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PREFACE


The following real-life people are portrayed fictionally in this book:

During the Golden Age of Crime Fiction between the two World Wars, the top-selling mystery writers of the time—Agatha Christie, Dorothy L. Sayers, Ngaio Marsh, and Margery Allingham—were dubbed the Queens of Crime.

Agatha Christie (1890–1976), the best-selling writer since Shakespeare, is best known for her Hercule Poirot and Miss Marple mystery novels.

Dorothy L. Sayers (1893–1957) is best known for her mystery novels featuring Lord Peter Wimsey, an amateur sleuth who later married writer Harriet Vane.

Ngaio Marsh (1895–1982) is best known for her thirty-two novels featuring Scotland Yard Detective Chief Inspector Roderick Alleyn, who later married painter Agatha Troy.

Margery Allingham (1904–1966) is best known for her eighteen novels and more than twenty short stories featuring Albert Campion, an amateur sleuth and adventurer who later married aeronautic engineer Lady Amanda Fitton.

Lilian Wyles (1885–1975) started her career as a sergeant in the Metropolitan Women Police in 1919. In 1922 she was promoted to Inspector and was the first woman to serve as a ranking officer in the CID at Scotland Yard. Like many other women at Scotland Yard, Lilian’s main charge was to take statements from women and children in sexual assault cases. Lilian was promoted to Chief Inspector in 1935. At her retirement in 1949, there were 338 Metropolitan Policewomen, twenty-one of them in the CID. Her memoir is A Woman at Scotland Yard: Reflections on the Struggles and Achievements of Thirty Years in the Metropolitan Police.

Dorothy Peto (1886–1974) began her police career as a Female Enquiry Officer in 1920, and became the first Superintendent of Women Police at Scotland Yard in 1932. She is credited with using the Children and Young Person Act of 1933 to take ownership of cases involving child abuse, expanding the role for Women Police. Before she retired in 1946, she had increased the number of policewomen from fifty-five officers to more than two hundred. After her death, the Metropolitan Police published The Memoirs of Miss Dorothy Olivia Georgiana Peto, OBE.

Sir Philip Game (1876–1961) was appointed Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police at Scotland Yard in London in 1935. He held the position through the Second World War, retiring at the end of the war in 1945.

Frederick Ogilvie (1893–1949) became the director-general of the BBC in 1938 and served until January 1942. He was knighted by King George VI in June 1942.

Roger Hollis (1905–1973) was a British intelligence officer with MI5 from 1938 to 1965. He was promoted to director-general in 1956 and retired in 1965.






PROLOGUE


Tuesday, 6th of May, 1941

It wasn’t unusual for a ten-year-old boy to help support his family by shining shoes, especially once the war began, but Sameh was small for his age, so there would always be some at King’s Cross Station who’d give him a strange look. Although, if he were honest, there were many who didn’t notice him at all. Sameh didn’t mind if people missed seeing him, but he certainly didn’t miss seeing anyone or anything. He had sharp dark eyes, and watched every single person who went by as he sat on his wooden box, ready for customers. He scrutinized every pair of shoes that strolled or scuttled past him—polished or shabby, petite or of considerable size—ready to make his sales pitch. “Shine! Shoeshine here! Get yer shine!”

So, when he saw the woman’s bare feet, he was startled. It was early May and still rather cold. How could someone not be wearing shoes in King’s Cross Station? The feet stopped for a moment near him, and he looked up to see what kind of person would walk in their bare feet on the cold gray pavement.

The woman’s face was thin and pale, her dark hair hanging limp around her face. Her eyes seemed haunted as she scanned the crowd at the train station, unsteady on her feet. She wore an oversized man’s trenchcoat, her arms wrapped tightly around her, keeping it close to her thin body. Had she no clothes underneath?

Sameh stood up. He thought she looked like someone who needed help. But he didn’t know how to help her. Below the hem of the tan coat, he saw a few inches of dirty silk. It was thin material; he could almost see through it. It reminded him of his mother’s slip, something she wore underneath dresses. Looking at this woman as she hugged herself and shivered, Sameh thought it must be the only thing she had on under the thin coat.

He looked at her face, her eyes sleepy or dopey, a look he’d seen before, on some of the ragged men lurking in corners of the station and in alleyways. She wavered for a moment as she stood just a few feet in front of him. The corners of her mouth were pointed down, but in spite of the fog in her eyes, her face had a determined look to it. Was she running away from something, Sameh wondered, or someone? Suddenly, she turned and slipped back into the crowd, disappearing like a ghost.

Sameh sat down again, scratched his head through his dark brown curls, and thought how that was just one of the many unusual things he’d seen since the war began. He shook his head. Unusual was starting to seem usual. He turned his attention back to the morning crowd, back to the feet that were rushing to wherever they insisted on rushing to, and he called out, “Shine! Shoeshine here! Get yer shine!” Then he noticed the envelope on the ground where the barefoot woman had just been standing. She must have dropped it.

He picked it up. He scanned the crowd.

She was gone.






