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PRAISE FOR THE LANE WINSLOW MYSTERIES

“With a quaint cast of characters and the feel of Louise Penny’s Three Pines, the independence and quick wit of Kerry Greenwood’s Phryne Fisher and the intelligence of Jacqueline Winspear’s Maisie Dobbs, this mystery series has it all!” —Murder by the Book, Texas

“Highly entertaining … fans and newcomers alike will find lots to love.” —Publishers Weekly, Starred Review

“Well plotted and laced with dry wit, Lane’s adventures are entirely satisfying summer reading.” —Shelf Awareness

“There are days when nothing suits a reader like a good old-fashioned classic cozy with a puzzle plot, a country setting and some nice slight characters. When that urge strikes, Iona Whishaw’s delightful BC series featuring Lane Winslow and, now, husband, Inspector Darling of the King’s Cove constabulary, are just the ticket.” —Globe and Mail

“The setting is fresh and the cast endearing.”—CrimeReads

“Brave, bold and brilliant, Lane Winslow is a force to be reckoned with.” —Toronto Star

“As always, Whishaw’s characters are the heart of the whodunit—we adored spending time with Lane and her entourage, from the wisecracking Inspector Darling to his quirky but highly skilled crew of constables.”—Apple Books

“It’s the perfect series for fans of Miss Fisher and Maisie Dobbs.” —Zoomer magazine

“Very charming and delightful. If you like Louise Penny’s novels, this is right up your street.” —CBC Ontario Morning

“Think a young Katharine Hepburn—beautiful, smart and beyond capable. Winslow is an example of the kind of woman who emerged after the war, a confident female who had worked in factories building tanks and guns, a woman who hadn’t yet been suffocated by the 1950s perfect housewife ideal.” —Vancouver Sun

“I absolutely love the modern sensibility of these novels, of their feminism, sense of justice, their anti-racism, their progressiveness, which somehow never seems out of place in a tiny BC hamlet in 1948.” —Kerry Clare, author of Waiting for a Star to Fall and editor of 49th Shelf

“Iona Whishaw’s writing is worthy of taking its place alongside the works of Agatha Christie and Dorothy L Sayers …  deftly crafted and briskly paced.” —Fiona Valpy, author of The Dressmaker’s Gift

“What a delight! …  crafted with such charming finesse that readers will fall in love as I did.” —Genevieve Graham, #1 USA Today bestselling author of Bluebird

“An engaging, superbly crafted page turner of a mystery.” —Alan Hlad, international and USA Today bestselling author of The Long Flight Home

“Stellar …” —Eliza Knight, USA Today bestselling author of Starring Adele Astaire
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To all the women in intelligence in the Second World War, who risked everything to prove they belong. 





Prologue

SHE WATCHED, HER LIPS CLAMPED in frustration, as the Jeep crawled with agonizing slowness up the road. It would be dark soon, and the temperature had dropped, freezing the slush on the road and delivering more snow—this time icy needles that cut into the exposed parts of her face. The road climbed past the wood toward where she was standing now on the top of the hill. Her hours of waiting had finally paid off. She could see them now. This was what she’d been waiting for.

She pulled the log down the short hill from the edge of the wood, her hands almost frozen, whispering a thanks to the woodcutter who’d left it behind, and pushed and pulled until it lay across the narrow road. She wouldn’t even have to hide it under the snow. It would stop the Jeep, and someone would have to get out and move it. That was all the time she’d need. Breathing hard from the effort of manoeuvring the log into place, she crouched low behind a hump of snow and waited, her Beretta at the ready. She shivered, angry. He’d bungled it and got himself captured, jeopardizing their mission. No matter. She would free him, and they would get the traitor. She nodded several times, feeling a heady sense of triumph. They would get him.




Chapter One

December 20, 1940

“THIS IS ABYSMAL,” LANE WINSLOW said, shuddering and picking her way over debris along the Strand this icy morning. A building in ruins across the road was still smoking, and a mother with a small girl was disconsolately picking through the rubble. The morning was damp and grey, and the acrid smell of bomb sites was becoming all too familiar. “Shouldn’t that little girl have been sent to the country with the other children?” Lane shivered. “It’s diabolical that they bomb every bloody night. You can’t even get your feet under you.”

