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October 1942. The British passenger liner HMS Queen Mary rams and sinks her cruiser escort off the coast of Ireland.

BENEATH THE SULLEN sky of a late fall evening, the long gray hull of a ship rested against her moorings at Chelsea Piers in the Port of New York. Passengers negotiated paths toward the customs building through knots of army conscripts. Wrapped warmly in chinchilla and sable against the misty chill, the fashionable elite led porters stooped over carts filled with handcrafted steamer trunks. Clutching parcels tied with twine, steerage passengers huddled with their countrymen while their frightened children clung to their threadbare coats amid the unfamiliar cacophony of the port. A brackish miasma swirled off the waters of the steel-colored Hudson River and settled over them all.

Standing tall on a gangway, Mark Russell peered through the gloom toward the ship’s stern. When he spotted his Arabian stallion fidgeting behind the groom, Russ placed two fingers in his mouth and whistled. The horse pricked his ears and turned. Russ waved, and the horse stomped and pulled at the rope until the groom led him toward a distant building.

While Russ crept through the customs process, Rhonda Pierson warmed herself with a Dixie Cup of bitter canteen coffee and tapped her foot to the beat of “Chattanooga Choo Choo,” which blared from the jukebox. In her eagerness to see Russ, she had arrived too early, but now she tossed her cup in the trash, adjusted a black beret over her auburn hair, and returned to the raw air of the waterfront.

Pacing beneath the low eaves of a luggage shed, she surveyed the doors of the customs building until she saw a cowboy hat bobbing among the heads of the other passengers. She sighed in relief and stepped from the shed’s shadow. Just as she raised her arm to wave at Russ, Rhonda heard the clatter of high heels running up from behind.

“Russ! Oh, Russ. Over here!”

A willowy blond scurried past Rhonda as she stepped back. Gaping in disbelief, she recognized Carenza Nasmith, the foreign correspondent for the Washington Post.

Russ bent beneath a streetlamp’s hazy glow to wrap Carenza in a warm embrace. He swept his eyes over the throng and sighed. 

“Well, I like that! I rushed out here to meet you and all you do is sigh!” She thumped his shoulder. “You would not believe what a fright you gave everybody when we heard about your near death. When the president told me you’d been shot, I almost broke down and cried right there in the Oval Office.”

From the shadows, Rhonda leaned forward so as not to miss a word.

“Sorry to scare you. It’s swell to see a familiar face, and in such dreary weather.”

“When I heard you were on this ship, I checked the arrival schedule every day for a week just so I’d be here when you docked.” 

Russ raised his eyebrows, and Carenza grinned. “You’ve always been the hero of my newspaper stories, but now that you’re home, I’ve decided to get to know you better.” Her breath hung in the frigid air as she tugged on the lapel of his trench coat. “You don’t mind, do you?”

“No, I’d enjoy it.” He tucked a damp strand of her hair behind an ear. “Maybe you’ll pass on any job opportunities you hear about.”

As Russ and Carenza chatted, Rhonda faded into the mist like a ghost.

That night in her suite at the Waldorf Astoria, Rhonda sat near the window and bounced her worn teddy bear on her knee. “What’s Carenza’s interest in Russ? Was he looking for someone else at the dock? Maybe me? What do you think, Teddy?” Her mind twirled with memories. “No answers, huh?” As rain tattooed the pane, she set Teddy aside and reached for the telephone.
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Bitsy Milbourne pulled an arm from beneath Nick Pastorini’s embrace to silence the jangling telephone. After a whispered hello, she crawled from the bed so Nick could continue to sleep before his next shift on the Secret Service presidential detail at the White House.

“Oh, Rhonda darling, don’t worry about the time.” Bitsy wrapped her blue kimono around her shoulders and limped into the sitting room of her Middleburg, Virginia, farmhouse. “I’m so glad you called. You won’t believe my news. Duncan is missing!”

“What? How do you know?”

“Someone called me from State Department when he hadn’t turned up by the second day. Duncan never went to work and never called in. Piper Burton sent someone out to the residence, but the staff knew nothing. They searched the house, the beach, the road; he’s vanished. I called Franklin, who said he’ll do what he can, but not even the president of the United States can make my husband reappear.”

When Bitsy paused for breath, Rhonda jumped in. “Is Russ a suspect?” Then, a second later, “Oh, Bitsy, how are you holding up?” “I’m doing okay.” Bitsy laughed. “And no. Russ was already on the Gulf when the OSS station chief delivered a stack of mail to the residence. He saw Duncan drinking Scotch with the administrative officer on the residence patio. All the household staff had already left.”

Bitsy rattled on. “I know I’m not making sense, but my nerves are in a jangle.”

“Of course, you’re upset.” After a moment Rhonda continued, “Russ mentioned Piper in an early letter. She’s the new consular officer, right? But I haven’t received anything from him in months. I thought it was because of the war, or what happened in the desert, or even my transfer out of Moscow.”

“Oh, so you don’t know.” Bitsy drew a deep breath. “Sorry to tell you this, but she’s Russ’s fiancée.”

“What? When?” Rhonda grabbed Teddy.

“I don’t know. But you wanted Russ to find someone to love. You insisted that was your goal when you were teaching him in Moscow. Remember?”

When Rhonda failed to answer, Bitsy went on. “I met her before I left for Kuwait and got to know her while I was at post for the Christmas holidays. She’s very lovely, tall and slender with curly black hair. She and Russ were just friends when I was there, but maybe their relationship developed during his recovery from that terrible gunshot wound. They each lived in one half of a common house. It would be natural for him to rely on her.”

A raven-haired Piper replaced Carenza’s blond tresses in Rhonda’s imagination. As her world realigned itself, Rhonda realized Bitsy had paused in her monologue. “Sorry, I got lost somewhere during your description of Russ proposing to Piper beneath a golden sunset.”

“I said, they plan to marry here so their families can attend. But Russ wants to find a job and a place to live before Piper joins him.”

“How do you know so much about their plans?”

“Piper told me when I called to talk about Duncan. She spent more time talking about Russ than my missing husband.” Bitsy returned to her monologue.

“Stop! My head is ready to explode.” Rhonda’s death grip on Teddy tightened. “I don’t care about how lovely Piper is or how she’s the one I taught Russ to look for. I’m not ready to have him out of my life.”

