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Chapter 1
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It was a warm spring day on May 2nd, 1911. The weather reflected Laura Ayers’s sunny disposition for much of her life. She was born on that day and welcomed into the world by her parents, Grant and Victoria Ayers. Every year on her birthday, they gave Laura a gold charm. When old enough to wear them on a bracelet, it was the envy of all her friends.

Her father, Grant, worked for the Chancellor of the Exchequer as an economist. Times were challenging for Britain. Industrial conflicts, strikes, and riots in England and Ireland were disastrous. Britain’s industrial output was less than half that of the United States. Despite that, the Ayers family lived a comfortable upper middle-class life, in a substantial home, just outside London. It was an inheritance from Grant’s father, who was a particularly astute businessman and investor.

Grant and Victoria doted on Laura, perhaps too much at times. Mostly, however, Laura was a compliant girl, eager to please her parents. Her most admirable attribute was her ability to make friends. Even before her teens, other children seemed to always want to come to her home. Boys, who considered girls should be avoided at all costs, made an exception with Laura.

When Laura was only three, the world changed. With the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, in Sarajevo, the world soon plunged into war. The carnage dwarfed all previous conflicts in history, and in the end, Britain, France and Germany, among other countries, lost almost an entire generation of boys and men to the conflagration.

With the help of the reluctant Americans, the war finally ended in 1918, with the signing of the Versailles Treaty. It forbade Germany, the main aggressor in the war, from reestablishing its armed forces and assessed draconian financial penalties, with unforeseen consequences for the future.

If the war hadn’t been enough, the Spanish flu of 1918 reaped an even more hideous price on the world. Over five hundred million people got sick, and fifty million perished. 

Laura and her family were unscathed, but attended too many funerals of other families who lost children and parents to the scourge. Despite all this, the British people kept a stiff upper lip and carried on as best they could. 

Since the third grade, Laura and a boy named Robert Blakely seemed inseparable. He was a frequent visitor at Laura’s home whenever her mother, Victoria, arranged a party or an outing. By the time they were both sixteen in 1927, it seemed clear to both sets of parents that they were in love for good. 

––––––––
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One of their shared passions was horseback riding. They were both members of a riding club just outside of London. “I’ll race you to the meadow,” Laura called out. Before Robert could answer, Laura bolted down a path and urged her mount. “Come on, Shelly,” she called out. “We can’t let the boys beat us.”

“Robert was left in the dust, laughing ‘Cheater,’ as he vainly tried to catch up. Laura mischievously scampered off her horse and leaned against a tree. “I thought you’d never make it,” she teased. 

“Not fair,” he laughed. “Don’t expect a kiss tonight after the dance. In fact, I might just take someone else.”

“Just try,” Laura pouted. “Besides, who else would go?” 

“There is a long list, I’m sure,” Robert smiled. “But if you kiss me now, I might repent.”

“In that case, come here,” Laura said. “I’ll do my best to make it worth your while.”

The bond between the two was not based on riding alone. They loved the same books, had a similar sense of humor, and were grounded in their love of family. It didn’t hurt that Laura was as gorgeous as Robert was handsome. 

Laura was an only child, while Robert had five siblings. She envied he had brothers and sisters who seemed to enjoy one another. “I want to have several children,” she announced to Robert one day.

“And who would you like to have as their father?” Robert asked.

“That’s for me to know and you to find out,” she teased.

“I volunteer,” Robert said. “In fact, father promised we could get married when we turn twenty. That’s just a year away now. What do you say?”

“That’s the least romantic proposal I’ve ever heard of, Robert Blakely. You’ll need to do better than that.”

“I’ll ask again in three months, when we graduate from university, but you’d better say ‘yes’ because there are lots of other choices.”

“Over my dead body,” Laura said. “Come here, please.” Robert complied. Laura held his face in her hands and gave him a kiss to remember. 

It wasn’t all smooth sailing. Robert’s parents insisted on his completing university before they could get married. Laura’s parents were equally insistent. There was one girl who did her best to snatch Robert away from Laura. That caused some friction between the couple. “Can’t you just tell her you’re not interested?” Laura complained. 

“I don’t want to be mean,” Robert countered. “She’ll eventually give up.”
That wasn’t satisfactory to Laura. “Maybe you should just ask her out so you can decide whom you prefer.” 
That made Robert mad. “If you feel that way, maybe I should.” He stormed off, and they didn’t speak for a week. 

Final exams were on the horizon. Laura was busy prepping for her French essays. She was a skilled linguist. As each day passed without resolving their conflict, Laura grew more and more depressed. They had never really had a fight before. Finally, she couldn’t take it any longer and went to Robert’s dorm to settle things.

As it turned out, Robert was equally miserable. The minute he saw her standing in his doorway, he ran to her. “I’ve been an idiot,” he said. “Can you ever forgive me?”
“I’ve been an idiot, too. I can’t even remember what was so important to cause the rift between us.”
The couple kissed and promised never to be unkind to each other again. “I suppose there is one good thing to come out of this,” Robert smiled. “There will be no one for me but you. The sooner we get married, the better.”
“I couldn’t agree more,” Laura nodded. 
To no one’s surprise, Robert and Laura announced their engagement on the day of Robert’s birthday. He was much older than Laura. Two weeks at least.

It was 1931. Robert and Laura married at the lovely St. Nicholas Church in Chiswick. The church dated back to 1181, one of the oldest Anglican churches in England. At the wedding reception, dozens of well-wishers surrounded Laura and Robert, including Mary Cooper, Jillian Smith and Gordon Cavendish, Jillian’s new beau. “You are the most beautiful bride,” Mary and Jillian said at the same time. They were Laura’s two best friends since year five in school. 

“Where are you going for your honeymoon?” Gordon asked. 

“We won’t tell,” Laura laughed. “You and your friends aren’t above pulling some dreadful prank, and we don’t want our fun spoiled,” she winked.

“And what kind of fun might that be?” Jillian smiled. 

“I’ll tell you all about it when you’re thirty. Hopefully, by then, you’ll already know.” Leaning close, she whispered, “It’s time for Gordon to pop the question. Don’t let him get away.”

It was a good thing Laura and Robert switched cars on their way to their honeymoon. Robert laughed as a friend, presumably with him and Laura inside, drove a car to a distant rock quarry, knowing that Gordon and five of his friends would follow it. 

“I can’t wait to hear them wail in protest when we get back,” Laura clapped. 

Their final destination was Claridges, London’s premier hotel. Laura’s father, Grant Ayers, made the arrangements to assure Laura’s and Robert’s friends couldn’t find out. Robert carried Laura across the threshold into their suite. They changed their clothes, each a bit shy about undressing in front of one another, and went down to the restaurant for a light supper. 