Lane and her fellow translator and flatmate, Irene, were in search of a cup of tea and something for breakfast before they had to be at headquarters in two hours for a briefing. The weather was disheartening, the worst in recent years. The rain had stopped, but the temperature was bitingly cold. Their usual teashop along the Strand was full to bursting, so they were looking for a quieter place away from the river up along Carey Street. There was a heightened mood on the streets, Lane thought. Was it because the cold reminded people that Christmas was coming, and they were desperately hanging on to anything they could feel good about?

“I am tired of having to be plucky, I must say, and I haven’t even had a bomb drop on me. It’s the constant strain of worrying, I think,” Irene said. “I’m gasping for a cuppa. Look, how about here?”

The little café was more than half full, and the warm fug of damp wool and smoke clung in the air, but there was a tiny table at the back, and they collapsed gratefully into the chairs. Almost everyone was in uniform, except for a couple of older women who perched on either side of a corner table looking like two piles of wool coats. A harried woman with a tray in her hand signalled that she’d be right over.

“Why are there so many people in every place?” Lane wondered, shrugging off her own damp coat. “I thought it might be some sort of desperate bid for Christmas spirit, but now I’m wondering if everyone senses that with petrol and sugar rationed everything else can’t be far behind, so they’re all frantically grabbing the last decent bun.”

“Well, if there’s to be a last decent bun, it’s mine, along with a fried egg,” Irene declared, taking off her gloves and rubbing her hands together. People were talking and even laughing, giving the place the cheer that comes with getting out of the cold and having a hot mug of tea between one’s hands. “Think of all the toffs over at the Ritz. I bet they aren’t enjoying their tea as much as these people are. There’s nothing like a cup of tea and a breakfast that you’ve really earned!” Irene was showing signs of good spirits. She’d been away from the flat again last night. Another new beau? Lane wondered.

Lane smiled. I suppose we have earned our tea, she thought, bent for long hours over communications that needed translating and sorting. Rushing down to huddle in the basement when the sirens went. Everyone in the city had earned a good breakfast, she thought, under those criteria.

“What’ll it be, ladies?” The woman with the tray had sidled her considerable figure through the crowded tables and was now beside them.

“A large pot of tea, any kind of buns you have, and can we have fried eggs?” Lane asked.

“You can have a fried egg apiece,” the woman said. “They aren’t rationed yet, but they’re harder to get.”

“Splendid!” said Irene. “And no root vegetables of any kind!”

“Oh, I know,” the woman said. “We’ll all be sitting in the Underground eating raw turnips if Herr Hitler keeps this up! I can do you a little sugar and some milk for your tea, though.”

“See, everyone is being plucky. It’s our national duty. We can’t let the side down,” Lane said, when the woman had left. “Though I think I draw the line at rushing up to the roof to watch the bombing. Katie did that the other night and said it was thrilling.”

“I don’t know. It would make a change from cowering underground. What do you think Barking is going to tell us?” Irene asked, referring to their commanding officer, Barkley.

“It won’t be ‘run along and get your hair done and buy a new frock,’ that’s for sure,” Lane answered.

“Is that what you’d secretly like to be doing? I’d like to go into a fabulous restaurant and have an enormous meal, with plenty of gravy, without the windows blowing out and having to duck under the table,” Irene said dreamily.

Lane smiled. “I thought you didn’t like toffs? Getting my hair done and a new frock would be rather nice, now I think of it. And the meal, of course, too. I never used to think about that sort of thing much. I was much too busy studying. Now I crave frivolity.”

Irene shook her head. “I mean, I ask you … did you see that quiz in the Kensington paper today? ‘What are the two most important root vegetables?’ A less frivolous thing would be difficult to imagine. Newspaper quizzes are supposed to be fun!”

Lane sighed. “I suppose with people losing their houses and all those people dying every night, it’s good to have root vegetables to distract one. What are they, anyway?”

“I don’t know. Potatoes and beetroot? Carrots and turnips?”