“I know, dear, it’s a terrible shock. But remember, Russ is here in the states, and Piper’s in Kuwait. A mighty big ocean separates them. And a global war changes many lives.”

Rhonda considered this. “I won’t wish bad luck for Russ and Piper, but I won’t give up.”

“But you’re still with Preston, aren’t you?” 

“Yes.” Rhonda drew in a big breath. “I am.”

“Well, there you go. Your life hasn’t changed much. Not like mine and Duncan’s.”

Rhonda winced. “You’re right. Even though you’d planned to divorce Duncan, you must feel awful about his disappearance. Call me if you need to talk.”

“Thank you, I will.” Bitsy switched the receiver to her other ear. “So, my dear, why did you call me in the middle of the night?”

“What?” Rhonda shook the cobwebs from her head. “Oh, right. I saw Russ get off the ship, but Carenza Nasmith beat me to him. Never mind. That’s old news.”

“What’d you do with Preston while you sneaked off to see Russ?”

“He’s in Washington with his refresher course in Portuguese. I told him I was going shopping in New York. He barely lifted his head to wave goodbye.”

Rhonda declined to mention that Russ hadn’t been the only detail she’d omitted. No one, particularly her husband, needed to know that Colonel William Donovan had formally hired her to work in Lisbon for his brand-new Office of Strategic Services, or that she’d be meeting with him at the offices of British Security Coordination, the American branch of British Intelligence’s MI6. Preston would never guess that she was working as an operations officer while dangling from his arm as his dutiful wife.

“So, that’s another part of your life where nothing’s changed. Are you still going with him to Lisbon?”

“Yes, and I look forward to how quiet Portugal is. I need to think about my future.” Rhonda relaxed her hold on Teddy. “Are you still playing with your young friend from the Secret Service?”

Bitsy laughed. “You bet. And I should get back to him before he notices I’m gone.”

“Okay. But call me as soon as you hear anything about Duncan.” The next morning, Rhonda ran through a light drizzle to catch the approaching train to Washington, D.C. Her thoughts returned to Russ, a few tears mingling with the rain on her face.

No. Although their sweet reunion hadn’t gone as planned, she wouldn’t give up. Not for Carenza. Not for Piper. There was always hope. A smile played across her face.

Rhonda focused on her reflection in the rain-fogged window. She wasn’t sure she liked that smile. She ran her finger along it and left a frown in the smudge. Was she going to sabotage Russ’s chance at happiness? Was she ready to do to Piper what Bitsy had done to her?

She straightened in her seat and adjusted her hat. Russ had offered himself to her in every way possible. She’d held him at a distance in Moscow, and it wasn’t just because she feared a pregnancy. She wanted to keep working for Donovan.

Rhonda smeared her reflection away. She let her head fall against the head cushion. Rest now. Think about it later. Focus, or someone could get killed.


Chapter 2
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October 1942. Axis bombers commence an offensive against the British island of Malta.

RUSS CAUGHT THE eye of the doorman, who was ogling the long legs of his pretty blond companion as she stepped from their taxi before the Ritz-Carlton in midtown Manhattan. He smiled at the man, who quickly nodded and reached for the doors.

Trailing Carenza across the foyer, Russ glanced at the softly illuminated paintings that graced the buffed wood paneling. In his starched and pressed uniform, the elevator attendant closed the safety gate while a harpist in the Star Lounge caressed her strings. Russ remembered his time with Rhonda at the Waldorf Astoria as Carenza prattled on.

She threw open her suite doors and giggled. “Ta-da!”

“Very nice.” He dropped his luggage. “How do you rate such a fancy room?”

She shrugged. “Foreign correspondents deserve a rest when they’re away from the war.”

Russ peeked into her bathroom with its large claw-footed tub. “Would you mind? My shipboard cabin was a little short on facilities.”

“Be my guest. I’ll order a nice dinner from room service. You must be famished.”

Half asleep in the hot water, Russ started when Carenza knocked. “Be out soon.”

Dressed in fresh clothes, he joined her on the sofa and accepted the wine glass.

“Here’s a glass of Beaujolais, but if you’d prefer beer, there’s a cold one in the refrigerator.”

“I hope room service is fast. I’m starved.”

She laughed. “Same old Russ.” She held up a finger when the telephone at her elbow rang. “Thanks for returning my call. Please remind Mrs. Roosevelt that I’ll be returning to the White House tomorrow. … Okay, then. Thanks again.”

“A suite at the Ritz-Carlton and a room at the White House?

How do you manage?”

“I’ve known Eleanor for a long time.” She grinned. “She lets me use a room on the third floor between my trips.” The doorbell rang. “That must be room service.”

“Yum, yeast rolls.” He lifted a cover on the room service cart. “And London broil with parsley potatoes! We ate beef in Kuwait only when the marines scrounged steaks from who knows where.”

Carenza lifted her goblet. “To surviving the madness of war with good friends.”

“To friends.” Russ touched his glass to hers. “Tell me what you’ve been doing.”

Carenza launched into tales of high adventure in foreign lands. As she talked, Russ studied her. Deep lines etched her forehead and circles hollowed her eyes. She had lost some of her earlier exuberance to the horrors of covering a war.

“Frankly, I’m worn out. I wake up in the middle of the night and wonder where I am. Is there a bullet out there waiting for me? Will my plane get shot down while hopping to a new theater?” She shook her head. “So many have lost their lives. It makes me think about my own.”

Russ nodded. “I know what you mean. After nearly dying, I thought about what I wanted to do with my life and how much time I had left to do it.”

“Tell me about that, not for the paper, just for me.”

He spoke about his adventure in the An Nafud Desert, a wounded horse, and the Muslim friends who’d saved the life of an infidel.

“I don’t know how you lived through all that.”

“I nearly didn’t. I was lucky.” He lifted his goblet. “To surviving.” 

“To enjoying life.” She touched her goblet to his. “Speaking of which, Bitsy Milbourne enjoys her life, doesn’t she?” She gave him a meaningful look, then poked his arm. “Don’t look so shocked. Duncan didn’t take care of her in Kuwait, but I knew someone was. I decided it was you. She confirmed it.”

When he flushed and stammered, she interrupted. “No need to be ashamed. I’m not your mother. Look, Kuwait was an awful place, and apparently you needed each other.

“Here. Have some cherry pie. It’s the same color as your face!”

