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            Prologue 

         
         
            St. Ermin’s Hotel, Caxton Street, Westminster, Friday evening, October 3, 1941

         

         “Right, son, this one’s going to that address in Leverstone Road—you go over Vauxhall Bridge and after a few lefts you’re
            almost there. Know where it is?” The porter pointed to the handwritten address on the envelope as he handed it across the
            desk to the boy, who grasped it, ready to leave for his next destination.
         

         
         “Reckon I know it,” said the boy, glancing at the address. “It’s on my way home.”

         
         “Not so fast, young Freddie Hackett. You might have to leg it back here with a reply before you can run all the way to your
            gaff. The bloke you give this to will let you know.” The porter glanced at the boy over half-moon glasses, pulled a fob watch
            from his waistcoat pocket and nodded as he checked the time. He regarded the boy again. “Now you mind how you go, laddie—this
            run’s a good couple of miles, so let’s hope he don’t have a return message. You’re quick on your pins all right, but them
            bloody Gerry bombers are at it again.”
         

         
         “I’m like a cat, Mr. Larkin—I can see in the dark.” The boy grinned and held out his hand, wiggling his fingers. 

         
         “Don’t you worry—I wouldn’t forget this.” The porter reached into his pocket and brought out a shilling, then flicked it toward the boy. The boy caught it between two fingers, slipped the money into his jacket pocket, fastened a safety pin to keep the pocket closed, and pushed the envelope into his trouser band, covering it with his pullover. Then he was gone. 

         
         Poor little bugger, thought Larkin as he made his way back into the foyer. Poor little legs running all over the blimmin’ place.

         
         “The runner get off all right?”

         
         Larkin looked up as a large man in a well-cut pinstripe suit descended the sweeping staircase leading to the upper floors
            of a grand building that seemed designed to give an impression of strength and yet genteel hospitality, as one might expect
            of a hotel with a series of upstairs rooms requisitioned by clandestine government services.
         

         
         “Yes, sir, Mr. MacFarlane. He just left.”

         
         MacFarlane ran a hand across hair that was fast balding, and nodded. “You don’t like it any more than I do, Larkin—sending
            boys not old enough to shave off along the streets of London when bombs are falling.”
         

         
         “Can’t say as I do, Mr. MacFarlane. But that one has got some speed to him, make no mistake. I reckon he could run a marathon,
            could young Freddie Hackett. The Air Raid Precautions bods who recruited him when they went round the schools, well, they
            said he was the fastest runner they’d seen—and with enough speed on him to go to the Olympics one day.”
         

         
         “Good—we can all be there to watch him get his gold—and beat Hitler’s bloody Germans,” said MacFarlane.

         
         “Not a chance. By the time this war is over and they get around to having an Olympics, I’d say his best will have passed him
            by—that’s if he comes out the other side, poor little bugger. He’s only twelve.”
         

         
         “And he’s not the only one out there, Larkin. Not the only youngster doing war work.” 

         
         The porter nodded and tapped an evening newspaper he’d picked up from a nearby table. “Seen this? Turns out Hitler has said
            that the Germans have all but destroyed Russia and that they can beat all possible enemies no matter how much money they’ve
            got, even billions. What do you reckon to that, Mr. MacFarlane? Sticking his neck out a bit, don’t you think?”
         

         
         MacFarlane raised his eyebrows as he answered in a low voice. “Probably trying to wave a red cape at the Yanks, is my guess.
            Trying to pull them in so he can say he’s knocking them into the next world.” He looked at his watch. “Right, I’m leaving.
            Got to see a man about a dog and then I’m off to Baker Street.”
         

         
         Larkin smiled as MacFarlane turned and made his way toward the side entrance. Got to see a man about a dog. See a pint or two in the Cuillins of Skye more like, thought Larkin. He could just as easily have had his drink in the Caxton
            Bar at the hotel, but who could blame the bloke for wanting to get out to his favorite pub for a bit of a breather? After
            all, it wasn’t as if he had anyone at home, waiting for him. And he worked all hours, if Larkin’s ledger was anything to go
            by.
         

         
          

         The boy raced across Vauxhall Bridge, looking up every few paces as he ran, feet light on the ground and not even breaking a sweat. He was the best and always had been. He’d won every race at school—the teacher told him he would smash the stopwatch wide open one day. He ran fast because the winner always got a sweet, and he really wanted that sweet the teacher held in his hand. He would have run to the moon for a bit of chocolate. Sometimes he saved it for Iris, his sister—a special treat for their lovely little Iris. But most of the time he couldn’t wait and would pop it in his mouth, ready to run again. 

         
         Two florins and a half-crown jangled in his pocket—he couldn’t hear the jangling on account of the bombers, but he could feel
            the coins bumping against his hip. He slowed down toward the end of the bridge, looking left across the water in the direction
            of the East End. It was burning again and he could see fires south of the river, in Walworth and Bermondsey. And there was
            that sound the bombs made when they dropped, a sort of crump-crump-crump, and he could hear the bells from ambulances and fire engines. Those were the only sounds on his run over Vauxhall Bridge.
         

         
          The bombers didn’t come over like they did in the Blitz, like a swarm of big death-dealing insects blackening the sky, but
            they still came and they still had it in for London, and all over the country. He sometimes read the papers while he was waiting
            for a message, so he knew all about the other cities and towns that had copped it. He wondered if boys like him in Leeds and
            Portsmouth had to run through the night with envelopes tucked in their trousers. But he reckoned that if he kept running,
            he’d be all right: a moving target was harder to hit. It was stopping that scared him. It had been a warm couple of days,
            for October, but he didn’t want to slow down to take off his jacket in case his money dropped out. If he didn’t hand his earnings
            over to his father, he’d get the belt for his trouble.
         

         
         He turned onto one street, then another on his way to the address on the envelope—he never had to look twice at an address—and
            at once the sky lit up again. Crump-crump-crump. That’s when he saw two men ahead, illuminated by a Bomber’s Moon and falling incendiaries. He didn’t like what he saw—there was shouting, and then the men were struggling, hanging onto each other, fighting, and he didn’t want to run into any trouble. This blimmin’ bombing was trouble enough. He slowed down, but felt a finger of fear, of warning, shimmy down his spine. A doorway offered refuge, but was he too close? Could they see him? Bloody hell, he might as well have asked for the lights to go on all over London. He flattened himself against the wall. If the house behind him hadn’t been a bombed-out shell, he would have knocked on the door and begged to be let in. He heard his heart beating in his ears and hoped that whatever was going to happen, happened soon—bombs he could tolerate, but people trying to kill each other when the Germans were trying to slaughter everyone in the blimmin’ country, well, no, he couldn’t understand that at all. People going for each other like that, it scared him something rotten. 

         
         Freddie crouched down in the doorway. One of the men appeared to have the upper hand now. He’d taken the other man and whisked
            him round, and had his neck in the crook of his elbow. Blimey, that bloke had big hands. Another flash of light and he saw
            everything, as if someone had turned up the gas lamp. The big bloke was wearing a raincoat, his dark hair swept back. If he’d
            had a hat, he wasn’t wearing it now. More flashes and the man was illuminated again. Who was that film star he looked like?
            Freddie had gone to the pictures one Saturday morning, spending the bit extra Larkin had given him out of his own pocket.
            Old Larkin was a good sort—it was as if he knew what it was like for Freddie at home. Victor Mature! That was his name. Lon
            Chaney was in the picture too. It was called One Million B.C. But this bloke looked nastier than old Victor—and, blimey, that’s a scar. 
         

         
         More flashes of light, more crump-crump-crump as bombs fell. Freddie wanted to get moving, but was now paralyzed by the violence before him. The big man with the dark hair pulled out a knife—Freddie saw it glint in the flashes of light coming from the skies. And then it was done. He saw the man push the knife straight into the other man’s left side, then pull it out, and with a snarl across his face, he plunged the weapon into the man’s heart. It wasn’t like one of those pictures at the Gaumont. This poor sod went down with his eyes wide open, blood pouring from his mouth, and the murderer—oh dear God, he had just seen a real murder—pulled the knife out of the dead man’s body and wiped it across his chest. For a second, Freddie thought he saw two men standing over the body, but his eyes had gone all blurry, so he wiped the back of his hand across his face to stop himself seeing double and looked up again in time to see the man—the killer—calmly put the knife in his pocket. He looked about him, then he’d gone on his way. Just walked off, steady as you like, into the darkness. 

         
         The boy leaned over and vomited onto the dusty red tiles outside the remains of the door. And he’d wet himself. He felt his
            bottom lip tremble and his hands were shaking. Oh Christ, I hope the envelope . . . but it was all right, it was dry. Not like his trousers. 
         

         
         Freddie Hackett sat for a while longer, trying not to sob. The envelope had to be delivered soon, or there would be trouble.
            But trouble would come when he got home and his father found out about the mess he’d made of his trousers. If he was lucky,
            Arthur Hackett wouldn’t be home when he got there. And perhaps they’d dry with the heat of his body. That’s what his mum said
            when the washing hadn’t dried properly on the line out the back. “Never mind, love,” she’d say. “It’ll dry out with the heat
            of your body.” He sometimes wondered why she bothered at all, scrubbing the clothes and putting them through the wringer,
            only to see smuts from the trains all over them when she brought in the laundry. 
         

         
         Another minute, that’s all he’d need, and he’d be ready to start running again.

         
         After a while the patch on his trousers didn’t feel so wet, so he emerged from the doorway. He jumped up and down to get his legs moving, as if he were letting a motor car idle in neutral so the oil could get around the engine before putting it into gear, and then he started running again, making sure to look the other way as he passed the body of a man he’d seen murdered while bombs fell across London, probably killing a few hundred more when they landed. Or a few thousand. 

         
         It took another ten minutes to find the address, a row of houses still standing in a street that had otherwise been razed
            to the ground. He looked up at the Victorian terrace house and reached for the door knocker—but the door opened without him
            even touching the brass ring. A man holding an oil lamp put his hand on Freddie’s shoulder and pulled him in.
         

         
         “I don’t want the air raid patrol round here because someone’s seen a light coming from my house,” said the man. 

         
         Freddie looked up and saw a scar move. No. Two scars moved, one on each side of his face, and there was another little one
            under his eye too, or was that the way the lamp flickered, making a bit of skin seem extra white? Freddie didn’t like scars—they
            frightened him. But were they scars, or was it just the man’s face? It didn’t matter, because right now this bloke scared
            him something rotten, even though he was smiling. Freddie was as frightened as he had been in that doorway, because he could
            have sworn on his grandmother’s grave that this was the very same man he’d just seen murder another bloke. He was standing
            right there, in front of him—a killer. 
         

         
         “You’re a brave boy, running through all that. Which way did you come?”

         
         Freddie might have wanted to vomit again, but he was no fool and took care not to reveal his route. “Oh, I took a short cut
            I know after the bridge—down Chamois Street and then round the back of Watsons’ factory.”
         

         
         “I don’t know that way.”

         
         Freddie shrugged, looking down at his feet because he didn’t want to see the man’s face again, not if he could help it. “Any message to go back, sir?” 

         
         “Just a minute. You can wait in there by the fire.” The man pushed open the door to the parlor, where a small fire was beginning
            to catch. “Looks like you could do with drying out. Nasty out there when those bombers come in. I’d shit myself every night,
            if I were you.”
         

         
         Freddie entered the room and held his hands out to the flames. If he moved closer the growing heat might finish the drying
            on his trousers. Funny that, having a fire—it’s not as if it was chilly in the house. Mind you, he never felt the cold much,
            even in winter. But there were papers in the grate, scorched, as if the man had been burning documents. Freddie knew that
            wasn’t unusual—he’d often seen people do that with a message he’d just delivered. They’d take a match to the paper, or open
            the door to a stove and push it in with a poker. But there was this room, and it was strange too, he thought. His family didn’t
            have much, but his dad had an old armchair, and there was a straight-backed wooden chair for his mum, while he and Iris had
            orange crates to sit on. And there was a bit of scraggy carpet on the floor that his dad told him had “fallen off the back
            of a lorry.” This room was almost empty. No pictures, no mirror, no plant in the window—his nan always had a plant in the
            window to stop the neighbors nosing in. Well, she did until she and Grandad were killed when the house was bombed out. 
         

         
         The door opened and the man nodded toward the passage.

         
         “No return message. You can go. Get on home, boy, to your people.” Freddie rushed past, ready to scamper out of the house.
            “Hey, not so fast, Jesse Owens. Take this.” The man pressed a half-crown into his hand, the long lines on his face appearing
            to have a life of their own as he smiled and patted him on the head.
         

         
         Freddie ran down the road, stopping once to slip the half-crown into his sock. If he positioned it right, it would sit nicely on top of the soft bit where there was a hole in his shoe. It would even him up a bit. This coin was one he was keeping. He’d earned it for Mum and Iris tonight, and it wouldn’t be piddled up the wall outside the Duke of Northumberland pub when his father turned out in his cups. 

         
         As Freddie ran, doubt began to creep in. The man with the scars on his face had been very generous. Almost kind. Could he
            have imagined it all? Could he have been wrong about witnessing a murder—might he have been mistaken, and the second man just
            sort of fell? His mum would tell him off for reading too many comics if he told her about it; she’d tell him he had a very
            active imagination. His mum was a clever one and said things like that. But even though she used long words and read library
            books in the evening when his dad was down the pub, she never minded him spending a few pennies to go to the pictures of a
            Saturday morning, if he wasn’t running. She said he deserved a little dose of fun. Last week his dad had come home drunk and
            found her hiding a book behind the clock on the mantelpiece as he walked in the door. He had taken that book down and shoved
            it in the stove. Freddie had seen the flames leap up as he stabbed it in with a poker, then he’d pulled out that poker and
            gone for his mum with it. When Freddie leaped up to get between them, the poker landed across the back of his head. No one
            had any fun when his dad was around.
         

         
         Next day at school he’d told the teacher his hair was bloody on account of tripping backwards on a run. His teacher gave him a funny look, but he still won the sweet for sprinting that day when the teacher took the boys out for PT. Not that there were many of them to beat, because a lot of his mates were still evacuated. In fact, half the school buildings had been taken over by the army, the blokes from the Royal Engineers who sorted out unexploded bombs. One of them had told him that the Germans were deliberately dropping some bombs that didn’t detonate straightaway, because they knew it made everyone terrified. People would see the bomb sticking out of the ground or down in a big hole, its sharp fins a sign of the threat lying in wait for someone to make just one false move. And then they were frightened to even breathe while soldiers moved along the cordoned-off street, one careful step at a time, to reach the bomb, climbing down into the hole to take out the detonator—sometimes it was so tricky the bomb went off, and those lads never came out again. Blood on the streets wasn’t such a strange thing to see anymore. 

         
         As terrified as Freddie had been half an hour ago, he felt a bit braver now, and couldn’t resist retracing his steps, just
            for a quick look. He legged it along the streets until he reached the spot where he’d seen the struggle between two men. But
            where was the other one? Where was the dead body? Crump-crump-crump. Bombs were falling across London, but Freddie could not hear them. He looked around, then knelt down, squinting as the skies
            lit up above him. Where the blimmin’ heck was the body? As he stared at the ground, hoping that an incendiary might drop just
            close enough for him to see a bit better, but not so close that he was hurt, it was clear to Freddie that there was nothing
            there. No blood, no nothing. He felt sick again, and he knew that if he didn’t start running right this second, he might have
            another accident and then his trousers would really stink. That, and he wanted to go home, to see his mum and give her the
            extra half-crown before the old man walked in the door, drunk as a lord. 
         

         
         And as he ran, his legs pumping like pistons in the bowels of a ship, Freddie Hackett knew that he had to tell someone about what he’d seen, because he was sure it wasn’t his imagination. He couldn’t keep this to himself. He had to do the right thing, like his old grandad used to tell him before he was killed. The trouble was, he wondered who he could tell, because as far as he could see, there wasn’t anything to prove the two men had even been there. He’d have to think of someone. Someone who could do something about it. Someone who would believe him. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         “When will you be back, Mummy?” The little girl’s brown eyes were wide as she stood at the playground gates.

         
         “On Wednesday, darling. You’ll have just two sleeps, two nights of sweet dreams, and I’ll be home.” Maisie Dobbs knelt down
            and put her arms around her daughter. “And Grandad will be getting Lady ready for the show on Saturday, so you’ve got a lot
            to do. Your first gymkhana! Grandad will be ready to take you out to practice when you get home.”
         

         
         The child grinned, revealing a gap between her two front teeth. “Do you think we’ll win a rosette?”

         
         “I think you might. But remember, it’s your first show, so just going along is winning, in my book.”

         
         “Will Uncle Mark come to watch?”

         
         “Yes, he said he’ll come for a Friday to Sunday, so he’ll be right there with us cheering you on, Anna.”

         
         “I hope he doesn’t cheer too loud. He cheers loud. He cheered loud when we went to see Tarquin playing cricket.”

         
         “Well, Anna, Uncle Mark just gets very enthusiastic about games—”

         
         The sound of aircraft approaching interrupted Maisie. Looking up, Anna put her hands over her ears as a trio of Hurricanes
            flew overhead.
         

         
         “I hope that doesn’t happen on Saturday, Mummy—it might scare Lady.”

         
         “Oh, I think Lady is well used to that sound by now, don’t you? Nothing much unsettles that little pony.” Maisie smiled again as a teacher came out of the school and began ringing the morning bell. “Now then, off you go. You’ve a cheese sandwich for lunch and a nice russet apple. And you might find another surprise in there from Uncle Mark.” 

         
         “Chocolate!”

         
         “Wait and see, my darling. Grandad will be collecting you after school—and remember, two sleeps and I’ll be home.”

         
         The girl gave her mother one final kiss and ran into the playground, turning once to wave before calling out to a friend.

         
          

         As Maisie walked the mile home from the school to the Dower House at Chelstone Manor, her thoughts drifted to Maurice Blanche,
            the man who had been her mentor since girlhood. She had once been his assistant and was trained by him in the art of criminal
            investigation. In his day, Blanche was a renowned forensic scientist, yet he was also an esteemed psychologist and philosopher,
            and therefore much of his teaching was not simply the nuts and bolts of his work but the importance of seeing the whole person
            in the perpetrator of a crime as well as the victim. She thought of the many lessons learned in Maurice’s company, and how
            she might imbue this child she loved so much with the very best of her mentor’s wisdom. She sometimes wondered if her father
            and stepmother were doing a much better job, simply by being steady fixtures in Anna’s life and enveloping her with a joyous
            love laced with discipline and a down-to-earth foundation—the very foundation that had anchored Maisie when she was a child,
            long before she ever crossed paths with Maurice Blanche. 
         

         
         “Oh, it’s all such a rolling of the dice, the bringing up of children,” her friend Priscilla had counseled. “And let me tell you, as the mother of three boys, I know what rolling the dice is all about!” 

         
         Yes, Priscilla knew all about that gamble, with one son in the RAF, and another having lost an arm as he brought home stranded
            soldiers from Dunkirk. 
         

         
         As soon as Maisie entered the kitchen, looking up at the clock as she closed the door behind her, it seemed her stepmother
            wanted to speak to her. There was always a signaling when Brenda had something on her mind—a certain stance by the kitchen
            table, two cups out and a pot of coffee already made. Brenda had once been Maurice’s housekeeper, and it was after he bequeathed
            the Dower House to Maisie that a bond had formed between Brenda and Maisie’s father. Maisie knew that Brenda had been the
            only person to ever give Maurice “a piece of her mind.” Now Maisie thought that she, too, was about to be on the receiving
            end of a piece of Brenda’s mind.
         

         
         “I thought we could have a sit-down together before you raced back to London,” said Brenda. “Your train’s not for another
            half an hour, and George has offered to run you over to the station—Lord Julian said it’s all right to use the motor for shorter
            runs, and it’s quite warm outside already. They said on the wireless that it’ll be seventy-two degrees today, though it’ll
            go down the rest of the month, and then we’re in for some rain. This changeable weather makes everyone out of sorts. Anyway,
            I’m glad Lord Julian’s put his foot down and stopped Lady Rowan going up to London in the motor car. People look to them to
            set an example.”
         

         
         “Well, yes, I can see his point there—and not to worry, the station isn’t far for me to walk.”

         
         “Be that as it may, but I told Lady Rowan we’d be having a little chat this morning, so she’s sending George, which means
            we have a bit more time.”
         

         
         Maisie looked at the clock again. She knew what was on Brenda’s mind. Now it seemed it was on Lady Rowan’s too. She took a seat opposite Brenda, taking the cup of coffee as it was poured for her. It was a rare treat to have someone in the house who could make such a good cup of coffee. Certainly Mark Scott—the American diplomat Maisie had been seeing—was appreciative when Maisie explained that her former employer had enjoyed a fresh, strong brew made from ground coffee beans and had taught his housekeeper how to make the perfect cup. 

         
         Maisie thought it best to claim the opening salvo. “Right, Brenda, I suppose I’m being stalled here for a grilling.” She took
            a first sip of coffee, and added a sparing quarter-teaspoon of sugar.
         

         
         Brenda spooned the same amount of sugar into her coffee. “It’s something that’s been on my mind for a while, but I haven’t
            said anything, and your father wouldn’t dream of interfering in your business. We live under this roof, though, and until
            we can go back to our bungalow when Mr. Beale and his family return to Eltham, it’s only fair I tell you what’s been said.
            Lady Rowan is worried too.”
         

         
         “What’s been said about what?” asked Maisie.

         
         “You know very well what I’m talking about. Mr. Scott.”

         
         “I thought you and Dad liked him.”

         
         “We like him very much—he’s a good sort, and he is wonderful with Anna. More importantly, he seems very good to you.”

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “Don’t be like that with me, Maisie—you know very well what I mean. There’s been talk about it in the village, and it doesn’t reflect well on any of us, especially Lady Rowan, who has a reputation to consider. Not to beat about the bush, they’re saying you’ve been living in sin with the American and you’ve let the family down to allow it to happen—what with you being a widow and Lady Rowan’s daughter-in-law into the bargain. And having adopted a little girl on your own.” 

         
         Maisie took another sip of coffee, remembering Maurice’s counsel. When emotions are running high, take time to center your thoughts before you speak. She held her left hand against the place where the buckle on her belt would fall if she were wearing one. With the other
            hand, she set the cup on the saucer.
         

         
         “First of all, I have never known Lady Rowan to care about anyone’s reputation—not even her own.”

         
         “She cares about yours, and—”

         
         “Let me finish, Brenda.” Maisie paused, still resting her hand on her middle. “Mark and I have an understanding, a companionship.
            Nothing happens in this house to alarm anyone. Anna is well-balanced, and she loves Mark’s company. I do not see any reason
            to change our arrangement—he comes to Chelstone when he can, and is a welcome friend to our family.”
         

         
         Brenda rolled her eyes. “That’s all very well, Maisie—but people want to see a ring on that finger. I’m surprised you don’t.”

         
         “We are happy with our situation, Brenda, and we are both engaged in important work.” Maisie bit her lip.

         
         “And exactly what is this important work? Do you think your father and I haven’t noticed that things are different? Mr. Beale
            is taking on more, and you only seem to be involved in the bigger jobs—no bad thing, in my estimation—yet you’re still in
            London two or three days a week, and then every now and again you go off for a week at a time.”
         

         
         “Not often, only when a case demands it—and Anna is settled now, she’s used to it.”

         
         “No, I don’t think she is.”

         
         Maisie looked at the clock again. She was just about to counter Brenda’s comment when the telephone rang. 

         
         “I’ll answer that,” said Maisie, pushing back her chair. She fled along the hallway to the library, which this morning felt like a refuge. She had the Bakelite receiver in her hand before the third ring. 

         
         “Chelstone—”

         
         “Miss—what time will you be in today? Reckon about eleven?” Billy, Maisie’s assistant, sounded breathless.

         
         “If the train’s on time, yes, about eleven o’clock. I’ve to go out again at twelve, but we can discuss the cases when I arrive,
            and—”
         

         
         “Good—I just want to tell this boy what time to come back to talk to you.”

         
         “What boy?”

         
         “Oh, sorry, getting ahead of myself. Do you remember that boy, Freddie? Freddie Hackett? The one who comes with a message
            for you every now and again? Him.”
         

         
         “What’s wrong with him?”

         
         “Poor kid reckons he saw a man murdered a few nights ago. Knifed. Freddie said he wasn’t going to say anything, but it’s giving
            him nightmares.”
         

         
         “Murdered? Billy, that’s a job for the police. Tell him to go to see Caldwell at Scotland Yard. Make it easier for him—telephone
            Caldwell and explain that the boy is under a great deal of . . . of . . . pressure, given his work as a message runner.”
         

         
         “That’s the trouble, miss—he went to the Yard, and apparently they sent a copper out to the spot where he said he saw it happen and the copper laughed at him. Told him he’d been seeing things—there was nothing there. Apparently there was some checking of records, but the only confirmed dead were from the air raids. And one drunk. Mind you, we know they’re short-staffed at the Yard, what with the number of police in the services now and no one to nab all them criminals on the streets. Anyway, young Freddie remembered being sent over here with a message and seeing your sign at the front, so he thought he’d come back to tell us about it. I always gave him an extra shilling for his trouble, so I reckon he trusts us. Poor kid, running all over London in shoes more holey than righteous.” 

         
         “Billy—you believe him, don’t you?” Maisie twisted the receiver cord around her fingers.

         
         “I do, miss. You’ll see him, won’t you?”

         
         “Of course I will.” Maisie looked up—a knock at the front door signaled that George, the Comptons’ chauffeur, had arrived
            to take her to the station. “Children should always be believed until proven otherwise,” she added. “Tell him to come back
            at a quarter past eleven. I’m leaving for the station now—see you in a while.”
         

         
         As she left the house, her document case in hand, Brenda came to the door. “Don’t forget this,” she called out, handing Maisie
            her gas mask. “And think about what I said. It’s time. You deserve more than a bunch of flowers and a box of American chocolates
            once a week.”
         

         
         Maisie leaned forward and kissed her stepmother on the cheek. “See you on Wednesday, Brenda. I’ll telephone this evening,
            but it might be a bit later than usual. I’ve promised to pop over and see Gabriella Hunter after work. Remember Miss Hunter?
            Maurice’s old friend? She wrote last week for the first time in ages, and she sounded a bit lonely so I thought I’d call on
            her.” She didn’t give Brenda a chance to respond, but ran toward the motor car, where George was standing with the passenger
            door open. “And I think we all like those chocolates, don’t you?” she called over her shoulder.
         

         
          Yet as George closed the door and Maisie waved one last time from the back seat, she wondered if perhaps she should have
            confided in Brenda regarding Mark Scott. But no, that would never do. Even if she had understood Maisie’s concerns, Brenda
            would only have worried.
         

         
          

         Maisie arrived at the first-floor Fitzroy Square office just before eleven o’clock. As she unpinned her hat and ran her fingers through her short black hair, layered in a way that enhanced the natural waves that curled around her ears, Billy brought her up to date with events at the office. 

         
         “There’s two cases of theft—I’m not sure we can do much about it, but I’m talking to the people about getting their locks
            changed and securing their windows. I tell you, this looting is terrible—and according to a couple of the coppers I know,
            they say it’s all getting worse and the government bods are keeping it on the q.t. because they don’t want it in the press
            that crime is getting out of hand. They just want everyone to carry on thinking that we’re all working together against blimmin’
            Hitler over there, and not against each other.” He paused. “And there’s another case come in for us—a bloke who reckons his
            wife is having an affair with an Australian officer assigned to the RAF.”
         

         
         “Oh dear,” said Maisie. “I don’t like those cases. Nine times out of ten, whatever we find out, it seems the couple who were
            so unhappy end up happy again and we are the bringers of good news or bad who are vilified for doing our job and being the
            messengers.”
         

         
         “Bread-and-butter work, though, miss. It’s bread-and-butter work, and we’ve still got another three small jobs, you know,
            basic security worries, that sort of thing. Nothing I can’t look after by myself—mainly it’s a case of settling people who’ve
            got themselves a bit worked up about what might happen to their houses while they’re down the shelter, or a bit of direction
            about what to do with their valuables. Of course, they’re the well-heeled people who can pay for the likes of us to make them
            feel better.”
         

         
         Maisie and Billy pored over papers for another ten minutes, with Maisie claiming tasks that she could fit in with her “other” work—a role that Billy would never inquire about, though he knew his employer was now involved in war service with a government connection. 

         
         Maisie glanced at the clock. “Freddie should be here in a minute, so best we put away these files. If I remember correctly,
            he’s an observant chap—he was looking everywhere last time he came with a message.”
         

         
         “Oh, he’s a quick study, miss—but I reckon he’s scared too.”

         
         The doorbell rang, two sharp, shrill bursts.

         
         “That’ll be him, miss—I’ll go down.”

         
         Maisie finished putting files in a drawer, but instead of going through the folding doors that led into her own office, she
            pulled up two chairs in front of Billy’s desk, then changed her mind and positioned three chairs in front of the floor-to-ceiling
            windows, so they could all enjoy a view to the outside world. Maurice had often observed that to give someone another aspect
            as a backdrop to conversation—perhaps a more pleasing landscape to look out upon—encouraged a broadening of perspective. It
            could slow down the heart rate, stimulate memory and temper the nerves, allowing the interview subject to open both heart
            and mind. And there was something about Freddie Hackett that Maisie remembered—a feeling that the boy had a good heart and
            a wounded soul. She had felt it as their hands touched when he passed her the manila envelope from Robbie MacFarlane; a sensation
            across her chest that almost caused her to gasp. Yes, that was the memory she held of the young Freddie.
         

         
         “Here he is, miss,” said Billy, opening the door and holding out his hand as if he were the master of ceremonies introducing
            the next act at a music hall. “The best runner in all of London.”
         

         
         Freddie Hackett blushed and took a step forward. He was only a few inches shorter than Maisie; as a man he would stand just shy of six feet tall, she thought. He wore trousers that might once have been his father’s, for they were baggy and held up with a leather belt. His collarless shirt was clean enough, and over it he wore a knitted pullover in a Fair Isle pattern, which Maisie thought must have been uncomfortable, given the weather. He shook hands with Maisie, wiped his left hand across his forehead, and nodded as if deference were natural for him. As he returned her smile his pale blue, almost gray eyes reflected the light, changing his countenance in a way that made him appear so very young. 

         
         “I’m glad to see you again, Freddie—but I’m very concerned about what it appears you have witnessed. Come on, come over here
            and tell us all about it.” She tapped the back of the chair to the left, not wanting to put Freddie between his interlocutors.
            “It’s such a lovely day, and I like to see out over the square after having to put up with the blackout before the sun’s even
            down for the night.”
         

         
         Freddie nodded, and took his seat. Billy sat next to him, and Maisie took the third chair.

         
         “Now then, Freddie, it seems you had a terrible shock. I know you’ve told the story to Mr. Beale here, but I would be obliged
            if you’d tell it again so I can get a clear picture of what happened to you. Sometimes people hear things differently, so
            we want to make sure we have all the right information to help us decide what to do next.”
         

         
         The boy nodded, cleared his throat and began recounting the events of the night he saw a man murdered. He described the man
            to whom he had delivered the envelope, running his fingers from his cheeks to his mouth and under his right eye as he recounted
            what he had seen as the door opened and he looked up at a face that he was sure he had seen not twenty minutes earlier—and
            his belief that the man before him was indeed the killer.
         

         
         “And the thing is,” he added, having described returning to the spot where the crime took place, and not finding a body, “the thing is that I’ve thought about it all a lot, and I reckon that the bloke what did it is not English. And he had a knuckle-duster as well as that knife he used to do in the other bloke.” 

         
         “Can you describe what it was about the man that made you think he was a foreigner?”

         
         Freddie nodded and cleared his throat again. Billy pushed back his chair and moved toward a filing cabinet by the desk occasionally
            used by Sandra, who came in to deal with office administration. 
         

         
         “Carry on, son,” said Billy. “I’m just getting you a cream soda to wet your whistle.”

         
         “I’d like one too, while you’re up,” said Maisie, returning her attention to the boy. “So he was a foreigner.”

         
         The boy nodded again. “It was the way he said certain words, though he sounded right posh. I’ve had to deliver to the Frenchies
            before, and I reckon he was French.” 
         

         
         “Yes, I understand,” said Maisie. She knew the boy was a runner for the various secret services, and would likely have been
            tasked with delivering messages to the Free French, who had their own intelligence sources. They were not happy with the fact
            that the British were landing agents in France.
         

         
         Billy handed the boy a bottle of cream soda and another to Maisie.

         
         “What about the knuckle-duster, son?” asked Billy.

         
         The boy lifted his hand. “If you wear one of those, it leaves marks right across there.” He ran a finger from the opposite
            hand across his knuckles. “You can always tell when a bloke’s had one of them on.”
         

         
         Maisie leaned forward and with a soft touch swept the boy’s fringe away from his eyes. It was a mother’s touch, gentle, and
            as the boy looked at her, his gray-blue eyes filled with tears. 
         

         
         “And how would you know that, Freddie?” she asked.

         
         He looked down as if to study his worn hobnail boots, then looked up again.

         
         “Seen it on my dad’s hands.” He caught his breath and looked beyond the window, focusing on the autumnal canopy of trees shading
            the square. “Felt it too,” he whispered, taking a deep breath as he turned back to Maisie and Billy. “So’s my mum. But he
            keeps his hands to himself on nights I bring home the money. If I miss school to work, it upsets my mum, but it stops him
            going for her when I earn a few shillings, so it’s worth it. I can always read a book while I’m waiting to run a message.
            Mum likes to know I’m reading.” He looked down at the bottle of cream soda, lifted it to his mouth and drained the contents.
            
         

         
         “I’ll take that, son,” said Billy, reaching for the empty bottle and handing him his own bottle. “You’ve got a thirst on you,
            so have this one—I’ve not touched a drop.”
         

         
         “Is your school near the place where you saw the man killed, Freddie?” asked Maisie.

         
         “Not far.” Freddie Hackett began to sip from the fresh bottle of soda.

         
         “I have to go to another appointment when we’ve finished, however it won’t take long for Mr. Beale and I to accompany you
            to the spot so we know where it is, and then I’ll have to get on my way. After that he’s going to take you straight round
            to the school, and he’ll square things with your teacher, so don’t worry about it.” She paused. “Where does your father work?
            Near home?”
         

         
         “He works when he gets work. He couldn’t join the army, even the Territorials, on account of his wounds from the last war.
            He’s got a war pension.”
         

         
         “That won’t amount to much,” said Billy.

         
          “I don’t want anyone going round there to see my dad, miss. Please don’t turn up at our gaff or anywhere looking for him—and don’t you, Mr. Beale. I’ve got to consider my mum and Iris.” 

         
         “Don’t worry, Freddie,” said Maisie. “We won’t be going to see your dad, but I will be popping into Scotland Yard a bit later
            on, to have a word with a detective I know, and he’ll ask for more information, just in case he wants to talk to you. But
            I’ll make sure he doesn’t go off to see your mum and dad without you knowing.”
         

         
         The boy seemed relieved as he stood up. “I’d better go now.”

         
         “Right you are, son. Let’s be on our way.” Billy pushed back his chair and put his arm on the boy’s shoulder as he turned
            to Maisie. “We’ll go and get a taxicab while you lock up, miss.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         “This is it,” said the boy. 

         
         Maisie tapped on the glass, instructing the taxicab driver to stop. Freddie Hackett clambered out of the cab, followed by
            Billy, who held out his hand to Maisie.
         

         
         “Watch them puddles, miss—there was a shower or two last night,” said Billy.

         
         Maisie turned to the driver. “Would you mind waiting here, please? We’ll only be a few minutes.”

         
         She paused to look at the bomb sites around them, where a few remaining houses stood like solitary teeth. Mounds of rubble
            were piled along the side of the street and between homes, enabling the thoroughfare to remain open for horse-drawn carts
            and other vehicular traffic—a sign that life was carrying on in a city under siege.
         

         
         “Over here, miss,” said Billy, who had found a long, thin piece of discarded iron and was poking away at granulated cement
            several inches thick that was covering the pavement. Freddie Hackett knelt at his feet.
         

         
         Maisie joined them. “It didn’t take you long to find it, Billy—the victim was definitely a ‘bleeder,’ wasn’t he?”

         
         “All I can say is, the copper who came out with young Freddie here couldn’t see to the end of his nose.” Billy stopped moving the sand around and rested on his haunches next to Freddie Hackett. “Look at this. Big old puddle of blood. I don’t know where the constable’s head was, but it wasn’t on the job.” 

         
         He stood up and continued to prod with the iron rod, revealing more of the dark brown stain that was expanding as he cleared
            away sand and dust.
         

         
         “There’s no doubt that someone made sure this was well disguised with cement dust,” said Maisie. She leaned over and touched
            the stain, then stood up and looked around her. She began to walk backward and forward, peering down while expanding the breadth
            of ground covered. 
         

         
         “What’s she doing?” asked Freddie.

         
         “It’s what they call a ‘grid search,’ son—instead of just wandering around looking for something when you don’t know what
            you’re looking for, you sort of mark out a grid in your mind so you don’t miss anything within a certain distance to and from
            a central point—this here is the central point.”
         

         
         “Sort of like geometry at school.”

         
         “Yeah, son, sort of like that. But then you look for something that just doesn’t seem right, something that stands out or
            is a bit odd, as if it doesn’t belong.”
         

         
         Maisie continued her search until she had walked every inch of a twenty-foot square around Billy and the messenger boy, which
            entailed negotiating a good deal of rubble. She looked up toward the bombed-out buildings and piles of masonry and squinted,
            standing for a few minutes before beginning to make her way back, adhering to the grid she had just walked while still concentrating
            on the ground. Then she stopped, and reached down.
         

         
         “What is it, miss?” asked Billy. Freddie stepped toward Maisie, but Billy stopped him. “Hang on, mate—we don’t want to disturb
            anything.”
         

         
         Maisie felt for the small drawstring cloth bag in her pocket, and drew out a pair of tweezers. She leaned forward with the tool and picked up half a cigarette. 

         
         “Looks like someone’s old smoke to me—and I don’t know who’d have a mind to throw away half a ciggie. It’s hard enough getting
            them on the black market,” said Billy.
         

         
         Maisie nodded. “And that’s exactly what this is—a half-smoked cigarette.” She drew her attention to the boy. “Freddie, was
            the murderer smoking?” 
         

         
         The boy closed his eyes tight, furrowing his brow so that at once he seemed like an old man in a youth’s body. He nodded and
            opened his eyes. “I was just remembering—and I reckon he was smoking when him and the other bloke started having a barney,
            and then he flung his smoke down before he started on him.”
         

         
         Maisie turned to Billy. “It’s a French cigarette.”

         
         “Blimey.”

         
         “And there’s something over there, on that pile of rubble—do you think you can reach it for me, Billy?”

         
         “Right you are,” said Billy, walking to the edge of the pavement, where mounds of broken bricks, cement and the remains of
            what were once homes had been shoveled away from the road. 
         

         
         “Can you see it?” Maisie watched as her assistant scanned the area she’d indicated.

         
         Billy smiled. “Got it, miss—it’s a wallet.” He stepped down and handed the old, worn wallet to Maisie.

         
         As she suspected, there was nothing inside; no identification, no money, no photographs. She closed the wallet and brushed
            sand away from the back and front.
         

         
         “There it is,” said Maisie.

         
         “What?” said Freddie Hackett.

         
         “It’s a bit damp, but you can see the words ‘Fabriqué en France’ embossed into the leather on the back. It was made in France.”
            She took a handkerchief from her bag and wrapped it around the wallet, along with the somewhat soggy half-smoked cigarette.
            “Of course, it could have been bought in London or anywhere else, but it’s an interesting discovery. I would imagine that
            either it dropped from the victim’s jacket in the struggle or was thrown there. Did you see the men on that pile of rubble
            at any point, Freddie?”
         

         
         Freddie shrugged. “They were all over the place, going for each other, so they could’ve stumbled up there.” He closed his
            eyes. “I was so scared, Miss Dobbs, I saw arms and legs everywhere. Then there was the knife . . .” 
         

         
         “It’s a terrible thing to have seen, Freddie.” She paused, adding, “Well, an interesting find anyway. You never know, whoever
            removed the victim might have taken the contents of the wallet and thrown it over there. People’s personal belongings are
            scattered everywhere after a bombing, so anyone finding it wouldn’t have given it a second thought.”
         

         
         The driver of the taxicab sounded the horn and leaned out of the window.

         
         “Oi—you gonna be ’ere all day, love? You’re tallying a nice little bill, you know.”

         
         “Just one more stop, sir,” called Maisie in reply, turning to Billy. “Here’s what I’d like you to do. Could you go with Freddie
            to the school, let them know he’s been a sterling example of a young man doing his duty and reporting a crime and that he
            should have no punishment for the morning’s absence?”
         

         
         “Right you are—it’ll be my pleasure.”

         
         “I’ll see you back at the office later.” Turning to Freddie Hackett, she gave the boy her full attention. “And you, young man, are very brave, and you’ve shown great fortitude. I want you to keep in touch with us—you know where to find Mr. Beale and we know where to find you.” She paused, looking into his eyes, and rested a hand on his shoulder. “Freddie, you seem skilled at remaining safe, but I want you to be vigilant—be even more aware of your surroundings wherever you go. In fact”—Maisie reached into her shoulder bag for her purse, and picked out a shilling’s worth of pennies—“I’d like you to stop at a telephone kiosk and place a call to Mr. Beale after school each afternoon for the next few days. He’ll give you two numbers in case there’s no answer at the first. Do you know how to use the telephone?” The boy shook his head. “All right, we can sort that out,” continued Maisie. “Mr. Beale will find a kiosk on the way to the school, and he’ll show you what to do and how to speak to the operator. Is that all right?” 

         
         Freddie nodded.

         
         Maisie took a silver coin from the purse. “And here’s a florin to give to your mum.”

         
         The boy’s eyes widened as he looked up at Maisie. “Yes, miss. Thank you very much, miss.” Freddie reached for the money and
            put it in his sock.
         

         
         Maisie inclined her head. “Why do you put the money in your sock, Freddie?”

         
         “So it’s safe, for my mum.” He looked away from Maisie, then down at the reddish-brown stain on the ground. “My dad gets my
            running money, and if he’s there when I come home, he goes through my pockets to make sure I’ve given it all up.” The boy
            faltered for a moment, as if searching for the words in his mind. “And then he goes down the pub.”
         

         
         Maisie nodded, and felt her throat catch. She looked at her assistant. “All right, Billy—be on your way. I’ll see you later.”

         
         She watched the man and boy walk together, Billy ruffling the lad’s hair as they made their way along the street, then waving and calling out “Afternoon, mate” while touching his cap to acknowledge the costermonger who passed them with his barrow. The boy looked up at Billy and smiled, leaning in a little closer as Billy’s arm rested on his shoulder. Maisie sighed and returned to the taxi, stopping to give the driver another address before climbing aboard. She wanted to see the house where the alleged murderer had accepted a message from the boy runner. 

         
          

         Once again, she asked the taxicab driver to remain on the street to wait for her. She was already late for MacFarlane, but
            she expected to be in time for the two interviews she was to conduct later. The driver would have to cool his heels just a
            little longer.
         

         
         “I hope you’ve got a few bob on you, miss, because this little jaunt won’t come cheap.”

         
         “Don’t you worry,” said Maisie, looking down at her notebook. “You can stop just down there.”

         
         “Not a lot of life around here, is there? I reckon them houses will be condemned, if they’re not already. It’s a wonder they
            haven’t gone up in smoke before now—though likely as not there’s no gas, because the supply would have been shut off.”
         

         
         Maisie looked up at the three-story Victorian house as the cabbie pulled alongside. “Yes, you’re right,” she said, remembering
            that in Freddie’s recounting of the meeting, when he met the man he thought was a “foreigner,” he had described him carrying
            an oil lamp. 
         

         
         She stepped from the cab and walked toward the house, up three steps to the front door, then lifted the blackened brass knocker. There was no answer to either the first or a second knock, so she applied pressure to the door. It moved just a little, allowing her to push it open and step into the passage, revealing a house that was familiar in design. Thousands of houses built in the mid- to late 1800s were constructed to more or less the same specifications, give or take a room or two. The entrance passage—and it was never referred to as a “hall” because only the upper classes had an entrance hall, whereas the lower classes referred to the same, albeit smaller entrance as a “passage”—had a parlor to the right, sometimes followed by a dining room, and at the end of the passage was a kitchen and scullery. Larger houses might have a cellar accessible via a door under the staircase—which was directly ahead as she entered—but this house had only an under-stairs cupboard. She anticipated two rooms above, and then another narrower staircase leading to an attic room. The WC would be outside, either at the bottom of the backyard or just to the left of the door that led from the kitchen to the yard—and it was a yard, a limited space with flagstones, which could never be called a garden. 

         
         While the house seemed to have all its walls, she noticed large cracks across the ceiling and fallen masonry along the passage.
            She turned the key on a wall-mounted gas lamp; there was no telltale hissing, so the supply had indeed been cut off. She moved
            into the parlor. There was nothing of note to be found. And that, she knew, was a find in itself. The grate had been cleaned
            of ash, and the floor had been swept. There was nothing in the house to suggest a family had been here and then left in a
            hurry. Blackout curtains were drawn back. Blackout curtains. Hadn’t Freddie Hackett said the man pulled him in quickly because he didn’t want to get a mouthful from the air raid patrol, because light was visible through the open door? She looked at the long, wide crack across the ceiling and walked around the perimeter of the room once before stepping into the passage. Treading with care across fallen masonry, Maisie again focused her attention on the ceiling above, then the floor beneath her feet. If she were not mistaken, the collapse of part of the ceiling was recent—perhaps last night—and had fallen onto a swept floor. 

         
         There was nothing in the small dining room or the kitchen. No crockery left behind—not even broken china. The shelves were
            empty, and though she could see marks on the floor left by a freestanding kitchen cabinet, she suspected it had left the house
            with the family who lived there before bombs drove them away. She imagined them leaving with their belongings on a hand cart,
            and wondered where on earth they might be—housing in London and other bombed cities was becoming hard to find.
         

         
         She made her way upstairs. Beds and wardrobes had been abandoned in the upper rooms, which did not surprise Maisie. If a family
            were moving into smaller accommodation, some furniture had to be left behind. There were no sheets, yet on one bed a counterpane
            remained. She pressed down on the mattress as if she were in a furniture store, testing it for firmness.
         

         
         “I feel like Goldilocks,” she whispered, looking around her at the water-stained walls and even more cracks across the ceiling.

         
         She climbed the second staircase to the attic room. Perhaps if the country had not been at war for two years, the gaping hole in the roof above might have delivered a shock. Instead she merely sighed as she picked her way across fallen tiles and beams toward a bed in the corner. The fallen roof was recent—again, it could have come down last night as rain fell, forcing already weakened beams to give way—and there was a musty odor signaling mold growing around the walls. A counterpane had been pulled up, as on the bed in the room on the floor below, but that wasn’t what had drawn her toward the bed. She knelt down and picked up a scrap of manila paper with a small metal clip still attached. It was a fragment from an envelope of the type used in many offices and government departments, the sort secured by two prongs that poked through a hole in the flap and then split apart to hold it in place. It was clear that the flap on the envelope to which the fragment belonged had also been glued to ensure security, as the scrap of manila paper still had the metal fastener in place. It was likely the envelope had been opened in a hurry and the recipient was not aware that a piece had flown off. Easy to miss in the half-light. Easy to miss if you had been tasked with clearing the house of recent signs of life and you didn’t want to venture a second time into a room with a weakened roof whilst it was raining. She knew that even the most experienced criminal or even a highly trained agent could make a simple error. Hadn’t she been told as much during her training when she was first recruited into the realm of intelligence in 1938, when she accepted an assignment that took her to Munich? It was always the minor blunder that could catch you out: the bus ticket dropped from your pocket, or the shred of clothing caught on a nail, or the way you picked up your knife and fork. She slipped the fragment into the handkerchief with the cigarette end and the wallet. 

         
          

         “Nice of you to be prompt on a Monday,” said MacFarlane, squinting at his watch. “What time do you call this, eh?”

         
         “It’s now half past two, and I’m still in time for my interviews, Robbie.” Maisie smiled. “And there’s no need to get snippy,
            just because you’ve lost your spectacles.”
         

         
         “Still can’t get used to the bloody things.” He shook his head and slid two folders across the desk. “Can never find them
            where I saw them last. And don’t you laugh—you’re not so far off yourself, Maisie. Another few years and you’ll be wearing
            a glass bike on your nose too.”
         

         
         Maisie had known Robert MacFarlane for some years, since their paths crossed when she was in search of a madman intent upon causing chaos and indiscriminate death across London. At the time MacFarlane was a senior detective with Scotland Yard’s Special Branch, but was later promoted into a shady area of intelligence when he became the linchpin between Scotland Yard and the Secret Service. Now he was an important cog in the wheel of the Special Operations Executive, the SOE, with a special brief to once again smooth relations with the Secret Intelligence Service, who were none too pleased when the SOE was formed in July 1940, following a clandestine meeting at St. Ermin’s Hotel, where the prime minister, Winston Churchill, had given the order to “set Europe ablaze” with acts of irregular warfare. 

         
         Maisie checked her own watch, then opened the first folder, trying not to squint as she read notes in a tiny hand, therefore
            avoiding another ribbing from Robbie MacFarlane.
         

         
         This was the job that Brenda had referred to earlier. She had no idea what Maisie was doing for the government, just that she had a role and that it was part of her national service—and hadn’t everyone been encouraged to do their bit? To answer the call if they had a skill that would benefit the war effort? Brenda herself was a member of the local Women’s Voluntary Services, donning the green uniform several days each week before going out into the community to help anyone burdened by the loss of a home, a husband or a son. Sometimes German bombers returning to their bases in France would release a final bomb in a rural area, so while country folk did not suffer the same losses as towns and cities, they knew how it felt to be on constant alert, especially if they were close to an airfield or factory. Kent had been hard hit—the Battle of Britain had been fought in the skies above the county, so the people were used to the presence of army, of dogfights over their fields and farms, followed by the odd Luftwaffe pilot jumping from a burning aircraft and landing in a tree or in someone’s back garden with his parachute trailing behind him. 

         
         Maisie was well aware that Brenda believed her war work might be somewhat similar to her own since the night Priscilla—Maisie’s
            dear friend and London ambulance co-driver—had almost died saving children from a burning building. Maisie had rushed to Priscilla’s
            aid, sustaining burns to the backs of her hands as she dragged her wounded friend from the inferno. Though not as serious
            as Priscilla’s facial scarring, the lesions were still visible. She never returned to driving the ambulance, nor would she
            have been allowed to; it was understood that a trauma once experienced would adversely affect an ability to do the job without
            trepidation in future. 
         

         
         Maisie had told Brenda the truth to a point—that she was now helping in a government office and that Billy had taken up more
            work in her private investigation business. Better to tell a half-truth rather than a lie—lies could become hard to maintain.
         

         
         It was MacFarlane who had summoned Maisie to a Baker Street address earlier in the year, to inform her that her expertise
            was now required for the war effort. Her particular role was top secret, however, and had to remain so, even after the conflict
            had ended. The job was for the SOE, interviewing prospective resistance agents at various points in their training to assess
            their continued fitness for the role and to predict how they might respond under increasing pressure—the very high-stakes
            pressure of assuming a false identity while living in a German-occupied country. And those agents would not simply be a part
            of a community, they had to work—as waiters, as children’s nurses, or as secretaries and farm hands—while at the same time
            coordinating support for local and regional resistance operations, where they would conduct acts of espionage and sabotage
            against the enemy, or send vital information to London. 
         

         
         Agents had to be prepared to enter France at night, leaping from a Lysander aircraft as it rolled along a field lit by torches. The aircraft would often take on board a returning agent after the drop-off and had to be in the air again within three minutes of landing, so speed was of the essence. Or the agent would land in France via a parachute drop, bury the chute and then be ready to travel by train to meet a contact, all the while remembering to speak nothing but French and confident in their role and new identity to show their forged documents to any German guards without taking flight if stopped. The agents had to be prepared to die—to withstand torture, and to take their own lives with their issued cyanide pill if capture was imminent. They called it their “L-pill”—for it was indeed lethal. 

         
         In short, a resistance agent was required to be a certain type of person, and the task of recruiting them fell to the scouts
            who brought them into the SOE, followed by experts who interviewed them and pronounced them suitable candidates. They were
            then handed over to the seasoned agents and military personnel tasked with preparing them for their remit. If they passed
            every test, they would be sent overseas—and France was not the only destination—where they would risk their lives for a country
            that would never admit to knowing who they were, and would disown them if they were captured.
         

         
         Maisie felt the weight on her shoulders, a sensation that was not just metaphorical, but manifested in a painful sensation
            of pressure that ran from her neck down to the base of her spine. She sat up in her chair, assuming strength in her backbone.
            
         

         
         “Shall we get on before the first of these two interviewees comes in?” MacFarlane nodded toward the folders. “They’ve both
            advanced through every component of their training, so this is the final once-over before they leave. If you have any doubts,
            well, at least we know what we might expect and plan accordingly.” 
         

         
         Maisie nodded, and opened the first folder. Upon seeing the name at the top of the sheet of paper inside, she felt as if someone had touched her neck with an ice pick along the very place where she had been wounded by shrapnel in the last war. It was a chapter of her life she had relegated to the distant past, yet since war was declared in 1939, she sometimes felt as if it were only yesterday. It was a time before she became a psychologist and investigator, before she knew what it was to solve a crime, but more than anything, before she knew who she really was. 

         
         She closed the folder and opened the second. She exhaled deeply before looking up at MacFarlane, who was pushing back his
            chair as if to stand. 
         

         
         “What do you think you’re doing, Robbie?” Her tone was sharp. “I cannot interview either of these candidates, and you know
            it. It’s a . . . a . . . a conflict of interest. I know both of them, and the fact that it’s fallen to me to interview them
            is a setup—isn’t it?” She tried to quell her feelings. It was hard enough doing this job—hard enough being dispassionate about
            her role, which she accepted because she knew she could do it well; if she stopped one unsuitable young man or woman from
            certain death, then it was a job well done. The whole remit was difficult without having prior knowledge of the prospective
            agents. Hard enough without having affection for both of them. “Is this some sort of trial? A test of my honesty? Of my suitability
            for this job? Because if that’s what it is, I would just as soon step aside for someone else to do it so I can go back to
            my daughter and to doing my part to solve the odd crime a couple of days a week, because heaven only knows your friends at
            Scotland Yard are up to their eyes in a backlog they can’t clear, aren’t they?”
         

         
         “Calm down, Maisie. Unruffle your feathers.”

         
         “Unruffle my feathers? Robbie, don’t start—”

         
         “Not like you to become so heated, is it?” MacFarlane sighed, leaned toward Maisie and tapped the folders. “I—we—thought you would be able to set aside your prior knowledge of our candidates and give us your best assessment of their continued potential. Even at this late stage and after all they’ve gone through in training, I want to know they are completely ready to get out there and do their bit for our French brethren and the rest of bloody Europe, especially us, because we’re far from being out of the woods with old Hitler. With his luck, he could come walking on water across the Channel tomorrow.” He paused. “Will you see them?” 

         
         Maisie pushed back her chair and walked to the window. She looked down at the street and folded her arms in front of her as
            if to protect her heart. Secrets, secrets, secrets. She sometimes felt as if she would drown under the weight of other people’s
            secrets. Even this part of her own life had to be hidden—from her child, her father and stepmother, her best friend and her
            lover. She was always on her guard, and those she cared for most could only know so much—they could only know part of her,
            not the whole. And she feared she might lose herself in all the secrecy—it had happened before. She sighed and turned to MacFarlane.
         

         
         “I’m angry, Robbie MacFarlane, but I’ll do it. Just get someone to bring me a strong cup of tea first, would you? And for
            god’s sake have them make it hot and put it in a big mug and not a soppy piece of china.”
         

         
         “Who do you want first?”

         
         Maisie nodded. “Miss Pascale Evernden.”

         
          

         Pascale was Priscilla’s niece, the daughter of one of three brothers lost in the years from 1914 to 1918. Peter Evernden had been an intelligence agent in the Great War, and while operating undercover in France had fallen in love with a young woman who worked alongside her mother to commit acts of espionage against the occupying army. Pascale’s mother was assassinated by the Germans when her daughter was just a baby; Peter, who had been moved into Germany to gain valuable information for the British, was killed the same year during a food riot—at the end of the war the German people were starving, as were their soldiers at the front. 

         
         Peter Evernden had never known he had a daughter. Maisie had uncovered the truth while investigating the supposed death of
            an aviator in France during the last war—the flying ace had delivered Priscilla’s brother to the location where he would go
            about his work. Pascale had been raised by her grandmother, Chantal, but not only had she inherited her father’s aptitude
            for languages—she spoke French, English, German, Spanish and Italian in several different dialects—she was also the image
            of her aunt. Since learning the truth of her parentage, Pascale had spent summers with Priscilla, becoming close to the family,
            and she also took her father’s name. Chantal remained at her chateau, which had been requisitioned by German officers in 1940,
            and as far as anyone knew, not only was she still alive but even at her age she was an active member of the Resistance. Before
            the war, Chantal had insisted Pascale attend finishing school in Switzerland—she thought the girl too much of a tomboy and
            a little too wild—and it was from Switzerland that the young woman had made her way to England when Chantal ordered her not
            to return to France when it came under German occupation.
         

         
         The second agent Maisie was scheduled to interview was a woman she had known for over twenty years. The candidate, Elinor
            Jones, was beloved by Priscilla, her husband and their three sons and was considered no less than a cherished member of their
            family.
         

         
         Now, along with Pascale Evernden’s, her life was in Maisie’s hands.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3 

         
         The poised young woman who sat before Maisie wore a well-cut costume of black wool barathea, with only the slightest hint
            of embellishment on the hip pockets, which bore gray silk stitching in the shape of a butterfly. A silk blouse was just visible
            as a white edge to the jacket’s V neckline. Her black shoes were polished and she wore silk stockings—which were becoming
            somewhat difficult to find in the shops. Her dark hair was twisted into an elegant chignon.
         

         
         Maisie cleared her throat, took a deep breath and closed the folder on the desk in front of her.

         
         “Pascale—”

         
         “Tante Mai—”

         
         The two women had spoken at once.

         
         “Go on,” prompted Maisie.

         
         “I didn’t know you worked here, Tante Maisie,” said Pascale, addressing Maisie by the name she had been accustomed to using
            for her aunt Priscilla’s best friend. 
         

         
         “First of all, let’s adopt a more formal address while we’re in this building, shall we? And there was no reason for you to know I worked here—no one in my immediate circle, including my family, is aware of my work for this department.” Maisie looked at Pascale directly, remembering the girl she had first encountered as a thirteen-year-old in France, galloping toward her on a black horse before fearlessly clearing a five-bar gate and circling her mount to a halt in front of Maisie. “I know that at the outset of your training you were required to sign forms holding you to the Official Secrets Act, so you should know I am part of that swearing to secrecy. You must not reveal to anyone that you have seen me here. Is that clear?” 

         
         Pascale nodded. “Yes. Yes, it is—Miss Dobbs.”

         
         “Good.” Maisie avoided Pascale’s gaze. She was finding it even more difficult to maintain a formal tone than she had anticipated.
            “I take it your aunt has absolutely no knowledge of your candidacy for this position.”
         

         
         “I never told her. I’ve hardly seen her since I came over—well, as you know I stayed at the house with them for a short time,
            but they were in Kent at the cottage. After a little while I moved into digs with another girl—but you know that. Then I was
            busy with my job as a translator. Well, until this job came along. And I don’t have to worry about money.” The young woman
            brushed a stray hair back behind her ear. “I have funds.”
         

         
         “Indeed.” Maisie opened the folder. “Hmmm, yes. The flat’s in Notting Hill. Not terribly far from Mrs. Partridge’s London
            house.”
         

         
         “And yours.”

         
         “Quite.” Maisie raised an eyebrow. “Now, perhaps you can tell me how you came to the attention of this section.”

         
         Priscilla’s niece looked down at her hands, then back to Maisie. “I thought you might know.”

         
         “A few details are outstanding, so perhaps you can fill in those gaps for me.”

         
         Pascale cleared her throat. “I was staying at Tante Priscilla’s house—she wasn’t there and neither were the boys or Uncle
            Douglas. He was with her in Kent. Then Elinor came home to her room.”
         

         
         Elinor had once been the boys’ nanny and had worked for the family in France and again in London. She was Welsh, but had taken French lessons and become proficient in the language while living in Biarritz. Elinor was much loved by Priscilla, Douglas and their sons, so even when the boys were past the age of needing a nanny, Priscilla had insisted that her room in the Holland Park house would always be kept for her, a bolt-hole when she came home on leave from the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry, which she had joined at the outset of war. Priscilla had been with the FANY in the Great War, which only increased her affection for the former employee. 

         
         “Elinor is a bit older than you—do you get on?”

         
         “We do, actually. When I was there, she wanted to speak in French all the time. She said she needed to practice with a native.
            I’ve always liked Elinor, and I was more than happy to accommodate her, so of course we became friends. I’ve always thought
            she was a terrific woman, probably because anyone who could manage my three cousins deserves a medal.”
         