“I can’t believe we finally made it,” Laura said. “The wedding was wonderful, but actually being alone without our parents’ suggestions every ten minutes is perfect.”

“Are you nervous about later tonight?” Robert asked sincerely. 

“A little, if I’m honest, but we kept our promise to wait, which means a lot to me.” Changing the subject, Laura looked around the dining room. “This is such a beautiful hotel. Let’s do some exploring after dinner.”

Claridges, in the heart of Mayfair, was the favorite of the movie stars, statesmen and other dignitaries. Its red brick exterior was an art déco triumph in the nineteen twenties. 

They found an outdoor garden bench, out of view from prying eyes, and kissed. As their urgency increased, Laura said, “We should go to our room. I don’t want to wait any longer.” 

“Nor do I,” Robert agreed.

Their lovemaking was the culmination of their desires and the sealing of their singular bond. To their surprise, neither of them was inhibited in the least. “I’m glad I didn’t realize how wonderful this would be,” Laura said, slowly regaining her breath. “If I had, I couldn’t have waited.” 

Their honeymoon lasted a week, during which they took their car, a red two-seat Sunbeam Sports Tourer, for drives in the countryside. They enjoyed seeing the beautiful manor houses in the Cotswolds. They came back to the hotel in time for dinner each evening and enjoyed talking to some other young couples staying at the hotel.

Christopher and Jenny Barrington were especially nice. It was easy to tell how much in love they were, and it turned out the two couples had a lot in common. Both Laura’s father and Jenny’s worked in the same office in London. Jenny’s father was an accountant on the third floor, while Laura’s father worked on the fifth. Both Robert and Christopher were avid hunters when time allowed.

“I hope we can see more of each other,” Jenny said, as they departed. 

“I’m sure we will,” Laura replied. “I’ve got your address, so I’ll write and set up a time in a week or two.”

Laura thought married life was perfect, and Robert agreed. They could afford a flat near Robert’s job at Westminster Bank in London. He’d already been with the bank for two years when he and Laura married. Within a year, they promoted him to assistant manager, and they bought a nicer home only a mile farther out of the city.

The only frustration was their inability to have a child. Not for lack of trying. After three years, Laura finally consulted her obstetrician and underwent a series of tests. She was crestfallen at the results.

That night in bed, Laura couldn’t hold her tears any longer. “I saw the doctor today and there is some bad news.” Alarm crossed Robert’s face. 

“Are you sick, sweetheart?” Robert asked. “What’s wrong?”

“No, don’t worry, Robert. I’m all right, but he told me I couldn’t have a child, something about my fallopian tubes being damaged. It’s just not fair!” she said as a floodgate of tears opened up. It was several minutes later before she spoke again. “I’m so sorry Robert, I know you want children as much as I do. Can you ever forgive me?”

“What’s there to forgive, love? It’s not your fault. It’s not because of anything you’ve done. There’s no need to even ask. Let’s give it a few days, and we can talk about it again, when we’ve had time to adjust. Is that all right with you?”

Rather than answer, Laura pulled him close and gave him the most tender kiss of her life. “I don’t deserve you,” she finally whispered.

Later that week, they revisited the doctor’s news. “Physicians aren’t infallible,” Robert began. “We should get a second opinion, just to be sure.”

“All right, let me call Jenny Bartlett and Mary Cooper and find out who their doctors are.” She had forgotten that Mary’s father was an obstetrician, and when Mary reminded her, she immediately made an appointment with him.

Dr. Cooper greeted Laura with kindness. “I was at your wedding a few years ago and you and Robert looked so happy. How is Robert doing these days?” 

Try as she might, it was impossible to hold back her tears. “Robert is doing well, thank you, but we’re devastated that my doctor said we can’t have children.”

“Yes, Mary told me why you wanted to see me. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I need to do an exam and perform some tests, before I can render an opinion.” He handed Laura a tissue, and she dried her eyes.

“All right, Dr. Cooper. I hope my doctor is wrong.”

A few hours later, with the exam complete, Doctor Cooper summoned Laura to his office to deliver the news. “Your physician may not be entirely correct.”

“What does that mean?” Laura said.

“Well, your fallopian tubes are damaged, but there is a new surgical technique that might, and I say might, correct the problem,” Cooper answered. “Before you get your hopes up, the procedure is dangerous and is only effective about 20 percent of the time. I don’t really recommend it, but I would be negligent, not to mention it. I should add that if it fails, it’s an irreversible procedure and will guarantee that you will be infertile for the rest of your life. Those are the facts. I am sorry. Why don’t you go home and discuss it with Robert and let me know what you two decide?”

It was bittersweet news. Robert was distressed for Laura’s safety and potential outcomes from the surgery. “How would you feel about adoption?” he asked tentatively.

“I really don’t know,” Laura answered. “Why don’t we just take our time and let this all sink in. I’m nowhere close to deciding, are you?” she asked.

“Let’s do that. I’m not ready either.”

They postponed the discussion for months and struggled with what to do. Should they give up on having their own child, or risk Laura’s life, or miss out on future remedies that might develop? There seemed to be no answer, so they simply ignored the issue.

***
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In 1936, the political landscape in Europe shifted. While the British economy had finally stabilized, the Germans outpaced all their neighbors and engaged in prohibited military development, in violation of the Versailles Treaty. Only the out-of-favor Winston Churchill sounded the alarm. Other politicians maintained Germany might be appeased with offers to expand trade and ease monetary restrictions.

By this time, Laura and Robert wanted to go ahead with the surgery. Alternative methods promised to make the operation slightly less dangerous, and adoption seemed like a last resort. They scheduled the surgery for mid-May, only two weeks after Laura’s twenty-fifth birthday. Sitting by herself looking at a cold dinner, Laura was deep in thought about the next day. It was pouring outside when their doorbell rang. Why would Robert ring the bell? she wondered. She opened the door and saw two police officers standing in the rain.

“Are you Laura Blakely?” one man asked. 

“I am. Please come in. You’re both about to drown.”

“That’s kind of you, Mrs. Blakely.”

Once inside the flat, the men hung their rain gear at the door and stepped into the living room. “We are so sorry to tell you that your husband has been in an automobile accident. It flipped over in a ditch and he was killed.” 

Laura’s vision went black, and she collapsed on the floor before either man could catch her. In the briefest of moments, her life changed forever.
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For days, Laura’s phone rang in her flat, but she never answered. She remained in a fog of sorrow and disbelief over Robert’s death. Her parents knocked on her door. Laura asked them to give her some time to pull herself together. They reluctantly agreed. After three weeks, with her supplies of coffee and other foodstuffs exhausted, she finally called Jillian and asked for help.

