
Operation Blackbird

By Ellen Butler

A Companion Novel to The Brass Compass

Inspired by true events

Power to the Pen

Operation Blackbird Copyright © 2022 by Ellen Butler.

All Rights Reserved.

A Power to the Pen Imprint

PowertothePen@ellenbutler.net

Digital ISBN: 978-1-7343650-3-0

Print ISBN: 978-1-7343650-4-7

Categories: Fiction, Historical Fiction, Spy Thriller

Warning: All Rights Reserved. The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of the copyrighted work is illegal and forbidden without the written permission of the author and publisher; exceptions are made for brief excerpts used in published reviews.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, corporations, institutions, organizations, events, or locales in this novel are either the product of the authors imagination or, if real, used fictitiously. The resemblance of any character to actual persons (living or dead) is entirely coincidental.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Novels by Ellen Butler

Dedication

Chapter One | The Recoleta

Chapter Two | Unexpected Visitor

Chapter Three | Shutdown

Chapter Four | Wedding Dresses & Fiancés

Chapter Five | Bittersweet Resolutions

Chapter Six | The Plan

Chapter Seven | The Operation

Chapter Eight | On the Run

Chapter Nine | The Houseboat

Chapter Ten | The Ivanovs

Chapter Eleven | A New Plan

Chapter Twelve | Cover Identities

Chapter Thirteen | Preparation

Chapter Fourteen | Photos and Passports

Chapter Fifteen | Waiting

Chapter Sixteen | Tempelhof Airport

Chapter Seventeen | London

Chapter Eighteen | The Brass Compass

Chapter Nineteen | Old Mentor

Chapter Twenty | The Byron Hotel

Chapter Twenty-One | In the Hot Seat

Chapter Twenty-Two | The Polish Diplomat

Chapter Twenty-Three | The Concert

Chapter Twenty-Four | Trust Issues

Chapter Twenty-Five | The Lomond Club

Chapter Twenty-Six | Unexpected Intelligence

Chapter Twenty-Seven | New Assignment

Chapter Twenty-Eight | Return to Berlin

Chapter Twenty-Nine | East Berlin

Chapter Thirty | The Retrieval

Chapter Thirty-One | The Bridge

Chapter Thirty-Two | Prognosis

Chapter Thirty-Three | Friends & Enemies

Chapter Thirty-Four | Recovery & Reassignment

Chapter Thirty-Five | Hannukah Miracles

Ink & Intrigue at Ivy Tree Inn | Excerpt

Author’s Note

Operation Blackbird Book | Club Discussion Questions

Acknowledgements

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Novels by Ellen Butler


[image: ]


Historical Fiction

The Brass Compass

Operation Blackbird

Ink & Intrigue at Ivy Tree Inn

Deadly Secrets at Ballyford Castle

Karina Cardinal Mysteries

Isabella’s Painting

Fatal Legislation

Diamonds & Deception

Pharaoh’s Forgery

Swindler’s Revenge

Spectral Revelations

Blind Alley (short story)

Romance

Heart of Design

Planning for Love

Art of Affection

Poplar Place

Second Chance Christmas

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication


[image: ]


To my parents Bill and Marilyn.

I couldn’t have finished this book without 

your help during this insanely busy year.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

The Recoleta
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ARGENTINA, OCTOBER 1952

It was merely a glimpse, but, in that moment, memories from almost a decade ago flooded back as if it had happened only yesterday. The pungent scent of gasoline, crackling wood, and black clouds billowing in the air. Screams of terror from women and children trapped inside—only women and children, for the men had already been rounded up and marched off to a camp, the old and infirm shot on sight. Black uniforms of the SS surrounding the burning chapel. Finally, the peppering spray of gunshots, which, at that point, was merciful to those inside. I—on a ridge, too far away to do anything—watching in horror. I could smell the acrid smoke, tasting its bitterness on my tongue. The day’s hot breeze only sought to enhance the jagged memory. 

The wail of a small child crying for his mother distracted me, pulling me back to the present and away from the terrible memory. The mother snatched the toddler, who was dressed in a sailor suit, by the hand and chastised him for running away from her. 

When I looked back, the man had disappeared. My heartbeat slowed and the memory faded. Perhaps it wasn’t him. My vantage point was about fifteen yards away. His features had been in profile to me, and he’d been speaking to another person who had been out of my line of sight. 

Of course, I followed him. Luckily, I was wearing the new pair of espadrilles I’d purchased at the market yesterday. The rope-soled shoes made little sound as I darted past the extravagant sculptures and marbled mausoleums in the Recoleta Cemetery. He’d been wearing an ocher suit, and I heard dress Oxfords tapping along the tile flag way ahead of me. At the next lane, I turned right and hurried forward, catching sight of a man’s brown shoe rounding the far corner. Barely dodging a mourner placing flowers in front of a mausoleum, I received a well-deserved frown and excused myself for disturbing her lamentations. Around the bend, I followed my quarry, only to be caught up short as I practically plowed into a bespectacled, elderly gentleman in a tan linen suit innocently reading the scripture on a particularly ornate angel statue. 