         
         Maisie once again raised an eyebrow.

         
         “Well, all right,” said Pascale. “She managed me pretty well too—I was a bit difficult when I first began coming to London,
            and Elinor seemed to know how to calm me down. There was so much to . . . to absorb. This new family and finally knowing who
            my father was, and seeing Tante Priscilla was like looking in a mirror and seeing an old version of myself.”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t tell her that,” said Maisie. “But go on.”

         
         “So when she started conversing in French, I wanted to know why, and she said, ‘Oh nothing really. I just don’t want to lose
            it.’”
         

         
         “Then?”

         
         “I didn’t believe her.”

         
         “And?”

         
         “I followed her and watched where she went, and I saw other people coming and going, and I . . . I suppose I put two and two together. She was in uniform but not doing any of the things that Tante Priscilla told me she’d done when she was with the FANY.” 

         
          “It’s a different war, Pascale.” Maisie held the young woman’s gaze. “So you watched, you made a guess at who was doing what
            and where, and you decided it might be an idea to be heard speaking fluent French in front of some of the people you’d seen
            leaving that building.”
         

         
         “I saw a man leaving one day and I thought I would follow him. I thought he looked important.”

         
         “He is,” said Maisie.

         
         Pascale smiled and nodded. “Anyway, I knew we were walking toward that shop where they sell books and papers from other parts
            of the world—not that they have much stock these days—so I greeted the vendor in French. He’s originally from Brittany and
            I’ve chatted to him before, but this time I did it a bit louder. I made sure the man could hear me, because I had a feeling
            he would approach me, and I was right.”
         

         
         “People with your linguistic skills have been discovered on trains, in shops, hospitals and just doing their shopping, so
            that doesn’t surprise me.”
         

         
         “And here I am.”

         
         “Here you are.” Maisie paused, and smiled. “Now then—let’s get down to business. I have some questions for you—some I would
            like you to answer without any consideration, just off the cuff. The others I want you to think about—I’ll give you a minute.”
         

         
         “Fire away.” The young woman pulled back her shoulders as if reminded to do so by a finishing-school teacher.

         
         “Before I do that, Miss Evernden, be aware that you just effectively revealed the name of another agent. You assumed I knew about Elinor Jones, so it’s just as well I’m not a member of the Gestapo trying to find out who you are and what you and your friends are up to.” Maisie paused. “I could strike you off right now for that, and you know it.” 

         
         Pascale looked down at her hands, then at Maisie again, and replied with a tone of defiance, “I will never give away anything
            to the Gestapo. Never. The Germans killed my mother.”
         

         
         Maisie felt a lump in her throat. She knew Pascale Evernden was as brave as Priscilla, and to her advantage she usually had
            a cooler head on her than her aunt at the same age. Usually. Not always. Maisie knew her decision already, because apart from
            the slip—she would never make that mistake again—Pascale would pass the remaining hour-long inquisition with flying colors,
            of that she had no doubt. She wasn’t so sure about the next interviewee, who had a softness to her character that was always
            close to the surface, which explained why she was so loved. But it might be too close for this work—and that would render
            her vulnerable.
         

         
          

         “Elinor!” Maisie’s greeting for the next candidate was quite different from the one she accorded Pascale Evernden. She took
            both Elinor’s hands in her own. “Elinor, it’s lovely to see you—but first, I must add that we are now in a formal interview,
            so it’s Miss Dobbs and Miss Jones.”
         

         
         “You’ve always been Miss Dobbs to me . . . Miss Dobbs,” said Elinor.

         
         Maisie laughed. “Quite right—now the formality is all on my shoulders.” She extended a hand toward the chair on the other
            side of the desk. “Please sit down, Miss Jones.”
         

         
         Once seated, Maisie opened the second folder and took a moment to run her finger down the first page—she had already read every word on the report and had no need to remind herself, but the move could unsettle a candidate, and Maisie wanted to see how easy it was to disquiet Elinor Jones. 

         
         Elinor remained relaxed, so Maisie continued.

         
         “Tell me how you were recruited, Miss Jones.”

         
         Elinor cleared her throat. “Well, as you know, I joined the FANY, and I thought I’d be learning to drive an ambulance, like
            Mrs. Partridge in the last war. She recommended me for it, you see, when I said I was going to join up.”
         

         
         Maisie nodded. “Go on.”

         
         “Anyway, we had to list any skills we had, and I speak French. To a point it became easy when I was working for Mrs. Partridge
            in France—remember I had to learn English as a child because my first language was Welsh. And of course, I was still a girl
            myself then, so it was easier.”
         

         
         “I seem to remember there was a young man in Biarritz.”

         
         Elinor blushed. “Well, he was a good reason to learn at the time. But then I went to a lady who gave lessons, and of course
            the boys nattered away in French all the time and I didn’t want them thinking they could pull the wool over my eyes by slipping
            into French every now and again. They were right scamps then, those boys.”
         

         
         “I know they were!” said Maisie.

         
         “I can’t believe it when I see Tom in uniform—and he’s training other pilots now. And what with Tim at Cambridge and Tarquin
            planning to—” 
         

         
         “So you added proficiency in the French language to your list of skills,” interrupted Maisie. 

         
         “Yes. Then I was transferred to the same department as that Mr. MacFarlane—and I remember seeing you on the stairs there last year, but I wasn’t supposed to say anything to anyone, which is why I couldn’t talk at the time. I felt bad about that, Miss Dobbs. Anyway, then they brought me over here and I had some interviews with different people and my training was approved.” 

         
         “Radio operator.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “And now you’ve been given your final tests and certified as ready to join a unit in France.”

         
         “I think the training has gone well. I work with another girl—she’ll be my contact here, so she had to learn to recognize
            my fist. That’s what they call the way you tap out your message—everyone’s different you see, and—”
         

         
         “Yes, I’m familiar with the work,” said Maisie. She leaned back in her chair and regarded Elinor Jones, remembering her as
            a girl who had often appeared barely older than the three gregarious boys in her care; young charges she had marshaled into
            a level of obedience their mother could never quite achieve. “Miss Jones—all right, Elinor—Elinor, you have been recruited
            for very dangerous work. Are you fully aware of the risks? The average life of a radio operator in France is proving to be
            about six weeks at best.”
         

         
         Elinor blushed and nodded, yet as Pascale had done before her, she straightened her back. “Miss Dobbs, our country is in dire
            straits. Our ships are being torpedoed by U-boats right, left and center and we are close to the danger point with regard
            to food supplies. I know that and you know that, but most of the country is in the dark about how terrifying things really
            are. Hitler is trying to starve us out. If I can do just one thing to slow down his progress, then I shall do it. Even if
            I have to die trying.”
         

         
         The words on the page in front of Maisie blurred. Blinking away the moisture in her eyes, she cleared her throat.

         
         “Right, let’s get started, shall we? I have some questions for you—some I would like you to answer without any consideration, just off the cuff. The others I want you to think about—I’ll give you a minute. All right?” 

         
         “Fire away,” said Elinor, leaning forward.

         
          

         There had been little reason for Maisie to venture into the area around Mecklenburgh Square since conducting the investigation
            into her first case, a brief she had accepted with a sigh of relief after setting up in business on her own in 1929. That
            first case opened the door to more work, and began to soothe the panic she had felt several months earlier when Maurice informed
            her of his intention to retire. Instead of taking over his office, he recommended she should rent premises of her own in order
            to establish her independence. “It’s time to spread your wings, Maisie—time to fly alone. You are more than ready to leave
            the nest. The work we’ve done together will remain with you; however, if you stay here, I believe it would stunt your ability
            to do your job effectively and in your own unique way.” Maisie had put off making the move until the last minute, because
            everything about the change in circumstances was daunting, not least the responsibility of affording rent on the rooms she’d
            found in Warren Street—rooms that seemed sad and tired in comparison to the well-appointed office on Wigmore Street where
            she had worked as Maurice’s assistant. 
         

         
         Her fears regarding the future were assuaged when the first client came to her, a man named Christopher Davenham, who believed his wife to be in the midst of an affair with another man. Maisie had followed Mrs. Davenham from the couple’s home in Mecklenburgh Square to a cemetery where the woman laid flowers on the grave of the man she had once loved, a soldier who had returned from service in the Great War with terrible facial wounds. That visit to the square in 1929 had itself been a walk down memory lane for Maisie. When she was younger, some months after Maurice first became her mentor and began directing her studies so that she might gain a place at university, he had brought her to see various friends and associates who lived in and around the square, which had become an enclave of writers, artists and philosophers, both women and men, who had clustered in the area in search of like-minded intellectual neighbors. 

         
         Now she had returned to see Gabriella Marie Hunter, a woman who had once told Maisie that she preferred the companionship
            of her books and papers to most human fellowship, though in her recent letter she had admitted to a certain “yearning for
            the company of someone who knew Maurice.” The letter inspired Maisie to pay a visit sooner rather than later. She had always
            liked Gabriella, and—if truth be told—despite the woman’s admission regarding her devotion to her work, she thought Gabriella
            was wise in matters of the heart. With the exception of her beloved family, matters of the heart had always been Maisie’s
            Achilles’ heel, so she welcomed the opportunity to seek the older woman’s counsel.
         

         
         Hunter’s connection with Maurice had been seeded in childhood, though she was a good deal younger than Maisie’s former mentor.
            Both were the offspring of a union between France and Britain: in the case of Maurice, his Scottish mother had married a Frenchman;
            Gabriella’s mother was French, her father English. They were drawn together by their shared backgrounds when Hunter was a
            student and Maurice her professor. Maisie had sometimes wondered if they had been lovers, but always put the thought out of
            her head. Imagining Maurice in the intimate presence of a woman would have been akin to speculating about one’s parents having
            a wild, passion-filled affair—though the suspicion remained. Maisie suppressed a laugh as she took hold of the bellpull and
            waited.
         

         
         A housekeeper answered the door with a curt “May I help you?”

         
         Maisie smiled. It was her break-down-the-portcullis smile, for she suspected the woman might be overly protective of her employer.
            “Good afternoon. My name is Maisie Dobbs, and I’m an old friend of Miss Hunter. She wrote asking me to call—I sent a postcard
            by return to let her know I’d pay a visit this afternoon, though I am later than promised—and of course, the postcard might
            not have arrived.” She reached into her bag for a calling card and held it out to the housekeeper. “Here you are.”
         

         
         There was an instant change in the housekeeper’s demeanor upon reading the card. She ushered Maisie into the hall, where she
            asked if she would care to take a seat while she inquired if Miss Hunter might accept her visit.
         

         
         Maisie smiled as the housekeeper departed along the narrow passageway toward the second room on the right, which she knew
            was Gabriella Marie Hunter’s study and library. She rarely took advantage of her position but on occasion found it useful
            to eschew the card introducing her as a “Psychologist and Investigator” for one of the personal calling cards her mother-in-law
            had given her upon her marriage to James Compton. It announced her as “Lady Margaret Compton”—a position underlined by the
            impressive Compton family crest. Maisie knew Gabriella would find it rather amusing.
         

         
          Gabriella Hunter came to her feet and held out both hands as Maisie entered the library and the housekeeper took her leave. “Maisie, dear—it has been far too long.” She kissed Maisie on each cheek and extended a hand toward an armchair next to the fireplace. A needlepoint screen with a geometric pattern in bold primary colors stood in front of the cold grate. Maisie knew not to expect the austere working study, which as a rule would be associated with an academic. This was a room where walls that were not covered with stacks of books were painted in a pale peach color and complemented by curtains of the same hue, just a shade or two deeper. The combination gave Hunter’s surroundings an aura of calm. The Art Deco armchairs would have been as out of place in a gentleman’s club as they would in the home of a dowager who favored cabbage roses. Each chair was upholstered in heavy pale-cream fabric, with lines of brown piping fanned to resemble a shell. Wide rounded arms set off by the same piping dominated the two armchairs, which gave the impression of enfolding a person as they settled into the thick cushioned seats. 

         
         Maisie sat down, at once feeling as she had in those days when she and Maurice would sit before the fireplace in the Dower
            House library. There was a certain anticipation of deep and worthy conversation, a feeling that she would be stretched intellectually.
            As with the exercise of any muscle, though, she could expect some strain, and there would be an almost painful pleasure in
            the outcome.
         

         
         Gabriella Marie Hunter was a woman with bearing, though she now used a cane to steady herself. She wore a plain navy blue
            day dress of linen and silk—a blend Maisie recognized, for although it had the look, movement and texture of silk, there was
            a heavier weight to the fabric. A single strand of pearls adorned the woman’s neck, with delicate matching pearl earrings.
            A silver watch appeared to be draped rather than buckled on her wrist, and Maisie remembered that Gabriella told her once
            that she hated the feeling of anything tight fitting, confiding that she had never, nor would she ever, wear a corset. Her
            still-slender frame seemed not to need the confining article of clothing.
         

         
         With hair a blend of different shades of gray, as if an artist had taken a fine brush and painted long sweeps of silver next
            to charcoal, and a cut reminiscent of the same short bob she had worn some forty years earlier, Gabriella Hunter was the epitome
            of elegance.
         

         
         “Tell me how you’ve been, Maisie—how is your heart? Mended? Scarred? Still rather an open wound? Losing James was such a terrible shock—though I knew you would find yourself again.” 

         
         Just like Maurice, straight to the point, thought Maisie. “The scarring is fainter now, Gabriella. And I have a daughter.”
            Maisie reached into her bag and brought out a photograph she kept in a leather case. “Her name is Anna. I adopted her last
            year—she was an evacuee, an orphan, and . . . and I came to love her.”
         

         
         Gabriella took the photograph while reaching for the spectacles that dangled from a chain around her neck, a deft move that
            did not disturb her pearls. “Oh yes,” she said, as soon as she was able to inspect the photograph. “She even favors you.”
            She handed the photograph back to Maisie. “And I suppose she always was yours, in a way. Human beings and animals have a tendency
            to find their way home, even when it’s thousands of miles away and they have never set foot in the place before.” She paused,
            looking at Maisie over the spectacles, and was about to speak again when the housekeeper returned to the room bearing a tray
            with tea and cakes.
         

         
         “Ah, excellent, Mrs. Towner,” said Hunter. “Just put the tray on the table here, and I am sure Mai— Lady Margaret will pour
            for us.”
         

         
         The housekeeper’s eyes widened, and she appeared about to protest when Maisie came to her feet. 

         
         “Thank you, Mrs. Towner—I’ll pour tea and serve the cakes,” said Maisie. “My goodness—you must be psychic—my favorite Eccles
            cakes! Lovely—though I am sure they will spoil my dinner!”
         

         
         The housekeeper blushed and hurried from the room.

         
         “You’ve intimidated her, Maisie. She’s always been in awe of a title—and perhaps enough of a snob to be impressed.”

         
         “She’s a miracle worker to get the ingredients for the cakes.”

         
         “Squirreled them away even before the war—she said there was no harm in stocking up.” Gabriella Hunter reached for the cup of tea as Maisie passed it to her. 

         
         “So, Gabriella—are you in good health? Your note seemed to suggest that all was not well.” Maisie thought it best if she,
            too, got straight to the point.
         

         
         “Oh dear—I shouldn’t have worried you. It’s this war. I keep reading that life goes on and hearing that the young are having
            a whale of a time in the clubs, dancing the night away even though a bomb might drop and kill them all—I don’t even know if
            it’s true, but it makes me want to be twenty again. Mind you, I had more on my mind at twenty, but I feel quite . . . quite
            bereft of good company, even though I have often said I prefer my books. And I miss conversation. I thought you wouldn’t mind
            if I had a taste of life outside the confines of my house, just for as long as it takes to have a cup of tea.”
         

         
         “I’m delighted you wrote, Gabriella. Now then, what are you working on? I see a great pile of papers over there, so I know
            you’ve something on the boil.”
         

         
         “I can’t say much at the moment, but it’s an interesting topic that has been on my mind for a while. It blends a very close
            look at literature following the last war with my own experiences in France and the Levant, and my understanding of it all,
            but I have to be—” 
         

         
         “Circumspect?”

         
         “Definitely. Very much so. Which is why I don’t want to immerse you in the minutiae today—perhaps another time. I do want
            to know about your life though. Tell me, is there a young man?”
         

         
         “Gabriella, I am not exactly young anymore, so no, there is no young man.” Maisie took a sip of tea. “Though there is one
            who is just a bit older than me.”
         

         
         Hunter set her cup and saucer on a side table. “Do I detect a hint of something else?”

         
         Maisie shrugged, putting down her own cup and saucer. “Oh, Gabriella, I don’t know. He is a lovely man, with a wonderful sense of humor, and he just adores my daughter. But you see . . . well, he’s a diplomat of sorts. An American, working at the embassy. I’m not sure exactly what he does, and of course I cannot really tell him what I do, so—” 

         
         “So you’ve fallen into a dark tunnel of your own secrets.”

         
         “I suppose so, yes.”

         
         “And where secrets reside, so does fear—it’s the unknown.”

         
         “Yes. That’s right. And I know that if anyone would understand what it is to live with secrets, it’s you, Gabriella.” Maisie
            rubbed the backs of her hands, relieving an ache in the lesions across her knuckles. “Sometimes I can imagine a road ahead
            for both of us, and other times I don’t even know when I’ll see him, and whether he’ll be at my flat when I get home—or vanish
            for days.”
         

         
         “And I’m sure he could say the same about you.”

         
         Maisie nodded. “To a point, though he knows where I am when I’m at Chelstone.”

         
         “Your work is for the government?”

         
         “For the most part now. Yes.”

         
         Hunter looked out of the window. Maisie thought it was as if she were staring into the past.

         
         “If I look back, Maisie, I think kindness is the most important thing. There were interludes when—well, that can wait for another time—but suffice it to say I believe love must be cradled gently, as if you have something very precious in your hands that you do not want to break. I wish I had been more careful as a younger woman. Not necessarily young, but younger, at a time when I had confidence that love was still possible . . .” She turned her gaze back to Maisie. “Anyway, the war will be over one day, Maisie—what you do now will pave the way for how you will live in peace. Remember that, my dear. Never let fears get in the way of happiness, because fear can lead to such irrational reasoning, and we can make dreadful mistakes, saying things we can’t take back.” She seemed at once melancholy. “I’ve been guilty of such errors, in my time.” 

         
          

         Maisie entered her garden flat in Holland Park by the side entrance. As she slipped the latch on the gate, she could already
            hear a blues number playing on her gramophone, and the smell of cooking coming from the kitchen. A wicker table was set for
            two on the lawn, for the weather had changed again and it had become an unseasonably warm evening. She could hear Mark Scott
            singing along as he cooked spaghetti—she knew it would be spaghetti. It was always spaghetti when Mark was in charge of supper.
            Maisie wondered if the man had been weaned on Italian food, though she would not have thought to use herbs in the way that
            he used herbs—beyond a little sage and rosemary in the Christmas turkey stuffing, she didn’t know anyone who used herbs. Now
            Mark Scott was in her home, and herbs had become a staple in the kitchen. 
         

         
         “Hi hon,” said Mark, coming to the door, his shirtsleeves rolled, his tie loosened. He looked at his watch.

         
         “You’re early,” said Maisie, allowing him to wrap his arms around her.

         
         “Actually, Maisie, you’re late. Don’t you remember when I called and said I’d be getting away on time to cook dinner for us
            tonight? I figured I had some time owing, and I wanted to see my lady. But I guess she didn’t want to see me so much.”
         

         
         “Mark, I am so sorry—really, I just had a lot to do today, and a new case came in, and—” She stepped back and looked up at her lover. Her smile faded. “You’re going back to Washington.” 

         
         “Maisie, you can read me like a book. But look, it’s not for long—not like the last time when I hadn’t a clue whether I’d
            be away for days or months. I’m flying over just for a week—well, maybe more. Maybe less. Have to see. Usual route via Lisbon—to
            be on the safe side. But I’ll miss the half-pint’s gym-thing.”
         

         
         “Gymkhana,” corrected Maisie. “She’ll be upset, but—”

         
         “But then she’ll be so excited by it all, the fact that her old Uncle Mark isn’t there won’t matter a bit.” He sniffed the
            air. “Oops, better check the dinner, don’t want to burn the pan again—and I mean ‘again this evening,’ because that’s the
            second sauce I’ve whipped up for you.”
         

         
         “Oh, you didn’t throw away good food, did you, Mark?”

         
         “Maisie, it was burned. I can’t put burned food on the table because it isn’t good, even though as you will probably remind
            me, there are people wanting for something to eat in this country.” He paused with a sigh that seemed to signal exasperation.
            “Anyway, as you can see, I thought we’d just have enough time to eat outside with a candle to light the way—it’s warm enough,
            though they say the weather will break tomorrow. I tell you, if you Brits didn’t have weather, you’d never talk to each other.”
         

         
         Maisie thought of Gabriella Hunter’s words of advice. Love must be cradled gently. She smiled. “Yes, of course. Forgive me, darling—I wasn’t thinking. It’s been a long day.” She followed Scott into the kitchen,
            where the aroma of fresh garlic and tomatoes simmering teased her appetite—she realized she had not eaten since a hurried
            slice of toast at Chelstone before leaving for the station, and an Eccles cake that she could not finish at Hunter’s house.
            Now she realized she had admonished Scott for wasting food when she was guilty of the same thing.
         

         
         “So, what calls you to Washington?” she asked, taking off her jacket and hanging it on the back of a chair. She leaned against the doorframe and accepted the glass of chilled white wine he passed to her. 

         
         “Oh, you know, embassy business.” Scott smiled as he clinked his glass against hers and leaned in to kiss her cheek.

         
         She closed her eyes and breathed in his aftershave. The ship was righting itself again, and they were on an even keel.

         
         “I don’t suppose it’s got anything to do with Hitler’s speech last week—about Germany being in a position to ‘beat all possible
            enemies’ no matter how much they spend. We all know that was a dig at the United States.” Maisie paused. “Sorry. Careless
            talk costs lives.”
         

         
         “Sure does,” said Scott, turning back to the stove. He set down his glass and began serving spaghetti and sauce into two bowls.
            “Grab the bread from the oven, hon—it should be warm now.”
         

         
         “The advantage of knowing you, Mark, is the food—and Anna just loved her chocolate treat this morning.”

         
         “Now she tells me—I guess I know Anna only laughs at my jokes for the chocolate.” Holding the plates, Scott nodded toward
            his glass, and they made their way to the garden, Maisie carrying the glasses and bread.
         

         
         “You’ve got that look on your face, Maisie,” said Scott, as they were seated and he raised his glass once again to touch hers.
            “You’re either worried about me—and I doubt that—or someone else. Is it Anna or your dad or Brenda or Rowan or . . .”
         

         
         “You’re going through the family list until you see my face change, aren’t you?”

         
         Scott laughed. 

         
         “I’m just a bit tired,” said Maisie. “As I said, long day.”

         
         “All the days are long right now—for everyone.” He set down his fork and reached for her hand. “Maybe you should head back to Chelstone—you don’t need to do whatever you’re doing, Maisie. It would be good for you, for Anna. Maybe even for us.” 

         
         “For the time being, Mark, I have to make a contribution and do my bit as much as everyone else. It’s just that the bit I’m
            doing worries me at times, and today was particularly draining.”
         

         
         “That bad.”

         
         Maisie nodded. “Risking other people’s lives is always bad.” With her free hand she lifted her glass and took a sip of wine.
            “Forget I said that—I shouldn’t have.”
         

         
         “Said what? It’s gone already, sweetheart.” He smiled at her. “It’s gone from my mind, never to return.” 

         
         Maisie held on to his hand. “I’ll miss you, Mark—when you’re away.”

         
         “Me too, you too,” said Scott, holding her gaze for a few seconds. “Come on, eat up—there’s more in the pan. And let’s talk
            about something else. How’s your dad? Is his knee still giving him trouble? What does that old beau of yours say about it . . .
            the orthopedic guy?”
         

         
         She released his hand, taking comfort in his deliberate attempt to bring the talk around to normal everyday things. Steering
            the ship forward. They discussed her father’s arthritic knee, the fact that Lord Julian was defying all attempts by the grim
            reaper to claim him, Anna’s progress at school, her squealing laugh when she was happy, and Brenda’s opinions, which seem
            to be gaining strength every day—though Maisie did not mention the morning’s conversation with her stepmother. Mark Scott
            enjoyed talking about life at Chelstone, about Maisie’s family, about Priscilla, her husband and boys, to the extent that
            Maisie sometimes thought that he felt a certain comfort, a sense of belonging, in claiming her family for his own. 
         

         
         The lightness of conversation lulled her, as if she were at the edge of a lake and each subject was a dragonfly skimming across the water on a warm summer’s day. She knew without a shadow of doubt that she was in love with Mark Scott. But the past had taught her that war was never a good time for love, though Gabriella Hunter’s words echoed in her mind. The war will be over one day, Maisie—what you do now will pave the way for how you will live in peace.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4 

         
         Maisie did not go straight to the office the following morning, but instead made her way to Scotland Yard, where she asked
            to see Detective Chief Superintendent Caldwell. Having waited in a drafty corridor for fifteen minutes, she was informed that
            he could spare her a minute or two of his time. 
         

         
         “I know the way—you’ve got your hands full here,” said Maisie to a relieved police constable, who had a line of people waiting
            for attention.
         

         
         Caldwell was standing outside his private domain as she approached, walking through an outer office where two detectives were
            at work. “I take it this is not a social call, Miss Dobbs—I just hope you’re not about to land more work onto my overflowing
            plate.” He held out his hand for her to enter the room. “Take a pew—just throw those files on the floor, I won’t get to them
            for a week anyway.”
         

         
         Maisie regarded the man before her—stocky, his perspiring brow furrowed and his hands ink-stained. He seemed flustered and tired at the same time, his tie askew and an unshaven shadow around his chin. The office was small, with a desk at one end underneath a high window that offered little natural light. There was just enough space for Caldwell to squeeze around the desk to take his seat. Several drawers on the two filing cabinets had not been closed—or perhaps they were jammed open—so the door into the office offered only sufficient room for a person to shuffle in sideways while holding their breath. There were piles of papers on the floor and visitor chair as well as the desk. Caldwell’s jacket, hanging on the door, partially obscured the glass that would allow him a view into the outer office, if the door were closed. 

         
         “I can come another time,” said Maisie.

         
         Caldwell grinned. “Blimey, I must look rough if you’re offering to walk out of here before having your two penn’orth of my
            busy day.” He leaned on the desk, rubbed his eyes and sighed. “Want a cuppa? I can get one of the blokes to bring us some
            stewed tea and even find the odd biscuit of suspicious vintage, if you like.”
         

         
         “I’ll take the tea, not the biscuit,” said Maisie.

         
         “Thank the Lord for that—an excuse to get something wet and warm down me.” 

         
         Caldwell stood up, kicked a wastebasket to the side and walked to the door. He called out to a younger man in the corridor,
            “Oi! Watling. Two teas, splash of milk,” and turned back to Maisie. “No bloody good asking for sugar anymore, is it?”
         

         
         Maisie laughed. “I was going to give it up anyway.”

         
         “Well, I wasn’t.” Caldwell took his seat again. 

         
         A young constable entered holding two mugs of tea in one hand, and a plate with four plain biscuits in the other. 

         
         “Blimey, biscuits! Fresh-looking biscuits! And on a plate!” said Caldwell, clearing a space on the desk. “You’ll be the commissioner
            in a few months if you go on like that, Watling.”
         

         
         The constable put down the mugs along with the plate of biscuits, and blushed. “Anything else, sir?”

         
         “No, off you go, lad. Close the door behind you.” 

         
         With the door closed, Maisie reached for a mug of tea and changed her mind about the biscuit.

         
         “Young Watling’s safe from call-up,” said Caldwell, taking up the other mug. “Turned down by the services on account of being color-blind. Normally we might have done the same, but we need all the help we can get.” He took two biscuits, pausing to dunk one into his mug of tea and popping it into his mouth before it disintegrated. He drew a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his mouth. “Now then, let’s get down to business. What do you want? Is it something to do with that runner seeing things in the blackout?” 

         
         Maisie nodded. “Yes, it’s to do with the runner, but I don’t think he was seeing things. I believe he witnessed a murder,
            though there is no body.”
         

         
         “Tricky one, that. No body.” Caldwell took a deep breath and dunked his second biscuit, eating it with the same speed as he
            had the first. He coughed, thumped his chest, and took a generous sip of tea. “I tell you, this job is nothing but a recipe
            for terminal heartburn.” He paused. “Look, we are scrambling here at the Yard. I know you’ve probably heard this from other
            quarters, and probably even me, but all that nonsense about Londoners all pulling together and crime going down is just that—nonsense.
            There’s a black market to deal with, crime through the roof, looting, and suddenly human life isn’t worth what it was. And
            I haven’t got enough men to sort it out because they’re all in the army now—or the air force, or navy. So when I send someone
            to look for a body and they can’t find one—even though the Germans are making mincemeat out of us—I have to assume there was
            no bloody body in the first place.”
         

         
         “I think there was, Superintendent Caldwell. I know your men are pressed for time, so I went along to the place where the
            boy said he had seen the murder take place, and I found blood.”
         

         
         “There’s a lot of it about. And bodies, and bits of bodies.” Caldwell exhaled audibly. “You know what one of the firemen found the other morning? He goes into a shelter and finds everyone dead. Not a mark on them. Twenty people, women and children, and they are all dead. The bomb knocked all the air out of their lungs and they died instantly. Gone, just like that.” He snapped his fingers. 

         
         Maisie could see emotion overwhelm the usually derisive policeman. “We’re seeing terrible things, aren’t we?”

         
         “I don’t know if we’ll ever get over it, Miss Dobbs. What I’ve seen since war broke out will stay in my head forever, I’m
            sure—and I’m a copper. We expect to see things most people don’t.” He shook his head. “Right then. Back to the boy. You say
            you found blood?”
         

         
         “Yes, and it looked as if it had been covered with the crumbled cement and sand that’s left when the rubble has been cleared
            off the road—most of the area is a bomb site.”
         

         
         “What was the lad doing there?”

         
         “Running a message.”

         
         “Who for?”

         
         Maisie widened her eyes.

         
         “Oh, all right,” said Caldwell. “But is there anything you can say?”
         

         
          “I’m afraid I can’t—but I wondered if you might know which mortuary a body from that part of Vauxhall might be taken to,
            if it were found by the ambulance service. I haven’t been driving since last year—since . . .”
         

         
         “Since your mate copped it. Don’t blame you. How is she?”

         
         “One more operation to go—in December, a couple of weeks before Christmas.”

         
         “Poor woman.”

         
         “Anyway,” said Maisie, anxious to press on. “We would have taken the bodies to Lambeth, but I wanted to know if you’d received
            any word from the pathologist that a death by stabbing had been recorded.”
         

         
         “What’s it been? Four days? We should have been told, but—”

         
         “But when someone’s dead, they’re dead, and the pathologists are overwhelmed.”

         
         “I hate to say it, but yes. Or—and believe me, I hate encouraging you in your little quests, Miss Dobbs—if what you say is
            true, the body could have been removed by someone else or taken down to the water and dumped there with some ballast tied
            to the feet. It’s not as if we’re short of lumps of rubble in London, is it?”
         

         
         Maisie shook her head, sipped the last of her tea and stood up. “You’re right—but I had a few moments to spare and thought
            I’d drop in to see what you thought. Could you do me a favor and perhaps telephone the pathologist at the mortuary in Lambeth
            and—”
         

         
         Caldwell caught her eye. “Are you as convinced as you say you are, Miss Dobbs? I’ve worked with you a few times now, and despite
            all I say to wind you up at times, I know you know what you’re doing. I know doubt when I see it too—and there’s a little
            bit of doubt in your eyes.”
         

         
         Maisie sighed. “He was a tired boy at night in a bombing raid. On one hand I have to believe him because I have some more . . .
            anyway, on the other hand I know it’s possible to see dragons lurking in the shadows when you’re scared.”
         

         
         “What were you about to say then? You have some more what? Evidence? Now then, let me just—”

         
         “Sir!” The door opened following a single knock, and the young constable entered. “Sorry to interrupt you, sir, but we’ve just had the river police on the blower again, and they want to know when you’ll be down to look at the body that was hauled in by the crew trying to bring up the Spitfire that went down into the water last night. What with the crane and two dredgers, there’s people gathering to watch. They’ve been trying not to attract attention to the murder victim, but they’re getting worried about it, sir. I told them you were held up, but they said there’s already a reporter snooping around, though so far he’s only been interested in the Spitfire, which they’ll be hauling out as soon as they’ve got the chains around it. Shall I call down for the motor car?” 

         
         Caldwell raised his eyebrows. “Thank you for that, Watling, lovely timing as usual. I’m going to be having a word with you
            about the importance of maintaining confidentiality in the department.”
         

         
         “Sir?” The young detective constable’s brow furrowed.

         
         “Oh, never mind. Yes, call Digby to bring the motor round, because we’re not walking down there.” 

         
         “Yes, sir.” The constable turned to leave and knocked his elbow against a filing cabinet. “Ow!”

         
         “Watch it, Watling—that thing cost money. I’ll have your wages docked for that.”

         
         Maisie watched the constable as he returned to his desk. She inclined her head, then turned to face Caldwell. “A body coming
            up from the river, Detective Superintendent?”
         

         
         Caldwell sighed. “Yes, Miss Dobbs—a body. We got the message a little while ago. Knife wounds to the abdomen and heart, just
            the sort of thing you’ve been asking about—no more information than that at this stage. What with the disturbance caused by
            bringing up the Spitfire, it must have dislodged the deceased. I didn’t want to say anything, because we’ve been under attack
            for over a year, and it could be anyone.”
         

         
         “Bombs don’t usually land with knives on board, Caldwell.”

         
         “All right, all right—you’d better come with me. The pathologist is there now to see to the poor boy who went down with his
            Spitfire.”
         

         
          

         A crowd of people had gathered around the police cordon along the Embankment, though it was clear their main focus was the
            Spitfire about to be winched out of the murky waters of the Thames.
         

         
         “This is why I wanted the motor,” said Caldwell. “We could’ve walked, but then we’d have had trouble getting through that lot. Last thing I want is a blimmin’ press bod collaring me for a comment because he’s heard there’s more than one body coming up.” 

         
         Maisie nodded and followed Caldwell as he made his way around the perimeter of the cluster of people gathered, an audience
            of onlookers who responded with a collective gasp as the crane began the task of lifting the aircraft onto the barge. Water
            streamed from the fuselage, the cockpit cover open and hanging away from the aircraft. The pilot’s upper body lay slumped
            across the outside, as if he had tried to climb out but drowned in the attempt. Maisie put her hand to her mouth and felt
            her eyes sting. A woman screamed. The crowd seemed to huddle closer together.
         

         
         “Poor bugger,” said a man. “Poor bugger doing his bit for us lot, and he ends up down there.”

         
         Muttering, the crowd nodded heads, many dabbing their eyes with a handkerchief brought from a pocket in haste.

         
         “All right, everyone—let’s give the boy some peace.” Caldwell nodded to a couple of constables to disperse the gathering.
            “The lad went up there for us, and it’s only right we respect him now. Time to go on your way and get your work done before
            Goering’s lot come in for another go at us. Move along, ladies and gentlemen. Let’s get him out of there and into somewhere
            dry.”
         

         
         People began to leave with bowed heads, and as they passed Maisie heard a woman whispering to herself, “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want . . .” She turned to watch as men clambered onto the barge and began to remove the young aviator’s body from the cockpit. They carried him as if he were the most precious cargo, lifting him with a gentleness they would bestow upon a newborn babe, before laying him to rest on a stretcher. Maisie recognized the pathologist as he covered the body with a tarpaulin, before two ambulance men loaded the stretcher into a waiting ambulance and drove off, followed by a Royal Air Force chaplain. 

         
         “Over here, Miss Dobbs—our bloke is over here,” said Caldwell. “They fished him out before anyone could see what was going
            on. The audience was more interested in that poor boy in the Spitfire anyway.”
         

         
         Maisie followed Caldwell, though in truth she wanted nothing more than to go home and try to contact her godson, Tom, a pilot
            in the Royal Air Force. She loved Priscilla’s sons as if they were her own.
         

         
         The pathologist was already inspecting the body when Caldwell and Maisie reached his side.

         
         “Caldwell, good day for it. Rain’s holding off.” The pathologist looked up at the detective, and then to Maisie. “Oh, Miss
            Dobbs—nice to see you again. Keeping well?”
         

         
         “Yes, thank you, Dr. Jamieson. All’s well—though witnessing a Spitfire being winched out of the water rather took my breath
            away.”
         

         
         “Me too. A bit of emotion never hurt anyone in this job—I don’t hold with this idea that you have to be hard. Having a feeling
            for the dead opens the mind.”
         

         
         “Blimey,” muttered Caldwell.

         
         “And don’t take any notice of that one.” Jamieson smiled as he nodded toward Caldwell. 

         
         “You sounded just like Maurice,” said Maisie, kneeling down beside the pathologist. 

         
         “Hardly surprising. The man who trained you also trained me. Now then—let’s get down to business.”

         
         “Oh yes, let’s,” said Caldwell, rolling his eyes as he drew back his sleeve and looked at his watch.

         
         “Right,” said Jamieson. “I’ll be doing a full postmortem back at the lab, but you can see where the blade entered here, and here.” He pointed to two livid serrations of the flesh. “Nasty weapon, make no mistake. And it is a weapon—not your average kitchen knife. One right there to the celiac artery and the next to the heart. The killer was a professional. He knew where to go and he did it fast.” 

         
         “Time of death?” asked Caldwell.

         
         Jamieson shook his head. “You should know by now, Detective Superintendent, that being in that murky brine for any length
            of time messes up the usual indicators, but I’d say his luck ran out a few days ago and he was thrown in the drink within
            a very short time of death, possibly an hour, maybe two, judging by the decomposition.”
         

         
         “Identity card? Ration book? Engraved watch? Anything to indicate who he is . . . was?” asked Caldwell.

         
         Jamieson shook his head. “Nothing.”

         
         “Dr. Jamieson, may I assist with the postmortem?” asked Maisie.

         
         “Of course, though I won’t be able to start until later this afternoon—about four? The body will be going to my lab near Victoria
            station.”
         

         
         “I know where it is. I’ll see you then,” said Maisie.

         
         “Don’t mind me, will you?” said Caldwell. “I’m only the copper around here—and I want to be the first and only one to hear
            what you have to say after you’ve taken off your aprons. Is that clear?” 
         

         
         “Very clear,” said Maisie. “I’ll come right over to the Yard with the notes as soon as Dr. Jamieson releases them—that all
            right with you both?”
         

         
         The men nodded.

         
         “Right then—let’s be on our way,” said Caldwell. “Drop you anywhere, Miss Dobbs?”

         
         “Thank you for the offer, Detective Superintendent. I think I’ll walk from here.”

         
         Maisie bid good-bye to the two men and began to walk away, looking back in time to see Jamieson unfurl a tarpaulin across the body of the unknown murder victim, with the same tenderness he had accorded the fallen airman. 

         
          

         The terrace houses on Collington Street in Lambeth were known as “back doubles” and shared walls on three sides, so that only
            one room had a door and windows. The front row of houses faced the street, and the attached houses behind them looked out
            upon a shared courtyard, where a series of WCs were lined up against a wall. The first-floor rooms where Freddie Hackett lived
            with his family were accessed via the courtyard. As the Industrial Age gathered pace, and accommodation was needed for the
            families who rushed in from the land to find work in the factories, back doubles had been built by the thousands in towns
            across Britain, using cheap labor and even cheaper materials to house the lowest-paid workers. By the turn of the century,
            decades before the Hacketts moved into their two rooms, grateful to have a roof over their heads, the back doubles were known
            to be unsafe, unsanitary and soul-destroying, yet with their low rents they were all the poor could afford. 
         

         
         Even before she stepped out of the taxicab, Maisie knew the geography of Freddie Hackett’s home, because she had grown up
            in a house almost exactly the same.
         

         
         She entered the courtyard by a side gate and looked around at the sad dwellings, at doors with paint peeling away and smoke-stained windows. Laundry had been hung on lines across cracked and broken flagstones where even weeds struggled to grow. Maisie could hear women talking, peppering their washhouse conversation with the odd chuckle, the sound of fabric being pushed across corrugated wooden boards as if in defiance of their lot. It seemed a futile task, as layer upon layer of dust settled across every home in London, continuing to fall long after each night’s bombing raids. The women pegged out clean laundry on the washing line, only to bring in clothing and bed linens that could do with another wash. 

         
         As she reached the door, Maisie read a note nailed to the frame.

         
         
            For Hackett, knock three times. For Dunley, knock four times.

         

         There were holes where a door knocker had once been screwed into place—doubtless it had been torn off and sold for scrap.
            She rapped on the door with her knuckles. 
         

         
         There was no answer, so she knocked again.

         
         “Just coming!” The voice came from within, and Maisie heard someone running down the staircase, which she knew was located
            just inside the door.
         

         
         The door opened just as a second voice came from the downstairs dwelling.

         
         “Is that for me, Gracie? I thought I heard four knocks.”

         
         “No, Mrs. Dunley—it was three. Someone for us.”

         
         “Could have sworn I heard four. Is it the police again, after your old man?”

         
         “No, Mrs. Dunley. I’ve got to go, Mrs. Dunley.”

         
         The woman at the door turned to Maisie. She was about Maisie’s height, with hair drawn back in a topknot scarf, and wore a
            pinafore over a gray dress that was clean and pressed but had seen better days. Her blue eyes seemed to reflect the dress,
            making them appear to change hue as light shafted in through the open door, and she had a warm smile—though neither of those
            attributes could mask the attention a bruise on her cheek would attract. 
         

         
         “May I help you?” she asked, holding a hand to her cheek.

         
         “Mrs. Hackett?” Maisie didn’t wait for confirmation—Freddie Hackett was his mother’s son. “I wonder if you could spare a few
            minutes of your time for me—it’s about Freddie.”
         

         
         The woman gasped, her hand still on her cheek. “Oh, you’re not from the school board, are you? Has he been playing truant?
            I mean, he’s a good lad, but you know he does important work—he was chosen to run messages, you know.”
         

         
         “It’s all right, Mrs. Hackett—I’m not from the school board, and I know your Freddie is a good lad. I’d like to ask you a
            few questions because he came to me for help after he’d witnessed something that happened on Friday evening while he was running
            a message.” Maisie took her professional calling card from her pocket and handed it to the woman. “I knew him before, because
            he delivered messages to me on a couple of occasions.”
         

         
         The woman nodded, but the frown remained. She studied the card, stepped aside and held the door open. “We’re up the stairs,”
            she said, closing the door and leading the way.
         

         
         A dustpan and broom with worn bristles were leaning against the wall at the top of the staircase, and Maisie could see that
            Mrs. Hackett was a woman who tried to keep her home as clean as she could, even if that home comprised just the two upper
            rooms of accommodation that had never seen better days. She led the way into the small, damp back room that was both the kitchen
            and living area. Maisie assumed the other room was a bedroom—and she knew that compared to the accommodation that some had
            to settle for, this was considered more than adequate. Whole families were now living in one room, as the continued bombing
            destroyed more and more housing stock.
         

         
         Freddie’s mother pulled out a chair from the table and, as if she needed to explain her living circumstances, began to speak. “We’re lucky to have this place, you know. We were bombed out of the last house—well, it was only two rooms, a bit bigger than this, I admit. Then we heard of this one through someone I met when I took my youngest to church one Sunday, and as I can give Mrs. Dunley a bit of help now and again when she needs it, we got this place—and a home is a home, however it comes. The children have to bed down on the floor, but you know, kiddies will sleep anywhere, won’t they?” She stopped speaking and rested her hand against her face again. “Would you like a cup of tea? I have to go out again soon—my other cleaning job, across the water—but I’ve time for a quick cup, then I’ll nip down and check on Mrs. Dunley before I go off to work.” 

         
         “If you’re brewing up, I’ll join you.” Maisie had learned years ago that a slight change in her diction to suit the moment
            was often all she needed to relax the person she had come to question. She didn’t have to sound like a local, just meet them
            halfway, so without realizing it they felt as if she were a friend and not a stranger. But Freddie Hackett’s mother sounded
            as if she, too, had modified her locution to match that of her neighbors.
         

         
         “Right then.” Mrs. Hackett smiled, only taking her hand from her face when she turned away from Maisie. The kettle was already
            coming to the boil on the gas ring atop a small stove.
         

         
         “Mrs. Hackett, I’m sure you know that Freddie witnessed a man being attacked—it was while he was out running a message.”

         
         “I do, and I told him to go to the police—but they weren’t interested. Said they had enough on their plates without running
            around after a lad with a big imagination. Apparently they checked the area and found nothing—so now they think my Freddie
            is either soft in the head or a liar. And I know for the fact that my boy is neither. He’s a good son to me.”
         

         
         Hackett turned around holding a teapot in one hand and two cups in the other, revealing the full extent of the deep purple bruise. She placed the teapot and cups on the table and reached up to a shelf for saucers and a small jug. Stepping across to the window, she picked up a half-full milk bottle where it was kept in a pail of cold water, decanted some into the jug and set the bottle back in the bucket. There was something about the small, chipped willow-pattern jug that touched Maisie, as if Freddie Hackett’s mother were clinging to a crumb of gentility—perhaps a connection to the past, or a longing for better times. 

         
         Studying the woman as she poured tea, Maisie continued. “Has Freddie shown any signs of anxiety since Sunday? For example,
            have his hands been shaking, or is he scratching his face or rubbing his hands together—any movements you’ve not seen before?”
         

         
         “Nothing new, no.” The woman shook her head, and Maisie could see tears well up in her eyes. She looked down and placed a
            cup of tea in front of Maisie. 
         

         
         “Nothing new.” Maisie sipped her tea, thanked the woman, and continued. “Mrs. Hackett, I wonder, has he ever shown such signs?
            You said ‘Nothing new’—but is there a behavior already established?”
         

         
         “He’s a brave boy, my Freddie—going out in the dark and running those messages so we have money coming in. Yes, he’s doing
            his bit, but I think he’s too young for that kind of work, even though he’s always been light on his feet.” A single teardrop
            ran across her bruised cheek, which she swept away with the back of her hand. She looked up at Maisie. “He scratches his arms.
            You can’t see the scratches because of his shirt sleeves, but sometimes he does it and draws blood.”
         

         
         “That’s a sign of nerves, Mrs. Hackett. How is he progressing at school?”

         
         “Oh, he’s very good. Does his best. I’ve no complaints—and it’s not as if he’s got much longer, is it? He’ll be out to work when he turns fourteen. What with his running job, it’s not surprising he gets a bit anxious, because he goes straight from school to an office across the water, where he has to be ready to take out messages to the other office, so he goes from Baker Street to a building on the Albert Embankment and along to another place near Parliament, from one to the other. Sometimes they have him running a bit further—even back across the water, if need be.” 

         
         Maisie remembered how her South London–born father always referred to anything on the other side of the Thames as “across
            the water”—the famous London river was always known as “the water” to locals. 
         

         
         “Why do you think he’s anxious, Mrs. Hackett?”

         
         “Same reason we’re all a bit nervous, Miss Dobbs—we’ve seen the bodies, haven’t we? We’ve seen our neighbors killed, even
            the little ones. We’ve got our hearts in our mouths half the time, haven’t we? All scared out of our wits every single night.”
         

         
         “Yes, of course—I just wondered if there was anything more specific to Freddie.” She took a different tack. “Were your children
            ever evacuated?”
         

         
         Hackett shook her head. “I was going to let them go, but I heard such things—terrible things happening, out there in the country.
            All them children living with strangers, coming home and not knowing which way is up. No, if one of us goes to meet our maker,
            then we all go together. We’re a family. And being as there are so many children away, the school is only small now, so the
            children are doing all right. The army is in the other half of the school—the bomb disposal lads. That’s who I feel sorry
            for.”
         

         
         “And your husband’s not in the service?”

         
         “No, he’s—he wasn’t fit for service, on account of his wounds from the last war. He gets work where he can, though. You’d think there’d be more for him, what with so many men away, but no, it’s only piecework he can get—you know, a piece here and a piece there, paid by the hour with never a promise of more than that.” Hackett looked at the clock on the shelf above the stove. “Speaking of work, I’d best be getting on.” 

         
         Maisie stood up. “Mrs. Hackett, I’ve a taxicab outside and I’m going back across the water. Come on, let me drop you off—save
            you running to catch a bus.”
         

         
         “Are you sure? That’s very kind of you, Miss Dobbs, and I’m much obliged. I’ll get my coat.”

         
         Maisie took the cups to the sink, rinsed them under the cold tap and placed them on the draining board. A single framed photograph
            hung on the wall by the door, of Freddie’s mother on her wedding day, her hand resting on the arm of her groom. Maisie looked
            closer and, glancing along the passage to see if she had a moment, reached into her bag for the magnifying glass that was
            always part of what she thought of as the “kit” she kept with her for use during an investigation. Lifting the glass to the
            photograph, she leaned toward the image, focusing on the man Grace had married.
         

         
         “Ready when you are, Miss Dobbs!” Hackett’s voice echoed along the landing.

         
         Maisie put away the magnifying glass and joined Mrs. Hackett on the landing. 

         
         “Sorry to keep you, Miss Dobbs. I just had to nip out to the WC, and of course I have to lock the doors up here or Mrs. Dunley comes up for a poke around—she’s a bit nosy. I’ll pop my head around her door to make sure she’s all right, though.” She lowered her voice, leaning in toward Maisie. “She pretends she can’t move very well, but you can rest assured, the minute I leave, she’ll be up these stairs and trying the door handles.” 

         
         Maisie smiled, and as she looked at Hackett, she noticed that the woman had applied powder over the bruise, though it was
            still visible.
         

         
         “How on earth did you do that to your face?” asked Maisie. 

         
         “See that broom there? I tell you, it happened so fast! I was hurrying and stepped on the brush. The handle popped away from
            the wall, and whack! Straight across my cheekbone! Freddie was here and ran down to the pub to see if they had some ice for
            it. Bless that boy.”
         

         
         “That’s just the sort of thing I’d do, Mrs. Hackett,” Maisie said as they made their way down the stairs. “We women are always
            rushing, and there’s always something in the way.” 
         

         
         “At least you don’t have children to worry about too.” 

         
         “Oh, but I do,” said Maisie. “I have a little girl. I just use my maiden name for my work.”

         
         Maisie waited in the taxi while Grace Hackett checked on Mrs. Dunley. Once the vehicle set off, Hackett picked up the conversation.
            “Is your husband in the services?”
         

         
         Maisie caught her breath. She had noticed Hackett glancing at the third finger of her left hand as she asked the question.
            “No. I’m a widow, Mrs. Hackett—but we’re doing well, my daughter and I. Very well indeed. Now, where would you like to be
            dropped off?”
         

         
         Later, having given Mrs. Hackett—who had invited her to “call me Grace”—a lift to an address in Belgravia, the location of one of her several jobs, Maisie asked the driver to drop her at Victoria Station. She wanted to walk around for a while to settle her mind before joining Jamieson at his laboratory. She had a few thoughts to dissect before assisting the pathologist. For a start, Maisie was sure the broom handle had not taken a swipe at Grace Hackett’s face. She had seen enough wounds on both the living and the dead to know a bruise sustained as a result of a fist to the cheek and how it might differ from that of an accident. But of greater interest was the image of the man Maisie assumed to be Freddie Hackett’s father. Focusing on the photograph of Grace with her new husband on their wedding day, Maisie could see he had sustained his own facial wound: a long, prominent scar across his right cheek. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         Outfitted in a white laboratory coat, mask, and rubber gloves, her hair fingered back under a white scarf, Maisie scribbled
            notes on a clipboard as Jamieson spoke. On occasion she stopped him to ask a question, or to point out something for him to
            look at again. She liked Jamieson; there was something in his bearing that continued to remind her of Maurice—the way he touched
            the body, even whispering, “Sorry about that, old man,” as if the cadaver before them still held life and warmth.
         

         
         Every part of the deceased was inspected and condition noted, right down to an ingrown nail on the big toe of the right foot.
            
         

         
         “The shrapnel wounds are telling, don’t you think, Dr. Jamieson?” asked Maisie.

         
         “Yes. I saw so many just like this in the last war—and the water has brought more shards to the surface of the skin. I daresay
            he picked out a few splinters each week, and the constant reminder probably gave him nightmares about the day he got them.”
            He sighed. “Trying to look beyond his condition, what age would you peg him, Maisie?”
         

         
         Maisie looked up. Jamieson had never used her Christian name before. She stared down at the body again. “I’d say he was a
            young soldier during the last war, not too many years on him at the time, and perhaps only a little older than the century.
            Let’s settle on about forty-two, something of that order.”
         

         
         “My thoughts exactly.” He looked up at Maisie. “And please, do call me Duncan. It seems silly to stick to formalities in the presence of the dead.” 

         
         Maisie could feel her face flushing. On the contrary, she would rather have stuck to the “formalities.”

         
         Jamieson continued. “Anything else you’ve noticed?”

         
         Maisie cleared her throat. “This man had quite a life—or quite a job. Look at these scars here—on the arm, and the thigh.
            And this one across the palm of his hand. He has been in a few scrapes—fights, I should say, and weapons were involved. Either
            that or he was terribly accident-prone.” She stood back and began to chew the side of her lip.
         

         
         “What is it?” asked Jamieson.

         
         She sighed. “Look, this is going to sound incredibly . . . well, it’s speculation, but I believe this man might have been
            some sort of fighter. And I don’t mean a boxer or wrestler. This body is like a child’s drawing book—there’s scribble everywhere
            and every mark looks like the result of a deliberate wound. I suspect he was in combat well beyond the last war, and that
            he found himself in some very tight corners.” She set the scalpel and clipboard on a metal trolley alongside the postmortem
            table, and folded her arms. “I even wonder if we are dealing with a seasoned killer.”
         

         
         “The murderer was the one who knew how to kill, Maisie—swiftly and with ease.”

         
         She nodded again. “Oh, I can see that.” Slipping her pencil into a pocket, she picked up a scalpel from the instruments tray
            and used it to point to the two knife wounds. “This is precision work, as you observed when we first saw the body. But I wonder
            if the murder could have been the result of two sharks fighting, two trained killers who would go at each other to the death.
            Or might one of those two killers—this one—have been unsuspecting, with no reason to fear the other man?”
         

         
         “Now you’re venturing outside my territory, Maisie. I’m strictly the corpse man. I can tell you about the weapon, the trajectory of the knife as it was plunged into the body here and here, and I can tell you that this chap liked a drink or two—or three or four—if I’m not mistaken. Nasty-looking liver—could be the result of too many French aperitifs and a good number of other spirits. More than that is beyond my purview. But it’s always interesting to hear someone like you begin to see the story.” 

         
         Maisie frowned. “French aperitifs? Have you assumed he’s French?”

         
         Jamieson shrugged. “That’s where I speculate, I suppose.” He shook his head. “No, it’s not. I can trust you with my thoughts because you’re a product of Maurice
            Blanche’s teaching methods. First, I was a doctor at a casualty clearing station, and then later a field hospital during the
            last war. For the most part the soldiers under my supervision—my patients—were British, but we had a number of French, Australian,
            Canadian, South African men—and even the odd German brought in. In time, I didn’t even need to be told the nationality—I just
            knew. Ask the other doctors and they would say the same. I expect you would have known too—after all, you were a nurse in
            the last war, if my memory services me well.”
         

         
         Maisie nodded. “Go on.”

         
         “And the other thing is that I found myself speaking to him in French before you arrived. Obviously not because he could have
            answered; it was a matter of instinct. That probably sounds frightfully strange, but as you know, it makes the job so much
            easier if you have a word or two for the poor bastard in front of you.”
         

         
         Maisie put down the scalpel and picked up the clipboard. She noted a couple of additional points from their observations of
            the body, making a brief mention that the deceased was believed to have been of French origin. 
         

         
         “I think I can guess why you transferred to forensic pathology,” she said.

         
         Jamieson laughed. It was a hearty laugh, a laugh that Maisie thought seemed to come from the very heart of him.

         
         “I’m sure you can, Maisie. I just didn’t want to lose another patient, another lad screaming for his mother or his sweetheart,
            or begging me to please end it for him so the pain would go away. At least with the dead I can’t do any worse than has already
            been done. I don’t have to live with the screams anymore, or the fear of making the wrong decision and losing someone who
            hasn’t had enough time to know what life is all about.” He looked down at the body of the man Freddie Hackett had seen murdered.
            “He may have been a killer, Maisie, but we cannot judge the reason why.”
         

         
          

         We cannot judge the reason why. Now back in her Fitzroy Square office, Maisie was sitting at her desk letting a pencil run through her thumb and forefinger
            before dropping onto the blotting pad time after time as Duncan Jamieson’s words continued to echo. A professional killer,
            possibly a Frenchman, was dead and another on the loose. The witness was a boy tasked with running through burning streets
            to deliver messages—“doing his bit” and likely becoming as shell-shocked as any soldier she’d seen in the last war. And he
            was a boy whose father bore a scar, as had the killer he’d described. 
         

         
         We cannot judge the reason why. She allowed the pencil to drop through her fingers once more and hit the desk, but this time she let it bounce onto the floor as she pushed back her chair. She stood up and walked to the window, folded her arms and looked down at the courtyard below, to the small area where just last year a German spy had grown flowers and vines to disguise the aerial that allowed him to send radio messages to his superiors. Maisie had reported him to Robbie MacFarlane, and as far as she knew he was already dead. Executed. Months later she had rented the downstairs flat so that Billy could use it on those nights when he was not able to return to his family. His wife, Doreen, and daughter, Margaret Rose, were now living in Frankie and Brenda’s bungalow in Chelstone village, while Maisie’s parents had moved full-time to the Dower House. Billy would return to the office before the blackout, and she knew that she, too, should leave soon to go home to her Holland Park flat. But she lingered, pondering her next move. It was like a game of chess. 

         
         The telephone began to ring, interrupting her thoughts.  She picked up the receiver.

         
         “Fitzroy—” 

         
         As always when the caller was Robert MacFarlane, his voice boomed into the receiver before she could finish reciting the number.

         
         “Maisie! There’s a motor car coming over to take you to your abode so you can throw a few necessaries into a suitcase—and
            make it a small one, you won’t need much. You’re booked on the sleeper to Edinburgh. Best time of the year in my bonny Scotland.”
         

         
         “But Robbie . . . it’s Anna’s—”

         
         “Don’t fret, lassie, I’ll have you back by Friday night, and you won’t miss the wee girl’s show-jumping debut on Saturday.
            And from what I hear, your gentleman friend left today to return to the Colonies, so I know you’re not booked up. Anyway,
            we’re needed as a matter of some urgency—got a group being pushed through the first part of their assessments, the paramilitary
            training, and we’ve got to get them double-checked, approved for whatever it is we think they’ll be best at, then on to the
            next stage as soon as we can. Make sure you bring a pair of trousers and some boots. And a woolen jacket—as you know, it can
            get a bit nippy up there.”
         

         
         “We’re both needed?”

         
         “I’ll see you at the station, Maisie—we can have a dram or two over our supper on the train. Thank the good Lord the sleeper
            is running again.”
         

         
         “I’d better be back in London by Friday, Robbie—come what may.”

         
         “I promise.”

         
         The continuous tone on the line signaled that Robbie MacFarlane had ended the call in his usual manner, which amounted to
            slamming the receiver into its cradle.
         

         
         “First time I’ve heard you promise anything, if my memory serves me well,” said Maisie to the empty room as she placed a finger
            on the switch bar, then let go and began to dial. After several rings, Brenda answered the Dower House telephone.
         

         
         “Good afternoon.” 

         
         Maisie smiled when she heard the clipped tone of her stepmother’s “telephone voice.” She knew the woman on the other end of
            the line would always be as protective of her privacy as she had been of Maurice Blanche’s need for seclusion when she was
            his housekeeper.
         

         
         “Hello, Brenda—sorry to bother you, but there’s been a couple of changes to my plans this week,” said Maisie, running the
            telephone cord through her fingers. “First of all—”
         

         
         “First of all, Maisie, I do hope this is not going to disappoint Anna—I don’t think I could bear to see the hurt on my granddaughter’s
            little face when I tell her that Mummy won’t be there at the show to see her ride.”
         

         
         Maisie raised her eyebrows. It was a day of firsts—she had never heard Brenda refer to Anna as “my granddaughter,” although
            she was sure she would have done so while chatting to other villagers. She smiled as the words seemed to swaddle her in comfort.
            “No, I’ll be there, but I won’t be home until Friday evening.”
         

         
         “Is it to do with Mr. Scott?”

         
         Now she could almost feel Brenda bristle as she spoke. “No, he’s . . . he’s not here at the moment. And I have to go to . . .
            to go somewhere else. Not too far, but I won’t be able to get back until Friday. Which means that I will be home as soon as
            I can.”
         

         
         “What about him?”

         
         “Him?” 

         
         “Mr. Scott. Will he be coming? I would like to know if he’s also going to return from wherever he’s been, so I can make up
            a room.”
         

         
         “No, he won’t be in London for another week or so.”

