightened as I heard the noise of plane engines in the background. For each sortie Oliver flew, there was an all too probable chance that he wouldn’t return.

‘Love you too,’ I said, and I prayed that he would remain lucky. I couldn’t bear thinking of the alternative.

‘Well, that resolves that.’ Fleming stood and handed me a pile of papers. ‘Please review this and update accordingly.’
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I’d caught up with all the new intelligence that had come in during the day. The newly annotated map in front of me was up to date and it was eight o’clock. I rubbed the back of my neck.

‘Thought you’d still be here,’ Fleming said, coming into the room. ‘Let me take you for a drink.’

I frowned at him.

‘I have a proposition for you.’

‘Now, Commander …’

‘Not that type of proposition,’ he interrupted, ‘but one I think might interest you. Meet me at the main doors in five minutes.’

My curiosity piqued, I listened to the sound of his footsteps retreat as I dug into my bag to find my face powder to freshen my appearance. The last thing I wanted this evening was to be out but many of our most interesting and important conversations were held over a meal or a drink.

‘The Savoy?’ Fleming asked when I appeared.

I nodded and we strolled along the pavement in silence. From experience, I knew that Fleming wasn’t going to enlighten me any further until we were seated with a drink in our hands.

Once inside he swiftly manoeuvred us into the American Bar and secured a table well away from others.

‘Whisky?’ he asked. ‘Or something else?’

‘Dubonnet.’ I leaned back in the chair and closed my eyes for a moment while he ordered the drinks. When I opened them, I found he was focused on me.

‘Your mother must be weighing on your mind.’ He played with his cigarette case. ‘But as always you are a professional.’

‘Thank you.’ There was no rushing him to his point.

‘And I have been thinking about what you mentioned yesterday, and it happens I have need of some information and you could be exactly the person to acquire it,’ he said.

I waited, not sure where this was heading.

‘On the Helford River, which you know well, there is a small band of men,’ he began. ‘A cartography unit.’

It was clear that it was not a cartography unit at all. Whatever these men were doing it was not ordinary mapmaking – it was classified.

‘They could use the assistance of a geographer,’ Fleming explained.

‘Which is what I am.’ I leaned back in my chair as our drinks were delivered. ‘Exactly what are you after?’

Fleming smiled and sipped his whisky. ‘There are several operations happening along the coast of Devon and Cornwall, controlled by different sections … all officially unofficial.’

It was a short distance from there to the north coast of Brittany so I could imagine the movement of people and supplies taking place.

‘The two operations are not being as effective as they could be.’

‘How so?’ I asked.

He waved a hand. ‘That’s the thing. I have an idea but I can’t pin it down and I’d like to know what you make of it. You see things clearly and won’t be biased towards one branch or the other.’ He lit a cigarette.

Fleming was brilliant at seeing something, a problem or a potential solution to one and then letting others sort it. I had watched and experienced it on many occasions.

‘And, if you join them, it will give you the opportunity to investigate your mother’s disappearance.’

‘That would be useful,’ I said. My concern was growing because his was.

‘Like I’m sure you have, I have questions about it.’ He took a drag of his cigarette. ‘Because, in the current situation, you don’t cast these aspersions without some reason.’

I pressed my lips together. He didn’t know village life. ‘It’s simply because she’s French,’ I said, pausing to look at him closely. ‘Or do you know something?’

‘I do not.’ He placed a hand on his chest.

I nodded and took a sip of my drink, letting my thoughts settle.

‘On the Helford, you will see how an operational unit works,’ Fleming said. ‘They are in training mode now, and it will give you the time to see what these men are facing and what they need from their maps.’

I had no idea what this might entail, no matter how hard I tried.

‘We can’t spare you forever as you are too crucial to intelligence here, but it would work for a short while.’ He stubbed out his cigarette and lit another. ‘Questions?’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Where exactly is it based and when do I join them?’

‘On the north side of the river where the officers are headquartered in a house called Ridifarne.’

‘The Bickford-Smiths’ house?’

‘I believe so. The team is led by an acquaintance of mine: Holdsworth.’

‘Timing?’ I asked.

‘I suggest you head off tomorrow after you clear your desk.’

‘That soon?’ That would take some doing.

‘I think you need to spend a few days trying to get to the bottom of your mother’s … disappearance, and then join the team at Ridifarne on Monday morning.’

I sipped my drink. This was not what I had expected at all but working with an operational team based on the Helford was ideal in many ways. I knew the area and would not have to waste time trying to learn the location but would be able to focus on acquiring experience.

‘Have dinner with me?’

It was never a good idea to turn down dinner at The Savoy, so long as it didn’t then lead to a night of dancing. With Fleming, however, it was impossible to predict how the evening would end.
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7 May 1942

Last night, Fleming, Muriel and I had ended up at the 400 Club after dinner and I’d returned home an hour ago at five. Despite feeling woefully under-dressed all evening, I’d had a lovely time. Fleming and Muriel were good company and, for a moment, I put my concerns aside to laugh and dance. It had done me good, but the lack of rest hadn’t.

