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To Noel, who always believed


 

 

 

In wartime, truth is so precious
that she should always be accompanied
by a bodyguard of lies.
—Winston Churchill

I read about the guts of the pioneer woman
and the woman of the dustbowl and
the gingham goddess of the covered wagon.
What about the woman of the covered typewriter?
What has she got, poor kid,
when she leaves the office?
—Christopher Morley, Kitty Foyle


 

 

MR. CHURCHILL’S
SECRETARY


PROLOGUE
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HALF AN HOUR before Diana Snyder died, she tidied up her desk in the typists’ office of the Cabinet War Rooms.

She looked up at the heavy black hands of the clock on the wall and sighed. There were no windows in the War Rooms, the underground lair used by the Prime Minister’s staff, reinforced by concrete slabs and considered to be bombproof. The ceilings were low; signs warned Mind Your Head. The once-white walls had faded to a dull yellow, and the floors were covered in worn brown linoleum. Overhead were lines of drainage pipes from the Treasury. While the air was filtered by a special ventilation system, there were still lingering odors of floor wax, chemical toilets, and cigarette smoke.

The windowless typists’ office was lit by four green-glass pendant lamps and adorned with several gas masks, along with steel helmets and whistles for air-raid drills. It was quiet in the small room, but outside, in the hall, the subterranean air was punctuated with the clatter of typewriters, conversations in low voices, and the piercing ring of telephones.

The only evidence it was spring was the calendar on the wall. May 1940.

May 12, 1940, to be exact. Winston Churchill had just been made Prime Minister. Armies of Nazis were marching across Holland, Belgium, and Luxembourg—and it looked as though the entirety of Belgium was about to fall. If and when Belgium fell, France would be next. And after France, well, what then? Attacks on England from the air, invasion from the sea? St. Paul’s Cathedral a smoking ruin from bombs dropped from Messerschmitts and Heinkels? Red, white, and black flags with swastikas flying from the Houses of Parliament with Nazi troops goose-stepping down the Mall, through Admiralty Arch, to knock over Nelson’s Column? Would they set up military headquarters at Buckingham Palace, execute high-ranking officials at the Tower of London?

The people to whom Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain had promised “peace in our time” were now trembling on the edge of a terrifying abyss. It was a strange moment in time, a limbo-like state when the horror was fast approaching but barbarity hadn’t yet quite descended.

Diana sighed again and pushed back a limp wave of pale hair that had held a curl when she’d begun her day, nearly sixteen hours before.

Pulling the last sheets out of the typewriter—the special noiseless kind Mr. Churchill insisted upon when he’d taken office so that the secretaries could type directly while he dictated—Diana separated the original from the carbon and added each to its respective stack. Then she said her goodbyes to the other typists, pinning on her navy-blue straw hat, the one with the daisies and cherries.

It was late and the sunlight was fading as Diana made her way to the bus stop. Silver barrage balloons floated high in the sky, turning pink in the slanting sun’s rays, negligible protection against threatened Nazi air raids. No lights glowed against the encroaching darkness—blackout regulations had been in effect since Neville Chamberlain had declared war almost eight months before.

Like most Londoners, St. James’s Park was looking unkempt around the edges. The metal gates had been dug up and taken away to be melted down for munitions. Most of the grassy lawn had been turned into victory gardens. Men with pale faces and black bowler hats, carrying gas masks over their shoulders, walked with tense and hurried steps. They were leaving Whitehall or Parliament, or whatever government building covered in thick barbed wire and sandbags they reported to. There were women, too, in their gray-and-brown uniforms, carrying on with their work as secretaries and nurses and drivers.

Diana groaned inwardly as she saw the queue for the bus that she usually took to her flat, a third-floor walk-up in Pimlico.

“Damn,” she muttered as she eyed the long line. Her mother, back in Kent, would have been aghast. No umbrella, hat pinned at a rakish angle, heels just a fraction of an inch too high. Her mother always complained about the way Diana dressed. Sweaters too tight, lipstick too bright, curfew too late—and this was before Diana had moved to London. That was the last straw. No respectable young woman went to London to work, even for the P.M. Especially for this P.M. Better to stay in Kent, playing tennis and bridge, rolling bandages and knitting socks for soldiers, until the right young man from a proper family came along. Of course, these days, any so-called “proper young man” was going to be in the army, navy, or air force.

