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  For all the unsung heroes







  
    
      “In wartime, truth is so precious that she should always be attended by a bodyguard of lies.”


    

    
      Winston Churchill


    

  







  
  
  Prologue

  
  




Paris, France

November 23, 1944

Jack Knight had witnessed some horrific sights in four years as a war photographer, but nothing prepared him for the surreal scene he was about to encounter. After a day of capturing images of a newly liberated Paris, Jack was strolling back to his room at the Hotel Scribe when the hackles rose on the back of his neck. Following his instincts, he deviated from his path and turned down a side street. As always, his trusty Leica rested against his chest, secured by a worn leather strap wound across his body. A significant proportion of Jack’s war had been viewed through this camera lens, and several of his award-winning images had featured in newspapers worldwide.

Jack found the source of his unease when he rounded the corner into a cobbled square overlooked by apartment buildings still displaying the vestiges of war; pockmarked, chipped brickwork, cracked windows and flaking paintwork. In the square’s centre, a fountain stood empty, blackened and dirty from years of neglect. On the far side, chairs and small tables were clustered beneath a faded red awning, where an aproned waiter was serving small glasses of pastis to his handful of customers. The bodies of two men swung from a pair of lamp posts. Their mouths hung open as if in disbelief at the manner of their deaths, their tongues distended and black. Their distorted and swollen faces spoke of a sustained beating before their demise. A scrap of paper with the word ‘collaborateur’ was pinned to each of their chests.

Nauseated, Jack dragged his gaze away. Wearing worn, patched clothing, a group of women stood to one side clutching shopping baskets and conversing in rapid French, seeming to ignore the grotesque sight. Small children ran around their mothers’ legs, playing chase, giggling, and squealing, showing remarkable resilience to a childhood marred by the violence and fear of recent years. Jack raised his camera and captured the juxtaposition of the laughing children and the legs of the hanging men. Two older men sat at an outdoor table a few doors along, their chess game abandoned as they viewed the corpses, openly pointing and discussing some aspect. This, too, Jack photographed before hearing the whistle of an approaching gendarmerie. He slipped away unnoticed.

It might have seemed harsh, but the French people had their way of dealing with collaborators, those who’d profited from the war or had done nothing to stop the brutality of the Germans against their people. And retribution had been swift. Jack had heard stories of the French mistresses of German officers having their heads shaved, stripped naked, and marched through the streets.

Jack took several more turns before realising that he was a little lost. The sun was setting, and there was still a curfew, so he needed to hurry. He knew the general direction of his hotel and continued walking until he found, with some relief, that the paved street he was on led to the rear of the building. He was about to cross to the opposite side when he spotted two men in the shadows by the kitchen entrance. He recognised one of the men and went to call out, but something in their body language caused him to hesitate.

He watched as they shook hands and murmured a few words before checking their surroundings. Jack crept forward, keeping to the shadows of the shuttered shopfronts, and watched as his acquaintance pulled an envelope from the inside pocket of his overcoat and passed it to the other man. Jack raised his camera. Click. The man took the envelope and looked over his shoulder, a look of fear on his face. Click.

“Do Svidaniya.”

Jack lowered his camera in disbelief and watched the two men part. The man he knew, hands thrust in his pockets, strolled, whistling, down the side of the hotel towards the main entrance in forced nonchalance. The other man hurried in the opposite direction, swallowed by the shadows.

Jack leaned against the shop wall, a sick feeling in his gut, and wondered why someone he knew and trusted had just had a clandestine meeting with a Soviet.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Oamaru, New Zealand

September 5, 1989

Rachel Talbot pulled the late model silver Toyota to a stop in the new section of Oamaru’s rambling historic cemetery which sprawled across several undulating blocks on the town’s South Hill. Long, straight rows of gravestones, some decorated with flowers, photos and personal memorabilia, were separated by strips of freshly mown grass.

She pushed her sunglasses into her long dark auburn hair and undid her seatbelt.

“Who’s she talking to?” her friend Gemma asked, leaning forward and peering through the windscreen.

Rachel looked over to where her grandmother was seated, straight-backed, on a park bench beneath a tree. She wore her hair longer than most women her age, curling softly around the nape of her neck, the once rich chestnut now faded and streaked with grey. Her petite frame was clad in a floral dress topped with a thick pale blue cardigan. She wore a serene expression, and her lips moved as she spoke. Her eyes had a faraway gaze, and she didn’t appear to have noticed the car’s arrival. Rachel’s mind framed the image; the drooping kowhai tree, a grieving widow, the memorial plaques; and her fingers itched to pick up her camera and capture the picture. She resisted.

“My grandfather, I expect,” she said. “Or maybe Uncle Joe.”

“I always forget that she was married to someone,” Gemma said.

“Not someone, Jack, my grandfather.”

“The one who was a spy or something during World War Two?”

Rachel shrugged. “He was a war photographer, although my mum said that Joe once told her that Jack was working in military intelligence too. Grandma doesn’t talk about the war, I think it’s too painful, and I never like to bring it up.”

“You should,” Gemma said. “Once she’s gone, there’ll be no one to remember.”

“True.” Rachel gazed across at her grandmother. She was very fond of her and couldn’t imagine asking something that would cause her pain.

“How much longer are you staying, Rach?” Gemma said, flicking her bleach-blonde fringe out of her eyes.

“Why? Are you keen to get rid of me?”