When he began to laugh, she waved her fork at him. “Do you remember Nick, the president’s Secret Service agent? He’s Bitsy’s new friend.”

“I’m not surprised. Bitsy leaves us all in the dust when we’re talking about shamelessness.” He mumbled almost to himself, “Piper never let me forget Bitsy.”

Russ bolted upright and slapped his forehead with the palm of his hand. “I need to call Piper.”

“What?” Carenza paused with her fork in midair.

“Piper. I didn’t call her when we docked.” He sat back down. “You remember, she’s the consular officer at the Legation, and I asked her to marry me before I left.”

“Well, that escaped my notice. I need new sources.” A smile twitched her lips. “Let’s see.” She shook her head. “No, I don’t remember much about her, if at all. I was there for the ship visit, and then I heard about the long caravan in April when you were shot. And you left Kuwait in September.” She whacked Russ with a pillow. “Piper’s a fast worker. I should meet her. She can give me some advice on how to land a man.” She gave Russ a quick hug. “Congratulations. I’m glad you’ve found someone nice.”

“Thanks. You’ll like Piper. She helped me recover from the attack. I needed her to get me back on my feet.”

“Won’t it be difficult to find work at the same post once you and Piper marry?”

Russ frowned. “That’s not a problem. I was selected out of State after Ambassador Milbourne’s evaluation. I hope to find a new job before Piper joins me in D.C.”

“Where are you looking?”

“The Secret Service, maybe the OSS. And I have an invitation from President Roosevelt to stop by the White House.” His hands tightened into fists on his knees. “People are dying for this country. My brother’s deep into the war, and I’m just sitting here. If I can’t find something, I may enlist.”

“Oh, no, Russ. That would be a mistake. Both for you and for your mother. I’ve written too many stories about multiple sons dying in the same family. And what about Piper? If you start a family, she’ll be left with a baby and no father. With your experience and language skills, you’re more valuable as a government employee than as a private in a foxhole.”

“That’s what I thought until I got kicked out of the State Department. There’s nothing on paper to show what I’ve done. Now I’m starting over.”

“C’mon, Russ. Bitsy told me about your spotting that Nazi ship. FDR knows about it.”

“Yeah, but I’m going to have to account for myself when I get to Kansas. Kicked out of a cushy bureaucratic desk job. Am I afraid to fight like a man? Like my brother?” Russ shook his head. “I worry about him all the time. Mom writes about nothing else.”

“Stop! You’ve been in just as much danger as any of them. And many sorts of people will win this war. Diplomats, spies, airplane designers, munitions factory workers, shipbuilders. Everyone contributes. Look at me. I contribute with my stories about the war. I don’t have to explain myself, and neither do you.”

“Thanks for the pep talk.” Russ leaned back. “I’m tired. I’ll think it over on the train to Hays. I’m starting home leave tomorrow. But first, I need to arrange for the groom to return to Kuwait, and transfer Sharif from the port to the train.”

“You brought the horse?”

“Yep, the amir gave him to me. He said Sharif would be impossible to control once I left. I don’t know how he’ll adjust to life in Hays when I go back to Washington, but what with a wedding, employment, and housing, I have enough on my plate.”


Chapter 3
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October 1942. Eleanor Roosevelt arrives in Britain as a guest of King George.

PIPER BURTON WANDERED through the gate of the American Legation in Kuwait, glanced at the limp flag hanging from its standard, and sighed. What awaited her upstairs in the front office?

“Hello, Catherine. How bad is it going to be today?”

Catherine Cushard, the secretary, laughed. “And good morning to you, too.” She tucked a stack of cablegrams into Piper’s arms. “We’re on everyone’s list. I’ll get your coffee.”

Piper hung her purse on the coatrack in the deputy chief of mission’s office and twirled the dial on the safe. She initialed the check sheet on top. “I made it plenty strong. Later, we can switch to Scotch. I have a bottle under my desk.”

“Very funny.” She passed the cable to Catherine. “Give this FBI visit to Trick for action. May as well share the wealth.” Radley “Trick” Spencer was the OSS station chief down the hall. “He can dazzle our visitors with his bureaucratic double-talk.”

The phone jangled. Catherine picked up, then thrust the receiver into Piper’s hand and left, pulling the door shut behind her.

“Piper, it’s me. We arrived yesterday.”

“Mark! I’m so glad you’re safe. How was the trip?”

“Not fun dodging U-boats on the high seas. How are you doing?”

“I miss you a lot. There’s too much work and not enough time.” 

“I can imagine. Are the old man and George giving you much trouble?”

“Oh, you haven’t heard. George was sent home after being declared persona non grata. He wound up in jail for wrecking his car after a night of drinking with the ambassador. And the old man has disappeared.”

“What? Where could he have gone?”

“Who knows? Everybody has searched everywhere. When they interviewed the staff, they learned that Mohammed and Mehmet had fled the country.”

“Does Major Khoury think those two had something to do with Milbourne’s disappearance? They were involved with the plot that almost killed me.”

“No, no. At least not directly. Someone in Khoury’s office admitted that he’d helped them leave Kuwait, but that was before Milbourne vanished.”

“Do they have any leads at all?”

“Not so far. The FBI is sending two agents over here to investigate.

The palace is involved, and I’ve been there several times.” 

“Why are you doing that? Why not the chargé?”

“Mark, I am the chargé! There’s only me and Catherine, plus Trick and Trent.” Her voice rose to a near wail. “I wish you were here. We need you.” She sniffled. “I need you.”

“We talked about this before I left, Piper, and you agreed you could handle it alone.”

“I agreed because there was no alternative. I did ask you to stay.” 

“I remember, but you were confident that you would make it work.”

“That was before Milbourne disappeared and I was suddenly put in charge. All eyes are on my every move, and I’ve no one to talk to.” She stifled a sob. “You probably don’t even love me anymore.”

“Of course I still love you. Nothing’s changed between us. You’ll get out of there soon, and then we’ll get married and be happy.”

“I don’t think I’ll ever be happy again.” She put her head in her arms on the desktop.

“Piper. Piper, I can’t hear you. Where’s Catherine?”

Piper picked up the phone again. “She’s waiting outside.” 

“Go get her. I want to talk to her.”

Catherine held Piper in her arms while she put the phone to her ear. “Russ, what did you say to her? Did you break off the engagement?”

