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PART ONE




Chapter 1

Scotland

February 1943

Nancy blew her nose. Tears would be no use for what lay ahead. They’d no telephone at the manse, and the public one was miles away, so she’d have to walk over to Stranraven House to have it out with Andrew. Now Kitty had told her the truth, she’d have to confront him in person, while she was still angry enough to want to see him squirm. She guessed he’d try to talk her round, and the thought of this unsavoury conversation filled her with dread.

The weather was still foul, so she pulled her knitted beret further down over her wavy hair and buttoned up her mackintosh as she trudged across the fields. Stranraven House was a large granite building sunk in the valley, beneath the scree and the pines. Before today, its stark turreted outline had always given her a kind of romantic pleasure, but now she was furious that she would never dance a ceilidh in its great hall, or dine in its wood-panelled dining-room. And Andrew’s parents would be so hurt. She’d come to think of them as relations, and she liked them both, his slightly scatty mother and his old-school father.

Andrew’s new motorcar, a Humber – his pride and joy – was parked outside on the drive. He was definitely in. She wondered bitterly if Audrey had been treated to his little tour of the nearby lochs and glens in his new toy, just as she had. Whether they had kissed in ‘their’ favourite picnic spot next to Loch Earn. The thought re-fuelled her anger, as she marched across the field in her wellington boots, not caring as she squelched through the mud, her hair whipping across her face as it escaped her hat. Up past the staring herd of Highland cows, feet scrunching up the gravel to the front door. She tugged hard on the bell pull, hearing it clang inside the door.

Mrs Havers, the housekeeper, opened it. The familiarity of the hall, with its ticking grandfather clock, almost derailed her resolve.

‘Ah, Nancy, how are you, my dear?’ Mrs Havers smiled benignly at her as if she were still five years old. She’d have no idea why she was there. Nor, for that matter, would Andrew.

Nancy steeled herself. ‘Is Andrew in?’

‘Down in the drawing room, dear, with the paper. He’s finished his rounds with Dr Barker now.’ Andrew was a junior doctor, and exempt from army service.

Nancy headed down the corridor, her cheeks hot and heart thumping. Of course, Hamish and Hector, the two gundogs, leapt up to greet her exactly as usual and she had to fuss them. After all, none of this was their fault.

‘Hello, Nance,’ Andrew said, standing up with a smile and approaching her with arms out for his usual kiss.

She backed away. ‘Keep your hands off me.’ Her voice was tight and small.

He frowned. He was wearing that brown cardigan she hated too. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘Don’t pretend you don’t know. Audrey Hamilton is what’s the matter.’

His face took on a stiff expression. ‘What’s she got to do with anything?’

‘Kitty McIntyre told me you’ve been seeing her.’

‘No, that’s rubbish. We chat sometimes, like friends do.’

‘Don’t lie to me, Andrew. I’ve just been with Kitty on the bus, and I know she’s right. She saw you and Audrey kissing on Stirling high street. And besides, I’ve been friends with Audrey since school and the last few weeks she’s been distinctly “off” with me. How could you?’

‘I haven’t done anything,’ he said bullishly. ‘You’d believe Kitty over me?’

‘Audrey’s my best friend. Or was.’ Nancy found that her throat seemed to have closed so it was hard to speak. She took a deep gulp of air. ‘You’ve not only spoiled things between us, but also between me and Audrey. I wondered what on earth was the matter with her last week at the WRVS; when I started going on about her being a bridesmaid at our wedding and she just looked so miserable, and I couldn’t work out why and—’

‘Audrey and Kitty are just jealous,’ Andrew said, as if he was diagnosing an awkward patient and had just solved the problem. ‘That’s what all this is about.’

‘So now it’s their fault? Nothing to do with you, I suppose. Kitty saw you. You were right under her nose.’

‘That was ages ago. I might have had the odd dalliance with Audrey once, but it’s over, been over for ages—’

Nancy stared. So now he was trying to make out it was something old. ‘I’ll tell you what’s over, Andrew. We are over.’ She pulled off her engagement ring and placed it on the sideboard. ‘I wouldn’t marry you now if you were the last man on earth. You and Audrey are welcome to each other.’

She turned and headed for the door.

‘Wait, Nancy! Don’t go—’ He grabbed her by the shoulder but she twisted away.

She looked up into his face. A face that made her mind swim with a hundred memories that would never happen again. ‘No, Andrew. I trusted you and you broke my trust.’ She swallowed back the lump in her throat. ‘What kind of man betrays his fiancée with her best friend? And then, worse, tells a pack of lies about it?’ The humiliation of it burned deep. ‘I will never trust you again. It’s over.’

‘Aw, Nance. I never meant it to go this far. It was just a little dalliance, that’s all.’

‘And how far is “this far”, Andrew?’

He shrugged. ‘I like Audrey. She’s a live spark, she’s a wee bit outspoken but she’s got “get-up-and-go”. She doesn’t spend all day mooning over furniture catalogues.’

‘What? Is that what you think I do?’

‘Audrey’s ambitious, she’s applied for the WAAF. She’s actually going to do something, not sit around here like you do, winding up bandages and gossiping like an old woman.’

‘I don’t!’ she said. ‘That’s unfair. It was you who persuaded me to do it! When I told you they needed girls at the munitions factory at Bandeath and I wanted to go, you told me you didn’t want a wife of yours working. You said it wouldn’t look good, that it would look like you couldn’t support me. You said I’d be better off volunteering. You know you did! You said I’d meet a better class of person.’

He let out a sigh. ‘You should’ve fought for it. Audrey would have.’

‘Oh, the saintly Audrey, who can do no wrong. Well, you’re welcome to each other. At least now I know you’re nothing but a two-timing swine.’ She blundered from the hall, with the dogs following, tails wagging, at her heels.