“No,” Gemma said. “You know that I’ve missed you. I only meant that you came home for Cole’s wedding, but now that that’s over, I expect you’ll be keen to return to London.”

“Yeah, I can’t hide here forever,” Rachel said. “Now that I’ve calmed down, I need to go back and rescue my career.”

“Remember, ‘girls can do anything’,” Gemma said, quoting in the high-pitched voice of the headmistress of Waitaki Girls High School that both had attended as teenagers.

Rachel laughed. “Give me a break. You only need me to still be there with a place for you to crash when you eventually get off your arse and save up enough money to join me.”

“God, am I that transparent?”

“No, you’re completely opaque,” Rachel said, still laughing as she opened the driver’s door and unfolded her long legs from the car. She walked along the grass verge past the beautifully maintained curving cremation garden to the war memorial section.

Mae looked up as Rachel approached, the crunch of boots on the gravel finally drawing her attention from the plaques at her feet. Rachel’s heart tugged as Mae looked confused for a moment, then blinked, and a warm smile formed.

“Is it time to go?” she called.

“Yes, Grandma,” Rachel said, climbing the slight rise and picking up the now-empty flower basket from the seat beside Mae. “Shall we?”

Mae rose to her feet with a sprightliness that defied her age. Rachel glanced at the plaque at the end of the row. A mass of fresh flowers tumbled across the inscription, but she could make out the surname Knight and an army service number. From what Rachel understood, Jack wasn’t buried here; his remains, like so many other New Zealanders of his generation, were interred in a cemetery on the other side of the world.

Rachel took Mae’s arm as they descended the gentle grassy slope to the parked car.

“Your hands are cold,” she said.

“Are they?” Mae said. “I suppose they are. It was very pleasant when you dropped me off, but that wind has come up.”

As they approached, Gemma alighted from the passenger seat and leaned against the car. “Hi, Granny Mae,” she said, holding open the passenger door for her.

“Hello, Gemma dear,” Mae said, smiling at the young woman. “I love what you’ve done with your hair.”

Gemma ran her hand over the closely cropped back of her head before pushing her long fringe out of her eyes. A fleeting, surprised expression crossed her face. “Thanks.”

They dropped Gemma at her flat, an ugly square grey-brick 1950s build with an unkempt front garden, before making their way down the long straight main road that ran through the north end of town. It was slow going as the single lane crawled with the end of the workday traffic. But when they left the town boundary, Rachel sped up past the racecourse and the Pukeuri freezing works, one of the district’s major employers. She drove past the two-storey farmhouse where she’d grown up, to her grandmother’s cottage on the family sheep farm in the tiny settlement of Hilderthorpe.

Mae’s cottage was two paddocks over from the main homestead. It was a whitewashed, one-level wooden structure with a wraparound veranda surrounded by an enormous well-maintained garden with undulating flowerbeds, fruit trees, and shrubs.

Twenty minutes later Rachel set the small wooden kitchen table as Mae stood at the stove, apron over her floral dress, scrambling the eggs she’d collected from her hens that morning. Mae’s cat Whiskey was curled up asleep on a chair beneath the table and opened a lazy eye as Rachel sat beside him. She scratched between his ears and was rewarded with a loud purr.

“Are you sure you don’t want to spend your last few nights at your mother’s?” Mae asked. “Not that I don’t love having you stay here,” she added.

“Mum and I get on far better when we don’t live in the same house, even for a few weeks,” Rachel reminded her.

“True,” Mae said with a smile. “But why don’t we invite her over for a cup of tea after dinner?”

“Okay,” Rachel said. She crossed the kitchen, picked up the telephone handset from its cradle on the wall, and dialled her family’s home number from memory. She wound the curly telephone cord around her finger while waiting for her mother to answer. It rang eight times before the answerphone clicked on, and Rachel hung up without leaving a message.

“Not there?” Mae asked, spooning the bright yellow, fluffy eggs onto two plates and covering them with a layer of finely grated cheese.

“No, I’ll try again after tea.”

They sat opposite one another. Rachel grabbed a slice of toast from the toast rack and buttered it.

“Are you ready to go back to London?” Mae asked between mouthfuls.

Rachel nodded. “I suppose so.”

Mae put down her knife and fork. “Now, I may be old, but I’m not blind. All you ever wanted to do was travel and take photos, and by all accounts, you have your dream job working for a London newspaper, so the only reason you’re delaying your return and hiding here has to be a man.”

Rachel looked down at her plate and shrugged.

“Is he the one who has called your parents’ house a few times?” Rachel nodded. “I won’t ask what he did to break your heart,” Mae said. “But please, please don’t let any man dictate the direction of your life. You are living your dream, don’t allow him to ruin it for you.”

Rachel felt a tear spill over and run down her cheek. Mae reached over and squeezed her hand. “Oh, my darling girl.”

“He’s a journalist,” Rachel said. “We were supposed to fly to Hungary at the start of last month to report on their border reopening with Austria. The Hungarians have basically torn a hole in the Iron Curtain. They switched off the power to 165 miles of border fencing in May, and now there are photos of Horn and Mock, the foreign ministers of each country with bolt cutters, snipping a hole in the barbed wire fence that separates the two countries.”

“I saw that on the television news,” Mae said. “The Soviets must be livid.”

Rachel nodded. “Especially as it seems that Hungary is softening its stance on East Germans trying to cross the border into Austria. It’s a huge story. And that is what we were supposed to report on. But I found out the day before we were to leave that he’d requested another photographer accompany him, a male friend.”