         
         “Right then. Will you telephone to speak to Anna later? She’s still down at the stables with her grandfather.”

         
         “I’ll call from the station—she’ll be back by that time.” There was a pause, one Brenda did not fill. “Well, I’ll be off then.
            Give my love to Anna and to Dad—and to you, Brenda.”
         

         
         “Mind how you go, Maisie,” said Brenda.

         
         Once again Maisie was left holding the receiver, having heard another person end the call without saying good-bye. She exhaled
            as she replaced the receiver in its cradle.
         

         
         “Seems I’m in more trouble with Brenda than I thought,” she said aloud. She looked at her watch and wrote a message for Billy
            before picking up her jacket and leaving the office, locking the door on her way out. A black motor car was waiting for her,
            engine idling and a young ATS driver standing alongside the rear passenger door. The ATS—the Auxiliary Territorial Service—was
            the women’s branch of the army. The driver smiled as Maisie approached, saluting as she opened the door.
         

         
         “Miss Dobbs? Traffic is light today, so I should have you home in next to no time.”

         
         Maisie thanked the driver, taken aback by the salute. 

         
          

         As the motor car pulled up outside the front entrance to Maisie’s garden flat, another black vehicle approached from behind.

         
         “Wonder what he wants,” said the ATS driver, glancing into her rearview mirror. “One of them Yank motors just pulled up behind
            us.” 
         

         
         Maisie glanced up at the rearview mirror and met the eyes of her driver, who had raised an eyebrow. She smiled at the young
            woman and turned to look out of the back window. “Yes, I wonder,” she said, and was about to open the door when the driver
            stepped out of the vehicle and opened it for her. Maisie alighted from the motor car as the driver of the other vehicle approached,
            bearing a small package.
         

         
         “Miss Dobbs?”

         
         “Yes, that’s me.”

         
         “Special delivery—from the United States embassy.”

         
         “Oh, thank you,” she said, accepting the proffered parcel. The driver touched his cap and returned to his vehicle.

         
         As Maisie watched the motor car pull away, the ATS driver issued a reminder. “Sorry, ma’am, but we really don’t have much
            time.”
         

         
         “Oh yes, of course.”

         
         Maisie rushed into the house, gathered sufficient clothing for two days, including the items specified by MacFarlane, and
            pushed the parcel from Mark Scott between two woolen cardigans. 
         

         
         Negotiating streets still in the process of being cleared of debris from the previous night’s bombings, the young driver looked
            back at Maisie every time the motor car was required to come to a halt, before being waved on by police. Finally, she addressed
            Maisie.
         

         
         “You don’t recognize me, do you, Miss Dobbs?”

         
         “I—I beg your pardon?” said Maisie, once again meeting the woman’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “I thought you looked somewhat familiar, but—well, to tell you the truth, everyone looks different in uniform.” 

         
         “It’s been a while, to be fair, and we only met briefly. I wasn’t in uniform then—but I was on my way out the door of that
            terrible office.”
         

         
         “Of course! You were working for that dreadful man—the company where Joe Coombes was an apprentice.”

         
         Maisie saw the driver’s eyes take on a mischievous sparkle as she smiled. “That’s it, Miss Dobbs. Charlie Bright at your service—though
            it’s Corporal Charlotte Bright now. And I was really glad to get away from that miserable sod in that gawd-awful office. What
            a—well, I shouldn’t say, Miss Dobbs. It wouldn’t be very ladylike.”
         

         
         Maisie smiled. She thought not being ladylike probably didn’t worry the corporal at all. “And now you’re a driver.”

         
         “I’ve done other jobs since I enlisted. For a while I was in the ack-ack batteries, working the cameras with my friend Mavis
            to get a position on enemy aircraft. We’d joined up together. I almost copped it one night—I’d sprained my wrist, so another
            girl was on duty with Mavis, and they were both killed. Broke my heart, it did. I thought I’d never stop crying, I miss her
            so much. She was a real laugh, was Mavis. But you’ve just got to get on with it, haven’t you? We all have, you know, to get
            on with it, because the Germans aren’t giving us time to mourn.”
         

         
         “And how did you become a driver?”

         
         “I asked until I got, is more or less how I did it. Went on the training course—and it’s not that it takes a lot, driving
            a car, or a lorry, is it? I’ve done both—put me behind the wheel of anything and I’ll take you anywhere you want to go. Anyway,
            then I was funneled into more training for this posting.”
         

         
         “Why was that?”

         
         “Um—well.” Bright seemed to check herself. “It was just for a few more things I had to learn. I mean, I’ve got to look after important people like you, haven’t I?” Catching Maisie’s eye in her mirror, she gave a wink and then concentrated on the road again. 

         
         “So you must know Mr. MacFarlane,” said Maisie.

         
         “Everyone knows Mr. Mac. It was him who told me to come over to your office to collect you and then take you to your flat.
            He’s a bit of a tease, old Mac, but a good sort. You don’t want to see him in a temper, mind. That’s why I always get his
            jobs, and I drive him too now. He knows I don’t care who he is, he doesn’t get away with having a go at his driver just because
            he’s annoyed about something somebody else did!”
         

         
         “Good for you, Corporal Bright. It’s always best to stand your ground with Mr. MacFarlane.”

         
         “Here we are, Miss Dobbs,” said Bright, as they approached the station. “I’ll bring your case in for you.”

         
         “Not to worry, Corporal. It’s not heavy.”

         
         “Right you are, ma’am.” Bright brought the motor car to a halt. “Just a tick.”

         
         Corporal Charlotte Bright stepped out of the motor car clutching a brown envelope. She opened the rear passenger door and
            saluted as Maisie exited the vehicle and stood beside her.
         

         
         “I don’t know if I warrant that sort of recognition, Corporal.”

         
         “Miss Dobbs—I’m attached to Mr. MacFarlane’s department. Everyone in there deserves a salute as far as I’m concerned. Mr.
            MacFarlane will meet you on the train.” She handed Maisie the envelope. “This is for you—he said to have a dekko at it before
            he sees you.”
         

         
         “Thank you, Corporal. Safe driving.”

         
         Corporal Charlotte Bright smiled. “Mr. MacFarlane says he doesn’t trust anyone else to drive him, Miss Dobbs. So you’re safe
            with me, if I drive you again.”
         

         
         Maisie smiled again and took her leave, though she stopped to look back as Charlotte Bright closed the passenger door and used a cuff pulled up over the heel of her palm to wipe a smear from the handle. A couple of young army recruits were passing, but slowed their pace to make their admiration of her ankles obvious and to pass comment. Though Bright appeared to ignore them, Maisie thought it was rather clever, the way she stuck out her foot and tripped up the one closest to her so he lurched into his friend and they both fell to the ground. Corporal Bright acted as if she hadn’t even seen them go down when she took the driver’s seat once again, closed the door of her motor car and moved off into traffic without looking back. It occurred to Maisie that she should probably feel honored that MacFarlane had sent one of his best drivers. She was sure the ATS corporal’s special training encompassed an ability to protect her passenger in any adverse situation, and given her impression of young Charlotte—“Charlie”—Bright, she had no doubt the young woman could take care of herself, and woe betide anyone who was foolish enough to underestimate her. 

         
         Maisie opened the envelope to find her travel warrant plus a clutch of notes, then made her way toward the departures board
            to find her platform. As she walked through the station she was framing a conversation she planned to have with Robert MacFarlane—or
            would she? Was he expecting her to mention Corporal Bright? Was he waiting for her to bring up the fact that he had just put
            another young woman she already knew into her orbit? 
         

         
         Putting all thoughts of MacFarlane and the journey to Scotland aside, Maisie began walking toward a telephone kiosk. Stepping
            in, she dropped her suitcase at her feet, took a handful of coins from her pocket and began to dial. The telephone at the
            Dower House rang only once before it was picked up.
         

         
         “Mummy! Mummy-Mummy-Mummy—is that you?”

         
         Maisie smiled. Anna had a habit of repeating herself when she was excited or nervous.

         
         “Yes, my darling, it’s me! I’ll be back on Friday night, did Grandma tell you?”

         
         “Yes-yes-yes! It’s a long time. And Emma hasn’t been well.”

         
         Emma was another adoptee in the house—an elderly Alsatian Maisie brought home following the death of its owner. The dog and
            Anna had formed an immediate bond.
         

         
         “Oh dear—what’s the matter with her?”

         
         “Grandad says it’s her poor old heart, but just to let her rest, so I’ve been reading her stories.”

         
         “I’m sure Grandad is right—he knows a lot about all animals.”

         
         “But what if she dies? What if she dies, Mummy? What will we do if she dies?”

         
         “Now then, let’s not think like that.” Maisie felt a sensation in her chest, as if the flow of blood to her heart had become
            constricted. “Which story does she like best?”
         

         
         “I think the one you read to me about Peter and his magic ship—The Ship That Flew. I couldn’t read it all to her, but I remembered the story so I just told her without the book.”
         

         
         “That’s a very good story, Anna. Now then, can you put Granny on the line, so I can talk to her? And remember to count the
            sleeps before I come home—there’s only three!”
         

         
         “Three sleeps! I’m going to read to Emma again—here’s Granny Brenda.”

         
         Maisie heard the telephone being passed from the child to the adult, and Brenda instructing Anna to put her slippers on.

         
         “Brenda, what’s all this about Emma?”

         
         “Oh Maisie, what a time for you not to be here. I know you have to do your bit, and there’s plenty of others doing the same, but . . . but little Anna is going to be crushed before the week’s over. Your father says Emma is on her last—we knew she was old when she came to us, and it’s only been the love of a child that’s kept her going. Follows Anna everywhere, that dog.” There was silence on the line. “Maisie—Maisie? Are you still there?” 

         
         Maisie nodded, the words caught in her throat. “I should come home right now.”

         
         “Look, my dear, I’m sorry I was short with you earlier—we’re all a bit out of sorts, I suppose. What with this horse show—and
            I’m surprised they’re doing it, but I suppose life has to go on, doesn’t it? Even though it’s wartime. And you have important
            work. I don’t know what you do, but I know it’s important. Don’t fret about the littl’un. She has our arms around her, and
            when that dog’s time comes, we’ll hold her even tighter.”
         

         
         “Brenda—Brenda—I think I’ve had enough.” Maisie felt her voice crack again.

         
         “You just do your job and come home. You’ll have time to think about it all when you’re back under your own roof. You can
            go into that library, pour yourself a nice cream sherry and put out a glass of malt as if Dr. Blanche was in the room, and
            you can sit for a while and weigh it all up. You’ll know what to do.”
         

         
         “How . . . how did you know I always pour a glass for Maurice? How did you know that’s what I do?” 

         
         “Because I do it myself sometimes. Just sit and think to myself, ‘What would Dr. Blanche say about that?’ I don’t do it as
            much as I used to, when I was the housekeeper, because I’ve your dear father at my side now. Frankie Dobbs is a wise man,
            Maisie—and he’s watching out for Anna, so don’t you worry. If you’re not here when that dog goes, we’ll look after her.”
         

         
         “Thank you, Brenda—thank you so much.” Maisie looked up at the station clock. “Look, I’d better run—”

         
         “Take care, Maisie.”

         
          

         Maisie wiped the tears from her eyes, drew back the kiosk’s concertina door so she could check the departures board, and closed it again to make one more call. Again with her pile of coins at the ready, she began to dial, pushing button A to connect when Billy Beale answered. She heard the coins fall into the box, and began to speak. 

         
         “Billy—Billy—it’s me.”

         
         “Where are you, miss? I thought you’d be here by the time I got back to the office.”

         
         “I’m at the station—it’s important business, Billy. I’ll be back on Friday afternoon, I would imagine, though probably going
            straight to Chelstone. Look, I’ve not got long, but I want you to do something for me. I want you to find out everything you
            can about Freddie Hackett’s father.”
         

         
         “His dad?”

         
         “Yes, that’s right. We know Arthur Hackett is a drinker, and we both think Freddie gets the sharp end of his temper when the
            man is in his cups—and Freddie is fiercely protective of his mother and sister. But I paid a visit to his mother today, and
            if a photo in their kitchen is anything to go by, Hackett has an obvious scar on his face. I’d like to know more about his
            history—even military history, and I’d really like to know where he got that scar. If you can sniff around and ask some questions
            of Freddie’s teacher—pay a visit in confidence just as if you were checking up on him, making sure he’s all right—that might
            give us something to go on too.”
         

         
         “She already knows me, miss, from when I took Freddie back to the school, so that’ll be easy. I know what to do.”

         
         “Good. And one more thing—very much on the q.t.—find out from one of your newspaper friends what he knows about the French in London. And I don’t mean ordinary refugees—but military. Free French and anything else he knows about, say, French civil servants in London. I can get official information from MacFarlane, but I’d like to have any other snippets that come to the surface.” 

         
         “Right you are, miss. Consider it all done. I’ve written my report for the day—about the new clients.”

         
         “I’ll try to telephone tomorrow, Billy. Can’t promise though.”

         
         “I’ll be coming back down to the village on Friday. I miss my girls.”

         
         “I’m sure they miss you, too. Perhaps you and I can have a chat on Sunday.” Maisie looked at the station clock. “Ooops, got
            to dash, Billy. Talk to you tomorrow, I hope.” 
         

         
          

         Maisie picked up her case and ran toward the platform for the train soon to leave London for Edinburgh’s Waverley Station.
            Once aboard, Maisie was shown to her berth. Having stowed her suitcase in the luggage rack above the bed, Maisie loosened
            her jacket and took off her hat. She ran her fingers through her hair and shook her head. In another few minutes she would
            hear the guard’s whistle and the train would begin to move. Soon enough the steward would come to check the blackout curtains
            were in place. At the front of the train, the locomotive would have a canopy across the engine that was required to be fitted
            onto all trains now, so that after dark sparks from the furnace would not be visible from the air, marking it as a target
            for any Luftwaffe pilot looking for an opportunity to add another notch to his Messerschmitt’s tail. 
         

         
         She slumped back in her seat and closed her eyes. The words had tumbled from her mouth without thought. I think I’ve had enough. But had she? What would she do all day if she were to pass the business to Billy and return to Chelstone full time? Anna was in school from nine until almost four, and for her part she knew she wasn’t the sort to idle away her days. 

         
         When the war was over, it might all be different—she might buy a house in London, a larger property but still near Priscilla.
            She would enroll Anna in school nearby, and make sure she was there to collect her daughter every single day when the school
            bell rang at four o’clock. But she had Frankie and Brenda to think about. Her father was over eighty years of age, and though
            he claimed to be “as fit as a fiddle,” she had noticed the little things—the half-stumble here, a comment not heard there,
            a recent conversation forgotten. And now she had a job where the driver of a motor car sent to collect her had to be someone
            who could protect her if it became necessary, and perhaps even kill to do so. 
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 6

         
         Despite the fact that it was wartime, there remained a certain pride of place evident in the dining carriage, a sense that
            standards were there to be maintained even at the worst of times. Comfortable seats, crisp white linens, and table napkins
            folded flute-like in the center of cutlery positioned just so were a hallmark of the service expected by the well-to-do traveler.
            Fortunately, the clackety-clack, clackety-clack of wheels on rails rendered private conversation inaudible to fellow diners.
         

         
         “According to the notes I received, we have twelve recruits all told. Who else will be there?” Maisie lifted her spoon and
            immersed it into a bowl of mulligatawny soup as she waited for MacFarlane’s answer.
         

         
         “Twelve British recruits, and we’ve a couple of Frenchies, an Algerian—or is he a Moroccan? Something like that. And a French
            Canadian.”
         

         
         “Won’t there be a problem with the accent? I mean, the Canadian will probably sound as if he has a French version of a North
            American twang, compared to the locals. And the recruits from French North Africa have an accent—though I expect that’s where
            they’re going once trained.” Maisie stirred the spoon around the edge of the steaming soup before lifting a spoonful to her
            lips.
         

         
         MacFarlane ripped a piece of bread from the roll on his side plate, and shook his head. He answered while continuing to chew. “We’ve been through that—they’ve all passed muster as far as language is concerned, and as you know, our little bundle of tests in Scotland is to separate the wheat from the chaff. To see who’s up to snuff and worth us putting in the time and effort training them to be heroes. And we’ve some others along for the ride too—including one from somewhere in French Indochina, plus a Belgian or two. By the way—” 

         
         “Yes, by the way,” said Maisie, setting down her spoon. “I thought it was interesting that a certain Corporal Bright was sent
            to drive me to the station.”
         

         
         “She’s a good lass, young Bright. Got some spirit about her.”

         
         “I know that.”

         
         “And don’t read anything into the fact that you already know her. Oh, and while we’re on the subject of women who are working
            for their country, I thought you would like to know that both Evernden and Jones are under orders to proceed to Hampshire,
            and they’ll be across the Channel within a day or two. They’re lucky—they’re going out on Lysanders, so they won’t be up there
            in a Halifax bomber with a parachute each.” MacFarlane shuddered. “Brrrr—gives me the shivers. I could hop off an aircraft
            that’s just landed and still moving a wee bit, but leaping out while it’s a few hundred feet up in the air—I tell you, I take
            my hat off to every one of them.”
         

         
         Maisie felt a chill settle across her arms and around her shoulders. “I always said I would never ask anyone to do something
            I wouldn’t be ready to do myself, but . . .” She shook her head. “But now more than ever, I feel as if I’ve pushed them into
            an abyss of terrible danger, and it’s not only because I know them. I feel for their parents, their families, if . . . if
            the worst happens, they will never be allowed to know the truth.” She bit her lip. “Perhaps it’s being a mother . . .” She
            felt her words falter as she imagined Anna grown, and perhaps not knowing where she might be.
         

         
         “Whether man or woman, they all know what they’re doing, Maisie—if they go down, they know how it will be reported to the family.” 

         
         “And that’s the terrifying thing—Pascale and Elinor, for example, should be having the best days of their lives, but instead
            they’re putting them on the line for us, and the moment they’re in situ, if they’re captured or killed, we’re to deny all
            knowledge of them. They’re on their own over there, and there’s little we can do if they get into trouble.” She paused, took
            another spoonful of soup, and pushed the bowl away.
         

         
         “You’d better finish that, lassie—none of us is so full inside that we can turn away good food. There’s people who’d be grateful
            for your leftovers.”
         

         
         “Sorry—you’re right.” She pulled back her bowl and took another spoonful of the cooling soup. “The fact that our hands are
            tied if their cover is blown, and they fall into the hands of the Gestapo—it’s something I think about every time I have to
            assess whether a recruit is finally ready to be sent over there. And as I told you right at the beginning, when you came to
            me about this job, if I have reason not to pass someone for work in France or wherever they might be in line for, then you
            must give me your word that they will not be sent over.” She paused to finish the soup. “But it’s not just that. I don’t like
            being so far away from Anna. I’ll do the job I’m here to do—I’ll watch the new recruits as you and the other instructors try
            to kill them to see what they’re made of, and I’ll interview them and write my reports, but please, I just can’t be so far
            away from my daughter again.”
         

         
         “You’ve forgotten that at least two of the women we approved for departure last week have families, Maisie. They’re doing
            what they’re doing so their little ones don’t grow up in a world led by an ugly fascist mob.”
         

         
         Maisie leaned back into her seat. “I know.”

         
         “Wouldn’t you do the same for your child? Isn’t that why you answered the call to duty, even though you hate every minute of it, as we all do?” 

         
         “I want Anna to live in a good world, Robbie. A better world.”

         
         “Aye, and with that I rest my case—oh at last, here come the lads with our pie. I thought the kitchen carriage had worked
            its way loose from the rest of the train and gone off down another line!”
         

         
         Maisie thanked the steward who removed the soup bowls, while another served them plates of meat pie and mashed potato covered
            in gravy, and poured a healthy measure of red wine almost to the top of each glass. 
         

         
         MacFarlane touched her glass with his own before she had even reached for it. “That’s what I like to see—a decent pour to
            the top of the glass. It won’t be in there long enough to breathe.”
         

         
         “Robbie—what about Corporal Bright? Why did you send her to collect me? You knew very well our paths have crossed before—you’ve
            said as much, and I know for a fact that nothing much goes by you. I’m sorry to go on about it, but it seemed more than just
            a coincidence. I don’t think you’re being honest with me.”
         

         
         “Look, Maisie—I know her father, it’s as simple as that. He’s a sergeant over at a police station near the Elephant and Castle,
            so when he told me she’d finished her driver training with the ATS, I made some inquiries, pulled a few strings and snapped
            her up. She’s my best driver—and for you, Maisie, only the best will do.” He pointed to her meal, encouraging her to start.
            “Anyway, the fact that you knew her is, indeed, no more than a simple coincidence, so there’s your honest answer. Now then,
            eat up, because I don’t want to miss the pudding course, and if I leave it too late, it’ll sit on my chest all night.”
         

         
         Maisie picked up her knife and fork and began to cut into the pie. “Maurice always had something to say about coincidence, you know—he said coincidence is a messenger sent by truth.” 

         
         “You’ve mentioned that before, Maisie, and not just once. You know as well as the next person—as well as the next detective—that
            in our business there are always coincidences. They settle like flies on dead meat in any investigation. Personally, if I
            look back on some of the useless alleys I’ve been led along while following a trail left by coincidences, I’d say they were
            dispatched by an evil little gnome bent on sending us off down the wrong line of inquiry.” He scooped up a forkful of mashed
            potato, holding it above the plate as he continued. “Some of these so-called coincidences mean something, and some don’t.”
            He put down his knife to take a hefty gulp of wine. “Right, now that’s out of the way, can we get stuck in to our dinner before
            it gets cold? And I want to talk to you about our plans for the next couple of days—we’ve got our work cut out for us. Oh,
            and one more thing—I’ve arranged for you to fly home. You’ll be getting a lift on an RAF flight from Prestwick down to Biggin
            Hill. All being well, Corporal Bright will pick you up and take you straight to your country seat, Your Ladyship.” 
         

         
         “That’s enough of the title, Robbie. Mind you, I’d have been shocked if you hadn’t pulled that out of your hat at least once
            over supper. But thank you for arranging the flight back—I appreciate it, much as I hate flying.”
         

         
          

         MacFarlane and Maisie were met at Waverley Station by a black motor car, though this time the driver was a soldier in the uniform of a Scottish regiment. The one-and-a-half-hour journey took them across a landscape she knew well from the months she had spent in Scotland during the years of her apprenticeship, when Maurice had arranged for her to train in the fundamentals of legal medicine so that she might deepen her knowledge of the fast-developing field of forensic science. While the vistas were different from those of the soft, undulating Kentish countryside, she had grown to love the beauty of Scotland, so the drive calmed growing feelings of conflict regarding her role with the Special Operations Executive. There was little conversation between MacFarlane and Maisie, and all too soon they arrived at a property that on her first visit she thought could pass as a fairy-tale castle if the country were not at war. The gray granite manor house with mullioned windows, small turrets near the roof and a round tower at each end would have seemed magical at any other time—and under any other circumstances. 

         
         The grounds were extensive, surrounded by rugged terrain that stretched for miles, with only one ancient bothy to be seen
            in the distance. The estate was the place where men and women recently recruited to join the Special Operations Executive
            came to be tested in every way imaginable and on every level—physical, emotional, moral, and spiritual. Only if they passed
            would they be sent for additional training and subsequently deployed to join a resistance group in Europe or—for just a few—Scandinavia.
            Most would be bound for France. 
         

         
         Maisie knew that both Pascale and Elinor had already endured the tests inflicted upon them, and they had passed every stage of scrutiny, even the terrible repeated rounds of sleep deprivation followed by interrogation. Had they not come through their trial by fire, she would not have been interviewing them prior to deployment. She knew very well that they could already be waiting in a different kind of manor house, a very English property in Hampshire where they would enjoy good food, fine wine and some laughs with others who had been readied for the same work, and they would sleep in comfortable beds—until one morning when they came down for breakfast and saw their names chalked on the board in the dining room, and knew that they were the next agents scheduled for departure. Maisie understood only too well that when the moment came, even if they had not experienced true fear before, then they would feel her tentacles reaching into the very center of their being. For a good agent, fear seemed to linger on a balance beam. If it was kept plumb in the center of the beam, fear would protect them; it would enhance their senses and alert them to danger. Fear could be an agent’s greatest asset. But if fear increased and tipped the balance too far in one direction, then it could paralyze an agent, lead to ill-considered decisions, panic, and errors that might risk the lives of others and result in their own death. And if fear were diminished to a point of overconfidence, then they and an entire resistance line were as good as finished. Fear had to be handled with care, managed so it became a tool, not a weight. 

         
         Once the names were on the board, the clock was ticking. At nightfall the agents would be taken to an airfield nearby, where a senior member of the SOE would check their coat pockets and the labels in their clothing, just to make sure they hadn’t left anything about their person that would identify them as British. A French lipstick might be slipped into a woman’s handbag, or a bus ticket from a local French town for a man, or a pen sold only in France. The agent would wish them luck, and they would need every scrap of good fortune if they were to survive even the landing in a French field, where they would be hurried away by locals working for the Resistance before the Gestapo even knew they were there—if that luck had crossed the Channel with them. Despite the company, and despite the honor among those they would work with on acts of sabotage and murder, from the time they boarded the aircraft, they were on their own. As soon as they saw their name on the board in the dining room of the genteel country manor house, each agent began to balance the fear inside them. It was a delicate dance with fate. 

         
         Upstairs in her assigned room Maisie inspected the door lock, followed by the window latches. She took a moment to breathe
            in fresh air through the open window and look at the land beyond. Her quarters for the next two nights enjoyed a view across
            the craggy landscape, and she could even distinguish the bothy in the distance. Moving away from the window, she checked under
            the bed and in the wardrobe, the first steps in her complete sweep of the room. She had conducted a search on her two previous
            visits to the house, though she was not sure what she was looking for—perhaps a means of listening to her conversation, even
            though no one else came to the room and there was no personal telephone. Or there could be a tool for keeping a log of when
            she entered and exited the room. She would know when she found something amiss. Light fixtures and the two table lamps were
            checked. She knelt down to look under the desk, then stood up and pulled out each of the drawers. Nothing. She tapped the
            wooden cladding on the walls and even removed books from shelves situated to the right of the door—a secret means of entering
            a room would not be unusual in such an old house. Every wire was examined, every inch of carpet scrutinized, until Maisie
            was satisfied that there was nothing in the room to concern her. Not today anyway. 
         

         
         Now she had something else to attend to, something personal. A matter of the heart. She had resisted opening the package from
            Mark Scott while on the train. She had picked it up, turned it over and held it, but she wanted to wait until she was in a
            room and not ensconced in a railway carriage at night. She wanted to have something good to look forward to, prolonging the
            frisson of excitement she had felt from the moment the parcel had been handed to her, a sweet anticipation she wanted to draw
            out for as long as she could. 
         

         
         She unlocked her suitcase, moved clothing aside and drew out the brown-paper-wrapped package. Sitting on her bed, she turned it over. Taking a deep breath, she worked the knotted string free, slid her finger under the seal and pulled away the paper to reveal a plain black cardboard box, also sealed. She felt her heart beat faster as she opened the box, exposing tissue paper and a deep blue velvet presentation case tied with a purple ribbon. She held her breath for a few seconds and with care untied the ribbon and put it aside before lifting the lid. 

         
         The single diamond on a gold chain caught the light and took her breath away. It was not an ostentatious gift, not a huge
            stone meant to impress, but an elegant, graceful cut. A card had been slipped under the delicate chain.
         

         
         “I cannot wait to be with you again—and soon. With love, Mark.”

         
         With love?

         
         Did those words have meaning for Mark Scott? Or was it just a line that people used—and perhaps even more so when it felt
            as if affection had begun to evaporate? Maisie read the message again. And again. Holding on to the velvet box with the diamond
            necklace inside, she walked to the window and gazed across the land before her, resting her eyes on the swathe of green hills
            in the distance. Mark wasn’t the sort of person to say words he didn’t mean. If this were so, it meant she was loved by the
            man she had come to love in return. Now what were they to do? They were two people from different worlds, not so young any
            more, and she with a daughter to consider—a child she had vowed to put before everything else. Everything. But in a time of
            war “everything” seemed to take on a different hue, and keeping loved ones safe meant sacrifices had to be made. Men and women
            had died making that sacrifice in the hope that their children might live in a free world. 
         

         
         Maisie felt the fear settling in as if a great weight had taken up residence in the very center of her being and was working its way through her body. She struggled to hold the flood of emotions steady, knowing that what Gabriella Hunter had called “irrational reasoning” could so easily grow, filling her with an invasive, debilitating dread—a dread that had the power to lead her onto a path filled with errors. And perhaps more than anyone, she knew that the movement of fear along the balance beam could happen so fast. She closed her eyes, in that moment wishing she could wave a magic wand and have Maurice be right there in the room with her—that she could fall to her knees and say, “Tell me what to do. Tell me how I can be all the things I want to be. Please tell me now, how I can be with those I love and still, then, be of service?” What would Maurice say in return? 

         
         She set the deep blue box with the diamond necklace on the bed and delved into her shoulder bag to find a letter she kept
            tucked away in a pocket. It had been with her for years, the folds breaking apart where she had read and reread the message
            inside whenever she was assailed by doubt. She kept it close because she never knew when she might need to return to it, skimming
            over whole sentences to land on words that might guide her at a given moment. 
         

         
         Years ago, before he died, Maurice had written, “We have spoken on many an occasion, you and I, of the darkness I fear will
            envelop Europe once again.” As she read words she could quote by heart, she felt the presence of her beloved mentor. “. . . You
            will be called to service . . .” She lingered on the sentence that always made her feel as if Maurice had laid a hand upon
            her shoulder to fortify her spirit: “I have great faith in your ability to assume challenges that stand between you and the
            quest for what is right and true.”
         

         
         But what is right and true now, at this very moment, Maurice? 
         

         
         Maisie bit her lip, folded the worn piece of paper, and slipped it back into the envelope. She returned it to her bag, then reached for the blue velvet case once more. Before removing the gift, she unclasped another chain, one she had worn for several years now. It held the wedding ring James Compton had slipped onto her finger the day she became his wife; she had removed the ring from her finger and worn it in this way from the day she accepted that she was a widow. She felt the chain loosen and caught the ring in her palm, studying it for some seconds before she unpinned the diamond necklace and removed it from its moorings before slipping the ring and chain into its place and closing the blue box. 

         
         Standing before the dressing table mirror, she unlocked the clasp and fastened the necklace, touching the stone as it came
            to rest just below her throat’s hollow. She closed her eyes, then opened them to gaze at her reflection. Still with her fingertips
            on the stone she whispered, “With love,” and waited to see if fear began to move away, and so relinquish its grip on her heart.
         

         
          

         Checking the time, Maisie quickly changed into clothing more suited to walking across the hills—a pair of corduroy trousers,
            a roll-neck pullover, tweed jacket and sturdy brown leather shoes. There was no rain, so she would not need the rubber boots
            she had thrown into the suitcase at the last minute. Casting another glance at the afternoon’s itinerary, she saw that following
            lunch there would be a walk with MacFarlane to inspect several points the recruits were to reach during the orienteering part
            of the induction, and review the challenges they would have to overcome. Once they returned to the manor house, she would
            have an hour to read the applicant biographies before her interviews were due to begin. 
         

         
         Maisie realized she was hungry. Before she met MacFarlane in the instructors’ dining room, though, she needed to place a call. There was a telephone with a secure line in a small room adjacent to the instructors’ mess. 

         
         “Priscilla? Priscilla, I need a favor.”

         
         “What on earth are you whispering for?” Just the sound of her friend’s voice drained some of the tension from Maisie’s shoulders.
            “You sound as if you’re in a crypt. And where are you anyway?”
         

         
         “Let’s just say ‘crypt’ isn’t far off. Look, I haven’t long to chat, but I wonder if you could go over to the Dower House
            and see Dad, Brenda and Anna—I’m worried about Anna, and—”
         

         
         “I’ll do it. Right now.” Maisie heard the unmistakable sound of Priscilla opening and closing her cigarette case, followed
            by the flick and snap of her lighter. “What’s happened?”
         

         
         “Emma is not well—apparently Dad has said it’s her time and she’ll probably have passed away in the next couple of days. And
            Pris, I’m not able to come home at the moment—I’m not due until Friday afternoon, so I’ll be there for the gymkhana.”
         

         
         “Oh dear—Anna will be crushed when that dog goes. I’ll get over there straightaway—see what Auntie Pris can do.” There was
            a second’s pause as Priscilla drew on her cigarette. “And speaking of being an aunt—you haven’t heard from my niece, have
            you? I know she’s living the life we all lived at that age, and hopefully keeping away from men in uniform, but I haven’t
            heard from her in days. She’s been very elusive for a long time.”
         

         
         Maisie closed her eyes as she prepared the lie. “I haven’t seen her, actually—and if she’s anything like Aunt Priscilla, you
            won’t be hearing from her either! Of course, there is that translation job she’s been very excited about, so I would imagine
            she’s rather busy.”
         

         
         “Hmmm, takes after her father—he was always one to keep secrets. I couldn’t keep anything quiet to save my life, yet as we know, my brother was a mystery unto himself. Even as a child you never knew what he was up to.” She cleared her throat, and coughed. 

         
         “Didn’t the doctor tell you to give up the cigarettes before your next operation? It will be the last, Pris, so you should
            really make the effort—smoking and going under anesthetic do not work together. You might as well get your lungs in good order
            now.”
         

         
         “I know, Nurse Maisie, I know . . . I’m stubbing it out. Hear that? Anyway, look, only one other piece of news—well, two.
            No three. First of all, we heard from Tim, and he seems to have settled in at university. Thank heavens for that! Now of course
            we don’t really need to live in the cottage—we only came to be in the country while Tim was recovering from the amputation.
            God, doesn’t Dunkirk seem like years ago? I think we’ll go back to London at some point, but of course Tarquin has completely
            thrown any further schooling out of the window and loves working with the forestry people. I have a conscientious objector
            for a youngest son! Perhaps one day he’ll study horticulture or something and become famous like Gertrude Jekyll. Finally,
            number three on the list. Speaking of my operation, there’s a slight change in the date—it’s now on the cards for December
            the eighth, a Monday. Expect to bring me a generous gin and tonic on the ninth.”
         

         
         Maisie laughed. “And knowing your doctor, he’ll allow it!”

         
         “McIndoe is a terrific chap—he’s done a wonderful job on me so far. If I comb my hair just so, you might never know I had
            to be dragged from a burning house and left half the skin from my face on a fiery fallen roof beam!” 
         

         
         Maisie heard voices as the instructors gathered for preprandial drinks in the mess next door. “I’ve got to go now, Pris. I’ll
            try to telephone later.”
         

         
         “I’ll have a full report for you. Don’t worry—if anyone can cheer up your darling child, it’s her Auntie Pris!”

         
         Maisie replaced the telephone in its cradle and left to join the other instructors in the mess. As was so often the case, she was the only woman in the company of men. 

         
         “Ah, there she is!” MacFarlane beckoned to her. “Maisie, let me introduce you—”

         
         Maisie smiled, ready to greet a man who was a good three inches taller than MacFarlane. 

         
         “Major André Chaput—he’s here for a couple of days and he likes a wee dram, good man that he is.” MacFarlane moved aside as
            Major Chaput extended his right hand toward Maisie.
         

         
         Revealing not a second’s hesitation, Maisie was quick to disguise a tremor of shock as she looked up to greet the major and
            registered his face. She took the major’s hand and spoke to him in French.
         

         
         “Talented woman, our Miss Dobbs,” said MacFarlane, laughing. “And when it comes to knowing what’s going on upstairs”—he tapped
            the side of his head, a favorite gesture—“there’s none to beat her.”
         

         
         “Is that so?” said the Frenchman, addressing them in almost unaccented English. “Then I shall have to watch what I say.”

         
         “Not to worry, Major—I’m only here to put our recruits under the microscope.” Maisie stole a glance at the major’s knuckles,
            where there was the merest hint of rough skin. She could hear Freddie Hackett’s words echoing in her mind. If you wear one of those, it leaves marks right across there . . . you can always tell when a bloke’s had one of them on.

         
         As MacFarlane changed the subject to the weather forecast the following day, Maisie feigned interest, agreeing with his comment on the cloud formation before excusing herself to speak to another instructor she had met on a previous occasion. She looked back only once at the French major, who at that very moment was staring in her direction. Without doubt, the tall man with an officer’s bearing might have warranted a second look in any milieu. The combination of pale blue-gray eyes—not unlike Freddie Hackett’s—and dark hair slicked back in waves rendered him film-star handsome. At this very moment she didn’t want to believe in coincidence, or entertain the possibility that she had just greeted a man who seemed to reflect the image she had held in her mind’s eye from the moment Freddie Hackett had described witnessing a murder and delivering an envelope to a man he believed was the killer. Yes, she had to admit she was tired, more than a little at odds with herself and the work she was starting to detest—and couldn’t those conflicting emotions conspire, leading to the dreaded irrational reasoning? Given her mood, she could be a prime candidate for it. 

         
         Such personal observations aside, it was the deep ridges on either side of Chaput’s face that gave Maisie pause, and the small
            patch of paler skin just below his right eye. Try as she might, she could not help herself wondering at what speed those eyes
            might become cold, or the inquiring stare a threat. 
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 7

         
         Maisie and MacFarlane set off across extensive lawns surrounding the Scottish manor until they reached a rustic gate. Magenta
            azaleas flanked the lawns, along with purple smoke trees and rich conifers. Ivy climbed the walls of the house, a deep green
            against granite that seemed to sparkle in the autumn sunshine. MacFarlane stepped forward, lifting the latch so Maisie could
            proceed before him, then picked up a path that led out through mixed woodland to the hills beyond. 
         

         
         Consulting the map she had carried with her, Maisie pointed into the distance. “So the recruits will exit here where we’re
            standing and then make their way toward that rough crag over there.”
         

         
         “That’s the first stop,” said MacFarlane. “We’ll stagger their departure, and this time they go alone.”

         
         “And they each have a different set of instructions?”

         
         “More or less, though we give them a chance to cross paths, as we did the last time we were here. We’ll find out what they do when they meet one another during their quest—will they ignore each other or say a few words and be on their way? Or will they exchange notes on what they’re doing, which isn’t allowed? We have people watching, looking for traits such as misplaced trust, fear, hesitancy—too much time spent lingering, and a lack of imagination or anticipation. As before, we’re weeding out foolhardiness, though we want to see a certain spirit and an ability to overcome challenges we put before them—but there’s always a middle ground.” 

         
         Maisie nodded. “And where do you want me to wait?”

         
         MacFarlane leaned toward Maisie and pointed to the map. “You’ll have to leave the path here, then pass that bothy before continuing
            on to a stand of firs here. You’ll find an old hide in that spot, so linger there and complete your observation record.”
         

         
         “Where will you be?”

         
         “Waiting for them here.” He pointed to a spot on the map. “We have . . . what did we call them last time? Obstacles. We have
            obstacles at each of these points, whether it’s geographical or something else to push a few buttons upstairs.” He tapped
            the side of his head once again. “Nothing like pushing those mental buttons, is there? They think they’re going on a nice
            little Scottish ramble, but if they’re not shaking in their boots by the time they get back, I want to know where we went
            wrong. I want to see an ability to overcome, to get on the right track again—in more ways than one—and I don’t want to see
            overconfidence.” He looked at his watch. “Want to take a nice little ramble now—before your interviews? It’s been a long day
            already, Maisie, and I for one don’t like waking up early on a train and then having to race out here as if I’m fresh as a
            daisy. It’s a wonder I didn’t drop off into my haggis at lunchtime, so I thought we could both do with a bit of fresh air
            to get the blood going again.”
         

         
         “Just a short walk then, Robbie—I want to go through my interview strategy one more time before we start.”

         
         “Strategy?” MacFarlane shook his head. “Strategy. Now there’s a word. I wish there was a bit more strategy somewhere in this bloody war. Sometimes I think no one knows what they’re really doing and we’re all just winging it.” He sighed. “Anyway—come on. Twenty minutes of this country air, and we’ll be set up for what’s left of the day.” He began walking, and Maisie fell into step beside him. “One thing I’d like to know, Maisie—what was all that about, in the dining room? I saw you give the Frenchie major an old-fashioned look. I’ve seen you do that a few times over the years, hen—what’s on your mind?” 

         
         “His face is on my mind, Robbie.”

         
         “Taken a fancy to him, have you, Maisie?”

         
         Maisie stopped and looked up at her tall, heavy-set companion. “What on earth are you talking about? For goodness’ sake, Robbie—it’s
            his whole physiognomy.” She ran a finger down each side of her face. “If young Freddie Hackett, the messenger boy, had drawn
            a picture of the perpetrator of the crime he witnessed, or taken a photograph, the image would have been a dead ringer for
            Major Chaput. Right down to those lines on his face and that small white blemish under his right eye.” She shook her head.
            “Oh, and I had a quick look at his knuckles after we shook hands—he has healing abrasions that could be from using a knuckle-duster.”
         

         
         MacFarlane seemed nonplussed, as if trying to picture the Frenchman, but then he began to laugh. “I’m going to put this ridiculous
            behavior down to battle fatigue, Maisie. For a start there was no blemish that I could see—perhaps just a bit of slightly
            whiter skin—and those lines are what Chaput’s mother and father bestowed upon him. Mind you, he does have a touch of Victor
            Mature about him.”
         

         
         “Robbie, you know very well that an almost exact description of a suspect is a rare thing—usually there’s something off somewhere,
            but not in this case. I can’t believe you’re ignoring me.” 
         

         
         MacFarlane stopped walking and raised his hand. “Stop right there. Stop. Maisie, this is not like you, and if you continue I will have you pulled off this round of recruitment testing. And I mean what I say. As soon as I heard about the boy’s claim, I spoke to Caldwell. I’ve had a word with Larkin too, and Freddie Hackett is a boy with a lot on his shoulders—and that’s in addition to the load he carries for us, running through the streets. Even a touch of fear can lead to seeing things, Maisie, especially for children. Oh, and according to Larkin, the only treat he gets is the odd hour on an occasional Saturday at the picture house when his dad is still in the pub—the boy loves the flicks, especially a good old scary picture.” He ran a hand across his balding head. “There has been no body found—apart from the bloke you saw dragged out of the drink—and there’s no proof it was the same fellow Hackett thinks he saw killed. That one probably met his end in a fight outside a pub somewhere. There’s no evidence of murder, even with you going back to where it was supposed to have happened and sniffing around with your Mr. Beale. There’s absolutely nothing to indicate a crime has taken place, and there’s nothing—nothing—anyone can do about it. In fact, the best anyone can do for Freddie Hackett is to give him an extra couple of bob for his mum when he comes trotting along with a message—which is what we all try to do.” He placed a hand on Maisie’s shoulder. “But I can’t have you imagining things that aren’t there, Maisie—not now, not when so much is at stake. I need you and that quick mind of yours on the job right here.” 

         
         “I believe the boy, Robbie—and I also have my doubts about Major Chaput. If it were not for the almost spot-on descrip—”

         
         MacFarlane was quick with his interruption. “Then you’ve given me no choice. I’m sending you back. I can’t have you here sniffing around a senior representative of an allied intelligence section. I’m pulling you off the afternoon’s interviews, and you won’t be observing tomorrow’s testing. I’ll have a motor car here within the hour—you can go straight to Prestwick and from there to Biggin Hill and home. If there’s no flight going down, you’ll be put up in a local hotel until tomorrow morning. It will all be arranged as a matter of urgency, and I’ll explain your absence as having to do with an alternative assignment. Sounds better than a family matter, because we’ve all got family matters, haven’t we?” 

         
         Maisie shrugged. “Suits me, Robbie. I detest this work anyway.” She began to walk away, a sick feeling beginning to roll in
            her stomach. She knew she was acting as if she were a stubborn girl of fifteen.
         

         
         “So much for doing your bit, eh?”

         
         Maisie turned to MacFarlane. “Don’t you dare—you know better, Robbie MacFarlane. I’ve done my bit, as you well know. I did
            my bit in France when I was seventeen.” She lifted her hair to reveal the fading scar at the back of her neck, and let it
            fall again. “And ever since the last war I’ve been doing my bit, every single day.” She held up her hands, fingers splayed,
            knuckles toward MacFarlane, streaks of thick white tissue still evident. “And those scars on the back of my hands are from
            the flames that seared my skin while I was trying to help Priscilla, who was doing her bit by saving two children from a burning house. And you know what my next bit will be? My next bit will be the well-being of my daughter, who comes before absolutely everything else. Oh—and I’ll be finding
            out the truth about Freddie Hackett—that’s a very big bit that I’m intent upon sorting out.”
         

         
         MacFarlane stared at Maisie. “Freddie Hackett, well, god bless his cotton socks—perhaps that’s a case for children being seen
            and not heard.”
         

         
          Maisie felt the heat rush through her. “Don’t goad me, MacFarlane, just don’t, because I will tell you right now that any
            children crossing my path will always be seen and heard—and until I have evidence to the contrary, I’ll err toward believing them. I’m surprised you would not take the same
            action.”
         

         
         “Temper, temper, Maisie! I wonder what the great Dr. Maurice Blanche would say about that little outburst.”

         
          “And please don’t bring Maurice into this—don’t you dare! Not only would Maurice have given me leave to make my own decisions, but he wouldn’t have countered my observations in the first place. He might have asked me a few more questions, possibly to sharpen my surveillance skills, and he might have guided me toward another conclusion—my conclusion—but he . . . he . . . he would never have discounted me. Ever.” 

         
         “One thing, Maisie. You may be going back, but you’re not off the hook. You’ve signed papers. You agreed to a certain task
            on behalf of your country, and you still report to me. I’ll be in touch.”
         

         
         She turned and walked away from MacFarlane, wondering how it had come to this; how a peaceful stroll along a rustic path in
            the wilds of Scotland had fast become a shouting match. Yet in one respect, and one only, she knew MacFarlane was right. Her
            lack of confidence in a representative of an allied intelligence section meant that she should relinquish her duties. But
            there was another question lingering in the back of her mind. Had she pushed MacFarlane deliberately? Might she have deliberately
            put MacFarlane in the position of dismissing her, because she wanted to go home? 
         

         
         As she crossed the lawns at a brisk clip, making her way toward the carriage sweep that led to the manor’s front entrance,
            she remembered something that Maurice had pointed out many years before. It was to the effect that sometimes the mind takes
            the initiative without forethought, as does the body. The two might function in this way alone or in concert, and why they
            do it is simple—they are interceding to protect the heart.
         

         
          

         There was no official aeroplane departing until the following morning, Thursday, so after a sleepless night in a guesthouse arranged by one of MacFarlane’s staff, Maisie was taken to the aerodrome at Prestwick early to board a Halifax bomber routed to Biggin Hill. There was no comfort on the aircraft, just a hard jump seat and a bumpy journey in weather that had become even more changeable; her legs almost gave way after the Halifax landed and steps were brought to the door for her to disembark. A motor car was idling, waiting for her on the tarmac, and as soon as she began to walk away from the aircraft Charlie Bright stepped out of the motor car and opened the passenger door. She stood to attention and saluted as Maisie approached. 

         
         “Good morning, ma’am. Nice to see you again, Miss Dobbs. Should be an easy run down to Chelstone, and it’s a lovely morning
            for it now the weather’s cleared up again.”
         

         
         “Thank you, Corporal Bright,” said Maisie. “Do you know the way?”

         
         “A bit of help when we reach the village would be handy, thank you, ma’am.”

         
         Maisie was grateful the driver seemed to sense her need for a quiet journey and did not endeavor to make conversation, though
            she asked for more specific directions after they had passed through Tonbridge and were close to Chelstone. Soon they were
            driving through the village, followed by the gates leading to Chelstone Manor.
         

         
         “It’s this house on the left,” said Maisie. “You can pull in to that approach to the back of the house.”

         
         “It’s a smashing house, ma’am—my dad would love those roses around the door. His are all gone by now,” said Bright. “And who
            lives in that whopping great manor house over there?”
         

         
         “My late husband’s parents live at Chelstone Manor. This is the Dower House—I was fortunate to inherit it from a . . . from
            a very dear friend and teacher.”
         

         
         “Blimey—I couldn’t imagine being friends with any of my teachers.” Bright drew the motor car to a halt. “There’s your welcoming
            committee—what a beautiful little girl. Is she yours?”
         

         
         Maisie smiled, a rush of pride filling her heart. “Yes—that’s my daughter, Anna.” Without waiting for Corporal Bright, Maisie unlocked the passenger door and opened her arms as Anna ran to her. 

         
         “Mummy, Mummy, Mummy—you’re home, home, home! Poor, poor, poor Emma . . .”

         
         “Yes, I’m home, my darling.” Maisie enfolded her daughter in an embrace, then let her slip to the ground. “Come on, this lady
            has to be on her way again, so help me with my bag.” She watched Anna return to the kitchen carrying her shoulder bag while
            she collected her overnight case and waved to Brenda, who was at the door. “Would you like a cup of tea before you go?” asked
            Maisie, turning to Corporal Bright.
         

         
         “Thank you for the offer, ma’am, but I’ve to be on my way.” Bright consulted her watch. “Got to get back to London—picking
            up Mr. MacFarlane at another aerodrome actually.” She put her hand to her mouth. “Oh dear, shouldn’t have said that.”
         

         
         “Not to worry.” Maisie noticed Bright’s frown. “What is it, Corporal Bright?”

         
         “It just that the orders are a bit creepy—you know, Mr. MacFarlane coming back early as well as you, and I’ve to pick him
            up with the mortuary van following behind me.” Bright stopped speaking, stared at Maisie and shook her head. “Oh blimey—I’ve
            done it now. You didn’t know about the mortuary van, did you?”
         

         
         Maisie held up her hand. “As I said, not to worry. I’ll be speaking to him later today.”

         
         “Sorry, ma’am. It’s not like me to make a slip like that . . . I assumed—”

         
         “Just don’t do it again, and you’ll be all right. No need to make a confession to Mr. MacFarlane. Have a safe journey back.”

         
         Bright saluted again. “Thank you, ma’am.”

         
         “And please—Corporal Bright, there really is no need to salute. I am not in uniform, so it’s quite unnecessary.”

         
         Maisie watched as the white-faced ATS driver reversed her vehicle back onto the driveway, then turned toward the gate and
            the main road, on her way to collect Robert MacFarlane, who, it appeared, was accompanying a body back to London.
         

         
          

         Maisie sat in the conservatory with Anna and Emma, the old Alsatian Maisie had rescued following the brutal murder of her
            owner two years previously. Anna and Emma had become inseparable, the dog accompanying her charge to school every day, and
            waiting by the gate for her return. As Emma’s breathing began to falter, Anna lay beside her, her arms around the dog as her
            life ebbed away. Maisie lifted the weeping child, while her father knelt down to wrap the animal in a white sheet. With her
            daughter’s little body tight against her own as she sobbed, Maisie felt the pain of loss leach into her heart, and gave thanks
            for the argument that had brought her home to her family sooner than planned.
         

         
         The following morning, Maisie, Anna, Brenda and Priscilla stood alongside the grave Frankie Dobbs had prepared for his granddaughter’s beloved dog. It neighbored the place where he had laid his own dog, Jook, at the turn of the year. As he lowered Emma into the ground using the sheet and allowed it to fall across her body, Anna threw handfuls of petals from late-blooming roses onto the white linen, calling to Emma that she was the very best dog in the world and it was good that she had company because she was now with Jook and they could play together in the fields. With the impromptu funeral service complete and the grave filled in, a rosebush that promised scarlet blooms, come summer, was planted atop the grave according to Anna’s wishes—she had stipulated that the roses had to be a different color from those that would bud and open again next year on Jook’s grave. 

         
         “I’ll put the kettle on for a nice cup of coffee,” said Brenda. “And I’ve made some Eccles cakes—a treat for all of us, to
            celebrate old Emma’s life.”
         

         
         “I’m going with Grandad to see Lady before it rains again,” said Anna. “Grandad says a job of work is what we need, so we’re
            going to do a job.”
         

         
         Frankie winked at Maisie, then ruffled his granddaughter’s hair. “All right, love. Have you decided about the show? What do
            you think about riding Lady?”
         

         
         Anna shook her head. “I want to stay here, with you. And Lady’s sad about Emma, so she doesn’t want to go either.”

         
         “I think that’s a good idea, Anna—we can all stay at home and tell stories about Emma if you like. Come back for something
            to drink soon, when you and Grandad have done your jobs.” Maisie watched as Anna took Frankie’s hand and they walked away
            in the direction of the stables.
         

         
         “That child scares me at times,” said Priscilla. “She’s upset, grieving, and she’s shed her tears, but she takes it all in
            her stride. I had a complete tantrum when I was that age and my dog died.”
         

         
         “It’s a sad thing, when your child knows how to deal with death—but she’s had practice. And she will feel Emma with her.”

         
         “That’s what worries me,” said Priscilla. “The thought of some ghostly canine roaming the house—brrrr, it gives me the shivers.
            Anyway, shall we get that cup of coffee? And look—I didn’t bring any gaspers with me. I’m taking your advice and giving up
            filling my lungs with smoke . . . well, inasmuch as I can.”
         

         
         Maisie smiled and shook her head in mock disbelief. She consulted her watch as they arrived at the kitchen, knowing that in all likelihood it was only a matter of time before the telephone started ringing and MacFarlane was shouting down the line from a mortuary somewhere in London. She wanted to speak to Billy first, so as soon as Priscilla left the house, she went straight to the privacy of the library. 

         
          

         “Billy—hello.”

         
         “Miss—you’re back a bit early. Thought you wouldn’t be home until Friday.”

         
         “Change of plan, Billy.”

         
         “How’s the littl’un? I heard from Doreen that the dog was on its last.”

         
         “Emma died last night, but Anna is taking it as well as can be expected. She planned a little funeral, so that helped her—and
            now she’s with Dad. He’s lined up some jobs for her.”
         

         
         “Bit of work never hurt anyone. Anyway, I’ve got some information on Freddie Hackett’s father, miss. Not a lot, because I
            could do with more time.”
         

         
         “Have you heard from Freddie?”

         
         “Only once, from a telephone box yesterday. He sounded all right, but I was going to wander over to the school today, catch
            him and have a word as he’s leaving.”
         

         
         “Not a bad idea—but be careful. You don’t want his friends seeing you.”

         
         “Reckon most of his friends are still evacuated. There’s not a lot of kids in that school.”

         
         “So what did you find out?”

         
         “Arthur Hackett, the father, was in the East Surrey Regiment in the last war. He was at Plugstreet Wood, then copped a Blighty a bit later on, but had a shock when they sent him back to join another regiment after he’d recovered—he thought he was out of the army and the war for good. He had some attitude about it, by all accounts. Got a temper on him too—he had a fight with an Australian while in the field hospital, then went for another bloke too. Poor soul survived a shelling and was almost killed by Hackett.” 

         
         “I saw both sides when I was a nurse, Billy—most of the men just did their best to help each other out, but there were some
            who carried the weight of their wounding in anger.”
         

         
         “Yeah, but I went a bit deeper and it turns out he’s got previous as long as your arm. Was discharged from prison early in
            the war because they needed more men in uniform—but you’d have found it hard to come across a nastier piece of work than Arthur
            Hackett, and we’ve seen some in this business. He’d been sent down for robbery with intent to kill, plus he even attacked
            a copper when apprehended for another job. Had a little gang, but seems even they didn’t like him. I’m still chasing down
            some contacts. I might have some more tomorrow, but there’s a lot of information missing. Apparently the army records office
            was bombed a few weeks ago, and they’re saying that loads of files are gone forever, some are now incomplete and they’re lucky
            to have collected as many pages as they did before taking them all to new premises. I tell you, it’s a right mess.”
         

         
         Maisie was thoughtful. “How on earth did that sort of man meet a nice woman like Freddie’s mum?”

         
         “Young girl meets war hero. He probably spun a tale and that scar told a story, though I bet it was the wrong one. He might have got that on a job and not over there in France. She falls for him—and we know a lot of these wide boys have the gift of the gab. And then there’s the other thing to consider—there weren’t a lot of blokes around of the marrying age, so when he asks, she says yes. I’ve got to confirm this, but apparently she comes from a better sort of family—not wealthy, or anything like that, but good, solid working people. He rubbed them up the wrong way soon after the wedding and now they can’t abide him, plus her mum and dad were killed in an air raid. Her brothers would like to see more of her, but Hackett apparently doesn’t let her see her own family. And look at the place they live in. I mean, me and Doreen didn’t have much when we were in the East End, but my family were never in a grotty old back double. Anyway, I managed to talk to her older brother, who said that she’s welcome back into the fold any time, but she’s loyal to her husband.” 

         
         “It’s not an unusual story, Billy—as we know only too well. When men cut off a family, it means trouble.” Maisie began to
            thread the telephone cord through her fingers.
         

         
         “You still there, miss?”

         
         “Sorry, Billy—I was just thinking.” She shook her hand so the cord dropped away. “Look, I’m going to be back at the office
            on Monday morning. I have a feeling I’ll be provided with some information shortly that will help us with Freddie’s murder
            case.”
         

         
         “Find out something, did you?”

         
         “It’s what I might be on the verge of finding out that could add to our evidence, such as it is.” 

         
         “Blimey, miss, that sounds important.”

         
         “I hope so, Billy. I hope so.”

         
          

         As Maisie was helping Brenda prepare a late lunch, the telephone began to ring.

         
         “That’ll be for you, Maisie.”

         
         “And I bet I know who it is!”

         
         Brenda tut-tutted and shook her head. “That telephone hardly rings when you’re not here. Just like it was with Dr. Blanche. When he was away in London, it was quiet unless it was him to let me know when he’d be back. But as soon as he was home, off it went, nonstop, all hours of the day and sometimes the night. No peace for you people.” 

         
         Maisie laughed as she walked away toward the library.

         
         “Hello Robbie,” said Maisie as she picked up the receiver and put it to her ear.

         
         “You just took the wind out of my sails. How did you know . . . oh never mind. There’s been a development.”

         
         “What sort of development?” asked Maisie, taking care to keep her voice even.

         
         “One of our recruits suffered a fatal fall during the first of the outdoor exercises, not long after your departure.”

         
         “A fatal fall? And why is that any of my business, Robbie?”

         
         “You know very well why it’s your business, Maisie. Come on, it’s time to put our little row behind us.”

         
         Maisie allowed a few seconds of silence to pass before speaking. “Who is the dead man?”

         
         “One of the French bods. A bit older than the others, so probably that was something to do with it. And before you ask, Major
            Chaput was in the library. We’ve witnesses to his presence.”
         

         
         “Who were the witnesses?”

         
         There was another silence on the line, this time from MacFarlane.

         
         “Robbie, it’s not like you to go quiet on me. Who were the witnesses?”

         
         “The Algerian and a French Canadian.”

         
         Maisie nodded, as if MacFarlane had been in the room with her. “Do you want me to say the obvious, or will you spell it out
            for me?”
         

         
         “He’s in the clear, Maisie.”

         
         “I don’t doubt he is. But who is he really? And what about the little coterie around him—his witnesses, the Algerian and French Canadian? They’re not with us, but they’re sharing our training and they’re out there with our recruits.” 

         
         “The French are our allies, Maisie, and they’re in a rough spot. We’re not an occupied country with the bloody Nazis marching
            down our streets, though god knows it could happen any day—so we’ve got to help them any way we can. We’re putting our people
            into their country to help lead their resistance, so it stands to reason they want their own agents going in too. We do the
            best we can to get the job done in collaboration. It’s a fair arrangement all round.”
         

         
         “It wasn’t a fair arrangement for the dead French agent, was it?”

         
         MacFarlane’s sigh was audible. “We’re back to work on Monday, Maisie. I may have dismissed you on grounds that you have a
            conflict of interest between your work for one of your so-called customers and your country, but don’t forget I still have
            a piece of paper attesting to the fact that you are under my orders.”
         

         
         “So you reminded me in Scotland. All right, Monday morning it is, Robbie. I’ll be there at eleven and no sooner. I’m coming
            up from Chelstone, on the train.”
         

         
         “Go straight to the mortuary in Victoria.”

         
         The line was disconnected. Maisie replaced the receiver and sat for a moment, thinking, before leaving the library to return
            to the kitchen.
         

         
         “I’ve put the kettle on, Maisie,” said Brenda. “Let’s have a nice cup of tea before your father comes back again with Anna.
            I’ve been meaning to ask you about that lovely necklace—I’ve not seen you wearing it before.” She raised an eyebrow. “Mind
            you, it’d be nice to see that stone in a ring.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 8

         
         “Maisie! Hello, darling!” Priscilla tossed her cigarette onto the rails as she walked along the platform, and upon reaching
            Maisie, leaned forward to kiss her on the cheek. “I should have let you know I’d be taking the same train up to town, but
            I only decided last night—it’s a spot of luck though, isn’t it? We’ll have time for a nice long chat,” said Priscilla.
         

         
         Maisie smiled, glad to have her friend’s company—she was becoming tired of her own thoughts, which had been circling time
            and again around the question of Freddie Hackett and what he might have seen, or thought he had seen, on the night a man was
            murdered. “Bored with being in the country, are you, Priscilla?”
         