“Jillian, it’s Laura. I’m not in a good place right now, and I’ve run out of food. I realize you’ve been calling, but I just didn’t have it in me to answer the phone. Please forgive me.”

“Of course, I forgive you,” Jillian said immediately. “How can I help?”

“If you can bring me some groceries, that would be wonderful of you.”

“What do you need?” Jillian questioned.

“Just about anything,” Laura said, and cried.

An hour later, Jillian and their friend Mary Cooper both arrived carrying bags full of essentials and a bottle of Laura’s favorite wine. 

Laura’s apartment was quite disconcerting. Coffee cups were left half empty throughout the flat. The kitchen was a disaster, filled with unwashed dishes and pots of partially uneaten food. 

Laura appeared in her pajamas, which she hadn’t changed for days. She wore no makeup and her hair was a tangled mess. 

“Poor Laura,” said Mary. She and Jillian embraced their friend in a group hug while Laura wept softly.

“I’m sorry you have to see me like this,” Laura admitted.

“Nonsense,” Jillian said. “Let us put the food away and clean up a bit and then we can talk.”

Laura slumped onto the sofa and watched as her friends put her flat back in order. About thirty minutes later, Jillian and Mary joined Laura in the living room. 

“Laura,” began Jillian, “We can’t begin to understand what you are going through. We’re all grieving over Robert’s dreadful accident. His parents and all his friends are still in disbelief. But Laura, you just can’t stay locked up in your flat forever.”

With new tears forming, Laura said, “I just don’t seem to have the strength. He was my life since forever. What can I do?”

“For a start,” Mary said with a smile, “You need to take a bath, fix your dreadful hair, put on fresh clothes and come out with us. We’ll take you to dinner. I promise you’ll feel better. How could you not? You’ll be with your most fascinating and brilliant friends?”

Laura couldn’t help but smile. “I’ve not looked in the mirror for quite a while, but judging from your reaction, I must look pretty awful. Make yourselves at home, now that it is presentable, and I’ll be back in a while.”

When Laura finally emerged from her bedroom, her transformation was remarkable. She was the old Laura Ayers, but for the deep sorrow still etched on her face. Ignoring that, Jillian gave her a hug and said, “Now, that’s the Laura we know.”

They took Laura to one of their favorite restaurants and tried to engage her with small talk about what some of Laura’s friends had been doing lately. Laura tried to listen and smiled when it seemed appropriate. The meal was delicious, but Laura only picked at her food. She did, however, drink three glasses of wine. By meal’s end, her friends had to hold her steady as they exited the restaurant.

“Let’s get you home and put you in bed,” Mary said.  

When they got Laura settled, Jillian told Mary to go home. “I’m going to spend the night here and make sure Laura’s all right in the morning. I’ll try to get her to go out with me in the daytime. She just can’t stay cooped up here.”

In the morning, Laura agreed to go with Jillian, who had some errands to run. Laura said little in the car, but by lunchtime, she seemed to show more interest in her surroundings. She even commented about a new artist being advertised in front of a gallery.

“I don’t want to press too hard,” Jillian said. “But I haven’t seen my parents in a few days. They would love to see you as well. Would that be too much for you?”

“Actually, that would be nice,” Laura replied.

It took quite some time, but Laura finally faced the future without her husband, Robert. While her parents could help her, she realized without Robert’s salary; she needed to get a job. Partly for the money, but also to have something to keep her mind focused on the here and now. A small life insurance policy gave her a little more breathing room. Robert considered everything. I am so grateful.

Laura’s father called her one evening with an idea. “Laura, I understand you’re looking for work. I may be able to steer you in the right direction.”

“What do you have in mind, father?”

“There’s an opening here at the office of the Exchequer that could use your skills.”

“What do you mean?” Laura questioned.

“You are fluent in French, and there’s an investigative division that requires translations of financial documents in that language. As in any sphere, fraud is often perpetrated and discovered in the fine print of agreements. It is especially true with international arrangements. You would serve your country well and the compensation is quite excellent.”

“That sounds interesting. Who should I contact about the position?” Grant gave her the details and Laura made an appointment for the next day.

The office of Financial Investigations was on the top floor of the building where her father worked. As Laura entered the office, she smiled, realizing if she got the job, her view would be better than his.

Alfred Withersby, head of the department, welcomed Laura into his office. “Mrs. Blakely, first let me say how sorry I am about the death of your husband, Robert. Your father mentioned it to me when he learned of the opening for a translator,” he said.

“Thank you, Mr. Withersby. It’s kind of you to say. Just so you know, I’ve gone back to my former last name of Ayers, if you don’t mind?”

“Certainly, Miss Ayers. Let me tell you the requirements of the position. Perhaps we can come to some agreement.”

After two hours of discussion, he offered Laura the job, which came with very adequate compensation. Laura expressed her gratitude to Mr. Withersby and immediately called her father to tell him the good news.

“That’s wonderful dear. It sounds just like what the doctor ordered. We can have lunch together whenever we’d like. I’m happy for you,” Grant said.

After a few weeks on the job, Laura was fascinated with the complex nature of international finance. In the first few days, they introduced her to a colleague who was an investigator of bank fraud in Britain. His name was Connor Montgomery. He greeted Laura warmly. “It will be nice to work with you,” he said. “Your translation skills are already the talk of the office,” he smiled. “You’ve caught several errors which your predecessor missed.” 

“That’s very kind of you to say, Mr. Montgomery.” 

“Please, call me Connor. You and I are about the same age. I’m not your supervisor. We are simply colleagues with a common cause.”

Much to her dismay, Laura found herself intrigued. He seemed kind, sincere, and quite good-looking. Over the next few months, she and Connor grew closer. It started out with an occasional cup of coffee, shared during office breaks. Then one day, he hesitantly asked her out for dinner. She immediately put him off. “I’m sorry, Connor. I’m just not ready for a relationship. Robert’s death is too fresh in my mind. It would feel like a betrayal.”

“I completely understand,” Connor agreed. “Forgive me, please. The last thing I want is to upset you, Laura.”

Her resolve lasted for a few weeks more, when Connor asked again. “That would be nice,” Laura finally said.

Connor was introduced to Laura’s friend, Jillian, a week before his first date with Laura. He quizzed her about what restaurants Laura and Robert had frequented. “I don’t want to stir up old memories,” he told Jillian. It made her happy to see Laura go on a date, so she answered Connor’s questions. What a thoughtful man, she said to herself.