“Oh,” Mae said. “And did he say why?”

“Apparently, it’s too dangerous for a woman photojournalist to enter a Communist country, which is crap,” Rachel said. “Sorry, Grandma.”

Mae waved her hand, dismissing the apology. “Well, he may have a point. Remember the two women journalists whom the Stasi detained in East Germany last year and accused of being spies? They weren’t treated at all well.”

Rachel remembered the case. The two women had been assaulted and tortured before international outrage forced the GDR government to release them. “We weren’t going anywhere near East Germany.”

“But you were planning to go to Hungary, which is still a Communist country the last time I looked, even if they are thumbing their noses at Moscow.”

Rachel sniffed.

“So, he was trying to protect you.”

“By sabotaging my career,” Rachel said, swiping at the tears that continued to fall despite her best efforts to rein them in. “I applied to go separately, but I was turned down. Daniel had reminded the editors about the two women, and by suggesting there was a serious potential security issue for any female journalist travelling to a Warsaw Pact country, the paper’s lawyers said no. But, Grandma, it was one incident, not a pattern.”

“Oh, Rachel.”

“Anyway, I’ve worked out what I’m going to do. My flight back to London takes me via Vienna, and I’m going to make a day trip to the Austrian side of the Hungarian border. I won’t be going to Hungary, and as far as work is concerned, I’m still on holiday, but they won’t be unhappy if I get some good photos. It’s a win-win.”

Mae gave Rachel’s hand a final squeeze. “Your grandfather would be very proud of you. You’re brave like he was and following in his footsteps.”

Rachel gave her a watery smile and wiped her face with the backs of her hands. “Thanks, Grandma. Although he was an actual war correspondent, it’s not quite the same.”

“I’m not sure,” Mae said. “You’re a Cold War photojournalist at a time when the world is on a knife edge. We may not be at war, but there are lots of parallels. Now, let’s do the dishes before the news.”

Rachel leaned against the bench drying the dishes as Mae washed them in the sink of soapy water, pondering her grandmother’s comments. She was right, the world was on the cusp of something, and she had the opportunity to be there and record history as it was happening. She’d been home too long; Saturday couldn’t come soon enough. In fact, she would call the airline in the morning and see if she could bring her flight forward.

The opening credits of the six o’clock news blasted from the lounge TV. Rachel put the final handful of clean cutlery in the drawer, draped the wet tea towel over the oven handle, and joined her grandmother. The lounge wall was hung with black and white photos taken by her grandfather in the 1930s and 1940s depicting foreign lands. Rachel had spent hours analysing them over the years, the shadows and light, and the skill behind each composition, but was still awed every time she entered the room. She wished she could have learned from him. In pride of place on one wall was her grandparents’ wedding photo. They were standing on the front steps of a building in London, her grandfather in his uniform, and Mae wearing a simple white dress with a matching jacket and jaunty little hat. They both looked young, happy, and very much in love as they were showered with petals.

Mae was seated in her usual armchair and had picked up her knitting. The needles tapped rhythmically against each other as though picking out a beat. Rachel plopped down on the blue velvet sofa, kicked off her Ugg boots, and tucked her bare feet under her. She turned her attention to the television on a small table in one corner.

The newsreader began with a report on New Zealand’s first female deputy Prime Minister.

“She’ll be Prime Minister before very long,” Mae said. “Isn’t it strange that New Zealand was the first country in the world to give women the vote, but one hundred years later, there still hasn’t been a woman PM?”

The story changed to events in Europe. “History was made today in Leipzig in East Germany,” the news anchor began.

Rachel reached for the remote control and increased the volume.

“Despite the country’s policy of state atheism, a demonstration today was led by church pastor Christoph Wonneberger following a prayer service. Crowds gathered on the forecourt of the Evangelical Nikolai Church and unfurled banners reading ‘For an open country with free people.’ In town for the Leipzig Autumn Trade Fair, Western journalists filmed the event.”

Video footage of the gathering began playing. A large crowd, men and women, young and old, milled around in front of the old stone church before moving in long rows out of the square and down the street. Some linked arms and others carried lit candles.

Rachel’s feet hit the floor as she sat forward. “Oh my God,” she said. “This is huge.”

Mae’s knitting needles stopped clicking as the camera panned from the crowd of protestors to a building overlooking the square and zoomed in on a first-floor balcony where a group of uniformed police officers were watching the public. Mae gasped and clapped a hand over her mouth.

“Grandma?”

Mae pointed at the screen. “It’s him,” she whispered, shaking her head from side to side. “It can’t be.”

The clip ended, and the news anchors came back on screen. “Tomorrow’s Schools…” the news reporter began the next segment.

But neither Rachel nor Mae heard.

“Who did you see, Grandma?”

The colour had drained from Mae’s face. “Replay it; I always tape the news in case I miss it. I must be mistaken.”

Rachel grabbed the remote control for the VCR, which sat on a shelf below the television. She pointed the remote at the box, rewinding the tape before hitting the play button. The tape whirred in the machine, and the opening credits of the news sounded again. Rachel pressed the fast-forward button running through the programme until the East German segment played. She froze the image of the protesters on the screen.

“Further forward, on the balcony, the policeman,” Mae said in a breathless whisper.

Rachel moved the recording forward frame by frame until the camera honed in on a dozen officers dressed in the black uniform of the feared East German military police, the Stasi. An older man in a black hat with grey hair showing at his temples was in the centre. When the camera closed in on the group, Rachel pressed the pause button on the remote control and turned to look at her grandmother.