“Un millón de perdones!” I gasped.

He mistook my anxiety. “Con permiso, estás perdido? Puedo ayudarle?” he asked kindly in a soft Argentinian accent.

With effort, I lightened my features. No, I assured him, I didn’t need help; I was not lost. I glanced down, observed his brown Oxfords, and realized I’d been chasing the wrong footsteps. Pardoning myself again, I retraced my path. 

I put an ear out for the telltale sound of men’s dress shoes. Unfortunately, it was Sunday and the Recoleta was full of sightseeing tourists, and families who had come to place flowers for their dead. Similar to the famous above-ground cemeteries of New Orleans, the mausoleums at the Recoleta were packed tightly together and it was easy to lose sight of someone amongst the ten- to fifteen-foot-high burial vaults. Moreover, many of the visitors had come from church and wore their best dress shoes, which clicked and tapped along the tile avenues. 

After twenty minutes of traversing the labyrinth of alleyways, with not another sign of the man, I gave up and asked an elderly nun dressed in full habit if she could point me in the direction of the closest exit. Taking the map from my hand, she used her gnarled finger and drew an easy path for me to follow. 

I found myself on a different road from where I’d entered at the busy main gate. A car zipped down the street, but there was little pedestrian traffic. The sun, at its zenith, beat down upon my head and shoulders, and the concrete sidewalk seemed to throw the heat back up at me. My hair prickled with sweat beneath my straw hat, and the cotton of my checked mint green-and-black dress stuck to my back. Parched and desperate for a drink, I spotted a handful of outdoor tables indicating a restaurant and headed straight for it.

Three French doors across the front of the building were open, to allow the breeze to enter. Inside, along the right, a dark walnut bar seated half a dozen diners, and tables were lined up symmetrically from front to back. The open windows, white tablecloths, walnut-paneled walls, and general hum of conversation from the patrons created an open and inviting atmosphere. I chose a small exterior bistro table, beneath a Jacaranda tree, and took the menu from beneath the salt and pepper shakers. A waitress in her mid-forties wearing a chambray dress and a yellow scarf around her neck arrived to take my order. I chose empanadas and iced tea. 

The feathery leaves of the Jacaranda fluttered in the breeze, and a purple blossom dropped at my feet. I removed my hat and gently fanned myself with it. Closing my eyes, I allowed the murmur of Spanish conversations to wash over me. I’d been in Argentina for two days, and my ear was now attuned to the language. 

The tea arrived, and, using the tiny tongs, I transferred the four cubes of ice from the metal cup into the warm tea along with a twist of lemon. The combined earthy-lemon flavor quenched my thirst, and I reflected upon what I’d seen. 

The man must have simply borne a resemblance to the Waffen SS platoon officer who’d helped to carry out the destruction of the tiny farming town outside of Lyon, France, in 1944. The town had been destroyed in retaliation for a successful French Resistance mission which blew up a rail line and killed a dozen soldiers, including an SS-Sturmbannführer. Eighty-six people were murdered. I’d been a courier for the team that destroyed the rail line. 

Perhaps he had merely been a ghostly vision conjured by my own imagination. After all, I had been roaming one of the most famous cemeteries in Buenos Aires. Why my subconscious would have conjured up such a horrible man, I had no idea. 

A different waiter—a young man in his mid-twenties wearing black pants and a white shirt—placed a plate in front of me. “Su empanada, Señora.” 

I thanked him and ordered another iced tea. The outer shell of the empanada had been cooked to a perfect golden color. I poked a hole in the flaky crust of the crescent-shaped meat pie to allow the steam to escape and to cool down the pie before eating it. 

Laughter erupted at the bar area, drawing my attention. 

My breath caught. 

The fork slipped from my fingers and clattered onto the plate. The noise was overshadowed by the boisterous merriment. Now, instead of fifteen yards, the man stood only fifteen feet away—behind the bar. A shaft of sunlight clearly lit his chuckling features, and recognition instantly flooded my senses. His hair was longer and bushier—steely locks mixed with the dark curls—and ten years of age lined his features. An extra twenty pounds made his frame stockier, but not outright fat; after all, he’d been on the thin side during the war, as were we all. He’d removed the suit jacket, rolled up the sleeves of his dress shirt, and wiped down the bar with a white rag. I supposed he would have been considered rather attractive for a middle-aged man. Knowing the atrocities he’d committed, though, I could see nothing but the monster, even when he smiled in response to a patron’s comment. 

My tea arrived, brought again by the young waiter.

“Who is that man behind the bar?” I inquired in Spanish. 