Christopher and Jenny Bartlett, the newlyweds she and Robert met at Claridges, called Laura out of the blue and asked if she’d like to go out to dinner and bring her friends, Mary, Jillian and Gordon Cavendish along.

“That would be great fun,” Laura agreed. “I’ll call them and find out if they’re free.”

Laura and company met at a bistro called “Alfonse,” close to Buckingham Palace. It was a favorite of Christopher’s and Jenny’s, and not likely to be a place Laura had been to with Robert.

“You seem to be quite happy,” Jenny said to Laura at the table. 

“I am,” Laura said, “but to be honest, I feel guilty half the time.”

“About what?” asked Christopher.

“I’ve met this man at work, Connor Montgomery. He’s been very nice to me and recently asked me to have dinner. I swore I’d never date someone again, but it’s time for me to move on,” Laura said, as tears formed.

“Robert wouldn’t want you to be alone for the rest of your life,” Jillian spoke up.

“I know,” Laura agreed. 

“Did you say yes?” Mary asked.

Laura simply nodded in the affirmative. “Can we change the subject?” 

“Let’s,” Jillian agreed. “Have you looked at the latest fashions in Selfridges’s window?” she injected. Gordon and Christopher rolled their eyes while the girls rambled on about the new necklines and daring backless gowns.

Laura didn’t want to admit it to herself, but she had a good time on her date with Connor. It was a relaxed affair, and he made her laugh, something she’d not done for quite some time. They also found more time to see each other at work.

About two months later, on another date with Connor, he revealed his true feelings to Laura over dessert. “Laura, this may seem too early in our relationship, but I need to tell you I’m falling in love with you. I understand if that scares you, but you mean more to me than any woman I’ve ever known.”

Laura looked back at Connor and said, “You don’t know how that makes me feel. I’d given up hope of ever finding someone else. In fact, I promised myself I never would. But over these months, I’ve grown very fond of you. I can’t say I’m in love with you yet, but given time, I might feel the same way.”

“You’re worth the wait,” Connor said, and leaned across the table and kissed Laura on the lips. Laura couldn’t deny the spark of pleasure at his touch.

The New Year, 1937, was ushered in at a party at Laura’s parents’ home. Besides their own friends, Grant and Victoria encouraged Laura to invite some of her friends as well. Much to their surprise, Laura arrived with Connor Montgomery. When Laura’s mother glimpsed her daughter and Connor holding hands, she couldn’t wait to pull Laura aside to find out what was going on.

“You were holding hands with Mr. Montgomery,” she said excitedly. “Is it serious between you two?”

Laura turned pink at the question and said, “Yes, it is. We’ve been dating for almost a year and I’m falling in love with him.”

“Almost a year?” said Victoria, somewhat hurt by the revelation. “Why couldn’t you tell me before now?”

“Mom, I’ve been struggling to admit it, even to myself. I never believed I could love someone other than Robert.”

“I suppose I understand,” Victoria said on reflection. “Tell me all about him.”

“Later, after everyone had gone, Laura asked if she could spend the night?” 

“Not at all dear, I’m happy you want to.”

The party ended about 1 a.m., and Connor understood Laura wanted to stay. He had driven, so it was no trouble getting back to his flat. “Have a great visit with your parents,” he said and kissed her goodbye.

Grant and Victoria waited until all the guests had gone and then sat down with Laura in the study. Even though it was late, they wouldn’t consider going to bed until Laura told them about her relationship with Connor Montgomery. 

The next morning was a Saturday, so Laura didn’t need to go to work. Her father drove her back to town after a leisurely brunch. 

“I’m surprised that you haven’t met Connor before,” Laura said.

“I have little contact with the top floor at my work, but I’ll try to pop up and visit him sometime.”

“Don’t grill him, Dad. I’m not 16 anymore,” she smiled.

“Only a little,” he grinned back.

The opportunity arose a few days later when the two men met in the elevator at the office. “Connor, it’s nice to see you again so soon after the party. How about having lunch tomorrow?” 

“Great,” Connor answered. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you as well. By the way, thanks for having such a delightful party. You have some really grand friends. How about noon at the café across the street?”

“I'll be there,” Grant said as he got off on his floor. I wonder what he wants to see me about, Grant asked himself.

“Thanks for the invitation,” Connor said over a shared Shepherds pie the next day. 

“You’re welcome,” Grant replied. 

After thirty minutes of getting better acquainted, Grant asked what Connor wanted. Connor seemed flustered at first, but regained his composure quickly.

“To be honest, sir, I want to ask your permission to marry Laura.”

Grant asked, “You want to marry our daughter?” 

“Yes, sir, I love her a great deal.”

“Do you think she feels the same?”

“I believe so, Mr. Ayers.”

“Then, I suppose I agree. It will thrill her mother for Laura, assuming she says ‘yes.’”

“Thank you. It means a great deal to hear that,” Connor smiled.

In the days that followed, there was only one minor hiccup in their relationship, for which Connor apologized. He lost his temper over a seemingly minor disagreement over wedding plans. Laura filed the incident away in her memory, but put it down to nerves.
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The wedding was a small affair, with just a few friends and family. Connor’s parents were not in the picture, because his father left after he was born, and his mother died of cancer three years previously. 

Laura’s mother cried, of course, and so did Jillian, who realized how happy her friend was. She also noticed how relieved Connor seemed after their vows. Because of the increasing workload at the office, Laura, the new Mrs. Montgomery, and Connor could only take three days for their honeymoon. “We need to take more time later and do it right,” Connor said.

They found a beautiful bed-and-breakfast in the countryside near London for their honeymoon. Their first night together as husband and wife was a little nerve-racking for Laura. It wasn’t the lovemaking that bothered her. She was experienced. Giving herself to another man seemed disloyal somehow. I can’t think that way. I love Connor. It will just be different, she told herself. She enjoyed the sex, though it wasn’t the same as her earlier experience. The next night proved more relaxed, and Laura allowed herself to fully enjoy their intimacy.

“I agree with you,” Laura said to Connor as they were leaving. 

“About what?” he asked.

“We need a longer honeymoon,” she smiled. 

Married life suited both of them. After the first year, they started talking about children. Of course, Laura had told Connor that an operation was in store before they got married. Connor didn’t seem to mind at all. 

About two weeks after their first real conversation about the issue, Connor had to leave town overnight for work. “I should be back by dinnertime tomorrow,” he said, after kissing Laura goodbye. She was nervous as he drove away. Stay safe, she said to herself. I can’t lose another husband.