Mae was sitting forward in her chair with her hands on her cheeks and her blue eyes wide with disbelief. “It’s him.”

“Who, Grandma?”

“The man who murdered your grandfather.”

Rachel stared. “Murdered, Grandma? I thought he died in the war.”

“It’s a very long story.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” Rachel pointed the remote control at the television, and turned it off. She pulled her legs up under her on the sofa and turned to face her grandmother.

“I suppose it’s time,” Mae said with a deep sigh. “How much do you know about my life before I came to New Zealand?”

“You were born in England,” Rachel said. “And thank you very much for that, it’s given me my residency visa so I can work there. But now that you mention it, not much else. I’m sorry, Grandma, I should have taken more of an interest.”

Mae waved the apology away with a flick of her hand. “Young people are not interested in the stories of old people.”

“Well, I am. Please tell me about your childhood, your parents.”

Mae’s smile was tinged with sadness.

“My parents were minor aristocracy, but they both died when I was young, and I was brought up by my grandmother, Alice. According to her, my father returned from the Great War, the First World War, a changed man. In what we now know were appalling conditions, he’d served at the Somme. I suppose he had what we’d call Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, but it was called shell shock in those days.

“I was born in 1923, and I can only recall him spending all day in his study, shouting at me if I made too much noise in the house. He died in 1929 in what was called an accident at the time. He was cleaning his shooting rifles, and one discharged. I learned later in life that he never went shooting, and in all probability, he took his own life.”

“Oh no,” Rachel murmured.

“My mother was about to remarry when she contracted tuberculous two years later. She succumbed before her thirty-second birthday, and just like that, I was an orphan. My father’s mother, Alice, took care of me, and we got through our grief together. She’d lost her only son and a daughter-in-law she loved like her own.”

“I’m sorry, Grandma, that must have been very hard,” Rachel said, reaching over to squeeze her hand. Rachel’s pale youthful hand, with manicured red nails, remnants of decoration from her brother’s wedding, rested on Mae’s wrinkled, weather-beaten one.

“Don’t feel too sorry for me,” Mae said. “I had a wonderful childhood. I missed my beautiful, funny mother, but Granny was kind, and I wanted for nothing. We lived in Chelsea in London, with three servants who doted on us. My Italian nanny moved in with me and taught me to speak Italian and to cook.”

“That’s why we ate homemade pasta growing up,” Rachel said, her eyes bright as if that information answered a previously unformed question. “My friends’ mothers never cooked anything exotic like that, they only ever had dried macaroni from a packet.”

Mae smiled. “So many of my warmest memories revolve around making pasta, first with Isabella, my nanny, then with your mother, and later with you and your brother.

“Anyway, I was well educated. Granny was keen to ensure that I would have the knowledge to manage my affairs once she was gone. I would have gone to Cambridge, like my father, but the outbreak of the Second World War put paid to that dream.”

“Why was that?” Rachel asked, sitting back.

“My life was sidetracked somewhat. First by the war, then by the Park, and then by your grandfather and what came after.”

“The Park?” Rachel said, frowning.

Mae held her hand up. “First, the war,” she said. “Granny refused to leave London. ‘Those Nazis are not going to chase us away’, she’d say. It was terrifying some nights. We’d go up on the roof and watch the planes winding their way along the Thames. We lived in a big house in Chelsea, one of the areas which bore the brunt of the Blitz in 1940 and 1941 because of its proximity to the river, but miraculously Granny’s home survived the early onslaught. She was a stubborn old thing and refused to go to the public air raid shelters, so we converted the wine cellar and ended up sleeping there for many nights while the bombs rained down. By the end of 1940, half the street would join us when the air raid sirens sounded. It was almost like having regular house parties, except we were being bombed.

“I had to do something to help the war effort, so I volunteered to drive ambulances. Granny’s driver had taught me to drive her big old Morris up and down our street, which meant driving an ambulance wasn’t much of a leap. Navigating the bombed-out streets in the blackout was the most challenging thing.

“After the Blitz, life in London took on a different kind of excitement. There were dances and the cinema, lots of soldiers on leave…”

Mae pushed herself upright using the arms of the chair and walked over to the roll-top desk in the corner of the lounge. She opened the drawer, pulled out an old metal box, and carried it back to the sofa. With a deep breath, she opened the lid. Black and white photos of varying sizes were nestled inside along with old greeting cards, a strip of fabric, ribbons, and assorted buttons. Tears pricked at her eyes as she shuffled through several photos before extracting two and handing them to Rachel.

“My parents, your great-grandparents, on their wedding day, and Granny Alice.”

“Your father was handsome,” Rachel said of the man standing formally upright in military uniform. “And your mother looked so young.” The young woman was dressed in a long straight lace gown from another era, with a faint smile on her pretty, petite features.

Mae leaned across to look at the photo again. “She would have only been eighteen.” She glanced at Rachel. “You look like her.”

Rachel turned her attention to the second photo. “Granny Alice looks formidable.” The stern, unsmiling photo showed an elegant older woman wearing a long dark-coloured dress covering every inch of flesh, topped by a hat with a large feather plume.

“She wasn’t as stern as she looked there. She spent years dressed in black, first mourning her husband, then her son, but she was kind and had a wicked sense of fun.