The waiter barely glanced over his shoulder before answering. “That is Señor Cabrera, the owner.”

“He is popular with the customers,” I remarked as another round of laughter burst forth. “Has he always owned the café?”

“No.” The young man shook his head and put a hand on his hip. “He bought it in 1946. I grew up nearby and remember it was a rubbish street café. Señor Cabrera has made many physical improvements to the place. Now it is a true restaurant. He hired a Swiss chef and expanded the menu to include European dishes, such as the schnitzel and croute au fromage . . . my favorite,” the young man said with pride. “Europeans living in Buenos Aires come often to enjoy a taste of their own food.” He placed my empty ice cup on his tray.

The boy seemed quite proud to work at the establishment, and I needed him to continue talking. “It is quite an inviting place. Is Señor Cabrera from Spain?” I peeped at the waiter from beneath my lashes, delivering a tentative smile.

Not immune to my charm, the young man reddened. “No, he grew up on a farm in Mendoza and only came to Buenos Aires in 1945.”

“I see. But he speaks other European languages?”

“Oh, yes, French and German, some English. He spent time traveling the continent . . . when he was younger,” he said with pride.

Yes, I remember just how well he spoke French as he ordered the women and children into the village chapel before his men set it ablaze.

A patron flicked his wrist at my waiter, indicating he wanted the check. 

“You have other customers; I mustn’t keep you any longer.”

He bowed and retreated. 

The perspiration on my neck had dried. I replaced my hat, pulling it down onto my forehead, and shifted my chair further behind the Jacaranda tree trunk, out of the bar’s line of sight. 

There were a few things I knew—first, Señor Cabrera did not grow up on a farm in Mendoza, Argentina. Second, German was his first language, not the adopted Spanish which he spoke fluently. Third, his real name was Helmut von Schweiger, and he was from Reinsberg, Germany—a small farming village west of Dresden. Finally, Helmut von Schweiger looked mighty sprightly for a supposed corpse.
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Chapter Two

Unexpected Visitor
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THE CANON S-II RANGEFINDER shutter clicked once, twice, and a third time, for good measure. I’d purchased the handy little camera, a gift to myself, before heading out on this trip. Helmut finished his conversation with the barman, picked up a package, and walked to the rear of the restaurant, toward the kitchen. Two days had passed since I’d first witnessed him in the Recoleta. I’d held plenty of mental debates, trying to decide what to do about him. After the first day, I thought perhaps I’d been mistaken, that I was seeing something not there. So, I returned to the café and watched from a bench across the street for almost an hour before Helmut arrived with his wife—the middle-aged waitress—and I knew I wasn’t wrong. 

I’d contemplated sending another telegram to the office. However, considering I was a bit AWOL and not quite prepared to reveal my location, which would lead to uncomfortable conversations about why I had not returned on the date I’d originally specified, I dismissed the idea. The fact that Helmut might have been put there by my own people also occurred to me. By the end of the war, the Office of Strategic Services was making all sorts of deals with Nazis who were willing to provide intelligence, and, in exchange, agreed to work for the US in other parts of the world. After all, the one thing the United States and the Nazi party had in common was a fear of the spread of Communism. While Stalin might have been our ally during the war, the Soviets were decidedly our enemy now.

On the other hand, Juan Peron had been sympathetic to the Nazi cause. He allowed many Germans to emigrate before, during, and after the war through Spanish and Italian ports via his “rat lines,” established by Argentinian intelligence officers and diplomats. Even if America had not helped Helmut to South America and was interested in having him stand trial, we had no extradition treaties with Argentina. Getting Helmut to a trial outside of the country might be a near impossibility. If Peron had a hand in getting Helmut to Argentina, there was no way he’d allow the extradition. 

It would have been easy enough for me to forget I’d ever seen him and continue my travels. I could simply report what I’d seen when I eventually returned home. That avenue was a tough pill to swallow. The following day, I still didn’t have an answer but determined some visual evidence might come in handy. Which is why I returned to take photos of the restaurant’s name, Helmut, his wife, and the closest cross street. 

The espresso was too hot, so I pulled a cigarette out of the pack to have a smoke while it cooled. A lighter flared in front of my face.  

The lit cigarette dropped from my mouth. 

He caught it before it hit the pristine white tablecloth, perching it in the ashtray. 

“Jacob Devlin, as I live and breathe.” 

“Miriam. Good to see you. Mind if I sit?” He didn’t wait for an answer before sliding onto the metal chair across from me. 

It’d been more than half a dozen years since I’d seen him. He pushed a hank of hickory hair that had gained a smattering of silver off his forehead. Newer and deeper lines marred his handsome features, including a pair between his thick brows and around his mouth, drawing it downward. 

“It’s been a while.” Even though every fiber in my body was on high alert, I infused nonchalance into my next question. “What are you doing here in Buenos Aires?”