Andrew’s mother must have heard the raised voices and she came to see what was going on. ‘Nancy, what’s …?’

‘Ask Andrew,’ she said with venom. ‘Goodbye, Mrs Fraser.’ She barged past as fast as she could and out of sight into the scrubby woodland and the path by the loch. She was aware with a hollow sinking sensation that Andrew hadn’t tried to follow her.

She sat on a rock on the rough pebble shoreline and stared at the dark water. The rain was still pelting down and made concentric ripples eddying towards the shore. As she watched, pulling her mackintosh closer over her chest, a salmon leapt from the water, a sudden flash of silver, it landed with barely a splash.

There are plenty more fish in the sea, people always said.

Except in Glenkyle, where everyone knew everyone else.

She couldn’t stay here. Not with the date of the wedding coming in only a few months – the wedding that was no longer going to happen. How could she bear it? The pitying looks of the neighbours and friends, who all knew she’d been taken for a fool. The feeling of everyone staring. Worst of all she wouldn’t be able to swallow her mother’s sympathy or her father’s ‘let it blow over, boys will be boys’ attitude.

No. She needed to get right away. But where?

She thrust away the thoughts of the comfortable, spacious Stranraven House, and all the plans she’d had for redecorating the lodge, the visions of paddocks for ponies for the children she would never have. The loss of it all caught in her throat like a wire.

She choked back the tears and instead looked hard at her life. There was a grain of truth in what Andrew had said, and that’s what hurt. Though, of course, he’d twisted it, to make excuses for his affair with Audrey.

There was a war on. Here in Scotland, they hadn’t seen much of it though, and she winced at the thought that all she’d done was knit and fold bandages for the WRVS. It seemed paltry when people all over Europe were struggling, persecuted by the Nazi regime, and her problems seemed petty in comparison to the people in France or Poland. With guilt she remembered her mother’s white face on hearing of the devastating blitz on her home town of Rotterdam, and how it had left a lasting scar.

She’d show Andrew Fraser who had ‘get-up-and-go’. She’d contact her brother, Neil. He worked in London for something called the Inter-Services Research Bureau. Maybe he’d have some work she could do. She could type, after all. Anything, anything at all, to get away from here.




Chapter 2

The train was draughty and full of rowdy troops, but Nancy managed to squeeze herself into a compartment with only two WAAFs. The train limped and clanked along with much hissing of steam, signal failures, and extra stops for loading and unloading harassed-looking men from airfields and army bases. A weary conductor stamped her travel permit several times on her long journey from Scotland to London, and at one point the train stopped at a small station and one of the desperate WAAFs risked missing the train to run and fetch them all mugs of tea. They had to drink them scalding hot and return the mugs before the train departed again.

Nancy relished the bustle and activity, despite the stops and starts. It took her mind off Andrew. She was still bitter. Fancy him blaming her for his own insistence that she shouldn’t work. No doubt he’d imagined her in the manor house, standing beside him flanked by his two dogs, with her like the extra dog, quiet and obedient. Now, suddenly, he wanted her to be different. Well, she’d show him.

It was evening by the time the train creaked into King’s Cross, and a cold March fog had set in. Nancy scanned the people on the platform for Neil, her eyes trawling over the damp sea of trilby hats, mackintoshes and umbrellas. He hadn’t wanted to put her up – it had taken a stiff letter from Father to persuade him. When Father gave orders, everyone had to jump to them.

All at once she spotted Neil, his fair hair hidden under the obligatory hat, but she’d know him anywhere by his slightly worried, buttoned-up expression, and his limp as he hurried towards her. He was anxiously beckoning a porter to follow.

To her relief, his face split into a smile. ‘Sis!’ He embraced her with a perfunctory hug.

‘It’s all right,’ she said, ‘I don’t need a porter. I’ve only one case and this bag.’ She indicated the cloth bag slung over one arm.

Neil dragged the case from the luggage van and heaved it down. ‘Good Lord!’ he said. ‘What have you got in here, bricks?’

‘Books. And Mother insisted on woollen vests. I’ll throw them away once we get to your flat. The vests, not the books.’

She hurried after him as he wove through the crowded concourse, past the news stall with the headlines chalked above it: ‘French revenge after British destroyer HMS Harvester sunk!’ Neil didn’t even glance at it as they passed out of the dimly lit station and into the dark. She hadn’t realised what it would be like in a blacked-out city. Every window was taped with a cross against bomb damage. No lights shone anywhere. In the distance, stripes of searchlights swept the sky, presumably looking for enemy aircraft.

They huddled at a dingy brick bus shelter with a long queue of people, mostly factory workers by the look of their cloth caps, and when the bus arrived, they crowded on board. Neil bought both tickets, put the case on the luggage rack and ushered Nancy to the back of the bus. A strong smell of damp wool and tobacco pervaded the air, and Nancy rubbed the steamed-up window as they moved off.

‘This area was hit pretty badly,’ Neil said as the bus slowed. ‘For a few days last week nothing could get through. They’ve cleared it quickly though.’

She peered out. Whole facades of buildings were missing; sudden spaces hacked into the cityscape. More heaps of rubble as the bus veered, bumping over potholes.

The bus conductress clipped their tickets and said, ‘If you’re going to Kilburn, you’ll need to get off the stop before and walk. Yesterday’s raid means we can’t go via Elgin Avenue because of an unexploded bomb.’

‘I read it in the paper this morning,’ Neil said. ‘More than thirty dead across London. Women, children, just eating dinner when the bombers struck.’

‘Awful,’ Nancy said. The reality of life in wartime London was beginning to bite.