CHAPTER 1


Tuesday, 6th of May, 1941

Agatha Christie sat at her desk, fidgeting instead of typing. She felt conflicted about her writing lately. Her new book, Evil Under the Sun, would be out next month, and she hoped the underlying themes would ring true and please her readers, just as much as the mystery puzzle. Her publishers did not want any direct reference to the war in her books because they believed escapism was more what the readers wanted these days. Agatha could see their point, but it was difficult for her to write stories that completely ignored what they were all living through. She hadn’t decided on a title for her current project, which was told through the point of view of a wounded RAF pilot—perhaps The Moving Finger—and she hoped the indirect references to the war would be subtle enough for her publishers. She’d had more success getting away with war references in her recent serial with Tommy and Tuppence, a spy story.

She had to represent the disruption of war in her mystery stories somehow, whether the publishers liked it or not. And she had to write; it was how she made her living—but more than that, if she stopped writing she would feel, well, ill, really, or unsettled in her mind. She had to make notes, work out puzzles, invent characters, put them into worlds of their own, and let them talk to each other. It was the only way she could make sense of what was happening around her. And the world was making so little sense these days.

The war was raging. London was being showered with bombs nightly. People were doing despicable things. She got up from her desk, wrapped her cornflower-blue cardigan around her tall ample frame, and went to the kitchen to make some tea. The morning was spent, and her close friend Dorothy L. Sayers would be arriving soon. No use trying to get any writing done now.

Agatha had always been comfortable on her own. She liked keeping herself to herself. But lately she felt that being alone was turning into being lonely. She missed her husband, Max, who was away in North Africa with the Royal Air Force Volunteer Reserve, and she was worried about him—how could she not be? While she waited for the kettle to boil, Agatha looked at her reflection in the hall mirror. She ran her fingers along the streaks of gray overtaking her dark hair pinned back into a coil at the nape of her neck. Now that she had turned forty-nine, she often thought how she had more years behind her than ahead of her, but she didn’t feel old. In fact, she still felt twenty-seven inside. Max, fifteen years her junior, certainly helped her feel young. She really missed him, but at least he wrote often, and she was so proud of his service. Her daughter from her first marriage, Rosalind, had gotten married last year and since then seemed to have little time for Agatha—understandable, but with Max gone it added to the emptiness.

The war had created so many voids in their lives.

Agatha set a tray with cups and saucers, milk and sugar, and plenty of biscuits. She was doing what she could for the war effort by volunteering at the pharmacy at University College Hospital. Working in the dispensary wasn’t front-line peril, but it was important, and she could easily walk to the hospital from the Lawn Road Flats where she lived in Hampstead. She loved the sleek Lawn Road Flats, which made her feel like she lived on an ocean liner, with its lean minimalist design, its white curved balconies. And despite the air raids, she was glad to be in London instead of out in the country. Rosalind and her husband, Hubert, were with his family in Wales, and Agatha felt it was best to leave the newlyweds to themselves. If Agatha was honest, she thought her relationship with Rosalind had slightly suffered in the ten years since Agatha’s marriage to Max, and she hoped that the uneasy threads that had taken hold of their mother-daughter relationship would loosen with Rosalind’s own matrimonial happiness.

As much as Agatha disliked most social situations (she thought of herself as a private person who liked to be social on her own terms, rather than shy), in these troubled times she preferred the city. There were always interesting people to observe in London. She liked to feel them around her, watch them in cafés, listen to them on the street. Agatha was an observer who had enjoyed traveling the world, and her careful examination of everything around her was a key element in her life. Now more than ever, it was a distraction she needed.

She brought the tea tray into the sitting room, sat in her favorite overstuffed chair, and picked up the newspaper, but put it down again. Too much bad news. Air raids announced bombs almost every night. When would it be over? Ever since Dunkirk, life on this island nation felt like it was shrinking. She felt a wave of helplessness wash over her. But what could she do? She was one of millions of people in Britain wondering when the war would end, not to mention how. The relentless bombing seemed to have slowed down, but it never ended. She woke every day hoping for good news. But Max was safe—so far, at least. And she kept herself busy with her work, both at the pharmacy and her writing, and she saw friends, like Dorothy, who would be arriving any moment. Agatha knew she should be counting her blessings. The doorbell rang and she stood and hurried to the front hall.

“Hello, hello!” she said as she opened the door. “Come through. There’s time for tea before we go.” She led Dorothy to the sitting room.

“What’s this all about, Agatha?” Dorothy untied her silk scarf from around her neck and took off her hat, revealing her dark hair pulled back into a bun. “Your call was hardly enlightening. You have me on pins and needles.”

“Good morning to you, too, Dorothy. Catch your breath.” Agatha took Dorothy’s coat, hat, and scarf and gestured to a chair. Dorothy was only a couple of years younger, but Agatha noticed that she had little gray hair to speak of. “How are things at the BBC?”

“Don’t get me started on that chaos.” Dorothy sat and took out her cigarettes. “That producer they assigned me is useless. I’m going to tell them if I can’t work with who I want, the deal is off.”