“I came to see you,” he replied with similar insouciance. 

“Why?” I didn’t bother to ask the obvious question—how did you find me? He worked for the same people I did. They probably knew where I was as soon as my feet hit Argentinian soil. After all, I hadn’t traveled under an alias. There was no cover identity or disguise. I found it a bit surprising they’d given me five days before sending someone. 

Sending Jake was . . . unexpected. 

“You’ve been gone a while.” He unbuttoned his suit jacket, crossed one leg over the other, and leaned back in his chair as if there was nothing unusual about his turning up out of the blue. “You were expected back last week.”

Not for an instant did I believe his relaxed stance. If I bolted from the table, he’d be on me in seconds. Picking up the cigarette, I drew in a breath, and allowed the smoke to penetrate deep into my lungs. A sense of calm filled me. “I sent a telegram, to explain I’d been delayed,” I replied, blowing directly in his face.

He didn’t flinch. “You didn’t used to smoke. When did you pick it up?”

I shrugged and glanced away from that penetrating gaze. “I found it a useful habit. Did the company send you?”

He grinned. “No, I volunteered.”

“And why would you do that?” I asked, sipping my coffee. 

“I have a car. Why don’t we go for a drive?” He rose, pulled out a money clip, and dropped a wad of pesos onto the table. 

I squinted up at him, deciding whether or not to refuse. 

“We should speak in private,” he explained. 

In the end, I acquiesced. Taking my sweet time, I finished the strong espresso, placed the camera in my handbag, and drew in one last drag on the cigarette before stubbing it out. “Lead the way.”

He clutched my elbow in a firm grip, as though he expected me to take a runner. I had no interest in running. Like Alice down the rabbit hole, my curiosity only increased as he held the Mercedes door open for me. The leather barely squeaked as I settled the straw purse in my lap, clasping my fingers over it.

“Very nice,” I commented. My hand brushed over the supple gray interior.

He didn’t respond to my comment. 

Once he nosed the heavy black car onto the main street, I asked, “Did the company send you to retrieve me? Is this an abduction? Are we heading to a safe house where I’ll be drilled for hours?”

With one hand loosely curved around the wheel, he had the temerity to laugh. “No. I have a job and requested to work with you.”

“That’s funny,” I said without humor. “I specifically asked never to work with you.” 
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Chapter Three

Shutdown
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WASHINGTON, D.C. SEPTEMBER 1945

The moment Lily’s driver opened the door of the maroon Cadillac, a sick feeling crawled up my throat. Something was wrong. It wasn’t the first time my instincts warned of danger or bad news. However, on the previous incidents, I’d been placing explosives along rail lines while dodging German patrols, or passing messages under the noses of SS troops. I followed Lily up the stone steps and through the white columns of the Navy Hill building which housed the Office of Strategic Services—headed by General “Wild Bill” Donovan. 

Employees walked past us at fast clips. Packing boxes lined the hallways, and the sound of ripping tape blended with the cacophony of voices echoing off the walls. Large bins labeled BURN were scattered everywhere. I watched a sergeant stack three more cartons onto a growing pile. 

A thin, fiftyish woman named Edna marked a document on her clipboard. “Sergeant, they need more in room 205,” she barked.

“What is going on?” Lily asked the question uppermost in my mind.

Edna glanced our way. “Where have you two been?”

“We’ve just returned from a meeting at the Pentagon,” I replied crisply. It’s not as though we’d slept late and decided to stroll in at eleven in the morning.

Edna tapped the pencil against her clipboard. “You had better report to your supervisor. Change is in the wind.” With that, she disappeared through an open door.

Lily and I hustled toward our offices under General Magruder, Deputy Director for Intelligence. Our clacking heels against the marble floors only added to the overall din.

“Get those files boxed and labeled ASAP!” a young Army lieutenant hollered at a corporal as we strode past another open door. 

I noted plenty of open doors, an abnormal sight to see in a building filled with secrets. Lily stepped aside to allow two women, each carrying a carton, to pass by. My thoughts mirrored her concerned expression, and the tautness between my shoulders only increased as we arrived at our office to find a litter of boxes surrounding the three desks that made a U-shape in the middle of the room. Jane, our colleague, crouched on the floor in front of a filing cabinet with the bottom drawer open, practically throwing classified folders into an open box. She had a pencil tucked behind her ear, and her pixie hairstyle was decidedly ruffled—an unusual happenstance for our lithe and always tidy coworker.

“Janie! What on earth is going on?” Lily cried. 

Jane stood, straightening her black skirt and pulling down her polka dot blouse. “Truman is shutting us down.”

“What?” My brows furrowed. “What do you mean?”

“Orders came down from on high. Donovan is out, and we have ten days to transfer files, shut down, and clear out.”