Sombre now, they disembarked early and Neil insisted on lugging her suitcase the extra half-mile to his flat in Princess Road, Kilburn. Despite his limp, he could get along at quite a pace. Neil lived on the first floor of an old Victorian terrace that had been divided up. His set of stairs were dank and lightless, and after he’d unlocked the door he closed the blackout blinds, and at the click of a switch, a garish bulb with no shade lit up the room.

‘Home sweet home,’ he said.

She glanced around, trying not to be appalled at the dingy condition of the walls and the threadbare sofa.

‘I’ve only got one bedroom,’ he said, ‘and a box room. You won’t mind, will you?’

‘No,’ she said, heart sinking. He took her case to a small room little more than six feet end to end, with ancient flowered wallpaper. It was obviously never used. She squeezed in next to an iron bedstead and a small chest of drawers as Neil heaved her case onto the bed.

‘Cosy,’ she said, doing her best not to show her disappointment. She turned to him. ‘Thank you for putting me up. I really couldn’t have stood it in Glenkyle with Audrey Hamilton lording it over me. Did you know, she’s joining the WAAFs?’

‘It won’t last. Audrey’ll see straight through him.’

‘And I didn’t?’

‘Andrew Fraser needs his head examining.’ Neil patted the bed. ‘Sorry it’s a bit spartan. I don’t go in for much in the way of décor. Never get time. You’ll soon get on your feet though, and once you’re working you’ll be able to afford your own place with some other girls.’

She nodded. ‘It’s good to see you. We’ll be able to catch up.’ The last time she’d seen him was two years ago when he’d come home for Christmas. Since then, the worry lines around his eyes had increased, and his face looked thinner. Wartime made it hard to travel around, and anyway she guessed he didn’t cook much. She tried to inject a bit of cheer. ‘And while I’m here, I’d like to cook. I’m not bad at eking out our rations. And I’m really grateful you got me the interview at your office. I’ll try not to mess it up.’

He grunted noncommittally as he led her back to the living room and slumped onto the sofa.

‘Is there anything I need to know before I go in?’

‘I don’t have much to do with the interviewing process,’ Neil said. ‘I guess it’s probably straightforward for secretarial work. Major Stanley can be rather intimidating, but I don’t suppose you’ll get him. And anyway, he’s no worse than Father. But you could do better than work for us, it’s really quite dull. Father’s a fool to insist on it. You’d have more fun working at a Lyons’ Corner House or being a nurse in the FANYs.’

‘I don’t mind. I thought it might be rather nice for us to be working in the same place. We can travel to work together, and I can make our lunches.’

He smiled, but the smile seemed forced.

‘Are you all right, Neil?’

‘Fine, just tired. This damned war. It gets to me, that’s all.’ He recited the words as if he said them often, as if they had no meaning.

*

The next morning, Nancy dressed in a neat skirt and a blouse that had been freshly pressed before she left for London. Her mackintosh and soft felt hat completed the outfit. She applied lipstick in a colour that wasn’t too fierce and hoped she looked as if she was secretary material. The feeling in the pit of her stomach, the gaping hole left by Andrew Fraser, had been replaced by an unwelcome flutter of nerves. ‘Brace up,’ she said to herself. ‘Go knock ’em dead.’

The offices were upstairs in a building called Orchard Court, an imposing stone edifice under a hideous wrought-iron archway. When she arrived three other young women were waiting. All had faces that were fully made-up and hair tamed into fearsome rolls. Just the sight of them, their obvious ‘cityness’, was intimidating. They exchanged wary smiles and began a conversation about where they were from. When she said Scotland, the other girls expressed surprise that she didn’t have a Scottish accent.

‘I was at boarding school in England,’ she said.

‘Ooh, posh,’ the blonde one said, and the two other women exchanged meaningful looks and rolled their eyes. It sapped Nancy’s confidence even more, but she was determined not to let it show, and she kept quiet as the other girls exchanged their work backgrounds. All of them had worked as secretaries before.

‘What about you?’ the blonde asked Nancy. ‘Where did you work before?’

‘Nowhere,’ Nancy confessed. ‘I mean, it was a small village. Just voluntary work with the WRVS.’

Again, she saw the women smirk.

Just then the door opened, and a stiff-chested man filled the doorway. He had a face that looked like it had been scrubbed with a scourer, and a pencil line of a moustache. ‘Stand up.’

They all shot to their feet.

‘Major Stanley.’ His introduction was curt. ‘I’m sorry to say you’ve all failed the first test,’ he said, ignoring their wide-eyed expressions. ‘Follow me.’

Chastened, but confused, they trooped after him down three flights of stairs into the cellar. There, in the dusty darkness, they were told to stand still while he clicked the ‘play’ button on a tape recorder.

‘The room was bugged,’ he said, ‘and you have just revealed enough personal information about yourselves to be easily identified by the Germans.’

The reels turned and hissed and their conversation was replayed in all its embarrassing triviality through a speaker in the machine.

‘First rule for any employee in this office,’ the major said, ‘is watch your mouth. Keep your lips firmly sealed at all times. The second rule is, no fraternisation. If a stranger approaches you and wants to engage you in conversation, you move away. Got it?’

His serious expression was alarming, and hearing their inane conversation had filled her with embarrassment. She had no idea her voice sounded so upper crust. Neil had never said anything about all this tape-recording palaver. She thought she was to be interviewed for a nice quiet desk job.

They trooped back upstairs in the major’s wake, and he called them one by one for interview in a whitewashed featureless office. It had no pictures on the walls and a bare light bulb in the ceiling.

‘You are Neil Callaghan’s sister, is that right?’ Major Stanley sifted through a pile of papers from a brown folder. Nancy was about to answer, but he cut her off. ‘And I believe you have the same facility with languages, yes? You speak Dutch and German? A little French?’

‘Yes, I do speak French,’ she replied, ‘but better Dutch. My mother’s Dutch, so I speak that pretty well. She met my father in Rotterdam at the Scottish church, after the first war.’