“I applied to Cambridge in 1942 to study languages, but after I was accepted and before I had matriculated, my mother’s brother came to visit. He had some secretive role in the Foreign Office.” Mae shuffled through the photos in the box for a moment before finding the one she was after, and handed it to Rachel. “Uncle Charles.”

“Oh, he looks debonair,” Rachel said with a grin. Charles Montague leaned against a tree in the photo, wearing a long winter coat, Trilby at a rakish angle, smoking a cigarette.

“That he was,” Mae agreed. “And persuasive. Once Charles set his mind to something, there was no changing it. When he’d been contacted by someone at Cambridge and told that I was to study languages, he recalled that I was fluent in Italian, thanks to my nanny. I’d also studied German and had spent a few months in Germany during my schooling, which was to prove useful.”

Mae hesitated and took a deep breath. “What I’m about to tell you has been a secret for over forty years. You see, I signed the Official Secrets Act, which forbade me from ever discussing my war work. But I have seen mention of it in the media recently, and of course, Gordon Welchman wrote that book about Hut Six a couple of years ago, so I suppose the cat is out of the bag.”

Rachel looked puzzled. “I’m not following you, Grandma.”

“Charles recruited me for the Park,” she said.

“What Park?”

“Bletchley Park, Britain’s top-secret code-breaking facility. The reason we won the war.”
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London, England

September 6, 1943

Syd Dean’s band was in full swing when we arrived at The Astoria on Charing Cross Road around 8 p.m. Along with the piano, drums, and double bass, a brass section of trumpets, a trombone, and a saxophone completed the big sound. The popular entertainment venue provided a much needed morale boost for war-weary Londoners and had become a regular haunt for my friends when leave allowed.

“Now that’s more like it.” A mischievous grin spread across my friend Nancy’s face as she shed her coat to reveal a clinging floor-length gown of red silk. With her hourglass figure and angelic face, she could have easily passed for a Hollywood starlet, not the crossword-puzzle-obsessed Londoner with whom I worked.

We left our outerwear with the coat check girl and descended the stairs to the ballroom. The dance floor was packed with soldiers in uniform and men in smart suits dancing with women dressed in pretty tea dresses or elegant evening gowns, their hair curled in the latest style and their cheeks rosy from exertion.

We helped ourselves to a glass of complimentary champagne, or what passed for champagne; there was a war on, after all. The tuxedo-clad waiter balancing a tray at the top of the stairs grinned at us as we passed.

“Look, there’s Betsy and Arthur.”

Nancy grabbed my hand and pulled me behind her as we made our way around the edge of the ballroom towards a table at the front of the mezzanine, where our friends sat, smoking and sipping from cut-glass crystal.

Betsy jumped up as we approached. Her dark curly hair was contained by hair clips above her ears and a dimple formed either side of her scarlet lips as her mouth broke into a delighted smile. “I thought you two were never coming,” she said.

“The train was delayed, and then we had to get ready,” I said.

“Yeah, looking this good takes time,” Nancy agreed, popping one hip and resting her hand on it. Seconds later, a man in an American airman’s uniform approached and held out his hand.

“May I have the next dance?” he said.

Nancy flashed him a sunny smile. “Lead the way.” She tossed back her drink and handed me the empty glass.

Betsy took my arm. “I like your dress. Is it new?”

“No, it’s pre-war and a bit like everything else, out of style, but I have a closet full of them at Granny’s. I figured I might as well wear them.”

“The midnight blue suits you, although it’s a bit loose. Are they feeding you in the country?”

“Yes, although it’s all a bit limited with rationing, right?”

“And you’re not going to tell me what they have you doing out there?”

I shrugged. “There’s nothing much to tell, Bets, it’s just boring typing and stuff.”

“But important typing for you to give up Cambridge?”

“I haven’t given up, just postponed. As I told you, studying languages seems frivolous when we’re at war. I’ve got to do my bit, however tedious it is.”

Betsy nodded, seeming to accept my reasoning. “Come, I’ve someone I’d like you to meet.”

Betsy’s fiancé Arthur, resplendent in his RAF uniform with the double-winged patch above his breast pocket which identified him as a pilot, stood and leaned over to kiss my cheek. His green eyes sparkled with mischief and a silvery scar along his jawline served as a reminder of a dog-fight with a German Messerschmitt a year earlier. “Mae, it’s good to see you,” he said. “Where’ve you been hiding?”

“Just working,” I said. “They’ve given you a night off flying? Who’s protecting the London skies?”

“It’s a good question.”

I hadn’t noticed the other man seated next to Arthur until that moment, but he stood when we reached the table. He was tall and handsome in what Nancy would have described as a rugged kind of way. His dark hair was cut short, military style, and he wore a black double-breasted suit with a fine pinstripe. Smoke curled from the cigarette resting between the fingers of his right hand, and his face held a pleasant smile.

“Mae, this is Jack Knight,” Betsy interrupted. “Jack, this is my friend Mae Webster.”

“G’day, Miss Webster, pleasure,” he said, holding out his hand; his accent, possibly Australian, was one with which I wasn’t familiar.

“Call me Mae,” I said, reaching out to return his handshake. Our fingers touched, and a jolt of static passed between us. I glanced at him to see if he’d felt it, but his expression didn’t betray whether he had. From the corner of my eye, I saw Betsy exchange a smile with Arthur as we all sat down.

I took a sip of my drink and recovered my composure. “Where are you from, Jack? You don’t sound like a GI.”

“New Zealand,” he said.

“You’re a long way from home.”

“Yeah.”