“Everyone? The entire intelligence division?” Lily gasped in disbelief.

Jane shook her head. “Not just the division, the entire kit and caboodle. OSS will be shuttered as of October first. Magruder wants me to remain and help with the transition. You two need to file all your correspondence by close of business Friday and pack up in case they decide to lock us out earlier.” Jane slapped a smaller carton onto her desk and placed a dying fern and her coffee mug inside. “There’s a memo on your desks explaining what to burn and how to label your files. All boxes must be double taped.”

“What does that mean? Are we  . . . out of a job?” I asked.

“I can see if Magruder will keep the two of you on for the next few weeks. I don’t think it will be difficult, considering everything that needs to be done.” She glanced around the walls of jam-packed file cabinets and bursting bookcases. “However, once everything is packed . . . well, ladies, I hate to say it, but it looks like the unemployment lines.” She frowned.

“Just like the factory girls losing their jobs to the men returning from war,” Lily said faintly, drumming red lacquered nails against her own neatly organized desk.

“I don’t understand. Why the rush? What happened?” I stared at the pile of correspondence on my desk, not as neatly organized as Lily’s, and wondered if I could finish it all by Friday. 

Jane flopped onto her chair and swiveled to stare at the row of filing cabinets along the back wall. “Close the door.”

With flick of her wrist, Lily slammed the door shut, leaned against it, and crossed her arms.

Jane rotated to face us. “Rumor has it, the War Department did a whack job on the entire OSS in a report that made its way to the top brass. Moreover, President Truman never trusted Donovan because he was one of Roosevelt’s cronies. And you have to admit, Wild Bill did not endear himself to the man while he was Vice President. His brash ways and daring ops either worked spectacularly or became utter flops.”

Lily bit her lip. “Oh dear, I was one of those failed ops.”

Jane jumped up from her chair. “That’s poppycock, and you know it!”

Those of us who’d done time in the field all had horror stories we didn’t like to discuss. I’d only participated in half a dozen missions before being pulled out of France after British intelligence identified a double agent. Even though their people eliminated the agent, OSS feared the entire ring had been compromised and shut us down. Afterward, I spent several months in Britain, perfecting other agents’ French accents and requesting further missions which never came to fruition. The tides turned in favor of the Allies, and at the beginning of March, 1945, I was shipped back to Washington, where I ended up working with Jane. Lily joined us a few months later.

Lily smiled wanly at her friend’s outburst. “Just tell me what to do.”

Jane glanced at the mess of boxes on the floor and pressed a pair of fingers to her temple. 

I empathized with the action. I had my own headache brewing right between my creased brows. “But . . . I still don’t understand. Where will all the intelligence go? Who will run intelligence for the country?”

Jane sighed. “I’m not sure. Magruder’s hot-footed off to some of his contacts in the War Department to see what he can do.”

Lily sighed, picked up a box, and began clearing out her desk. My personal items were limited to a fountain pen given to me by my grandmother, my handbag, coffee mug, and a small, black, metal desk fan which lazily blew the humid Washington air around. It wouldn’t take but a moment to toss them in a carton. Instead, I drew the cover off my typewriter and got to work on the pile of papers. 

“Janie, what will you do? Where will you go?” Lily paused her packing and scrutinized her friend. 

They’d once shared a tiny apartment on Capitol Hill, where Jane still lived with a charming southern belle named Evelyn. After returning from France, Lily moved into her father’s Georgetown home instead of returning to their flat. Lucky for me, because a month ago, my own shared apartment situation became untenable. The growing mice population was bad enough, but when my roommate moved her gentlemen friend, his parakeet, and a rather aggressive German shepherd who liked to chase the mice into the mix, I’d had it. Lily was kind enough to offer me a room. 

“I could talk to my stepfather about getting you a job at the State Department,” Lily suggested. 

Jane closed the bottom file cabinet drawer and plopped the lid onto the full box. “Perhaps I’ll take you up on that offer.” She pulled a length of tape across the box top. “Right now, I’ll wait to see where Magruder ends up.” 

He was General Magruder or just “the General” to the rest of us. Jane was the only person in the entire division that called him Magruder or Mac. She’d been with him for the past nine months, and Magruder had developed a soft spot for Jane. He treated her as a favored daughter and likely realized he couldn’t do without her calm efficiency. Her manner was cool, but friendly, and her tiny frame was always dressed neat as a pin. 

In contrast, Lily was a striking beauty. She could have graced the silver screens of Hollywood. I rounded out our trio. The only blonde in the group, taller than my coworkers, I was often referred to as statuesque. Jane was pretty in a plain sort of way, allowing her to fade into the background at will. She would have made a magnificent spy, and I knew from her manner that she had the nerves to handle it. However, I doubted Magruder would have ever allowed her to leave his office. Undoubtedly, wherever the general ended up, Jane would be right by his side, keeping him organized and in line.