Agatha was surprised. “Would you really do that?”

“Maybe. I don’t know.” Dorothy shrugged and flicked her gold lighter. “But if I keep making a fuss, maybe they’ll let me do what I want. Otherwise, it’ll be a mess, and what’s the point of putting together a radio play series if it’s dreadful? Nobody needs that. I certainly don’t. I’m meeting with them today after our luncheon, and I’ll let you know what happens. Hopefully they won’t toss me out the window! Now stop trying to change the subject.” Dorothy took a long drag of her cigarette. “What is this big secret at the dispensary? And why are we having lunch with Detective Chief Inspector Lilian Wyles? Are the two things connected?”

They had met DCI Lilian Wyles two years earlier when Sir Henry Heathcote had been murdered at his country home, Hursley House. Agatha and Dorothy, with Ngaio Marsh and Margery Allingham, the four best-selling mystery writers of the decade, had been the hosts of a gala fundraiser for the Women’s Voluntary Service, staying the whole weekend. The morning after the gala ball, Sir Henry was found murdered in his library just as they were enjoying their breakfast. The Four Queens of Crime, as they were called for their mystery writing fame, had done their part to help DCI Lilian Wyles from the CID at Scotland Yard solve the case with her partner, DCI Richard Davidson. And they had all met again soon after, at a bon voyage luncheon for Ngaio as she was about to embark on a trip home to New Zealand—a luncheon that had turned out to be its own brief adventure.

Agatha had kept in touch with Lilian, having tea or lunch with her a few times since they’d met that spring weekend in 1938. They always had much to talk about and, although their backgrounds and lives were quite different, Agatha felt they had a formed a kind of friendship.

“I’m sure Lilian must be fully occupied with all the despicable criminal activities in London. I hear that crime is much worse since the war started.” Agatha poured tea for them.

“It’s deplorable that people would take advantage of the blackouts to pillage and plunder.” Dorothy chose a ginger biscuit, her favorite.

“I can’t agree with you more. And I hadn’t wanted to bother her. But I rang her up and asked to meet because of what was happening at the dispensary.”

“What is happening at the dispensary, Agatha? You still haven’t told me.” Dorothy took a tiny sip of her tea, steam rising and fogging her pince-nez.

“I’m not really sure what’s happening.” Agatha shook her head. “A substance has gone missing, twice in fact, and no one seems to be doing anything about it.”

“What substance? And how do you know?”

“Inventory is part of what I do at the dispensary. Most of the substances are in short supply and many of them are dangerous. Including the missing one—chloral hydrate.”

Dorothy raised an eyebrow. “What’s it used for?”

“Anesthesia, normally, but—have you ever heard of a Mickey Finn?” Agatha put her teacup down with a clink.

“Only in American detective novels.”

“People put drops of chloral hydrate in other people’s drinks to knock them out.”

“Knock them out?” Dorothy paused and put down her own teacup. “Oh, I see.”

“But it can also be used to help someone sleep. If used in very small quantities, it’s not as dangerous, but it’s highly addictive.”

“An anesthetic, a knock-out drug, a sleeping aid. Quite the adaptable substance.”

“Be that as it may, no one should be stealing it,” Agatha said, and they both knew their police friend Lilian would agree.



Detective Chief Inspector Lilian Wyles hadn’t planned to spy on her Scotland Yard commissioner, Sir Philip Game, from across Yardley Street. She just happened to see him as she stepped out of the chemist’s after filling her father’s prescription. But something about the way Sir Philip was speaking with a thin and nattily dressed older gentleman seemed out of the ordinary. Sir Philip, with his pale chubby cheeks and stiff mustache, shuffling his Homburg hat from one hand to the other, was leaning a little too close to the distinguished-looking gentleman as they spoke. The gentleman with Sir Philip was quite handsome with his tight salt and pepper curls, high cheekbones, and bushy gray eyebrows accenting his brown skin, and seemed perfectly at ease, while Sir Philip seemed anxious, fidgeting and glancing around. They stood next to a shiny Rolls-Royce, the chauffeur behind the wheel, who most properly was paying no attention to the conversation.

Lilian couldn’t stop herself from watching. She wondered, was this a random chat on the street or something more significant? Their postures seemed just this side of formal, but too stilted for them to be real friends.

She slipped into what had been a doorway of a damaged and boarded-up building that must have caught a bomb. So many buildings were left in disrepair. People had little money for such things, and even if they did, there were not enough workers or supplies to fix all the buildings that needed fixing. Most able-bodied young men were in the armed services, and the necessary materials had to be reserved for the war effort.

Lilian saw Sir Philip laugh uncomfortably, smooth his graying hair with one swipe of his hand, then glance back down the street in her direction. Relieved that she had moved out of his view, she settled into the shadows. Lilian was due to meet Agatha and Dorothy; Agatha had said she had something important to discuss. Lilian always looked forward to seeing Agatha, and they hadn’t seen each other in a while. They’d both been rather busy since London had been under attack.