“Jack’s been attached to my crew for the last three months,” Arthur said, raising his voice to be heard above the chorus of brass coming from the stage.

“Oh, are you a pilot too?” I asked, intrigued.

“No, I’m a photographer,” he said.

“Jack’s photos have been splashed across the pages of newspapers worldwide,” Arthur added. “He’s that good.”

Jack inclined his head at the compliment as though embarrassed.

“So, how did you end up with the RAF?”

“I originally came across with the New Zealand Army as a regular soldier stationed in North Africa, and I’d brought my camera with me. When our main war correspondent was injured, I stepped in, and it’s snowballed from there.”

Nancy returned to the table and flopped in an empty chair beside Jack. “Those American fly boys are all so handsy,” she moaned before registering Jack’s presence and straightening to look at him. “Hi, I’m Nancy, and you are?”

“Jack Knight, pleased to meet you.” Jack’s eyes flicked to Nancy, but his attention returned to me after a polite nod.

A sultry voice rose from the small raised stage. A willowy blonde with bright red lips in a shimmering gold gown leaned an arm on the microphone stand as she broke into song. Seconds later, the band joined in, and Jack held his hand out to me.

“Would you like to dance?”

“Me?” I was used to men flocking to Nancy’s side, not mine.

Jack’s eyes crinkled with amusement. “Yes.”

“Oh,” I said, standing and taking his outstretched hand. He led me away from the table and down five steps to the dance floor. I glanced over my shoulder back to the table. Nancy gave me an exaggerated thumbs-up gesture, something she had picked up from one of her American beaux. I shook my head at her and laughed.

We threaded our way through dancing couples to the centre of the dance floor, where Jack rested one hand on the small of my back and clasped my fingers with his other, and we began to move in time to the music. Jack was a good dancer, and I relaxed into his lead.

“Do you come here often?” he asked, his words a whisper against my cheek.

I nodded. “Either here or the Savoy whenever I’m on leave.”

“Are you with the Women’s Auxiliary Service?” he asked.

I shook my head. “No, I’m with a government department, secretarial.”

“Oh?”

“It’s fairly boring,” I said.

“What would you do if we weren’t fighting a war?”

“I would be studying at Cambridge.”

Jack pulled back and looked at me anew. “Beauty and brains,” he said. “What are you going to study?”

“Languages,” I said. “I speak French and Italian, with a smattering of Spanish and German, although the latter isn’t all that popular at the moment.”

Jack laughed. “Well, I speak English,” he said. “Did a bit of Latin and French at school but could never get it to stick.”

“It’s hard to become fluent in a language if you don’t get to speak it often,” I said as the song ended. We held on to one another for a beat longer before we sprang apart and clapped the band, who launched into a livelier jive number, popular on all the London dancefloors.

Jack grabbed my hand and swung me around. We jitterbugged for the next four songs before I was out of breath and thirsty. We returned to the table to find Arthur arguing with another man.

“We cannot trust a thing that the Soviets say,” Arthur said. “One minute, they’ve signed the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact and have split Poland with the Germans; the next, they’re our allies. They only do what suits Russia. We cannot and should not trust them.”

“Are you trusting the word of the Nazis then?” the other man said, sitting back and taking a drag on his cigarette, appearing to be thoroughly enjoying the debate. “They conveniently just discovered the bodies of five thousand Polish officers and claimed it was the Soviets. Are you sure they aren’t just shifting the blame for their mass murder?”

“When the Soviets agreed that Anders could set up a Polish army-in-exile in Russia, surely they would have expected him to request the transfer of 15,000 Polish prisoners of war to his command,” Arthur said. “They wouldn’t have done that if they’d already killed them all.”

“Don’t be so sure. Remember, Stalin put out the story about them all escaping to Manchuria. Strange that they escaped, never to be heard from again. Take my word, the Soviets killed them back at the start of the war, before we were on the same side; there is no other explanation,” the other man said.

“Ladies.” Arthur stood, a little unsteady on his feet, as I took my seat and Nancy returned from dancing with yet another American serviceman.

“Are you discussing the Katyn Massacre?” I asked.

I saw Jack’s eyes register interest in my comment as he reached for his cigarettes, silently offering me one before leaning forward to light it. I inwardly cursed; I needed to think before I spoke about things that might not be widespread knowledge.

“We were, but it’s not a discussion with ladies present,” the man said. “I’m Bertrand de Haler, and you must be the famous Jack Knight that I’ve heard much about.” He shook Jack’s hand and ignored me.

I sighed and sat back. Women would never be allowed to participate fully in politics or society, for that matter, if men such as Mr de Haler continued with antiquated views on what should be discussed in front of us. Hopefully, our participation in this war would change all of that.

Two British soldiers approached our table, and Nancy and I were whisked off to the dance floor again.

Bernard de Haler was gone when we returned to the table. Arthur’s head rested on his hands, and he was sound asleep. Betsy was draped against him. Jack smiled as we approached.

The sultry-voiced singer spoke into the microphone again. “Grab your partners for the last dance.”

Jack stubbed out his cigarette, stood, and held out his hand to me. “Come on, Mae, last dance.”

It was, of course, a slow number. Jack pulled me close, and I relaxed into his embrace as we moved in time to the music.

“I’d like to see you again,” he murmured, his breath tickling my ear.

“I don’t have leave again for a few weeks,” I said.

“When you do, can I call on you?” Jack asked.