Laura didn’t to go to work that day. Her office was being repaired to stop a leak in the ceiling. About lunchtime, she noticed two men come up the driveway of her new home, which Connor had purchased the year before. Her stomach tightened instantly, remembering the visit by the police announcing Roberts’s accident.

She opened the door before they knocked. Both men wore nice suits and had an official air about them. “Can I help you, gentlemen?” Laura asked.

“My name is Ralph Osborne and my partner is Jeremy Blount. Would you mind if we came inside?” Ralph asked.

They seemed friendly enough, so Laura invited them in. “Would you like some tea?” she asked. “It’s no trouble to put the kettle on.” 

“We’re fine,” Jeremy said. “But thanks for asking.”

“You’re welcome. May I ask the reason for your visit?” Laura said.

They were both nervous. Ralph stared at his feet for a moment and then cleared his throat. Looking up, he said, “It is about your husband, not your current husband, but Robert Blakely.” 

Laura immediately went on alert. “Continue,” she said.

“It’s hard to tell you this, but his accident was nothing of the sort. His brake line was cut.”

The room seemed to spin as Laura tried to comprehend what she’d just heard. Jeremy Blount walked over to Laura and sat next to her on the sofa and put his hand on her shoulder. “I know what a shock this must be, especially coming so late in our investigation.”

At the word “investigation,” Laura suddenly re-engaged. “What investigation?” 

“Please, let me start at the beginning,” Osborne said. “We are investigators at the Westminster Bank where Robert worked.” 

“Did he do something wrong?” Laura asked in a panic.

“No,” Ralph continued. “I assure you. He had the highest ethics. In fact, Robert alerted the bank that serious fraud had taken place. We began investigating and found that someone was embezzling funds. That person was extremely clever, and we have yet to find out who it was. We sent the case to the Chancellor of the Exchequer for further investigation, because the funds were sent out of the country to Germany. Relationships with that country are not very good, and the German authorities refuse to take the matter further.”

“Why are you telling me this, so long after the fact?” 

“While the investigation was underway, we couldn’t tell you anything, but now we are at a dead end. It only seems right to tell you that Robert’s death wasn’t accidental. Perhaps your current husband, Connor Montgomery, can tell you more,” Jeremy said.

“What does he have to do with any of this?” Laura asked.

“I thought he might have told you. We referred the case to his office.” Jeremy answered.

“No, he never mentioned it,” Laura said. “I’ll ask him about it when he gets home tomorrow night. If there is nothing else, this is a lot to process. I’ll show you out.” For the rest of the day and night, Laura spent most of her time in a daze. Who in God’s name would want Robert dead?

Laura was angry. The whole situation made no sense, but she promised herself she would find the answers she needed. When Connor came home the next evening, he saw her distress immediately.

“Hi darling,” he said and enveloped her in his arms. “What’s the matter?”

She did her best to stay calm and said, “Let me get us some wine and we can talk about it in the living room.” Laura came back with two glasses of their favorite Burgundy and sat down with Connor on the sofa. Once they had each taken a drink, Laura said, “Two men came to the house yesterday and told me that my former husband’s death was not accidental.” 

“Oh, Laura, that can’t be true. What made them tell you that?” 

“It turns out that his brake line was cut, causing him to lose control. They said they couldn’t tell me earlier because they were investigating a fraud case at Robert’s bank. Robert notified the bank about the fraud a few days before the accident happened. Why didn’t you tell me that Westminster Bank turned the case over to you for further investigation?”

Connor took a moment and rubbed the back of his neck. “I remember that case, Laura, but I didn’t know Robert was involved. All I understood was that the bank manager, Albert Kline, sent us the referral. It didn’t occur to me to say anything to you about a case of embezzlement where funds were sent to Germany. It’s still an open case, but the Germans are of no help.”

“Well, that makes sense. I just assumed Robert passed the case to your office, since he was the one who discovered the crime. Thank you. That explains some of the puzzle,” Laura sighed.

“What else do you need to find out?” Connor said, pulling Laura close.

“I want to find who killed my husband? Just because he uncovered malfeasance at Westminster Bank doesn’t seem like a sufficient reason to kill him.”

“If he uncovered something that implicated Germany, that might be enough.” Connor said.

“I suppose so,” Laura agreed. “When we go to bed tonight, could you just hold me until I’m asleep? I don’t feel like making love.”

“Whatever you need, I’m here for you, darling. Whatever you need,” he repeated.

Over the next few days, Laura remained unsettled about what she’d learned, though Connor’s take on it made good sense. But something still bothered her. On a Wednesday afternoon, while working on a French financial contract with a British wool exporter, she realized what she needed to do. Maybe the manager at The Westminster Bank could shed some more light on what Robert had discovered.

During her lunch break, Laura used the time to call the bank. “Hello, my name is Laura, and I wondered if the manager might be available to speak with me?” 

“I’m so sorry, but Mr. Levinson is away at the moment. Can I take a message and have him call you later?”

“I’m sorry. I understood that Albert Kline was the manager,” Laura said in surprise.

“Yes, but I am sorry to say that Mr. Kline was killed in an automobile accident more than a year ago. He was well liked, and it came as quite a shock to all of us at the bank.”

Laura suddenly felt chilled and hastily hung up the phone. She asked her boss for the rest of the day off, feigning illness, and drove to police headquarters. Maybe they would tell her who had investigated Mr. Kline’s accident.

The front desk Sergeant listened to Laura’s request and found Detective Inspector Johnson, who was familiar with the case. He came out and invited Laura back to his office, where she took a seat. 

“I am sorry, Laura, but the Sergeant didn’t give me your last name.”

“Of course,” she said. “It’s Montgomery, Laura Montgomery.”

“How may I help you, Mrs. Montgomery?”

“I was just told that the former manager of Westminster Bank was killed over a year ago in an automobile accident. I wanted to see if you could point me in the right direction regarding who investigated the case?” 

“In fact, I know the case well. I was the investigating officer. Why are you interested?”

“Was there anything irregular about his accident?” Laura asked.

DI Johnson raised an eyebrow and said, “What makes you ask that? Was he a relation of yours?”

“No, just curious.” Laura realized she was on shaky ground. 

“I don’t know exactly why I should tell you this, but it wasn’t a normal accident. His brakes were tampered with and we listed it as a homicide.” Laura’s face lost all its color and her lower lip trembled. She couldn’t speak for a minute. The Inspector poured her a glass of water from a pitcher on his desk.

“Take all the time you need, Mrs. Montgomery. I’m in no hurry.”

After Laura regained her composure, she looked at DI Johnson. “Let me tell you about my former husband, Robert Blakely.”