‘So I understand. And German?’

‘My German’s okay, because we used to holiday in Austria with an Austrian family. We swapped skiing seasons. In the winter they’d come to Scotland for the skiing, and in the spring, we’d go to them. Neil was a keen skier, until he broke his leg so badly he couldn’t do it anymore.’

‘I see. And I’ve been looking at your school certificates, and I see you enjoyed mathematics?’

‘Gosh, that’s a long time ago, and I can’t say I enjoyed it exactly, but I seemed to get on okay.’

‘Your results say so. Has Neil told you what we do here?’

She wanted to appear informed, so she said, ‘Yes, we discussed it.’

A frown. ‘What did he tell you?’

Now she was uncomfortable under his stare. She recrossed her legs and tried to remember. ‘Only that the Inter-Services Research Bureau takes messages between all the different wartime departments,’ she said. ‘He said you were looking for more women in secretarial roles. I can type – fifty-six words a minute – and I’m good at organising. I organised the women’s voluntary services back home.’

He seemed to exhale. ‘He didn’t tell you anything else?’

‘No.’

‘Well, what we have in mind for you carries a great deal more responsibility than the WRVS. We need more women in the coding department, and although your brother only put you forward as a shorthand typist, we think we could usefully employ you as a decoder. Do you know what that is?’

He didn’t wait for an answer but went on to explain that it was to do with messages from agents in the field, but it was a lot to take in and she was still a little surprised he hadn’t asked about her shorthand. ‘Are you willing to give it a try?’ he asked, finally.

She was put on the spot. It sounded exciting, and she was slightly insulted that Neil thought her only fit for the most menial of tasks. Her decision was made in an instant. ‘Yes, please.’

‘Then you will need to sign this.’ He pushed an official-looking wodge of paper across the desk towards her and handed her a pen.

Official Secrets Act 1939. At the top, a crest with the words ‘HM Government’.

Was this right? She’d never expected this. She looked up to see he had a slight smile under his moustache. ‘Take your time to read it. It’s a long document and not something to be taken lightly. I’ll leave you to it and be back in about twenty minutes. If you feel you can’t sign, then I’m sure we can find you alternative employment elsewhere.’ He turned to go.

‘Tell me one thing,’ Nancy said. ‘Has my brother signed this?’

‘Let’s put it this way, if you sign, you’ll be making it a family tradition.’ He gave a small chuckle as he left.

She pulled the sheets towards her and took her time to read them through. So much official language. And all this talk of espionage, spies and secrets. And Neil was part of it all. No wonder he’d been so evasive, and that must be why he looked so tired. He was doing vital war work and couldn’t tell anyone. If only she could tell her parents; they’d be so proud. Father might finally give him the respect he deserved, instead of the usual barrage of criticism. Father had what he called ‘Standards’, with a capital ‘S’ – rules that seemed only known to him, and no matter what Neil did, he never seemed to be on the right side of them. She felt sorry for him; her father didn’t expect so much of her.

She read each section carefully. Once signed, she’d have to be careful. No more idle gossip in case she let something slip. And decoding, well it sounded more interesting work than just typing. She needed something really challenging to get her teeth into, something to quell the pangs of homesickness and the yawning hole in the pit of her stomach caused by that swine Andrew Fraser. She picked up the pen and unscrewed the top.

With a flourish, she signed her full name, Agnes Margaret Callaghan, and dated it March 12th 1943. Just wait until she told Neil; he’d be thrilled for her.

*

‘Why on earth didn’t you tell me you were in intelligence?’ she said to Neil that evening as she peeled a bowl of wrinkled potatoes. ‘I felt like a real idiot.’

‘I couldn’t. The SOE would’ve burst a blood vessel if I’d told you anything about what I do.’

‘SOE? I thought you worked for the Inter-Services people?’

He sighed. ‘The Inter-Services Research Bureau is just a cover name for the Special Operations Executive.’ He hovered at her shoulder watching her cook. ‘Did they make you sign?’

‘The Official Secrets Act? Yes, I’ve signed. They put me on coding.’ She threw the potatoes into a pan and turned on the gas for the kettle.

He groaned. ‘But that’s my department.’

‘Is it?’ She turned. ‘I was never sure what you did.’

‘I’m in charge of the main-line code room in N Section. The Netherlands. Under Beauclerk and Blunt. We communicate with base stations in Holland and Belgium. But Beauclerk told me last week they’re bringing in a hot cryptographer to try to speed up traffic. I don’t know how he thinks we’ll manage if it gets any quicker; we can barely cope with the speed it’s at now.’ A sigh. ‘Just don’t expect me to help you out. You’ll have to fend for yourself, I’m afraid.’

‘Fine, I’ll keep out of your hair. It’s such a shame you can’t tell Mother, you know how she is about the Dutch royal family, especially now they’re here in London. She’d be thrilled to think you’re in touch with Holland.’

‘I’m not in touch with Holland. I just do administration.’

‘You make it sound dull.’

‘It is dull. Just paperwork and minutes.’

That night, she wondered why Neil had been less than enthusiastic. Whatever it was, she wasn’t going to let him put her off. This was serious stuff, and signing the Official Secrets Act had made her proud. It was the kind of moment that sticks in your mind. She was honoured that Major Stanley had enough confidence in her to trust her with the responsibility.

Glenkyle seemed an awful long way away. She wished Andrew Fraser could have seen her sign.




Chapter 3

In the training room in Baker Street, a room furnished like school – rows of wooden desks with inkwells, and the iron smell of ink – Nancy joined twelve other girls. Thank goodness, none of them were the girls she’d met at the interview.

She shuffled into a space next to one of the others just as Major Stanley arrived. Another younger man hurried in after him, tall and dark, with intense eyes behind his dark-rimmed glasses. The younger man scanned the room with lively interest.