I hesitated. Obviously, he couldn’t call on me at work or at my billet, but the thought of seeing him again was an attractive proposition.

“Won’t you be flying with Arthur?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I just go where I’m told, although I will be in England again in the next few weeks if that’s what you’re asking.”

“In that case, I’ll give you my grandmother’s London number. She can get a message to me.”
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Bletchley, England

September 7, 1943

The train from London’s Euston station was crowded. I was exhausted after spending what felt like most of my forty-eight hours of leave on the dance floors of the Astoria and the Grosvenor House Hotel. The carriage I entered was so full of soldiers dressed in khaki that one could be forgiven for mistaking it for a troop train rather than the passenger service of the Northwestern Railway.

I gave one group of soldiers my most charming smile, and sure enough, the youngest, who couldn’t have been a day over sixteen, stood and offered me his seat next to the window. I dropped gratefully into it and leaned back, closing my eyes for a moment. I could feel the clouds of sleep descending and pulled myself back, sitting up and addressing the man beside me.

“Wake me at Bletchley?” I murmured.

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, a look of disappointment crossing his face that I wasn’t about to engage him in conversation. “Late night?”

I let sleep take me.

I was shaken awake what felt like seconds later.

“We’re pulling into Bletchley,” the soldier said. “There are always young women getting off at this station. What do you do here? Do you think I could get a transfer?”

His mates laughed, but I was immediately awake and wary. I straightened my hat and picked up the bag at my feet. “Just boring typing,” I said, easing past him and into the aisle. “Good day,” I said before stepping onto the platform, grateful to breathe fresh air again, after the stuffy, odour-filled carriage.

Several boys leaned out of the windows and waved as the train pulled out again, leaving me alone in front of the old station house.

“If only you knew,” I murmured.

What went on at Bletchley Park was Britain’s best-kept war secret, one we hoped would remain undiscovered. In 1938, as war with Germany was increasingly likely, the Admiralty moved its code-breaking operation from Room 40 in the Broadway Building at St. James’s Park in London to a little-known outpost in the village of Bletchley, purchased specifically for the purpose by Admiral Sinclair.

When war broke out, and parts of Western Europe and France had fallen, the British public was sure that it was only a matter of time before Britain was invaded too. But they didn’t know that an enormous effort was already underway, not just on the battlefield but back home in Britain. The unlikeliest of warriors – academics, mathematicians, crossword puzzle enthusiasts, and debutantes, young unmarried women of good breeding, deemed loyal and security conscious, such as me – were set a near-impossible task; break the German Enigma code. Later, many young women from the Woman’s Royal Naval Service, known colloquially as WRENS, joined Bletchley in an operation that ran day and night, breaking German (and more recently, Italian and Japanese) military codes. Britain and her allies had a secret back door into Hitler’s plans, which needed to be protected at all costs.

I learned all this on the day my Uncle Charles sent me on the train to Bletchley Park, the ramshackle manor house around which my life would revolve for the rest of the war. I signed the Official Secrets Act that first day, forbidding me from revealing to anyone what my new job would entail.

What I now knew was that the British, with the help of a group of Polish codebreakers, had worked out how to break the coded messages sent by Germany’s Enigma machines.

Uncle Charles had shown me an Enigma machine on one of his visits to Bletchley Park. It looked like a typewriter, but when the operator typed a letter onto the keyboard, an electronic current would send the letter through rotating wheels, and a different letter would be illuminated on the adjacent lampboard, thus encrypting the letter. This process would be repeated for the entire message, which would be sent using Morse code to its intended recipient. The encryption depended upon the position of the three rotating wheels, of which there was any combination of eight, which the Germans changed every twenty-four hours, resulting in 150 million possible combinations.

I couldn’t begin to understand how the boffins were able to break the codes. All I knew was that in Hut 3, we received a constant stream of slips of paper from the machine room once the codes had been broken. They were around the size of a Post Office telegram with five-letter groups that resembled German words if everything was working as intended. If it didn’t make sense, we would translate it as best we could.

I glanced at my watch – nine a.m. My shift didn’t start until noon, time for a couple more precious hours of sleep. I headed for the manor house to see if I could borrow Mavis’s bicycle to ride back to my billet.

* * *

There was a tap on the glass behind me later that afternoon as I sat on a hard chair at a wooden desk with my back to the window. My friend Joan was jumping up and down, waving her arms.

“Mae, quick, the NAAFI is open.”

I scribbled a star in the margin of the message I was attempting to translate to mark my place, jumped up, grabbed my handbag from beneath the desk, and weaved my way through the rows of desks, and into the long corridor leading to the door. Several other young women with whom I worked looked up as I passed, and I soon heard footsteps behind me. I hurried out to where Joan was waiting for me.

Across the lawn, several groups of women emerged from the other similar huts to mine and dashed across the driveway. We picked up our pace and raced towards the imposing mansion house to see that a queue of predominantly women was already snaking along the path from the little kiosk with its shutters raised beside the house. The two women manning the NAAFI, the armed services canteen, were working frantically to serve the growing line of customers.

I sighed. “It’s worse each time they open. Look at all these people, they’re like little children eagerly waiting by an ice cream van.”

“Oh, ice cream.” Joan’s eyes looked dreamy. “But what I really need are chocolates and cigarettes.”

“You need them?” I teased.

“You have no idea,” she said. “Actually, the chocolate is for Dilly. All that man seems to survive on is tea and chocolate.”