Lilian would only have time for a quick lunch before she had to get back to her office at Scotland Yard where she worked in the Criminal Investigations Department. Now she would be delayed. If she hadn’t noticed Sir Philip, she would’ve walked by on the opposite side of the street, oblivious to his possible skulduggery, and kept to her schedule.

She peeked at them again, the two men almost nose to nose, firing words back and forth. But then they settled down, and the bushy-eyebrowed gentleman took over the conversation. She wished she could hear them. She slipped the bottle of pills for her father into her jacket pocket and leaned against the doorframe. She admired the commissioner, who had supported her and the other women police officers in their endeavors to make London safe, especially since crime had increased when Hitler had marched into Poland and England was at war. So many young men and women were serving in the British Army, the Royal Air Force or His Majesty’s Royal Navy, as well as the Secret Service, and there were so many people that had to go without. This allowed desperation to find its way into their hearts, which was the kind of thing that invigorated crime—especially since the bombings made blackouts necessary, convenient for concealing the smashing and looting that had become nightly occasions.

Most Brits banded together to support king and country in this time of war, but some took advantage of the conditions, turning to the black market or petty crime. So many things about war were horrible, Lilian thought, the lives lost, the air raids and bombings, the men who returned from battle with their bodies broken or their minds shell-shocked. The last thing they needed at the Metropolitan Police was to spend more time fighting local transgressions. Somehow routine crime seemed such a waste of time compared to war.

Lilian glanced at her wristwatch then back at the two gentlemen standing next to the Rolls. Should she just walk past them across the street and pretend not to see them?

Then the two men were shaking hands and the strange gentleman with bushy eyebrows got into his Rolls and his driver took him away. Lilian tried to get a better look as his car drove past her, but he was too deeply settled into the cushy back seat.

The commissioner walked in the other direction, and after a moment, when he had disappeared round the corner, Lilian stepped out of the doorway. But just as she did, a woman rushed by, bumping straight into Lilian, almost knocking her over. In the collision the woman dropped a parcel, and they both stooped to retrieve it.

“Excuse me,” Lilian said, feeling at fault, stepping out of the shadows as she’d done.

“Excusez-moi, er, excuse me.” The woman had a dark blue hat tilted to one side over her caramel-colored hair, and an expensive camera hanging around her neck from a strap. She had spoken perfect French but then switched to English with no accent. The woman grabbed at the parcel, pulling it out of Lilian’s grasp. “No, please.”

The parcel was wrapped in brown paper, tied with twine, a flat square shape, small enough to be grasped with one hand, a little larger than the woman’s palm, and lightweight. Lilian was taken aback at how the woman had grappled so fiercely at the parcel. She looked into the woman’s deep blue eyes above her sharp nose, noticing a dark scar at the bottom edge of her left eyebrow, causing that one eyebrow to appear longer than the other one. Her whole face seemed slightly askew.

The woman steadied herself and gave Lilian a prim-lipped smile as she clutched the parcel and adjusted the camera strap. Lilian stepped back to let her pass, noticing that the woman’s wool coat was of fine material with a soft fur collar, her dark skirt well fitted, her shoes new and highly polished. The shops were short of everything due to the war, and while Lilian needed shoes, she had to make do with what she had. She watched the woman rush in the direction of King’s Cross Station, leaving a subtle scent of perfume in her wake. Lilian looked back to where Sir Philip and the bushy-eyebrowed man had been standing. Had there been something funny about that meeting? Sir Philip knew a lot of people and would have any number of reasons for having such a conversation on the street.

Lilian walked the last few blocks to the café where Agatha had suggested they meet, taking a circuitous route, since the most convenient through street was closed due to bomb damage. She passed other burned-out buildings and piles of rubble, realizing she was so used to seeing such destruction it no longer had much impact. She was still thinking about Sir Philip and reflecting on how mistrustful she was getting since the war started, or maybe since she’d become a detective. She smiled at the thought—it had been more than twenty years.

She certainly had reason to be more disillusioned these days; so many things she never thought would happen were now happening. The Nazis had taken over Europe, all the way to the English Channel. England had never felt more like an island, and currently an island in peril. They had all felt at the breaking point even before the evacuation of troops from Dunkirk, and since then the constant bombing for months had made it seem like their world was about to end.

But it hadn’t. The nighttime bombings would now pause for a day or two, although the anticipation could seem almost as bad as the air raids. She turned the corner, saw the sign for the café, and quickened her pace.






CHAPTER 2


Tuesday, 6th of May, 1941

Margery Allingham sighed as she pulled the muddy Wellies off her feet and sat on the low bench on her back porch. The garden was still coming together, and Margery was enjoying her outdoor tasks. A good long morning of tending the garden fed her soul and exhausted her enough so she could sleep at night, although anxiety often kept her awake. She was worried about the war, of course, friends who were fighting, family members serving. They hadn’t experienced much bombing here in Tolleshunt D’Arcy, out in the country near Colchester, but they were close enough to the southern east coast to hear the planes overhead almost every night—German planes on the way to London to drop bombs and then fly back. It was unnerving. And there were all the young women and children who had evacuated London and come to stay in Tolleshunt D’Arcy to be safe from the bombings.