“You didn’t turn the page to find out?” Lane asked.

“I think it’s carrots. Good for night vision. Good for looking at documents in bad lighting.”

Lane shook her head. Irene didn’t always remember not to talk about their work. And she smoked. She pulled out her little brass cigarette case now and offered it to Lane, who declined.

“You should take it up,” Irene said, striking a match. “It’s the only thing in this awful weather.”

The pot of tea arrived, and the two young women fell on it gratefully. It was even decently strong. Lane watched pretty blond Irene with her cigarette in one hand and her cup in the other and wondered about her own life. At first the service had seemed a bit like school—everyone there for the same purpose—and she imagined that she would develop new friendships, but in fact they all knew very little about each other. Nevertheless, they could get close, because they were in a rarified atmosphere where no one else knew what they were doing. It made for camaraderie, but it could be hazardous. She’d learned this to her cost when she’d met Danielle, a girl her age whom she had rather liked because she read and had something to say. Within two months of Lane meeting her, she’d died when her rooming house was bombed. It was a continuous source of sadness for Lane. She wondered about Danielle’s people, and how much they must miss her. She truly feared what her own death might mean to her grandparents, who had doted on both her and her sister all their lives. Well, it was war. One had to pull oneself together. Those same grandparents had taught her that, and taught her well. She sighed and looked at Irene across from her, slurping tea.

She was pretty sure Irene didn’t read many books, but she always had something to say based on the women’s magazines. She’d come, Lane was sure, from quite a working-class background, but she’d lived in Germany with an aunt after her parents had died, and she read and spoke German well.

“You know that Iris? She’s carrying on with a married man!” Irene said suddenly, leaning forward.

Lane sighed. Irene and her gossip. She was incorrigible. “How could you know that?” she asked. “There is no indication of that at all at work.”

Irene tapped the side of her nose. “I keep my eye peeled,” she said with a wink. “My fella is off away,” she added with a sigh. “Africa, I think. He doesn’t tell me because he doesn’t like to worry me, but of course, we know, don’t we? We read things every day about what’s going on out there. I can’t think how worried he’d be if he knew I knew! What about yours?”

Lane had a fella, of sorts, but she was not allowed to talk about Angus. And she hadn’t seen him since early November. She suspected he knew what she did. She sighed at how often she longed to see him. He was something quite high up, she was sure, though he never said. No one ever said anything, she thought, except maybe Irene. “I don’t actually have anyone,” she said. But she looked at Irene. If she had a fella in Africa, where was she going on the nights she was away?

Irene waved a disbelieving hand. “A pretty girl like you? I don’t believe it! They must be queuing up!” She stubbed out her cigarette as their breakfast appeared. “Oh, God, look at this! It’s heavenly!”

Lane nodded. It was heavenly indeed. And she was spared having to talk any more about men. She doubted anyone was queuing up for her. She hadn’t the capacity for the kind of cheeriness that made Irene fun to be around. She never, she thought, ended any sentences with exclamation marks, and Irene seemed incapable of ending one any other way. Irene, she decided, was quite capable of not letting any grass grow under her feet, beau-wise!

“Do you think they’ll let us go home for Christmas?”

“No, I don’t,” Lane said truthfully. She’d love to go to her grandparents. She missed them and worried about them. This cold winter had brought heavy snow all over the north, which had brought nearly everything to a standstill, and though her grandmother, another plucky customer, wrote cheery letters about how lovely it was, the border country was well and truly in a deep freeze.

“No, you’re right,” Irene said with disappointment.

Fuller and a bit happier, the two women left the café and made their way to headquarters. Though the sun had put in an anemic appearance, the temperature had dropped. The shops they passed were contributing what they could to the season. Old posters of Father Christmas from before the war had been dusted off and put in windows, along with a few ornaments and pictures of impossible Christmas dinners served up under fairy-lit trees.

“Look,” Lane said, pointing to a sign in the window of a small post office. “They want us to post cards by the twentieth. That’s today. I’ve posted a sum total of two, and they were very sad specimens. My grandparents no doubt have theirs on the mantel in Scotland in pride of place. I doubt my sister’s card made it safely to South Africa, though I posted it a month ago.”