“No, no.” Piper heard him say on the other end of the line. “She told me about what’s going on, and then she just fell apart. Can you help her?” When Catherine didn’t answer, he said, “Never mind, I know you’re already doing what you can. What can I do?”

“Reassure her that you’re waiting for her. I’ll do my best here, but it’s been terrible.” Catherine caught her breath. “Sorry, I’ll give you back to Piper.”

“Piper, I can’t help you, and I’m sorry about that. But I’m still here, still waiting for you. I’ll do everything we planned. I’ll take Sharif to Mom’s. I’ll look for a job. I’ll find us a place to live.”

“Okay, Mark. Okay. I’ll try to be strong. I’ll try to remember you’re waiting for me. I’ll try to do it on my own.”


Chapter 4
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October 1942. The Allies distribute their final plans for the invasion of northwest Africa.

ANOTHER COLD AND wet day in New York City dampened Russ’s memory of hot and dry Kuwait. Shoulder to shoulder with Sharif, he huddled in the stallion’s heat while a yardman positioned a ramp to the freight car. “Do you miss the desert, ol’ boy?”

When the worker finally motioned for them, Russ patted Sharif’s nose. “Cheer up. We’re heading toward Hays and the Great Plains.”

After bedding down the stallion with a dry blanket, Russ returned to the station. Thirty minutes later, the tinny loudspeaker announced the boarding process. All around him, soldiers exchanged final embraces with their loved ones.

With a jerk and a clang, the train began to roll. In his compartment, Russ opened his leather satchel and touched the copies of his investigation into fraud and mismanagement at the Legation in Kuwait. Where should he deliver his report first? He ran his fingers over FDR’s handwritten invitation to the White House. Perhaps the president should receive the first copy.

He dozed against the window as the farms of central New Jersey spread before him in the autumn twilight. Somewhere around Philadelphia, he shared beef goulash and whipped potatoes with three other passengers in the dining car. He returned to his carriage to find his berth prepared for slumber.

What would Mom say when he told her he’d lost his job? What would she say when he told her about Piper?

He plumped his pillow and checked his to-do list. Once he was back in D.C., he’d call the man Trick recommended about a job with the OSS. Next, he’d stop at the White House and then at the State Department’s office of the deputy secretary of state to lunch with his old classmate, Emil Fairfax. He needed to buy an automobile and find a place to live, but first a job.

As he tucked away his list, lightning illuminated the night sky and thunder muffled the beat of the rails. When the conductor announced the first station in Maryland, Russ was lost in dreams of Piper. Would she wear a white dress and throw a bouquet? Or would it be a simple ceremony with a justice of the peace? Would they have time for a honeymoon? Where?

Russ’s musings were interrupted by the screech of grinding metal ripping through the Maryland countryside. He shot up and saw the oscillating Mars light bounce into the night sky. His carriage shuddered as the locomotive fled the tracks.

Russ slammed against the window when it followed the engine off the rails. Pain shot through his bum shoulder. He clung to the frame until, finally, the carriage ground to a halt. Silence reigned before screams of panic rent the night.

Drawing in a ragged breath, Russ leveraged himself over the edge of the bed, pulled on his pants, jammed his feet into his boots, stuck one arm into his coat, and grabbed his hat. In the sloped hallway, he collided with a steward reassuring a knot of frantic passengers. He pushed past to the open door, jumped, and landed in a puddle of mud in the gravel of the rail bed. He gritted his teeth when he probed his shoulder. Above the cries of the passengers, a siren wailed from the southwest. He walked along the rail bed until he heard Sharif struggling in his freight car. He hauled on the door, but the steep slant of the car defeated him.

A brakeman with a lantern hurried past, and Russ grabbed his arm. “Can you help me with this door so I can see to my horse? It’ll take only a moment.”

“Sure, buddy. I’ve got horses too. But then I have to see what’s happening up front.”

The men strained in the poor footing until the door slid open. Squatting in the mire, the brakeman locked his hands for Russ to place a foot and boost himself into the car.

“Easy, boy, easy.” Russ slid across the floor to Sharif, grabbed the rope, and called out for help from the brakeman. When there was no answer, he reached for the wooden slats on the side of the freight car and hauled himself toward the door. Lightning cut the darkness, and Sharif balked. Russ coaxed until the horse followed with his head up, ears flickering, blowing hard, eyes rolling in fright. When they reached the open door, Russ blessed the brakeman, who’d left his lantern tucked under the edge of the train.

Headlights suddenly pierced the gloom, their beams picking out clusters of frightened people huddled in the rain. A pickup truck slid to a stop on a road parallel to the tracks. From the carriage doorway, Russ waved his arms and yelled at the slicker-swathed figure who stepped from the truck. “Over here! I need help.”

The truck driver conferred with the conductor, who waved and nodded. Then the driver moved toward Russ. He strained to hear the voice calling up to him. “Are you hurt? Is there anyone with you?”

“I’ve banged up my shoulder, and my horse is trapped in here. I need help pulling out the ramp.” Russ sized up the tall figure beneath the hooded rain gear. “Can you do it?”

The driver held out a hand and steadied Russ as he jumped to the ground. “Sure can.”

In the poor light, he saw dark eyes and a pert nose. He grinned. “You’re a woman!”

“Last I checked.” She nodded toward a distant barnyard lit by a pole lamp. “That’s my farm. Here, let me lock that ramp into place.”

The woman climbed into the carriage and carefully approached the stallion. “Okay, fella, I hear you. Stop throwing that head, and we’ll get you outta here.” She turned toward Russ. “What’s his name?”

“Sharif.”

“Okay, Sharif, you have a funny name, but we’re going to be good friends.” She crooned into the horse’s ear as she led him down the steeply angled wooden ramp to the ground.

She handed the rope to Russ and ran her hands lightly over the stallion.

“Thank you, ma’am, I couldn’t have managed by myself.” Russ held the brakeman’s lantern high over their heads. “Sharif’s an Arabian. You look like you know horses. Do you think he’s hurt?”

“Probably some cracked ribs, and he’s got a pretty good gash there.” She pointed to Sharif’s bloody foreleg. “Why don’t you walk him along this road toward my barn, and I’ll follow in my truck after I talk to the crew.” She headed toward the front of the train where sheriff’s deputies tried to calm miserable passengers.