Diana stood still for a moment, contemplating her options, her delicate features momentarily creased with worry. She had her mother’s face, she’d have to admit—the sparkling eyes, the high cheekbones, and the tiny, pointed chin. Normally, despite the war and threat of invasion, she wasn’t one to worry. She was well-off financially. She had a large circle of what her mother would call “the right sort” of friends. She had a number of “the wrong sort” of beaux—which were just right for the present moment.

“Damn,” she repeated. She looked up at the darkening sky, then back toward the bus stop. She’d never get on the next bus; she’d be lucky to get the one after that. So she decided to walk, a good half-hour to forty-five minutes, in the dark.

Her mother would be appalled, of course.

Diana took off at a brisk clip, heels tapping smartly on the pavement. The sun gave its final golden explosion and then sank past the horizon, leaving a few clouds of rosy gray. The winds picked up, and she shivered, ducking her head down and keeping a firm grip on her pocketbook.

After the sunset, blackout swallowed her. Her mother, terrified of the city, was always ringing to warn her about rapists and muggers. Diana had laughed and told her not to worry. London was her city; she’d be fine. More than fine, in fact. Still, she shivered again in the damp darkness. She thought of the small flat she shared with two other girls. With work and parties and dates, they all kept irregular hours. No one expected her home at any particular time.

Her killers knew this.

She heard the heavy footsteps behind her and walked just that much faster in the inky darkness, her heels making a delicate staccato rhythm on the pavement. Instinctively, she pulled her twill coat around her and gripped her handbag even tighter.

She heard the heavy pounding of the man’s boots as they hit the pavement, faster now. Diana sensed it—the primal smell of danger. He was the hunter, and she was the prey. She tried to search the gloom for a policeman or an air-raid warden. But there was nothing and no one. She began to run, her breath burning in her lungs, feet squeezed by her pumps.

Diana turned around, her heart drumming, ready to scream—when she heard a car’s engine rattle behind her. The Humber coupe’s large, round headlights were covered by blackout slats. As it passed, she nearly choked on the noxious exhaust fumes.

The car pulled up to the curb in front of her, liberally covered with thick, white paint visible in the blackout, and stopped.

“Are you all right?” came a breathy voice through the car’s window.

In the faint gleam of the rising moon, Diana could see that the driver was female, a young girl like herself. She breathed a sigh of relief.

She looked behind her for whoever had been following her—and saw nothing in the shadows. You silly ninny, she thought, imagining ghosts and goblins at your age. Probably just some poor man trying to get home to his wife and children. Serves you right for not waiting for the bus.

“Fine, thanks,” she said, approaching the car. “Just a bit spooked there for a moment.” In the murky darkness she could now see that the girl was in her early twenties, with a blue Hermès silk scarf tied smartly around her neck.

The girl assessed the skies. “Need a lift? I’m heading to Pimlico—you’re welcome to ride along if you’d like.”

Without hesitation, Diana ran to the passenger’s side and got in. “Oh, thanks so much. There was such a long queue at the bus stop, and then there’s the blackout—”

The driver smiled as Diana settled herself in the leather seat. “Not to mention high heels.”

“Well, you know, a girl’s got to make some sacrifices for beauty during this damn war.”

“And don’t we all know it.” They laughed together as the car wound its way through the shadowed streets.

“My name’s Diana, by the way.”

“And mine’s Claire,” the other girl replied. “Pleased to meet you.”

At last, they reached Diana’s flat, a brick terrace house. She looked up at the building—one of her flatmates had a light on—and had forgotten to close the blackout curtain. There’ll be a fine for that, Diana thought absently. “By the way,” she asked Claire, “how did you know I lived here?”

Those were her last words.

There was the sound of heavy boots on the pavement, and the car’s door opened with a sudden jerk.

Diana turned and looked up at a tall man wearing a black woolen mask. The only part of his face she could see were his eyes, cold and unblinking. He was muscular but lean and wore leather gloves on his hands. “Get out,” he said.

Diana did as she was told, in a fog of shock. “Turn around,” he barked. “Hands on the roof of the car.”

Diana looked to Claire and saw that her face was set; she was part of what was happening. Heart in her throat, breathing shallow and labored, her armpits damp with fear, she turned and placed her hands on the roof of the car.

Without preamble, she felt the hot shock of the metal blade as it pierced through her flesh and could hear the tearing as it went through cloth and skin and muscle.

There was pain, more pain than she’d ever thought possible, and she fell to the street, her cheek lying against the hard pavement. She gave a few gasps.

And then a cloud of benevolent black velvet closed around her.