“I didn’t know your grandparents were Scottish, or that you had a sister in Africa,” Irene said.

“They’re not really Scottish. But they’ve retired to a nice quiet corner of Scotland. It’s so out of the way that aside from the rationing, I doubt this war will ever find them there. They used to live on the continent. As for my sister, my father let her travel to South Africa with a school friend to wait out the war.”

“I only have a great-aunt still alive in Ealing,” Irene sighed. “She has a good neighbour, so I suppose she won’t be completely alone at Christmas. And damn! I’ve not sent a card. Wait here while I run in and see if they have any, then I can get it out in time. I’d hate to be the reason she has a miserable Christmas!”

“You know, Christmas has a way of being magical no matter the circumstances,” Lane said, surprising herself with her own bit of frivolity, albeit sombre. She watched from the pavement as Irene ran into the post office, and then, smiling, stepped aside to let someone through. Then Lane frowned. Hadn’t Irene told her before it was an uncle in Ealing? She shook her head. Was half of what Irene said even true?




Chapter Two

“LIKE THE OLD BIDDIES LIKE to say, ‘There’s a war on,’ so sorry, no leave. Run along and enjoy what you can till you’re wanted. Sorry. No Father Christmas this year,” Barkley concluded, looking like he was pleased no one would be getting a Christmas.

Lane looked at Irene and rolled her eyes. They’d been sitting in the back row, Lane on principle—she hated to sit in the front row of anything. There was the sound of chairs being pushed about as the small group of fifteen got up and prepared to leave. Conversation was quietly disconsolate. Lane wanted to go, but Irene took that moment to lean forward and flirt with the man in front of her, blocking the way. Lane stood, waiting, trying not to appear rudely impatient, though she felt both rude and impatient. Finally, Irene got up and started for the door. They’d agreed to go shopping for what gifts they might be able to find in the shops, no matter what they heard at this briefing. This little pleasure seemed more imperative than ever now, but as it turned out, it was another thing that was not to be.

“Not you, Winslow.” The co’s voice cut through the chatter and brought her up short. Most of the people were out of the room, but those few who were left looked at each other with their eyebrows raised. Winslow appeared to be in trouble. Irene shrugged, waggled her fingers at Lane, saying, “See you when I see you,” and disappeared with the rest. Lane watched her go.

Irene was always disappearing, even overnight. Lane appreciated having the little flat to herself, but did wonder at Irene’s endless string of boyfriends, “fella” in Africa notwithstanding.

No one wanted to be caught in whatever riptide Lane was in, and she soon found herself alone with the co.

“Sir?”

“Sit down, Winslow.” He pointed at the chair directly opposite his desk in the front row. Lane sat, her hands in her lap, her mind running over what might be amiss. She could come up with no real transgression on her part, but her heart was racing, nonetheless. The oh, so aptly named Barkley wasn’t one of those avuncular cos dressed in tweeds, who sat back smoking a pipe with nice-smelling tobacco, being comforting and supportive. He had a disagreeable pencil moustache and smoked some horrible brand of gaspers, and he actually barked.

“I can’t believe what I’m about to say to you, Winslow. In fact, you’re the last person I’d be speaking to if I had any other option.”

Encouraging start, Lane thought. “Sir?”

He stood at his desk with his hands behind his back. “You have people in Scotland, don’t you?”

“Sir, yes. My grandparents. They’ve only been there since May. Broughton.”

“Good. I want you to go spend Christmas with them.”

“Sir?” Now she was completely baffled. She thought she’d blotted her copybook, or at best would be getting some ghastly new assignment. But this? No one else was getting to visit family at Christmas. She couldn’t imagine the resentment it would cause.

“That will be agreeable, won’t it? Have you been to their cottage?”

So, he knew they lived in a cottage. If she ever did get into any trouble there’d be no hiding! “Yes, sir. Once, to help settle them in.”

“Splendid. You got leave for that, I recall.” He turned to the wall where a series of maps sat in a stacked holder and looked at the corner of each one. Finding what he wanted, he pulled down a map of Scotland.