‘This is Mr Lockwood,’ the major said. ‘He’ll be training you. I know some of you have had training before in the FANYs, but this is new. Mr Lockwood’s from our coding centre in Buckinghamshire, and he’s a bit of a coding expert. He’ll be supporting Mr Marks in the cryptography department.’ Neil had told her last night that Mr Marks was the man in charge of decoding. ‘Mr Lockwood’s going to teach you the latest methods, but don’t forget our tried and tested coding systems are always there to fall back on. And may I remind you all, nothing that goes on in this room ever goes outside this door.’

Mr Lockwood smiled at him pleasantly. ‘Thank you, Major.’

‘Okay, I’ll leave you to it.’ As the major went, a flutter went around the girls as Mr Lockwood shut the door behind him.

‘Now,’ Mr Lockwood said, perching himself on the edge of the desk at the front, ‘I want you to imagine you are an agent in occupied France. The Nazis are circling the building, looking for your transmitter, and you have to send us a vital message. What’s the last thing you want to do?’ He didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Send that transmission twice, right? Sending it once is risky, but twice is suicidal.’ He glanced around the room, making sure he had their attention. ‘So it’s vital that the message is decoded, and decoded quickly. That’s where you come in.’ He stood up and went round the desks to hand out papers.

A grid of numbers, like some sort of arithmetic test. It made Nancy immediately apprehensive.

‘I’ve prepped some test codes, and I’ll explain the method we currently use to decode them.’ Mr Lockwood bounded over to the blackboard and rapidly chalked up the ciphers of letters and numbers.

Nancy liked the way he moved, not stiffly like her brother, but with fluid movements and a light of enthusiasm in his eyes. She glanced around the room and saw all the women hanging on his every word, including the dark-haired woman next to her. She resolved there and then that she would never be part of the Mr Lockwood appreciation society. She thought of Andrew back in Scotland, his flop of sandy hair and self-assured smile, and it gave her a fresh bolt of fury. She bet Audrey Hamilton would be planning her trousseau and talking to her mother about bridesmaids now.

Don’t be so fatalistic. She dragged her thoughts back to the numbers on the blackboard and pinned her attention on the methods Lockwood was describing.

After about fifteen minutes, he handed out a coding cipher – a pad with a set of random letters, and a sheet of paper bearing a coded message, also random letters. ‘I’ll give you an hour,’ he said, ‘as it’s your first time. Don’t forget, if you can’t break it, it means the agent might have to send it again. And that’s a risk he doesn’t want to take. Bear in mind he’s doing this in the dark and under pressure, with a Nazi breathing down his neck, and there may be errors. Use your intuition as well as the codes.’

All was quiet then, except for the sound of scribbling pencils and crossings-out, and the clock’s loud tick. Nancy thought she’d understood the method, complex as it was. She had to use the random alphabet key to decode the letters by transposing the letters to another position, then numbering them on a grid. Frustratingly, she couldn’t get the letters in the message to make any logical sense. Mr Lockwood paced about the room, full of impatience, hardly able to be still. Just as the time was about to be up, Nancy suddenly saw a pattern.

One of the letters had been repeated, and if she removed it then it changed the grid and everything lined up differently. A message emerged from the jumble of random letters. It said, ‘This is the easiest code you will ever be sent.’ She smothered a laugh, and Mr Lockwood walked over to read her workings-out over her shoulder.

Her eyes met his and she grinned up at him. He tapped his long fingers on the desk and gave a wink in a kind of affirmation. ‘Five more minutes,’ he called to the rest. He fished in his pocket and brought out a scruffy piece of paper with a coded message in numbers on it, and then hastily scribbled out a poem with each letter numbered. ‘Try this poem code,’ he said to her, slapping it down on the desk. ‘After you’ve transposed the letters, follow the same grid method you’ve just used’

She recognized the poem – the last verse of Invictus by William Ernest Henley.


It matters not how strait the gate,

How charged with punishments the scroll,

I am the master of my fate,

I am the captain of my soul.



As she wrestled with the new coding, Nancy threw surreptitious glances at Mr Lockwood. He was tidily dressed in a way that didn’t stand out. A plain suit, white shirt and grey knitted tie. Understated, not like Andrew’s flashy ties and expensive brogues, but unlike Andrew, Mr Lockwood seemed to be possessed of so much restless energy it almost made him crackle.

‘Time,’ Mr Lockwood called. ‘Put down your papers.’

She blew out a sigh. She’d made no headway at all with the second message. The random letters bore no relation to the agent’s poem. Even when she moved the letters along the grid, she couldn’t make it make sense.

He explained then about how they were the first of a new team whose only task was to tackle what he called the ‘indecipherables’ – the messages like this one that arrived too scrambled to read.

‘And this girl here’ – he tapped a hand lightly on Nancy’s shoulder – ‘realised that the agent had written one of the numbers twice, and although some words repeat letters it’s not common. Sometimes an agent will miss a letter, or misspell, or add an extra letter. Your job is to keep your eyes open for these anomalies.’

So that was it; that was the job. Nancy couldn’t help being a little disappointed. For the foreseeable future she was going to be stuck in this cipher room with dozens of these baffling messages every day.

‘And just in case you’re in any doubt,’ Lockwood said, as if to read their minds, ‘it might not look exciting, but your work will save lives. Decoding these messages is life or death for the agent. You have to understand – you are literally his lifeline, his link to home. And if I have my way, we’ll make sure no agent’s message is ever written off as indecipherable. They are doing their part in the worst of circumstances and we must never, ever let them down.’

After class was dismissed, and Nancy was putting away her pencils into her bag, Mr Lockwood bounced over to her again. ‘Any luck with the second code I gave you?’