Johnson listened to Laura for fifteen minutes without interrupting her once. When she finished, she finally allowed her tears to flow. “I’m terribly sorry for your loss,” Johnson said. “Do you mind if I call you Laura and please call me Richard?” 

“Of course, Richard,” she smiled weakly. 

“So, what do we do now?” Laura asked.

“First, there will be no ‘we’ in this matter. You’ve made an important link between the two deaths, which might put you in danger as well, should the wrong people find out. I’ll contact the investigative branch at the Exchequer’s office and take it from there.”

A smile crossed Laura’s lips, and she said, “I know just the person there to speak with. He’s my current husband, Connor Montgomery.” Johnson was surprised once again. 

The next day, Connor welcomed DI Johnson into his office. “Thanks for your call.” Connor said. “Laura told me about your conversation yesterday. If the bank manager and Robert were both killed in the same way, we have a much more serious problem. I reviewed the status of our investigation before you arrived, and I’m sorry to say that it doesn’t look very promising. The Germans are still stonewalling us as to the final recipient of the money. The paper trail is convoluted, to say the least. With your revelations, I can understand why.”

“Just how large was the embezzlement?” Johnson asked.

“Just over a million pounds.” Connor answered.

“That’s a major theft. How long did Westminster Bank take to discover the loss?”

Referring to his notes, Connor said, “Over a month, it seems.”

“How is that possible?” asked the detective.

“Whoever it was, seems quite clever. Normally, it would take only a day, which inclines me to suspect that someone in the bank had to be involved.”

“Thank you, Mr. Montgomery. I’ll go to the bank and see what else I can learn. By the way, please tell your wife how sorry I am that she had to learn the truth about her former husband’s death. It must be very hard to process that kind of revelation.”

“It is, but Laura is a remarkable woman. I’ll pass on your kind words, and good luck at the bank,” Connor said.

At dinner that night, Connor seemed pensive. “Are you all right, dear?” Laura asked.

“I have to go out of town again tomorrow, but only for a night. I’ll stay home if you need me to. We’re getting close to an arrest of the forgers I told you about last week.”

“Where are you going?” Laura asked with concern. “You’ve been gone a lot more lately. Can’t they find someone else?” Upon reflection she added, “I’m sorry, that’s small of me.”

“It’s just to Brighton. Let me make it up to you. Find somewhere you’d like to go this weekend and I promise we’ll have a quiet, uninterrupted time together,” Connor smiled.

“I’ll hold you to it,” Laura smiled back.

About ten o’clock the next morning, Laura saw Connor had left a work folder on the breakfast table. She brought the file with her to the office and took it up to the top floor during her morning break. Gail, the front office receptionist, accepted the file. 

“Connor left this at home this morning, so please give it to him. If he’s still here, I can take it back to his office for you, unless he’s already left for Brighton.” Laura offered.

Looking a bit puzzled, Gail said, “No, he’s not here, Laura. He came in early and told me he was going to Leister and would be gone for a couple of days.” 

Laura was confused. “I’m positive he told me Brighton, but perhaps I misunderstood. Would you call me at home if he checks in with you today?”

“Of course,” Gail said. “Maybe I’m the one who misheard.” From the look on Gail’s face, she clearly didn’t believe that.

Oh well, Laura thought, he probably had a last-minute change of plans. He’ll call me tonight, at least.

At lunchtime, Laura looked in her purse and discovered she only had a one-pound note, not enough for grocery shopping after work. She went to her bank nearby to withdraw some money. At the teller’s station, she asked for twenty pounds from their checking account.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Montgomery, that account has a zero balance. Would you like me to check your savings account?”

“I don’t understand,” Laura said with some alarm. “I deposited over two-hundred pounds last week and there was a considerable balance before that.”

“I don’t know what to say. The balance was withdrawn two days ago by your husband. Perhaps he forgot to tell you?” the teller said, hopefully.

“That’s possible, I suppose. Please take the twenty pounds out of our savings account for now,” Laura insisted.

“It will take me a minute. I must check with the savings desk,” the woman advised.

Laura could see the teller engaged in a conversation with a man at his desk across the lobby. Laura realized something wasn’t right. She left the counter and hurried to the two employees.

“Is there a problem?” Laura asked.

The teller seemed quite embarrassed at the question and said, “I’m afraid that the account is empty as well. Would you like to speak to the manager?”

“No, don’t bother,” Laura said. “I’m sure I can clear it up when my husband gets back in town. I’m sorry to have taken up so much of your time,” Laura said, trying to put a brave face on the situation.

Walking back to her office, Laura said to herself, I guess I’ll be having soup for dinner. Something’s clearly wrong. I’m sure Connor will call tonight, and we can straighten things out.

The call never came. The next morning, Laura went straight to her father’s office on the fifth floor. Grant Ayers greeted her as he came out of a meeting and gave her a hug. “So, you deign to visit from your lofty perch above. Are you here to see me or some other lower earth dweller?” the father smiled.

“Father, we need to talk in private.”  

Back in his office, she sat down across from Grant’s desk and told him all the things she had learned in the previous days. She told him about Robert’s non-accident and the identical fate of the Westminster Bank manager. Next, she told him about the confusion about Connor’s destination on his business trip, and finally, her empty bank accounts.

Grant was red in the face by the time Laura finished. “That’s a lot to take in, Laura. We need to know exactly where Connor is now. Let’s go upstairs and talk to the head of the investigation department.” 

They didn’t speak while on the elevator, each wrapped up in their own thoughts. Sheldon Bannister welcomed father and daughter into his office. “You both look worried. How can I help?”

Laura began first. “There seems to be some confusion about Connor’s whereabouts. He told me he was going to Brighton for an overnight trip. He said arrests were about to be made and he would be back today. Your receptionist said he was going to Leister for two days. I haven’t heard from him since he left this morning, and I am getting alarmed at what’s going on.”

Sheldon looked at Laura and Grant. “I understand why you’re upset, Laura. We don’t have any active cases in either city and there are no pending arrests.”

Grant told Bannister about the empty bank accounts. “If I didn’t have such high regard for Connor, I’d say that he’s on the run, though it makes no sense to me,” Sheldon said.

“Perhaps he believes he’s in danger.” Laura said. She told Mr. Bannister about the automobile deaths of her former husband and the bank manager. 

“Considering that, we need to contact Scotland Yard and see if we can find him before something dreadful happens to Connor as well.”

Sheldon reached for his phone and made the call. After hanging up, he said, “They’ll begin investigating right away. All we can do now is wait and let them do their job. I’m so sorry, Laura. I’ll keep you in my prayers and call you the minute I hear anything.”

“Thank you. I’m sure there must be some satisfactory answer.”