         
         “Bored with myself, actually.” Priscilla sighed. “Douglas loves working at the cottage, with perhaps just the odd journey up to town to see the bods at the ministry to discuss his next story about the war, or to talk to his editor about the new book.” Douglas, Priscilla’s husband, had been assigned to work for the Ministry of Information for the war’s duration. “But now I’m feeling better—and more to the point, relieved that Tim is doing well—as well as can be expected anyway. Now I just have to get back to civilization a bit more often. I’ve tried gardening, tried watercolor painting and I’ve even tried to cook, all to no avail. And please—one more evening spent at a meeting of local women and I will have to tear my hair out. I’ve even seen Rowan gritting her teeth—we are not your jam-and-cakes sort of people, and neither are you. Your stepmother does a lovely lemon curd though.” 

         
         “You make me laugh, Pris—and I love you for it! But what will you do in London?”

         
         “Well, the first thing I’m going to do is find out what’s going on with my niece! I’ve loved those long summer visits ever
            since you found Pascale for me, and now she’s a grown woman in London on a more permanent basis, it actually made me feel
            as if I had a daughter, instead of being the lone female among my four men. I do worry about her though, and I know she’s
            terribly concerned about her grandmother, as you can imagine. I keep telling her that Chantal is more than a match for any
            German officer living at her chateau—the woman has steel for a backbone. But I—I suppose I just would like to see more of
            Pascale.”
         

         
         “Pris—Pris, as I said before, she’s a young woman about town.” 

         
         Priscilla sighed, took her cigarette case from her handbag, but put it back again. “First sign of trouble and I want to light
            up.” She shook her head. “Of course I know how it is. You find a party every night, if you can, and you make the most of it
            because tomorrow might not come. That’s what I did, anyway.”
         

         
         “There you are—don’t expect to see her, Pris.”

         
         “Maisie—” Priscilla turned to her friend. “Maisie . . . can you look me in the eye and tell me you don’t know what’s going
            on? As my dearest friend—the friend who saved my life? The friend who I know will be at my bedside as soon as I wake up from
            my final operation on this dreadful scar.”
         

         
         “Oh no you don’t, Pris—that’s pretty low even for you. Don’t start the ‘poor me’ line, when it’s clear I have no idea what Pascale is doing with her life. I mean, has it occurred to you that she might be seeing someone and she doesn’t want you to know because you’ll have a very definite opinion that might not match her own? The girl is over twenty-one.” 

         
         “So you don’t know then?”

         
         “No—and why do you think I would know anyway?” Maisie did not flinch from her friend’s gaze.

         
         “Because you know all sorts of things that are supposed to be on the q.t. Did you know she’s not at her flat? Told her flatmate
            she had a work assignment in Scotland.”
         

         
         “Priscilla, I suggest you stop gnawing at that bone. You know she has a translation job, and I am sure she is very busy—and
            you were right when you said it could be hush-hush, which means it has nothing to do with anyone but Pascale and her employer.
            Ah, here comes our train.”
         

         
         They boarded the train, Priscilla taking a seat opposite Maisie in the comfort of a first class carriage, with its wide seats
            and mirrored bulkhead. Maisie felt her friend staring at her.
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “Have you heard from your James Stewart yet? Or is he out of sight, out of mind?”

         
         “Pris—”

         
         “Oh, never mind. I suppose any talk of your dishy American is considered careless!” Priscilla opened her newspaper and took
            out her cigarette case. “To hell with the bloody operation. I need another gasper—and don’t worry, I’ll move over to the window.”
         

         
          

         Maisie felt a sigh of relief as the train reached the buffers at Charing Cross Station. Not only had it been a long journey due to trains being held up as they progressed toward the bomb-damaged station, but Priscilla had been increasingly snippy. Yet upon arrival, after they had made their way along the platform and passed the ticket collector, Priscilla turned to Maisie and wrapped her arms around her. 

         
         “I’m sorry—I was just dreadful on the train.”

         
         “You’re worried, Pris—and you’ve been through a lot. Give yourself time.”

         
         “What with Tom flying bloody Hurricanes, Tim becoming quite another person after losing his arm, and then taking it out on
            everyone around him—mainly me . . . added to which I have Tarquin going off to be a forestry worker. I worry that he’ll be
            set upon by thugs and beaten to a pulp for being a conchie! Douglas is immersed in his work, and then there I am—the lost
            soul with a scarred face that even powder applied with a trowel doesn’t hide.”
         

         
         “You look lovely. I would be the first to tell you if you looked dreadful—and you don’t. Yes, I can see a bit of the scar
            if you move a certain way. But consider those boys in Mr. McIndoe’s wards at the hospital.”
         

         
         “Heavens, yes. I should shut up and remember every single one of them every day, with their scorched faces and hands. I cannot
            imagine the terror of coming down in an aircraft ablaze—I was only stuck in a burning house. I don’t know how I’ve the cheek
            to moan when I saw those wounded young men every day in the Victoria Hospital.”
         

         
         “And your sons are men now—they can deal with whatever is thrown at them. You’ve done a good job there, Pris—and Pascale is
            like you. She’s competent and brave. Do not fear for her, Priscilla—it would be the last thing she wants or needs.” Maisie
            looked up at the clock. “Oh dear, I must dash—look, I’ll come over for supper this evening, if you like.”
         

         
         “I’ll have Cook rustle something up—she’s been keeping the house as if we were there all the time, and she’s managed to get
            some groceries in. Seven o’clock?”
         

         
         “I’ll see you then.”

         
         “Where are you off to now?”

         
         “A mortuary.” She waved as she walked away.

         
          

         MacFarlane was already in the mortuary’s examination room with the pathologist when Maisie arrived; he nodded by way of a
            greeting as she entered. Duncan Jamieson was inspecting the deceased’s body with a large magnifying glass and did not look
            up.  Maisie placed her jacket and hat on a hook alongside a table, upon which she set her bag. She took a white laboratory
            coat from another hook, and a white mask from a pile on the desk. Proceeding to the sink, she scrubbed her hands and selected
            a pair of clean, disinfected rubber gloves pegged to a line above the taps. 
         

         
         “Apologies for the late arrival, gentlemen. Trains were delayed coming into Charing Cross.”

         
         Jamieson looked up and smiled. “Hello, Maisie. We’ve only just started, so you haven’t missed anything.”

         
         MacFarlane caught Maisie’s eye and raised an eyebrow. She turned away and looked down at the body, that of a man of about
            forty years of age, with dark hair and an olive complexion. 
         

         
         “I can see the bruising around the face,” said Maisie. “And on the torso—it’s very bad there. What did you find at the back
            of the head, Dr. Jamieson?” She hoped he noticed the more formal address.
         

         
         “What you might expect to find on a man who died as a result of a fall from a craggy mountainside in Scotland.” With gloved
            hands he lifted the dead man’s head and turned it to the side. “Easy turn even with rigor mortis, due to the broken neck.”
         

         
         Maisie leaned in to inspect the crushed underside of the skull. “His neck was also broken?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         She turned to MacFarlane. “Robbie—where exactly did this happen?”

         
         “You know where we were last week? Well, if you stand at that point and look across to the crag with a drop down onto the
            path—we assume he fell from that high point, probably climbed up onto the crag while trying to get his bearings.”
         

         
         Maisie met Jamieson’s eyes.

         
         “Robbie,” said Jamieson. “We both know that this man died when his neck was broken, and then he fell.” 

         
         “No, we don’t both know that, Duncan.” MacFarlane’s tone was terse. “He could have twisted his neck as his head hit the side
            of the crag on the way down.”
         

         
         “For what it’s worth, I agree with Dr. Jamieson,” Maisie said. “You can see from here that the way the neck was broken, if
            that’s what indeed happened, then this crushing of the skull would have happened on the other side of his head as he fell.
            And look at the bruises on his body—all on the right side, in line with the skull injury. The broken neck is telling a different
            story.”
         

         
         “I can confirm it when I get inside the neck,” said Jamieson. He shifted his attention to Maisie. “Would you like to assist?”
            
         

         
         “She can’t. Sorry,” MacFarlane interjected before she could respond. “Change of plan for Miss Dobbs—and the only neck I want
            to see open is on a bottle. Miss Dobbs’ time is spoken for this afternoon. Report on my desk by five, Duncan?”
         

         
         “I’ll have it dispatched over to you,” said Jamieson. “Thank you, M—Miss Dobbs.”

         
         “Dr. Jamieson.” 

         
         Once outside the mortuary, having deposited aprons, masks and gloves in a bin by the door, both Maisie and MacFarlane took deep breaths before either spoke. 

         
         “Phew, fresh air!” said MacFarlane. “I can’t stand the dance that happens when a living, breathing person goes from human
            being to corpse to cadaver. I’m all right until I see the likes of Jamieson brandishing a bloody scalpel, and especially over
            the head. Not thrilled about the abdomen either. You medical people are like a load of ghouls.”
         

         
         “None of us find it easy, Robbie. But it’s necessary work because we are either trying to save the living or discover how
            the dead met their end. And I don’t like how this one met his end.” She stopped walking and looked up at the man she had known
            for years. “We know he was murdered, don’t we? There’s no way we can quickstep around that one, and at this point Jamieson’s
            report is a formality—I doubt you’ll even open it.”
         

         
         “Not beating about the bush, so I’ll say you could be right on all points—there is that chance. But some things have to be
            kept under wraps.” MacFarlane pulled back his cuff and consulted his watch. “I could do with a drink in a quiet corner, and
            there’s an hour to go before last orders, so let’s chat in a more convivial atmosphere.”
         

         
         At the Cuillins of Skye, MacFarlane’s favorite public house—only the sign was evident, as the building was partially clad in sandbags—he pushed open the door to the slightly more comfortable saloon bar, which had several armchairs and a settee covered in matching green-and-red tartan fabric. The public bar, by comparison, was a noisier place, with sawdust on the floor and a lunchtime crowd that would soon disperse to return to work on the railway or at the coach station, or with one of the many crews clearing what they could of broken buildings and piles of rubble from repeated bombings. The pub offered the opportunity for some camaraderie, a chat with others, and a chance to forget about war, if only for the time it took to down a pint. Maisie often wondered if she would ever remember walking along a street before it was bombed, and what it looked like without broken buildings looming out of the detritus of war like shattered teeth. 

         
         “Cream sherry?” asked MacFarlane.

         
         “A small one, thank you,” replied Maisie.

         
         MacFarlane returned with a large single-malt whisky for himself and a sherry for Maisie, placing the drinks on a low table
            between the armchairs they had chosen for privacy, close to the window and well away from the door. There were only two other
            patrons on this side of the pub, and they were seated at the bar.
         

         
         “What was the dead man’s name?” asked Maisie.

         
         “Thierry Richard.” MacFarlane’s pronunciation of the deceased agent’s last name was flat; he said “Richard” as if it were
            an English Christian name.
         

         
          “I think it’s pronounced ‘Rishard,’” said Maisie. “And was he about forty?”
         

         
         MacFarlane nodded. “Maisie, you were never a star when it came to languages—we found that out when we were training you for
            the Munich assignment, so you’re the last person to chime in on pronunciation. Anyway, Major Chaput is understandably very
            upset—raging, would be a better word for it. Richard”—he pronounced the word correctly, with a slight pause as if to dare
            Maisie to fault him again—“Richard had been with the major since the last war. They were at Verdun together, and he was with
            him later, in Syria, during the French mandate.”
         

         
         “Really? So Thierry Richard would have been about twenty-five or twenty-six then, and the major—what? Probably not much older.
            Thirties?”
         

         
         “Yes. The major is nothing if not loyal—and his men are loyal to him too. He hand-picked all of them, and we’re counting on them. Working alongside the French is vital for our success over there—they’re our linchpins with the local resistance people. We’re still building trust.” 

         
         Neither Maisie nor MacFarlane spoke for half a minute. Maisie was framing her next comment, though she knew there was no other
            way to phrase what she had to say. “Look, Robbie—going back to what happened with Dr. Jamieson. It was clear to him—and he’s
            the expert—that Richard was murdered, and as you know, I could not help but agree with him. That’s two Frenchmen killed within
            ten days, and there’s one common denominator.”
         

         
         “My hands are tied, and I don’t suspect him anyway.”

         
         “I can’t believe this. Every bone in my body is telling me the MacFarlane I knew before this war would have had that man at
            Scotland Yard under caution right now. And you’re letting it go. Surely you’d concede that it’s more than possible that the
            man who received the delivery of an envelope from Freddie Hackett was Chaput.”
         

         
         “I don’t know anything about the message, who it was from or where it was going—don’t imagine I know everything that goes on in every different intelligence section. A lot of envelopes are dispatched with only a number on the front anyway, and no name for the messenger to remember, and they are coded. But here’s what I know—children see monsters in the dark, Maisie. They get a bit scared, and the next thing you know, there’s a big hand waiting to grab their feet and drag them under the bed. There is no evidence to suggest Major Chaput had anything to do with killing another Frenchman, or anyone else for that matter. And even if I did want to question him, this is not the right time. We have a sensitive and very important alliance to protect, and that’s with the Free French here in London. We need them, and we need their people who are over in France—if all that falls away, then we might as well start stocking up on bratwurst.” 

         
         Maisie sighed in frustration. “This goes against everything I have ever believed about honoring the murdered dead; making
            sure that if the deceased were looking down upon us, they would know that while their earthly form is being mutilated by the
            pathologist’s scalpel, someone else cares enough to find the killer and bring them to justice.” She paused. “But having said
            that, I see your point. I understand. Some things have to fall by the wayside during wartime. And on every level it seems
            to me that there’s an abdication of respect for human life.” She lifted her sherry glass and took first one sip, and then
            another.
         

         
         “I know that tone, Maisie,” said MacFarlane, picking up his glass and draining the contents in one deep swallow. He slapped
            the empty glass down on the table with such force that the man and woman sitting at the bar turned around. “Sorry!” said MacFarlane.
            “Dodgy wrist—dropped my glass.” He laughed, though his smile evaporated when he turned back to Maisie. “That, hen, is the
            tone telling me you are going to be the dog that won’t let go of this particular bone. I can see it in your eyes.”
         

         
         “I will drop the bone if you insist, Robbie.”

         
         Another silence. MacFarlane rubbed his forehead, then looked up at Maisie. “I don’t insist because I expect you to do the
            right thing with regard to my position—let me remind you that I’m the one who carries the can if you cause trouble with our
            French brethren. I know you’re trying to do your best for the Hackett lad, but at the same time I want to know if you discover
            anything—anything. Make that immediately, not a day or two after the event. And leave ‘Rishard’ to me. You weren’t there. You didn’t witness a thing, and you only saw the body, not the place of death where he was found.
            I hope I can depend upon you to watch what you’re doing.”
         

         
         “I will. Yes. You can count on me to be discreet, Robbie.”

         
         “Aye, and I reckon I can also count on you to land me in a diplomatic straitjacket.” He cleared his throat, and came to his
            feet. “By the way, you might like to know that both those young ladies you’re particularly interested in are now in France.
            So far, so good. Miss Jones sent over her first radio communication this morning. We’ll be giving them orders via a message
            tucked inside a BBC broadcast tonight.”
         

         
         Maisie stood up, making sure her voice was low. “And Miss Evernden?”

         
         “She’s where she should be. We’ve no reason for any concern about her.”

         
         “I appreciate your letting me know, Robbie.”

         
         “You’re off the hook in the meantime, Maisie. No more recruits to analyze. I’ll be in touch though.”

         
         “Of course.” 

         
         “By the way,” said MacFarlane, opening the door for her, then joining her on the pavement outside. “You want to watch that
            Jamieson. I think he’s sweet on you.”
         

         
         Maisie pinned her hat. “Robbie—for goodness’ sake, you think everyone’s sweet on me.”

         
         “Just observing. I’ll be off now. Be careful, Maisie—just be careful. You’re on your own time for a few days, but you’re still
            on my watch.”
         

         
          

         Maisie took Billy into her confidence, inasmuch as she could, discussing with him a certain element of synchronicity that
            had occurred during a recent meeting. She was not specific about the details, that the meeting in question took place in a
            manor house in Scotland where recruits for a secret intelligence section were being put through their paces. 
         

         
         “So what you’re saying, miss, is that you think you know who killed the bloke in the street, the murder young Freddie witnessed.” Seated at the long table in Maisie’s office, Billy leaned forward, his notebook open. 

         
         “I—I believe so. But here’s the thing—assuming the body retrieved from the Thames is that of the man Freddie saw murdered,
            both the pathologist and I believe that at least one of the two men—either the man with the knife or his victim—was a professional
            killer, and I wouldn’t rule out the second either. The pathologist agrees that the victim might have been an assassin, based
            upon wounds to his body—they were consistent with someone who has been in serious scrapes.” Maisie went on to recap the postmortem
            findings on the man who rose to the surface of the river at the same time as the Spitfire. “I know that at first blush it
            sounds like a wild suggestion based upon supposition, yet in my experience speculative comments from experienced pathologists
            reflect what may at first seem like a guess, but they’re really an intuitive response rooted in their depth of knowledge.”
         

         
         “And what do you think of this French major, the one you met at a party?”

         
         “I’m not sure. He’s not one for talking—though his command of English is excellent. He is an observer, though.”

         
         “What do you mean? An observer?”

         
         “He keeps his eye on everyone around him, all the time. Now, to be fair, that’s his job—it’s the mainstay of anyone working
            in his position,” said Maisie, aware that she could only share so much information with Billy. She was sure he had more than
            a passing clue about the real nature of her work, though. “But his level of awareness seemed rather intense. He seemed as
            if he was always expecting the devil to walk in, or to appear among the company.”
         

         
         “Maybe he’s afraid of something himself—fear could be his devil, couldn’t it? Do you want me to see what I can get on him?”

         
         “I think you’ll have trouble there, Billy. We’ve a diplomatic angle to consider, and I don’t want MacFarlane around here shouting
            his head off.” She pointed to Billy’s notebook. “Now then, any more on Freddie Hackett?”
         

         
         “Sporting a nice blue-and-purple bruise across his left cheek, apparently sustained when he fell while running an errand.
            He might have got a bloody nose in the same so-called fall.”
         

         
         “Oh dear Lord.” Maisie rubbed a hand across her forehead, before consulting her watch. She stood up. “Right, I’m going over
            to the school—I should be just in time for the children to be leaving.”
         

         
         “You would stand more of a chance of catching Freddie by going straight along to the Albert Embankment—when I talked to him
            on the blower, he told me there’s a big office along there where he’ll usually go first, then the porter tells him where to
            run to next, perhaps Baker Street or that fancy hotel. He’ll be setting off as soon as that school bell goes, so he can pick
            up his first job. He’ll probably be running from there to Baker Street again. And I wouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t sneak
            out of his classroom to get there on time.”
         

         
         “Billy, would you come with me? You’re the father of boys, and he trusts you.”

         
         Billy nodded. “I’m glad you asked, miss. I like the boy and want to do right by him. For a start, I know about a certain nose
            I’d like to rearrange, if I lay eyes on the owner’s dial.”
         

         
          

         “Freddie Hackett?” repeated the porter at Freddie’s regular first stop. “Hasn’t turned up yet—the little bugger is late and I’ve got something to go out in a hurry. Mind you, it’s the first time. He’s usually here bang on four. He pops home after school to see his sister, if he can, then he comes straight here, and I don’t think he was told yesterday that he’d be starting off somewhere else today. I usually send him to the caff down the street for a bacon sandwich as soon as he gets here—we’ve got a kitty here to make sure the messengers get something inside them, what with all that running. Poor little Fred—probably the only decent food he gets in a day.” 

         
         Even before the porter had finished speaking, Maisie and Billy had begun to move toward the door, with Billy calling back,
            “S’all right, mate—don’t worry, we’ll catch up with him, wherever he is.” 
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 9 

         
         Billy gave the taxicab driver directions to follow the most likely route that Freddie would have taken from school, to home,
            to the Albert Embankment, just in case they saw him running along the pavement. Their first stop was the school, which was
            quiet, as all the children had gone home, though an army lorry was parked in a far section of the playground now designated
            military property for the duration of the war. 
         

         
         Billy called out to a soldier who was working on the lorry. “Oi, mate—over here.” The soldier looked up from the engine. “Do
            you know if everyone at the school has gone home now?” 
         

         
         “The kids ran out of here a while ago—but there might be a teacher or two in there working late.”

         
         “Much obliged,” shouted Billy, waving to the soldier.

         
         The doors for the girls’ and boys’ separate entrances were already locked, but they were able to flag down the caretaker in
            front of the main double doors.
         

         
         “Hold up, mate—anyone in there?” asked Billy.

         
         The caretaker shook his head. “Nah, the bell went at a quarter to four, and you can’t keep them in there once they’ve heard it. Miss Rice sometimes stays for a bit—she’s the headmistress—and so does Miss Arnold, who teaches art. She has a lot to clear up after her last class, but she left not five minutes ago.” He turned the key and then looked around at Billy and Maisie. “You looking for anyone in particular? Not many kids here anyway, only the ones brought back from evacuation or who never went in the first place—I know most of them by name.” 

         
         “We were looking for a boy named Freddie Hackett,” said Maisie.

         
         “Oh, young Freddie. Nice boy, that one. Works hard. No, he’s gone. Saw him tearing out of here—quick on his pins, is Freddie.
            Can’t think where he got that from because his old man’s a right one—he moves from the house to the pub and back again, and
            only one way at any speed. We know which way that is!”
         

         
         “Thank you,” said Maisie, turning back toward the waiting taxicab.

         
         “Funny, everyone seems to be looking for Freddie—popular lad today.”

         
         “What do you mean?” said Maisie, bringing her attention back to the caretaker.

         
         “A bloke came round not twenty-five minutes ago, asking for him.”

         
         “Had you seen the man before?” asked Maisie.

         
         The caretaker shook his head. “Never laid eyes on him. I thought it might be someone Freddie worked for, or the lad had got
            himself into a bit of trouble. Even the good ones get up to something every now and again—specially now.”
         

         
         “What was the man like?” asked Billy.

         
         “Big fella, dark, sort of Spanish looking. Nice dresser. Good suit on him.”

         
         “Did he have an accent?” asked Maisie.

         
         “He never said enough for me to notice. Asked if he’d missed Freddie Hackett, and that was it. Sounded all right, but then
            I’m a bit hard of hearing anyway—and it was noisy, what with lorries coming and going over there on the army side. It’s quieter
            now—though give it a chance and the bombers will start flying in for another go at us soon. We won’t be able to hear ourselves
            think.”
         

         
         Returning to the taxicab, Maisie instructed the driver to go to the Hacketts’ address. 

         
         “Wait here, please,” said Maisie as they stepped from the cab.

         
         “What, again?” said the driver.

         
         “Don’t worry, you’ll be paid,” Billy called out over his shoulder as he followed Maisie through the courtyard, past the lines
            of washing. 
         

         
         She knocked on the Hacketts’ door. There was no answer, so she knocked again, then both Maisie and Billy stepped back and
            looked up to the first-floor window.
         

         
         “Freddie! Freddie, if you’re there, it’s Miss Dobbs and Mr. Beale here,” shouted Maisie.

         
         “If you’re up there, come down and let us in, son,” Billy called out even louder. “There’s only us here, Freddie.”

         
         Maisie thought she saw the ragged curtains twitch, then she heard footsteps on the stairs.

         
         “Mr. Beale.” The voice was strained. “Is that really you?”

         
         “I’m here, Freddie—are you alone?”

         
         “No, I’m with Iris. Mum’s not here.”

         
         “Where is she, love?” asked Maisie.

         
         “I don’t know—she’s usually home by now.”

         
         “Fred—open the door for us. There’s no one else here,” said Billy.

         
         Hearing a bolt being drawn back, Maisie reached into her purse and pressed a few coins into Billy’s hand. “Better give the
            cabbie something to keep him here.”
         

         
         Freddie opened the door just wide enough for him to check that only Maisie and Billy were on the other side. 

         
         Maisie heard Billy talking to the cabbie and then his footfall behind her. 

         
         “Come on, son,” said Billy. “Open the door properly and let us through, then we can lock up again so no one else can get in.”

         
         “All right,” said Freddie. He pulled back the door just wide enough for the visitors to enter, then slammed it shut, let the
            latch down and pulled a bolt across.
         

         
         “Will your mum be able to get in when she returns?” asked Maisie.

         
         “She’ll call up to the window for me to go down and open the door.”

         
         “Let’s go upstairs and you can tell us what’s going on,” said Maisie. “I’ll make us a cup of tea. Is Iris all right?”

         
         Freddie nodded. His eyes were bloodshot and his left cheek bruised. There was a cut across the bridge of his nose.

         
         A younger child’s voice squealed from the top of the landing. “Freddeeee. Freddee!”

         
         “Coming, Iris. I’m coming, darlin’— I’m here, and I’ve got a couple of friends with me.”

         
         Freddie ran up the stairs and picked up a girl who looked to be about five years of age and too big to be carried by her brother.
            Maisie showed no surprise when she registered the child’s clear blue almond-shaped eyes and pale skin, with freckles peppered
            across her flat nose. Instead she smiled and made sure her eye contact was true. “Hello—you must be Iris! I’ve heard all about
            you from Freddie.”
         

         
         The girl began to suck her thumb before hiding her face in the curve of her brother’s neck.

         
         “Come on, Rissy, let me put you down—you’re a heavy girl now.” Freddie looked up at Maisie. “There’s two chairs in the kitchen.”

         
         A kettle was boiling hard on the gas ring. As Freddie grabbed a cloth from the line above the stove, folded it around his
            hand, and removed the kettle, Maisie fought the urge to move Iris clear of her brother—she was clinging onto the frayed edge
            of his pullover.
         

         
         “Iris was crying because she’s hungry, so I was making her some toast and a cup of tea. She has it milky, but not too hot
            because it makes her cry.”
         

         
         “Here, let me do that,” said Maisie. “You sit down with Iris and Mr. Beale will get the cups for us. I know where your mum keeps the milk.” 

         
         Soon Maisie had tea on the small kitchen table. She watched as Freddie placed his sister’s hands on either side of the cup
            filled with milky, lukewarm tea Maisie had prepared and watched her drink. Both children were seated on wooden crates, which
            Freddie had pushed close together. Billy sat down opposite them after toasting a slice of bread on the gas ring and cutting
            it into small squares for Iris. There was no margarine or jam in the kitchen.
         

         
         “There you are, lovey,” said Billy. 

         
         “What happens to Iris when your mum is at work?” asked Maisie.

         
         “The school won’t have her, so she goes down to Mrs. Dunley, but Mum’s worried because she thinks the old girl puts something
            in her tea to make her sleep. Sometimes she goes to another neighbor who has a girl a bit younger, so she’s not at school
            yet. Mum pays her—and what I earn on the side helps. The doctor said Iris should go into a special home. He called it an ‘institution,’
            but Mum said she didn’t want her little girl ending up with a load of old lunatics. I don’t like that word—institution.” He
            looked down at his tea, stirring it idly with his spoon, before putting an arm around his sister’s shoulder and pulling her
            to him. “She might be a . . . a mongol, but she’s lovely. And people don’t realize it, but she’s very bright. Mum says it’s
            just a different sort of bright, and it shines better than most because Iris has a good heart.”
         

         
         “She looks very bright to me, Freddie—and you can tell she loves her big brother.” Maisie paused, ready to change the subject
            to what had happened at the school, and more to the point, how he had bruised his cheek, but Freddie began talking again.
            
         

         
         “I reckon I saw a bloke at the school today—he reminded me of that man, Miss Dobbs. The bloke who killed that other one. The bell had gone, so I ran out of the classroom toward the door, but then I looked through the window and saw him talking to one of them bomb-squad soldiers, who was pointing toward Mr. Chambers, the caretaker. I wasn’t going to let him see me, so I legged it to the other door at the back of the school, then I went through where the army keeps tools in the yard, and ran home that way. I knew I had to get here to see Mum and Iris before going off to the Albert Embankment, but I was scared he’d catch up with me. And now I can’t leave Iris on her own because Mum’s late. I hope I don’t lose my job. My dad’ll kill me and then take it out on Mum.” 

         
         “What about Iris?”

         
         The boy shook his head. “Oh, he don’t see her if he can help it—we have to keep her out of the way. He says he wants her in
            an asylum, but Mum says no. If he’s in a really bad temper, he takes that out on Mum too, that we’ve got Iris.”
         

         
         “Where’s your father now, Freddie?”

         
         The boy shrugged. “Probably waiting for the pubs to open—there’s a few he goes to. Sometimes he comes home after closing,
            but other times, well, I don’t know where he goes.”
         

         
         Maisie was about to ask another question when they heard a voice outside calling out. “Freddie—Fred! Let me in love. I’m late
            enough as it is.”
         

         
         “That’s Mum,” said Freddie, extricating himself from his sister and running down the stairs.

         
         Mrs. Hackett’s voice carried up from the courtyard. “Whatever have you locked the door for, or was it her downstairs again? Batty old thing, isn’t she? They kept me on at work—big pile of ironing was put in front of me just as I was about to leave and no extra money for my trouble either. Now come on, help me with this bag. I managed to scrounge a pound of scrap vegetable ends from a coster for a penny, and bless him, he gave me some extra because he was finishing his round. I’ve got to get some soup going before your father gets home. Not that he’ll be here soon, but I don’t want him to come in and find there’s nothing on the table. That’s it, love—you’re a good boy.” 

         
         Iris squealed with joy when she saw her mother and ran into her arms, though Grace Hackett’s smile faded upon seeing Maisie
            and Billy waiting to greet her.
         

         
         “Hello, Mrs. Hackett—sorry to give you a bit of a shock. This is Mr. Beale, who works with me.”

         
         “Is Freddie in trouble?” She looked sideways at her son, drawing him to her while still holding on to Iris.

         
         “Not at all. We’d heard he was late getting to his job, so we were coming out this way and thought we’d make sure he was all
            right. And here we are.”
         

         
          “You look worried, Miss Dobbs—is my boy in any danger?”

         
         Maisie placed her hand on Grace Hackett’s arm. “Usually, I would like more time to consider different . . . different solutions
            to what I believe is not a danger as such, but an intimidation; a deliberate presence designed to unsettle not only Freddie
            here, but you as well.” She removed her hand, folded her arms and looked out of the dusty window as she continued, giving
            herself time to frame the right words; words that would inform and strike a tone of vigilance without terror. “I believe there’s
            someone who ultimately wants to talk to Freddie to find out how much he saw when he witnessed what we believe to be a murder—which
            means we have to act with some haste.” Iris had slipped from her mother’s grasp and was sucking her thumb while leaning against
            Grace’s knees. Grace kept her gaze on Maisie, as if bracing herself for what might come next.
         

         
         “Right,” said Maisie, taking care to offer a positive tone. “Here’s what we will do. I have a flat in Pimlico, across the water, and I think it would be best if you all go there. It’s empty at the moment—my secretary was living there for a while, but she’s moved to the country with her husband and son. It’s furnished and there are some sheets and so on in the linen cupboard, which means you won’t need anything except a few personal bits and pieces. There’s a cellar underneath the building, so you’ve somewhere to go when there’s an air raid, and there’s a shelter down the street. Now then, quickly gather whatever you’d like to take with you, and leave a note for your husband. Tell him you’ve gone to stay with relatives—make up something.” 

         
         “He’ll kill me for leaving him,” said Grace, tears filling her eyes.

         
         “Not on my watch, Mrs. Hackett,” said Billy

         
         “Billy’s right—we’ll make sure your safety isn’t compromised. If you prefer, you can leave a note here with my name, our office
            address and telephone number for Mr. Hackett to get in touch. The fact is that I want Freddie away from here and I want to
            feel confident that you and Iris are out of harm’s way—and I will be honest with you, as things stand with Freddie not working
            this evening, he won’t be bringing home money, which means none of you are safe if you remain at home. We both know why.”
         

         
         “But—”

         
         “Please, Mrs. Hackett—Grace—please do as I say.”

         
         “Come on, Mum,” said Freddie. “Miss Dobbs is right—I’ve seen that man, and I’m scared. I saw him kill his mate. And I don’t
            want another right-hander from Dad either.”
         

         
         “Oh, Fred, you shouldn’t talk like that about your father, not in company,” said Grace Hackett.

         
         “This is a really good plan, Mrs. Hackett,” said Billy. “And you’re like Doreen, my wife—you’re a lovely mum to your children,
            so you know what’s the best thing to do for them. Look how you’ve kept little Iris from being put away.”
         

         
         At once Grace Hackett stood up and took a deep breath, as if drawing in strength. “Yes—we’ll come. Freddie—you gather a few bits for yourself while I put what I can in a bag. It’s not as if we have much, so it’ll only take a few minutes. And I’ll scribble a note for your father.” 

         
         Ten minutes later three members of the Hackett family were safely ensconced in the taxicab, with Billy and Freddie sitting
            on the fold-down seats opposite Maisie, Grace and Iris. Maisie gave an address in Pimlico, then added that there would be
            another stop afterward.
         

         
          “Billy, I want you to go to number sixty-four Baker Street and ask for MacFarlane—if he’s there, tell him what we’re doing
            and why. See the porter and let him know that Freddie is not at work because . . . because . . . well, make up something—he’ll
            then get onto the other porter at Albert Embankment. Oh, and ask MacFarlane what to do about briefing Caldwell at the Yard.
            I don’t want Caldwell to think we’re going around him to MacFarlane about a murder investigation—that won’t help us in the
            future, so do what’s necessary, even if you have to go back down to see Caldwell. He seems to be in his office at all hours
            now, so he’s hardly likely to be going home early.”
         

         
         “Right you are, miss.”

         
         As the taxicab drew up outside the flat, Maisie realized she had not seen it for over two years. When she had first applied
            to purchase the property, unbeknownst to her, Priscilla had arranged to be a guarantor on the loan so she could proceed with
            ownership—otherwise there would have been no means by which a woman of Maisie’s background and standing could secure a loan.
            Maisie knew nothing about the gesture for a long time. Now she was using the home where she had always felt so sheltered to
            secure the safety of a boy she believed needed protection of his own. 
         

         
         “Here we are,” said Maisie, reaching for the light switch—the Hackett family would soon get used to the advantages of electric
            lighting instead of gas lamps.
         

         
          “Oh my, this is big,” said Grace Hackett as Maisie ushered the family past the bedrooms and into the sitting room. “You could have a room to yourself, Freddie—and you deserve it, my boy.” 

         
         Freddie blushed as he put down the two paper bags he was carrying, one holding half a loaf of bread and a few vegetables,
            the second a book and a clean pair of socks.
         

         
         “The blinds can be a bit tricky, and the flat could do with a little dusting as no one’s lived here for a while, but there’s
            everything you need in the kitchen, and there’s a linen cupboard through there in the hall where you’ll find sheets, pillowcases,
            blankets and towels. There’s not a lot of furniture, as you can see, but there’s a settee and armchair here in the sitting
            room, and Freddie, that desk over there will be perfect for you to do your homework. We’ll have to arrange for you to continue
            your education here—there’s a school down the road, so not far to go once we’ve got you enrolled. And there are a few shops
            not very far away, so you can take your ration books down there, Grace. I’ll vouch for you, and I can get in touch with the
            school to help you register Freddie. And I’ll think of something for Iris, Mrs. Hackett, so you don’t lose your job. You can
            catch a bus on the corner that will take you almost all the way to your work.”
         

         
         Maisie went on to show the new residents the kitchen and pantry, and demonstrated how to open the door to the fire escape,
            which was accessed via the kitchen.
         

         
         Grace Hackett nodded. She seemed close to tears.

         
         “Let me put the kettle on, and you can make a nice cup of tea while I see the caretaker so he knows you’re here.” Maisie turned on the kitchen tap, which spluttered and ran brown water for a few seconds, before it was clear enough for Maisie to fill the kettle. “You know, before the war, his wife used to take in children to look after while their mums were at work,” she continued. “I’ll ask if she can keep an eye on Iris—would that be all right?” 

         
         Hackett nodded, the faraway look in her eyes reminding Maisie of soldiers she’d treated in the last war, and later in the
            secure hospital where her patients were men who had experienced a fear so debilitating in the face of battle, it had left
            them shocked to the point of paralysis. Yet by the time Maisie departed the ground-floor flat in Pimlico, though Grace Hackett
            was still trembling, she was busying herself in her temporary home, setting to work and settling her demons with tasks to
            be completed before she and her children spent their first night in quarters they considered the height of luxury.
         

         
         As Maisie walked along toward the Embankment to hail a taxicab, she reflected that luck had been on her side when she visited
            the caretaker; not only did he offer to call on the family to ensure that all was well, but his wife was delighted to be asked
            to care for Iris if needed, and seemed not at all fazed by her disability. “Oh, my niece has got one of them,” she said. “Lovely
            little thing she is—no, that doesn’t worry me at all. In fact, I think I’d rather have one—always smiling they are, though
            they do have tummy aches that the other children don’t get, and my niece’s little girl has a dicky heart too.” 
         

         
         By the time she reached the office, her thoughts had drifted to reach a certain level of hope that one day another word would
            be found to describe children such as Iris Hackett, because being named after a tribe of people in far-flung Asia wasn’t good
            enough. But as she searched her bag for her key, those thoughts were interrupted. 
         

         
         “Oi, you—you! Dobbs, or whatever you call yourself!”

         
         Maisie looked around, drawing upon years of training and experience to remain calm, focused and direct.

         
         “May I help you, sir?”

         
         “You’ve taken my wife, so you’d better look lively and tell me where she is, or I’ll—”

         
         “You’ll what, mate? What exactly will you do?” said Billy, emerging from the downstairs flat and joining Maisie on the step.

         
         Hackett moved back a couple of paces. “Where have you taken them?”

         
         “Your family are in a very safe place, so you’ve nothing to worry about, Mr. Hackett.”

         
         “They were safe enough where they were.”

         
         Maisie stepped toward Hackett, who had been slurring his words and was now swaying. Any patience she might have felt toward
            the drunken man began to slip away. “Were they, Mr. Hackett? Were they really safe? Funny, isn’t it, that with them being
            so safe, both your son and wife have been bruised black and blue, and your son is not well—which means he doesn’t have a penny
            to give you because he hasn’t earned anything today.”
         

         
         “Well, that’s bleedin’ marvelous,” said Hackett. “Lazy little . . . wait until I get my hands on him.”

         
         “And that’s just it, Mr. Hackett—you won’t be getting your hands on him, either today or any other day.” 

         
         Hackett drew back his fist. “I’m telling you—”

         
         “You want to tell someone something?” said Billy, standing in front of Freddie Hackett’s father. “Then tell someone of your
            own size, mate. You tell me.”
         

         
         “I’ll . . . I’ll . . .” Hackett staggered again, and began to stumble away. 

         
         “Mr. Hackett!” Maisie ran to the man’s side and caught him by the arm. “Mr. Hackett, you are in no fit state to go anywhere
            like that. We’ll get you a taxicab home.”
         

         
         “Who said I was going home? Can’t stand the place. Never could.” He flapped his hand as if dismissing all connection to his wife and children. “Only one home for a bloke like me. Now leave me alone.” 

         
         Billy joined Maisie, and they watched Hackett weave from left to right toward the corner. 

         
         “He seemed to get worse as he came for you, didn’t he, miss?” said Billy.

         
         “Yes, he did.” Maisie was thoughtful, watching the man as he wavered before turning right onto Warren Street.

         
         “Probably had a few in the pub along the street, then came round here and before he knew it the drink hit him.”

         
         “Hmmm,” said Maisie, then drew her attention to Billy. “Did you see MacFarlane?”

         
         Billy nodded. “Gave him your message—he didn’t say much, just thanked me. The porter got on to the other two to let them know
            they wouldn’t be seeing Freddie tonight; made up a story about him being not well. And I telephoned Caldwell—told him you’d
            taken the family to your old flat for their safety, just in case.” He studied Maisie, who was looking along the road into
            the distance again. “What’re you thinking, miss?”
         

         
         “Just thinking. Just thinking that it’s all very sad, isn’t it?”

         
         “Bloke beating his wife and son all very sad? I dunno, miss—I think he’s a you-know-what, and I hope he never goes near them
            again.”
         

         
         “Me too, Billy.” She turned toward the door. “It’s just that people don’t become violent like that in a vacuum, do they? It
            all starts somewhere—that’s the sad thing, that it has to start in the first place.”
         

         
         “It did with him, and yet look at Freddie—he’s not going to turn out to be a brutal piece of work, mark my words. He’s a lovely
            lad. Mind you, he gets it from his mum.” Billy stopped speaking and looked at Maisie. “What is it, miss?”
         

         
         Maisie sighed. “It’s that scar, Billy. That scar on the side of his face.” She shook her head. “It’s just too much of a coincidence—and perhaps not a clue, or an indication of anything, except . . .” She closed her eyes as if to shut out all other images. 

         
         “Except what?”

         
         “The imagination, Billy—the sort of imagination that arises like a plague from constant terror.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 10 

         
         Maisie was late leaving her flat on Tuesday morning. Following supper with Priscilla the night before, she had walked home
            and then stayed up at her desk working on case notes and indexing paperwork to take back to Sandra at her cottage in the village
            of Chelstone on Thursday. She sometimes felt as if she had gathered everyone she loved around her in rural Kent, ensuring
            their safety when the bombings began. First a cottage was found for Priscilla and Douglas and their boys, and later another
            was found in the area for Sandra, her husband, and their toddler son Martin. Sandra had expressed a wish to continue keeping
            invoices and accounts up-to-date, which was a godsend, as neither Maisie nor Billy relished getting to grips with administrative
            matters, and she also found work with Douglas, for whom she had once typed manuscripts. Then Billy decided that, with his
            sons both in the services, his wife and daughter would be much safer in the country, so it was not long before Maisie’s father
            and stepmother were giving up their bungalow for the Beales to live in, while they moved full-time into the Dower House, becoming
            a constant in the life of their new granddaughter. 
         

         
         Yes, Maisie was happy to have drawn everyone she cared about around her. All the moves had seemed to slot into place—though
            danger was still ever-present. No one was safe, even amid the fields, forests, orchards and hop gardens of Kent. But life
            had to go on.
         

         
         Now the late night had caught up with Maisie and the morning was escaping her. Scotland Yard was her first destination. She had received a postcard message from Caldwell yesterday, to the effect that he had tried to reach her by telephone, and that he wanted to talk to her. Sometimes it was better to see Caldwell in person; like MacFarlane, he had a tendency to end a telephone call with no warning, leaving her listening to the long tone of disconnection just as she was about to ask another question—and sometimes that question was the most important of her queries. Fortunately the desk sergeant recognized her as soon as she arrived at Scotland Yard, and waved her on with the words “He’s in his office—you can go on up.” 

         
         Maisie tapped on the open door. “One of these days I’ll have to rescue you from underneath a pile of papers, Detective Chief
            Superintendent.” 
         

         
         Caldwell looked up from a file from which papers fanned across the desk, and shook his head. “Afternoon, Miss Dobbs. It wouldn’t
            be so bad if I had a bit more fresh air in here.” He pointed to the visitor chair with the barrel of his fountain pen. “Shove
            those bits and pieces onto the floor and take a seat. I just want to sign off on this warrant here and—” The sentence was
            left unfinished as he returned to his task.
         

         
         Maisie gathered the clutch of papers on the chair and placed them on the floor.

         
         “There we go,” continued Caldwell, closing a folder. “That’s one job out of the way.” He put his hand to the side of his mouth
            as if it were a loudhailer and called out, “Anyone out there? Someone come and get this warrant and—” He lowered his voice.
            “Oh, right, there you are, Collins. Run this over to the commissioner for me. Time being of the essence and all that.”
         

         
         “Right you are, sir,” said the detective constable, taking the folder from Caldwell and leaving the office, banging his shoulder on an open filing cabinet drawer as he went. 

         
         “Did you want to see me about the Hacketts?” Maisie had known Caldwell since he was a detective sergeant, and though they
            did not get on well at first, over time they had each won the other’s respect, a quality enhanced by being direct.
         

         
         Caldwell sighed, shaking his head while looking for another file and pulling it toward him. “I’ll get to them. It’s about
            your French deep-river diver.”
         

         
         “Have you found out any more about him?”

         
         “First of all, let’s be fair—we don’t actually know he’s French, do we?” said Caldwell. “All right, the pathologist made a
            bit of a guess there and it looks likely, given everything you’ve said, but we don’t really know. And I have plenty I do know about to be getting on with—but I was wondering if you had anything more you could push across my desk.”
         

         
         Maisie shook her head. “I would have been here before now, if I had. And if we’re talking about who knows what, we also both
            know you wouldn’t have called me unless there were more to discuss—and my guess is you have something important to tell me.”
         

         
         Caldwell leaned back and rubbed his eyes. Maisie could see the man was exhausted.

         
         “It’s at times like this, Miss Dobbs, I sometimes think I should have upped sticks long ago and taken myself, the wife and
            our nippers down to the country so I could be on a rural beat and only have to worry about the odd sheep snatcher or blokes
            nicking copper roofing from churches.”
         

         
         Maisie laughed. “We both know there’s all manner of untoward goings-on at those big country houses, don’t we? You would’ve
            been sniffing out murderers in dusty old drawing rooms.”
         

         
         “Ha! So the penny dreadfuls would have us believe, eh, Miss Dobbs?” He shook his head. “Anyway, here’s what’s bothering me. I made a few inquiries myself about this here conundrum we’ve found ourselves sinking into—I talked to a few people here and there, and what I’m really interested in is the witness to the crime.” 

         
         “Freddie Hackett?” Maisie frowned, any hint of humor now draining from the conversation. “What’s he done?”

         
         Caldwell shook his head. “I don’t think he’s done anything, as such.” His tone was uncharacteristically gentle. “But I was
            in the area, so I went over to the school and had a word with his teacher—nice woman, Miss . . . Miss . . .” He referred to
            his notes. “Sorry, seeing a lot of people lately—her name’s Miss Pritchard. Also had a word with a Miss Arnold, the art teacher.
            Anyway, she said something that made me think. The father’s a bit of a toe-rag, not a nice bloke at all, and I reckon we both
            know that. Seems he might have brought home more of the last war than he should have, and he kept it inside him—though he
            wouldn’t be the first.” He shook his head. “He’s not quite all there—got a temper on him.”
         

         
         “But—”

         
         “Let me finish. This is not to do with Hackett senior—well, not directly. What I found out was that every week in Freddie’s
            class, they do composition, you know, telling a story. I remember having to do it when I was at school, and all I wrote about
            was dogs—I told you, I should have been a country copper, bicycle and all that.”
         

         
         Maisie detected a certain nervousness in Caldwell’s demeanor. He doesn’t want to tell me what he’s discovered, she thought. She leaned forward. 
         

         
         “Well, Freddie’s stories are all very vivid, according to the teacher, and amount to something horrible happening to a man with a scar on his face,” said Caldwell, his words hurried, as if he were in a race, trying to outrun the truth in his pronouncement. “Not all the time, mind you, but it turns out he’s quite the little storyteller and can weave a yarn about anything. The teacher usually gives the class the first sentence and then they write what they want. Apparently she started a story a couple of weeks ago, along the lines of ‘You’re walking along the road and a dog goes running by with a string of sausages in its mouth, and—’ She said Freddie even turned that opening into a story about a man with a scar on his face chasing the dog, and he ends up nabbed and put away, and the dog’s a hero!” 

         
         “So what you’re telling me is that Freddie could have been spinning a tale about seeing a man murdered by another man with
            a scar on his face.” Maisie sighed. “Which is all very well, but I have reason to believe there is sufficient evidence in
            hand to see at least some element of truth in Freddie’s claims. Let me tell you why.” Maisie went on to describe, again, the
            ground where Freddie had seen the murder take place, about finding the wallet and the end of a French cigarette.
         

         
         “Anything else, Miss Dobbs?”

         
         Maisie sighed. “Well, yes, there is. It’s to do with the house where Freddie had to deliver the envelope—and as you might
            imagine, that is where I must zip my lips or have the full weight of the Official Secrets Act tied to my feet as I’m thrown
            from the ramparts of the Tower of London. Suffice it to say that there was enough there for me to have doubt.”
         

         
         Caldwell leaned back in his chair again. “I’ll accept that.” He sighed. “It’s bloody scary out there for a lad like Freddie. Running the streets when bombs are falling. I don’t hold with mollycoddling children, but there’s the other extreme and that’s expecting too much of them. My two have to pull their weight—as I tell them, they’re big enough and ugly enough now and all grown up—but at night when it’s raining bombs and god knows what else, I want them down the bloody shelter with their mum.” Caldwell pushed back his chair and stood up, pressing his hands against the small of his back. “To be honest with you, I feel sorry for the lad—hard blimmin’ life, if you ask me. But given what I’ve heard, I’m advising you to let this whole thing drop. That’s what I’m doing. I’ve got to close the case.” 

         
         “There’s the question of a dead body and a boy who might be in danger because a killer knows he could likely identify him—and
            you’re closing the case?”
         

         
         “Miss Dobbs, what makes you think he’s in danger?”

         
         “Apparently a man was asking for him at the school—and the caretaker has corroborated the story.”

         
         “Probably the school board inspector, wondering why Freddie’s absent so much.”

         
         “Caldwell—”

         
         “All right, all right—I know you’re worried about the lad, Miss Dobbs. But as far as I’m concerned, this case is as cold as
            ice and I don’t have the manpower for it. You’d be advised to let it go too—it’s not as if you’re being paid by Freddie Hackett
            to prove he had all his faculties about him, and was not scared witless running messages just to keep his dad in drink.”
         

         
         “If it’s all the same to you, I’m going to continue. I believe Freddie—and I don’t like letting people down.”

         
         “Oh, I believe him, Miss Dobbs—I do believe he thinks he saw something, just like a man fearful he’ll expire in the desert will see a blimmin’ great pond in the distance. There’s
            no accounting for what’s going on in that boy’s head.”
         

         
         “Fair warning, Detective Chief Superintendent.” Maisie stood up, and though she was disappointed, she softened when she took account of Caldwell’s gray, tired pallor, and the deep purple circles under his eyes. “Thank you for taking me into your confidence—and for at least going to the school. I know how stretched you are here, and rest assured I appreciate your looking into the case.” Maisie stood up to leave. “I’ll keep you apprised of anything I can find out.” 

         
         “I’d be much obliged if you would, Miss Dobbs.” Caldwell seemed subdued in his response. He put the file to one side and picked
            up another sheet of paper. “This might interest you too, while you’re about your investigation.”
         

         
         “What is it?” Maisie reached for the paper.

         
         “Information from the birth certificate of one Frederick Bartholomew Trantor.”

         
         “Trantor?”

         
         “His mother’s maiden name. I asked one of the new blokes to do a bit more digging on the matter—nice little job to see what he’s made of, seeing as his flat feet kept him out of the army and he ended up moved from uniform over to my doorstep. It’s surprising what he found out. Turns out Grace Trantor was a governess at one of those nice country homes—you know, the sort you were talking about, with dining rooms where they find a body or two. Well, at least they do in those cheap books people are taking down the shelters.” He gave a half-laugh. “Anyway, you know the story—all very predictable, I suppose. There’s a widower with two children who needs a nice young woman to care for the nippers because he’s been left alone. Governess falls in love with widower, one thing leads to another . . . and he no more wants to marry the lowly governess when she gets into trouble than he wants to fly to the moon. He looks after her enough for her to have the baby well away from anyone who knows her, and then the next thing, she finds out he’s upped and married a nice young lady more fitting to his station in life. Meanwhile, with the money he’s ‘settled’ upon her running out fast, Freddie’s mum passes herself off as a widow and marries the first man who comes along and sees she’s got enough in her purse to treat him to a drink or two. But it’s rough for her because he turns out to be a bit of a nutter. They have another child, and that child is . . . well, you’ve seen her, poor little mite. Hackett senior doesn’t have a son of his own, but what he does have under his roof is two kids who are a reminder that he is a failure. And as we’ve already mentioned, he’s quick with his temper and even faster with his hands.” 

         
         “Oh, poor Grace.”

         
         “Poor all of them. But I’ve heard from your Mr. Beale that you’ve swept in to the rescue.”

         
         “I have the means and opportunity to lend a hand and I’ve an empty flat, so someone might as well use it.”

         
         Caldwell nodded. “Good for you, Miss Dobbs. I’ll make sure our boys over at the local station walk past a bit more regular
            than usual when they’re out on the beat. They could even pop in just to make sure.”
         

         
         “Thank you, I appreciate it.”

         
         “So, what will you do, Miss Dobbs?”

         
         “Continue with my work, as I said. I believe Freddie. I believe that on this occasion he saw events unfold exactly as he described
            them to me.”
         

         
         “I don’t doubt he saw them, Miss Dobbs. I just don’t think they happened. It’s all very delicate and that’s why I wanted to
            have this here little chat, so I could tell you what we’ve done at this end, and what we found out. Now then, I haven’t got
            all day. Must be getting on—which is what the missus says when she’s been listening to the wireless and dinner’s nowhere near
            the table.”
         

         
         Maisie extended her hand toward Caldwell, who nodded in her direction and shook her hand. No words were spoken; there was
            no need.
         

         
          

         The conversation with Caldwell had thrown Maisie. Walking along the Embankment at a slow pace, she reconsidered everything that had happened since she received the call from Billy regarding Freddie Hackett. She held each image in her mind and aligned them like pieces from a jigsaw puzzle, yet even though she pressed hard on those she thought should fit, the whole picture failed to emerge. She saw the scene of the murder, the items found at the site, her visit to the house where Freddie delivered a message to a man he maintained had scars—or at least deep lines—on his face. She reflected upon her journey to Scotland, meeting the Frenchman, Major André Chaput, and then the second murder. Yes, the second murder. She had to find out more—and she had no reason to believe that MacFarlane would help her at this juncture. 

         
         Taking a seat on a bench, Maisie closed her eyes, feeling another weight—that of doubt settling inside her as it prepared
            to take up residence, ready to sap her energy, slow her mental reflexes and bring down her defenses against that most powerful
            of emotions: fear. And wasn’t there enough fear in the air, despite the fighting talk of politicians and despite the cheery
            strength of Londoners who were doing their best to keep each other going every single day, surmounting it with humor, compassion,
            hard work, and an immersion in being busy? Fear, she thought, had a viscous quality to it, to the extent that you could even
            feel it in your feet as you were running to the shelter; a burden slowing you down, despite the fact that you were moving
            as fast as your legs could carry you. Fear was sticky, like flypaper, something to steer clear of as you went about your business,
            because if you were sucked into that long banner of worry, you would be like an insect with wings adhered and feet stuck,
            never to escape. Fear was the scariest of emotions and it nestled there, growing ever stronger and sprouting shoots, a seed
            in the fertile soil of doubt. 
         

         
         Once again she drew upon her early lessons, reaching back into the foundations of her work to answer the question of what lay before her. “Go back to the facts, Maisie. Return to the question of information,” Maurice had counseled. “When the way forward is not clear, perhaps there is a need for discovery. Identify new sources, Maisie, and go toward them.” She allowed her eyes to close, turning her head toward the sun’s beams and for a moment banishing the acrid smell of smoke that hung in the air. Sounds of the city became fainter, and a light sleep enveloped her. 

         
         “Sorry to bother you, madam, but is this seat taken?”

         
         Startled, Maisie gasped and began to apologize.

         
         “Oh, it’s me who should be apologizing.” The man sat down at the other end of the bench as Maisie came to her feet. “And please
            do not leave on account of my arrival here. I won’t disturb you; I have my reading matter.” He held up a paperback book.
         

         
         “No, no—sorry—it’s not you. I just have to be on my way to see someone. Really, you did me a favor, waking me up.” 

         
         She thanked the man and walked on, increasing her pace to a run. She knew exactly where she was going and what she would do
            when she arrived at her destination. She was returning to the task of gathering the facts, building a cache of information
            and while doing so, remaining alert to the possibility that she might encounter that nugget of illumination that would change
            everything.
         

         
          

         Crossing the road in the direction of the nearest telephone kiosk, Maisie decided it would be best to place a call first, especially as Dr. Elsbeth Masters might be in the midst of another attempt at retirement. All previous efforts had come to naught, given not only her passion for her work—the psychiatric care of those who had suffered a profound, debilitating emotional and psychological shock—but the fact that an abundance of energy rendered her indefatigable also made her something of a nuisance for family, friends and neighbors during any extended period of relaxation. Stepping into a kiosk, Maisie drew an address book from her black bag, lifted the receiver and pushed the requisite number of coins into the slot, then waited for her call to be answered. Pressing button A directly she heard a voice on the line, Maisie made her request. 

         
         “Good afternoon—may I speak to Dr. Masters, please?”

         
         “Right you are, caller, just one moment.” A series of clicks followed as the hospital operator put through her call.

         
         “Masters!” An exasperated sigh followed a greeting that reminded Maisie of MacFarlane.

         
         “Hello, Dr. Masters—Elsbeth. It’s Maisie Dobbs here.”

         
         “Maisie! Good lord! Breath of fresh air before I completely lose my mind—though I suppose I’m in the right place if I mislay
            my faculties. What can I do for you, Maisie? I’m sure this isn’t a social call.”
         

         
         “If I could get over to your office within about half an hour, would you see me?”

         
         “Drat! I’ve patients until this evening, and then I have to dash as soon as I’ve seen my last patient—a very difficult man—he
            gets what I call the sundowner seizures, though when I was a child in East Africa, a sundowner seizure was what my father
            appeared to experience when our house boy was late coming in with the gin and tonics!” Masters’s throaty laugh echoed down
            the line. “Anyway, time is tight because my nephew is home on leave for only a couple of days, and I really must see him with
            his wife and the children while I can. I am so sorry—but look, I’ve a moment or two now. How can I help? Can I telephone you
            back? It sounds as if you’re in a telephone box.”
         

         
         “Would you? Here’s the number.” Maisie gave the number, replaced the telephone receiver and picked it up again as soon as it began to ring. 

         
         Elspeth Masters’s voice was filled with concern. “Right, what’s troubling you, Maisie? I can hear urgency in your voice.”

         
         “It’s about a child. I really would love your advice,” said Maisie. She went on to describe Freddie Hackett witnessing a murder,
            and his home circumstances, together with the news she had learned earlier from Caldwell.
         

         
         “Hmmm.” Maisie imagined Masters twitching her lips from side to side, something she would do when considering a problem. “Hmmm.
            Well, you’ve come to the right place, but I don’t know that my colleagues can do the right thing for your Freddie.” She paused.
            Maisie waited, knowing Masters was considering all options and the best advice to offer. “Right, here’s what I would suggest,”
            said Masters. “As you know, one of our doctors—William Moodie—pioneered child psychiatry here, though you may remember Dr.
            Dawson, who started the children’s clinic. Moodie went on to open the London Child Guidance Clinic—unfortunately, they had
            to move out to Oxford when war was declared. I’ve worked with both of those men, so I have some knowledge to impart. Now,
            the problem I see is that Freddie isn’t suffering any of the symptoms our doctors are used to observing—he’s not having seizures,
            he doesn’t have obvious nervous tics, digestive problems or aberrant behaviors such as biting, hitting, screaming, hair-pulling,
            that sort of thing. And we don’t want him to be weighed and measured before anyone even speaks to him—plus these stories of
            his are not troubling to the extent that the school has seen fit to refer him to the clinic. The schools are being vigilant
            at the moment, especially with some children returning quite upset from evacuation. So, no, we don’t want to put him through
            that. We just require some indication of his level of what I would call ‘psychological wounding.’”
         

         
         “According to his mother, he is scratching his arms, sometimes until they bleed, so that’s one thing. Otherwise, how do we do make an assessment regarding his psychological wounding?” asked Maisie. “What do you think? Will you see him?” 

         
         “Children are so different in their response to the world around them. Yes, I can identify certain traits—and when I bring
            out my collection of trinkets from Africa, that can always get the young mind off the fact that I’m a doctor. But I think
            you would be better served by someone really up on the latest research with regard to what goes on in a child’s mind—and your
            Freddie is an interesting case.”
         

         
         “Why do you say that, Elsbeth?”

         
         “Because he’s had to take on the work of an adult—he’s a little man, Maisie. A troubled little man, and I feel so desperately
            sorry for him.”
         

         
         Maisie thought she heard a catch in the psychiatrist’s voice.

         
         “Now then, I don’t want that boy to be intimidated by being brought to a hospital, but I think it would be good to get an
            initial assessment, so I’m going to ask Alice Langley to get in touch with you.”
         

         
         “Is she a doctor?”

         
         “No, but she’s one of the best nurses I’ve ever worked with. Alice was a sister here in the child guidance clinic and she
            worked alongside Moodie and also Dr. Rosalie Lucas, and as you know, here at the Maudsley, nurses have been at the forefront
            of testing patients and drawing up psychiatric assessments. She’s up on all the latest research, and is a wonder with children—no
            spring chicken, I might add, and for the past few months she’s been at home with her daughter’s two youngsters because they
            are now in her care. I daresay she will be back to work soon, even if it’s only for one morning shift—we need her—but she
            wanted to get the children settled. The eldest has just started school and the neighbor will look after the younger one.”
         

         
         “What happened to her daughter?”