‘Sorry,’ Nancy said. ‘I’d barely got started. Do they all have poems as their code?’

‘They do now.’ He perched his hip on a desk, one leg swinging. ‘Some idea of Mr Marks and the Signals Office. They think pieces of paper too risky, that they could fall into enemy hands. So they have every agent memorise a poem instead.’

‘So what happens if the agent gets captured?’ she asked. ‘If the Germans know they’ve memorised a poem, won’t they try to beat it out of them?’

‘Exactly. That’s precisely the situation we’re in, not to mention the fact they kept on giving agents the same obvious poems – one man even got the national anthem! Easy to break, or what? Of course, the advantage is that the agent can remember it easily, but the disadvantage is that it doesn’t take much digging for the Germans to find the poem if it’s a well-known one, and then a whole network can go down the pan. So Mr Marks soon scotched that, and now we’ve started using our own poems.’

Now she was interested. ‘I love poetry. Who writes them?’

He looked down, embarrassed. ‘Mr Marks does. And actually … I do. Well, sometimes. Or the men themselves, but they’re not always proper poems – frankly, most of them are terrible doggerel not fit for a lady’s ears. The bluer they are, the easier the men find they are to remember.’ She laughed along with him. ‘Unfortunately, I expect you’ll come across one or two, and then you’ll have to try not to be too shocked.’

‘I’m not easily shockable,’ she said.

‘Good. You’ll do well here then. What’s your name?’

‘Nancy. Nancy Callaghan.’

‘Nice to meet you, Nancy. I’m Tom.’ He shot her a sudden smile and swept the codes from her desk into the wastepaper basket. ‘Make sure you don’t leave anything lying around. They do snap inspections. One of the senior officers forgot once, and he had his lunch box blown up; they thought it was a booby trap.’

And with this astonishing fact, he went out, leaving her alone in the room.

*

‘That new coding expert you were talking about,’ Nancy said to Neil as she pushed two tiny pork chops under the grill, ‘I think I’ve met him. Tom Lockwood.’

Neil looked taken aback. ‘That’s him. Where did you meet him?’

‘He was teaching us coding this afternoon. Young chap, very intense.’

‘Major Blunt’s daft idea. Blunt’s a bit of a worrier and he’s in charge of the Dutch lines. He keeps wanting to change things, and Beauclerk and I keep telling him we don’t need some new whizz-kid in our offices.’

‘Who’s Beauclerk?’

‘He’s in charge of the whole shebang. F Section, N Section, all the offshore stuff. He agrees with me; we were managing perfectly well before, and new methods just lead to more confusion. And haven’t our boys got enough to cope with without the damned coding changing every five minutes?’

‘It does seem pretty complicated.’ She drew a spill from the spill box and lit the gas. ‘You go and sit down; supper’ll be twenty minutes or so.’ The kitchen was small and Neil was just getting in the way, moving things around on the counter in the maddening way he had of setting everything straight.

He didn’t take the hint. ‘What was he like, this Lockwood?’

‘Energetic. Pleasant manner, but can’t sit still for two minutes. Sounds like he knows his stuff.’

‘And you’d know, would you, having spent all of six hours working for the SOE?’

She flushed. ‘No need to be so tetchy.’

He went then, and she saw him slump onto the sofa and open his briefcase and draw out some tightly typed papers, which he was careful to keep out of her view. She turned back to the meat she’d put under the grill. Neil seemed tense, unlike the mild-natured older brother she used to idolise as a kid. She supposed this sort of responsibility made him stressed. So much secrecy. Living with him was not going to be easy.

When everything was cooked, she plated it up and put it out on the table with the cruet and the HP sauce. The sight of the food seemed to cheer him.

‘I’ve got a meeting later,’ he said through mouthfuls of mashed potato and turnip, ‘so I’ll have to go out. You’ll be all right on your own, won’t you?’

‘I expect I’ll have an early night. There was a lot to take in and I’m whacked. Where’s your meeting?’

‘At The Cavendish. A hotel close to Piccadilly. It’s all hush-hush, so I can’t tell you anything.’ He scraped the meagre remains of the mash onto his fork.

‘Gosh, I never thought we’d really do anything like this. Remember when we used to play at spying? And you had that old telescope of Father’s?’

A look almost like pain shadowed across his face. ‘It’s nothing like that. We’re not in some game of the three musketeers now. For someone supposedly so intelligent, sometimes you can be incredibly stupid.’

An awkward silence. She let it pass. It was wartime, and it made everything different. Starker somehow.

‘Sorry, Nance.’ He reached to pat her hand. ‘It’s been a long day, and the last thing I feel like doing is going out in the cold again. If the siren goes, your nearest shelter is the Underground station – out the door, turn left, first street on your left. Kilburn Park. Don’t forget to lock up; spare key’s on a string by the door.’

He got up and shoved the papers back in his briefcase. Moments later he was gone.

Nancy cleared and washed the plates before making herself a hot drink. Camp coffee with powdered milk. As she passed into the living room, she noticed Neil’s desk diary by the telephone. She looked down at it to see all his appointments for the week in his tidy handwriting. She saw Sunday’s ‘collect Nance station 5.45’ entry, and various meetings, ‘Beauclerk 9.30’ and ‘Pay Milk Bill’. Today’s read ‘8pm Cavendish O.J.’

It was unusual to have a telephone, so Neil must be quite high up in the SOE. And especially if he was having hush-hush meetings in the evenings. She was glad of the telephone though. Perhaps she’d be able to arrange to talk to Mother by telephone one night, if Mother could get to the post office. She still felt guilty about abandoning her to the flak from all the relations about the cancelled wedding.