By the next day, there was still no news of Connor’s whereabouts. Laura spent the night at her parents’ house and tried to remain optimistic. About eleven o’clock, the phone rang. It was Sheldon Bannister.

“Sorry for such a late call. Laura let me know she was going to be with you tonight, Grant. May I speak to her, please?”

Laura took the phone from her father. “Mr. Bannister, have you heard from Scotland Yard?”

“Yes, and it’s not good news.” Laura braced herself, assuming Connor had been killed as well.

“It seems your husband went to Dover and took a ship to Calais. From there, he bought a train ticket stamped for Munich, Germany. With all that you told me, Scotland Yard is opening an investigation into Connor. They hope to have some answers in a few days. I can’t, for the life of me, comprehend what Connor is doing, but let’s hope for a good explanation.”

Laura set the phone down and slumped into a nearby chair. Her mind refused to work. Eventually, she told her parents what Bannister said. “I need to go to bed and think about this again in the morning. It’s too much right now.”

Her parents let her sleep in the next day. Grant had called her office to let them know she wasn't well. About 10 o’clock, Laura slowly came down the stairs in her pajamas. “Did you get any sleep, dear?” Victoria asked her daughter.

“Maybe a little,” Laura said with a forced smile. “What do I do now?” she asked her father. 

“I told your office you’re not well today, so they’re not expecting you to come in. For now, stay here with your mother and try not to speculate too much about the situation.”

“And how am I supposed to do that?” Laura pleaded.

“I really don’t know.” he responded. “I’ll try to be home by five o’clock. Too much work I can’t put off,” he added.

The day seemed to last forever. Laura and her mother played a few card games, and Laura tried to focus on a book. After five minutes, she was still on the same page. She finally settled on reading a few issues of “Ladies Companion” which her mother had on the coffee table.

Grant returned about half five, just in time for the phone in the kitchen to ring. Laura ran and quickly answered before her father did. “I would like to speak with Mrs. Laura Montgomery, if she is there, please. This is Scotland Yard calling.”

“This is she,” Laura said, slightly out of breath.

“Good,” the voice on the line said. “My name is Jason Albright. Please come visit us tomorrow morning at half nine? You may bring your father, if he is available?”

“We’ll be there,” Laura said. “Thank you for the call.”

“We have a meeting at Scotland Yard in the morning. Can you come, Father?” 

“Absolutely.”

They arrived on time and reported to the front desk. “Inspector Albright is expecting you. Just go right down the hallway. His office is number 11 on your left.”

“Are you ready for this, Laura?” her father asked, as they approached the inspector’s office. 

“Do I have a choice?” she said flatly.

Judging from his age, inspector Jason Albright had to be a senior investigator. Something in his expression added to Laura’s sense of dread. “Please take a seat,” he said, motioning to three chairs in his office. Rather than sitting behind his desk, he joined Laura and her father.

“As you might expect from what you learned yesterday, I’m afraid I can’t ease your minds about Mr. Montgomery. I honestly don’t know why we didn’t catch onto him earlier, but here is what we learned. Connor Montgomery was born in the UK and his parents still live in Bath.” 

Laura interrupted. “That has to be a mistake,” she said firmly. “Connor’s father had left him when he was young and his mother died of cancer.” 

“That’s not the only falsehood he’s told you, Mrs. Montgomery. Please let me continue. His parents are alive. Connor went to Cambridge and got a degree in economics. While there, he fell in with a rather unsavory bunch. Most are on our list of Nazi sympathizers who have made trips to Munich to listen to Hitler’s speeches at the Hofbrau House, among other places. We learned Connor concealed his affiliations from his employers at the Chancellor of the Exchequer. His most recent trip to Germany, three years ago, was under an assumed name. While we can’t prove it conclusively, we are convinced the Abwehr, the intelligence arm of the German Army, recruited him.”

Laura was suddenly sick to her stomach. Unartfully, she grabbed a nearby wastebasket and threw up. She kept her head between her knees while her world spun out of control once again.
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Gerhardt Brandt was a private in the German Army in 1911. He and his wife Ilse and their new daughter Sabine lived in Berlin. She was the light of their lives. Thanks to the money Ilse inherited from her father, she spared no expense on her daughter’s welfare. 

Gerhardt was rapidly promoted during the Great War, in part, because of his outstanding leadership qualities, but also because of the high casualty rates on the front lines. The horrors of trench warfare would stay with him for his entire life. At the war’s end, the German economy was in ruins and the once proud country hung its head in shame for losing. The officer corps was in shambles, and there was no work to be found. 

Fortunately for the Brandt family, Ilse had been shrewd with her inherited wealth. She converted much of it into gold to keep it out of the banks, when the German economy slid into an abyss in the years following the war.

By 1920, unknown in much of Europe, Germany was rebuilding its military and intelligence community in defiance of the Versailles treaty. Among those leading the way was Sabine’s father, Gerhardt Brandt.

In the years that followed, Sabine grew into a remarkable young lady. She was quite attractive, intelligent, and enjoyed outdoor sports and hunting trips with her father. She might have been called a tomboy were it not for her refined social skills and grace on the dance floor.

“Sabine,” her mother asked one day in the fall of 1935, “when are you going to find a nice young man and settle down? I want some grandchildren in my future, and I’m not getting any younger.”

“No one has caught my eye yet, Mother. Most of the men my age are too full of themselves and aren’t smart enough. Nobody comes close to father. I don’t want to marry anyone who doesn’t measure up.” Ilse had heard it all before and stopped asking, at least until next week, she smiled to herself.

Sabine knew it would come up again in the near future. There really was a problem. She idolized her father. Most of the young men she met were only interested in having a good time, which meant drinking too much beer and seeing how far they could get with the girls. More than one boy had sore ribs from a sharp elbow from Sabine. 

There was always something else that nagged her on occasion that lay just outside her consciousness. It was a vague sense of loneliness, or at least something missing in her life. She was never able to put her finger on it.

One night at dinner, Gerhardt, who had a senior position in the Abwehr, complained about the inferior quality of the new recruits. “Out of every five, there aren’t two brains to rub together.” 

“Are there women in the intelligence ranks?” Sabine asked casually. It didn’t fool Ilse. “Are you mad? Don’t even consider it,” her mother almost yelled. “That would be a foolhardy waste of your life. Sometimes I just don’t understand you,” she added.

Sabine backed off rapidly. “I was just asking, Mother.” 

“Well, don’t,” Isle retorted. Out of the corner of her eye, Sabine could tell the conversation wasn’t lost on her father.