These poor souls were far from their family and friends, stuck in this unfamiliar place, sleeping in spare rooms, attics, even made-over barns. Margery had helped the town get ready for these temporary guests, then more than twice the number of people they were expecting had arrived. It had been quite a struggle to make them comfortable, to feed and clothe them, and make room for the children at school. And not everyone had been welcoming. Margery felt some collateral shame remembering how a few of their neighbors had acted. Imagine being sent to the country for safety, many of them children on their own, and then feeling like you weren’t wanted? Margery didn’t know what could make a person feel worse. She felt for these young Londoners.

She shook her head. She wouldn’t think about it now. She had a meal to prepare for herself and her guest, a teenager named Susana. Margery’s husband, Pip, was stationed farther north with the home guard, and she worried about him, even though he wrote her that he was safe. He was observing and reporting and being helpful, and that was the best she could hope for.

Later, if Margery was lucky, she’d have some time to write. She had recently published a thriller, Traitor’s Purse, and writing it had been a good diversion, building the clues, working on the fast-paced plot. Albert Campion, her fictional main character, had surprised her in that latest story, and his deeper emotional life had come to the surface. She’d had great fun with it and now was working on a nonfiction memoir of their village life during the war, temporarily titled The Oaken Heart. It was quite different from anything she had ever written, and she was struggling to get it right. But it felt important.

Now there was work to be done. An older neighbor farther out in the country had things to donate, and Margery had promised to drive out to her estate and collect them. Boxes of clothes, useful kitchen items, maybe even books, many things that would help the hosting families care for these young guests. Margery barely knew the old woman, Dolly Park, but she had heard many stories about her house, that it was full of interesting art, and she was looking forward to it. It would be an adventure. And she needed an adventure. Anything that would distract her from her constant worry.

“Mrs. Allingham?” Her guest had come out from the kitchen. Susana Garcia had never been outside of London before she was evacuated months ago, and Margery was impressed at how quickly she’d learned to be efficient in the garden. She was also a great help around the house, and was turning out to be quite a cook.

Margery stood up in her stocking feet and smiled at the seventeen-year-old. Susana’s dark wavy hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she smiled as she dried her hands on her apron.

“Hello, Susana, done shelling the last of the peas?”

“Yes, we have a heap.” Susana paused in the middle of the kitchen, as if she didn’t know what to do next. Margery smiled at the young woman, but Susana looked concerned.

“What is it?” Margery inquired.

“I still haven’t heard from my sister.” Susana wrung her hands in the apron, then noticed what she was doing and smoothed it instead.

Margery pursed her lips. Susana had been trying to get in touch with her older sister, and they were both getting worried. “How long has it been?”

“Months! Two months. Carmen should have written by now.” Susana untied the apron and rolled it up into as she spoke. “I wouldn’t worry so much, except—”

“Except what?” Margery slipped into her house shoes and walked to the sink to fill the kettle and get lunch started. Susana followed her, slumping.

“She wouldn’t tell me where she was going.” Susana’s eyes were dark. “It sounded wrong.”

“What do you mean, ‘wrong’?” Margery started slicing a loaf of bread they had baked early that morning. Susana moved to get butter and cheese.

“I don’t know! Normally she wouldn’t keep anything from me, so there must have been something wrong.”

“What did she tell you?”

“Just that she’d found a way to make better money and that I wasn’t to worry. Now why would she say not to worry if there wasn’t something to worry about?”

Margery began to butter the slices of bread and thought to herself that Susana made a good case. “Perhaps we can take a drive into London in a few days and see what we can find out.”

“Can we go tomorrow?” Susanna looked at Margery, her brown eyes suddenly bright.

“Tomorrow? We have to go up to Miss Dolly Park’s house to pick up her donations.”

“The day after, then?” Susana pleaded. “I don’t think I can wait any longer.”

Margery paused. Her chores wouldn’t suffer from being put on hold for a day. And Susana needed this. Her sister was the only family she had left. Margery couldn’t imagine what it would be like if someone she loved suddenly disappeared off the face of the earth. She thought about Pip, posted so far north.

“Yes, the day after tomorrow,” she promised. “As long as you help me load and organize everything from Miss Park’s house.”

“Yes! Yes! I will lift, cart, lug, hoist, heave, and haul!” Susana laughed and hugged Margery with enthusiasm.

“All right, all right!!” Margery couldn’t help but laugh along with her. She said a little grateful prayer that Pip, her mother, and her own younger brother and sister, Philip and Emily, were safe and sound. Her father had passed before the war began. Lucky him, she sometimes thought. Knowing her own family was safe made her even more determined to help Susana. How could she not?



Agatha tapped her foot as she waited with Dorothy at the table in The Star Café near King’s Cross. She was thankful that Lilian was able to meet them, even if she was late. Surely, she was busy with more important things. Agatha hoped she wasn’t about to waste Lilian’s time.

“Agatha! Dorothy!”