As Russ and Sharif squished through the mud near the barnyard, the truck rolled to a stop and the woman jumped out. “The crew will send over your luggage later.” She opened the barn door and flipped on a light. “The train hit a big ol’ oak lying across the tracks. Probably brought down by the storm. Thankfully, not many people were hurt, and most of them will spend the rest of the night with folks in town.”

She led Sharif to an empty stall, tossed in some fresh hay, and threw a dry blanket across his shoulders. “That’ll hold him until I call my vet.”

Russ remembered his leather satchel with the important report, so the woman offered to return to the wreck and search his berth. While she was gone, the vet appeared and ministered to Sharif before turning to Russ. “Let me see that arm of yours.” He ran his fingers along the shoulder, which was already puffy and red. “I think you just rammed it pretty hard; it’s not dislocated. Sound right to you?”

“Yeah, thanks, but it hurts like the dickens.”

“Well, aspirin and ice will help with that. And wear a sling until you feel like you can comfortably move it. Might do some shoulder rolls and lifts then to get it back in shape.”

The vet helped Russ with his shirt. “From the looks of your back and that scar, I’d say you’re used to a little pain.”

“You might say that. What do I owe you?” 

“Not a thing.”

Russ was watching the vet’s taillights fade away when he heard the pickup stop next to the house. He checked Sharif once more and dashed through the rain to the side door.

The woman stood before an old wood-burning stove. “I found your satchel.” She pointed to it with a spatula. “Pour yourself some coffee and take a seat at the kitchen table. I’m making biscuits and ham.”

“Sounds good.” Russ eyed their savior. Dark hair pulled into a ponytail, brown eyes, about mid-thirties. Bib overalls too big for her slender frame. Strong and confident. “You dress like the women I knew back home.” He dropped his head. “Sorry, ma’am, I meant to say how grateful I am for all you’ve done for us. And your vet helped my horse and even fixed my shoulder.” He shrugged out of his coat and fell into the nearest chair.

“You’re welcome.” She stuck out a hand. “Name’s Alex Stennett. You can stop calling me ma’am.” She watched him cradle his arm. “Would a sling help?”

“It would.” He laughed. “And I’m Mark Russell, but call me Russ. Where are we?”

“Near Fallston in Harford County, Maryland, ’bout forty miles northeast of Baltimore.”

He sniffed the air. “That smells mighty good. Can I help?” He struggled to his feet.

“Nah, sit back down, Russ.” She flipped the ham and pointed her spatula to the window. “Dawn’s breaking and you’ve had a long night.”

 “You’re right. Soon as we eat, I’ll join Sharif in the barn. Your family will be getting up, and I don’t want to be in the way.”

“It’s just me. After breakfast, get comfortable on that sofa in the living room while I make some calls about helping with the other passengers from the train.”


Chapter 5
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October 1942. German scientists launch an A-4 rocket from Peenemünde.

RUSS STIRRED ON the sofa in Alex’s living room and sensed that the house was empty. He rose and looked through the front window. Her truck was gone. He paused before the photographs dotting the mantel: Alex alone, an older man in uniform alone, and the two of them together. No children. He slipped into his boots, grabbed a biscuit and an apple, and headed for the barn.

The stallion greeted Russ with a nicker. He munched the apple before checking Russ’s pockets for more. When Russ opened the stall, he followed him into the yard.

“Steady there, Sharif, let me look at your leg.” 

“How’s he doing?”

Startled, Russ swung around. “I didn’t hear your truck.”

“I just pulled up. After my chores, I went to town. It was a busy morning at the wreck site and at the clinic. And look.” She held up her arms and turned in a circle. “The sun came out!”

Russ nodded at Sharif. “He’s barely limping, and the bandage is dry.”

“He’s a fine-looking horse.” Alex passed her hand over a scar. “What happened here?”

“Gunshot. He saved my life. It’s a long story, best told over food.” He wriggled his eyebrows in her direction.

“Boy, you’re subtle.” She pointed toward the henhouse. “Gather some eggs and I’ll add them to a repeat of what we had at dawn.”

Alex strode toward the side door while Russ returned Sharif to his stall.

Running a third biscuit around the edge of his plate, Russ finished telling Alex about his adventures with the amir’s nephew in the desert of Kuwait. “If it hadn’t been for Sharif taking that bullet and Khalid pushing the remnants of the caravan across the desert to get me to help, I wouldn’t be here today.”

Alex set down the cup she was holding. “And the child who brought Sharif to safety.”

“You’re right. They all risked their lives for me.” Russ patted his stomach. “I’m stuffed. Thanks again.” He rose and started to clear the table.

Joining him at the sink, Alex laughed. “Listen, mister, it’s not fine china but it’s all I got. I’ll wash, and you use your one arm to rinse and stack in the strainer.”

They worked in a companionable silence until Russ cleared his throat. “Ah, Alex, this looks like a pretty big spread. How do you manage it alone?”

She held a plate and stared out the window.

“Sorry, I don’t mean to pry, but earlier I saw the pictures over the fireplace, the man in the navy uniform from the Great War. I thought maybe you inherited this place from your father.”

“It’s okay.” She stuck her hand in the water and pulled out another plate. “He’s not my father. He’s my husband, Brad.”

Russ took the plate and rinsed it in silence.

“You’re right about the uniform. Brad was in Naval Intelligence, made a career of it. When he retired, he wanted out of Washington. He decided to try farming, so we got this place.” She handed him the final plate. “Then Pearl Harbor happened, and he was recalled to service.”

“But surely his age and being a farmer made him exempt.”

She sighed. “He was fluent in Japanese.” 

“Oh.”

“Brad’s dad was a naval attaché in Tokyo after the turn of the century. His nanny spoke only Japanese.” She laughed. “He told me his Japanese was better than his English until they moved back to the States.”

“So, Brad’s serving somewhere in the Far East?”

Draping her dishcloth over the faucet, Alex sighed. “No, he’s dead.”

“Oh. Sorry. That must’ve been tough.” Russ dried his hands and watched Alex pour another cup of coffee. When she didn’t elaborate, he moved away from the sink.

“Would you mind if I made some calls? Mom has no idea about the train wreck, and I’ll need to call the State Department. I’ll be glad to pay for the charges.”

“Sure, phone’s in the living room. No charge. I’ll catch up with you someday and we can talk about it then.” She opened the door. “I’ll be out back. Take your time.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be on the train, Mark?” His mom’s voice rose in alarm. “Did something happen? Are you still coming to Hays?”