         
         “She was killed in a daylight bombing raid, while the children were being looked after by the neighbor. Poor girl was just walking along the street, having waited in line for ages for a loaf of bread. Then barely two days later, Alice’s son-in-law was killed when his ship was torpedoed, and as far as Alice knows he had not at that point received word of his wife’s death, which I think is an absolute mercy. Alice’s husband is an air raid warden, so she is on tenterhooks every night until he comes home. He wanted her to go to the country with the children, but she won’t leave him at this point. I think she might go to Oxford though, as she is a gem and they could use her at the clinic. It’s such a terrible position for the family to be in. You know, I once asked Alice how she manages, because she’s remained this very gentle soul, not hardened by hatred or a desire for some sort of revenge. And you know what she said to me? ‘Hatred, revenge—they’re just as bad as trying to protect yourself from more hurt—they can make you brittle inside. And if you’re brittle, you break. One way or another, you break.’” 

         
         Maisie was silent. The words were echoing in her mind. 

         
         “Anyway, I’ll have a word with Alice,” said Masters. “I think probably the best idea is for her to go to Freddie’s home, or
            to meet the boy at a neutral place.” Maisie could hear a tapping sound, and imagined Masters striking her pen on her wooden
            desk in rhythm as she spoke. “In the circumstances, I think Alice should see Freddie without the mother present, as it’s obvious
            he envisions himself as a protector, so to get an accurate impression, we would want him to be in a place without even a loving
            influence at his shoulder. Expect Alice to be in touch with you first, but if you don’t hear, do give her a telephone call—miraculously
            she has a telephone at the house, largely on account of her husband’s work. Don’t send a postcard though—the eldest grandchild
            is a precocious five-year-old and could probably read every word and understand it!”
         

         
         Maisie took a pencil and notebook from her shoulder bag and noted the number as Masters recited it. “Was Alice’s daughter a nurse too?” she asked as she replaced the pen and notebook in her bag. 

         
          “No, she was a doctor, actually. Only working part-time since the children came, but hospitals need all hands on deck, so
            she put on her white coat and went back in. I’d take on a qualified person for a couple of hours a day, if they can manage
            it.” Maisie held the receiver away from her ear as Masters’ throaty laugh filled the line. “So how about it, Maisie? You have
            the training!”
         

         
         “Oh dear, I’m afraid not—another time I’ll tell you about what happened to me last year when I was a volunteer ambulance driver—it
            means I’m probably not your best bet.” Maisie was aware of the change in her voice as she framed her final question. “Elsbeth,
            what do you think about Freddie? Do you think he could have imagined seeing a man with a scar?”
         

         
         The tapping of pen against wood began again. Maisie thought it sounded as if cogs were turning in the doctor’s brain. “I think
            he might well have imagined seeing a man with a scar—but it doesn’t mean he didn’t see a murder, does it, Maisie?” Masters
            asked. “Now then, I’ve just looked at the time and I have a patient waiting. Do call me again, Maisie—better still, come over
            to have a natter when I’m not so fraught. And please let me know how it goes with the boy.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 11 

         
         “Maisie, I cannot tell you how good it is to have company yet again. I feel as if I have received manna from heaven. Now,
            tell me what this visit is all about before I expire waiting.” Gabriella Hunter gave Maisie a wide smile as they settled into
            the deep, shell-like chairs in her study. “And I’m glad you came—I don’t get the good cakes every day, you know, despite appearances
            to the contrary.”
         

         
         There was a pause in conversation as Mrs. Towner brought in a tray with tea and cakes. As the housekeeper left the study,
            closing the door behind her without a sound, Maisie poured tea, and handed a cup to Hunter before sitting down with her own
            cup of tea. “The French in England, I suppose that’s it,” said Maisie. “And here’s why.” She explained that she wanted to
            know more about the Free French currently in London—any information would be helpful. “Gabriella, I haven’t forgotten that
            you once worked with Maurice in Paris—that you were, let us say . . . let us say ‘involved’ in intelligence work during the
            last war. You may seem to most like a very accomplished expert on early French literature, but I know you have many skills
            up your sleeve.”
         

         
         “Ha! There are residents around this square, the sort with handshakes like wet fish in your fingers, who would be horrified to learn that I have killed the enemy with my bare hands.” Hunter laughed. “I should probably let them in on that little snippet of my history just before I present a paper when they’re working themselves up to take down my theories along with my good name. It might give them second thoughts!” She became serious. “So, what is it exactly that you want to know? There’s more at stake than a passing interest on your part?” 

         
         Maisie stood up and placed her now empty cup and saucer on the tray. “Character. Motivation. What drives people who have seen
            the enemy march into their country and along their city streets? People who have lost their homes, seen their neighbors dragged
            away. Many French citizens escaped across the Channel to England—and of course there’s the man named de Gaulle in London too.
            They have sanctuary here, yet there is also animosity toward the British—they are working with us, and they seem to be working
            against us at the same time. It’s to do with a case, so I want to know who they are—not specifically down to a name, though
            one or two of those would be handy—but who they are inside.” She placed her hand on her chest, and took her seat again.
         

         
         Hunter nodded. Maisie could feel a change in her demeanor, as if a cloud of melancholy had enveloped her.

         
         “Strangely, the book I have just finished writing touches upon this very thing. Mind you, it’s not going to leave me until I’ve read and reread my manuscript a thousand times—a nasty habit of mine that infuriates my publisher.” She sighed, then continued. “Maisie, paramount, above everything, is this word: honor. Honor is in the heart and mind of every citizen of France, from the aristocracy to the most lowly man or woman. It is at the very center of Liberté, Egalité and Fraternité, our moral code—whether we stick to it or not. Honor is a word that strikes a chord with so many peoples, but it’s different for the French.” She glanced out of the window as she paused for a moment, then brought her attention back to Maisie. “So, that’s the first thing—a thread that runs through the heart of every French man and woman.” 

         
         “And what else?” Maisie was anxious for Hunter to continue.

         
         “We can be defiant. Our defiance becomes very strong indeed when we are scared, when we are threatened, when the stakes are
            high and against us at every turn—and we take defeat very, very poorly.” She became thoughtful once more. “Yes, I know the
            British are the same—and by god, there is resilience here in our country. But the French are a very interesting people—I am
            sure you know that British airmen would prefer to be shot down in occupied France rather than Vichy. I was told by a friend,
            one who knows about these things, that an airman will do his best to bring down his burning aircraft in the occupied area;
            he knows our people will help him because it’s one in the eye for the Germans, who they hate. But in Vichy, Petain has shown
            a distinct paucity of integrity, a lack of respect for what France stands for; hence the Vichy authorities would hand over
            that same airman to the Nazis; a gift, if you will, to curry favor. Their dearth of fidelity to what France stands for means
            that Petain might as well be an out-and-out traitor—and if there is one thing the French hate, it’s a traitor, though I concede
            he may be acting because he fears the Nazis and is intimidated by their power, but that’s no excuse in my book.”
         

         
         Maisie said nothing for a few moments, allowing Hunter’s words to settle inside her, words she would take out later and examine,
            along with the cache of information she had gathered since leaving her house this morning. There was a passion in the woman’s
            summation of the situation in France, a passion that had escalated with every word as she responded to the question. However,
            Maisie had to know more. She came to her feet again and took the cup and saucer from Hunter’s hands.
         

         
         “Another cup?”

         
         “Oh, yes please, dear—and I’m sorry. I rather went on, didn’t I?”

         
         “Not at all—your opinion is of great value to me, and if you don’t mind, I’ve a few more questions.” Maisie poured more tea
            and handed the cup and saucer back to Hunter before taking her seat once more. Even in her choice of china, Gabriella seemed
            avant-garde—the matching Clarice Cliff teapot, cups and saucers, sugar bowl and jug decorated in striking shades of orange,
            blue, red and green marked the woman as an individualist.
         

         
         “It’s extraordinary—that you remember exactly how I like my tea. First a little milk, then the tea, and then just a little
            hot water on top.”
         

         
         Maisie laughed. “Some things you never forget, Gabriella. You didn’t have a housekeeper when Maurice first brought me here,
            so I always made tea while you two were catching up with your news, and then when I brought in the tray and poured for us
            all, you would discuss some subject or other and I was expected to contribute to the conversation.”
         

         
         “I know—cruel, weren’t we? I always thought he expected too much of you.”

         
         Maisie shook her head. “Perhaps, but it never harmed me, and what he did was show me the road ahead and give me the tools
            to make the journey.” She looked down at her hands, trying not to be swept back on a wave of nostalgia. Bringing her attention
            back to Hunter, Maisie continued her questioning. “Tell me about de Gaulle.”
         

         
         Hunter gave a slight shake of her head. “The man is in a difficult position. He is not in France, so it appears to the French that he has left them behind to become victims of the Nazis. Yet on the other hand, they know he is over here, and there are a good number who believe he is doing all he can to help France from a safe place. Think of his speech last year, on the eighteenth of June. Parts still ring in my ears—and there are words we will all remember, we who love France. Every aspect of his speech was calibrated for the moment, but his call to arms was spoken with passion. ‘I call upon all Frenchmen who want to remain free to listen to my voice and follow me.’”
         

         
         There was another pause in the conversation before Hunter continued.

         
         “I suppose I get quite taken with emotion at times, when I think of the war. The troubling element in all of this is a collective
            fear among the French that de Gaulle is collaborating with the British, that he is Churchill’s poodle, a tool of Britain.
            And we in Britain look quite vulnerable to the French, don’t we? They are convinced that Hitler will march in at any moment
            and fly the swastika over Buckingham Palace and the Houses of Parliament, so they anticipate that de Gaulle will then become
            Hitler’s puppet. Thus de Gaulle has to step with care, demonstrating to his countrymen that he has the upper hand over Churchill.
            He therefore appears haughty, arrogant and dismissive, and at the same time he has to show an element of gratitude for his
            life and his ability to be a leader for France despite being in exile—when across the Channel there are citizens who speak
            of Petain’s heroism during the last war and trust him implicitly. I must confess that I believe Petain has sold his soul to
            the devil who resides in Germany, and he’s a man who should not be trusted by anyone, least of all Britain.”
         

         
         “What about the many men and women Britain is sending to France? I’m sure you know about our people who are risking their
            lives for the French.” 
         

         
         “Indeed I do, but let’s be clear—they are risking their lives to keep the Nazis in France and not over here. So from the perspective
            of the Free French, any resistance has to be seen to be French in origin and under French leadership. They want French heroes
            to be the driving force for the secret incursions into France by Britain’s agents.”
         

         
         Maisie nodded, thoughtful. “And what if there was discord among the French agents here?”

         
         Hunter put her cup and saucer onto the table at her side, balancing it upon a pile of books. “Unless that discord is rooted
            in petty arguments, Maisie, then you must attribute any discord to my first response—and that is honor. Personal or collective
            honor. Seek out the dishonorable, and you will find what you are looking for.” 
         

         
         The women spoke a little longer before Maisie could see that Hunter seemed tired. She stood up to take her leave, kissed the
            older woman on both cheeks, and promised to visit again soon. It was as she reached the door that Gabriella Hunter called
            out to her.
         

         
         “Maisie—one thing. A grudge can be held for a long time, can span generations, particularly for the French. And sadly, the
            desire to protect honor is not put aside in a time of war; indeed, the threat of death makes it only more urgent.” She paused.
            “I believe you will require more from me sooner than you might think. I know I’m getting on, but once a spy, always a spy,
            and I still have contacts, you know.”
         

         
          

         As she reached the front door of her ground-floor flat, Maisie could hear the telephone ringing inside. Fumbling with the
            key in shaking hands, she unlocked the door and ran into the flat, slamming the door behind her and racing toward the telephone.
            
         

         
         “Yes, hello—,” she said, lifting the receiver to her ear, fearful she had missed the call she had not even realized she was
            waiting for until she heard the ringing from outside. “Yes, are you there?”
         

         
         “Miss Maisie Dobbs?”

         
         “Yes—” Maisie heard the sound of two operators talking.

         
         “Connecting you now,” said the British operator.

         
         “Putting you through, caller,” said an American voice, followed by a clicking sound.

         
         “Mark?”

         
         “Maisie?”

         
         “Oh, I hoped it was you.”

         
         There was silence on the line.

         
         “Mark—”

         
         “Well, well, well—what happened to that stiff upper lip?” Mark Scott laughed. “That’s a first—you sound pleased to hear my
            voice.”
         

         
         Maisie felt tears prick her eyes. If you’re brittle, you break. “Mark—I’ve . . . I’ve missed you.”
         

         
         “I’ve missed you, too, Maisie. I’ve missed you, and I’ve missed Anna, and I’ve even missed Brenda giving me the evil eye every
            time she sees me. I miss the bombs, the weak tea—no, check that, I don’t miss any tea—but I miss London. And I’ll be home
            soon. I’ll be leaving DC in a day or two, or maybe three, and coming back, so chill a bottle of wine for me. Better still,
            don’t be shy about putting a beer in the icebox.”
         

         
         Maisie laughed, feeling lightheaded as the truth seeped into her. She was bending to the reality of her feelings for Mark
            Scott and in that moment could do nothing more than offer words that echoed her lover’s. “Come home soon, Mark. Come home
            safe and soon.”
         

         
         “What is it, Maisie? What’s going on? Something’s wrong—I can hear it in your voice.”

         
         “I’m—I’m just a bit weary, I suppose. It’s been a long day. I have a difficult case in progress and I feel as if I’m on a
            boat sailing into a headwind. Two steps forward, then I stumble back.” She laughed. “And I’m not even getting paid for it!”
         

         
         “You’ve faced the headwinds before.”

         
         “I know, but this time . . . this time there’s a young boy involved and I fear it will be hard to get to the truth of the matter. He’s not a . . . well, I suppose there’s a shadow of doubt over him.” 

         
         “Maisie, if there’s one thing I know about you, it’s that when you follow your best instincts, you’re on the right track.
            So do that. The gusts coming at you are only you doubting yourself.” He paused for a second. “See, I know you, Maisie Dobbs—contrary
            to what you might think.”
         

         
         Maisie nodded, as if Mark Scott were in the room with her and could see her every move. She wondered whether this might be
            the right time to acknowledge how unsettled they had been, at times snappy, so busy that they often failed to understand each
            other—or just didn’t make the effort. It had crossed her mind several times that they wanted the same things in life, but
            not at the same time. She decided to say nothing, considering it best to keep the peace, and not burden either of them with
            her fears that their affair was sometimes like a heart beating out of rhythm, and therefore at risk of failing. “Yes, of course—you’re
            right. Use my best instincts.”
         

         
         Their conversation moved on to other matters, as Maisie told Scott about Anna and her despair at losing her beloved Emma,
            that she had been so upset she did not want to ride in the gymkhana. Mark described Washington in October, and told Maisie
            that he never thought he would miss London, but there was much to do when he returned with new orders. They both accepted
            that he couldn’t discuss his work at the embassy, any more than Maisie could reveal anything more about her cases.
         

         
         “I’ve got to go now, Maisie. I waited until the small hours to call you and now it’s time for this old bear to get some shut-eye
            before a meeting with the president tomorrow morning. It might be okay for him to have gray sacks under the eyes, but I have
            to look bright-eyed and bushy-tailed.”
         

         
         Maisie laughed. “Take care, Mark. And I’ll see you soon.”

         
         “You can bet on it, Maisie Dobbs.”

         
         Maisie waited, wondering if there would be more before the line clicked and the conversation was terminated. The long, lonely
            tone of the disconnected call echoed in her ears and she at once felt bereft, for the spoken declaration she so wanted to
            hear had not come. And she had forgotten to thank him for the necklace.
         

         
          

         Maisie returned the telephone receiver to its cradle and began to take off her light woolen jacket, touching the diamond with
            her fingertips as she removed her silk scarf. She ran her fingers through her hair as if to release the tight band of tension
            around her head. Throwing the jacket across the back of an armchair, she set her shoulder bag on the desk and made her way
            toward the kitchen. She filled the kettle and set it on the smallest gas ring, then lit the flame with a match from a box
            she kept on the shelf above the stove. While waiting for the water to boil, Maisie stepped back into the sitting room, then
            to the dining room and each of the two bedrooms, drawing blackout curtains as she moved through her home. 
         

         
         “I feel as if I’m shutting myself inside a cave,” she said aloud. Opening the refrigerator—she was still getting used to the sound of what Mark Scott referred to as “the icebox,” even though it had been installed over a year earlier—she saw two bottles of Guinness and a bottle of wine. She turned around, extinguished the gas flame underneath the kettle, removed the bottle of chilled white wine and opened it, pouring herself a glass. Once again she began to walk through her flat, taking note of a book set on the small table alongside the armchair that Scott favored. In her bedroom, she opened the wardrobe and ran her fingers along the sleeves of two crisp white shirts with labels indicating that they came from a shop in America called Brooks Brothers. A pair of Scott’s polished black shoes had been left alongside the wall, the name inside the shoes revealing that they had been made by hand according to the customer’s specifications. There was something about the shirts, their shape and the residue of Scott’s cologne, that made her want to hold them close, as if to do so would ensure that something precious would never slip through her fingers. She often did the same thing in the smaller bedroom where she kept a change of clothes for Anna, for the rare occasion when Maisie brought her to London, a special treat she loved. When Anna had left again, usually with Frankie and Brenda, Maisie would sometimes return to the empty flat and bury her head in her child’s clothing, and once she fell asleep clutching one of Anna’s soft toys. How she ached to return to Chelstone each week, running for the train and counting the minutes before she could hold her daughter in her arms—just as she rushed back to the flat when she knew her lover would be there. 

         
         Returning to the kitchen, she realized that Mark Scott had taken up residence in her life and in her heart, and she wanted
            him to remain there.
         

         
          

         The telephone began ringing again; instinct informed Maisie that it would be MacFarlane calling. It seemed that even the Bakelite
            telephone was under his orders and appeared to emit a more forceful ring when he was on the line, as if to say, “For heaven’s
            sake answer this telephone right now because he’s beating me.” She picked up the receiver.
         

         
         “Robbie—how are you?”

         
         “I’m not even going to ask how you knew it was me.”

         
         “It’s the way the telephone rings. I always know when it’s you. Why are you calling? I’m starving and I’ve not had a bite to eat all day.” 

         
         “I’ll have something for you when you get here, lass,” said MacFarlane.

         
         “But—”

         
         “Bright should be outside your door at any minute. Just get in the motor car and she’ll have you here before you know it.
            Bring that glass of wine in your hand if you like.”
         

         
         “How did you know—”

         
         “I can always hear a telltale sip—it’s as far as my intuition stretches, but it works every time. Anything else I accomplish
            in a day is due to solid, old-fashioned detection—or perhaps you’ve forgotten what that is? Now then, get in the motor car,
            Maisie.”
         

         
         “Robbie—what’s happened?”

         
         “Can’t say until you get here.”

         
         “Is it serious?”

         
         “I don’t drag my people out of the comfort of their own homes when they’ve been racing round London all day, their feet are
            sore and they miss their Yank—though heaven knows why—unless it’s bloody well serious.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 12

         
         Maisie’s journey was through darkened streets, yet Corporal Bright maneuvered the vehicle with ease. Only searchlights beaming
            up across the sky offered any kind of direction, but the ATS driver made her way to Baker Street as if flaming torches marked
            the route. Maisie had grown used to Bright, and noticed that instead of her usual effervescent demeanor, the young woman was
            silent. She knows, thought Maisie. She knows why I’m being summoned.

         
         “I think you might have an idea why I’m being called in to see Mr. MacFarlane,” said Maisie. Almost as soon as she had uttered
            the words, she knew it was wrong of her to do so. “I’m sorry—I shouldn’t have asked. Forget I inquired.”
         

         
         “It’s all right, Miss Dobbs. I probably look as if I know something, but I don’t—I’m too far down the ladder, just the driver.” She was silent for a moment, then spoke again. “Mind you, if it’s honesty you want, here’s what I know about life. When my mum wasn’t feeling well and her stomach kept going dickey, she went to the doctor. The doctor sent her for tests. Two days later she gets a postcard to go in straightaway. That’s when we knew it was bad. We didn’t have a telephone, so they had to send the postcard. Mind you, it came that afternoon. You know when something’s urgent, don’t you? So when people get telephone calls from the likes of Mr. MacFarlane and he drags me in just as I’m going off a shift I started at five in the morning and he tells me to pick up someone important, I know I can’t complain about the job, because it’s obvious to me that they’re not being brought in so MacFarlane can tell them they’ve got the all-clear, if you know what I mean.” 

         
         Maisie sighed. “Thank you for your candor, Corporal Bright.”

         
         “You knew it was serious anyway, didn’t you, Miss Dobbs?”

         
         “Yes. I knew.”

         
         “And I know what goes on in that office. I’m not silly, and it doesn’t take the brains of an archbishop, does it? I have to
            drive the men and women who are going over to France to their departure point. I take them to whichever house they’re staying
            at while they wait for the weather or the moon or whatever it is, and then later if I’m the driver on duty, I take them to
            the airfield.” She paused. “It’s a wonder old Mac hasn’t sent me over there—he will if they lose any more, I bet.”
         

         
         “You have to be fluent in French, Corporal Bright.”

         
         “I am. Mum was French—she died when I was sixteen. Stomach cancer—so no, she never got the all-clear when she was called back
            to the hospital. Dad met her in the last war, fell in love, and then after the Armistice he brought her over here. By which
            time, I might add, yours truly was a bun in the oven!”
         

         
         Maisie laughed. “You’re right—with that information, I’m surprised MacFarlane hasn’t recruited you.”

         
         “He told me he would never forgive himself if anything happened to me and he had to break the news to my dad, and then he
            said”—she began to mimic MacFarlane’s accent—“More to the point, Charlie Bright, you’re a bit too quick with your wit. It’s
            wits about you we need, not the kind of wit that’s your stock-in-trade. You’d be a liability, lass. A liability if I sent you over there.’”
            Bright reverted to her own accent. “To be honest, I think he’s right. And I wouldn’t want to go anyway—I see quite enough
            from here, thank you very much!”
         

         
         “Well, you’ve got MacFarlane down pat, Corporal.”

         
         Bright laughed. “Dad says I’m a parrot. Got me into a lot of plays at school—and a lot of trouble too!” She slowed the car and pulled into the curb. “Here we are, Miss Dobbs. Just a sec—I’ll come round.” 

         
         Corporal Bright opened the passenger door, allowing Maisie to step out of the motor car. “I daresay Mr. Mac will be coming
            out of that door any time now . . . and there he is, waiting for you.”
         

         
         “I don’t like that look,” whispered Maisie to herself, seeing MacFarlane outside the door, then louder, “Thank you, Corporal
            Bright. Excellent driving, as usual.”
         

         
         Bright saluted and closed the door at the same time as MacFarlane approached.

         
         “Well done, Bright. You’re off duty now. I’ll get another driver to take Miss Dobbs home.” He reached for Maisie’s arm. “Come
            on, Maisie. Haven’t got all night.”
         

         
         “What’s going on?”

         
         “In a minute.”

         
          

         MacFarlane escorted Maisie past the porter’s desk toward a staircase she knew would take them into the bowels of the building.
            Opening a door into a small office, he held out his hand for Maisie to enter first, then followed, locking the door behind
            him. It was warm in the windowless room; she began to feel a hint of claustrophobia. 
         

         
         “Sit down, lass,” said MacFarlane.

         
         Maisie took a seat. MacFarlane eased into the chair on the opposite side of a desk with only one file on top—no other documents
            or papers were visible. It looked like a room that was only used in certain circumstances. She knew rooms like this. Anyone
            who had ever worked in a hospital knew this room. It was the room where death was announced.
         

         
         “Is it Pascale?”

         
         He shook his head while opening the folder. “Elinor Jones was captured by the Gestapo and is now believed to have been tortured
            before her death, which took place in France. As far as we know, she was not transferred to Ravensbrück—the concentration
            camp where the Nazis send women like Miss Jones. We know at least one other agent who was taken there, but in this case not
            Miss Jones. We hope to receive intelligence confirmation that, while she may have experienced some terror that I don’t even
            want to think about, she had an opportunity to ingest her L-pill. At least we bloody well hope she did.”
         

         
         Maisie drew breath to speak.

         
         “Let me finish first, Maisie,” said MacFarlane, without looking up. She suspected he was not reading a report, nor was he
            referring to it, but kept his head down because he could not meet her eyes. He continued, “Um . . . right, where was I? Yes—fortunately,
            her partner, the lass who receives transmissions from Jones, recognized the fist change immediately a new message came in,
            so we knew she must have been captured. We believe it was a German radio operator who was using her equipment and trying to
            get his hands on information that would put a raft of agents in danger. You see, Miss Jones had the bright idea of teaching
            a few words of Welsh to her partner while they were training, so they used them at the beginning and end of each transmission.
            The Germans might know some of our colorful street vocabulary to fool us, but they don’t know Welsh!” He pinched the bridge
            of his nose. “We’ve given her partner compassionate leave for a few days; she’s in one of our safe houses.”
         

         
         Maisie could wait no longer, feeling as if she might scream at any moment. Only it would not be a scream, it would be an explosion from her heart and it would bring down the roof, pulverizing the walls and shattering glass windows on the way. “I shouldn’t have let her go. I should have put my foot down.” 

         
         “It wasn’t up to you, Maisie. You interview these people for us, you give your qualified opinion of their state of mind before
            they leave, but do not for a moment think that you are the last word—because you’re not. You are just a cog in a wheel. We’re
            all just cogs in the wheels of war.”
         

         
         “So, who gives the last word, Robbie? Who does that? Who do I speak to about Elinor?”

         
         “So you can do what?” Now his eyes met hers, shocking her with their clarity and resolve. “You made an assessment and you
            were bang on right about her. But she was not captured because she made a mistake. She was caught out because she didn’t stand
            a chance. The Germans have ever more sophisticated detection equipment, and they are fast. We have boffins doing their best,
            and by golly they are good, what with the inventions they come up with, yet we still can’t keep up with them. But the Germans—best
            engineers in the world when it comes to wireless transmission and signal detection. Those boys are born with antennae coming
            out of their ears and coils of wire running through their veins, Maisie.” He paused. “Thank god our code-breakers are better
            than theirs. Anyway, I’m not finished.”
         

         
         Maisie felt chilled, as if any remaining air in the room had become colder. “Pascale! Where is she? What’s happened to her,
            Robbie?”
         

         
         “We know it was close—the whole unit was at risk from the start. As far as we know she’s on the run. We hoped it would be toward the border—there are safe houses on the way. The other option would be for her to lay low and then we’ll get her out on a Lysander as soon as she makes contact and it’s safe. We’re awaiting confirmation as to her whereabouts, who’s keeping her under their wing, and then we’ll know the best way to bring her home. That’s where you come in—trying to predict what she would do.” 

         
         Maisie did not pause to reflect. “She would make an attempt to go home.”

         
         “Well, that’s a relief,” said MacFarlane. 

         
         “No, it’s not, Robbie. England is not her home.” Once again she met his gaze. “Her home is her grandmother’s chateau, and
            at the moment it is also home to senior Gestapo officers.”
         

         
         “God help us.”

         
         “It’s in the notes, Robbie—or perhaps you were all so captivated by that clipped English accent and her perfect French, which
            as you know she speaks along with several other languages. It’s a gift she has. And I’m sure you know that Chantal—her grandmother—has
            been running an escape line for RAF pilots from her cellar.”
         

         
         MacFarlane looked at his watch. “We’re expecting to hear from one of our agents any minute now—which is why I wanted to get
            you in here sooner rather than later, so you can give us your opinion, and if there is contact with Miss Evernden, keep her
            on the straight and narrow. She’s got a lot of her aunt in her.”
         

         
         “Robbie—” Maisie caught her breath. The news about Elinor seemed to have diminished her ability to draw air into her lungs.
            She had known Elinor since meeting her in Biarritz, when she was the young nanny to Priscilla’s boys. “I’m sorry—just give
            me a second.”
         

         
         MacFarlane reached into his pocket and pulled out a thick white cotton handkerchief. “It’s clean,” he said, passing it to
            Maisie.
         

         
         Maisie took the handkerchief, and wiped her eyes. She cleared her throat, composing herself. “Robbie, Pascale has all Priscilla’s bravery, all her forthrightness, and she’s a lot like her aunt, but she’s also tempered. She’s not quite so hotheaded. In fact, being too cool in a situation was something I commented upon in my notes—the middle ground can be a very safe place, whereas being brittle—and she can be brittle—renders you breakable.” 

         
         MacFarlane nodded. Maisie had never known him not to have a quick retort. He glanced at his watch again, and pushed back his
            chair. “Come on, Maisie. Time to see what the radio operators are up to out there.”
         

         
          

         MacFarlane led Maisie along a corridor into another room, larger, with desks and radio equipment, and the tapping of Morse
            code coming from a unit in the corner, operated by a young woman with hair that had been drawn back into a smooth roll tracing
            the nape of her neck. Beads of perspiration had formed on her brow, and she was frowning as she leaned closer to the equipment.
            A man and a woman were standing behind her, peering over her shoulder. They both looked up as Maisie entered with MacFarlane,
            and nodded in their direction.
         

         
         “Where are we?” asked Robert MacFarlane. 

         
         “She’s alive,” said the woman, her voice low. “But she believes she was shopped—someone gave away the radio operator’s location
            and she was with her, having just disbanded with the rest of the group following a less than successful sabotage attempt on
            a train carrying men and ordnance. It’s clear the Gestapo knew where to find them; it wasn’t just the skills of a clever Nazi
            boy in a van with equipment locating her signal.” She turned her head toward the operator, placing a hand on her shoulder
            as if to steady her. The young woman scribbled something on a piece of paper, which she handed to the man.
         

         
         “Apparently our agent sustained a flesh wound, and she’s been hiding out in the forest—well, we assume that’s what it is,” said the man. “She said she’s missed the big bad wolf and she’s on her way to grandmother’s house, whatever that means.” He turned to the woman. “Did I miss something—is grandmother’s house code for a safe house?” 

         
         “Oh dear—,” said Maisie. All four people in the room now focused on her as she turned to MacFarlane. “It’s as I feared, Robbie.
            Grandmother’s house isn’t a code—she’s going to try to reach her grandmother’s residence. It’s in the country, a chateau.
            Very grand. But it’s currently home to a few Gestapo officers, as I said. And she’s well aware of that fact.”
         

         
         No one spoke, yet the young woman kept her attention on the signal coming through. She wrote more notes, and handed them to
            the man.
         

         
         “The injury is manageable, as far as we know. She’s been seen by a local midwife who cleaned the wound, so her arm has at
            least been bandaged. She’s going alone on foot and will not be using safe houses—because nowhere is safe. And she’s taken
            one of her pills.”
         

         
         “What pills?” asked Maisie.

         
         “Benzedrine,” said MacFarlane. “We can’t have tired, injured agents making life-and-death decisions, so they’re given a supply
            of Benzedrine to perk them up when they’re exhausted. It wasn’t necessary for you to know this.” He turned to the young woman.
            “Who’s operating the radio at the other end?” 
         

         
         “Jeanette, my partner,” replied the young woman. “The agent located her, but she’s signed off—we were on too long anyway,
            so they’re on the move, then they’ll split up and the agent will proceed alone.” She removed her headset and set it down,
            before taking a handkerchief from her pocket and wiping her brow. Putting on her cap, she stood up. “Will there be anything
            else?”
         

         
         “No—good work, Fredericks. Very good work,” said the woman. “You can go now.”

         
         The man unlocked the door, allowing the woman to leave. 

         
         “Hold the door, we’re leaving,” said MacFarlane, then turned to the woman. “Do we have absolute confirmation that Jones is
            dead?”
         

         
         The woman nodded. “Yes.”

         
         “Then we’ll inform next of kin.”

         
         “Right you are. If we could meet when you’re finished, Robbie?” said the woman.

         
         MacFarlane nodded, and then led Maisie back to the small, cramped, airless office.

         
         “What do you think she’ll do?” he asked, reaching into a drawer. He drew out two glasses and a bottle of single-malt whisky.
            “Sometimes the moment calls for an eighteen-year-old single malt.” He poured the amber liquid into the glasses, slid one toward
            Maisie and lifted his own glass to his lips. Emptying the glass in one swallow, he slammed it onto the table. “Bastards! Nazi
            bastards!” He poured again.
         

         
         Maisie reached for her glass and took a mouthful, the burn at the back of her throat almost painful, but soothing all the
            same. 
         

         
         “What will she do, Maisie? When she gets there?”

         
         Maisie took another sip, which seemed to counter the burn. “Benzedrine, Robbie?”

         
         “Yes, Maisie—that’s what we prescribe to keep them alive when they’re half dead. The other one is to deliver them from the
            hell of Nazi torture. Now again, what will she do when she reaches Grannie’s house?”
         

         
         “I was at the chateau a long time ago, Robbie, but I know there are several secret routes to get into the house—they were
            used during the Revolution as a means of escape—and there are rooms that no one would ever find because they have disguised
            entrances. When she reaches the house, she’ll lay low in the stables or a barn until the officers have left for the day, and
            then she’ll use one of the tunnels—there’s one that leads from the stables.”
         

         
         “And then? Will she use the escape line?”

         
         Maisie considered the question for a moment. “There’s also a very strong chance she’ll remain with her grandmother—she worries
            about her, and she may be tempted to join the local resistance, right under the noses of the Gestapo.”
         

         
         “Until the Abwehr find out about her, and it will be fast. Any story she cooks up will not pass muster with the German intelligence
            service. We’ve got to get her back.”
         

         
         ‘She may be willful, Robbie—but she’s usually measured with it, and she’s nobody’s fool.”

         
         “And neither am I. The ‘usually’ worries me. I’ll give her a couple of days, and then she’s on her own. And though I don’t
            know the inner workings of the escape line, I don’t want her putting our boys at risk. She should look at what happened to
            her mother in the last war—shot by the Germans. And her father gave his life for our country.” He was silent. 
         

         
         Maisie finished her malt whisky. She knew what was coming next.

         
         “Elinor Jones’ next of kin.” It was not a question posed by MacFarlane, but a statement, lobbed across the desk. 

         
         “Her next of kin amounts to Priscilla. Her parents are dead, and she listed Priscilla in her last will and testament. The
            Partridge home is her home, even though the boys are grown now.”
         

         
         “You’ll deal with it?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “And what will you say?”

         
         “A tragic accident in a lorry at an army barracks in the west country. The burial has already taken place, with only her commanding officer and the chaplain present as well as the pallbearers. It was conducted at a military cemetery in accordance with the deceased’s wishes, because she did not want her family to go through the burden of seeing the actual lowering of her coffin into the ground. However, a memorial service will be left in the hands of Priscilla and the family, again per the deceased’s wishes.” 

         
         “I knew I could leave it up to you.”

         
         “And I hate every bloody minute of it, Robbie.” Maisie met MacFarlane’s gaze and did not turn away, then she stood up to leave.

         
         “Before you go—”

         
         “Yes?” 

         
         “How’s the boy runner?”

         
         “Safe and well, as you know.”

         
         “Good—” It seemed for a second as if MacFarlane was going to add something about Freddie Hackett and her inquiry, but then
            he left the comment hanging in the air. “There’s a driver waiting to take you back to the flat, Maisie—probably just as well
            Bright’s off duty now, she can be a bit of a chatterbox, that one, and you’ll want to go home in peace. I’ll see you out.”
            He pushed back his chair and stood up. “Sorry about supper. Couldn’t lay my hands on anything here.”
         

         
          

         Maisie held her emotions in check all the way home to her flat, until she watched the young woman driver pull away from the curb and drive off into the dark night. It was not too cool outside, and earlier intermittent showers had abated, though it was late by the time she entered the house, claimed her glass of wine and walked into the walled garden of her ground-floor flat, making sure the blackout curtain fell back into place as she closed the French door behind her. Still with her coat on, Maisie slumped down into one of the wicker chairs. Setting her glass on the table, she leaned forward, rested her head in her hands, and wept. She wept for Elinor and for Pascale. She wept for Priscilla and her scars; she shed tears for Priscilla’s sons and for her own daughter, Anna. And as she grieved, she realized that she had never trusted the world to keep herself or those she loved safe. From the moment of her mother’s death, she had known that terror could be around the next corner at any moment. Had there ever been a time when she felt the clutch of fear in her gut loosen its grip, so that she could have faith in the future? Even now—even now that she had Mark Scott in her life, and a child she would move mountains to keep safe—she knew fate could fool you. Fate could play out the line and allow you to feel at ease, and then yank you back with anything from a sickening illness to an accident or a war and bombers in the skies above. Or a love lost. And now she had to try to deceive her best friend into thinking a young woman who had become part of her family had died behind the wheel of an army vehicle, instead of slipping a cyanide pill into her mouth so she would never reveal the names of her fellow agents and the means by which they intended to sabotage every move the enemy made. 

         
         And what of the enemy? As her sobs subsided, she wondered who was with her country and who was against it. Freddie Hackett
            knew who was against him, and he knew who he feared—yet in taking on his case, she had crossed paths with a powerful French
            agent, and she didn’t know to what extent he represented a danger to the boy, or to herself. Maisie had to keep Freddie safe—and
            the only way to do that was to keep digging in her search for the truth. 
         

         
          

         The headquarters of the Free French was guarded and surrounded by sandbags and barbed wire—as were so many buildings across the city. However, she could stand and watch for a while from a short distance without anyone noticing as she took account of comings and goings before she made her move. On occasion a motor car would pull alongside the door and a man or woman would emerge and enter the building, or a vehicle would arrive and someone would be escorted out. She knew who she was looking for—a certain Major André Chaput. 

         
         Maisie had left the flat that morning determined to find out more about the man whose murder the Hackett boy had witnessed.
            MacFarlane might have considered him a nameless thug pulled out of the Thames, but he had an identity and he had a job. Was
            he an honorable man, an innocent victim? Or might his murder have been a violent settling of accounts? She was ready to poke
            the wasps’ nest with a stick and watch them buzz around in a frenzy. Yes, she might get stung, but she was prepared to take
            the risk—to a point. 
         

         
         She had been keeping vigil for about half an hour when she saw a man in the distance to the right who appeared to have the
            same bearing, the same gait as the major. Hoping for an advantageous moment, she walked to the left, then crossed the road
            at what she believed was the optimum point, and began to make her way back in the direction of the French Free headquarters.
            She pulled a piece of paper from her bag and scribbled a few words, then folded it, holding on to the square note while she
            returned the pencil to her bag. Looking around as if searching for an address, she all but walked straight into Chaput.
         

         
         “Oh my goodness, I am so sorry,” said Maisie, looking up at Chaput. “I was not paying attention, sir, I—oh, my goodness, it’s
            Major Chaput, isn’t it?”
         

         
         The Frenchman gave a short bow, and as he returned to his full height, Maisie’s gaze was drawn to the ridges of skin extending
            from the outer corners of his high cheekbones and alongside his face. 
         

         
         “I’m sorry, madame—I do not believe we’ve met,” he said.

         
         “Yes, of course—you’re right. I’m sorry—you looked familiar.”

         
         Chaput smiled. “I should correct myself—we are not supposed to have met, are we?”

         
         “Again, you’re right. Forgive me.” She held up the piece of paper. “I was rather preoccupied. I’m on my way to an appointment nearby and was checking the address.” 

         
         “May I help you?”

         
         “No, not to worry—it would be rather embarrassing if a Frenchman had to direct a native Londoner, wouldn’t it?”

         
         “Indeed, madame. Now, if you would excuse me—”  Chaput raised his hat and continued on his way.

         
         Had she lost her chance? No—she was not ready to confront him—yet she had achieved one thing: confirmation in broad daylight
            that the man had those deep vertical ridges on either side of his face, and a paler patch of skin under the right eye. 
         

         
         She checked her watch. It was time to see Freddie Hackett again—this time at his new school.

         
          

         Children were in the playground as Maisie came alongside the school. There were not many outside during the dinner break,
            but she spotted Freddie and another boy of about the same age taking it in turns to kick a ball back and forth against Victorian
            cast iron railings resembling a series of spears facing the sky. The boys seemed bored, kicking the ball in a desultory fashion,
            as if it were the only game they could think to play. She walked along until she reached the railings and called out to Freddie.
            He waved, said something to his friend, and kicked the ball back to him before joining Maisie.
         

         
         “ ’Lo, Miss Dobbs,” said Hackett.

         
         “Hello, Freddie. Everything all right? Are you liking your new school?”

         
         “Well—it’s still school, but it’s all right.” He shrugged, but then gave a wide smile. “But my mum, Iris and me, we really like the flat. I can’t believe I’ve got my own room! Thank you very much, Miss Dobbs.” 

         
         “I’m glad.” Maisie glanced across to the teacher monitoring children in the playground and saw her consult her watch. “Look,
            we’ve only got a minute, but I wanted to ask you about the night you saw the two men fighting. How did you manage to see the
            lines on that man’s face? Where was the light coming from? It’s to help the police draw up their notes—you’re not in any trouble.”
         

         
         “Have you got him, miss?”

         
         “We’re following him, Freddie. So don’t you worry—you’re perfectly safe.”

         
         “I can’t remember about the light and any direction, miss. It was very bright everywhere, on account of the moon. There wasn’t
            much in the way of clouds. And as I said before, I was close enough, but they couldn’t see me. I saw them though. And I saw
            those lines, or whatever they were. I thought they were scars, like I told you before.”
         

         
         Maisie smiled. “That’s all I needed, Freddie.” She reached into her bag for her purse and took out a shilling. “There you
            are—every little bit helps, doesn’t it? Are you working after school?”
         

         
         Freddie took the shilling. “Thank you, Miss Dobbs.” He put the coin in his pocket. “I’ve to go over to Baker Street, but I
            don’t know if there’s any messages for me to run with until I get there. They let me go home if I have to wait more than an
            hour.”
         

         
         “Use some of your money to get the bus over there, Freddie. It’s a long way from here, so don’t wear yourself out.”

         
         “Oh, I like running, miss. I like how my legs feel. All sort of tingly. Running’s what I’m good at. Everyone says so. When the war’s over, I’m going to the Olympics. Then when I’m too old to run, I’m going to teach other boys how to do it. My old PT teacher said I could be anything I wanted to be.” The boy looked down and kicked his foot against the wall. “He was training me, but then he went off with the evacuees.” 

         
         Maisie looked through the railings as if she were peering at Freddie through prison bars—though any railings were rare now,
            so many had been ripped out to send to the factories making war’s hardware: aircraft, tanks and munitions. “You know, Freddie—I
            think you stand every chance of going to the Olympics.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 13

         
         Maisie knew that as soon as she arrived at Chelstone railway station, her first task would be to go to Priscilla’s cottage
            so she could get the conversation she dreaded over and done with. Only then could she set her mind to anything else. She would
            be unable to give any other matter her full attention until she had broken news of Elinor’s death to the family who loved
            her. 
         

         
         Experience had taught Maisie that drawing back from the work of facing up to tragedy could cripple a person from within. She
            knew only too well that any reticence to look grief in the eye might cause emotions to atrophy, as if the heart had been drained
            of an ability to feel even the most searing pain. Hadn’t she done the same thing, years ago, when she could not face the truth
            of what had happened to her first love, Simon, during the last war? The casualty clearing station where they were working
            came under attack, wounding them both, though Simon had sustained an injury to the brain from which he would never recover.
            Maisie had put off seeing him time and again, until months of fearful avoidance had become years and she was unable to take
            the first step in the direction of a man so changed by war. No, she was determined to see Priscilla as soon as possible, or
            she would drag her feet and too many days would elapse, and then MacFarlane would take up the task. 
         

         
         It was fortuitous that Douglas, Priscilla’s husband, was working at the cottage for a few days. He would anchor his family as news of Elinor’s death brought a dark cloud down upon them. Douglas, like his son, Tim, had lost an arm in the midst of conflict. It was an affliction that had become a joke in the family, after Tim recovered from his amputation. Yet Douglas had proven time and again that he had the ability to hold his family tight and close, that the act of encircling them during a time of deep sorrow had everything to do with inner and not physical strength. 

         
         “Maisie! My goodness, I thought I wouldn’t see you until Saturday—you usually go straight home from the train and bury yourself
            away with Anna! Come on, let’s have a . . . let’s have a cup of tea.” Priscilla chattered on, almost as if she had an innate
            awareness of something terrible closing in, and only constant conversation on her part would stave off the monster. “You almost
            caught me there—I was going to say, ‘Let’s have a gin and tonic,’ and then I looked at the time—far too early for a drink.
            Mind you, I always maintain that the sun must be over the yardarm somewhere in the world, eh? Now then—”
         

         
         “Pris—Pris, we must talk. Come along—let’s go into the sitting room. Is Douglas here?”

         
         “Is it Tom? Is that why you’ve got that look on your face? What is it? I’ve got Tim and Tarquin accounted for, and Douglas
            has popped along the road to post a letter, but I don’t know about Tom.”
         

         
         “No, it’s not Tom—all I know about Tom is that he’s training new pilots somewhere in Northumberland, and he’s in love with
            a flame-haired air force meteorologist.”
         

         
         “Thank god for that—though I have my doubts about the meteorologist, and—”

         
         “Pris—sit down.”

         
         “Well, it can’t be that bad if my toads are all alive and well.” Priscilla took a seat on the small sofa and reached for her cigarettes and lighter. “Go on then, Maisie—fire away!” 

         
         Maisie took a deep breath, as if fortifying herself before plunging into a freezing cold lake. “Because we’re friends—like
            sisters . . .” She felt her throat become tighter. “Because we’re as good as family, I have been requested to inform you that
            Elinor has been tragically killed in a freak accident while driving a lorry between two military establishments. I don’t know
            the specifics, though I was assured that her passing would have been instantaneous. She would have felt no pain, no prolonged
            suffering.” Maisie looked at Priscilla to check her reaction; she was staring straight at Maisie, a single unlit cigarette
            drooping between two fingers.
         

         
         “You’re lying.”

         
         “No, Priscilla, I am not lying. I am telling the truth. I am really so very sorry.” Maisie stopped to take another breath,
            feeling as if a weighted cloak had wrapped itself around her. She wanted to reach out and hold on to Priscilla, but could
            not move. She sought words to continue, trying to remember the script she had crafted in her mind over and over again during
            a sleepless night. “Given the nature of the accident and the location, Elinor has already been buried with full honors, though
            we can go to the cemetery together, if you wish—it’s down in the west country, which I think she would have liked. Her commanding
            officer will render all assistance with the planning of a memorial service, again, only if you wish, but as Elinor listed
            you as her next of kin, it’s—”
         

         
         “Stop it! Stop it, stop it, stop it now!” Priscilla closed her eyes and broke down, falling forward as she wept. Maisie went to her, kneeling on the floor and holding her friend so close she could feel her heartbeat. “Oh my God, Elinor. Elinor! Oh Maisie—I owed her so much.” Priscilla gulped back tears. “I was clueless when I had Tom. I had this squealing little red thing, and though I wanted to do everything myself and I tried for months on end, I finally asked my aunt to find me a doughty English nanny—and she sent me this very young Welsh girl who saved us. Tom would have died before he was a year old if it hadn’t been for Elinor.” Priscilla pulled a handkerchief from her sleeve and wiped her eyes. “And she saved me too—she taught me how to be a mother, how to love my child, and for heaven’s sake, it was as if she were a mother to me, too, and she was barely out of school. She just knew how to do everything. And with each boy, she just got on with it. If it hadn’t been for Elinor, they would have grown wild, but she taught me how to make men of them, how they could be good boys and still be themselves, each one of them. And now this . . .” 

         
         “What’s going on? What is it?” 

         
         Maisie turned to face Douglas Partridge, who had come into the room, followed by Tarquin.

         
         Maisie broke the news again. Douglas reached for his wife, and pulled her to him. 

         
         “Darling—oh my darling.”

         
         Tarquin stood speechless, his eyes wide. Maisie put an arm around her godson’s shoulders.

         
         “Tante Maisie,” said the boy, almost choking on his words as he turned to Maisie. “I’d better let my brothers know. I should
            get messages to them, so they know to telephone us.”
         

         
         Maisie nodded and released Priscilla’s youngest, a boy-man almost as tall as his father. She watched as he walked away toward
            the telephone, his shoulders shaking as he gave in to tears.
         

         
         “I’ll go now,” said Maisie, as Douglas turned to face her. “I’m so sorry to be the bearer of this news, but I was asked to
            do so because of our personal connection. Elinor was loved by us all—the accident was a terrible, terrible tragedy.”
         

         
         “Thank you, Maisie—thank you for being the one to come, though I cannot imagine how this must have tormented you.”

         
         “Please let me know if there is anything more I can do. Elinor listed Priscilla as her next of kin, but I am sure she has
            relatives in Wales; I can help you find them if you don’t already know their addresses.” 
         

         
         “Driving a bloody lorry,” said Priscilla, her face tear-streamed and red. “Serving your country by driving a lorry, and she
            gets killed. It’s not bloody well fair.”
         

         
         “No, it’s not fair, Pris. Nothing in war is ever fair. We both know that only too well. But I saw her not long ago, and she
            was happy. She was proud to be doing her bit—that’s what she told me. That she was proud to be doing anything to stop Hitler
            marching into Britain.”
         

         
         “Well, that was Elinor,” said Priscilla. “Even when she was mixed up with that most unsuitable Basque man while we were in
            France, she put us all first, before everything. We loved her, Maisie. We all loved her so much—she was family.”
         

         
         “I know—”

         
         “And heaven only knows how she thought she was going to stop Hitler with a lorry.”

         
         Maisie turned to leave, but lingered when Priscilla called out to her.

         
         “Maisie, darling, I think you might know how to contact my niece. She should be told. Pascale and Elinor became quite friendly,
            you know. She’ll be very upset.”
         

         
         Maisie nodded. “I’ll find out the name of someone who could relay a message to her. So yes, you can rest assured she’ll be
            informed.”
         

         
          

         “Mummy, Mummy, Mummy!”

         
         Anna rushed into Maisie’s arms outside the school.

         
         “Mummy—you’re crushing me!”

         
         “Oh, I’m sorry, darling—I just have so many cuddles inside me, I suppose they all came out at once,” said Maisie. “Come along, let’s go home for a cup of tea and you can tell us all about school today.” 

         
         This was one of the most cherished parts of Maisie’s week—coming home. Each Wednesday or Thursday afternoon, when she returned
            to the Dower House at Chelstone Manor following several days in London, she ached for half past three in the afternoon, when
            it was time to begin her walk to the village primary school. She would wait by the cast iron gates to hear the bell signifying
            that lessons had finished, then watch as children streamed from the Victorian building, some looking for their mothers, others
            setting off home because their mothers were working, perhaps on one of the local farms. Maisie would open her arms wide as
            soon as she saw the little girl with olive skin run toward her, her satchel half open and sometimes spilling a book and her
            pencils. Two almost jet-black braids would be bouncing off her shoulders, though it was not unusual for the ribbon to have
            been lost from one plait and then replaced with a rubber band supplied by the teacher. Anna would launch herself at Maisie,
            clinging to her with arms around her neck and legs around her hips. 
         

         
         As Maisie and her daughter walked home along the lane, Anna maintained a constant dialogue. “I wrote about Emma today in composition.
            The teacher asked us all to write a story about something we’d lost. Everyone else wrote about losing toys or their hats and
            gloves in winter, but I wrote about Emma. She’s not lost really—I know where she is—but it’s like losing something, and I
            miss her.”
         

         
         Maisie nodded, holding Anna’s hand. “I know, darling. But remember how sad Grandad was when Jook died, and—”

         
         “He cried,” said Anna, a frown forming across her forehead. “I was supposed to be asleep, but I heard him talking to Grandma in the kitchen, so I came downstairs and looked in, and I saw him crying about Jook. I went back to bed again and cried for Jook and Grandad, and I said my prayers for them.” She sighed. “Grandad isn’t as sad now, is he?” 

         
         “No, my love—that’s because time helps, as it passes. Time puts a little cushion around our hearts.”

         
         “I’ve still got a big hurt here, where Emma lives,” said Anna, placing her hand on her chest. “It’s different from when my
            first nanny died, before you became my mummy.”
         

         
         “Shall we do this?” Maisie stopped and faced her daughter. She lifted her hands, and placed first her left hand against her
            chest, and then her right hand on top of her left. “Follow me—see what I’ve done with my hands? You can close your eyes and
            cradle your heart, then before you know it the pain starts to go away.”
         

         
         Anna faced her mother and followed her lead. Resting her small hands against the buttons on her school blazer, she closed
            her eyes.
         

         
         “I can feel it, Mummy. The hurt is starting to go.”

         
         “We can do it again before bedtime—in fact, any time you feel the hurt about Emma. It’s like giving your heart a lovely soft
            cuddle.”
         

         
         Emma opened her eyes, dropped her hands and began skipping along. “When’s Uncle Mark coming again? I miss him.”

         
         “Oh, I’m not sure, darling. Perhaps in a week or so.”

         
         “That’s good—we’ve run out of chocolate!”

         
          

         Brenda met Maisie and Anna at the kitchen door.

         
         “A woman just telephoned for you, Maisie. I told her you’d be back in a little while, so she said she’d try again. Said it
            was about someone called Hackett. She couldn’t leave a number because she was in a telephone box.”
         

         
         “Oh, I know who that is. Thank you, Brenda.” 

         
         “I see someone has lost more ribbons!” said Brenda, hands on hips as she looked down at Anna. “Come on—time to get out of that uniform so it’s nice for tomorrow.” 

         
         “There’s the telephone again now,” said Maisie. “I’ll just be a few minutes.” 

         
         Once inside the library, she closed the door behind her and reached for the receiver.

         
         “Hello.”

         
         “Miss Dobbs?”

         
         “Yes, speaking.”

         
         “Good afternoon. My name is Mrs. Alice Langley. Dr. Masters asked me to go to see a boy named Freddie Hackett, so I went to
            his school today and then found out that he was at home, so I took the liberty of going to see him there. I’ve not long left
            the flat, which is why I’m in a telephone box. I knew you would want to hear from me straightaway.”
         

         
         “Oh dear—I hadn’t had a chance to talk to his mother.”

         
         “That’s all right—I’m used to dealing with parents and children, though it’s hard to think of some of the boys and girls of
            Freddie’s age as children anymore. They’ve already seen more of life and death than we might have at that age. Anyway, I explained
            myself to the mother, who understood the reason for my visit. She was agreeable to my speaking with Freddie—first with her
            present, and then she went off ostensibly to make tea, but she gave us time to talk alone.”
         

         
         “And?”

         
         “I’ll put this all in a written report for you, but the boy is clearly under a cloud, and of course you can’t miss that scratching
            on the arms, though it looked as if it had been healing a bit and then he started again. He is terrified of his father and
            he remained at home because his mother was not at work today and he was afraid his father would come to the flat and kill
            her.”
         

         
         “He was clear about killing her?”

         
         “Oh yes. He indicated that the father had threatened as much on many occasions, and though the man might not mean to go so far, a child is not to know that. Freddie has probably heard threats of this nature since early childhood, and though he has grown and matured, in some ways he is still a small boy, fearful of the future.” 

         
         Maisie drew breath to ask another question, but the woman continued.

         
         “Regarding the event that Freddie Hackett is supposed to have witnessed, I would say he definitely saw something that scared
            him very much. Whilst I am not a detective, I would suggest that if further evidence were found to indicate someone had been
            murdered or there was some sort of attack in the place where Freddie maintains he saw a fight, then we should assume that
            he did not witness an apparition, but instead saw something untoward taking place.”
         

         
         “I see, and—”

         
         “Freddie isn’t sleeping well, and that will have an effect on his account of the event he saw unfold. And I don’t mean he’s suffering from a little bit of childhood wakefulness. The boy is becoming profoundly deprived of a good night’s rest. I know you could say the same thing about half the population at the present time, but children have had a remarkable resilience to the bombings and have managed to sleep through the worst of times—of course the psychological pressure can do that too, as I am sure you understand. But Freddie Hackett is at risk of a deeper illness of the mind if he does not experience some lifting of the weight upon his shoulders. As a first step, he should not be running those messages all over London. It has to stop—but he is very scared that his mother and Iris will go without, and they will be on the streets and vulnerable. I also believe the running is not simply due to his love of sport or his obvious natural talent—it has a psychological connection to running from the things that frighten him, chiefly his father coming after him or his mother. Children can be as protective of their mothers as the other way around.” 

         
         “Is there anything else I should know?” 

         
         As soon as she’d put forward the question, Maisie heard clicks on the line, and knew the caller had heard the pips indicating
            that more coins must be placed in the telephone box or the call would be disconnected. She held her breath.
         

         
         “Sorry about that—one of my pennies dropped right through and I had to push it in again.” The woman gave a frustrated sigh.
            
         

         
         “Shall I call you back?” offered Maisie.

         
         “Not to worry—I’ve put in enough money to finish. Now, where was I? Oh yes—suffice it to say that by the time I left, I was
            convinced that Freddie had indeed witnessed some sort of terrifying event, but I have to weigh it up against the experiences
            of other children I’ve met who have seen something equally troubling, and there’s something different about Freddie. Children
            use all sorts of means to make the unthinkable normal, so they can deal with it and carry on. Freddie doesn’t seem to have
            done that.”
         

         
         “And what would you suggest, Mrs. Langley?”

         
         “I think it would help if we saw more of each other. I’m a believer in not just sitting in a drawing room talking, or in any
            place where there are chairs and a desk between two people having a conversation, so I could have a word with him during a
            stroll. I think the main thing is to ease his burden – after all, the old saying rings true, that a problem shared is a problem
            halved. Freddie needs it halved, halved again and then halved again, until he is a proper young boy with no more worries than
            anyone has at a time like this.”
         

         
         “Thank you, Mrs. Langley,” said Maisie. “I know seeing Freddie has taken time away from your grandchildren. I was so sorry
            to hear of your daughter’s death in a bombing.”
         

         
         “Yes, it’s a terrible thing to lose a daughter—and she was so beautiful and clever. She was a doctor, you know. But we have to carry on for the sake of her children.” The woman seemed to catch her breath before continuing. “But one more thing about Freddie. He is a sensitive soul—almost too sensitive. And in my experience, children of that kind do two things: they constantly imagine the future and see everything at its worst, and they try to stop the bad happening before it’s even threatened to take place. They also become overly protective of those they love—to the extent that they would do anything in their power to ensure their safety. Freddie Hackett is too young to have all that on his shoulders, and he is deeply aware of the volatility in his life.” 

         
         Maisie’s understanding of the situation was immediate. “Are you saying he is close to a breakdown?”

         
         “Yes. That’s exactly what I’m saying. The family feel safe in their new flat—which I understand you helped them obtain. But
            I don’t think it’s secure enough for Freddie—not yet anyway. That’s the plight of a lot of people, but in the Hacketts’ case
            it would be hard to place them as evacuees outside London, given the situation with the little girl. People can be picky about
            who they have under their roof, which we know is a terrible thing, but some people find any disorder unsettling—it’s a reminder
            that it could have easily happened to them. There’s no accounting for what might scare people. By the way—I met little Iris
            and she appears to function very well. Her disability doesn’t hold her back as much as I might have expected—testament to
            her mother’s care—though we both know there are those who would discriminate against her. I wish we could pull some strings . . .”
         

         
         The nurse’s words seemed to taper off, and Maisie wondered if it were by design, or if there was no more to say, though the
            call did not come to a close until Maisie had made sure she knew how much to pay the nurse and where to send the remittance.
            
         

         
         Before returning to the kitchen, where she would linger with her stepmother and daughter, to laugh and joke, to listen to
            Anna’s stories and Brenda’s habit of telling Anna what school was like in her day, Maisie sat for some time with her hands
            on her chest, one on top of the other, as she tried to cradle away the pain in her heart.
         

         
          

         Maisie’s thoughts seemed to ricochet between Freddie Hackett, Elinor Jones, Pascale Evernden and Priscilla, and her concerns
            remained ever present as she worked in the Dower House library, played with her daughter or took long, solitary walks across
            the countryside. Priscilla, Douglas and Tarquin had returned to London, where they would grieve together with the two older
            boys, who were on their way to the Holland Park mansion. 
         

         
         It was late on Sunday afternoon when Maisie picked up the telephone receiver and dialed a number she knew by heart, but rarely
            used.
         

         
         “MacFarlane!” The greeting was almost curt.

         
         “Robbie—it’s Maisie here. I’m sorry to call you on a Sunday.”

         
         “And at home. I could have been away at evensong.”

         
         “No, you couldn’t Robbie—I know that much about you.”

         
         “Does your pal know about Jones?”

         
         “Yes. I broke the news to the family as soon as I arrived in Chelstone. Is there word from Pascale?”

         
         “You were right—she’s making her way across to Granny’s house. I just hope she’s bloody careful.” Maisie heard MacFarlane
            pause to take a sip of whatever drink he was holding in his hand. “But the good news is that she’s going there because she
            can use an escape line to get back to Blighty. Our connections indicate she could be here within about a week, all being well.”
         

         
         “I’ll breathe more easily when she’s in London.”

         
         “Maisie, unless there are indications to the contrary, she’ll only be here for debriefing to see if she’s got the will and
            spine enough to go back there, and after some more training, that’s where she’ll be. We can’t invest in qualified agents and
            not use them.”
         

         
         “I was afraid you’d say that.”