“What will you do, Lily?” I asked, pulling the paper from the typewriter and placing it in a file folder. 

“I don’t know. I suspect I’ll spend time planning the wedding. What about you, Miriam? Do you need a job, or will you return home?”

Mentally, I shuddered at the thought of returning to my family home. “No,” I quickly replied, “I’ll need to find another job and would be grateful if your stepfather can help.”

My mother was the only one still living in the drafty, old Victorian homestead—though she had a girl to cook and clean three times a week. My father died of a heart attack when I was four. He and his brother ran a real estate business, and after he died, my mother went to work for Uncle Joe as a secretary and eventually became the firm’s office manager. My maternal grandmother came to live with us, to help raise Fred, my older brother, and me. 

Cancer stole my precious Gra-mere the year I turned fifteen. Three months later, Fred, Mother’s favored child, headed to Penn State. The emptiness had been quite an adjustment for the Becker household. My mother’s feelings toward me could best be described as tolerant. She was never outright cruel, but neither was she warm and affectionate the way she’d been with my brother. He was her cherished pet, while I’d been Gra-mere’s pampered child. 

When Mother wasn’t working at the real estate office, her favorite hobby seemed to be pointing out all my imperfections. She thought she was being “helpful.” I wasn’t an unruly child, but I’d certainly bucked against her “kind” suggestions, from clothing, to hair, to the way I ate my roast beef. I, in turn, began nitpicking at everything she did “wrong” or different from Gra-mere, because I knew it would hurt her to be compared to her genial and loving mother who’d spent more time with me than she did. Without my grandmother playing interference, or Fred around for Mother to fawn over, our communication turned aloof, bordering on stilted. 

Though we’d had a contentious childhood, in later years our relationship matured, and I’d longed for my brother, desperately looking forward to the holidays when he returned for visits. His junior year, he left college to join the Army. I finished high school and followed his lead by joining the WACs. When I’d told my mother what I’d done, a stricken look crossed her face, and, for an instant, I thought she might try to talk me out of it. Instead, she simply smiled and told me I was old enough to make up my own mind and to “enjoy myself.” As if I’d announced I was going to summer camp. My fluent French, thanks to Gra-mere, and my fearlessness during training brought me to the attention of the Office of Strategic Services. 

I didn’t know what I would do once OSS was shut down, but I knew returning to the frigid bosom of my mother’s arms was not in the cards.  
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Chapter Four

Wedding Dresses & Fiancés
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WASHINGTON, D.C., OCTOBER 1945

“Oh, Lily, it’s simply stunning,” I murmured in awe. 

The wedding dress had been cut into a flattering sheath which highlighted and hugged Lily’s hourglass figure. The deep V in the neck stopped just above what would be considered cheap or tasteless. Crystals accentuated the collar, narrow sleeves, and the hemline, which dusted the floor and flared into a small sweep-length train—sheer elegance.

I circled my friend, admiring the feel of the material along her arm. “Where did you find the fabric?” Even though the war ended, materials like silk were still difficult to come by. 

Lily grinned, adjusting the sleeve. “They came from my mother’s two wedding gowns. The crystals and satin sleeves were from her first marriage to my real father. The silk came from her second dress when she married my stepfather. Edward dug them out of the attic the day I returned from Europe and told him I was engaged to Charlie.” She glanced lovingly at the ruby engagement ring.

Like me, Lily had lost family. Her real father, Martin St. James, died when she was a baby, and Lily claimed she had no memory of him. Her mother, Maria, passed before the war. Her stepfather, Edward Jolivet, was an undersecretary at the State Department. 

Finished pinning the hem, the seamstress rose from her squat position. “That should be fine.” She ran her calloused fingers along the waistline. There wasn’t an inch to spare. “You must keep your figure trim. There is very little material to let out,” she admonished. 

Lily laid her hand in the seamstress’s outstretched one and stepped off the platform. “Genevieve, you have worked a miracle! What would I do without you?”

“Gone naked, I assume!” Genevieve jested. 

We chuckled, and I resumed my seat as the seamstress swept the changing room curtain closed. 

“What are you wearing for your wedding to Hugh?” Lily asked. 

I flipped through one of the many fashion magazines scattered across Madame Genevieve’s coffee table. “Oh, one of my suits, I suppose.”

“Not a suit!” Lily cried. “Oh, you mustn’t wear a boring suit.”

“Well, my mother has not-so-subtly offered up her wedding gown. Satin with lace overlay from head to toe. She’s even got a dreadful lace cap.” I shuddered at the thought of the waistless sack so popular in the twenties. 

Lily’s arms went up and her voice became muffled as the seamstress drew the dress over her head. “Have her post it. I’m sure Genevieve can work her magic with your mother’s gown and what’s left from my mother’s. Can’t you, Genevieve?”