“Lilian!” The two writers stood and exchanged embraces and pecks on cheeks with the detective chief inspector.

“I’m so pleased to see you both.” Lilian felt humbled whenever she met these women, grateful that the famous authors had kept in touch with her since that weekend they met at Hursley House.

A waiter appeared and they all ordered the daily special. Menus were bleak due to rationing, so the daily special was the safest choice, if not sometimes the only choice.

After an exchange of pleasantries, Lilian looked at Agatha’s anxious face. “Why did you want to meet, Agatha?”

Agatha paused. “I feel almost silly, all of a sudden, but I had to tell someone.”

“Go on then.” Lilian knew Agatha to be a serious person. As imaginative and creative as she was, she wouldn’t have called Lilian just on a whim.

“You know I’m at the University College Hospital pharmacy, helping in the dispensary.”

“Yes, so wonderful of you to do that.”

“It’s the least I could do. One of the duties I perform is inventory. It’s important to keep track of the medicines and controlled substances.”

Lilian nodded.

“Well, a few times something has gone missing, and there doesn’t seem to be any particular urgency in following up on it. I made a report, but no one has gotten to the bottom of it.”

“Would they tell you if they did?” Lilian tilted her head and smiled.

Agatha paused. “Why wouldn’t they?”

“Did you report it to the hospital administration or the police?”

“The hospital.”

Law enforcement wouldn’t normally share information of an investigation. Lilian had been the one to include the four crime writers in the investigation of the murder of Sir Henry Heathcote the first time they met, and their input had been invaluable. But it was unorthodox, not the norm.

“Agatha, I know you’ve been included in past investigations.” Lilian hoped she was explaining it kindly. “But you can’t expect everyone to allow your participation like I did.”

“No, of course not,” Agatha said briskly. “I’m quite serious, Lilian, this is not about me wanting to be a part of some adventure. This is a narcotic missing from a double-locked hospital dispensary. I’m not sure anyone is even investigating.” Agatha took a deep breath. “I haven’t been visited by the police. No one has questioned me or the other staff I work with.”

“That doesn’t necessarily mean it isn’t being looked into.” Lilian paused. Agatha was right, though; it didn’t sound proper.

“This is a dangerous substance, Lilian,” Dorothy added. “Agatha wouldn’t be concerned if it wasn’t important.”

“Of course not.” Lilian looked at Agatha. “What is the substance?”

“Chloral hydrate went missing. Twice that I know of.”

Lilian paused at this. “I don’t like the sound of it, I have to admit. Choral hydrate is deadly.”

“I was hoping you could look into it. Just to make sure. I’m afraid if no one investigates, whoever stole it will just do it again and again. And what will that mean?”

Lilian let that sink in. What did it mean that someone was stealing chloral hydrate from the hospital dispensary? Would that go through the Metropolitan Police, or some other government office? Perhaps she could ask Richard Davidson, her old Scotland Yard colleague now in the Security Service. Richard wasn’t always based in London since he took the position with MI5, but he was currently in town and they were meeting that evening.

The waiter brought their food and Lilian picked up her napkin and arranged it on her lap. “I’ll do what I can, Agatha.”

“I knew I could count on you.”

Lilian picked up her fork and knife, and tried to find the meat in the dubious muddle on her plate covered in grayish-brown gravy. If Richard could help, she thought, he certainly would. If he didn’t have too much muddle on his own plate.



Ngaio Marsh turned the steering wheel of the hospital ambulance bus she was driving and pulled up in front of the great stone Burwood Hospital building in Christchurch, New Zealand. She pulled the handbrake firmly before she jumped out and went round to the back of the bus to see if the nurses and orderlies needed help. They were escorting or carrying the wounded men off the ambulance and into the hospital building. Once they got inside, Ngaio would hand over a thick pile of paperwork on a clipboard to the nurses.

Ngaio had signed up as a volunteer in September 1939, as soon as New Zealand declared war on Germany along with Britain. These wounded soldiers and sailors from England, Australia, and New Zealand were well enough to travel but too broken or damaged to return to service. Some had lost arms or legs, some were healing deeper physical wounds, and some were quite fit in their bodies but had taken too much shock to their minds to go back into battle. She felt worse for this last group of men. What had they seen? What had they been through? The damage to one’s mind seemed a bigger loss than a leg or an eye, she thought.

This was the end of her shift, so she handed the keys to the next driver and made her way home. She’d make tea for her father and then go to rehearsal. She had agreed to direct a production of Outward Bound for some undergraduate students at the college, which was proving to be more work than she had bargained for, however inspiring. The young men were so full of energy, if on edge, worrying about family or friends away at war, some of them wondering if it would be their turn soon. Every day was more uncertain. But she was glad she was there to provide this training and the diversion. After rehearsal, she’d stop back at the hospital to read to the wounded or help them write letters home.