         
         “Hmmm. Anyway, you didn’t call me to blether on about agents in France, and not on a Sunday when good people are singing hymns
            in a blacked-out church.”
         

         
         “I want your help, Robbie. I’d like a photograph of Major Chaput—I’m sure you have one in a file somewhere. I need it. And
            I want to know if he’s been taken to see the body pulled from the Thames, on the off chance that he could identify the deceased.”
         

         
         “What the hell are you thinking, Maisie? Are you still trying to help that daydreaming boy? Who, I might add, has failed to
            turn up to run a few messages for us.”
         

         
         There were times when Maisie wanted to scream at Robbie MacFarlane, and those moments became more urgent—and therefore more
            volatile for Maisie—when MacFarlane seemed at his most obtuse. 
         

         
         “Here’s what’s been troubling me, Robbie. First of all, yes, this is conjecture, but I have a boy who seems to have witnessed a murder—and don’t interrupt me; I’m coming back to that. Then he delivers a message, and there’s a good chance it went to our Major Chaput, who was nowhere in the abandoned building when I proceeded to the same address. As you know the house was empty—of everything. Now, the message came from the department, and if it was you, it was therefore all above board, because you are liaising with a Free French intelligence officer. Fine. But Freddie believes he saw our Major Chaput kill another human being. The deceased vanishes in short order, and the next thing we know a body is being pulled from the Thames. It would never have been found had it not been for the retrieval of a Spitfire from the river.” 

         
         “That body could have been anyone’s. And according to pathology reports, there were signs that a goodly amount of alcohol
            had been consumed.”
         

         
         “The pathologist believes he was French, and I think I’d go with his observation. So, I am formally requesting that you take
            steps to ensure Chaput is instructed to view the body. I’d like to know if he can identify the man—and I want the facts. Not
            just your idea of the truth.” Maisie felt herself becoming terse.
         

         
         “Maisie,” said MacFarlane, his voice softer than usual. “I know you care for the safety of that boy and his family, but I
            must point out that it’s not for you to give me orders, lass. Look, you’ve had a rough few days—breaking the news of a death
            is difficult, and god knows I’ve done it enough times. But you’ve got to drop this whole rigmarole with young Hackett. And
            it’s not as if anyone is paying you for this one. Even though you’ve got a few bob tucked away, you should be taking on cases
            that bring in a bit of revenue, not ones that wear you down for nothing in return.”
         

         
         “I’ll worry about the money, Robbie—and that’s a fine red herring to throw around. In the meantime, Freddie Hackett is close
            to a breakdown, so if I have anything to do with it, he’s not going to be running messages for anyone. But I really must have
            that photograph—surely you can at least do that for me, if only to dispense with this case once and for all so I can tell
            Freddie and his mother that I believe him but we don’t know who he saw on that night. I must do this for Freddie. And I want
            to know, if at all possible, the identity of the man dragged up from the Thames. There may be a link to that dead man in Scotland—or
            did you think I’d forgotten about him?”
         

         
         “That has nothing to do with you.”

         
         “Is that why you brought me in on the postmortem and then whisked me away? I believe you know very well that they could be connected, Robbie, and if so, you have a murderer in your midst. How can we keep the Free French even remotely settled here, balanced between hating us and joining us in our quest to fight the Nazis, if they’re killing each other on our soil? I know I’ve signed a good deal of my working life over to you for the duration, but I can find a way out.” 

         
         “I think you’ve been looking for a way out since that wee girl came into your life, haven’t you, Maisie? You want to be with
            your child, but you can’t give up your work, and there you are, falling over yourself to hold it all in your arms.”
         

         
         Maisie felt herself bristle. MacFarlane had a way of needling her, of seeing a situation in black and white—or pretending
            to. “My personal life is none of your business, Robbie, though I’ll admit you always seem to know too much about it. Now,
            will you help me out? A photograph of Chaput?”
         

         
         “Yes. My office, tomorrow afternoon. Two o’clock be all right for you?”

         
         “Thank you. And what about finding out if Chaput can identify the man from the river?”

         
         There was silence on the line, followed by a sigh.

         
         “Robbie?”

         
         “He’s already done it. The dead man is one Charles d’Anjou, though seeing as it sounds more like a cheap wine, it’s probably
            not his real name. But whoever he is, Chaput confirmed that he had been one of his men, and that he was also a drinker and
            a liability.”
         

         
         “Don’t tell me he killed him for being a drinker?”

         
         “Bit sarcastic for you, Maisie.” MacFarlane gave a half laugh. “An alcoholic is always a liability, but it’ll get you kicked
            off a job, not knifed by your boss. Chaput didn’t kill him.”
         

         
         “So he says.” Even to Maisie, her reply sounded childish. 

         
         “I believe him. Someone murdered the man, and Chaput has admitted that he wasn’t sorry to see him gone.”

         
         “And the man in Scotland?”

         
         “My bailiwick, Maisie—not yours.”

         
         “What if they’re tied together in some way?”

         
         “They’re not.”

         
         Maisie sighed. “Robbie—”

         
         “Look, Maisie, here’s what you should do—and far be it from me to give advice to someone like yourself, plus I am sick to
            death of repeating myself on this one, but why don’t you look after young Freddie and his family as much as you want, but
            drop this investigation. As far as your brain is concerned, I need you here as often as your expertise is required. In the
            meantime, you can leave all the other investigations to your Mr. Beale.”
         

         
         “That’s what I was trying to do.”

         
         “Ah, but that’s the rub, isn’t it—you can’t let go of the more interesting ones. You don’t want to find out who’s gone off
            with the family jewels, or even someone else’s wife, but you do like it when a real puzzle comes along to pique your interest,
            and if you think you can save a life along the way.”
         

         
         Maisie sighed. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Robbie—I’ll collect the photograph when we meet.”

         
         “And you’ve three assessments lined up, just so you know.”

         
         Maisie paused for a few seconds. “I’ll be there, Robbie. Until then—” She replaced the receiver before MacFarlane had a chance
            to hang up first. She was fed up with listening to the continuous tone of the disconnected call at the end of every telephone
            conversation with Robbie MacFarlane. This time it was her turn. 
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 14

         
         “Here you are, Maisie—you can feast your eyes on the dashing Major all you like now.” MacFarlane pulled a photograph from
            an envelope and pushed it across the desk as Maisie entered his office on Monday afternoon. “There’s your Major Chaput, looking
            all very debonair—and with a bit of luck those natural folds in his skin won’t scare the boy.”
         

         
         “Thank you, Robbie. I appreciate it.”

         
         “Friends again, are we? Anyway, sit down, Maisie. I want to talk to you.”

         
         Maisie smoothed her narrow navy blue skirt with kick pleats just below the knee, and took the seat opposite MacFarlane. As
            always, the air was close in the small room, so she unbuttoned the matching navy jacket to reveal a cream silk blouse underneath.
            “What is it—have you news of Pascale?”
         

         
         “No, not yet. But I have some other news. Freddie Hackett’s father received a strong police warning on Saturday evening—I only found out this morning. It seems he discovered where his family are living and went over there. Luckily there’s that locked outer door, and though he tried to lob a brick through the glass, no damage was caused, or he would have been behind some very strong bars by now. The caretaker telephoned through to the local police station and they sent a couple of young coppers around to have a word with him. He eventually went on his way, albeit with a promise to come back with a stick of dynamite.” 

         
         Maisie rubbed her forehead. “I thought it would take a bit longer for him to find them. I wonder—”

         
         “Don’t wonder anything. He’s probably all talk, that one. All mouth and trousers, as the saying goes. And I’ve checked the
            local constabulary to make sure they’re following Caldwell’s orders and keeping an eye on the family—another voice for good
            measure.”
         

         
         “What about keeping an eye on Hackett senior?” asked Maisie.

         
         “That wandering waste of time? He wanders about looking for work until the pubs open, so he wanders in and that’s it for another
            day until he wanders home. He’ll soon be kicked out of his lodgings because Grace and Freddie aren’t bringing him every scrap
            of money they make.”
         

         
         “I’d better go round to see them,” said Maisie.

         
         “Not just yet, Maisie.” MacFarlane leaned back in his chair. He wore no jacket in the office; he had loosened his tie and
            slipped his trouser braces off his shoulders. “There’s never any bloody air in these small rooms.” He leaned forward again,
            resting his elbows on the desk before him. 
         

         
         “But Freddie—”

         
         “Stop talking about Freddie blimmin’ Hackett for just a minute, would you? Now then—how did Mrs. Partridge take the news?”
            MacFarlane had not missed a beat between subjects.
         

         
         “The whole family is devastated. They’re at their house in Holland Park—Tom managed to get a twenty-four-hour leave, and Tim
            came down from university. Elinor—Miss Jones—was as much a part of the family as if she had been born the boys’ big sister.”
         

         
         “And you told them there had been an accident.”

         
         “All according to your instructions.”

         
         “Good. Good.”

         
         “Is there something you’re not telling me, Robbie?”

         
         MacFarlane shook his head. “No—not at all. I’m just thinking.” There was a second’s hiatus before he spoke again. “Now then—your
            orders for the week. Here you are.” He passed a sheet of typewritten paper to Maisie. “The personnel files pertaining to the
            men and women you’ll be interviewing will be available for you to read through as soon as you get here tomorrow, and then
            your meetings will commence one after the other. They’ve all passed through the tests up in Scotland, and of course the radio
            operators have gone through training. This is the final assessment before they go over.”
         

         
         Maisie took the sheet of paper. 

         
         “You’re off to see the Hacketts?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         MacFarlane nodded. “Tomorrow, then.”

         
         “Right you are, Robbie. See you tomorrow. Ten sharp.”

         
          

         Maisie walked at a slow pace to the underground station. It was a fine day, a day when she might consider ambling through
            Regent’s Park, if only to gather her thoughts. 
         

         
         Sometimes she imagined her work as akin to creating a patchwork quilt. Each square of fabric represented another piece of information, of intelligence or a consideration that had come to mind based upon previous experience—what MacFarlane would call a feeling in his gut. If different colors were assigned to that which was known fact, or conjecture, or elements of the case based upon a depth of feeling inspired by her training, she would hope to see the quilt formed of pale colors on the outer edges, and as she gathered more intelligence, the colors would become darker toward the center, as the heart of the case became clear. The colors of Freddie Hackett’s quilt were coming together in a haphazard form, adhering to no clear pattern. However, she had a folded sheet with more information in her bag, and she knew who she would go to for help in determining whether the intelligence was light or bold. But first she wanted to see Grace, Freddie and Iris Hackett. 

         
         Grace Hackett appeared to have only just arrived home from work when Maisie rang the bell—she had retained a key to the outer
            door, so did not need to summon Freddie’s mother to the street to let her into the entrance hall. Freddie was not at home,
            though it seemed that Iris had just been dropped off by the caretaker’s wife.
         

         
         “Lovely to see you, Miss Dobbs. Come in—I’ve just put the kettle on. Would you like a cup of tea?”

         
         “I’d love a cup, thank you, Mrs. Hackett,” said Maisie. “And where’s Freddie?”

         
         “Just nipped down to the shop for a pint of milk.”

         
         “Mrs. Hackett, I heard your husband came to the house and was troublesome. Do you feel safe enough? Are you all right here?”

         
         “There’s two doors between him and us, so yes, once I’m inside the flat I feel safe, Miss Dobbs. But not so much when I’m
            out.”
         

         
         “Is that why Freddie isn’t at school? Is he going to your place of work to make sure his father doesn’t come near you?”

         
         Grace Hackett pressed her lips together as she fought tears. “Yes, he does. I’ve told him I want him to go to school, but
            he walks with me to the bus stop and then to the house, and after that he gives me a hand—he just won’t leave my side in case
            his father comes after me. He worries that he’s watching us.”
         

         
         “And do you think he is?”

         
         “I suppose I worry, but I also know what he does with his day—he looks for work until the pubs open, then he hangs around hoping someone else will buy him a drink. Sometimes he picks up a job here and there, but not every day. And as for finding the right mark to buy him that drink—it’s not as difficult as you might think.” 

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “My husband is a bit of a con man, Miss Dobbs, but of course you know that. He can chat to people quite easily when he likes—he’s
            got that gift of the gab. Draws them in, and before long, they’re buying the rounds. People who drink in pubs generally like
            a bit of company while they’re downing the pints, and my husband can always see that need for companionship in people.” 
         

         
         Maisie wondered if Hackett had seen the need in Grace, had identified a mark and drawn her in with his patter. The money settled
            upon her after Freddie’s birth was not a fortune, but attractive to a man who had little. Maisie was about to ask another
            question when Iris—who was sitting at the table, turning the pages of a picture book back and forth—looked up at Maisie and
            gave her a broad, toothy grin. The little girl then held up her arms, opening and closing her fingers as if she wanted something.
            
         

         
         “Would you like to sit on my lap, Iris?” said Maisie, pulling out a chair next to the child. “Come on, let’s look at your
            book.”
         

         
         “I’ll make the tea,” said Grace Hackett, smiling as Iris clambered onto Maisie’s lap.

         
         Freddie returned with a bottle of milk just as Grace went into the kitchen and Maisie began reading to Iris, who clapped her
            hands and called out “Freddeee” when her brother came into the sitting room.
         

         
         “Miss Dobbs!” Freddie seemed to pale when he saw Maisie. 

         
         “I thought I’d drop in and say hello—see how you’re all getting along here, Freddie. And I wanted to have a quick word with
            you.”
         

         
         “I’ve just got to take this to Mum.” Freddie lifted the bottle, and walked at speed past Maisie into the kitchen. 

         
         Maisie turned back to Iris, who had watched her brother and began to suck her thumb, and as Maisie continued reading to the little girl, she could hear raised voices in the kitchen. 

         
         “But I don’t want to go to school, even if she is here to make me go,” said Freddie.

         
         “I promise you, Fred—I will be safe.”

         
         “How do you know that? He’s a nutter.”

         
         Maisie began pointing to characters on the page, asking Iris to say each word after her, while at the same time trying to
            follow the conversation unfolding in the kitchen.
         

         
         “Don’t speak to your mother like that,” said Grace.

         
         “I’m fed up with school anyway. It’s all really easy stuff. I’m not learning anything I couldn’t learn from a book in the
            library. And I’m a man now. I’ve got to look after you—it’s not as if he ever did, is it?”
         

         
         “Freddie—he’s your father!”

         
         There was silence in the kitchen. Maisie stopped reading, and Iris looked behind her toward the kitchen door.

         
         “I don’t care, because he isn’t my real father, is he? And we both know he’s bad.”

         
         Maisie started as she heard the sharp slap of hand on face, and Grace gasping.

         
         “Mum!”

         
         “I’m sorry, Fred—I’m sorry. Look, love, let’s talk about this later—we’ve to take in tea for Miss Dobbs. She wants to have
            a word with you. And you show her some gratitude, because if it weren’t for her, we’d still be back there with him.”
         

         
         Maisie heard the rattling of crockery, and Freddie appeared, holding a tray with teacups and saucers, his mother following
            with the teapot and milk jug. 
         

         
         “Miss Dobbs, every time I make tea or put the dinner on, I’m so grateful to you for offering us this flat.” Grace set down the tray and pulled out a chair. As soon as she was seated, Iris jumped down and went to her mother. “It’s very nice here, and really it’s too good for the likes of us.” She began to pour tea. 

         
         “No—it’s perfect for you for as long as you need it, and it would otherwise be standing empty, so I’m the one who’s grateful,
            because any home should be lived in,” said Maisie. “I understand you were once a governess, Mrs. Hackett.”
         

         
         Grace Hackett looked at Maisie for several seconds before handing a cup of tea to her. “Yes, I actually trained to be a teacher,
            so I can do more than clean, you know.”
         

         
         “Oh, thank you,” said Maisie. “I’ve had a busy morning and not stopped for even a glass of water.” She took a sip of tea and
            set her cup in the saucer. “You could still teach, if you wanted to,” she continued. “You seem to be doing well with Iris.
            There are a number of children coming back into London, and I think some additional teachers are needed because so many have
            remained with their classes while they’re evacuated. I know they’re a bit short at my daughter’s school, and that’s in the
            country.”
         

         
         Grace shook her head. “No, I couldn’t. Not now. It was a long time ago, and I’ve been cleaning houses to make ends meet for
            years. Even if I was called for an interview, I’d just be the woman who scrubs floors, dusts, does the laundry and polishes
            the silver.”
         

         
         “You’ve done well with your children, Mrs. Hackett. I understand that Freddie is coming along at school”—Maisie turned her
            attention to Freddie—“when he goes.”
         

         
         Freddie, still standing, looked down at his shoes.

         
         “I know it’s a new school, Freddie—but I think you should attend,” said Maisie. “You’re not that long from getting your school
            leaving certificate, and that will make all the difference to your future.”
         

         
         “I’ll end up in the army anyway, what with this war,” said Freddie.

         
         “I believe it will be over by the time you’re of enlistment age. But I want you to go to school, Freddie—and I can make sure
            your mum is safe.”
         

         
         Freddie shrugged, still sullen.

         
         “Anyway, the reason I came here today is that I wanted to see you, Freddie.” Maisie reached into her bag and brought out the
            photograph of Major Chaput. She passed it to Freddie. “Have you ever seen this man before?”
         

         
         Freddie studied the photograph. “He looks posher in this photo, what with him wearing a uniform. And younger. But he’s the
            one I saw when I delivered the envelope to that house, on the night I saw the murder.”
         

         
         Maisie stared at Freddie. “And you told Mr. Beale and myself that he was the same man who committed murder.”

         
         Freddie paused, looking again at the photograph. “Yes. Yes, he was. He’s the same man.” He passed the photograph back to Maisie.
            “And he’s got them funny lines on his face, big folding lines like an old bloke, but he doesn’t look old.” He avoided Maisie’s
            eyes. “I s’pose they look like scars, and there’s that bit under his eye, like he got splashed with bleach.”
         

         
         Maisie nodded. “You’re sure it was the man to whom you delivered the envelope?”

         
         Freddie nodded. “Mmmm, yes, I’m sure. And he looks like the same man who came to the school. How did you find him, Miss Dobbs?”

         
         “It was a bit of luck, actually. I met this man a few days after you came to the office to speak to us. Because he fitted your description, I thought it would be unusual to come across a person similar in looks so soon after having a picture in my mind of a man who looked like him, based upon your recollection. I paid attention, and I was therefore in a position to make inquiries. That’s what I do.” 

         
         “Mr. Beale said you make lucky guesses about things.”

         
         Maisie laughed, picked up her cup and took another sip of the cooling tea. “I suppose it might look like that—but as I said,
            it’s about paying attention.” She replaced the cup in the saucer and set it on the tray, and this time stared Freddie in the
            eye for more time than he might have found comfortable. “Yes, I watch and listen, Freddie. To everything people say and do.
            I also listen carefully to the things they don’t say and do.”
         

         
         She put away the photograph, and came to her feet. “Mrs. Hackett, thank you so much for the tea. I should be on my way. Do
            not worry about your journey to and from work—you will be safe. You are secure in this flat, and it is being monitored by
            the local police—a favor to me from people I know.” She turned to Freddie. “Which means you can return to school. If you like,
            I can speak to your teacher. You will be perfectly secure there, Freddie—and you don’t have to worry about your mum. You are
            all so much better off than you were living with . . . living at your previous address.”
         

         
         “What about the other man, Miss Dobbs—the one who was knifed? Have they found him yet?”

         
         Maisie’s reply was direct. “Yes, they have. He has been identified, though I cannot tell you more than that.”

         
         “Will that man go to prison and be hung, the one who killed him?”

         
         “Why do you ask?”

         
         “Because he’s important. I could see that in the picture. He’s in a French uniform, and he’s got a lot of medals. He must
            be important.”
         

         
         “No one is too important to get away with a crime, Freddie.”

         
         Maisie regarded Freddie Hackett and saw him draw into himself, as if he were already sprinting away in his mind, his legs carrying him from the room as a fear-stoked engine drove his energy forward. 

         
          

         “Oh how lovely to see you, Your Ladyship. I am sure Miss Hunter will be delighted you’ve called again. She’s in her study,
            working on something she’s penning for a journal.” Gabriella Hunter’s housekeeper stood back to allow Maisie to enter the
            hallway. “Mind you, I don’t know when it will be published—it’s all they can do to get enough paper for the dailies, isn’t
            it? Everything’s running short—except Mr. Hitler’s bombs!”
         

         
         Maisie agreed—it seemed that everyone had an opinion these days, whether it was about the shortage of sugar, of bread, or
            whether that beef in the shop was really horse meat and the butcher was pulling the wool over his customers’ eyes. 
         

         
         “Maisie, my dear, I can’t say I’m surprised to see you again so soon. You’re so like Maurice at times—give you a little something
            to chew on, and then you come back to ask for more. Sit down and tell me.” Gabriella tucked her bobbed hair behind one ear,
            as if ready to hear what Maisie had to say. “Something exciting?”
         

         
         “It might be exciting to some,” said Maisie as she took a seat.

         
         “Go on.” She put her notebook and pen onto a side table and faced Maisie, her hands in her lap. Maisie thought she looked
            like a schoolgirl.
         

         
         “I am here to ask for more help. You still have some contacts in France, though you may not even have to go that far to find
            out what I need to know.” She passed Gabriella the photograph of Chaput, along with a piece of paper on which was written
            his name and that of Charles d’Anjou.
         

         
         Gabriella Hunter studied the photograph. “Quite dishy—if you’re a Frenchwoman. This type doesn’t appeal to the average British girl.” 

         
         “Really?” said Maisie, smiling. “I’ve been told that he reminds people of Victor Mature.”

         
         “Good lord, no. Mature is . . . well, he’s more of a heartthrob, if you ask me. This one is a bit too swarthy, a bit too . . .
            folded in the face. But I know just the person to ask.”
         

         
         “Gabriella, I have a feeling that there is a troubling past history connecting these men and perhaps another—and I believe
            it goes back a long way.” Maisie began to rub her hands, at once unsure of her ground. “It’s hard to explain, but there was
            something in your comments about honor that has been like a pebble in my shoe, nagging me a bit. I suppose because I was working
            on this case at the time, I couldn’t help but wonder if honor might have some bearing on the investigation—whether it was
            a thread I should pull on.”
         

         
         “If there is something to know, I can find it—but I would like a few days. Fortunately, not all of my contacts are in France.”

         
         “They’re in London?”

         
         Gabriella Hunter tapped the side of her nose. “My contacts, my business, Maisie. I protect my sources.”

         
         Maisie nodded, smiling. “As you should, Gabriella. As you should.”

         
         “Where can I reach you?”

         
         “If it’s later this week, the best bet is Chelstone, the Dower House.”

         
         “Still Maurice’s old number?”

         
         “Yes, that’s right.”

         
         “I loved the Dower House, you know. And the rose garden tended by the man who lived in the Groom’s Cottage—is he still there?
            A dear man, he seemed to be able to make roses bloom from spring until autumn.”
         

         
         “Gabriella—that groom was my father, and yes, he still loves his roses, though he’s living with me at the Dower House, along with my stepmother and my daughter. We’re all together. Perhaps you’d like to come down to visit us? You remember Lady Rowan, I’m sure—she would love to have you to stay at the manor.” 

         
         “Oh yes, before the last war she had some sparkling suppers—lots of arguments across the table. Julian always managed to prevent
            anarchy though. Such a distinguished man—I take it he’s still with us.”
         

         
         “Both of them are at the manor house. A bit less mobile, yet very busy, always very busy, plus they have Canadian officers
            billeted there, which they love. They adore my daughter, and when I’m not at home she will often go to have tea with Lady
            Rowan after school.”
         

         
         “Yes, they would cherish her. It was such a tragedy when they lost their own daughter, and then to lose James years later . . .
            oh, Maisie, you were married for such a short time.”
         

         
         “It’s been a few years now.”

         
         “Do you think— No, it’s not for me to ask. I’m sorry, forget I said anything.”

         
         Maisie smiled. “You were going to ask about my gentleman friend again, weren’t you?”

         
         “Remember I’m half French, Maisie—I love romance, so you can’t blame me for asking, can you?” Gabriella laughed, then grew
            pensive. “There are many ways of being at odds with a person you love, Maisie, and they’re not always as serious as you think.”
         

         
         Maisie rubbed the back of her hand where the burns had been most deep. “Mark has to return to America every so often, which is of course a dangerous journey by aeroplane, usually via Ireland and Lisbon—it frightens me, to tell you the truth. I miss him very much when he’s away, and I look forward to his homecoming—it’s wonderful when he’s here and of course Anna adores him, which warms my heart. But my concern is that Britain is not his home, and though he professes to love it here and has even said that he could see himself retiring to the life of a gentleman farmer in Kent, I’m never sure if he’s serious, because so much of what he says is lighthearted banter. Of course, we both know that no one can plan during wartime—the future is so unsettled—but the truth is that I cannot leave England. I have responsibilities here. And I don’t feel confident that he would stay, not only due to his work, but—well, this is not his home.” She shook her head and rubbed her fingers against the scar again. “It all means the leap might be too far for both of us, and I sometimes think the little tensions that then become bigger are down to the fact that we veer away from any talk of the future, because we’re afraid of where it might lead. It might be a relief for both of us if we part, but we veer away from that decision too.” 

         
         Hunter nodded. “I think I understand, my dear. I was your age when I had an intense affair of the heart—certainly not my first,
            by any means. But it was important and I loved the man very much indeed. I look back and wish we had both been a little more,
            well, I suppose ‘malleable’ might be a better word. You see, with age we become somewhat less flexible in many ways, don’t
            we? Even someone like you, who is trained to see the gray between black and white.” She fingered the loose strap of her watch
            and whispered, so that Maisie could barely hear her, “And even the man who trained you.” She looked up and smiled. “We also
            become rather reticent when it comes to taking the leap into love, which I think can be such a tragedy because love is always
            worth the leap.”
         

         
         The older woman held up the photo and sheet of paper with the two names. “Anyway, this is the second time I’ve lectured you
            on the subject of love, so I’ll get on with this, Maisie. Expect to hear from me soon.” 
         

         
         Maisie stood up, thanked Gabriella and leaned down to kiss her on both cheeks before turning to leave. As she reached the door, Gabriella called to her. 

         
         “Maisie—if you love your American, do say yes if he asks you to marry him. I said no too many times because I was afraid of
            losing myself and . . . well, what with my work, you know. But now the years have passed, I confess I harbor some regrets—I
            think I deprived myself of much happiness. Anyway, I’ll be in touch, Maisie.”
         

         
          

         Consulting her watch, Maisie realized that, once again, it was time to make her way back to the flat in Holland Park, though
            on this evening she would not disturb the privacy of Priscilla and her family. She enjoyed the proximity to the house owned
            by Priscilla and Douglas. It was not unusual for Priscilla to telephone Maisie almost as soon as she knew she had arrived
            home from the office, asking her to come round and join her for a “quick G and T.” The trouble was, Priscilla’s G and Ts were
            neither quick nor to Maisie’s taste, though she loved her friend’s company. 
         

         
         When Gabriella mentioned Lord Julian in their earlier meeting, it had given Maisie an idea—one she admonished herself for
            not acting upon earlier. Having arrived home and checked her blackout curtains, she went to the telephone and dialed the number
            for Chelstone Manor. She felt a sense of encroaching loss when it took Lord Julian longer than usual to come to the telephone
            after being summoned by the butler—so much would change with his passing. 
         

         
         “Maisie—how are you? Our delightful Anna was here this afternoon, and she was quite enchanting. We had a long discussion about
            the next gymkhana, and I think she is up for it.” Lord Julian’s enthusiastic tone was encouraging.
         

         
         “She’s been very upset about losing Emma,” said Maisie.

         
         “Massive dog, wasn’t she? Went a long time, that one. The larger breeds don’t always have a good lifespan. Anyway, my dear,
            I do believe you’ve telephoned to ask me a question. Fire away!” 
         

         
         Maisie smiled, her dark thoughts now completely banished by the elderly man’s hearty response. She knew he welcomed being
            asked to assist her with his contacts. 
         

         
         “There’s something I’m curious about, and I think you might be able to help with it—you still have quite a name at the War
            Office.”
         

         
         “And a number of those so-called contacts who know that name are hanging on and haven’t yet met their makers. I should warn
            you, though—in case you didn’t hear—the records are in a terrible state, because the office where they were kept was bombed.
            But give me the details, Maisie, just in case I can find out anything. My pen is at the ready.”
         

         
         “I already know about the records office, but I’m just sniffing around for anything else. The name is Hackett.” She spelled
            out Arthur Hackett’s surname. “According to information I have already, he was in the East Surrey Regiment. It would be useful
            to know if there was a neurasthenia report—any comments from commanding officers regarding temperament.” She paused. “And
            any special skills for which he was noted.”
         

         
         “Special skills?”

         
         “Oh, you know—was he an excellent shot, or was he trained in hand-to-hand combat? That sort of thing. Or perhaps he had an
            ability in languages. Any details about his background, that’s what I’m looking for—and pension arrangements.”
         

         
         “Right you are. Probably take a couple of days—so I suppose you can rest until then.” Julian laughed.

         
         “Too busy—as you well know!” Maisie had an easy relationship with her former father-in-law, though she had once found him intimidating. “Before I go—do you remember Maurice’s friend Gabriella Hunter?” 

         
         “Gabriella—once met, never forgotten. Fiercely intelligent woman. Brave and opinionated. Rowan loved her, though they were
            known to lock horns—and come out laughing. She and Maurice were . . . were very good friends, I suppose you could say.”
         

         
         “Yes, so I understand. I’ve seen her a few times lately, and I think she’d very much like to see Chelstone again. As you know,
            the Dower House is full, but I wondered . . . perhaps you and Lady Rowan might invite her at some point. I think she could
            do with a Friday to Monday.” Maisie ran the telephone cord through her fingers, a habit formed by nervousness on the first
            occasion she had ever used a telephone. “Julian, I think she’s rather lonely now.”
         

         
         “I’ll have a word with Rowan, and she’ll give her a ring—excellent idea to get her down here, and it would do Rowan the power
            of good to see her. And when will you be home again?”
         

         
         “By Thursday, I hope—I only came up to town today.”

         
         “All righty, I should have something for you regarding this Hackett in a day or so, I would imagine. Always interesting to
            be one of your worker bees! Until then, Maisie.”
         

         
         Worker bees. Maisie considered the comment. Yes, she had her worker bees, valuable contacts who would seek whatever information she needed,
            buzzing around their gardens of endeavor until they found the pockets of intelligence she had requested. But the riches they
            brought to her were never sweet; indeed, the plethora of detail gathered during a murder inquiry tended to have a stark bitterness
            to it.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 15 

         
         The interviews with F-section agents who would be leaving for France within the week took up Maisie’s entire day. In addition,
            she was tasked with reviewing files on new recruits. For those who had endured the rigorous training, once again Maisie would
            be compiling reports on each man or woman, attesting to their state of mind prior to departure. It would have been unusual
            for one of the cohort to be plucked out and sent home at this final stage, but it had happened in the past. 
         

         
         It was late in the afternoon, following a final interview, when a young woman in the uniform of the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry
            entered the interview room. Female recruits to the Special Operations Executive were ostensibly members of FANY.
         

         
         “Mr. MacFarlane requests your presence, ma’am. Please follow me.”

         
         Maisie was glad to leave the small room, which had only a skylight to provide natural illumination. She was escorted down
            a flight of stairs to a room where MacFarlane was seated alone at a desk. The young woman pulled out the only other chair
            for Maisie, who began to feel a little claustrophobic in the windowless office.
         

         
         “Thank you, Lawson,” said MacFarlane, without looking up at the young woman. “That will be all.”

         
         “Is it Pascale?” asked Maisie.

         
         MacFarlane nodded. “The next forty-eight hours will be crucial. We’ve heard via our sources that she managed to reach her grandmother’s house and is in hiding. The shoulder wound was caused by a bullet, though as far as we know it’s not too bad, but not entirely superficial—and she has lost some blood. The grandmother wants her to recover, but Granny is also nobody’s fool. She knows Pascale is effectively hiding in plain sight and must be on the move again soon. Seems both the old lady and Pascale have a way with canines, otherwise both would have been torn to shreds by the German guard dogs. I’d pay good money to see how the women calm them down—I could use their technique with my sister’s Jack Russell. Little piranha that he is. If it were a Saturday-morning comedy at the picture house, this would be a funny situation—how that grandmother is working right under the noses of the Gestapo.” 

         
         “How will Pascale get out?”

         
         “Same way she got in—as you suggested, the place is full of hiding places and escape tunnels used by the aristocracy during
            the Revolution. She’s been seen by a local doctor—ostensibly called to attend to Chantal, who as we know is as strong as an
            ox. She’ll leave tonight, alone, then meet her courier on the road. All being well and with the gods in attendance, she’ll
            make it into Spain and then to Gibraltar. We’ll have someone ready to meet her as soon as she reaches British territory. At
            that point she’ll be as good as home and dry.”
         

         
         Maisie rubbed her forehead. 

         
         “Gibraltar bringing back memories, lass?”

         
         Maisie nodded. “It’s the thought of her getting through France before reaching Spain that worries me—and she could be at risk
            in Spain. It might be a neutral country, but we both know the police there have been handing over known escapees from Belgium
            and France to the German authorities.”
         

         
         “We have confidence that she will get by in Spain because she speaks the language as fluently as if she were a native. Amazing, being able to slip from one language to the other like that, and then into English as if she were born to the upper classes. Anyway, if a navigator from Stepney named Dennis Kemp, who bailed out of a Wellington over France ten days ago, can get home and be in his mum’s kitchen having a cup of tea this afternoon, then she can make it to England in one piece too.” 

         
         “The shoulder wound—that’s a giveaway, surely.”

         
         “Any German soldiers might try to flirt with her if they see her in a town, Maisie, but I don’t think they’re going to rip
            off her jacket.” He shuffled his notes.
         

         
         “But you’re worried, I can tell—they know who she is, don’t they? The Gestapo must be looking for her.”

         
         “Maisie—she’ll get home. She’s been trained for this—she’s laying low and will be moving with care under cover of darkness
            for the most part, and she won’t take any chances—she knows the risks.”
         

         
         There was an hiatus in the conversation. An image flashed in Maisie’s mind’s eye: thirteen-year-old Pascale galloping toward
            her on a high-spirited stallion, laughing as she directed the horse toward the gate and clearing it by a foot before executing
            a perfect landing and cantering in a circle around Maisie.
         

         
         “There’s the problem, Robbie—and I’m on the record drawing attention to it in my report. Pascale might know the risks, but
            it never stopped her taking them, even if she isn’t as hotheaded as Priscilla.” She looked down at her hands, then at MacFarlane.
            “You say she’s coming home via Gibraltar?”
         

         
         MacFarlane appeared to consider the question for a moment. “No. I’m ahead of you, Maisie, even before you float the suggestion
            toward me. The answer is a very firm ‘No.’ I’m shocked you’d even think about it.”
         

         
         “I was just thinking that—”

         
         “We will have someone meet her—someone else who knows her and knows Gibraltar and that part of Spain just across the border—but it won’t be you. You have other things to attend to, and other responsibilities. One of them is named Anna.” 

         
         “Yes, of course. You’re right. Sorry—it should never have crossed my mind. Am I free to leave now?”

         
         “It’s gone five o’clock in the afternoon, so yes, you’re dismissed, Miss Dobbs. But before you go—a couple more files to take
            a gander at. Early days. Nothing doing yet—just possibilities. Bit of homework for you—but be careful with it. I’ll telephone
            in the morning.”
         

         
          

         An ATS driver took Maisie back to her flat, where she once again checked the blackout curtains, then flopped down into the
            armchair next to the fireplace. She had not bothered to remove her jacket, though she unpinned her hat and threw it to one
            side, where it landed on the sideboard. She kicked off her shoes. 
         

         
         “Five minutes, and I’ll make a cup of tea,” she said aloud.

         
         “Just what the doctor ordered—a nice cup of tea!”

         
         Maisie started and jumped up from her chair. “Mark!”

         
         Mark Scott walked from his hiding place in the dining room and took her in his arms, pressing his lips to hers before speaking.

         
         “Missed you, Maisie.”

         
         “I missed you too.” She looked up at him, the instant honesty of her comment rendering her heady. “I really missed you.”

         
         “How about my specialty? Spaghetti, a nice bottle of wine and a great guy on the opposite side of the table?”

         
         Maisie smiled. “Perfect! Though where will we find the guy?”

         
         “I fell into that one, didn’t I?” Scott held her close. “I’m afraid I must leave after supper. I’ve a late briefing at the
            ambassador’s residence.”
         

         
         “Oh—”

         
         “But I can come over here every evening for dinner this week until you leave, and then down to Chelstone on Saturday morning
            until Sunday, or even Monday morning—if you like.”
         

         
         “I’d like that very much, Mark. So would Anna. She’ll be so excited—she has been despondent since Emma died.”

         
         “I’ll cheer her up. And I’m sure Brenda will be overjoyed to see me!”

         
         Maisie laughed. “Oh, it’s good to have you home, Mark Scott.” She blushed again as she spoke the words.

         
         Scott lifted her chin and looked into her eyes. “We’ve come a long way, haven’t we, Maisie?” He kissed her again. 

         
          

         Maisie must have dozed in the armchair for a while after Scott left the flat, but she was nudged awake by the rumble of bombers
            passing overhead. She knew she should go to the cellar and shelter until the all-clear sirens sounded, but as she glanced
            at the clock, it occurred to her that there was just enough time to read through the additional files that MacFarlane had
            passed across his desk before she left Baker Street—her “homework.” The first candidate was a young man named Giles Mason,
            who had been awarded honors in French literature from Cambridge and was fluent in the language. She ran her finger down his
            list of accomplishments, along with notes from the scout who had spotted Mason in a bookshop in London and struck up a conversation
            with the young man, who was at the time in the process of purchasing a novel in the original French. 
         

         
         “Clever lad, aren’t you, Giles?” said Maisie, as she closed the file and put it to one side.

         
         She opened the second file and studied the name.

         
         Charlotte Bright.

         
         Maisie held her breath, and felt herself tense.

         
         “Oh no you don’t, Robbie,” she said aloud. “I’ve had enough of your bloody tests, and this one won’t fly. Why are you doing
            this to me?”
         

         
         She took a thick red crayon from a pocket in her document case and scrawled “Rejected” in large letters across the front of
            the file. 
         

         
         “If you don’t like it, Robbie—I know where the door is. I don’t care which of your official bloody papers I’ve signed either.”

         
         She returned the files to her document case, switched off the lights and went to bed, where she lay awake for hours, listening
            to the bombers overhead, and the crump-crump-crump in the distance as they dropped their lethal loads.
         

         
          

         “Been a few days since we were both here in the office together, eh, miss?” Billy handed Maisie a mug of steaming tea, then
            joined her at the long table situated perpendicular to her desk. Several files were already laid out for attention, along
            with a rolled-up case map. 
         

         
         “It has indeed,” agreed Maisie. “Let’s go through every case and see where we are with them.”

         
         Over the next ten minutes, they discussed cases in progress, all of which, bar one, Billy was dealing with. Maisie studied her assistant as he responded to each of her questions, and remembered the man who’d introduced himself to her when she moved into the shabby office around the corner some twelve years earlier. He was the caretaker then, yet he had recognized her straightaway: she had assisted the surgeon when Billy was brought into the casualty clearing station during the Battle of Messines, in 1917. Having helped with her first case following Maurice’s retirement, Billy became her assistant, and though others thought her mad to take on a man untrained in investigation, he had proven himself through diligent, if sometimes slow work on one case after another. Perhaps it was time . . . 

         
         “Let’s talk about Freddie Hackett,” said Maisie, reaching for the case map, which she passed to Billy.

         
         As Billy pushed the closed files to one side and pinned the case map out on the table, Maisie took a jar of colored wax crayons
            from the top of a filing cabinet. She began adding lines to the map, and notes—all leading to the center of the case map,
            which, as always, was created on the reverse side of an offcut of wallpaper.
         

         
         “Sounds like a bottle of cheap wine, that one,” said Billy, pointing to the name Maisie had added after striking out a question
            mark above the words “Deceased from River.”
         

         
         “MacFarlane made the same observation.” Maisie did not look up as she added a name here, a note there.

         
         Billy looked at the map and rubbed his chin. “I can see what you’re thinking, miss, and it’s all very well—but how did the
            body get moved, and so fast?”
         

         
         “Two possibilities,” said Maisie. “Well, more may emerge, but I’ve two so far. Number one is that this was indeed a planned
            assassination, though I don’t yet know what our d’Anjou might have done to deserve that sort of extreme attention. If it was,
            then the killer would likely have made arrangements to dispose of the body.”
         

         
         “Charming bloke,” said Billy.

         
         “Indeed. The other possibility is that he was being followed anyway, and when he was murdered, perhaps by a common criminal
            for his money—remember the wallet was empty of cash—the people on his tail made sure the body was removed.”
         

         
         “Why would they do that?”

         
         “If—and it’s always an ‘if’ at this point—his movements were being monitored by the people he worked for, or even an enemy, I would imagine that when he was killed, the officials might well have wanted his body removed for security reasons so there would be no more questions asked.” She looked up at her assistant. “Billy, he was working on the periphery of the Free French and he wasn’t quite up to snuff—rather a drinker, apparently—so we have to consider the variables.” 

         
         “Hmmm—not exactly what you might call cut-and-dried, is it?” Billy furrowed his brow. “All right, let’s say he was assassinated.
            What would he have to do to get himself topped by a professional killer, aside from being a drinker and a security risk?”
         

         
         “I paid a visit to a woman named Gabriella Hunter—she knew Maurice and is also half French. Anyway, she had a lot to say about
            the French sense of honor, so I thought it would be worth keeping it in mind. It sounds as if it could also be a weakness,
            dependent upon the circumstance, and it made me wonder if the man Freddie saw murdered lacked honor—or perhaps he just upset
            someone.”
         

         
         “That’d get your throat cut in the East End, never mind France.”

         
         “Be that as it may, Billy—I think ‘honor’ is going to be part of the answer here. The fact that the victim couldn’t hold his
            drink could have led to him being unable to keep a secret, which could be fatal for a good many souls if he was mouthy and
            the wrong people were listening.” She tapped a corner of the paper with the red crayon. “We have to take into account that
            enemy agents are likely operating in London and other places.”
         

         
         “Well, look at that bloke who had the flat downstairs, right under our office here.”

         
         “I know.”

         
         “I thought he was a nice chap, then all of a sudden he’s been copped by the authorities and is in the Tower of London!” He looked at Maisie. “Wonder what happened to him.” 

         
         “He’s probably dead, Billy.”

         
         “Dead?”

         
         “Yes. In a time of war, that’s what happens to a traitor of whatever stripe.”

         
         Billy turned his attention back to the case map. “So . . . so this man could have been a traitor?”

         
         Maisie was thoughtful. “It’s a possibility—something for us to bear in mind, because he could have been.”

         
         “Only in his case, someone couldn’t wait for him to meet the hangman.”

         
         “Or the guillotine.”

         
         “Blimey.”

         
         Maisie sighed, took one more look at the case map and stood up. “Let’s put the case map away, Billy.”

         
         “Where are we going? You’ve got the look that’s telling me to get my cap on.”

         
         “We’re off to see Freddie Hackett’s father—before he’s had a few.”

         
          

         There was no answer when Maisie knocked on the door of the squalid house where Arthur Hackett now lived alone.

         
         “Let’s have a look in the Coach and Horses, just down the street,” she suggested.  

         
         Walking together along the street, they parted to avoid a large pile of rubble. “Funny how you get used to it, isn’t it?”
            said Billy. “You sort of look down and expect to see a bit of brick or sand here and there, or a house half demolished. It’s
            not a shock anymore.”
         

         
         “When I first saw a street after a bombing, I thought it looked like a row of dolls’ houses with the sides ripped off. The curtains were hanging down and you’d see a bed half in and half out of the room, or the pictures still hanging on the wall.” 

         
         “I tell you, miss, I thought I’d seen the worst in the last war—and what I saw was about as terrible as you could imagine.
            Soldiers torn to pieces or blown up so nothing’s left of them. But we were men in uniform. Now we’re seeing ordinary people
            lying there with no limbs, or dead, or with terrible wounds—it’ll stay with every one of us, what we’ve seen.”
         

         
         They walked the rest of the way in silence, stopping outside the pub.

         
         “Hang on, miss—let me go in and have a quick look. This is what I’d call a drinking pub, a bit ‘spit and sawdust’ if you ask
            me—it’s not one ladies would generally frequent, even in the snug.”
         

         
         As he opened the pub door, Maisie caught a strong waft of smoke and beer fumes. 

         
         “He’s not in there,” said Billy, returning within a minute. “But the landlord said he’d been in, and when he saw him, he was
            a bit more flush than usual; bought his own drinks for a change.”
         

         
         “I wonder whether he went home and we missed him—could he have taken a different route, do you think?”

         
         “There’s another pub up the road, a bit closer to the water.” He pointed along the street. “It’s not far to walk—and in fact,
            miss, it’s closer to where Freddie thought he saw that man knife the other bloke. You know, we could kill two birds with one
            stone—while we’re there we could have another gander at the scene of the crime, as our mate Caldwell would say.”
         

         
         Maisie was about to agree, when a man stumbling along the pavement in the distance caught her eye. “I think that’s Hackett.
            Come on.”
         

         
         “Blimey, I reckon you’re right, miss.” 

         
         “Mr. Hackett!” Maisie called out. “Mr. Hackett—are you all right?”

         
         Hackett squinted as they approached, then held up a fist and shook it at Maisie. “You! You’re the interfering cow who took
            away my wife and children. You—”
         

         
         “Steady, mate.” Billy stepped forward, a barrier between Hackett and Maisie. “The lady was only trying to be of assistance.
            Now then, wind your neck in.”
         

         
         “And what will you do, you bleedin’ long tall drink of water?”

         
         “Come on, mate—we’ll see you home.”

         
         Hackett seemed to waver on the street, but allowed Billy to take his upper arm and lead him toward the decaying back-to-back
            houses.
         

         
         “If I wasn’t ill, I’d give you a right-hander and you’d be gone,” slurred Hackett, his eyes almost closed. “This is what she’s
            done to me, that woman there.”
         

         
         “I reckon you’ve done it to yourself, sir.” Billy continued to steer the drunken man along the road. “Now then, pick up your
            feet or you’ll never get home.” 
         

         
         Maisie remained on Hackett’s other side, occasionally reaching out to help him keep his balance by supporting his elbow. They
            soon arrived back at the house, whereupon Hackett pushed his hand through the letterbox to draw out a length of string with
            a key on the end. “See what I’ve had to do? No one at home when I get there anymore, so now I’m like a nipper coming home
            from school early, and have to get in this way.” 
         

         
         “You could keep the key on you,” said Billy.

         
         Inside, Hackett began to calm down. “No need to come up. Much obliged to you, sir.” He turned to Maisie. “Even if your wife
            took my family away—nasty piece of work she is.”
         

         
         “I’m not Mr. Beale’s wife, Mr. Hackett.” She paused. “How are you feeling?”

         
         “I’d be better if you two would bugger off now.”

         
         “We’ll come upstairs and make sure you’re settled,” said Maisie. Without waiting for an answer, she nodded to Billy, and they
            walked up the stairs behind Hackett. She watched his every step. 
         

         
         She also watched the way he opened the door at the top of the landing and how he made his way into the kitchen. It was as
            he reached the kitchen table that she grabbed Billy by the sleeve of his jacket and pulled him back. In a flash Hackett had
            grabbed a carving knife from the table and was lashing out at Billy.
         

         
         “All right—we’re leaving,” said Maisie. “But if you move with that thing, you will be sorry—and you’ll also be behind bars
            for a very, very long time.”
         

         
         Hackett laughed as he stumbled against the table, then shouted, “Sod off—both of you.”

         
         Outside the flat they caught their breath before Billy spoke.

         
         “Bit close for comfort, wasn’t it, miss?”

         
         Maisie held her hand against her chest. “Did you see the way he took the key from the letterbox and then opened the door?”

         
         “Oh, a lot of people do that, miss—keep a key on a bit of string inside the letterbox. My old mum used to do it before she
            came to live with us, you know, before she passed away. It meant that when I went round there I didn’t have to knock, I could
            just unlock the door and let myself in.”
         

         
         “That’s not what I meant. Did you watch him work the key?”

         
         “What d’you mean, miss?”

         
         “Billy, we saw him stumbling along the road, apparently drunk as a lord. We helped him along, and when we arrived at the house it was with a certain dexterity that he pulled out the key, slipped it into the lock and turned it. Most drunks would have spent a good while trying to focus on the lock and trying to get the key into the slot. He went upstairs without missing a step. Yes, he knows his place, but those stairs are not solid. Then the knife.” 

         
         “He was quick, I’ll give you that,” said Billy.

         
         “He was no more drunk than I am,” said Maisie.

         
         “Oh, I don’t know about that, miss.”

         
         “Well, perhaps he’d had one or two, but he was not as drunk as he pretended to be.”

         
         “What do you think he’s up to?” Billy began to pat his pockets.

         
         “That’s exactly what you should do, make sure you’ve still got your wallet!” Maisie stepped around a pothole in the pavement.
            “I think he has a few tricks up his sleeve, Billy—that’s why I wanted to follow him upstairs, to observe him. He can pretend
            to be drunk, just enough to gain some sympathy perhaps—look at us, we tried to help him.”
         

         
         “Yeah, but we also wanted to have a word with him.”

         
         “Granted. I bet he pulls that one every day and some poor soul loses a wallet or a watch or something. According to Grace
            it’s his specialty. He finds a mark, a solitary customer in a local pub, perhaps a soldier from another part of the country
            who’s new to London. He’ll engage them in conversation, and the next thing you know, they’re buying drinks and he’s keeping
            relatively sober—not what you’d call ‘sober as a judge’ but enough to retain his balance and, more importantly, his reflexes.
            And then he’s slipped another wallet into his own pocket.”
         

         
         “I wonder where the money goes, if he’s that good.”

         
         “Probably on the real drinking, the habit he has when he’s on his own—that’s why he’s a danger to his family and probably
            himself. I wouldn’t mind betting he’s got a bottle or two of the hard stuff stashed at home, where he drinks and drinks and
            has days when he cannot get out of those paltry rooms at all.”
         

         
         “Nasty piece of work.”

         
         Maisie stopped walking.

         
         “Miss?”

         
         “I was just thinking—it’s such a tragedy. When people drink like that, it’s the demons they’re trying to dull that make me
            wonder what on earth happened to them.” She looked at Billy. “You know what I’m talking about, don’t you?”
         

         
         Billy nodded and looked away. Her assistant’s once-blond hair was now almost gray under his flat cap, the lines across his
            forehead deeper. “The white stuff? Yeah, I suppose I do. But I never lifted a hand to my family—they’re too precious to me,
            miss, and you know it. I just didn’t know what to do with the pictures in my mind or the pain in my legs. It’s well behind
            me now, though if truth be told, them pictures have never gone away.”
         

         
         “I know, Billy.” She began walking again, Billy falling into step beside her. “We just have to do our best to let them fade
            into the shadows, then build a wall of new things in front of them.”
         

         
         “Easier said than done, what with all this bombing—and my boys enlisted.”

         
         Maisie realized she hadn’t asked about Billy’s sons lately. His eldest had survived Dunkirk; now it was the younger son, an
            apprentice aircraft engineer with the RAF, who was the cause of most concern. 
         

         
         “How’s Bobby? Doing well at the college?”

         
         “Still looking to be a navigator on the bombers. He told me they’ve got a new one in the works, and he’s in line for training
            on it.” He shook his head. “They’ve already sent him up to Manchester so he can see what it’s all about. Of course, he said
            he can’t tell us much, but he made my head spin, going on about Merlin engines made by Rolls-Royce and that sort of thing.
            I tell you, that boy leaves me behind when he tells me about his work—and remember, I was in the Engineers in the last war,
            so I can generally keep up with that sort of talk. Not with Bobby though.”
         

         
         “I’m sure it’s a feather in his cap, being chosen to learn something new.” Maisie tried to appear positive, though she knew why Billy wasn’t smiling. 

         
         “Not to me, miss. New bomber means more bombings and with bigger bombs. Then he’ll be going over there every night to bomb
            Germany, won’t he? And look how many of them bomber crews come back—not many, eh? That would definitely drive me to drink,
            if I lost one of my boys. At least our Billy is having it jammy, out there in Singapore. I bet it’s all sun and getting in
            rounds of fancy drinks, with just a bit of square bashing in between. Mind you, good on the boy. He deserves it, after Dunkirk.”
         

         
         Maisie and Billy walked on in silence until they reached the bus stop, where they would catch a bus to take them back to the
            West End. Both were lost in their thoughts. There seemed nothing left to say, as if they knew any words would only take them
            back into the terrors of the last war, memories that could rise up from the dark shadows if they paid them too much attention.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 16 

         
         “Sandra, what are you doing here? Why aren’t you at home?”

         
         Maisie’s secretary looked up from her desk, her smile broad as Maisie and Billy entered the office. “Hello, Miss Dobbs. I’ve
            been doing the books at my house and keeping the files, and it’s all very nice being down in Kent—don’t get me wrong, I’m
            really grateful to you for finding us that cottage—but as I said to Lawrence, ‘I’d like to get up to London,’ and he said,
            ‘Why don’t you go up there on the train, and I’ll look after Martin. I’ll take him fishing.’ He’s still a bit young for that,
            but I’m sure they’ll do something together. Anyway, I’m here—and if you don’t mind my saying, it’s just as well.”
         

         
         “Are you suggesting Miss Dobbs and me are not very good at filing, Sandra?” After their meeting with the volatile Arthur Hackett,
            Maisie thought Billy’s laughter was a relief. As she joined in, the anxiety she had been holding in her body began to ebb
            away. Billy could always be depended upon to bring humor to the proceedings at just the right time.
         

         
         “I think that’s exactly what Sandra is alluding to, Billy. And probably with good reason. We’ve let things go a bit.”

         
         “And I’m sorting it all out. Almost done. I’ll put the kettle on.” Sandra picked up the tea tray, adding, “Oh, and a Mrs. Towner called—she asked for Lady Margaret at first, but I told her you use your maiden name for your work, so it’s Miss Dobbs. Just as well I was here—you never know how many telephone calls you might have missed, what with me not being in the office very often. Could you telephone her back, miss? She said it’s important.” 

         
         “Thank you, Sandra—and we would love a cup of tea. I’ll telephone her now.” Maisie watched the young woman leave the room,
            and thought how she had become less strained since becoming a mother—still competent, but with more ease in the way she met
            the world. Though Sandra had known tragedy in her life, she appeared to take everything in her stride, the days of sadness
            well behind her. 
         

         
         Billy stepped across to his desk, where Sandra had left a series of notes, each one with a question. “It’s nice having Sandra
            back, but she is the only person I know who can nag on paper.”
         

         
         Maisie laughed. “Put your head down and get on with it, Billy—it’ll only get worse if you don’t answer her questions.”

         
         Once in her office, Maisie dialed Gabriella Hunter’s number. No one picked up. As the ringing continued, Maisie felt a knot
            in her stomach. 
         

         
         When at last the housekeeper answered, Maisie was alert to the crack in her voice as she recited the number.

         
         “Hello—it’s Maisie Dobbs here. Are you all right? Hello!”

         
         “Oh, Miss Dobbs. Miss Dobbs—I mean, Lady Margaret—oh dear—”

         
         “What is it? What’s happened?”

         
         Maisie heard the housekeeper’s gulps, as if she were being deprived of air.

         
         “It’s Miss Hunter. She’s been rushed to University College Hospital. I was only meant to be out for a little while, running
            some errands and getting a few groceries. But you have to queue for such a long time, so I wasn’t back when I said I would
            be. And when I got here, the lock was broken.” She gulped again.
         

         
         “Breathe slowly through your nose,” said Maisie, her voice slow, calm. “Do you have a paper bag? Perhaps one the grocer put something in?” 

         
         “Right at my feet—” 

         
         Maisie could hear more rasping as the housekeeper fought for air. “Good. Take a bag now—never mind what drops out onto the
            floor—take the bag and put the opening over your nose and mouth and breathe as calmly as you can.”
         

         
         She could hear the sound of rustling paper and the woman’s breathing, fast and shallow at first, then becoming steady.

         
         “Are you still there?” asked Maisie.

         
         Paper crackled again before the housekeeper replied. “Yes, I’m feeling better.”

         
         “Good—do that whenever you feel the panic coming on. Now, what’s happened?”

         
         Maisie heard the woman breathing into the paper bag again. 

         
         “Hello . . .”

         
         “Sorry, Miss Dobbs.” She coughed once more, then went on. “What happened was that I came home and the door was closed, but
            I could see the lock had been tampered with. I rushed in, dropped my groceries, and went straight to the study, where Miss
            Hunter was lying on the floor. Blood all over her face. Someone had hit her and left her for dead. Her papers were all over
            the place. Drawers open, books strewn around.”
         

         
         Maisie placed her hand on the buckle at her waist.

         
         “I knelt down, listened to her heart,” continued Towner. “Then I got a hand mirror and put it in front of her mouth—I knew
            she was alive, so I telephoned for the police and an ambulance straightaway.”
         

         
         “You’ve been remarkable, Mrs. Towner.” 

         
         “I just tried to do the right thing.”

         
         “Can you remember the name of the policeman who came to the house?”

         
         There was the sound of crinkling paper on the line and the housekeeper breathing into the bag.

         
         “Hello?”

         
         “Sorry—it was a Mr. Caldwell. Yes, that’s it—in fact, no, sorry, he was a Detective Chief something-or-other.”

         
         “That’s all right—I know who you mean.”

         
         “He said . . . he said . . .”

         
         “Mrs. Towner?”

         
         “He said it was attempted murder and he made me tell him everything.”

         
         “Yes, that’s his job.”

         
         “He wanted to know everyone who had been to the house over the past few weeks.”

         
         “That’s perfectly normal—that’s what he has to do.”

         
         “I gave him your name.”

         
         “As I would expect you to, Mrs. Towner. Now then, I’m going to go straight to the hospital, and then I’ll come to see you.
            Is the lock mended?”
         

         
         “No. The door won’t shut. I’m scared.”

         
         “Right you are. I’m sending someone round right now.” Maisie looked at Billy, who, along with Sandra, was standing at the open doors into Maisie’s office and had been following the conversation. “In fact, I’m sending two people.” She turned to Sandra, who nodded. “They’re my assistants. Mr. Beale is a tall man, grayish blond hair, and he’ll be wearing a cap. Mrs. Sandra Pickering is about my height, dark hair, and she’s wearing a pale blue day dress and a navy jacket.” Sandra reached to one side, picked up her hat from her desk, and held it up for Maisie to see. “And a navy blue hat with a pale blue band. They’ll be with you in about fifteen minutes and will look after you.” 

         
         “Thank you, Miss Dobbs.”

         
         “And Caldwell didn’t leave a policeman with you?”

         
         “He said he would normally do that, but he’s short-staffed.”

         
         “Yes, that’s right. Anyway, Billy and Sandra will be with you very soon.” Maisie replaced the receiver. “Right—you heard all
            that—you know what to do.” She scribbled the Mecklenburgh Square address on a scrap of paper, passing it to Sandra. “And have
            a look around to see if you can find anything else the police might have missed.” She was already at the door, Billy and Sandra
            behind her.
         

         
         “Why do you think someone picked on Miss Hunter, miss?” said Billy, as they hurried down the stairs.

         
         Maisie opened the front door, turning to Billy and Sandra. “Gabriella Hunter is no ordinary lady. She was an agent during
            and immediately after the last war, and she knows much, much more than anyone might imagine. More to the point, she was finding
            out a few things for me, getting in touch with some very well-informed old contacts—and of course, she has her own experience
            to draw upon.” She looked at her watch. “I’ll see you at Miss Hunter’s house as soon as I’ve finished at the hospital. And
            Sandra, you must catch your train home directly poor Mrs. Towner is settled and safe. In the meantime, I’ll leave it to you
            two to decide if she should go to an hotel.” 
         

         
         At Tottenham Court Road, Billy hailed a taxicab. 

         
         “You two go first, Billy,” said Maisie. “I’ll get the next one along.”

         
         Billy opened the door for Sandra to climb aboard, but just before he stepped into the taxicab, he looked back at Maisie. “Grayish
            blond?”
         

         
         Billy had just slammed the door behind him and Maisie was raising her hand to hail the next taxicab on Tottenham Court Road when a black Invicta motor car pulled up alongside her. The back window wound down. 

         
         “Miss Dobbs—I was just coming to pay you a visit. And I bet I know where you’re going. Come on—I’ll run you over there.” 

         
         It was clear from Caldwell’s tone that even if she had wanted to decline, this was an order. The passenger door was barely
            closed before the Invicta pulled away from the curb, alarm bells ringing as the driver negotiated busy streets at speed toward
            the hospital.
         

         
         “Right then.” Caldwell gave Maisie a pointed look. “We’ve got about five minutes. How about telling me what’s going on.”

         
         Maisie looked out of the window, then back at Caldwell. “I can tell you some things, but I will have to leave gaps.”