Lane’s heart sank. She had a feeling this wasn’t going to be a nice little Christmas visit to her grandparents after all. He’d taken up his pointer and was pointing at the southeast coast of Scotland, and then, as if he’d changed his mind, he put down his pointer and turned back to her, sitting down in his chair behind the desk.

“Make sure the damn door is closed,” he said, opening his cigarette case.

She could see that it was, but she obligingly got up and pulled at the doorknob to confirm. Then she heard a noise. It seemed to come from just outside the door. She opened the door a crack and heard someone moving rapidly down the hall, but when she looked, she could see no one. She shook her head and closed the door again. No doubt one of her nosy workmates wanting to hear just how much trouble she might be in.

“What is it?”

“I thought I heard someone outside, but they’re gone.”

“I suppose you’re as jumpy as all the rest of the girls.”

“No, sir, I don’t think any of us is very jumpy. You wanted the door closed and I thought that meant you didn’t want to be overheard.”

He made an indeterminate noise and held out his cigarette case in a half-hearted manner, and when she shook her head, slipped it back in his pocket and lit his cigarette. “Good. Sit down.” He waited until she had, and then leaned over toward her, blowing smoke out of the side of his mouth. “I’m going to be frank with you. I’m not sure if what I’m about to tell you is a good idea. If it had been left to me, it would never have been considered.” He cleared his throat and heaved a great sigh. “We’ve got a little job away from your usual desk. A sort of courier job, really. We need to keep it very low-key, and sending a woman would arouse less suspicion.”

Lane frowned. Courier? That’s what her father called himself, though everyone knew he was a full-blown spy. She wondered if whoever had suggested her knew about her father. If they thought she’d learned anything from him, they were to be sadly mistaken!

“Sir?”

“We just want you to pick someone up. This mission will be need to know only, do you understand?”

“Mission, sir?” This sounded well beyond anything she ever imagined doing.

“Perhaps I shouldn’t have said ‘mission.’ No need to make heavy weather of it. It’s a simple task, really. I want you to meet someone off the east coast of Scotland and take him home to a nice Christmas with your grandparents. Nothing easier.”

“Sir?” He was overselling the simplicity of it, she was sure.

“I do wish you’d stop saying ‘sir’ in that inane way.” He sighed again as if he was overcoming an almost overwhelming reluctance to assign her to anything, let alone this job. He leaned over and opened the bottom drawer of the oak desk. “You’ll need this.” He pulled up a Webley revolver with a silencer and plunked it on the desk. He followed it with a notebook. “Sign for it here. And try not to lose it,” he added with exaggerated weariness.

Lane almost recoiled. A revolver? “Why, sir? If I’m just meeting someone?”

“Because, Winslow, there might be a cock-up, we might have got bad information, he might not be who he says he is, he might have been rumbled, there might be a secret cell here that’s keeping an eye on things. Because I’m having to send a twenty-year-old girl instead of someone … well, experienced, and male. Any number of things. You just have to avoid shooting the target. Or anyone, if you can help it. This whole thing has to be done very much on the q.t.”

She imagined turning up at her grandparents’ cottage armed to the teeth, or being obliged to actually shoot someone. She sighed, trying to understand the true scope of what he was asking her. She signed next to the date and sat back. “When is the rendezvous, sir, and where?”

He nodded, relieved that she wasn’t going to throw up any more objections. “That’s more like it.” He turned and pointed at the map. “The ‘where’ is here.” He jabbed at the east coast again with his pointer along the borders. “Just south of a fishing village called Eyemouth. A tiny hamlet … not even that … a couple of cottages … called Armuth. Just south, here, there are a number of rocky coves. Twenty-four December, 0100. The Germans are usually pretty accurate.”

“Germans, sir? Is the man German?” Lane asked, surprised. Well, of course German. Why else all the secrecy?

He ignored her. “I have an ordnance map of the area.” Another drawer, and a folded map appeared. He spread it out on the desk. He’d left his gasper in the ashtray, creating a stream of smoke. “You see here? X marks the spot.”

She had got up and was leaning over the desk, and a momentary smile at the old pirate expression crossed her lips. X did
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