“The train derailed last night, so I’ll be a bit late. I’m not hurt, but it could take some time to get there. Can you delay things?”

“Of course. I’ll get Cora and Mabel to help me. What are neighbors for?” His mother drew a big breath. “But you’re sure you’re okay? All the way across the ocean and then a train wreck. I can’t believe it.”

The agent at the railroad listened to Russ explain his situation. “There’s a war on, son. Every schedule’s a mess. It’s going to be hard to rebook a horse to Kansas.”

Russ caught Emil, his colleague in the deputy secretary of state’s office, as he was leaving for a meeting. Emil promised to contact personnel to explain Russ’s delay. “I know you’re busy, but keep an eye out for an apartment and a cheap car for me.”

What to do about Sharif? Where could he stable a horse in this part of the world? He stared out the window at the autumn leaves drifting to the ground. Then he snapped his fingers. Bitsy. She lived on a farm in Northern Virginia. She had Arabians. She’d be glad to hear from him. He lifted the telephone receiver once more.

Bitsy answered on the second ring. When he spoke her name, she cried, “Russ where are you? Has the FBI contacted you? What do you think happened to Duncan?”

“Whoa, Bitsy! Why would the FBI talk to me? Am I a suspect in that mess?”

“No, darling, but they’ll probably want to hear your version of your final days at the Legation to see if they can get any leads.”

“I don’t know how much help I’ll be. Anyway, I’m sorry about Duncan. How are you doing?”

“Oh, I fret and complain to Reba, my companion and housekeeper. We’ve decided Duncan’ll turn up.”

“I can’t imagine where he’d go or why.” Russ rubbed his eyes. “You probably know we had trouble at the end.”

“Yes, I heard all about your poor evaluation and being forced out of State. To be honest, if I blamed anyone for Duncan’s disappearance, it’d be George Lander.”

“The ambassador was George’s meal ticket. They’re two of a kind.” He paused. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”

“No, no, you’re right.” She sighed. “Do you think he had an accident?”

“Nah, one of the household staff would have found him by now.”

“He was under a lot of pressure in Kuwait. Do you think he defected?”

“Bitsy, please. He’s arrogant and drinks too much, but he isn’t a traitor.”

“I suppose you’re right,” she said. “But enough of that talk. Congratulations on your engagement!” 

“Thanks.”

“Well, you don’t sound too excited about it. What’s wrong?”

“Honestly? Piper’s falling apart. She doesn’t seem like the same person I knew in Kuwait”

“Oh, she’ll be fine. Catherine’s still there. She’ll help her.” 

“I don’t know. A lot can go wrong. Look at your husband.”

“You’re right.” She sighed. “Well, Russ, what’s going on with you?”

Russ launched into the train wreck and his problem with Sharif. 

“Bring him here. My farm manager’s sick, though, so you’ll have to do it by yourself.”

“Great. I’ll find a way. It’s really nice of you to take us in.” 

“Don’t be silly. I can’t wait to see you. I need a voice of sanity around here. Those G-men got on my last nerve. In the meantime, think about what may have happened to Duncan.”

When Alex returned, she found Russ staring out the window with his hand still on the receiver. “Something wrong?”

He laughed. “I’m moving from disaster to disaster.” He grabbed his coat. “I’ll tell you about it while we check on Sharif.”

They led the stallion along a creek at the edge of the pasture while Russ told Alex about his phone calls to his mother and his friend. While Sharif cropped grass, they warmed themselves on a boulder.

“You could’ve left him here,” Alex offered, “but Virginia’s probably better. It’s closer to D.C.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, why haul Sharif all the way to Kansas? You’d see him so rarely. In Virginia, he’ll have other Arabians.” She glanced at Russ. “That is, if your friend is willing to board him.”

“Why didn’t I think of that? I’m sure Bitsy will let Sharif stay.” 

“Well, you’ve had a lot on your mind.”

“If you only knew.” He laughed. “The FBI wants to talk to me.” He gently pulled her back onto the rock. “It’s okay. You’re safe.” He told her about his final days in Kuwait and what had happened since he left.

“Wow!” Alex rubbed her temples. “I sit around this place, reading newspapers and magazines, going to meetings in Fallston, and missing Brad. Then you arrive and tell me about your life. Reminds me of what I’ve been missing.”

She jumped up and started pacing. “You know, Bitsy may have something about her husband’s disappearance. You threatened to reveal all his misdeeds to important people in the right places. You have evidence in that satchel you had me bring back.”

She stopped in front of Russ. “Maybe after that Lander fellow left, your ambassador looked over his mess—divorce, removal by the president, humiliation—and considered his options. Maybe he sobered up and decided to just walk away from it all.”

Russ was nodding along. “You’re right. Maybe he’ll turn up after he’s had some time to come up with a plan. I’ll mention that to the FBI when I talk to them.”

They collected Sharif and turned toward the farm. Alex held the horse’s lead.

“Say, Russ, let me take you and Sharif to Bitsy’s. It’ll do me good to get out of here. The neighbor’s boy helps out now and again, so I’ll ask him to do my chores until I get home. We’ll drive on the state roads and avoid Baltimore. It’ll take about eight hours, depending on where her farm is. What do you think?”

“What do I think? Alex, you’ve saved us again.” He stopped. “What about a trailer and gas for such a long trip?”

“I have a trailer, and this is a farm, so gas is no problem.”

“How can I ever repay you?”

“Don’t worry about it. You woke me up and reminded me to start living again. How much time do any of us have left?” She punched him in his good arm. “We’ll have fun.”


Chapter 6
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October 1942. General Mark Clark lands in Algeria on a secret mission to meet with French counterparts before the Allied invasion of North Africa.

THE NEXT MORNING, Russ joined Alex in the daily ritual of feeding and watering the livestock, plus one special horse, milking the cows, and collecting eggs. He saw the stubble of corn in one field, wheat in another.

Soon they were organizing breakfast. “Are you sick of biscuits, ham, eggs, and coffee?”

“Not after what I’ve been eating in Kuwait. Your cooking reminds me of home.”

“I’m glad. And it’s nice to share a meal again.”