“But of course. When is the wedding?” Genevieve asked.

“We haven’t set a date. I am waiting until Hugh returns from Europe. We’ll make plans after that,” I replied, flipping the page.

“I’ve forgotten, where is your home?” Lily asked. 

“Lancaster, Pennsylvania.” I tossed the magazine aside and picked up another. “In his last letter, Hugh wrote that he expects to be home in a month or two. Before New Year’s Eve.” Even though I spoke with casualness, I got a secret thrill thinking about his return. I couldn’t wait until the holiday season when the city buildings would be decked with garlands and Hugh would be at my side. Perhaps we would go ice skating. 

My friend stepped out from behind the curtain, buttoning the sleeve of her cream blouse. “Same with Charlie. He’s promised October, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s November. Wouldn’t a Christmas wedding be lovely?” Her eyes sparkled as she pulled on a peplum jacket that matched her cerulean blue skirt. She plopped into the chair next to me and grabbed my hand. “I can’t wait to meet your Hugh.”

I gave her hand a squeeze. “Me too.”

Three weeks had passed since news of the closing had been delivered. True to his word, the president shuttered the OSS, lock, stock, and barrel on October first. General Magruder had friends in the War Department and stayed on to preserve the Secret Intelligence division, which was absorbed by Defense and was now called the Strategic Services Unit. We got the story from Jane, who, as I predicted, moved with Magruder across the river into the sprawling concrete walls of the newly built Pentagon building. 

After October first, Lily turned the wedding planning into a priority. However, even though Lily’s marriage plans were of utmost importance to her, she couldn’t seem to give up the job . . . yet. Her stepfather found positions for the two of us at the State Department. We had three more days before our new jobs began. Lily took full advantage of the few free moments left.

A crisp October breeze dislodged my hat, and I held onto it as we walked two blocks up M Street to our favorite French bistro. I’d fallen in love with the Croque Monsieur, prepared exactly the way Gra-mere used to make it. 

“I’ll have the Croque Monsieur as well.” Lily handed the menu back to the waiter. “You haven’t told me much about your beau.” 

A soft smile spread across my face. “I’ve known Hugh since I was in pinafores. He and my brother were thick as thieves growing up. They were roommates at Penn State. Hugh had always been friendly enough, but he simply thought of me as Fred’s silly little sister. The year I turned fifteen, my grandmother passed.” 

“I’m so sorry,” Lily murmured with sympathy.

“After the funeral, Hugh found me crying behind the old oak tree in our backyard. He drew me close, whispered soothing words, and gave me his handkerchief. When I ceased my impression of a watering pot and dried my tears, I found him staring at me as though he was seeing a completely different person. I remember he said, ‘Why, Miriam Becker, when did you get so grown up?’ Hugh stole his first kiss from me behind that tree.” I gently touched my lips, remembering the moment Hugh Whitman finally returned the affection I’d felt for him since the age of twelve. 

I paused my story as the waiter cautiously placed our full-to-the-brim martinis on the table. 

“Do go on.” Lily plucked out an olive-loaded toothpick and bit down.

“Hugh came home from college during the holidays, and we’d spend as much time as possible together. When he was away, we wrote letters. I still have all of them packed neatly in a wooden box he made for my birthday. We talked about getting married after he finished college. Then the war came. Two days before shipping out, he proposed, and I promised to wait for him.” I fingered the filigree ring with a round-cut aquamarine. “This was his grandmother’s.”

Lily sat back, sipping her cocktail, and glanced at me with an impish grin. “So, you’ve been waiting for Hugh since you were a schoolgirl.”

I shrugged. “There was nothing to do but wait. Sometimes it feels as though I’ve been waiting for Hugh all my life.”

“And I thought my situation was tough, waiting for Charlie.” She lifted her drink in salute. “To women who wait for their men.” 

“I’ll drink to that.” I tapped her glass with mine, spilling some over the rim.

“What did you tell him about your work during the war?” Lily blotted the table with her linen napkin.

“He knew I joined the WACs, and he believes I worked as a translator for Supreme Allied Command in London.”

“Do you think you’ll ever tell him the truth?”

Surprised by her question, I studied the red lipstick mark on her martini glass. We’d made oaths to keep our government’s secrets. If the OSS hadn’t just shut down, and, if it hadn’t been Lily, I would have wondered about her motivation for asking the question. I would have wondered if she was trying to entrap me into admitting something that could be used against me. I didn’t like to think about the horrors I’d witnessed during my time in France, but they occasionally woke me in the middle of the night—drenched in sweat, my heart hammering, mindless fear coursing through my veins. 

Do I lie or tell the truth? I opted for honesty. 

“Maybe one day.” I sighed, watching a young mother cross the street, holding her toddler’s hand in a tight grip. “But not for a long, long time. When the war is but a distant memory, a speck of time in our lives. When the secrets we keep are too old to matter.”