My suitcase lay open on the bed. With a sleep-deprived mind, I tried to pack for an indeterminate amount of time in Cornwall, doing God knows what. I began with an off-white evening gown, just in case, and followed it with the overalls I kept for emergencies.

Constance walked into my room, carrying two steaming cups of tea. She was a tall handsome woman who of late appeared creased with tiredness. Her dark hair, pulled severely back as she always wore it when nursing, added ten years to her forty-one. Yet, despite having been on her feet all night, her eyes were still full of concern and even mischief.

‘How was the shift?’ I asked, taking a cup from her.

‘Fine. Where on earth are you going?’ She peered into my suitcase and noted the two distinct articles of clothing.

‘Cornwall.’

She arched an eyebrow. ‘Is it about the phone call?’

I tilted my hand back and forth. ‘The call was regarding Maman. She hasn’t been home since Friday morning.’

‘Taken a lover?’ Constance sent me a sideways glance. ‘She is French, after all.’

I laughed. ‘Not an impossibility but definitely one I hadn’t considered nor had the inspector. I wonder if I should mention it?’

‘It could make his day,’ she suggested. ‘Why else are you going? Not that your mother isn’t reason enough, but she has been heading off on trips for as long as I’ve known you.’

‘True. Also a project for work.’ I folded a slip and placed it in the suitcase then added some stockings followed by three pairs of trousers and some shorts. These would be essential for doing anything on boats.

She peered again into the suitcase. ‘That is an odd selection of clothes but may I suggest you also add in the blue evening gown as it brings out your eyes?’

I pulled it out of the closet and held it up, glancing in the mirror. It did set off my eyes. They were blue-green like my father’s. My brother had deep dark-brown ones like Maman. I swallowed and tried to fold the dress in such a way that it would crease less but it wasn’t working

Hester joined us. ‘Thought I heard voices.’ She glanced at the suitcase. ‘Leaving?’

I nodded.

She took the dress from my hands then expertly folded it and placed it in the suitcase. ‘Interesting clothing choices. Don’t forget dancing shoes, sturdy boots and plimsolls to go with what you’ve packed.’

Both Constance and I laughed. Hester wasn’t an academic and was very good at keeping our feet on the ground, no matter how engrossed we became in our work.

‘Who were you out with last night and do tell if you were kissed?’ Hester asked.

‘I was out with Fleming and Muriel, and I wasn’t kissed but I did dance until dawn with a handsome captain. He was charming and a bit wicked.’

Constance yawned.

‘Bed,’ Hester said, pointing to the stairs.

Constance obediently rose to her feet, gave me a hug then kissed Hester tenderly. They were very discreet about their relationship everywhere but at home. Despite being twelve years Constance’s senior, Hester appeared younger with her delicate features and clear blue eyes. Her beauty had not faded.

‘Safe travels,’ Constance said. ‘And keep us informed.’ She went to her bedroom on the floor below. She was working nights this week.

Hester went to the kitchen in the basement while I completed my packing, collected my notebook and a selection of books, including my favourites of Sayers.

I placed my suitcase by the door and made my way downstairs where I found Hester.

‘Time for breakfast before you set out?’ Hester asked, walking past me. She was dressed for travel, too, in a high-waisted pair of trousers and floral blouse.

‘Would love breakfast,’ I said, filling the kettle. ‘Where are you off to?’

‘Mother.’ She huffed. ‘Summoned. She’s not well. I’m having to move back there with her until she recovers or dies.’

‘Hester,’ I said, trying not to be horrified.

‘I know it’s a terrible thing to say about my mother, but she doesn’t care that there is a war on and that I have a role. She claims she needs me and has had me transferred to the Red Cross in Bristol,’ she said, crossing her arms. ‘And she did so without asking.’

‘But Constance …’ I’d never known them to be apart for more than a few days. In their devotion to each other, they reminded me of my parents, balanced and loving.

‘I know but I have no choice,’ Hester said, her voice tinged with bitterness. ‘She couldn’t ask my sister because she has a husband to look after … and, of course, I couldn’t argue.’

Benedict Hartley arrived in the kitchen, ready for a day at the hospital. His family had moved to the countryside during the Blitz after their house was bombed. He’d taken up Constance’s kind offer of a room when finding lodging had proved difficult.

‘Morning, ladies. Someone leaving?’ He glanced down the hallway to the suitcase.

‘Yes,’ we answered in unison.

‘Losing both of you at once.’ He poured himself a cup of tea.

‘’Fraid so,’ Hester said. ‘Mother calls.’

‘And I’m off to Cornwall,’ I said.

‘I know enough not to ask more,’ he said to me as he began laying the table while I sliced more bread. Hester used up her ration allowance and fried some eggs
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