While Alex chatted about this and that, Russ studied her. This morning, a pair of trousers draped her athletically trim frame, and a touch of powder softened the sprinkle of freckles across her nose. The New York Times and Ladies’ Home Journal rested alongside Farm Journal and the Country Gentleman on her coffee table. Her spread looked well managed and prosperous, her animals in good health. She was bright and energetic and capable. When she paused to glance at him, he ended his appraisal with a smile. “Thanks again for all you’ve done for Sharif and me. You fed us, gave us a place to sleep, and helped with our wounds. Now you’re driving us to Virginia. I’m very grateful.”

Alex returned his smile.

After breakfast, she sliced the last of the ham for sandwiches while he buttered bread. They added fruit and two thermoses of coffee to the basket. “Too bad we can’t take the auto. It’d be more comfortable.” She headed for the door.

“You have another vehicle?”

“Yep, a ’35 Chevy Suburban. It’s a great ride, but it’s up on blocks behind the barn. Contributed its tires to the war effort.” 

She threw the basket in the truck and watched Russ’s signals in the mirror as she backed up to the horse trailer. When he held up his hand, she bounced out and coaxed a barely limping Sharif up the ramp. He slammed the gate across the trailer and gingerly climbed into the truck next to her.

Driving through the early morning, Russ told Alex about the hot sands of Kuwait and the aquamarine waters of the Persian Gulf. Crossing bridges and skirting cities, they made good time. They pulled off the road onto a patch of bare dirt where a lone picnic table sat under a tall oak wearing a mantle of orange, russet, and yellow.

Russ watered Sharif and turned him out on a long tether to munch grass. He returned to the picnic table to find that Alex had emptied the food basket. “Boy, am I hungry!”

“Why am I not surprised?”

“I’m a growing boy.” He patted his stomach.

“You can tell me about your life as a diplomat this afternoon. Maybe it’ll encourage me to go out and find the world.” 

“Did you work before meeting Brad?”

She bound her dark brown hair into the familiar ponytail. “Sure, when I was in high school. Then I studied European history at the University of Maryland for two years.”

Russ’s mug stopped in midair. “Well, I wasn’t expecting that. What happened?”

“Dad fell out of the hay mow and did something to his back. He couldn’t manage our spread alone, so I came home.”

“Do you wish you’d gone back and finished your degree?” 

“Sometimes, but I was happy helping out at home. I didn’t plan to stay on the farm permanently. I guess I thought Dad would get better and I’d go back.”

“Did your dad die, then?”

“No. I met Brad. He knew Dad and asked him if he’d heard about any farms that were for sale. He’d just retired from the navy and wanted a more stable life. I showed him around, and he bought the place I have now.”

“So, you decided to stay with him.”

“Yep. We married in 1935 and settled into country life. We were happy fixing up the property and getting to know each other better. By ’37, Japan was already at war in Asia. Before the attack on Pearl Harbor, Naval Intelligence came to call. Brad returned to active duty in the summer of ’41.” She brushed crumbs from her shirt. “That’s a summary of my life on the farm. We weren’t lord and lady of the manor with hired help. But we weren’t hayseeds either.” 

“You’re definitely not a hayseed.” Russ picked up the last sandwich. “If you want a life off the farm, you might consider throwing in with the government. Women are running this country since so many men are overseas. There are good federal jobs at home and in other countries. If you can run a farm, you can do about anything in the government.”

“What kind of job needs a couple years in European history?” Alex laughed. “But I’ll think about it.”

“Do it! Your interest in European history means you want to see Europe, maybe the world.”

“I will. Really.” She grabbed an apple and slid off the bench. “You pack up, and I’ll see if my buddy Sharif is amenable to going back into the horse trailer.”

“Yeah, he can be a little feisty. The amir was glad to get him out of his stables.”

Alex whispered into Sharif’s ear as they passed Russ. “You just need less confinement and more freedom, don’t you, boy?”

“You may be right. He languished in a stall in Kuwait because no one could ride him. He allowed me to, but then he got shot. He’s spent weeks in the bowels of a ship and then in a train car that ran off the tracks. Now’s he in a trailer. I guess I’d be ornery, too.”

“There you go.” Alex closed the gate on the trailer and peered at the darkening clouds to the west. “If it hadn’t been for the horse, we could’ve flown to Bitsy’s.”

He stopped with the basket in his hand. “You fly?”

“Sure do, a Kaydet two-seat crop duster. It’s stored out of sight of the road on the far side of the barn, right next to the Suburban.” 

“I’d love to fly. Maybe you can take me into the air the next time I visit.”

“Sure. And I’ll lay in some extra food, too.” She laughed as he reddened.

She drove through the afternoon, reminiscing about her days on the farm, while he switched from talking about his career to his childhood in Hays. “When Dad died, our lives changed.”

“Sounds familiar. About a year ago, Brad was on his way to a meeting with the navy. He paused at a street corner next to the Mall to watch a group of children playing ball on the grass. Just as a bus entered the busy intersection, one of them followed the ball into the street. Brad stepped out and shoved the kid to safety between two parked cars. The bus clipped him, and he fell beneath the rear wheels. He was dead before the bus stopped.” Her eyes never left the road as she recounted Brad’s sacrifice.

“I’m so sorry, Alex. What a shock. The war impacts everything we do, even attending a meeting in D.C.” He shook his head. “That’s why I regret leaving my fiancée back in Kuwait.”

Alex slowed so she could shift her focus to Russ. “There’s a fiancée?”

“Yep. Piper’s a consular officer in Kuwait. I came home first to find a new job and a place to live. Later, she’ll join me and we’ll marry.” He sighed. “Now there’s this mess with the ambassador’s disappearance. She’s in charge of the Legation, and she’s going crazy.” He rubbed a hand across his eyes. “And I worry about her crossing the Atlantic with the U-boats.”

“The war hangs over everything, doesn’t it?”

“No kidding.” He glanced at her. “You ever think of remarrying?”

“Sure, I’d do it again. I was very happy for six years.”

“I wasn’t happy in Kuwait. I may not be cut out for diplomacy. Too much bureaucracy. I’ve thought about returning to Kansas and buying a ranch after the war. But then I think how much I’d miss life overseas.” He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“Does Piper want to continue in the Foreign Service?”

Russ shrugged. “We never discussed it. She’s a city girl from D.C. who’s had postings in Shanghai and Marseille before Kuwait. But our profession demands a lot from us. Dealing with strange diseases, moving every few years, and constant separations from family.” He looked out the side window. “Piper and I have a lot to talk about.”