Unable to settle, she prowled the flat with her coffee cup in hand. There was a bookshelf full of her brother’s favourite type of books, cheap science fiction with shouty covers, and a pile from the London Library on the Duke of Wellington. She peeked in his bedroom to see his cello, still in its dusty case, and a table covered in soldiers laid out in military formation. From their uniforms, they looked Napoleonic, like something from the Battle of Waterloo. He’d always loved these, right from a kid. Loved laying them all out in order of attack. God alive, war was easier then. No bombs, no tanks, no bullets from the sky.

Crammed in the shelf was a burgundy photograph album like the ones on her mother’s shelf at home. Curious, she set down her coffee cup and pulled it out. She settled down on the sofa with it on her lap.

As she’d thought, it was one of Mother’s family albums – photos of one of their skiing trips to Austria, before Neil’s accident. They’d all lived for skiing then, and exchanged visits with an Austrian family, the Hefners. She turned the pages, instantly transported back. There were Mother and Father leaning on the balcony next to Frau and Herr Hefner, with the stark Austrian peaks behind. Another shot showed her and Neil grinning at the side of the ski slope in their knitted hats and jerseys. Shame the photos could never be in colour. She remembered that jersey, knitted in Fair Isle by her mother in a lovely petrol blue. The next page showed one of Otto and Neil, skiing downhill. Otto, the Hefners’ son was a year older than Neil, and the two were inseparable.

She slid the photograph out of its mount and peered at the picture. Otto was out in front as usual, snow whooshing up from his skis. At least she thought it was Otto, or it could have been Neil. In those days they looked so alike, both tall, fair and with the same straight-nosed good looks. But probably Otto; he could never bear to lose. Even at draughts, he’d play like it was life and death.

Happy days. Of course, her parents hadn’t heard from the Hefners now for years.. It felt strange to hear nothing after the families had been so close, but of course Hitler had changed everything. The Nazis had trampled over half of Europe, and her mother was still mourning the loss of her country to an enemy force. It would have felt traitorous now to be fraternising with the enemy. Hadn’t Churchill said that Any man or state who marches with Hitler is our foe?

She replaced the photograph and closed the book, overcome by a sour wave of nostalgia for earlier times.

A piercing wail broke into her thoughts. Air-raid siren. Panicked, she grabbed her coat and hat and the spare key, and flung herself downstairs, bumping into the woman from the upstairs flat. After hurried apologies, together they ran for the Underground.

*

The all-clear sounded at 3 a.m., and when Nancy and the neighbour emerged it was to a smell of cordite and masonry dust lingering in the damp air. In the morning, the bell on her alarm clock had her shooting out of bed in a panic, until bleary-eyed, she realised it wasn’t another air raid.

Neil was already up and dressed, and a pot of watery tea stood under the tea cosy. ‘What were you doing with my photo album?’ he asked, before Nancy even had time to sit down.

‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘I was just glancing through it when the siren went.’

‘I don’t like you snooping through my things.’

‘Honestly, Neil, I wasn’t snooping. I just saw it was one of Mother’s albums and fancied looking at some holiday snaps.’

‘I borrowed it the last time I was home,’ he said. ‘I wanted some pictures of the family – and that was the last time I could ski properly. My damn leg put paid to all that.’

‘Does it still ache?’

‘No. Only in very cold weather. I’ve got used to it now and it hardly bothers me.’ He paused. ‘Funny, I can still remember the feeling, the cold air and the skis silently gliding downhill through the drifts, and everything so white …’ He sighed.

She poured a cup of tea. ‘And do you still keep in touch with Otto? When we stopped going to Austria, I know Mother used to write to Frau Hefner. And did you see much of him at Oxford?’

‘No.’ A pause. ‘He was the year above me. And since the war started, I’ve lost touch with him. Hardly surprising, really. I expect he went home to Austria.’

‘It’s a shame. When you followed him to Oxford, I always thought you’d end up in the same law practice.’

‘I didn’t “follow him” to Oxford. That was Father’s idea, not mine.’

‘Still, you were such good friends when you were younger.’

‘Yes.’ He looked down at his tea cup and stirred the tea round and round.

‘You’ll wear out the bottom of that cup.’

‘Hurry up, we need to get a move on.’ Neil lurched out of the chair. ‘Beauclerk has asked to see me first thing.’

*

The spring sun had come out, and Nancy was thrilled to be an official employee at Baker Street. Once inside, she was issued with an official pass which she must carry at all times, then told to go to room 4a. The stairs were a crush of men and women rushing about carrying files or briefcases, and it was like some sort of crazy obstacle course to squeeze past them all.

Once Nancy had found her way, one of the women, a short plump girl, with hair tied improbably in two plaits, grinned and introduced herself as Daisy, and pointed to the desk next to hers. They’d no time after that to even share a few words as there were already messages on the desks, and Nancy got stuck in straight away, trying to fathom out their meanings. Every now and then a boyish chap in rolled-up shirt sleeves hurried through with another message, and a copy was distributed to all of them to try to unravel it.

Tom Lockwood’s words had stuck in her mind, that each of these transcripts was from an agent in the field who could be in acute danger. It was sobering, and she scrutinised every letter. She hadn’t bargained on the tension in the air, and by lunchtime her shoulders were stiff as a stone.

Late in the afternoon, Tom Lockwood himself appeared, brandishing another sheaf of teleprinted messages. The SOE occupied several buildings in Baker Street, and apparently the telex department occupied a mews building round the back of St Michael House, further along Baker Street, which was why the person bringing the coded messages always seemed out of breath.

‘This one’s important,’ Mr Lockwood said. ‘It’s from a Dutch agent, and I’m afraid it’s probably suffering from mutilated Morse code. Added to which, this particular agent had to wait a long time before being sent out. He’s probably forgotten every bally thing he learnt in coding school.’ He gave her and Daisy a copy. ‘I’ve tried for six hours and got precisely nowhere. I need more brains on it. See what you girls can do with it, would you?’