         
         “Hush-hush work and all that, Miss Dobbs?” Caldwell gave a half-laugh. “Always the way these days, isn’t it?”

         
         Maisie nodded.

         
         “Right then, just tell me what you can. By the time we get over to the hospital, this could be a murder case anyway.”

         
         Maisie felt the air leave her lungs, so she placed both hands against her chest and began to tell Caldwell the story of Gabriella
            Hunter, but with those details that might be of most interest to him edited with care.
         

         
          

         “I’m afraid she’s very poorly, though she has regained consciousness. At her age . . .” The registrar—the most senior doctor on duty in the ward—consulted his notes as he briefed Caldwell and Maisie outside Gabriella Hunter’s private room. “Sixty-one—she seems fit other than a nasty hip, which I must say flummoxes me as it appears to have been caused by a bullet wound a number of years ago, and she has another similar wound on her upper arm.” He looked up. “Any ideas how she might have sustained those two?” 

         
         Caldwell looked at Maisie and raised an eyebrow. “Miss Dobbs?”

         
         “She was in France during the last war,” said Maisie.

         
         The doctor looked from Maisie to Caldwell and back to Maisie again, then smiled as if he had at once seen the funny side of
            a joke. “Oh, right then. Anyway, she has suffered a serious concussion. Even though she’s come round, she won’t be ‘all there’
            when you go in—and I must insist upon no longer than five minutes.”
         

         
         “Her other injuries?” asked Maisie.

         
         “Bruising to the cheeks, and there was an attempt to take her life with a blade, but it seems not to have penetrated too far,
            given that she was wearing some sort of protective shield under her blouse. Her housekeeper apparently told the ambulance
            men that it was a special corset for her back.” He stopped as if to gauge Maisie’s reaction to his revelation. “Perhaps she
            had to watch her back too, do you think?”
         

         
         “It’s entirely possible,” said Maisie, acknowledging the inference. “But it seems there was clearly an attempt to kill her,
            not just frighten her.”
         

         
         “That’s for you people to decide, but yes, I’d say someone wanted to finish her off. You will see we’ve had to shave her head
            to stitch up a nasty cut where she was hit with something sharp.”
         

         
         “Can she see visitors now?” asked Caldwell, who had taken on a distinct pallor.

         
         “Five minutes. Sister will be in to collar you if you are a second over. A word of caution, though—do not try to test your
            authority with our ward sister, otherwise you might find yourself being trepanned.”
         

         
         Caldwell did not follow as Maisie opened the door to the hospital room, explaining that he had a few more questions for the doctor. She walked straight to the side of the bed and reached for Gabriella Hunter’s hand. 

         
         “Gabriella. Gabriella, it’s me—Maisie.”

         
         She watched as the closed eyelids flickered; Hunter was trying to open her eyes.

         
         “Squeeze my hand if you can hear me,” said Maisie, feeling the pressure as Hunter increased an otherwise loose grip.

         
         “Do you know who did this to you?”

         
         Hunter moved her head in a shallow nod.

         
         “Was it the man with a scar?”

         
         A slight frown formed across Hunter’s forehead.

         
         “Or long lines down the cheeks?”

         
         Hunter made the barest movement of her head from side to side. No.

         
         “Gabriella, what were they looking for?”

         
         A smile crossed the woman’s face, and she tried to speak. Maisie leaned in so her ear was close to Hunter’s mouth.

         
         “M . . . m . . . Maurice.”

         
         Maisie looked up. “Maurice?”

         
         Hunter spoke again, this time with some force. “Book.”

         
         “Which book, Gabriella—you have so many books!”

         
         “Mmmmm.”

         
         “Gabriella?”

         
         “Mine. Mmmmm.” With tremendous effort she finished the sentence. “My book.”

         
         Maisie turned as she heard the door open. 

         
         “I think that’s enough now.” The sister in charge was not yet frowning, but Maisie thought it would not take much to get on
            her wrong side. “Time to leave, madam. The patient needs rest.”
         

         
         “Indeed, thank you, Sister. I was just leaving.” She turned to Hunter, who had opened her eyes. “I’ll come again soon, Gabriella. Now, do as the sister says—rest.” She leaned down and kissed the older woman on the cheek, squeezing her hand as she whispered, “Nice work with the corset.” 

         
         As Maisie stood up, Gabriella Hunter managed a wink. 

         
         “You can come again tomorrow,” said the ward sister. “But not before two, and only for another five minutes. Patient might
            be a little more with it by then.”
         

         
         “Don’t underestimate her, Sister,” said Maisie as she passed the senior nurse. “Miss Hunter is more with it than you might
            imagine.”
         

         
          

         “’Allo, miss.” Billy smiled as he opened the front door of Gabriella Hunter’s house. “Come in.” He stood back to allow Maisie
            to enter, and pointed to the lock. “Got that mended straightaway—mate of mine is a locksmith and came out quick as a flash.
            Right then, follow me—she’s in the dining room, with Sandra.”
         

         
         Sandra was sitting next to Mrs. Towner at the table, a tea tray in front of them and an empty plate in front of the housekeeper.
            As Sandra greeted Maisie she stood up, stepping aside to allow her employer to take a seat alongside Mrs. Towner.
         

         
         “Cup of tea, Miss Dobbs?” said Sandra. “I’m making more for Mrs. Towner.”

         
         “Oh lovely, thank you,” said Maisie. “I’m gasping for a cup. Then you must get along to the station, Sandra.”

         
         “Right you are, Miss Dobbs. I won’t be a minute.”

         
         Maisie turned to Mrs. Towner. “It looks like Sandra managed to get you to eat. I’m glad—you need your strength.”

         
         “Made me a nice Welsh rarebit, she did. Lovely girl, that one. She’s been telling me about her little boy—sounds like quite a scamp, but he’s at that age.” Mrs. Towner reached for her teacup. Maisie noticed her hand was shaking. Towner put down the cup without raising it to her lips. 

         
         “This has all been a terrible shock for you, Mrs. Towner—but I must ask you some questions while the event is still somewhat
            fresh in your mind.”
         

         
         “That’s what the detective said, when he asked me his questions.”

         
         “Yes, it’s when the memories are still most raw, though some things might come back to you later, after you’ve had a good
            night’s sleep. Some of my questions will doubtless be the same.” Maisie allowed a pause. “Mrs. Towner, did you actually see
            anyone leaving the house as you returned—perhaps someone on the street who you’re not used to seeing? Or getting into a taxi?”
         

         
         Towner shook her head. “Nothing. I’ve racked my brains. I remember being in the shop, and when I’d got everything we needed,
            I walked back. I didn’t really see anyone, except the street sweeper, and then I walked up to the house and, well, you know
            the story from there. That’s when I saw the door had been prised open, so I ran in to find Miss Hunter on the floor, her head
            lacerated and her face covered in blood.” She pulled a handkerchief from her cardigan sleeve and dabbed her eyes, then pushed
            the handkerchief back into the sleeve and pulled the unbuttoned cardigan around her, shivering.
         

         
         Maisie looked around, but Billy had already stepped forward, holding a blanket. “I put this around her when we got here—she
            was in shock, but it comes and goes.”
         

         
         “Thank you, Billy—shock is like that.”

         
         Sandra returned with the tray and poured two cups of tea, removing the cup from in front of Mrs. Towner. “I’ll just wash this
            and get on my way.”
         

         
         “Lovely—thank you, Sandra. Would you telephone me at the flat when you get home, just so I know you’ve arrived safely?”

         
         Sandra smiled and nodded, turning to Mrs. Towner. “Miss Dobbs likes to keep tabs on us, you know.”

         
         “Thank you, my dear—you’ve been most kind,” said Towner, smiling at Sandra.

         
         Billy accompanied Sandra to the door; Maisie heard voices in the distance as they bid each other good-bye. Yes, she was lucky
            with her little band; they worked well together.
         

         
         “The street sweeper—do you know him, Mrs. Towner?”

         
         “Mr. Jeeps? Yes, everyone knows him—very friendly, very nicely mannered, though he can get a bit familiar. You know, with
            his betters. Some people think he’s a bit too friendly.”
         

         
         Maisie suppressed a smile as she moved on to her next question. “Do you think Mr. Jeeps might have seen anything untoward?”

         
         Towner sipped her tea, becoming visibly calmer. “He might well have. I know he works from a depot not far from here.”

         
         “I’ll get Mr. Beale to look into it.” She looked up as Billy returned to the room.

         
         “Got that, miss—I’ll find the depot as soon as we leave here.”

         
         “Thank you, Billy—would you just sit with Mrs. Towner for a while? I’d like to have a look at the study.” She pressed Mrs.
            Towner’s hand, and as she left the room, she heard Towner asking Billy where in London he was from, and whether his people
            were in trade.
         

         
         Gabriella Hunter’s study-cum-library had indeed been turned over, though as Maisie looked around the room she had a feeling that the invader had gone through the drawers and shelves in a systematic manner and only later made the incursion seem more chaotic to give the impression of a random burglary. Had the assailant wished to kill Hunter? Maisie wondered if he or she might have intended only to cause injury, or not expected to encounter her at all. She walked to the window and, reminding herself of the view across the square from that vantage point, considered the possibilities. The assailant could have looked out and seen Mrs. Towner entering the square with her shopping bag, so he knew his time was limited. After breaking in and attacking Hunter, he had not found what he was looking for, and he had assumed he’d killed Hunter—according to Towner’s statement, Hunter’s breathing was so shallow, she had required a mirror to assess whether she was alive. Yes, he meant to take Gabriella Hunter’s life, but was it for what she knew, or because he was startled by her entering the study while he was going through her papers? One thing was clear to Maisie: the interloper had assumed or had been briefed to the effect that because she was a writer, the information he wanted was written down somewhere. If only she knew what it was. 

         
         Stepping over the small table alongside Hunter’s Art Deco armchair, Maisie proceeded to the desk. Papers were strewn messily
            across the top; others were on the floor. Maisie replaced the papers into a neat stack, studying each page quickly before
            adding it to the pile. She moved on to the bookcase, her attention drawn first to a series of books bearing Hunter’s name
            on the spine. Maisie opened every book, ran her finger along the binding and checked the endpapers, and then turned every
            single page, scanning for a letter, a document, an underlined paragraph, anything that might offer a motivation for the attack.
         

         
         She was becoming frustrated with the task when Billy entered the study.

         
         “Miss—poor Mrs. Towner is looking awfully tired.  I’ve thought about her going to an hotel, but I don’t think it’s a good
            idea.  She definitely shouldn’t be alone, and we know that at night the hotels just make everyone go down to the cellars as
            soon as the air raid siren goes off, and she could do without that worry. I reckon she should go to someone who knows her
            and she knows them.”
         

         
         “Of course, yes, you’re right. I want to have another word with her, and then let’s see if we can make some alternative arrangements.”

         
         Returning to the dining room, Maisie once again took a seat alongside the housekeeper at the table.

         
         “I should get on and clean up that mess in Miss Hunter’s study, Miss Dobbs.”  Mrs. Towner began to push back her chair.  “I
            don’t want her coming home to see her beloved books in that terrible state.” 
         

         
         “No, please don’t worry about that,” said Maisie. “Miss Hunter will be in hospital for a little while, so you’ve plenty of
            time. First of all, do you have someone—a relative, perhaps—with whom you might be able to stay for a few nights? I think
            it would be a good idea if you weren’t here at the house. You’ve suffered a terrible shock, and it’s best if you recuperate
            in another location.”
         

         
         Mrs. Towner looked down at her hands. “I can’t say that I get on very well with my family. I’ve a sister in Peckham, but . . .
            well, she was never the right sort, if you know what I mean. My nephew comes around—he lives in Bromley with his wife. It’s
            a bit far, I would think.” She looked up at Billy. “He’s not been called up because he’s in a reserved profession—an engineer
            doing quite important war work.” Her tone was almost apologetic.
         

         
         “We’re not checking up on him, so you don’t have to worry about that,” said Billy. “And it’s not too far, because my house
            is in Eltham, though my wife and daughter are in the country now, but I was planning to go over there later to keep an eye
            on the place. I’ll escort you to Bromley first. If your nephew has a telephone number, I’ll get on the blower to him.”
         

         
         Mrs. Towner reached into her handbag, which had remained on her lap throughout as if for security, and brought out an address
            book. She opened it and passed it to Billy, pointing to an entry.
         

         
         “I’ll give him a bell now,” said Billy. 

         
         As Billy left the room, Maisie drew her attention back to Towner. “When I saw Miss Hunter at the hospital, she mentioned a book to me. She specified that it was one she had written herself, and the way she said it, I thought she was trying to tell me something, that there was a clue in the book—some indication of what was at the heart of the attack. I’ve checked each one and I can’t find anything in her books; no notes or a letter.” She paused as tears filled Towner’s eyes again. “Do you have any idea what she might have been referring to?” 

         
         Towner retrieved the handkerchief from her sleeve once more and dabbed her eyes. She nodded. “I think it must have been her
            new book. It’s not published yet. On literature following the Great War—it’s all about books and essays published in the immediate
            aftermath and of course the Peace Conference, and she told me she’s put in some autobiographical notes too. Her words, not
            mine. She’s normally very difficult about getting a manuscript to her publisher—she prevaricates, reads it over and again
            and makes changes and she types all the corrections herself. Miss Hunter will type a whole page again if a comma is out of
            place. Usually the publisher has to send his assistant around to the house every single day when the book is due, and Miss
            Hunter can get very annoyed about it. They have to drag it out of her.”
         

         
         “And where is that manuscript now?” asked Maisie.

         
         “That’s the funny thing. She only finished her third draft a couple of weeks ago, and because I knew the deadline was coming up, I thought, ‘Here we go again—I’ve got to watch that poor girl leave the house with tears in her eyes every day for a month before Miss Hunter relinquishes the manuscript.’ But instead she telephoned her publisher first thing this morning and told him to send the girl to pick up the manuscript because it was finished. It was so early he came over here himself, and she just gave it to him in brown paper tied with string and said she had to get back to work. Sent him packing at eight in the morning. Didn’t even give me time to offer him a cup of tea, and usually she’ll sit there for ages chatting with him, discussing books and all those sort of literary things she likes to talk about.” 

         
         “What’s her publisher’s name? Where can I find him?”

         
         “John Hillman. Of Hillman and Sons, only it’s his daughter who works for him now, because his son died in the last war. It’s
            his niece he sends over here to collect the manuscripts, as a rule. It’s a true family business. They’re over in Bedford Square,
            just on the corner with Gower Street.”
         

         
         “Billy—”

         
         “S’all right, miss,” said Billy entering the room again. “I’ve spoken to Mrs. Towner’s nephew—got him at work—and he’ll meet
            us at Bromley Station, then I’ll come straight back and find the street sweeper. Consider it all as good as done—I can go
            over and have a look at my house another day; make sure no one’s been looting it!”
         

         
         “Thank you, Billy.” Maisie turned to Towner and took her hands in her own. “Don’t worry, Mr. Beale will look after you. And
            I’m sure you’ll be able to see Miss Hunter in a couple of days. I think she’s much stronger than people give her credit for.”
         

         
         Towner nodded. “I’ll just go and put a few things into my case.” 

         
         Billy accompanied Maisie to the door. “Here you are, miss—spare key to the new lock. Just in case you want to come back for
            another gander.”
         

         
         “Good thinking, Billy,” said Maisie, placing the key in her bag. “The day is escaping us, and I’m off to see Miss Hunter’s
            publisher, so please telephone this evening to let me know what you find out.”
         

         
         “Right, miss. Good luck with the publisher.”

         
         It was as she went on her way at a brisk clip—it was easier to walk than to wait for a taxicab—that Maisie’s thoughts turned to Maurice. What had Maurice to do with the manuscript? Or was it a case of a wounded woman speaking the name of a man she had loved so long ago, hoping he would come to her aid, if only in spirit? 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 17

         
         Maisie kept up such a pace that she was breathless when she arrived at the Bedford Square offices of Hillman and Sons. A receptionist
            seated at a desk in the entrance hall was studying a thick manuscript and making notations in red ink across the pages; she
            was so engrossed in her work that she failed to look up even when Maisie was standing in front of her desk.
         

         
         “Good afternoon,” said Maisie.

         
         The young woman started. “Oh my goodness—you made me jump!”

         
         “I’m sorry,” said Maisie. “My name is Maisie Dobbs, and I’d like to see Mr. John Hillman, if I may. It’s a matter of some
            urgency in connection with the author Gabriella Hunter.” She passed her professional calling card to the woman.
         

         
         The receptionist studied the card, then looked up at Maisie. “Miss Hunter? Is she all right?” 

         
         “Well, not exactly, and I’d like to speak to Mr. Hillman about it if I may. And as I said, the situation is quite urgent.”

         
         “Just one moment.” 

         
         The receptionist placed an open book across the manuscript and rushed from the entrance hall, card in hand. Casting her gaze upward, Maisie followed the young woman’s progress as she ascended the broad winding staircase to the second floor. A door opened and closed, then opened and closed again a minute later as the receptionist ran back down the stairs. 

         
         “You can go up. Second floor, door to the right,” said the receptionist, catching her breath.

         
         Maisie took the stairs at the same speed as the receptionist, then knocked on the door to John Hillman’s office, which was
            slightly ajar.
         

         
         “Miss Dobbs, do come in,” said John Hillman, as he came from behind a wide oak desk laden with papers and books. “My niece
            managed to make the door almost bounce off its hinges as she left.” He gestured toward a chair placed in front of the desk,
            and waited for Maisie to be settled before taking his own seat again. He clasped his hands together. “Now then, what can I
            do for you? Miss Hunter is one of our most esteemed authors, and the manuscript I collected this morning promises to be an
            important book—I think it could find a readership well beyond the academic domain.”
         

         
         Maisie described her relationship to Hunter, explaining that she had known her since girlhood. “I’m afraid Miss Hunter was
            the victim of a vicious attack mid-morning. She is in University College Hospital, where her condition is serious but stable.”
            She paused, taking care to frame her words despite the urgency of the situation. “Suffice it to say that Miss Hunter has been
            assisting me in an important investigation. She knew the information she had gathered—whatever it was—would put her life at
            risk, and I believe it is hidden within the manuscript she submitted this morning. I would very much like to see it, if I
            may.”
         

         
         Hillman came to his feet again, pushed back his chair and stood before the window that looked out across Bedford Square. As
            he clasped his hands behind his back and appeared to be pondering whether to assist her, Maisie felt her patience ebb.
         

         
         “Mr. Hillman—”

         
         “Miss Dobbs.” Hillman turned around to face Maisie. “I find myself in a difficult position, as do you. I don’t know what you might know about Gabriella’s background, and you don’t know what I know, so we have to tiptoe, and—” 

         
         “Did she ever introduce you to Dr. Maurice Blanche?”

         
         “Why, yes—indeed she did. Now, there’s a collection of papers I’d like to get my hands on. That would indeed be a publishing
            coup.”
         

         
         “Mr. Hillman, Dr. Blanche was my longtime mentor, and he was also my dear friend. That’s how I met Gabriella.” She paused
            for a second to allow her words to sink in. “Now, I cannot express the extent to which this is an urgent matter—one of life
            and death.”
         

         
         “Right you are.” Hillman marched to his desk, picked up the telephone and placed a call. “Joan—Daddy here—” Pause. “Yes, I know you know it’s me, but just listen for a change, would you? Now then, Miss Hunter’s manuscript—has it arrived?
            The messenger should have delivered it several hours ago.” Pause. “Oh, you’re already working on it. Well, stop. Stop now. Wrap up the manuscript again, secure it with the string and keep
            the whole thing safe until a Miss Dobbs comes to collect the parcel.” Pause. “Joan, I’m sure she knows where Tunbridge bloody Wells is, so would you simply do as I say?” Pause. “Joan, I don’t have the time to discuss anything else at the present time, but please just indulge me and do as I ask without
            argument.” Pause. “As a matter of fact, it is a matter of life and bloody death, so just get on with wrapping the manuscript and stop questioning my every instruction!”
            Slamming the telephone receiver onto its cradle, he picked up a pen and scribbled on a sheet of paper, which he handed to
            Maisie with a pained expression. “Miss Dobbs, my daughter is a first-class editor, but as you may have gathered, she’s at
            her home in Tunbridge Wells today. You can have a good look at the manuscript when you meet. All right?”
         

         
         Maisie stood up and took the sheet of paper with an address in Tunbridge Wells, folded it and put it in her shoulder bag. She extended her hand. “Thank you very much, Mr. Hillman. I’m sorry if I’ve caused family discord, but this is very serious.” 

         
         “I’m sure it is. And please don’t worry, Joan and I snip at each other all the time—actually we all get on famously, considering
            this is a family business. Do take care of the manuscript though.”
         

         
         “Of course—you have my word.” Maisie smiled and walked toward the door, turning back to Hillman as she reached for the handle.
            “By the way, Mr. Hillman—about Dr. Maurice Blanche’s papers. I thought you might like to know that he bequeathed them to me,
            so I have them. All of them. Every last page.”
         

         
          

         Maisie left a message at her office for Billy, to let him know that she was going directly to Tunbridge Wells and might spend
            the night at the Dower House. Given that it was so close and a short journey on the local branch line, if she were late it
            would make sense to remain in Kent, rather than return to London. 
         

         
         There was another reason. Throughout the visit to Hunter’s Mecklenburgh Square home, she had felt watched. It was a familiar
            feeling when working on a case and one that Maurice had described during her apprenticeship. “Remember, Maisie, that in identifying
            and focusing on the evidence we collect, we are also putting everything we know under the microscope to shed light on our
            inquiry, and without realizing it we also put ourselves under the same microscope. All that vigilance can make us feel as
            if we, too, are being watched—yet it is ourselves who are doing the watching when the task of looking inward becomes rote.
            You must be ever conscious of the landscape surrounding you, as well as that which is inside you.”
         

         
         Might Hunter’s attacker have not left the environs surrounding her home following his incursion, but instead hidden in plain sight? And might he have followed Maisie to Bedford Square, taken note of the office she had entered and then concluded the reason for her call? Could he now be waiting for her? If that were so, then she would have to take utmost care in planning her journey to Tunbridge Wells. 

         
          

         By the time Maisie reached her destination, it was getting late. She had traveled by motor coach to Sevenoaks and from there
            caught a train to Tunbridge Wells, before the final leg of her journey in a taxi. She had studied every passenger on the coach
            and found nothing to concern her among the motley assortment of travelers. By the time she arrived in Tunbridge Wells, she
            was sure she had not been followed.
         

         
         “You must be Miss Dobbs,” said Joan Hillman, as she answered the door of her Georgian house situated on a street close to
            The Pantiles. She was an interesting study, slender verging on thin, wearing a pair of wide-legged trousers with pleats at
            a wide waistband. A collarless white shirt made for a man was tucked into the waistband, giving a blouson effect, and she
            wore her blond hair drawn up in a hurried topknot secured with a pencil, completing her ensemble with a floral folded silk
            scarf pulled around from nape of neck to crown and tied in a bow. On her feet she wore ballet slippers that were just visible
            under the trouser cuffs. She held a cigarette between two fingers as she answered the door.
         

         
         “Yes, that’s me,” said Maisie. 

         
         “Come on in then. My study is at the back of the house.” 

         
         Joan Hillman continued speaking as she walked ahead along the hallway, stubbing out the cigarette in an ashtray on a side table as she went. “I was going to come to the door with the manuscript, but I thought I’d better not in case someone was there waiting to have a go at me with a cosh—after all, my father made it sound all very cloak and dagger.” She opened the door to an orangery filled with all manner of exotic plants growing in large terra-cotta pots around the perimeter of the brick and glass room. A circular patterned carpet was positioned in the center of the flagstone floor, with a desk situated in the center as if it were the bull’s-eye on a target. A single log smoldered in a small cast iron firebox at one end of the room, and a pair of armchairs upholstered in a deep burgundy heavy-duty linen flanked either side of the heat source. A calico cat was asleep on a blanket thrown across the seat of one chair. A walnut drinks cabinet was set to the left of the double doors that led back into the house, and a matching walnut filing cabinet stood on the other. 

         
         “Is it really that bad?” said Hillman, turning to Maisie.

         
         “It’s fairly serious. Miss Hunter is now in hospital, having suffered a grievous attack in her home.”

         
         Hillman looked at Maisie. “Come on, sit down and take the weight off your feet. I’ll get the manuscript for you.”

         
         Maisie was grateful to sit back in the armchair, while Joan Hillman unlocked the filing cabinet and removed a thick buff-colored
            envelope.
         

         
         “Do you have any idea what’s in this book?” asked Hillman.

         
         “I only know that there’s something in there for me—something Gabriella might have left there for me to find because she knew
            others might want to intercept the information.”
         

         
         “I’ve not managed to get very far with it, as I had another job to finish first. In fact, I hadn’t expected her manuscript
            for at least another month. Gabriella has a history of being a tyrant when it comes to getting her work in on time. Just terrible.”
         

         
         “May I?” said Maisie, holding out her hand.

         
         “Sorry—here you go.” Hillman passed the envelope to Maisie. “Would you like a drink? And I mean a drink, not a soppy cup of tea. Hate the stuff.” 

         
         “Just a small one. Cream sherry, if you have it.”

         
         Hillman nodded, stood up and went to the drinks cabinet. Maisie opened the envelope and began to turn each page of Gabriella
            Hunter’s manuscript. 
         

         
         “It’s an interesting book,” said Hillman, handing Maisie a glass of sherry. She brushed aside the cat, threw the blanket on
            the floor and settled into the chair opposite Maisie. “Quite different from anything she’s ever written before.” She sipped
            her drink—Maisie detected the aroma of anise. “Usually her work is firmly directed toward the student of European literature,
            whether that student has just come up to university or is a few years on and working on a doctorate,” continued Hillman. “But
            this is different. Yes, it is a sort of review of literature in the immediate period following the last war, right up until
            the present, but there’s more than that—it’s woven in with her memories.” She gave a half-laugh. “Mind you, I doubt she’ll
            go right into that realm of her past, after all, it’s all rather murky—isn’t it, Miss Dobbs?” She looked at Maisie, giving
            her a knowing wry smile.
         

         
         “I’m anxious to go through the manuscript. I believe that what I am looking for might not be part of the document itself,
            but something specifically for me.”
         

         
         “Look—would you like to read it here?”

         
         “But the blackout—I should be on my way.”

         
         “I think you’re a bit late for that, Miss Dobbs—it was almost as dark as pitch outside by the time you arrived. I have guest quarters at the top of the house with everything you might need, right down to a new toothbrush. And you can look at the manuscript, find what you’re searching for and leave it with me to continue my work tomorrow morning. I think this plan could suit both of us very well—and I’m clearly making the offer for selfish reasons, as I want to get on with my first read and the task of editing Gabriella’s book so I can send it back to her immediately she’s discharged from hospital. It might be the first of her books that we manage to get out according to the actual publishing schedule.” 

         
         Maisie consulted her watch and realized that Joan Hillman was right—it was the best plan in the circumstances. “I’m sorry—I
            hadn’t realized it was so late.” She sighed. “Sometimes there are never enough hours at my disposal. Thank you very much for
            the offer, Miss Hillman—I’ll take you up on it, and I assure you I will be away from here and out of your hair on the early
            train. I think the peace and quiet of your top-floor room might be just what I need.”
         

         
         “Good, that’s settled. I’ll throw together something for us to eat—how about a salad, cheese, some bread and a glass of wine?
            We can tuck in and call it supper.”
         

         
         Maisie laughed. “That sounds like my staple diet when I’m in London.”

         
         “Cheese is getting harder to come by, but fortunately my cleaning lady makes her own bread. I don’t ask how she comes by the
            ingredients. Oh, and if we’re to open a bottle of wine to share, you must call me Joan—so enough of all this ‘Miss Hillman’
            lark. That’s for the staff and even my father when we’re both in the office. All very proper. We’re ‘Mr. Hillman’ and ‘Miss
            Hillman,’ though I sometimes think my father would like to be ‘Saint John Hillman, patron saint of the publishing world.’ ”
         

         
         “Thank you, Joan—and please drop the ‘Miss Dobbs.’ It’s ‘Maisie.’ ”

         
         “Good,” said Hillman as she reached for a packet of cigarettes, shook one out and tapped it on the packet before picking up a lighter. As she ignited the flame she nodded toward the doors leading back into the house. “If you wander down the hall to the library—second door on the left—there’s a telephone in there. Nice and private for any calls you need to make. Then I’ll show you to your quarters. In the meantime, I’ll make sure all the blackout blinds are in place, otherwise we’ll be sharing our wine with Mr. Shilling, our local Air Raid Precautions man.” 

         
         As Maisie made her way along to the library, she reflected on Hillman’s earlier confession of selfishness; the esteemed editor
            had yet to ask how Gabriella Hunter had fared following the attack, or whether she might visit her at some point. But for
            now, Hunter’s relationship with her editor was not of great import. Maisie wanted to telephone her father and Brenda at the
            Dower House and to speak to Anna, who she ached to see. She also wanted to contact Billy at the office—there was an extension
            line to the downstairs flat now, so if he had locked up the office, she hoped to locate him there. 
         

         
         “ ’Allo, miss—I wondered what had happened to you.”

         
         “I’ve been chasing the not-yet-published book written by Gabriella Hunter.” She went on to explain the circumstances, looking
            around to ensure her privacy. Though she trusted Hillman not to be the slightest bit interested in her work and personal life,
            it was a habit to confirm there was no one listening while she discussed a case.
         

         
         “So have you read it yet?”

         
         “I’ll do it later this evening. I should be a good guest and not vanish to my room too quickly, though I doubt Joan Hillman
            will care much—she looks as if she’d rather have her nose in a book anyway. How about you?”
         

         
         “The first thing I’ve got to tell you is that Mr. Scott has been on the blower time and again, looking for you. He thought
            you were going to be at your flat, and had dinner on the go and everything, and now he’s a bit, you know, upset about it.”
         

         
         “Oh dear, I completely forgot.”

         
         “I’d say you’re in a bit of a pickle there, miss. You’ve blotted your copybook, and it’s not as if you can buy a bunch of flowers to say sorry to a bloke, is it? Anyway, I told him I was bound to hear from you this evening, and I’d get you to telephone him at your flat, which is where he’s going to wait. And he said, ‘Lucky you, knowing you’d get a call.’ ” 

         
         “I’ll telephone him as soon as I’ve spoken to Anna.” Maisie rubbed her forehead. “Anyway, that aside, have you made progress
            today?”
         

         
         “I’m seeing my mate tomorrow morning, the one who knows a bit more about the Free French, and he said he’s got something on
            Freddie’s dad too. It took a while, what with one thing and another. He was in a telephone box and didn’t have enough money;
            said he had to get going. Drives me mad, that sort of thing, because I wanted him to tell me what he had there and then. Anyway,
            I’ll be seeing him in a caff just off Fleet Street.”
         

         
         “Frustrating. Very frustrating. I’ll meet you in the office after you’ve seen him. All right?”

         
         “Before you go, miss—I’ve got one more thing for you.”

         
         “Yes—what is it, Billy?”

         
         “The street sweeper, Mr. Jeeps. Nice bloke, though he’s a bit of a talker—probably down to spending all that time alone cleaning
            the streets, because he likes to have a chat. Anyway, he didn’t see anyone coming or going from Miss Hunter’s house, and the
            only other person he saw in the square asked him the way to the tube station. Young bloke, twenty-five-ish, looked like a
            student, had one of them scarves with the long stripes that students wear. Had a book or two under his arm, wore spectacles.
            That was all Jeeps could tell me.”
         

         
         Maisie sighed. “I’d put money on that being the attacker, and sticking around after the event.”

         
         “Me too.”

         
          “Thanks, Billy. I’ll see you in the office—about half past ten, do you think?”

         
         “Yes, miss. I’ll be there. And don’t forget to telephone that Yank. He’s like a blimmin’ terrier with a bone, I’ll give him that.” 

         
          

          “Maisie, before you do anything else, you must ring your flat, because if I have to run to the library telephone one more
            time this evening, only to find it’s Clark Gable looking for you, I think I will just let him have a piece of my mind and
            with both barrels.”
         

         
         “Oh, Brenda, I am sorry—I forgot he was coming over and I’ve been caught up. Caught out, more like, because I won’t be returning
            to the flat this evening.”
         

         
         “Well, where are you then?”

         
         “I’m safe and with a client—a lady who’s connected to another client. It became late and she offered me her guest room, which
            meant I didn’t have to find my way home through the blackout.”
         

         
         “Hmmph—perhaps Mr. Scott has good reason to get a bit upset then.”

         
         “Brenda—can you put Anna on, please?”

         
         “Look, Maisie, sorry if I was a bit sharp, but I’ve said it before, that when you’re in the midst of a case, you do remind
            me of Dr. Blanche at times. I’m now starting to feel a bit sorry for Mr. Scott. He’s a very nice man, after all.”
         

         
         Maisie raised her eyebrows. “You’ve changed your tune.”

         
         “No, I always thought he was nice and he’s good to you and Anna. I’d just like to see a bit more, you know—”

         
         “I’ll telephone him as soon as I’ve spoken to Anna.”

         
          

         “Maisie?”

         
         “Yes, it’s me, Mark—I am so terribly sorry, I have been incredibly—”

         
         “Incredibly what? I’m the one who’s been incredibly worried, Maisie. You could have been dead under a bombed-out building somewhere, and how would I ever know? How would anyone get in touch with me if you were in a hospital somewhere, fighting for your life?” 

         
         “Mark, this is not like you. We are both working on sensitive . . . sensitive remits, and I always thought we accepted it
            as it is.”
         

         
         “Well, I don’t know about that anymore. Maybe the sensitive thing around here is me, because I’ve been doing a lot of thinking
            about it all, and I reckon it’s time some big decisions were made. We can’t go on like this, Maisie.”
         

         
         Maisie placed her hand on her chest, feeling her heart begin to beat faster. So, this was it. She should have known it was
            all too good to be true. She should have realized that she would lose this man who she believed had loved her, who seemed
            to adore her daughter and respected her parents, even putting up with ways that must have seemed so strange to him. Now she
            had to accept that they’d had a good run, and though she loved him, it had come to this. He wouldn’t be the first man who’d
            had trouble with the nature of her work.
         

         
         “Yes, I think you’re right, Mark. We can’t go on like this.” She paused. “Look, I’ll be back in London tomorrow morning. Perhaps
            we can have one last dinner together—but I have to go now, and—”
         

         
         “A last dinner? Maisie? I know you’re listening, but I’m not sure you’re hearing me.”

         
         “All right, if you don’t want to, again, I understand. Perhaps it really is too much to ask of you. Anyway, I’ll be at the
            flat tomorrow evening. Good night.”
         

         
         Maisie quickly replaced the receiver before Mark Scott could say more, but remained standing by the telephone until there
            was a knock on the door.
         

         
         “Everything all right, Maisie?” Joan Hillman cracked the door just enough to see her guest. “There’s supper and a nice glass of chilled sauternes on the table.” She stopped speaking, studied Maisie and then continued. “I know that expression—only a man could cause a woman to look like that. Come on, let’s get stuck into the whole bloody bottle. Women of our vintage should not be enduring even one shred of angst about a man.” 

         
          

         It was an hour and a half later, having listened to Joan Hillman’s entire romantic history involving three engagements, cold
            feet on the morning of her wedding—the expected culmination of engagement number three—and a series of wild affairs with “utterly
            the wrong sort,” that Maisie climbed the stairs to her room at the top of the house. She was grateful for Hillman’s nonstop
            monologue, for she had not felt obliged to offer a shred of information regarding her own personal affairs, beyond the fact
            that she was a widow with a child. Now she craved some peace and quiet, a time when she would sequester all thoughts of Mark
            Scott in a separate corner of her mind and heart, leaving room to apply her full concentration to the task at hand. She lay
            back on the bed, took up Gabriella Hunter’s manuscript and turned the first page, then the second and the third, feeling her
            breath become faster as she began the hunt for the former agent’s hidden message—a communiqué left in secret because she feared
            for her life.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 18 

         
         “According to my mate,” said Billy, “he doesn’t know a lot about the Free French, other than de Gaulle meeting with Churchill
            and speculation about what they think of each other. But he does know that Major André Chaput is quite a high-up bloke. Apparently
            he was decorated in the last war—awarded the Croix de Guerre for bravery in battle.” 
         

         
         Billy flicked open his notebook. “Mick—my mate, known him since the war—poked around a bit and found out that after the war, Chaput was sent to the Levant, to Syria, because—and I’ve got to get this bit right . . .” He looked at his notes again. “Because of what went on between the British and the French out there. All right, I don’t want to get into all the details—mainly because I didn’t really want him to get into all the guff about it, but he said that the Arabs, who’d been our allies in the war, had all come together and planned a new sort of agreement, based upon peace with all the countries there—Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, Mesopotamia. It looked very promising; we, the British, were supporting them—that’s his words—because they’d been our allies, but then we sort of did the dirty on them and handed it all over to the French, who wanted to get in there.” Billy looked up at Maisie. “Bit rough, when you think the Arabs were on our side, eh? Anyway, Mick said the Arabs got angry—and of course, they’re all different, from the different countries—because they were afraid of being pushed around because they knew exactly what they were doing and especially considering the hard work a bloke called Faisal had done. It was their land, after all, not anyone else’s. French soldiers were sent into Syria, and Chaput was put in charge of a band who were trained in a different sort of fighting. This was more like skirmishing, fighting with knives and pistols as well as grenades, and they’d been trained to kill with their bare hands. They fought dirty, and it was all done in secret. Not exactly a very nice way to treat your allies.” 

         
         “The pathologist who conducted the postmortem on the man dragged from the Thames thought he had been killed by an assassin,
            and could well have been one himself.”
         

         
         “Looks like we might be able to make a guess about where they learned how to do that, eh?”

         
          “We might.” Maisie picked up her own notebook, and looked up at Billy. “Last night, as I was reading through Gabriella Hunter’s
            manuscript, I came across information that corroborates your friend’s report. Now, it’s not clear to me why Gabriella was
            in the Levant in 1920, but she was, and after I went to see her to ask if she had any information that might help me with
            the Hackett case, I think she was able to dig up a few things over and above what she already suspected. Sadly, I believe
            it was the digging that led to her being attacked.” 
         

         
         Maisie studied her notebook, scanning pages she had filled the night before in the small guest room at Joan Hillman’s house,
            a cozy bedroom with electric lighting that enabled her to read Gabriella Hunter’s manuscript from the first page to the last,
            and where she found a folded sheet of paper between pages 50 and 51, with “Lady Margaret Compton” printed in bold lettering.
            Having refreshed her memory regarding certain details in that letter, she reached for her bag and put away her notebook.
         

         
         “Billy, about the dead man, the one Freddie Hackett saw murdered—we know he was a member of the Free French intelligence services, but he was also with Chaput in Damascus and another place called Aleppo—they were part of one of those units your friend told you about. There were a number of other men in this special strike group. I understand one of those men, named Claude Payot, was something of a . . . well, I suppose you could call him a troublemaker. Miss Hunter wrote that Payot and Charles d’Anjou—the dead man pulled from the Thames—are one and the same man. While in this unit, Payot constantly made fun of Chaput’s features—certainly he could pass for a Levantine—intimating to the other soldiers that Chaput might be more loyal to the Arabs than France. Payot was ambitious, according to Gabriella’s notes, and wanted to undermine Chaput. The cohesiveness of the unit was crucial because their orders were fraught with danger. Payot put the whole operation in peril. However, it is also true that Chaput might have been having doubts about the orders, not so much based upon the fact that he indeed has Arab blood in him—a Lebanese grandmother, I believe—but because he had begun to wonder if what he was doing was right, something he had never experienced before, according to Gabriella. The moral ambiguity of what he had been asked to do weighed upon him. The upshot of the discord between Payot and Chaput, together with Chaput’s personal doubts, was that the group walked right into an ambush. Chaput, Payot and one other man survived. Apparently in his report Chaput took responsibility for the deaths, though he also reported Payot for insubordination in a time of war—which is tantamount to mutiny.” 

         
         “So you could say your friend Miss Hunter was right about honor.”

         
         “Yes, I suppose you could ” She checked the time. “Billy, there’s a pub called the Waterman just this side of Vauxhall Bridge—I
            want to go over there to speak to the landlord, and it should be open by the time we get there. I’ll tell you more in the
            taxicab on the way.”
         

         
         As Maisie took out her key to lock the office door, the telephone began to ring. 

         
         “You go and flag down a taxicab, Billy, while I answer this call.” Maisie picked up the receiver.

         
         “Maisie, Julian here. Look, I hate to disappoint you, but I’ve had one hell of a job finding out about your man. However,
            I do have a couple of pieces of information for you.”
         

         
         “Good of you to telephone me, Julian.”

         
         “I’m glad to say a bit of digging revealed something rather nasty about the chap—I wouldn’t like to come back to you empty-handed,
            so to speak.” He cleared his throat. “One of my old colleagues put me in touch with Hackett’s commanding officer. He knew
            who I was asking about immediately, and said the man had a temper on him—apparently he would start a fight with anyone over
            anything. Had rather a violent streak—and as we know, war is already a stage set for violence, but he was in another league
            altogether. Very questionable individual. It seemed as if being a soldier gave him leave to indulge his love of violence.
            The most extraordinary thing is that it appears he might have saved the life of a French officer during the war—a fight in
            an estaminet that turned very nasty indeed.” 
         

         
         Maisie recounted details of the incident involving Chaput that Gabriella had described in her letter. 

         
         “Pretty much the same, Maisie.” Lord Julian paused, and cleared his throat again before continuing. “If that is the case,
            then do take care, won’t you? I don’t like the sound of this man—not only does Arthur Hackett hold a grudge, but from his
            commanding officer’s account, he is one to want recompense for his favors too.”
         

         
         “Please don’t worry, Julian. I’ll be in touch.”

         
         Maisie left the office and made her way along Grafton Street toward Tottenham Court Road, where Billy was waiting alongside a taxicab. As soon as they were on their way, he ensured that the glass partition between the driver and his passengers was closed, and turned to Maisie. 

         
         “All right, miss?”

         
         “It was Lord Julian, confirming some of what we already know—but good to have the information. He gave me some additional
            intelligence too.”
         

         
         “So what do you think is going on, miss?”

         
         Maisie took a deep breath. “First of all, we know the dead man who was drawn from the river was Claude Payot, and not d’Anjou.”

         
         “Right, he was a Frenchman, and he’s the one who caused trouble for Chaput.”

         
         Maisie shook her head. “I learned more from Gabriella’s letter, and her manuscript. Payot was actually French Canadian by
            birth, and he fought in the last war as a young man. He came over to France from Quebec. However, instead of joining a Canadian
            regiment as part of the British Empire forces, he enlisted with the French.”
         

         
         “And then he went to Syria with Chaput?”

         
         “Indeed—though as far as Chaput was concerned, he would never see him again after the disaster in Syria. But when he turned
            up again in London and presented himself to the Free French, once more offering his services for the love of France, it was
            something of a reunion between him and Major Chaput.”
         

         
         “Oh, blimey.”

         
         “Blimey, indeed. Chaput believed that when they were in Syria, Payot had in effect caused the unit to walk into an ambush resulting in the deaths of all but two of the men. In addition, while in the unit, Payot had the support of one of the men, who egged him on and became another thorn in Chaput’s side—Payot’s French cousin, whom he met as a boy when his family sailed from Canada to France to see their people—and not surprisingly, he had a reunion with the cousin when he landed in France to join the French army. The cousin came from a village somewhere in the Lot region, but again, not so important, though it seems that at the time he was a naive country boy, easily led by his more worldly cousin. Yet in a way Payot was also naive, chasing the dream of being a hero for the old country—but morally corrupt in the manner he chose to exercise his so-called heroism.” 

         
         Billy was thoughtful. “I can see all that, miss—but what I still don’t get is why Miss Hunter was attacked.”

         
         “To stop me finding out what had happened and to stall the investigation.” She turned to look at Billy and pointed to the
            driver. “I cannot say any more at this moment—I don’t want to take the risk. But I’ll fill in the gaps for you later.”
         

         
         “Looks like we’re here anyway, miss. The Waterman. Not one I’m that familiar with—and it’s not far from where—”

         
         “I know, Billy. Come on. According to Gabriella’s letter, a man named Sharpe is the landlord.”

         
          

         “What can I do for you, sir, madam?”

         
         “Half a pint of light ale for me and a cream sherry for the lady, if you please,” said Billy. He looked at Maisie and nodded.

         
         “Right you are,” said the publican as he lifted a half-pint glass, put it under the tap and drew a half-pint of light ale,
            filling the glass slowly and leaving a perfect one-inch head on the beer. He placed the ale in front of Billy before taking
            up a sherry schooner.
         

         
         “Oh, just a small one, if you please, Mr. Sharpe,” said Maisie. “If I drink a whole schooner of sherry, I might never leave.”

         
         Sharpe raised an eyebrow, smiled, and exchanged the schooner for a smaller glass. He uncorked a bottle of cream sherry and poured the reddish brown liquid into the glass until it was almost at the brim, then placed the drink on a mat in front of Maisie. “Now then, are you two going to tell me how you know my name, and yet you’ve never even set foot in here before?” said Sharpe. “Are you from the authorities or something? I’m telling you—I pour according to regulations in here, and I keep my hours tidy. Everything’s above board.” 

         
         “Not to worry, Mr. Sharpe, I know you do—and we’re not from the ministry.” Maisie took out a card identifying her as an associate
            of Scotland Yard, a leftover from a previous case when she had worked for MacFarlane. She handed it to Sharpe, who raised
            an eyebrow and returned it to her. 
         

         
         “Follow me—there’s no one in the snug, so we can have a private conversation in there.” He turned toward a young woman serving
            men in overalls and flat caps in the public bar. “Rosie, hold the fort at both ends for a bit, love.”
         

         
         “All right, boss. I’ve got everyone here sorted out.”

         
         There was laughter and joshing among the men as Sharpe lifted a flap on the bar and came through, leading the way to a secluded
            area at the end of the bar, set off by a wooden partition with a sign identifying it as “The Snug.” They each took a seat
            at the round table tucked away in the corner.
         

         
         “You’d better tell me what this is all about,” said Sharpe.

         
         “First of all, my apologies if my approach seemed a bit cryptic. However, I think you have some information that would be
            of use to us. We’re investigating a murder, and we believe the victim was a man who was something of a regular here.”
         

         
         “Name?”

         
         “We think he went by the name Charles d’Anjou—he was French Canadian, so his accent would have been quite distinctive. His
            English might have been very stilted too.”
         

         
         “There’s one bloke, not been in for a while. He sounded French. Could drink a lot, but I don’t think his name was Charles. Something like ‘Clod.’ And when I say he could drink a lot, I had to keep an eye on him. I sometimes wondered if he’d had a few at home and then came in for the company, or to pick a fight with someone.” He nodded toward the public bar. “But our lot are working men, they don’t want trouble—mind you, if trouble finds them, I wouldn’t want to mess around with any of them. Strong lads. Know how to take care of themselves.” 

         
         “I was born and bred in Lambeth. I understand.” Maisie took a sip from her glass. “Did he ever meet anyone here, as far as
            you can remember? Or did he strike up a conversation with another man?”
         

         
         The publican looked thoughtful, rubbing his chin. He turned around and called out to the barmaid. “Oi, Rosie—Rosie, just a
            minute, love. Over here.”
         

         
         “Yes, boss?” The barmaid was wiping her hands on a cloth as she entered the snug.

         
         “Remember that bloke who used to come in a fair bit; a French fella? Tall, mustache. Dark hair. Name of Clod.”

         
         “Knocked back brandy and was always asking if we had Armagnac. Him?”

         
         The publican nodded. “That’s right. Ever see him with anyone?”

         
          “I reckon I saw him with a bloke once or twice,” said the barmaid. “That fella from over the water, the one who always manages
            to get someone else to stand him a drink.”
         

         
         “Did you ever see him with anyone else?” inquired Maisie

         
         Rosie frowned. “There was one. Tall, dark, had deep lines on his face, and when he smiled it was a funny old smile. You know, sort of put on. He spoke really good English, but I didn’t think he was from here. Well, he came in once on his own—” She paused, looking at her hands as she wound the cloth around them. “In fact, it was just a few days before the last time I saw the other Frenchman, the drinker. You were off that night, boss. It wasn’t that busy, so I remember—that fella who was always broke was having a word with him. Then I saw the bloke with no money again outside, the last time I ever saw that Clod.” She frowned. “Funny, that, because he was drinking an awful lot that night and the man who never put his hand in his pocket was with him. At first I thought he seemed as if he’d had a few himself, though I’d not poured anything for him.” She shrugged. “P’raps they were drinking somewhere else beforehand, but I remember thinking I should keep an eye on them—you’ve always said to draw the line if I think someone’s had enough, and those two had definitely had enough.” 

         
         Sharpe nodded. “Thanks, Rosie. You’d better get back in there, that lot are just leaving and another couple are just coming
            in.”
         

         
         “On my way, boss.” Rosie the barmaid cast a smile and nodded toward Maisie and Billy before hurrying back to the public bar.

         
         “What can you tell us about the man who managed to get everyone else to buy a drink for him?” asked Maisie. “I believe his
            name is Hackett.”
         

         
         “Can’t tell you much at all—except he’s the sort you have to keep an eye on, like Rosie said.” He folded his arms and leaned back in his chair. “Nothing comes as a surprise in this job, even two bods with identification from Scotland Yard that may or may not be genuine.” He waited for a comment from either Maisie or Billy; neither said a word. Sharpe leaned forward. “It works like this—a bloke with not a penny to his name comes in and eyes up the fella who looks like he’s drinking not to feel lonely. The next thing you know, the only one putting his hand in his pocket is Mr. Lonely. But the next morning he finds that his wallet is either gone or it’s lighter by a few quid. Probably the latter—because the first fella knows it will be a while before the mark has him sussed, so he can do it all over again. I reckon that first bloke—this ‘Hackett’—bought himself a bottle on the way home or went into another pub with the money, because in truth he’s a serious drinker, and that sort usually likes to drink alone.” 

         
         “Why didn’t you stop Hackett coming in, if you thought he was fleecing your customers?” asked Maisie.

         
         “If he’d been tapping up my regulars, I’d have had him by the scruff of the neck and tossed him out on the pavement. And it’s
            not as if he came in all the time—only a few appearances, so I reckon he did most of his business elsewhere. No, I reckon
            he was working some sort of racket with that other bloke, the one Rosie talked about who looked like that actor—oh gawd, what
            is his name?” Sharpe scratched his head.
         

         
         “Victor Mature?” asked Billy.

         
         “That’s the one. I suppose you know about him then.”

         
         Maisie nodded. “Yes, we know him.” She glanced at Billy, who shook his head. “I think I have enough information for now, Mr.
            Sharpe—and thank you for your time. I know you run a busy establishment here, so I’m much obliged to you.”
         

         
         They pushed back their chairs, and as they left the snug, Sharpe turned to Maisie. “There was another bloke who came in once
            with the one who looked like Victor Mature, a Scottish fella. You could see he enjoyed his malt whisky, I’ll give him that.”
         

         
         Maisie felt Billy looking at her, waiting for her to say something. Touching Sharpe on the arm, she stopped him as he moved
            to lift the flap and return to his place behind the bar. “What Scottish fellow?”
         

         
         “Big chap. Going bald. Didn’t say much, but went outside with old Victor. Started to take his drink with him, but I had to
            tell him drinks inside only. He was all right, said sorry, put down his glass—and he only had one sip, but it was a big one—then
            off they went.”
         

         
         “Was this before Hackett arrived? And the other Frenchman?”

         
         Sharpe nodded. “I reckon so. The Scots bloke didn’t stay long.”

         
         “And was this on a Friday, about two weeks ago?”

         
         “Friday, yeah.” He scratched his head. “I should know, shouldn’t I? Friday can be a bit noisy in here—but that’s probably
            why I remember, because people who don’t want to be remembered like to get lost in a crowd, don’t they? And people like me
            notice them.”
         

         
         Maisie thanked the publican again and Billy shook his hand as they left.

         
         “Let’s walk across the bridge, Billy,” said Maisie, as they stood outside the Waterman public house.

         
          

         They walked at a slow pace for some moments, Billy understanding that his employer wanted to think, to slot pieces into the
            puzzle as a picture formed of what had come to pass on the night Freddie Hackett witnessed a murder.
         

         
         At last, Billy could wait no longer. “What do you reckon, miss? Right spanner in the works back there, him talking about a
            Scottish bloke coming in.”
         

         
         “Indeed it is, but it makes sense too—though not in a way I might have hoped for. It renders things very tricky for us.”

         
         “Yeah, you can say that again.”

         
         Maisie stopped and turned, looking into the distance as if following the Thames as it made its way toward Greenwich, then
            onward to the place where it would become one with the open sea. She sighed. “In a short while we will have completed our
            investigation, and we will be able to tell Freddie that he really did witness a murder, but when he asks who did it, we won’t
            be able to confirm anything for him, though I have every confidence that I will be able to ensure his safety.”
         

         
         “Who did it, miss?”

         
         Maisie closed her eyes. “A system did it, Billy. War did it. Terror did it, and so did people living in fear.” She sighed.
            “But that doesn’t mean I’m not going to confront the man at the heart of this killing, and I’m going to make sure those concerned
            understand exactly what I know.” 
         

         
         Maisie felt a wave of fatigue beginning to claim her. At once she wanted to be at Chelstone, waiting to collect her daughter
            from school. She wanted to be at the flat, counting the minutes until Mark Scott arrived—though she had accepted that she
            would probably never see him again; their exchange had seemed so final. She wanted to be finished with this case—a case she’d
            taken on because she hated to see a frightened child; a child who feared he would never be believed.
         

         
         “Anyway, in the grand scheme of things, most of what we learned today is only corroboration of something I know already.”

         
         “Miss, you were going to finish explaining why Miss Hunter was attacked.” 

         
         Maisie nodded. “Of course, yes, you should know.” Maisie looked around and pointed to a place against a wall, well away from
            anyone walking past. “Billy, I am going to give you some highly classified information—you won’t forget it, so I can’t ask
            you to do that, and it might not even seem terribly secret, but it is.” 
         

         
          “Who is she? I mean—what did she do, exactly?”

         
         “More than you can ever imagine,” said Maisie. “I suppose there’s probably no other way to describe her work except to say she was a spy. She was one of the best intelligence agents in the field working on behalf of France and Britain during the last war. She was part of a group reporting to Maurice, who was a linchpin between the intelligence services of Britain, France and Belgium.” She put her hand on her chest, feeling her breath become short, imagining Hunter anticipating an attack to the extent that she had prepared for it by wearing what the doctor thought was a “corset” but was in fact an item of protective clothing she had used in earlier years, when the threat of death was part of her job. “Gabriella has access to a stunning depth of information—and contacts everywhere. She knew exactly what had happened to Chaput, not only in France toward the end of the last war but also in the Levant—she was there for a time, though I do not know in what capacity, and I’m not going to ask. It didn’t take her long to recognize Chaput’s name as the leader of a unit involved in a deadly massacre that had been the subject of investigation, in case it represented a security breach. Any official record of the subsequent inquiry was conveniently lost so the disaster would be forgotten as the years passed—it was hushed up. But Gabriella knew the Chaput name, and she knew about Payot—she has a memory like an elephant, but because I’d made the inquiry, she called a few contacts to fill in any gaps.” 

         
         “But if this Chaput was a war hero anyway, how could she hurt him?” 

         
         Maisie took a deep breath and looked up at Billy, her eyes meeting his.

         
         “Cross my heart I won’t tell a soul, miss,” Billy assured her.

         
         “All right. Chaput is presently involved in subversive activities against the Germans in his country. He will be leaving England soon to continue that work and lead trained French citizens in acts designed to stop the Nazis.” Maisie felt as if she were tap-dancing around the truth. “For him it’s a matter of honor—I think that’s what Gabriella was trying to tell me. Chaput is determined to fight for the honor of France, and to reclaim a sense of worth lost years ago. He doesn’t want anything to stand in the way—and if the truth about Payot’s death gets out, it could prevent him from being sent across the Channel. A volatile leader can put a whole operation at risk, and if the facts regarding the debacle in Syria—leading men into an ambush—are revealed, then he will watch others depart to do the job while he’s behind a desk in London, which he hates. So all the time Gabriella was a benign academic, the past had been nicely stashed away in yesterday’s box. But then someone got wind of her new book—she had written about events in Syria, though she didn’t include names—and along with her inquiries on my behalf, her fate was sealed. Chaput knew she had too much on him, and that it was coming straight to me. Furthermore, his association with Hackett would come out, and along with the issue of Payot’s murder and the fiasco in Syria, Chaput would not be trusted to lead a dog to a kennel, let alone French villagers into a citizen’s battle with the Germans. History came to find Gabriella in the form of André Chaput—or whoever he sent to her home. He wanted his chance to atone for a past that haunted him, and was fearful it would just slip through his fingers. He was buying himself time.” 

         
         “Blimey.”

         
         “And the extraordinary thing is that in this case, the past is all but untouchable. Right from the start I felt I knew who
            killed Claude Payot, though it’s all turned out to be rather more convoluted than I might have imagined—yet my knowledge will
            never put the killer in court. Justice will have to look on and weep. Or perhaps not, because this is wartime, and as Caldwell
            would tell you, Justice is hiding out in a shelter somewhere, wounded, her head in her hands, but not yet beaten down.” 
         

         
         Billy nodded. “Be careful, miss. You’ll get on the blower when you’re done with it all, won’t you? I’ll be waiting.”

         
         “I will. And all will be well. I believe MacFarlane knows where I am already and where I plan to go, so I will be safe.” 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 19

         
         Maisie intended to stop at another pub known to Hackett, but decided there was no need. There was nothing to be gained from
            asking more questions. Later, perhaps, but not now. She knew where she was going, and she knew who she would meet there. It
            was as if the stones had been cast, the next moves already mapped.
         

         
         She did not stop to look or linger, had no desire to touch the ground or spend even a second at the place where Freddie Hackett
            had witnessed the death of Claude Payot, also known as Charles d’Anjou. She stepped around the point where she believed his
            body had hit the ground and walked on toward the almost derelict, bomb-damaged Victorian house where Freddie Hackett had delivered
            a message on the evening he saw one man kill another. Arriving at the house, she knocked on the door. Feeling a burst of anxiety
            course through her body, she wished she had stopped on the way, found a quiet corner somewhere in a bombed-out building, so
            that she might temper the emotion she could only identify as dread. She was walking straight into the lair of a killer. In
            the few seconds remaining before every one of her senses had to expand, had to go forward before her as if they were an advance
            guard, protecting her, keeping her safe, Maisie closed her eyes and whispered, “Maurice, help me.” She raised her fist to
            knock again, but the door opened.
         

         
         “I’ve been expecting you, Miss Dobbs.”

         
         “I thought you might, Major Chaput. May I come in?”

         
         “Please do.” 

         
         Chaput stepped aside to allow Maisie to pass, though she turned to face him as soon as she could. 

         
         “There are two chairs in that room now,” said Chaput. “As you know, I do not come here often. This is only the second or third
            time.”
         

         
         Maisie nodded and proceeded into what had been the parlor before the war. She picked up one of the chairs and walked with
            it to the window, where she could see out to the street and someone passing might have a view into the property—if anyone
            walked in this direction. Chaput grinned, an expression that accentuated the deep lines extending from just below his cheekbones
            to the sides of his mouth. He took the second chair and positioned it opposite Maisie. As he sat down, his unbuttoned jacket
            flapped open, revealing a pistol holstered against his chest. She leaned forward to place her bag on the floor, giving her
            the opportunity to cast a glance in the direction of his ankle, where another strap held a knife in place. 
         

         
         “So, Miss Dobbs, now you know how I am armed, where shall we begin, you and I? We find ourselves in an unfortunate situation,
            because you know so much about me, yet I know almost nothing about you—except that for some reason you knew exactly who I
            was the moment we met, didn’t you?”
         

         
         “A lucky guess,” said Maisie, then corrected herself. “No, it was more than that. I know a killer when I see one. I’ve had
            a lot of practice.”
         

         
         Chaput folded his arms, his head inclined, giving the impression of a relaxed man.

         
         “You’ve taken the lives of two men on British soil, Major Chaput,” said Maisie. “You’ve used the cover of war to claim ‘an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ There was no need—and without doubt no need to involve Hackett.” 

         
         “Oh, but there was, Miss Dobbs, there was every need, as you put it. But tell me what you know—it cannot do any harm now, and I’m curious anyway. It will help me become a little
            more vigilant next time—though I confess you are very well connected, which I think helped you in your little investigation.”
         

         
         Maisie felt her jaw tense.

         
         “All right, Major. Here we go.” She drew a deep breath, and began. “In the last war you were a captain—soon to be promoted
            to major—and you were encamped close to a local village with a British battalion not terribly far away. However . . . however,
            for several days there had been an increasing level of disruption among your men. Am I right so far?”
         

         
         “I’ll complain when you’re wrong,” said Chaput.

         
         “This part is fairly straightforward. In a local estaminet, a fight broke out between some of your men, and when one of them
            went for you, a British soldier stepped in. He wasn’t actually trying to help you; more likely he just wanted to have a go
            at someone because it was in his nature. But he saved you, didn’t he, and managed to get a swipe across his cheek with a knife
            in the process?”
         