“Dad, I’m home!” Ngaio called out as she entered her house and went straight to the kitchen. She heard no answer, so she assumed he was out in the garden. Nature had always been his best companion, and even more so since cancer had taken her mother. She was lucky to have her writing and her theater projects and her friends. Her father had visitors, a few friends and neighbors, but more and more he preferred to be alone. She got down to it, carving some cold ham, frying potatoes in the old cast-iron pan, and slicing tomatoes from the garden. She prepared two plates and brought them to the table.

“Dad! Teatime!” She called out again. No answer. For a millisecond she was worried. Was he too far outside to hear her, or was something wrong? She went to the back door, pushed through, and walked out toward the little grouping of trees where he liked to sit. There he was, on his bench, looking out toward the sun as it was just beginning to set.

“All right, Dad?”

He turned to her as she sat next to him and put his arm around her. “Remember that monkey puzzle tree behind the old house in Fendalton?”

“I disliked that tree.” Ngaio made a face at the thought of it, with its stiff short branches and spiky leaves.

“I know.” He laughed. “Why, though? Why didn’t you like that silly tree?”

“Maybe just because it was so silly.”

“You were too serious as a child.” He pulled her into a hug. “And you haven’t changed much.”

“I’m serious about tea. Come inside. I have to go to rehearsal soon and then back to the hospital.”

They rose and walked slowly to the house, arm in arm. Ngaio wondered at the memories he would bring up now and then. That tree meant nothing to her, and she was surprised that he even remembered she disliked it. He was having such strange thoughts as he got older.

“Do you want to come to rehearsal with me tonight?” she asked, hugging his arm as they walked.

“God no! I’m going to listen to the radio and get to bed early. Enjoy your undergraduate rapscallions.”

“They are rapscallions, aren’t they?”

“Yes, you should make them do some Shakespeare, straighten them out a bit.”

“That would straighten us all out.”

Her father stopped her at the door, just before they took the first step inside. “Ngaio, you hardly paint anymore.”

“Not enough time, Dad. Ambulance bus driving, writing books, directing rapscallions, reading to soldiers and sailors.”

“You should make time.” He smoothed her cheek.

“If only we could make time,” she joked. “I’d make a time factory and give us all extra hours in the day.”

“I’ll take extra sunset hours, please.”

“Sunrise for me.” She led him gently into the house. He was right, though. She should spend some time painting. Perhaps she’d get up at sunrise and do some sketching before her next driving shift. Or she’d sketch some of the wounded boys, or the fresh boys at rehearsal, before they got sent away themselves. That thought suddenly made her sad. The image of the undergraduate boys, so full of life, compared to the broken young men at the hospital only a wee bit older, turned her sadness into anger. Hitler and his megalomania, blast him, she thought.

Then her anger turned into helplessness. Ngaio watched her father as he tucked into his ham and potatoes, but her appetite was gone. She watched him for a moment, his gray hair a bit too long, his linen shirt showing wear at the collar, his strong hands clutching his fork with enthusiasm. She was grateful they had each other, especially since her mother was gone. Her father looked up at her, his fork paused halfway to his mouth.

“Did you see the post? There’s something for you.” Then he lost himself in his meal.

Ngaio found the letter in the front hall. It was from Richard Davidson, ex-Scotland Yard, currently Security Service in London. What could be better? She ripped it open.

Dear Ngaio, I’m so far away, yet feeling so close to you as I write this.

Ngaio forgot about her tea and burrowed into the settee in the front room to read the beautiful pages.






CHAPTER 3


Tuesday, 6th of May, 1941

Lilian walked quickly across the street after leaving Agatha and Dorothy at the café. She was going to be late getting back to the Yard, and she hoped that no one needed her. She should have combined the lunch trip with an afternoon of checking in on some of her women police on patrol, she thought. That took a whole day—there were so many areas of London the women police she supervised had to cover—and would have allowed her more flexibility. But she’d been hoping to get through a pile of reports on her desk. The best laid plans of mice and men, she quoted to herself, even though I’m neither. She decided to cut through King’s Cross Station to reach the bus stop on the other side.

She slipped into the station along with the crowd, who was on their way to catch a variety of trains. As she was bumped and jostled, she began to wonder if this was any faster than walking outside of the station. She tried to veer round the edge of the crowd and passed a group she assumed to be veterans coming from the other direction—they were old enough to have been in the Great War, and each was disabled and wore the red poppy on their lapels. She’d been seeing more veterans from that war out and about recently.

She had read that there were over forty thousand amputees from that war, which boggled the mind, and she did what she could to support them, donating to their causes and buying poppy pins. Now England was in another war, generating even more damaged men and women. Who knew how many more there would be before it was over? Bless us all, she thought.

One man she squeezed past was in a rickety invalid’s wheeled chair, both his legs gone. The tall man beside him was missing one arm, the sleeve of his jacket pinned up. The man pushing the wheeled chair had one blank eye and wore a half mask covering wounds on his face. Another man hunched over as he walked and held the hand of what Lilian first thought was a child, but he was a small old man with a grouchy face who casually played a mouth organ as the group walked together. Lilian thought she’d seen them before, playing street music in hopes people would toss coins into their hat. The ragtag group had just passed Lilian when she heard the scream.