Chapter 7


[image: ]



October 1942. The Allies agree on a strategy whereby Americans will bomb in the daytime and the RAF at night.

AS THE SUN dropped below the tree line, Alex turned into the lane leading to Bitsy’s home. Sitting atop a rise in the distance, a sprawling ranch house, enormous barn and stable, and several outbuildings dotted rolling pastures enclosed with freshly painted white fencing.

Alex whistled softly. “Now this is what I call farming!” She glanced over at Russ. “Is your home a big place like this?”

“Are you kidding? The ranches around Hays are working spreads like your farm, not showplaces.” He nodded ahead. “I certainly wasn’t expecting anything this grand.”

Alex drove around the circular drive, tires crunching on the pea gravel, and pulled the trailer to the far side of the house. Russ crawled out to unlatch the trailer gate.

Alex stood by the truck with her hands on her hips. “Look at those horses in that near pasture. They’re sure curious about what’s happening out here.”

Leading Sharif from the trailer, Russ turned in the direction Alex faced. “Those are Arabians, just like this guy. I knew Bitsy had them, but I didn’t know how many.” He patted Sharif. “Well, boy, you won’t be lacking for companionship if Bitsy takes you in.”

They turned at a sound from the house. Two women emerged and walked across the front porch, then down a stone walk bordered by mounds of chrysanthemums. A brunette with beautiful green eyes walked beside an older woman leaning on a cane. Her mane of silver hair was tied at the base of her neck with a ribbon of robin’s egg blue. She had the same green eyes.

Passing her cane to her daughter, Bitsy took Russ in her arms and held him close. Exchanging looks with the younger woman, Alex lifted Sharif’s lead from Russ’s hand and stepped back to watch the reception.

Still clutching Russ, Bitsy whispered, “I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again.” She stepped back and held him at arm’s length. “You gave me the fright of my life when I heard about those brigands in the desert. Don’t ever do that again!”

“No, ma’am, I have no such plans.” Russ laughed, and Bitsy released him.

Turning from him, she stuck out her hand. “I’m Bitsy. You must be Alex. Welcome to Virginia.” She put an arm around the younger woman’s waist. “This is my daughter, Elaine.”

Taking Sharif’s lead from Alex, Bitsy appraised the twitchy Arabian. “So you’re the horse that caused all the uproar from here to the Persian Gulf.” As if on cue, Sharif shied and pulled away. Bitsy laughed and passed the lead to her daughter. “Elaine, dear, will you take our newest horse to his stall in the barn? I’ll settle Russ and Alex in the house.”

Seeing the looks that passed between Alex and Russ, Bitsy calmed their concern. “Don’t worry, Elaine’s great with willful stallions, aren’t you dear?”

Elaine merely nodded.

Taking the arm of each of her guests, Bitsy led the way up the stone walk. “She’s having more trouble with her father’s disappearance than I am. It’s no surprise; she was always a daddy’s girl. Dealing with Sharif will be a good distraction for her and may use a little of her pent-up energy.

“We’re doing dinner on our own tonight. I gave my cook, Reba, a couple days off to go visit family since Elaine was here with me. So, it’ll just be soup and sandwiches.”

Before dinner, Russ and Alex returned to her truck to fetch their bags. She had accepted Bitsy’s offer of a guest room before starting the long drive home the next morning.

Over dinner, Russ recounted his voyage from Kuwait, and Alex talked about the train wreck. Then Bitsy held forth on the latest in the mystery of Duncan’s disappearance. Bitsy had reconciled herself to the likelihood of his death, while Elaine refused to consider it.

Before coffee and dessert, Elaine excused herself to retire to her room before her early-morning return to a job in New York City. Bitsy ushered Alex into the conservatory to talk about farming over a bottle of wine. Russ declined an offer of a guest room in favor of sharing Sharif’s first night in the barn.

Bedded down in the straw, Russ talked to his horse. “Well, boy, Bitsy declared it was foolish to ship you all the way to Kansas when she had a perfectly good place for you right here in Virginia. You’ve come to heaven. I’m sure you’re eager to meet all those mares.”

Sharif nickered and pawed the floor of his stall. “Yeah, they know you’re here. We’ll see what Bitsy’s vet thinks of your recovery tomorrow, but you’re back to your cantankerous self if you ask me.” Sharif shook his mane and bumped the gate. “Don’t get too rambunctious. Remember those cracked ribs.” The stallion turned his back on Russ. “Boy, are you listening?”

Russ tucked a pillow under his head. “We’ve sure been through a lot, Sharif. You never let me down. You’ll have a good life here, and I’ll come to see you when I can.”

Morning found Russ stiff and sore from his night on the barn floor. Sharif eagerly followed him into the near pasture to get his first look at the mares.

When Russ hobbled into the kitchen for breakfast, Bitsy eyed him. “Okay, the vet’s on his way for that horse. I’m calling my doctor for you.”

Alex laughed as Bitsy left the room. “That woman likes to take charge.” She looked at Russ with a lopsided grin. “And she certainly knows all about you, doesn’t she? But I like her. She’s fun and she’s smart.”

Russ flushed and picked up his coffee. “Well, I knew her, um, pretty well when she came to visit her husband in Kuwait. That was before Piper, you understand.”

“Relax, I get it. Last night in the conservatory, Bitsy told me her marriage was already a shambles. I can’t wait to meet Piper, if she could turn your head from Bitsy!”

As soon as the breakfast dishes were cleared, Alex stood. “Thanks so much for your hospitality, Bitsy, but I’ve got a long drive. If I get home early enough, I can help the neighbor boy with evening chores.” She shook Bitsy’s hand. “Take care of Russ, ma’am. He seems to get himself into a lot of trouble.”

Bitsy squeezed Alex’s fingers. “Indeed he does, some of which is of his own doing.”

Alex walked behind Russ and put her hand on his shoulder. “Don’t get up, I can find my way to the truck. Let me know how the job hunt’s going. I’d love to hear from you.”

Watching Alex through the window, Bitsy glanced at Russ. “An interesting woman.”

While Bitsy dealt with the many issues regarding her husband’s mysterious disappearance, Russ spent his time with Sharif. About noon, his call came through for Kuwait.

“Hello, honey, it’s me. Are you feeling any better?”

“Not really. You’re still there. I’m still here, and there’s an ocean between us.”

“I know
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