I smiled. I only knew Joan’s boss Dilly by sight, but his reputation preceded him around Bletchley Park as one of the smartest codebreakers. Whenever I saw him hurrying about the place, he didn’t look well; perhaps it was something to do with the amount of tea and chocolate he consumed.

“I put a ladder in my last pair of stockings. I’m hoping they have some left by the time we get to the front of this queue,” I said.

“I wouldn’t get your hopes up,” Joan said as the queue inched forward.

Ten minutes later, we rounded the east end of the mansion, walking along the driveway towards the cottage where Joan worked, smoking our newly acquired cigarettes. Stockings were in short supply, and I’d missed out. I’d have to mend mine and try again next week. I was determined not to resort to drawing a line up the back of my bare calves to simulate wearing stockings, as I’d seen some of the women doing. We stepped aside when the roar of an engine signalled the arrival of a dispatch rider. The motorbike pulled to a stop in front of the garages behind the main house. The head of the dispatch riders, a robust, red-faced army man, Sergeant Harris, appeared from the garages to greet him, clipboard in hand.

“You made good time, lad,” he said, leaning over and reading the machine’s odometer and recording the result on his clipboard. The rider dismounted and removed his helmet and goggles. The black motorcycle had an uncomfortable-looking seat with a large spring beneath it and two canvas saddlebags attached to a frame across the rear wheel.

“Yeah, the roads were quiet,” the rider said. “Who do I give these to?” He unlatched his satchel.

I did a double-take at the voice, the accent. My head was immediately filled with images of being spun around the dance floor at the Astoria by a man with intense blue eyes. I felt the colour rise in my cheeks.

“What is it?” Joan asked.

“That dispatch rider sounds exactly like a New Zealander I met in London at the weekend.” I tried to sound nonchalant.

“This your first time here?” Harris asked the motorcyclist.

“Yeah, I’m filling in for Tommy Harkens, who has taken ill. He messaged ahead that I’d be coming in his place.”

Harris nodded. “And what is it that you normally do?”

The motorcycle courier straightened. “I was with the New Zealand force in Egypt until I was seconded to the British Army as a photographer.”

“Name?” Harris’s tone had turned decidedly cool.

“Lieutenant Jack Knight.”

“Come with me, Lieutenant. We can’t allow photographers here.”

“I’m not here to take photos, I’m just doing Tommy a favour,” Jack said.

“That may well be, lad, but this is not normally the way things work around here,” Harris said. “You need to come with me.”

Jack hooked his helmet over the handlebars and removed his riding gloves. He glanced across the courtyard to where Joan and I were staring. He didn’t seem surprised to see me and tapped his finger to an imaginary hat before following Harris into a hut at the far end of the courtyard.

“That’s him,” I said. “That’s the guy I met at the Astoria. He’s a friend of Betsy’s.”

“Maybe he has come to see you?” Joan teased.

I shook my head. “There’s no way he would know that I worked here.”

“In that case, someone is about to get in trouble for allowing him in here without the correct authorisation,” Joan said, looking at her watch. “Anyway, I had better get back.”

“Me too,” I said, retracing my steps along the driveway. Halfway along, I glanced over my shoulder, hoping for another glimpse of the mysterious Jack Knight, but the courtyard was empty.

* * *

I spent the next two hours in my uncomfortable chair trying to translate a series of messages based on a guessed crib. The room was quiet; the only sound from the twenty or so women and three men was the scratch of pencils on paper and the occasional cough. I gazed around at my co-workers, engrossed in trying to translate the decrypts in front of them.

The room was spartan, resembling a schoolroom, with groups of plain desks and chairs and several filing cabinets. The only decoration was a large map of the United Kingdom and Europe covering one wall. The small windows along one side of the room let in some light, but the green-shaded overhead bulbs provided most of the illumination. A throat cleared from the desk at the front of the room, and I glanced over to see the head of the hut, Mrs Winter, a stern woman in her late thirties, frowning at me and breaking me from my daydream. I turned my attention back to the paper in front of me. There was an error somewhere, as although some of the words that formed resembled German, enough letters were missing that the message made no sense; much depended upon the skill of the intercept operator. I had no real clue who they would be or where they would be based, but from the few murmurings I’d overheard, I figured they would be young women who’d been drafted into some branch or other of the military and stationed somewhere along the coast of England. I had put enough together to realise that the dispatch riders had to be bringing the messages from somewhere further afield than London.

I felt like I’d only just refocused my attention when I heard the chairs of my colleagues scrape back against the wooden floor – meal break. The other women in my section rushed for the door, keen to maximise their time outside in the sunshine of the late summer evening.

A shadow crossed my desk, and William Brown, a young Cambridge linguist who worked in my hut, waited for me to stop writing.

“Care to join me, Mae?” he asked.

I threw my pencil down, dropped the message in the basket on the desk and stood up.

“I would be delighted,” I said, smiling at him. William was one of the more attractive “brains”, as the girls called the group of dowdily dressed academics who provided the analytical power behind the code-breaking activities at the Park. He was tall and broad-shouldered. With his fair hair neatly parted, William closely resembled the actor Lawrence Olivier, which made him sought after and the subject of much gossip and speculation among many of the women who worked at the Park. As fond as I was of him, he had no romantic interest in me.

“I wonder what gastronomic delicacy awaits us today,” William said as he stood aside to allow me to pass through the door ahead of him. William donned his hat, and we joined a stream of people crossing the lawn to the canteen.

“I hope there’s meat,” one young woman said.
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