The noise from the crowd reacting was even louder. People in front of her were gasping and the flow of the crowd changed. It began to move as one giant body, almost pushing her over, trying to get away from something. Lilian pushed against the surge of the crowd to get closer to whatever it was.

“Move aside, please, coming through,” she repeated over and over. Unrecognizable as a police officer in her plainclothes, she waved her warrant card as she proceeded to an open area from which the crowd had backed away. Lilian stopped. On the ground was a woman in a man’s trench coat, lying face up, with a knife in her chest. Her eyes were wide open, her face as white as chalk.

Lilian moved closer. The woman’s dark hair was greasy and limp, and she was wearing a trench coat too large for her but buttoned all the way and tied with a matching cloth belt. A few inches of a stained silk slip showed below the bottom of the coat. Her feet were bare. Lilian looked around at the crowd, who was half fascinated, half horrified. She pointed at one man in a suit whose face seemed more neutral.

“Sir, I’m a detective with Scotland Yard.” Lilian held up her warrant card. “Please get the constable by the entrance and tell him he’s needed here.”

“You’re what?” the man said, looking at her incredulously.

“Scotland Yard.” Lilian waved her card in his face. “Hurry, please. Call a constable.”

Despite his surprise at seeing a woman detective, the man had the decency to follow her instructions. Lilian knelt next to the body of the woman. Her eyes were wide open and blank, smudged underneath with mascara. Lilian felt for a pulse just in case. Nothing. The woman’s hands were still warm, her nails bitten and broken, her wrists graceful, the bones delicate. She couldn’t have been dead for more than a few minutes. Lilian rose to her feet and looked around her.

“Did anyone see anything?” Lilian asked the crowd in her best authoritative voice. “Did anyone see what happened?” The crowd that had stayed to watch just shook their heads or mumbled to each other. A few women were crying into their handkerchiefs. Some people started to move away. “Does anyone know her?” More head shakes. Then a young boy, not more than ten, appeared out of the crowd and edged toward Lilian.

“Hello, young man,” she said. “What’s your name?”

“Sameh, ma’am.”

“Sameh, do you have something to tell me?”

“I saw her,” the boy said. “She walked by me a little while ago. Right by my shoeshine spot. Not many folks round here walking in their bare feet, if y’know what I mean. Not in the station.” Sameh glanced at the woman’s feet.

“Yes, she would stand out.” Lilian moved between the body and the boy, blocking his view.

“And she seemed awful sleepy.”

“Sleepy?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Sameh nodded. “Yawnin’ and kinda stumblin’.”

“And when was that,” Lilian asked. “When you saw her walk by?”

The boy thought for a moment. “I heard them call for the train to Essex, just after she walked by, so that must’ve been half one.”

Lilian looked at her watch. It was almost two o’clock. Of course, the boy would know the train schedules by heart.

“Well done, Sameh. You’re a smart chap.”

Sameh cracked a smile, but glancing toward the dead woman again, his face went blank. Lilian watched his brow furrow and his eyes drop to his feet. This would not be an easy experience for the young boy to put behind him, she knew.



Richard Davidson sat at his desk at MI5 experiencing unaccustomed stillness. He closed his eyes and pictured a green pasture, dotted with wildflowers, a place of his youth in the midlands. He had been flashing back to those days since his last assignment with the Special Operations Executive group, parachuting behind enemy lines in Poland to deliver money and a radio for the resistance. He had stayed to gather information and work on some sabotage missions, and had been quite lucky to return to safety. Less than half the men and women working in intelligence abroad made it back to England. It took him weeks to make his way to the coast, where he’d waited for a ship for safe passage back to England. Now with MI5, sitting at a desk felt odd to say the least—he hadn’t sat at one in almost a year.

Before the war, he was one of the youngest detective chief inspectors at Scotland Yard, solving crimes and helping to keep London safe. When war had broken out, he transferred to intelligence work. MI5 was sorely understaffed in every area. He was glad to serve his country, though emotionally conflicted about war. Richard had grown up surrounded by elders who often reminisced about the Great War. These stories had embedded in Richard the horror of war and death, along with the accompanying guilt that he had been too young to serve.

Now he sat at his desk, helping MI5 find the right people to fill all the empty jobs. Hiring qualified recruits meant interviews, research, and vetting—in short, piles of paperwork. There were thousands of applications to get through and not enough people to do the processing. The vetting couldn’t possibly be as thorough as it should be, with MI5 so short staffed. Richard sighed. He had needed a break from the perils and hardship of field work, but the piles of paperwork sometimes seemed even more exhausting. War brought many layers of service, he told himself, and even this job was important. How could they win the war without enough proper people to gather intelligence?

His return from Poland had been a difficult trek and, in spite of the tedium that was beginning to set in, he knew he should be grateful for the break. On his next assignment, he might return to Poland, or be sent to North Africa where the Italian and German armed forces endangered the security of the Suez Canal, through which most of the transported goods from the commonwealth made their way to England. If the Nazis cut off that route, England could run out of food and petrol.

He finished processing
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