         
         “It was toward the end of the war, and my men were becoming disillusioned. As were the British and the Germans. But that cut
            gave my savior the permanent ticket home he wanted, so it wasn’t all that bad for him.” Chaput glanced at his watch. “My time
            is precious, so please hurry, Miss Dobbs.”
         

         
         “Military police broke up the fight, Hackett was removed to a dressing station and you shook his hand as he was stretchered
            away. You thought you would never see him again.”
         

         
         “Hoped I’d never see him again—dissent is a danger to everyone on the battlefield, and I’d heard one of the British military police telling him to get out, and he refused, so I know he was no better than the worst of my men.” 

         
         “Which brings us to Claude Payot and his cousin, Thierry Richard, who were with you again in Damascus. What a terrible job
            that must have been, given the way you were ordered to fight, to protect the French mandate against uprisings from a people
            who were quite able to rule themselves.”
         

         
         “We were not the only small group with orders that were just a little different from the army.”

         
         “Be that as it may, but Payot goaded you—I know what he did, what his constant provocation led to, and how your men were killed
            when your full attention was compromised by a lesser man who pushed you on when everything told you to pull back, because
            danger lay ahead. You allowed your better judgment to be undermined.”
         

         
         “The actions of Payot and Richard rendered us vulnerable.”

         
         “They rendered you vulnerable, Major Chaput. The fact that they lived, that subversive actions initiated by Payot led to the death of all but
            the three of you, was a thorn in your side—and not only did you blame them, you had to live with yourself, because there was
            an element of truth, wasn’t there, in the fact that you had a certain sympathy for the local people?”
         

         
         “I am a soldier of France—I followed my orders to the letter.”

         
          “Let’s not split hairs.” Maisie cleared her throat. “By chance Hackett ran into you in London—or was he lurking around just in case he saw you in places where the French spent their time, various clubs and so on? He was always in need of money, so instead of just giving him a handout—and therefore admitting to a debt—you had him run the odd errand for you, usually gathering information on where your agents went when they were on their own time in London. Now, my details are a little woolly here, but I would say he kept an eye on Payot for you and marked him as an alcoholic—after all, it takes one to know one. On the night of Payot’s death, Hackett followed him to get him drunk and part him from his money. I think the plan unfolded over several weeks, so during that time Payot believed he had made a friend.” 

         
          Maisie shook her head and glanced out of the window before she brought her attention back to Chaput, who was silent, watching her. “It couldn’t go on for too long, this playing out of the line, could it? Hackett was a drunk himself, and time became of the essence. So on the night of the murder, Hackett led Payot to you, to the place where you were waiting. You wanted to make sure Payot paid for what happened in Syria. You wanted him to suffer for making you bear indignities in front of your men—indignities that distracted you. You were the sole keeper of this particular account, and you had the unpaid note. Oh, and you also wanted him out of the way, just in case that history was brought up before your superiors. I know an official report on the Syria debacle had once been tucked away in an old records office in Damascus, before it was lost.” Maisie shook her head. “But where did Hackett go? Did he watch you settle the account? Did he have any idea that his son had witnessed the whole thing?” She looked down at her hands as she rubbed the palm of her right hand across the back of her left. “Given the anxiety that festered inside young Freddie, I have wondered if indeed he saw two men taking on Payot, which is why he was at first confused between facial lines and scars, though he didn’t identify his father. I believe that in the boy’s mind, the killer merged with his father because he only ever knew Arthur Hackett to be a brutal man. But that is for me to talk to Freddie about, in time.” She brought her focus back to Chaput. “Hackett might not have been in his cups at this point, because he helped get rid of the body, dragged it from the pavement, probably around the back of a pile of debris. Then you returned, and I believe there was also assistance from another quarter. Do I have that right?” 

         
         “Good enough.”

         
         “Someone provided a vehicle, and I think I know who that might have been. Anyway, I would imagine Hackett was almost sober
            at this point—he’s a nasty, weak, violent drunk, so it would have been no good using him if he’d hadn’t been able to control
            himself while he was about the business of getting Payot insensible. But later, after the body was disposed of, it was time
            to make sure Hackett’s memory was done for. What was it? A draught to make him forget? I’m fairly sure you have a veritable
            medicine cabinet at your disposal.”
         

         
         “I have tools.”

         
         “Of course you do,” said Maisie. “And now we get to the man who was killed in Scotland. Claude Payot’s cousin. Richard.” She
            sighed. “I have wavered, asking myself if he was pushed, or whether he fell. I think it was a bit of both. I believe you tormented
            him first—that was the initial push. You plagued him at every opportunity, letting him know that you recognized him, that
            you had not forgotten the fact that he aided his cousin in his quest to supplant you. You can be an intimidating man, Major
            Chaput, and I am sure Richard reached a point where he was terrified and thought it better to leave this earth than live one
            more day with you breathing down his neck. But on that fine autumn day in Scotland, you not only reminded him of his failings
            but attacked him and then allowed him to finish the job himself as he went over the top of that crag.”
         

         
         “He was a weak man. How he was ever recruited, I will never know. Women are stronger than that dolt.”

         
         “Our women agents have proven themselves to be every bit as strong, if not stronger, than men sent out to your country. And
            they have given their lives. Let’s just remember that.” 
         

         
         Chaput shifted in his chair before bringing his attention back to Maisie. “In the end, yes, he took his own life. And did I push him to the final act? Yes, I did, and mine was the last face he saw as I watched to make sure the fall would kill him—of course I gave him a little extra help.” He scraped back his chair and stood up, pacing to the fireplace and back to the chair again. “You see, Miss Dobbs, those cousins had blood on their hands. They had the blood of every one of my men who was hacked to death that night. I vowed I would have my revenge. And do I have regret? No. I don’t. Not a sou.” 

         
         Maisie heard a motor car pull to a halt outside. She stood up.

         
         “You made an error with Gabriella Hunter. She was a fine agent, someone who understands the damage wrought by war, and she
            was ahead of you. She will survive. For whatever length of time you have here in London, make sure she remains safe, because
            she knows what it is to truly honor her country.”
         

         
         “I made an error. I sent a neophyte, an incompetent agent, to her house.” 

         
         “Which is down to you. And why did you try to scare a boy, Major Chaput? Why would you frighten a child by going to his school,
            when you have nothing to fear even from me, though I know what you’ve done?”
         

         
         “Miss Dobbs, that is where you make an error. You see, I wasn’t trying to scare the boy, I simply wanted to talk to him. His father is a monster. Hackett
            may have saved my life, but he did so to feed the violent devil inside him. War can make a cruel brute of the most benign
            soul, but I doubt Freddie’s father was ever a man of good temper. The woman and her children deserve their place of refuge,
            but be aware, Miss Dobbs—Hackett bears a grudge.”
         

         
         “I will ensure their safety.” Maisie stepped away from the chair toward the door. “I must go now, Major Chaput. But . . . but I wonder how you feel, Major—now you’ve done all you can to assuage your guilt.” 

         
         “Guilt?”

         
         “Yes. There was a feeling of inadequacy that dogged you from the time you were a young officer on the battlefield, wasn’t
            there? You, too, were a neophyte once, and in wartime, and when you fell foul of Payot’s constant digs about your ancestry,
            you didn’t know how to deflect the rhetoric coming from a pest like him. It might have been as simple as admitting your Levantine
            blood, laughing about it, then singing the Marseillaise.”
         

         
         “Payot called me a traitor, Miss Dobbs, for not going forward even though I could see it would lead to a rout for us. He pressed
            and pushed and then said he would lead the men if I was too scared to do it.”
         

         
         Maisie looked into Chaput’s eyes, at the misery reflected in their darkness. “I know—fear of losing face led you into the
            ambush. And fear is really the most omnipresent of emotions, isn’t it? Fear and panic can be crippling for all concerned.
            Given your standing, justice will turn a blind eye, but the scales remain, weighing you up. And though you are now a different
            man, an even braver soldier, you will always feel your actions measured against something you hold dear, won’t you?” Maisie
            shook her head. “Your personal honor.”
         

         
         She did not wait for Chaput to reply, but left the house and walked toward the motor car outside. A driver opened the rear
            passenger door, and she stepped in. 
         

         
         MacFarlane waited until she was seated before he tapped on the window, signaling the driver to proceed.

         
         “All done, Maisie?”

         
         “Do we wait to hear the shot?”

         
         “No, he won’t do it yet. Probably at the end of the war—unless the Gestapo get him first. He’s going out on a Lysander tomorrow
            night.”
         

         
         “Thank you for coming with the car.”

         
         “I’ve been keeping an eye on you.”

         
         “Yes, I know.”

         
          “Got a few minutes to spare me at Baker Street?”

         
         “Do I have a choice, Robbie?”

         
         “No. But I like to ask. It makes me feel like more of a gentleman.” 

         
          

         Inside his office, MacFarlane walked to the filing cabinet, opened the bottom drawer, and took out the bottle of eighteen-year-old
            single-malt whisky and two glasses, pouring a good two fingers’ worth in each glass. He handed one to Maisie, who was seated
            on the other side of his desk.
         

         
         “You knew the entire time,” said Maisie.

         
         “Let’s not go over it all.” He took a hefty swig. “Yes, I knew. Would I have liked you to drop it? Yes, I would. All that
            business over there with the Arabs—I don’t understand it and never will. It all looks like a bloody mess dished up by too
            many incompetent imperialist cooks, if you ask me. Anyway, we’ve got a different war to be getting on with now. You’ve found
            out who did what, and now you’re done.”
         

         
         “You could have stopped all of it,” said Maisie.

         
         “No, I couldn’t. There’s an important alliance here, and one I have to protect, even when I have to clean up after our allies.
            On a personal note, there’s also the Auld Alliance, as we say in Scotland, or in the case of the French major, the Vieille Alliance
            with Ecosse—we’ve got to stick together to control the English after all, a matter of honor between Scotland and France.”
            He raised an eyebrow. “And I’m only half joking.”
         

         
         “Well, even with your warped idea of honor, you should have stopped the attack on Gabriella Hunter. Weren’t you having his
            people watched, so you knew where they were going?”
         

         
         “That was unfortunate.”

         
         “Unfortunate? Robbie, she almost died! She could be dead now, and—”

         
         “But she’s not. I saw her this afternoon. Sitting up in bed. She knew the stakes, Maisie. She knew what would happen the minute
            she took a shovel and started digging up the past. It took just one or two telephone calls on her part. And I don’t have eyes
            in the back of my head or as many people to deploy as you might think. All the same, if she had been in contact with me, she
            would have had protection—she knows who I am, and she knew how to raise the drawbridge. Maisie, she was a top intelligence
            agent, for pity’s sake. She’ll be looking over her shoulder for the rest of her life. Anyway, it appears she managed to get
            out a bit of useful information to you in time.”
         

         
         Maisie nodded.

         
         “You know, Maisie, we will all be called to account in some way or another when this war is over. In the aftermath, actions
            taken in wartime aren’t necessarily looked upon kindly. Those who have never been to war can be the harshest of judges—their
            sense of what is right taking comfort in the soft pillow of peace rather than the bed of nails that is conflict.” MacFarlane
            refilled his glass. “Now then, before I go too poetic on you, a word about the files I gave you a few days ago.”
         

         
         “I rejected one.” Maisie sipped her whisky and felt the heat at the back of her throat. “What’s going on, Robbie? Why do you
            keep doing this to me? Sending me recruits I know and therefore cannot in all good conscience possibly assess.”
         

         
         “Keeping you on your toes, Your Ladyship. Everyone has to be tested now and again to make sure they’re paying attention, even
            you.”
         

         
         Maisie rolled her eyes, then took another sip of whisky. “Is that really it?”

         
         MacFarlane shook his head. “Not with Evernden and Jones. I knew I could trust you to be detached, even though you maintained it was a conflict of interest. I needed you to make the final report, Maisie. We all have to follow orders we don’t like—and that goes for me too.” 

         
         “So what about Corporal Bright?”

         
         MacFarlane looked at Maisie. “Guilty as charged. That one was a test, Maisie. You see, I have to know if you’re standing back
            and not letting emotions get in the way. You’ve struck up a little friendship with the girl, and I had to be sure you could
            look at her dispassionately, whether you would just give me a bucket of reasons why you wouldn’t look at the file, or whether
            you would give me a solid assessment. I don’t know who the next person through my door will be. My next best agent could be
            one of your friend’s sons, and I have to know you’d approach your work with clarity. We don’t send people over who don’t want
            to go. Anyway, I won’t do it again, but I was honest with you—it’s part of the game, Maisie. Just part of the game. Anyway,
            I’m curious—why did you reject Bright?”
         

         
         “That’s an easy one, Robbie—and you know what it is, because you’ve thought as much yourself. She’s overconfident. She’s a
            sparky young woman with lots of spirit, but she’s got an answer for everything, and from what I’ve seen, she knows no fear—none
            at all.”
         

         
         “You’re right.” MacFarlane swirled the remaining whisky around in his glass. “Were you scared, Maisie? Going to see Chaput—were
            you frightened?”
         

         
         Maisie reached forward and set her glass on the desk. She nodded. “Of course. I knew the man would be armed, and I hoped I had the measure of his temper, but you never know how any animal might respond when it’s cornered. But I also knew he felt protected by his position here—and like any agent, he’s learned to manage the emotions that come with a threat. Well, I suppose to a point. But that’s what we all do, isn’t it? We take the energy produced inside us by the act of being scared, and we use it to propel us forward. It’s what kept men’s legs moving as they ran across no-man’s-land, and it’s what keeps Freddie Hackett running. If he stops, then he feels the terror, which is why he was doubly petrified when he witnessed the murder.” 

         
         “Explain.” MacFarlane reached across to refill her glass, but she held a hand over the rim. 

         
         “There was all that adrenaline pumping around inside him. He’d been running to the sound of bombs, to the sirens and ambulances.
            Then he had to stop, and it was as if his engine was flooded, in the same way that an idling motor car can get too much fuel
            if you put your foot on the accelerator. I believe there were two men tackling Payot at first, but he thought he saw only
            one—it was a consequence of what had gone before in his life.” She was silent, staring at her hands. “That poor boy must have
            seen that scar on his father’s angry face in nightmares, even on those days when he wasn’t striped time and again by the belt.
            It paralyzed him, the sheer ugliness of his father’s anger.”
         

         
         “You sure you won’t have another?” MacFarlane lifted the bottle again. “Might as well kill the bottle, eh, lass?”

         
         Maisie nodded and pushed her glass toward him. They sat in a comfortable silence for a few moments, both too tired for their
            usual back-and-forth banter.
         

         
         “So, what about the Yank?”

         
         “Getting a bit personal, aren’t you, Robbie?” Maisie swirled the whisky around in her glass. “Anyway, seeing as you keep tabs on me, Robbie, I would imagine you already know, or you’ve guessed—it’s over.” She looked away. “I suppose it was to be expected. We’re both working hard, and—well, we’ve had a rocky few weeks, one minute all very happy and then seeming at odds with each other. You know how it is—that undercurrent of something brittle. And there’s the war.” She looked at her glass. “I wish I hadn’t drunk that—I’ve said too much.” 

         
         MacFarlane nodded. “I’ll get a driver to take you home. Your flat?”

         
         Maisie shook her head. “No. Chelstone. I want to see Anna.”

         
         MacFarlane picked up the telephone, then replaced the receiver. “Not working again—I’ll just nip out to talk to the porter.”

         
         As the door banged shut behind him, Maisie leaned back in the chair and sipped her drink, already wondering how best to approach
            the question of Freddie Hackett and his family in light of the day’s events. She sat up when MacFarlane reappeared.
         

         
         “Bright will be here in about half an hour or so—bit longer than I thought. We can fill our time with idle talk, can’t we,
            Maisie?”
         

         
         The talk was far from idle, lubricated with more whisky. Maisie was surprised to note that almost an hour had passed when
            the porter came to the door to announce that Corporal Bright had arrived for Miss Dobbs. 
         

         
         “I’ll leave you in this man’s capable hands, Maisie,” said MacFarlane. “He’ll escort you out. I’ve paperwork to get on with.
            Have a good evening.”
         

         
          

         Corporal Bright stepped from the driver’s seat and came to the rear passenger door, opening it for Maisie.

         
         “Thank you, Corporal Bright.”

         
         “Shouldn’t be too long a run down to Kent, Miss Dobbs.”

         
         Maisie smiled as she stepped into the vehicle.

         
         “Hello, Maisie—my pal Mac thought I should come along for the ride.”

         
         “Mark, but—”

         
         “Take a seat. We’ve got to talk.”

         
         “But—”

         
         “But nothing. Just listen.” Scott lowered his voice as the motor car pulled out into traffic. “Good.” 

         
         “Mark? I thought—”

         
         “Now that’s the trouble—all this thinking, and you’ve reached conclusions that just aren’t right.” He shook his head. “And
            here I had all these words planned, to explain why you’d gone off in the opposite direction to the one I intended, and now
            I’ve forgotten all of them. Except about four, though I could cut it down to two.”
         

         
         “Mark, never mind about me getting things wrong, but you aren’t making any sense, if you don’t mind my saying so.” Maisie
            felt herself become impatient, a wave of panic beginning to envelop her.
         

         
         “Maisie—”

         
         “What is it, Mark? Is something wrong?” 

         
         She reached for his hand and felt him grasp hers in return.

         
         “Marry me.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 20

         
         “Now, let me go over this again. I want to make sure I know exactly what happened, because what with Brenda going on and on
            about cakes and puddings and having to take the lives of a few chickens, I couldn’t keep up with any of it this morning. So
            you had no idea that Mark was in the motor car, and that MacFarlane had arranged to have him picked up, which is why you had
            to sit there chatting to MacFarlane and getting a bit tight on single-malt whisky while the driver went over to the embassy?”
            Priscilla mixed two gin and tonics, handing one to Maisie before sitting down at the opposite end of the sofa. “There you
            go—it’s a weak one for you as usual, though I would have thought you’d want a belter after what’s gone on in the past twenty-four
            hours!”
         

         
         Maisie laughed as she took the glass. “Weak is about all I could stand, Pris. And yes, I had no idea what was going on, though
            it seems Robbie knew more about the situation than I would have given him credit for. Mark had told Robbie I’d finished with
            him, while at the same time I thought he was so fed up with me, he’d thrown me over. I believe it’s called ‘irrational reasoning.’
            It’s what happens to people when they’re scared, and it happened to me. It was all very confusing, and to be honest, I was
            tired and consumed with a case and, well—”
         

         
         “Haven’t I always said, Maisie darling, that you may be very, very good at your job, but when it comes to personal matters of the heart, you are verging on incompetent. Sometimes you think about things far too much. And by the way, about these all-consuming cases—I do hope that particular situation might change.” 

         
         “There are a few developments afoot—we’ve been talking about it, Mark and I.” Maisie swirled the ice around in her drink,
            the words lingering in her mind. Mark and I. She smiled at Priscilla. “Nice having a refrigerator, isn't it?”
         

         
         “Never mind my new refrigerator and the ice in your drink—what do you mean? What changes?”

         
         “I’m going to see how Billy feels about assuming more control in the business. The majority of cases coming in since war was
            declared are right up his alley, and it’s only occasionally that we get something more . . . more involved. We might take
            on a new assistant to help him out.”
         

         
         “And I suppose you will just swoop in for the big cases, when someone has just been offed and no one knows who did the deed.
            Hmmm.”
         

         
         “What do you mean by ‘hmmm’?”

         
         “I’d just like to be a fly on the wall while you’re trying out this not-working mode, that’s all. Personally, I think you
            will be bored stiff, and I can’t see you in the local jam-making circle any more than myself. I tried, and it was a crushing
            bore, all about how to use local honey instead of sugar and how to make the silly jam set. I tried. Mine came out like syrup.
            A ghastly sweet, horrible concoction.”
         

         
         “Don’t worry—I’m not going to join any sort of circle. And nothing much will change, Priscilla. Just a little here and there. I’ve decided I will be up in town at my flat for just one night each week, so I can at least be on hand as a guide for Billy in the short term, and of course if that bigger case comes in, then I’ll be a little more occupied in London. The rest of the time I can work from my study at the Dower House. That’s how Maurice did things in his later days, when he wanted to be in Chelstone more than London—remember I was his assistant, and I had to hold the fort at his office on Wigmore Street. In the year or so before he retired and I started my own business, he left a good number of cases to me until something came in requiring his expertise or I needed help. He called it a ‘time of transition.’” Maisie set her drink on the table next to the sofa. “It will be wonderful—spending more time here, and Mark will come home to the Dower house from Friday afternoon until Monday morning, when we’ll return to the flat together.” 

         
         “Well, I must say, you’ve got that bit sorted out nicely, and in a very short time. Now then—down to more important things.”
            Priscilla reached for a desk diary on the adjacent coffee table. “December the sixth you say, for the register office ceremony
            with just family and close friends, after which the wedding breakfast will be at the manor? Then the really big event will
            be the blessing at Chelstone church on the afternoon of the seventh, followed by a reception and dance, again at the manor
            but this time in the ballroom? I bet it hasn’t been used in years!” She closed the book. “And I’m sure the whole village will
            squeeze into the church to see you and your American walk down the aisle. Pity your Mark’s a divorcé, otherwise you could
            have done the whole thing there.”
         

         
         Maisie shook her head. “I didn’t want a full ceremony in church anyway. The register office will do nicely. But the church
            blessing is a different matter . . . it seems only right, because—”
         

         
         “Because that’s where you married James, and it’s as if he’s giving you away.”

         
         “Something like that, yes.”

         
         Priscilla sighed. “Well, I’m simply relieved that it’s all happening before my final operation on the eighth. I cannot imagine how I would have felt in my best dress nicely set off by a whopping great bandage around my head.” She reached for a notebook. “Which reminds me, I must see that lovely seamstress in the village. No good even thinking about a new dress, as you’ll need all our clothing coupons for a gown, so I’ll have her do something wonderful with an old thing or two I’ve had tucked away at the back of my wardrobe since before the war.” 

         
         “Priscilla, we have more important things to discuss—and I know you’re deliberately avoiding getting down to it.”

         
         “I know. I am dreading it, Maisie. Just dreading the finality of saying good-bye to her.” Priscilla turned to Maisie. “We
            all loved Elinor—just adored her. We’re absolutely crushed.”
         

         
         “I know, Pris—I know.” Maisie paused, allowing a few moments before continuing. “Shall we go over the arrangements? After
            all, we want everything to be perfect for her.” Another pause. “Now then, George will pick me up next Saturday morning and
            then come over to collect you and Tarquin to take us to the station for the London train. We’ll meet Douglas and Tom at Paddington,
            ready to catch the train down to Westbury. And you’ve spoken to Tim?”
         

         
         Priscilla finished her drink. “Yes, I passed on your message that Mr. MacFarlane will be in Cambridge anyway, so he’ll pick
            him up and give him a lift to the military chapel in Wiltshire. Given that my middle boy seems to have inherited his mother’s
            penchant for the opposite sex in uniform, he won’t miss MacFarlane’s driver.”
         

         
         “No, he definitely won’t miss her.”

         
         There was another hiatus in the conversation, until Priscilla spoke again.

         
         “It’s just so incredibly sad, isn’t it? You come over to see me in the aftermath of your wonderful news, and here we are.
            Instead of discussing getting you married off to your dishy American, we’re confirming our journey to Elinor’s memorial service,
            so we can bid a final farewell to a young woman we all loved and who only wanted to serve her country.”
         

         
         Maisie reached for her friend’s hand.

         
         “Maisie?”

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “Will you promise me that, one day, you will tell me the truth? About Elinor, and how she died?”

         
         Maisie said nothing, but increased her grasp of Priscilla’s hand.

         
         Priscilla nodded, wiped a tear that had begun to run across her cheek and turned to Maisie, changing the subject.

         
         “You know what stuns me, Maisie, is that you said ‘Yes.’ You didn’t say, ‘Oh, let me give it a bit of thought until next year.’
            And you didn’t throw excuses one after the other, you know, about how he’s an American and will never understand you. You
            just accepted there and then.”
         

         
         Maisie shrugged. “I suppose I broke the habit of a lifetime. But if there’s one thing about wartime—and indeed love—that I’ve
            learned the hard way, Pris, it’s that you don't dither when it comes to happiness. And in this case it’s not only my happiness,
            but that of my beautiful daughter.” She put her hand against her chest, feeling a welter of emotion rise up. “You know, it’s
            as if something is so very complete when we’re all together. I see Anna in her element with this big family around her—Me,
            Dad, Brenda, Mark, her Auntie Pris, Douglas, the boys, Grandma Rowan and Papa Ju-Ju, which is what she’s started calling Julian,
            much to his delight, which has surprised us all. Now she’ll have a father, and I must say she is like a puppy with two tails.
            They’ve gone out this afternoon for a walk together to search for chestnuts, and you would not believe the smile on her face.”
         

         
         “Oh, that reminds me—talking of puppies and tails, what is that thing I saw Anna and your father with, when I came over to
            the house this morning?”
         

         
         “Her name is Little Emma. Mark brought her back from America and had someone at the embassy look after her for him until he found an opportunity to bring her to Chelstone for Anna. She’s another Alsatian. He couldn’t bear the thought of Anna being so upset over losing her beloved dog. I can’t say he’s in Brenda’s best books, given Little Emma’s antics, but the dear pup is learning fast.” 

         
         The conversation lulled as Priscilla mixed herself another drink, holding up the bottle to inquire whether Maisie wanted a
            top-up. She shook her head—she had barely touched her cocktail—and Priscilla returned to her place on the sofa.
         

         
         “So, you think you’ve done it right this time, Maisie?”

         
         “I believe I did it right with James, but yes, I’ve done it right this time too.” Maisie stood up. “Sorry to leave you to
            drink alone, Pris, but I must be getting on now—I have work to do. My current case isn’t quite finished. There are a few tasks
            to complete before I can close the book on it.”
         

         
         “Oh yes, your final accounting or whatever you call it.” Priscilla stood up and accompanied Maisie to the door. “By the way,
            has a honeymoon been mentioned?”
         

         
         “It has, but it won’t be until after the war. Mark is talking about taking me to his home in America, followed by a sojourn
            in Hawai’i.”
         

         
         “Terribly exotic, I’m told.” Priscilla drew Maisie to her, kissing her on both cheeks. “I just wish the rest of the bloody
            Yanks would come in and help us out a bit. The papers say that over seventy percent of them are in favor of war now—and that’s
            a big change, isn’t it? It’s because they’ve seen what we’re going through here on their newsreels, and they’ve been listening
            to Mr. Murrow’s broadcasts from London. We’ve held the line against Hitler for a long time, and we’re so terribly small and
            alone in the world, aren’t we? Anyway, I’m not going to spoil your day with my moaning about this bloody war. I’m going to
            return to the task of learning a bit of Welsh to add to the few words I’m composing for Elinor’s memorial service.”
         

         
         “What do you want to say?”

         
         “I’m not completely sure, but I know how I’ll begin.”

         
         Maisie waited for Priscilla to answer.

         
         “Roedd hi'n annwyl iawn.”

         
         “Which means?”

         
         “She was much loved.”

         
          

         Though excitement about her forthcoming marriage to Mark Scott had begun to consume the family, Maisie knew there would be
            no clear start to a new life if she did not begin her final accounting, the process by which she drew each case to a close.
            She often thought of it as akin to washing and ironing the laundry, folding each pressed item with care and putting it away
            in the linen cupboard. It was a way of closing the door on a case, as far as she could manage. Sometimes that final click
            took years to achieve.
         

         
         Her first stop was the very place where Freddie Hackett had witnessed a murder, a killing that confused him in a part of his
            psyche that he might never understand. In overlaying an image of his brutal stepfather with the ultimate act of aggression,
            he had seen nothing more than a scarred man—a man with a terrifying disfigurement that he saw in every story he wrote in school,
            in every nightmare keeping him awake at night. 
         

         
         She had no desire to enter the bomb-damaged house where Major Chaput had created a refuge, the secret haven where he received sensitive documents and also hatched a scheme for revenge; where he had met Hackett to plan how he might take an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth, payment for terror that had stained him during the French occupation of Syria. Again she hoped for peace, not only in far-flung corners of the world, but in her world, a part of London that was once full of hard-working families, neighborhoods where back doors remained open to anyone who called, and children played football and hopscotch in the street. 

         
         At the pub not far from the rooms where the Hackett family had lived, she was informed by the landlord that Arthur Hackett
            was now in police custody for being drunk and disorderly, and that it might be some time before he was a free man, given the
            list of “previous” held against him. He would have no rooms to return to anyway. Following a recent bombing, the back-to-back
            dwellings had been condemned, and Mrs. Dunley was now with relatives in another part of London; relatives she hardly knew,
            according to the pub landlord.
         

         
          

         Gabriella Hunter was sitting up in bed when the ward sister, a rotund Irish woman with a ready wit, ushered Maisie into the
            hospital room. She fluffed up Gabriella’s pillows and smiled at Maisie. “You can stay an extra five minutes today, because
            this patient is the only one who can frighten me. I’ve seen her motley assortment of scars, and I know she didn’t get them
            elbowing her way into a jumble sale!”
         

         
         The women laughed, and after taking Gabriella’s temperature and making a note on the clipboard at the end of the bed, the
            Irish sister left the room.
         

         
         “I’m really quite a tough old boot, you know, Maisie.” Gabriella reached for her hand. “And I knew it was likely to happen—I
            knew someone would come for me one day. You see, I know too much about too many things no one should know about, and though
            years have passed since I worked with Maurice, in my line of business you can never be too sure that there’s not someone out
            there bearing a grudge, or worried that something you say might reveal too much about them. It could happen again.”
         

         
         “Aren’t you worried about your book? Might it put you at risk?”

         
         Hunter sighed. “It crossed my mind with rather more gravity after I was brought in here, but Joan has made sure anything inflammatory
            has been extinguished. I suppose you could say she’s not just a good editor, but something of a censor.” She smiled. “Mind
            you, it still might ruffle a few feathers, but as far as I’m concerned, a little feather-ruffling will keep everyone on their
            toes in this war.”
         

         
         “I think you’re right,” said Maisie. “By the way, did I tell you that Joan has been in touch with me again?”

         
         “I bet I know what for.”

         
         “And I bet you do too. She knows I have Maurice’s papers, and she’s after a book. In fact, she’s talked about a couple.”

         
         “Did you agree?”

         
         “I’m going to see her anyway, so I’m sure it will come up. I’ve a lot on my plate at the present time, Gabriella, so—”

         
         “You’re doing the final accounting, aren’t you?”

         
         “Yes,” said Maisie. “Just few more items on the list.”

         
          “Maurice was a stickler for it. I suppose that’s why I wrote my book. We all have to do a final accounting at some point,
            don’t we?”
         

         
         Maisie was about to answer when the ward sister entered the room.

         
         “Time for you to go, Miss Dobbs. The little alarm clock in my brain just went off.”

         
         “Thank you, Sister.” Maisie stood up and leaned forward to kiss Hunter on the cheek. “Thank you for everything, Gabriella—you
            helped me tie up all the loose ends.”
         

         
         “And I think one loose end in particular. Don’t leave me off the invitation list, will you?”

         
         “Of course not—though my husband will probably corner you to ask all sorts of questions about the last war.”

         
         It was only as she left the hospital, standing outside to hail a taxicab, that Maisie realized she had said the words “my husband.” She smiled. 

         
          

         The meeting with Dr. Duncan Jamieson took an unexpected turn almost as soon as Maisie entered his place of work.

         
         “Maisie, the very person I need at just the right time—can you assist? I’ve had four brought in—bombing last night, and all
            found dead with not a mark on them.”
         

         
         “And you want to find out if the pressure caused an arrhythmia or whether the impact collapsed the lungs.”

         
         “You’re ahead of me—shouldn’t take long, but I’ve more coming in today, plus a little something on behalf of Scotland Yard,
            and I’d just like a hand with this family.”
         

         
         “Oh dear—a family,” said Maisie, removing her jacket and hanging it on a hook by the door while reaching for a clean white
            cotton coat and a white cotton triangle of fabric, which she would use to keep her hair back. She put on a mask and began
            snapping rubber gloves into place as she joined Jamieson.
         

         
         Once again, the pathologist addressed each of the deceased as he worked, as if they were still able to feel the cold steel
            of his scalpel when he made the first incision. He began a conversation with Maisie, as if the task were no more serious than
            repairing a leaking tap.
         

         
         “So, I was right about the Frenchman then?”

         
         “Almost—he was French Canadian, from the province of Quebec, but he’d spent a significant amount of time in France, not only
            with family but in the army during the last war.”
         

         
         “I see. And what was he doing here?”

         
          “Oh, some sort of war work,” said Maisie. “Nothing too important.”

         
         “He must have sustained injuries to cause those scars in the last war. Strange, I pegged him for a professional killer—what they called a guerrilla during the Napoleonic Wars. I’m not often wrong.” 

         
         “I suppose a soldier is a professional killer, in a way.”

         
         “Yes, I suppose so.” Jamieson nodded.

         
         Maisie leaned forward to hold back blue flesh, enabling Jamieson to better reach into the heart cavity of the deceased woman.

         
         “Hmmm. Yes,” said Jamieson, as if his diagnosis regarding cause of death had been confirmed.

         
          “As you suspected? It certainly looked like an arrhythmia.”

         
         “Extraordinary, isn’t it, Maisie? The heart stops because the impact of a bomb has knocked it out of rhythm. I suppose the
            sad truth is that war can cause a heart to break, both literally and figuratively.”
         

         
          

         It was a few days later, while she was on the way to Pimlico to visit Grace, Freddie and Iris Hackett, that Maisie stopped
            for a moment along the Embankment where she had seen a Spitfire dragged up from the Thames, still with the aviator inside,
            a young man who was likely not yet twenty years of age and who had given his life for his country. She bowed her head, whispering
            the words “May he know peace” and also directing her thoughts toward the spot where Claude Payot’s body had touched land again.
            She was interrupted by a familiar voice.
         

         
         “Well, well, this is a surprise, Miss Dobbs.”

         
         Maisie opened her eyes and turned around. “Detective Chief Superintendent Caldwell—I didn’t expect to see you here.”

         
         Caldwell stood next to Maisie and looked at the water. “Paying your respects?”

         
         “Actually, I was. It was a dreadful thing to witness, the Spitfire being pulled from the water.”

         
         “Makes us all more determined to beat them, doesn’t it?” said Caldwell, removing his hat. “Whenever I’ve got a moment, which isn’t very often, mark you, I come down here to have a silent word, you know, to thank the pilot.” He pointed across the river to bombed-out buildings. “Look at that mess, the blighters taking down whole streets. Night after night, and they just keep on.” 

         
         Maisie nodded. “We’re doing the same to them.”

         
         “But they started it, didn’t they? What with Hitler wanting to rule the world. And here we are, holding on with no help from
            anyone. I wonder how much longer we can do it.”
         

         
         “We will—I believe we will.”

         
         “From your lips to God’s ears, Miss Dobbs.” Caldwell replaced his hat. “Oh, by the way—I believe you owe me a report on that
            Hackett case.”
         

         
         “Give me a few days, if you don’t mind.”

         
         “Just a few.”

         
          

         At Maisie’s request, Alice Langley agreed to continue seeing Freddie Hackett once each week, simply to listen to the boy,
            encouraging him to talk about the traumas he’d witnessed. The plan had two functions, the first being to help Freddie recover
            from years of abuse at the hands of his stepfather, and then the terror of witnessing a murder. However, as Langley pointed
            out, young Freddie had seen enough horror while running with messages as bombs fell, and the images that festered in his psyche
            would take time to work their way out, splinters of memory that would rise to the surface for years. Now Maisie wanted to
            see Freddie at home, along with his mother and Iris. 
         

         
         “Miss Dobbs—Maisie—I cannot begin to explain how everything seems to have fallen into place. First of all, Iris is more settled, and your caretaker’s wife has found out about a new school that she can attend, especially for children like Iris. She knows all about it on account of her niece’s little girl.” 

         
         “That’s excellent news, Grace. Is it close?”

         
         “Well, that’s the thing—it’s not. It’s in Surrey, but I’ve got a new job too, and it’s in the same place. I couldn’t believe
            it—one thing led to another. It turns out that because the children live in, they need what they call a house mother, helping
            put the children down at night and looking after them.”
         

         
         “And what about Freddie?”

         
         “All very good, because most of the boys and girls from his old school were evacuated to a village not far away, and he’s
            going to join them. It’s as if someone waved a magic wand to help us out. We have somewhere to live too. It’s a flat at the
            school, so Iris can stay with us unless she wants to be with the other kiddies—and that might be better for her, in the long
            run. But it’s even more exciting, because Freddie’s PE teacher, the one who went with the evacuees to the village, is looking
            forward to having him there. He says that with some decent training, Freddie’s got it in him to do well with his running.”
            She looked down at her work-worn hands. “It was Mrs. Langley who put the final touches on the whole idea, because she’d worked
            with one of the doctors at this new school, so she asked about the job on my behalf.” She paused, catching her breath. “It’s
            funny how things work out, isn’t it? I mean, it’s like dominoes—you touch one and then the others start to go, and sometimes
            they fall in the right direction and one person knows another and it all opens up like a flower.”
         

         
         “I could not be happier for you, Grace.”

         
         “I might need your flat for a bit longer, six weeks perhaps, because they don’t require me to start until the new year.”

         
         “Not to worry—take your time.” Maisie stood up to leave.

         
         “And I hear congratulations are in order—you’re getting married!”

         
         “How did you find out?” asked Maisie.

         
         “Oh, a Mr. MacFarlane came round to see how Freddie was doing, and gave him five bob. Five shillings! For a boy! Such a generous
            person. Anyway, he told me.” She stopped speaking and looked at Maisie, holding her gaze. “He said your fiancé was a good
            man. You deserve a good ’un, Maisie. Nothing but the best.”
         

         
         Maisie nodded. “Yes, he’s a good man. An American, actually.”

         
         Grace Hackett laughed. “Oh, very nice, I’m sure.”

         
          

         MacFarlane waved to Maisie to enter as she arrived at the open door of his Baker Street office.

         
         “Come in, lass, come in. Take a pew. Close the door behind you. I won’t be a minute.” He rifled through a pile of papers and
            stacked them to one side. “Just getting everything sorted for us to discuss a few new recruits. Now then, some news for you.”
         

         
         “Pascale?”

         
         “Just arrived at Southampton airport, came in via Lisbon and Shannon. Debriefing at an undisclosed location in Hampshire.
            Sorry, can’t tell you where.”
         

         
         Maisie felt the tension release through her body as she exhaled. “Oh, thank god.”

         
         “It’s been a stinking ride, this one.”

         
         “I was just terrified,” said Maisie, placing her hand on her forehead. “I’ve had to go on pretending—pretending to Priscilla,
            to Mark, to my dear Anna, to everyone I love, that I am having the best time of my life and that everything is tip-top, but
            I have been feeling sick with fear every single day in case Pascale failed to reach safety.”
         

         
         MacFarlane shook his head. “I’ll tell you now that it was touch-and-go at times, and that girl is a terror for not following orders. I thought you said she wasn’t like her aunt.” 

         
         “She’s not—well, not entirely. If she didn’t follow orders, there must have been a very good reason. If Priscilla decided
            not to follow orders, it would have been because she didn’t feel like it.”
         

         
         MacFarlane folded his arms. “The lass isn’t going out again. Not for us, anyway. That wound might not heal as well as we thought,
            and the Welsh girl’s fate has left a bigger scar on Miss Evernden than we had hoped. But that’s an early impression. We’ll
            see.”
         

         
         “Please, Robbie—don’t even consider sending her, even if she seems as if she’s recovered. Find something else for her—training
            recruits, my job, anything but a resistance line.”
         

         
         “So you’re saying you don’t want to do your job anymore?”

         
         “I don’t know if I can, Robbie. I don’t know if I can willfully commit another man or woman to a task charged with such terrifying
            uncertainty. The stakes are so high.”
         

         
         “Being engaged making you soft, Maisie?”

         
         Maisie shrugged. “Perhaps.”

         
         “I’ll remind you yet again that yours is not the only word, my friend. It’s just one impression. Others make the final decision,
            Maisie.”
         

         
         Maisie came to her feet at the same time as Robert MacFarlane. He reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder. 

         
         “That Yank had better look after you, Maisie, or he will have to answer to me along a dark street on a stormy night.”

         
         “Oh, I think he knows that, Robbie.” She drew away. “And you take care.”

         
         “I will, hen, I know how to look after myself. I’ll see you at your big party on December the seventh!”

         
         She was reaching for the door knob when MacFarlane called her back. 

         
         “Maisie!”

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “I forgot to tell you. Major Chaput.”

         
         “What about him?”

         
         “He’s dead. He organized an unusually destructive act of sabotage against the enemy. A Nazi train carrying vital supplies
            of materiel, supplies, men and—well, and you name it—was struck and completely destroyed. Chaput led a small band from the
            front and was killed in the act of landing a hard blow on the enemy. The other agents survived.”
         

         
         “He did it deliberately, didn’t he?”

         
         “He paid his debt, and he made up for his actions in Syria. He died a hero. The piper has been paid, Maisie. The scales of
            justice are even again.”
         

         
          

         On the day Maisie completed her final accounting, she returned to her Holland Park flat weary, yet knowing she had done what
            she had set out to do, which was to find a killer with scars on his face, whether natural or inflicted by a weapon. She was
            tired, yet buoyed by thoughts of what might come next. As she walked along the path to the front door of her garden flat,
            she could already hear Mark Scott singing a number from a picture he’d seen while back in the United States. The words rang
            out as she opened the door. At last my love has come along . . . 

         
         She ran into his arms, to be held in place for what seemed like ages.

         
         “You okay, my love?”

         
         “Yes, Mark, I’m okay.”

         
         “Happy?”

         
         “Very much.”

         
         “Wine?”

         
         “Love some.”

         
         “And guess what we have for dinner.”

         
         “Spaghetti.”

         
         “You know me too well.”

         
         “I certainly do.”

         
         “I cannot wait for you to be my wife. At last.”

         
         Maisie rested her head on the shoulder of the man she loved, closing her eyes as he continued the song, and they began a slow
            dance. 
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epilogue

         
         The family Elinor Jones had loved for over twenty years stood shoulder to shoulder in the small chapel. Maisie took a place
            next to Priscilla, and reached for her hand. Robert MacFarlane was on her other side, his voice booming during the one hymn,
            Elinor’s favorite, which she had specified in her will. It was “Cwm Rhondda,” a Welsh hymn, and as they reached the final
            verse, every member of the congregation raised their voice.
         

         
         
            When I tread the verge of Jordan,

            Bid my anxious fears subside;

            Death of death, and hell's destruction

            Land me safe on Canaan's side:

            Songs of praises, songs of praises,

            I will ever give to thee;

            I will ever give to thee.

         

         At the back of the chapel, Corporal Charlie Bright, who had brought MacFarlane and Tim to the barracks, stood to attention. The young woman who had received every one of Elinor’s messages sent from France for the eyes of the Special Operations Executive was in the opposite pew, along with a smattering of people from the headquarters in London. They did not remain to talk after the service, and Maisie would not have recognized them again if she passed them in the street. 

         
         There was little said between those gathered while the chaplain shook the hand of each member of the congregation as they
            departed the chapel. In silence they stood outside, before stepping toward the motor cars that would whisk them away to their
            individual destinations. 
         

         
         Out of the corner of her eye Maisie saw Corporal Bright beckon to her from a corner of the garden at the rear of the chapel.
            As Maisie joined Bright, the ATS driver turned away so no one else could discern their conversation, or see what might pass
            between them.
         

         
         “Miss Dobbs, I have something for you.”

         
         “For me? What is it, Corporal Bright?”

         
         “This letter is for you. The woman who died—I was the driver who took her from the house in Hampshire to the airfield. I have
            to do that sometimes, so I know where they’re going. She gave it to me to give to you if . . . if something happened to her.
            She knew I’d probably find out, one way or another. You hear a lot, driving the sort of people I have as passengers.” She
            glanced around to see if anyone was paying attention to them. “I know she didn’t die driving a lorry.” She handed Maisie a
            white envelope. “Anyway, better take this before Mr. MacFarlane comes over.”
         

         
         Maisie took the envelope and slipped it into her pocket. “You know, Corporal Bright, I wondered why our paths kept crossing.
            When that sort of thing happens, it sparks my curiosity, and usually there is a reason for the constant reappearance of a
            person as I go about my work. Yet I just couldn’t work out what it was about you. Now I know. You really are a messenger.”
         

         
         “I s’pose you could look at it like that, but—”

         
         “Shhh—here’s comes MacFarlane,” said Maisie, turning to the approaching Scotsman. “Robbie—Corporal Bright was just asking me about my engagement.” 

         
         “I wanted to wish Miss Dobbs every happiness, sir, being as I was the only witness to the proposal. Are you ready to leave
            now, Mr. MacFarlane?”
         

         
         MacFarlane raised an eyebrow. “When you are, Bright. Only when you are.”

         
         Corporal Charlotte Bright turned to Maisie and saluted, then began to walk toward the black motor car parked on gravel in
            front of the chapel.
         

         
         “Interesting little exchange with Bright, was it, Maisie?”

         
         “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

         
         “‘Just asking me about my engagement,’ blah, blah, blah. You’d think I was born yesterday.” Robert MacFarlane smiled, then
            followed Corporal Bright, the messenger, toward the motor car.
         

         
         Priscilla, Douglas and their sons had decided to remain in London, so Maisie traveled with the family by train as far as Paddington.
            There was little conversation at first, aside from a tight-mouthed “Well, that went off very well” from Priscilla. Maisie
            thought the journey would be long and difficult, but soon the mood in the carriage changed as Priscilla’s sons began to reminisce,
            sharing their stories of Elinor. 
         

         
         “Remember when she made Tim sit on the stairs with one of her scarves wrapped around his mouth because he was cheeky?”

         
         “And she tied his ankles with string, and he had to sit on his hands!”

         
         “What about when she drenched Tom with a bucket of water—you’d been flicking water at her after she told you to go and make
            your bed, but she waited for you in the garden with that bucket until you came out to find your bicycle—ha! I thought Tarq
            would split open laughing!”
         

         
         “Tarquin was the worst.”

         
         “I was not!”

         
         “And she spoiled you.”

         
         “Far from it! She smacked my bottom more than once—it’s a wonder I can sit down today.”

         
         “Well, you deserved it—you were a little monster. But she sorted you out!”

         
         And so it went on, the telling of stories about Elinor, a sad journey made lighter by bittersweet remembering.

         
          

         From Paddington Maisie took a taxi across to Charing Cross and caught a train to Tonbridge, where she would change for the
            branch line service to Chelstone. The solitary journey offered a welcome moment in which to read the letter from Elinor in
            private. 
         

         
         
            Dear Maisie,

            If you are reading this, then you probably know exactly what has happened to me. I know I’m not really supposed to write this
               sort of letter, but I want to thank you for not striking me off the list of agents, and for entrusting me with this work even
               though you had your doubts. I am incredibly grateful for this chance to do something of worth. Am I scared? Yes, I am. In
               fact I am terrified that I will make a poor job of things. But be assured I have done my best, whatever happened to cause
               this letter to be handed to you.
            

            Please look after my family. I know I was an employee, but I felt like I had a real family from the moment I was sent to work for Mrs. P., and I cannot imagine never seeing them again. I don’t think she knows quite how young I was when I was sent to help her. I’d barely left school, but I knew how to look after babies. I was good with children and I soon learned how to get those boys to do what I wanted. Seeing them grow into men has made me proud, but I’ve feared for them. If anything I do will stop this war sooner so that my family remain safe, then I will do it. I’m terrified of losing one of those boys more than I dread death. 

            Look after Mrs. P. She’s been so brave, and I know the skin operations frighten her.

            I don’t think there’s more to say, Maisie, except I hope you know that I consider you my family too. You could have stopped
               me doing this, but you didn’t, and that means the world to me.
            

            Until we meet again.

            Elinor

            PS: I thought I should call you “Maisie” in the circumstances. I hope you don’t mind.

         

         Maisie read the letter one more time, then tore it into small pieces, which she placed in the envelope to burn later. Then
            she closed her eyes and whispered: “Roedd hi'n annwyl iawn.”
         

         
          

         George collected Maisie from the station, and although it was almost dusk, she asked him to drop her off at the end of the drive leading up to the Dower House. She took care not to draw attention to her arrival as she approached the back door and looked through the window, thankful the blackout curtains had not yet been drawn. Brenda was standing alongside the stove, while Frankie sat at the table opposite Mark Scott. Anna ran into the kitchen, clad in her pajamas and dressing gown, a puppy trailing in her wake, tugging at her belt as she clambered onto Mark’s lap and pulled his arms around her. 

         
         At last, the lonely days were over.

         
          

         “I guess a registrar is like a justice of the peace back home. That was so fast, I’m not sure if I’m now your husband or if
            I just landed a job as your chef.”
         

         
         “Actually, Mark—what we just did means you’re both,” said Maisie, feeling the comfort of her new husband’s arm around her
            as George drove them from the register office in Tunbridge Wells, then home to Chelstone Manor, where the Comptons’ butler
            was overseeing a luncheon for a dozen guests at the manor house. When the luncheon concluded, with a round of planned speeches
            including a few words from Priscilla, who insisted on throwing tradition to the wind so she could extol the virtues of the
            bride and not let the groom forget even one of them, George would then whisk the couple away to the Mermaid Inn in Rye for
            the night. A larger reception would be held on the morrow, following a late-afternoon church blessing of the union. There
            would be a four-course supper and a party to follow, after which guests would filter out into the pitch darkness of the blackout.
         

         
         “And what about that hat Priscilla was wearing? Do you Brits always go for really strange headwear when you go to a wedding?”

         
         “She’s still a bit embarrassed about the scars on her face, though I don’t really think you can see them,” said Maisie. “And
            the skin grafts she’s having on Monday will help diminish the scars even more—when they heal.”
         

         
         “I wonder what she’ll wear to the church tomorrow,” said Mark.

         
         “Oh, that’s a much more elaborate affair, so she’ll wear something outrageous, you can depend on that. A church wedding—or in our case a blessing—is an occasion for Priscilla to shine. As you’ve just seen, a register office marriage is over in minutes.” 

         
         Scott nodded and kissed his new wife on the forehead. “One more question—and I didn’t want to ask before, because it shows
            how ignorant I am, but what the heck is a wedding breakfast? I mean, are we all getting eggs over easy and bacon with hash
            browns?”
         

         
         “Oh of course not, Mark. It’s what they call the celebratory meal after the wedding. It’s the first meal as a married couple.”

         
         “I suppose it was the breaking of a fast, in a way.” Scott pulled her closer. “And there’s another thing, and I’d hate to
            get off on the wrong foot as your husband, but I’ve got to tell you, Maisie, it was a bit of a shock when the registrar called
            you Margaret—how come you never told me that was your full name?”
         

         
         “I’ve just always been ‘Maisie’ ever since I was a child. Anyway, I wanted to keep you on your toes. I’ve asked the vicar
            to use ‘Maisie’ during tomorrow’s service, but the registrar was the official part. The blessing is . . . it’s for the spirit.”
         

         
         “Hmmm. Okay, I get it. And you’re sure you don’t mind losing the title?”

         
         “I rarely used it anyway.” She remembered Gabriella Hunter’s housekeeper. “Just occasionally when I needed to cross a tricky
            threshold here and there.”
         

         
          

         The Service of Prayer and Dedication, the church ceremony during which the marriage between Mark Scott and Maisie Dobbs was honored before a congregation comprising family, friends, Scott’s fellow diplomatic staff from the embassy and a smattering of Maisie’s colleagues, including Robert MacFarlane, had also drawn a good number of villagers, who were pressed into pews at the back of the small church. Anna and Billy’s daughter, Margaret Rose, were bridesmaids, two little girls who could not stop giggling from the moment they followed the couple as they made their way along the aisle until Brenda turned and raised an eyebrow while putting her forefinger against her mouth. 

         
         As he bound the ecclesiastical stole of embroidered silk around the hands of the married couple, the vicar of Chelstone Parish
            Church asked the congregation to forever love and support the bride and groom as they moved forward into a life together.
            He blessed the marriage, completing the service with the words, “May your love sustain you, support you in times of joy and
            sadness, in sickness and health, good times and bad, and for all the days of your lives.”
         

         
         Villagers who had gathered outside applauded, and someone shouted “About time!” as Maisie and Mark Scott emerged from the
            church into the low winter sunshine of late afternoon. Colors of red and gold leaves not yet fallen were reflected in Maisie’s
            cream gown, which was topped with a short matching woolen cape, while a thick band of silk embellished with pearls kept her
            hair in place. A photographer did his best to marshal the company, and the bridesmaids began their infectious laughter again.
            Robert MacFarlane’s voice suddenly boomed out, and soon the assorted guests were following his orders regarding where they
            should stand for the photographer, who seemed both grateful for the interference and intimidated by the source.
         

         
         Mark and Maisie stood up for their first dance as the band began to play “At Last,” the melody they had come to refer to as
            their song, and after a few moments, Mark steered Maisie toward Anna, picking her up with one arm so they danced on with Anna
            between them, the bridesmaid who still could not stop laughing. Mark nodded toward the Americans present, who cheered and
            raised their glasses.
         

         
         “This is just what my gang needed—a good day out and something to make them smile. They’re all enjoying themselves—it’s a break from London and the bombs.” 

         
         Yes, it was a day to remember, a day when Maisie Dobbs felt as if she had rediscovered all she had lost years ago. She danced
            with every man and some of the women, laughing as she and Priscilla swept around the Chelstone Manor ballroom as if they had
            never been to war and never been scarred by death. She danced with each of Priscilla’s sons, though Tarquin left her with
            bruises across her feet, and in between each dance with a guest, she was swept away again by her husband.
         

         
         “Got a dance for your old man, love?” said Frankie Dobbs, as the band began to play a slow number. “This is about my speed.”

         
         “Dad! Where have you been? I’ve been waiting for this dance!”

         
         “I don’t need to ask if you’re happy, do I, Maisie?” said Frankie as he led his daughter at a slow pace on the dance floor.

         
         Maisie smiled. “No, you don’t. Dad, I am happier than I have ever been. I have a wonderful husband and a beautiful daughter.
            I have you and Brenda, and I have my best friend here, and look at how fortunate I am in having Rowan and Julian cheer me
            on. Billy is happy, Sandra is happy. We’ll all be even better when the war’s over, but for now, I could not be more blessed.”
         

         
         “The war will pass, love. It will pass. They always do. We’ll be changed, though.”

         
         Some guests were staying at the inn in the village, and a large group from the American embassy were being put up at the manor. Others were making their way home in the blackout, and all too soon the party wound down. Frankie and Brenda left a few minutes before Mark picked up Anna, who had fallen asleep under a tapestry-covered bench in the manor’s grand entrance hall. Watching her new husband carry the daughter he now claimed to love at least as much as her mother, Maisie felt she had to pinch herself in case this happiness were a dream and she might wake up at any moment. 

         
         After putting Anna to bed, she joined Mark, Frankie and Brenda at the kitchen table, where they were exchanging stories from
            the day, discussing who had said what and who danced with whom. As their talk turned to everyone getting a good night’s sleep,
            the telephone began to ring. 
         

         
         “Probably someone lost on the road in the blackout,” said Scott. “Lucky they found a telephone kiosk.” He looked at Frankie.
            “I don’t know about you, Frank, but my dogs are barking!”
         

         
         “He means his feet are killing him,” said Maisie as she rose from the chair and kissed her husband on the cheek, before hurrying
            along to the library. 
         

         
         She felt the color drain from her face as she listened to the caller. “Yes—yes, of course. I’ll get him straightaway.” She
            put the receiver down on the desk and ran to the kitchen.
         

         
         “Maisie, what is it?” Scott’s smile evaporated as he looked up.

         
         “The call is for you, Mark. It’s . . . it’s very serious.”

         
         Maisie reached for her father’s hand.

         
         “I’ll make a cup of tea,” said Brenda, standing up and hobbling toward the stove.

         
         “What’s happened, Maisie?” asked her father.

         
         “I didn’t ask—but I—I know it’s a matter of extreme gravity. It was an American, from the embassy. I could hear it in his
            voice . . . that something is terribly wrong.” She bit her lip. 
         

         
         “Oh love, it’s probably—” Frankie stood up and put his arm around his daughter, just as Scott returned.

         
         “Maisie. Just a minute.” Scott beckoned her from the doorway, his face drawn. 

         
         In the library, he closed the door and put his arms around her.

         
         “A car will be here soon to pick me up, Maisie, and—”

         
         “All that way in the blackout? The driver will never get here, and—oh, Mark, what’s happened?”

         
         Maisie felt Scott’s hold become tighter.

         
         “The Japanese have attacked our ships in Hawai’i, at a place called Pearl Harbor. I’m to return to London immediately. The
            ambassador delayed having embassy staff called back because it was our wedding day, but now we have to leave. We don’t know
            how many are dead yet, but we believe it’ll be in the thousands. About nineteen vessels are gone—half the Pacific Fleet was
            in Pearl Harbor.” He released his hold and rubbed a hand across his forehead. “And I know what’s going to happen next.”
         

         
         “Mark—?”

         
         Scott took both her hands in his own. “We’re in, Maisie. Roosevelt will declare war on Japan, and because they’re an Axis
            power, it’ll all come down like a house of cards. So we’re in.”
         

         
         Maisie’s eyes filled with tears. “I—I don’t believe it. Oh Mark—I know it’s what we’ve all talked about—but not like this.”

         
         “Maisie, right now I think everyone at the embassy is borderline terrified. We knew it would happen eventually, that the United States would join the Allies, and we know what we’ve got to do, and we’ll do it—but it doesn’t take away the fear. Controlled fear, that’s what it is—and it can be pretty powerful. Over here the people have been living with it every day for over two years now. We’ll take a leaf out of your book.” He paused to take a deep breath, and when he continued, Maisie heard his tone change, becoming more resolute. “Let me tell you one thing, Maisie—they sure went for us when our guard was down, but they can’t attack America and get away with it. I don’t even know if the Japanese strike is over yet. Reports are still coming in. But you can bet the piper will be paid. The piper is always paid.” He looked around the room. “I could do with a shot of Scotch.” 

         
         “I’ll get it.” Maisie poured a glass of whisky and handed it to Scott, watching as he swirled the amber liquid against crystal
            before downing the measure.
         

         
         “What do you think this means, Mark—for all of us?”

         
         “Time will tell.” He smiled at his bride, a smile Maisie knew was forced. “But I reckon there is one thing you Brits can look
            forward to.”
         

         
         “I can’t think what it might be.”

         
         “You aren’t holding the fort alone any more. You’ve got company coming—at last. And guess what—they’re all like me.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Author’s Note

         
         It was one of my favorite authors, Susan Isaacs, who in the acknowledgments to one of her novels thanked everyone who had
            helped with her research, and then added (I’m paraphrasing here), “Where their facts didn’t meet my fiction, I have jettisoned
            the facts.” With that in mind I must draw readers’ attention to two points in this book where I deliberately followed the
            lead of the inimitable Ms. Isaacs.
         

         
         Under orders from Winston Churchill, Britain’s Special Operations Executive (SOE) was founded in July 1940 with the intention
            of engaging in warfare that was far from gentlemanly. Specially trained agents were sent to France, among other locations,
            to set up resistance lines and to commit acts of espionage and sabotage in Nazi-occupied Europe. The first woman to be deployed
            by the SOE was an American citizen, Virginia Hall, in September 1941. Much has been written about the women of the SOE, but
            there were no more “official” deployments of women until 1942. For the sake of this work of fiction I have allowed two female
            characters to be sent to France as SOE agents in 1941. 
         

         
         I have also taken a liberty with one of my favorite songs, “At Last.” Most readers will be familiar with the gorgeous, smoky
            version recorded by Etta James in 1961. The Glenn Miller instrumental version first appeared in the film Sun Valley Serenade in 1941 and was recorded with lyrics in 1942 for the film Orchestra Wives. I wanted that song for one scene in this novel, so I decided to manipulate the facts a bit. As Lee Child notes in his book The Hero, fiction comprises “stories about things that never happened to people who didn’t exist.” Many of the events in my novels
            are based on fact, and sometimes, to add depth to the experience of my fictional characters in the midst of those extraordinary
            events, I’ve found it necessary to play with time . . . just a little.
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            the red dragon. They immediately contacted Anne-Marie’s coworker, Kath Caldwell, who is not only Welsh but studied the language
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         A final word—once again this is a story initially inspired by my late father, Albert Winspear. Dad was a very, very fast runner, and when Britain declared war on Germany in September 1939, he was among the fastest boys in London who were chosen to run messages between Air Raid Precautions depots—the “ARP” men visited schools across London to watch boys run before plucking out the best of them. After school he would sprint to the local depot to pick up a message and then deliver message after message as fast as he could for several hours, usually through bombing raids. Those of you who have read To Die But Once and learned about the inspiration for that book will know what came next for my father. It is often forgotten that in wartime,
            children’s work becomes—sadly—a vital resource.
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