Nancy took the paper and set to work. By now, she was tired, and the numbers and letters shimmied before her eyes. All these alien letters that should make up a scheduled message, or ‘sked’, meant something but somehow didn’t. Every sheet began to look the same; inner resistance had set in. She leant back on the chair and closed her eyes. She’d only been here one day and already she was jaded. How was she going to stand it? She should be at home, looking out over greening pastures, with the distant mountains rising through unrolling mist.

She’d wanted war work, hadn’t she? Well, this was it. So what if it was hard? It had to be a darn sight easier than being on a battlefield. She gritted her teeth and applied herself to the problem. By the end of the day, she was no nearer to solving the code and her desk was full of wastepaper and failed attempts, just like the others.

‘Any luck, Miss Callaghan?’ Tom Lockwood appeared by her desk. His expression was hopeful.

‘No. I’m missing something, but I don’t know what. It’s just gibberish at the moment.’

‘Glad it’s not just me. This message could be vital. He’s important to us because he’s to set up a whole network of agents in Holland. Churchill’s calling it his Secret Army, and according to Churchill they’re supposed to set Europe ablaze.’ He gave a dry laugh. ‘We’ve been forced to ask the agent to send his sked again, but no reply has come, and we’re worried he’s been caught.’

The thought that what was in her hands could be the agent’s last message struck a chill. ‘Let’s hope we hear from him soon.’

‘Don’t repeat any of what I just said,’ he said. ‘We should only tell you anything on a strictly “need-to-know” basis.’

She looked up at Tom Lockwood and he pressed his lips together in a worried smile. He really cared; you could see it in his face. It wasn’t just a job – these agents relied on him.

‘My lips are sealed,’ she said.

She watched him collecting the wastepapers ready for incineration. He was rather nice; there was something appealing about his earnestness. She spoke sharply to herself: Oh no you don’t. She wasn’t going to get involved with any man. Not after Andrew. She’d learned her lesson. She picked up her handbag and umbrella and headed for the door.

On the way out, Jimmy the doorman searched her handbag before letting her go. ‘Standard procedure,’ he said. ‘And you’ll need your brolly.’

Sunshine and showers, typical March weather. Nancy put her head down against the rain. She hadn’t seen Neil all day, but then again, she’d been too busy to miss him. At the back of the bus her mind still whirred over the codes. She uncapped her fountain pen, took the blue bus ticket out of her handbag and printed the letters of the last code in tiny writing. She hoped she’d remembered it properly and would be able to double transpose it. The ink bled and blurred because the paper quality was poor, but she carried on working on it as the bus juddered and creaked down the rain-soaked streets.

She looked up to glance out of the steamy window. She was passing a cinema that had suffered bomb damage. It was dark, and some of its letters were dangling off. That was it.

Misplaced letters again. Worth a try. She removed a couple of duplicate letters and began to run through possible anagrams. Thank goodness for her passion for crosswords. At last, she had it. A full deciphered message stared back at her from the back of the bus ticket. She wanted to whoop.

‘You getting off or what?’ The bus conductress, a wide-mouthed cockney, was beckoning to her.

She shoved the ticket in her pocket and leapt to her feet. She’d missed her stop. It was the end of the line. But the thought of telling Mr Lockwood she’d solved it gave her a thrill of anticipation.




Chapter 4

The next morning Nancy asked Jimmy the doorman where Tom Lockwood’s office was.

‘Up the stairs, second on the right,’ he whispered. ‘But don’t tell anyone I told you. We’re not supposed to know. Security, you know.’ She smiled. Security. It was all anybody talked about.

She hurried up the stairs and knocked on the door. No answer. Gingerly, she pushed at it, and it opened. The room was small, like a broom cupboard, and tidy. Next to the desk a window with opaque glass gave a milky light, and an upright metal heater was plugged into a socket. She reached out a hand – still cold. Next to the blotter, pens and pencils bristled from a glass tumbler in front of a leather volume of the Oxford English Dictionary, and Wordsworth’s thick blue hardback edition of The Book of a Thousand Poems.

She’d written out the decoded message again neatly and she was putting it on the desk when a sharp voice behind her said, ‘Hello?’

She turned in panic.

Tom Lockwood was staring down at her with an expression of hostile incredulity. ‘What are you doing in my office?’

‘Sorry. I just wanted to leave you this,’ she said, feeling her face grow hot. She stabbed a finger at the paper before him. ‘I solved it last night on the bus home.’

He paled. ‘You took some of our coding home? Don’t you know anything? What a damn foolish thing to do! Nothing of our work should ever leave this building, I thought I’d made that perfectly—’

‘But I—’

‘Don’t you understand? Lives are at risk and—’

‘I didn’t take anything out of the building,’ she said. ‘I swear! I remembered it and I just wanted to solve it. I thought I was helping.’

He pushed past her to look at the papers on the desk. He bent over the words she’d written down and the missing letters she’d underlined. He ran a hand through his hair, his face a study in concentration. ‘Of course. It’s blindingly obvious once you see it.’ He raised his eyes. ‘Miss Callaghan, if you didn’t take the papers home, how did you work on the coding?’

‘I wrote the letters out on a bus ticket. And I was glad to read the agent was alive.’ She took the crumpled ink-stained ticket out and held it out like an offering.

‘But I don’t get it.’ He was frowning. ‘How could you possibly solve it without the coding key?’

‘I remembered what was on it. But I remembered it wrong. I’d added an extra ‘L’ and it put everything in the wrong column. That’s how I managed to solve it. The agent must have made a mistake remembering as well, because he added an extra letter too.’

‘What an idiot. I should have seen that straightaway. Sometimes you just get addled, or complacent, or both.’

‘I was just lucky.’
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