A few weeks later, when they were alone, Gerhardt asked if Sabine wanted to go for a walk. They didn’t live far from a wooded area, and it was a beautiful evening. “The question you asked about women in the Abwehr was interesting, despite how your mother feels,” he chuckled. “Are you seriously interested, or was it just curiosity designed to provoke her?”

“Maybe a little of both,” she smiled. 

“Why don’t you come with me to headquarters and I’ll show you what’s really involved in intelligence work? It will either excite you or terrify you. You deserve to find out.”

“All right, Father. Why not?” Sabine nodded.

A few days later, the opportunity presented itself. Sabine entered the compound with her father. She loved the fact that all the men in uniform saluted him smartly. “The Fatherland,” Gerhardt began, “was woefully unprepared in the last war. We had the early advantage in weaponry and armaments, but our inability to learn about the plans of the enemy cost us dearly. We can’t afford to let that happen again.”

“You aren’t expecting another war, are you?” Sabine said with alarm.

“I don’t assume so, but we must be prepared for any aggression from the British or French. Fortunately, the leaders of those two countries are quite the pacifists at this point. We may achieve our aims with mere threats and skillful negotiations. The treaty they forced us to sign at the end of the war is still a boot on our necks.”

“So, what do you want to show me?” Sabine asked.

“Forgive me. I got carried away. No mention of this to your mother, please.”

For the next three hours, Sabine’s father took her to various sites where she witnessed men engaged in hand-to-hand combat, people operating coding machines, and a section where common objects were being made into weapons or other devices used in espionage. To Sabine’s mind, it was all a glorious adventure.

“So, what are your first impressions?” Gerhardt asked Sabine, with the tour over.

“I never realized what an important job you have, Father. It would kill Mother, but I want to be involved. It would be much more interesting than following some idiot around a dance floor, and perhaps less dangerous,” she laughed.

“I’ll speak to your mother. I hope I can get her to agree. It will be a hard sell, but I have a few cards to play that might get the job done.” Sabine wondered what they might be.

During a rough night, which Sabine heard from her bedroom, her parent’s door slammed, and a picture fell off the wall in the hallway. The next morning, she found her father asleep on the sofa downstairs. “I take it Mother wasn’t too happy with your suggestion,” Sabine said, while barely containing a smile.

“No, it was more difficult than I realized, but in the end, she agreed. You will start your training next week.”

Sabine threw herself on top of her prone father and kissed him on each cheek. “Thank you, Father, you’re the best.”

“Thank me again in a month and we will find out what you’re made of,” he smiled.

After the first week of training, Sabine wondered what she’d gotten herself into. Bruised and battered from the intense physical training, her brain felt like exploding. Every day was a cram course in coding, weapons training, and evasive tactics. She studied notebooks filled with information at night until her eyes wouldn’t stay open. One thing made Sabine particularly uncomfortable. It was the class where a female taught the art of seduction. 

At the end, she asked her instructor just how far she should go to get the information required of her mark. “As far as the Fatherland requires,” she answered. Having had no real intimate sexual experience, it frightened her more than she wanted to admit.

One weekend, while out with friends, Magda, a friend of Sabine, brought a new acquaintance, Maximilian Schroder, Max, to his friends. He wasn’t like Sabine’s other male friends. He was quite handsome, but he didn’t seem to be aware of the fact. Max was also a little older than Sabine and seemed assured of his place in the world. He was quiet and respectful of others.

Magda introduced Max to the group. “Meet my friend from the bank where I work. He’s the youngest manager in our area,” she said with pride. It seemed obvious to Sabine that Magda and Max were just friends. There was no chemistry between them. That’s nice, Sabine thought.

Apparently, Max had noticed Sabine as well. After another round of Lowenbrau, the group dispersed. Max casually walked in Sabine’s direction and said, “It was nice to meet you. I’m sorry we sat so far apart.”

“I’m sorry as well, Max,” she said, with a twinkle in her eyes.

“Perhaps we might meet again, if you would like to, that is?” Max said.

“There is a party next weekend at Magda’s house, if you can make it,” Sabine mentioned.

She could tell immediately that a group party wasn’t what he had in mind. “Or, if you’d like, maybe we can get something to eat together,” she quickly added.

“That would be wonderful,” Max smiled.

“Ask Magda for my number and we can decide where to go later,” she suggested.

“Thank you. I will.” She realized it wasn’t exactly acceptable for her to ask Max to go out, that tonight, she didn’t care. 

Sabine’s mother, Ilse, answered the phone two nights later. Max introduced himself. “I was calling to see if Sabine might be available,” he asked politely. 

“Yes, just a minute please,” Ilse said. She set the phone down and moved into the living room, where Sabine and her father were engaged in a game of chess.

“A gentleman called Max is on the phone for you, Sabine.” Her mother was surprised at how quickly her girl abandoned her chess game to get to the phone. She also didn’t miss the slight flush on the Sabine’s face.

“Hello, Max,” Sabine said. “How are you?” 

“I’m doing well, thank you. Would you be able to come with me to dinner tomorrow night? I can pick you up about seven o’clock if that works for you.” 

“Let me ask my parents. I’m sure it will be fine.”

It startled Sabine to find her mother standing behind her, nodding her approval. It irritated Sabine no end. After she agreed to the date and hung up, she said. “Mother, you have no right to listen in on my calls. Next time, I won’t ask permission.”

Her time with Max the next night was perfect. They shared two different dishes, one veal and the other wild boar. Most young men Sabine knew spent their time talking about themselves. Not so with Max. He plied Sabine with questions about growing up in a military family. He wanted to know her favorite books and hobbies. Max even waded into what her religious beliefs were. No one had ever asked her about that before. “We attend our local Lutheran church most Sundays. I suppose I’m not too big on the institution of the church, but I’m a firm believer. What about you, Max?”

“I struggle with loyalty to the church or the government. Sometimes they seem to be on opposite sides. But, despite that, I agree with you that Christ comes first. I think we are on the same page,” Max smiled.

The strudel was a tasty end to their meal and Max suggested they go for a walk, if you’d like,” Max suggested. “It’s a beautiful evening.” As they walked side by side through the village square, their hands accidentally touched, sending a spark through Sabine that took her by surprise. Moments later, they were holding hands for good.

“I just met you, Sabine,” Max said, “but it feels like we’ve known each other for a long time. I hope we can spend more time together, unless there is someone else in your life?”

“No, just friends,” she said. “I’d like that as well.”

At training the following day, Sabine was all thumbs during her assembly of a machine pistol. Her instructor slapped her hand and told her to concentrate. Her thoughts were elsewhere.

Over the next several months, Sabine worked hard to learn English and French without a noticeable accent. She proved to be excellent, and her
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