A few hours later, we arrived back at Lily’s home.

“I’m tuckered out.” Lily removed her hat, tossing it next to the handbags we’d placed on the foyer table. “How about a game of gin rummy?” 

“A penny a point?” I wiggled my brows in a coaxing manner, knowing Lily’s competitive spirit and my own card-playing prowess.

“You’re on.”

“I’ve got a new deck of cards.” I mounted the curved staircase. “I’ll go up and fetch it.”

“Bring them to the parlor. I’ll make us spritzers.”

Doris, the white-haired housekeeper, chugged out from the green baize door at the far end of the foyer, wiping flour-dusted hands on her apron. “There you are, miss. You’ve got company. A handsome Army gent.” She winked and smiled. “I put him in the parlor.”

Doris’s announcement halted my upward motion. 

Lily put a hand to her heart, drew in a breath, and her eyes rounded with excitement. 

I knew the moment the dark-haired Army officer stepped out of the parlor that this man was not Lily’s fiancé, Charlie McNair. I froze on the stairs as a sickly sinking feeling, once again, came over me. 

“Jake!” she exclaimed. “What on earth are you doing here?”

The soldier took her hands. Lily kissed his cheeks and looked anxiously past his shoulder. 

He shook his head. “He’s not with me. He got stuck in New Brunswick, but he will be here in four days’ time. He asked me to give you this.” Jake pulled an envelope from his pocket.

Lily snatched the letter from him, and he chuckled at her enthusiasm. A step creaked as my weight shifted. 

The pair glanced up as one and Lily’s animated gaze shone upon me. “Miriam, come and meet a good friend—”

“Jacob Devlin.” I took the stairs one tread at a time as my heart pounded and my breathing shallowed. “It’s been a long time.”

The smile slid from his face and his bearing stiffened. “Miriam, you’re looking well.”

I couldn’t return the compliment. He looked thin. Without the smile, his cheeks were sunken and his face drawn with fatigue. And there was something else in his expression that I couldn’t put my finger on.

“You two know each other?” Lily asked with a brow raised in curiosity.

“Jacob was a friend to my brother . . . and Hugh, growing up,” I explained.

“I was sorry to hear about Fred.” His tone matched the solemnity of his demeanor. “I understand it was at the Battle of Chambois.”

I swallowed the rising panic and nodded.

“Jake,” Lily said in a quiet tone, her earlier excitement gone, “what are you doing here?”

He glanced between the two of us and rubbed the back of his neck. “Maybe we should sit down.”

Lily took in Jake’s pensive expression. “Yes, I think maybe we should. I’ll pour us drinks. Why don’t we all retire to the parlor?” 

I wasn’t having it. 

I needed to know now. 

Right now. 

“Hugh?” My voice trembled.

“Miriam . . .” Jacob stared down at his shiny black shoes; his shoulders slumped forward. “I’m sorry.”

“Oh, Jake, no . . .” Lily fiddled with her letter, a pitying expression on her face.

“How?” I whispered. The war is over! How can this happen?

His sympathetic gaze returned to mine. “Hit by a troop transport. The corporal behind the wheel was drunk.”

My body felt detached, as if I was floating. I didn’t seem in control of my own limbs. “I think . . . I’ll have that drink now,” I spoke in a silly, high-pitched voice. 

“Yes, of course.” Lily reached out to take my elbow, to guide me into the parlor.

I didn’t make it.

Jake was fast enough to catch me, as I collapsed into a sobbing heap at the base of the stairs.  
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Chapter Five

Bittersweet Resolutions
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ARGENTINA, OCTOBER 1952

“That’s funny. I specifically asked never to work with you.” 

Jake drew in a breath, and the only thing I could hear was the rumble of the powerful engine. He pulled off the main road and wound his way into the suburbs. Brick and stucco walls surrounded homes of upper middle-class residents. The walls reminded me of those I’d built around myself after Hugh’s death. Walls that had held me intact and allowed me to continue to wake up in the morning. To continue to do my job. Some days . . . to breathe.

Jake remained silent, and the guilt set it. 

“I’m sorry. That was unkind . . . and many years ago.” I stared at my ringless left hand. “You see, I was angry with you.” 

Jake’s jaw flexed and his Adam’s apple bobbed as if swallowing a retort. 

“No.” I shook my head. “Not for his death. I know you were nowhere near him when it happened. It may be difficult for you to understand . . .” I paused, trying to decide how to explain the utter devastation I’d felt when he’d given me the news that the man I’d loved since the age of twelve was dead, and I would not be planning our wedding, but rather his funeral. “You know my grandmother died at the beginning of the war?”

He grunted an acknowledgement.

“Then we lost Fred. But Hugh . . . Hugh made it through the war.” I stared out the windshield, watching
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