ONE
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“I WOULD SAY to the House, as I’ve said to those who have joined this Government, I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat. We have before us an ordeal of the most grievous kind. We have before us many, many long months of struggle and suffering,” intoned Winston Leonard Spencer Churchill to the House of Commons and the British nation in his first speech as the new Prime Minister.

There must have been complete silence in the House, although there was a burst of static over the airwaves as Maggie leaned forward to listen to the BBC on the wireless. She and Paige sat at the kitchen table and clasped hands, listening to the address. Charlotte, better known as Chuck, entered the kitchen quietly and leaned against the door frame.

“You ask, what is our policy? I can say: It is to wage war, by sea, land and air, with all our might and with all the strength that God can give us; to wage war against a monstrous tyranny, never surpassed in the dark, lamentable catalogue of human crime. That is our policy. You ask, what is our aim?

“I can answer in one word: It is victory, victory at all costs, victory in spite of all terror, victory, however long and hard the road may be; for without victory, there is no survival. Let that be realised; no survival for the British Empire, no survival for all that the British Empire has stood for, no survival for the urge and impulse of the ages, that mankind will move forward towards its goal.”

Chuck nodded her acknowledgment of both girls. Together they all listened to the speech’s conclusion in tense silence.

“But I take up my task with buoyancy and hope. I feel sure that our cause will not be suffered to fail among men. At this time I feel entitled to claim the aid of all, and I say, ‘Come then, let us go forward together with our united strength.’ ”

The three girls were perfectly still and silent for a moment, as the words’ gravity washed over them.

“Well, at least it’s the truth,” Maggie said, pushing back a stray lock of red hair. “He didn’t try to pretend everything’s all right and fob us off with easy comfort and lies.”

“I just don’t know,” Chuck said to both girls as a tinny version of “God Save the King” played, and she walked over to click off the wireless.

“Look what happened in Poland. Look what’s happening in Belgium and Holland and France,” Paige said. “Maybe Ambassador Kennedy was right. He said Hitler doesn’t want England. And if we’d just—”

Chuck gave a snort. “Oh, right. And then they’ll stop? You really believe that?”

“This is a different kind of war,” Maggie said. “A people’s war. It’s not just soldiers on the front line, it’s civilians. We are the new front line.” As she said the words, her chest constricted a bit. It was true. England might still be in the “Bore War,” where nothing dangerous was really happening, but things were about to change. Nazis had invaded most of Europe and were undoubtedly moving toward England. Would troops try to invade by sea or parachute down from the sky? Either way, the scenario was grim.

“Yeah,” said Chuck. “We’re as likely to be bombed here in our own home as the soldiers over in France.”

“Stop it!” Paige said, covering her ears. “Just stop!”

Chuck frowned and pulled her bottle-green cardigan sweater around her, rather like a general settling his uniform before going once more unto the breach. “Tea,” she stated in her deep, booming voice, deliberately changing the subject. “We all need tea. There’ll be no blood, toil, tears, or sweat until I have some goddamned tea.”

That was Chuck, practical and pragmatic. More handsome than beautiful, with rich chestnut-brown hair, strong features, and thick black eyelashes, Chuck McCaffrey had worked for U.S. Ambassador Joseph Kennedy, along with Paige Kelly, before the war had started.

Maggie Hope had come to London for another reason altogether—to sell her late grandmother’s great leaking, creaking pile of a Victorian house. But when Britain declared war, and Joseph Kennedy began being quoted in the papers spouting pro-Nazi sentiments, both Paige and Chuck both quit their jobs with the Ambassador—and lost their Embassy housing. Maggie, admiring their resolve, invited them to move in, and they gratefully acquiesced.

Paige and Maggie had met years before either had come to London, at Wellesley College, an all-women’s school in Massachusetts. Paige was a rich debutante from Virginia with perfect waves of glistening golden hair and a heart-shaped face, and Maggie a red-haired and pale faculty brat far more interested in fractions than fashions, but they’d become fast friends nonetheless. Finding each other in London had been pure serendipity; becoming housemates made a pleasure of a financial necessity. The flatmates’ rent, along with Maggie’s work privately tutoring students in math, allowed her to stay in London.

Chuck made her way toward the copper kettle on the stove but stopped short at the state of the sink, piled high with dirty dishes. “Jesus H. Christ!”

Maggie shrugged. “The twins.” The twins in question were Annabelle and Clarabelle Wiggett, two pixielike young blondes who also lived in the house, known as much for their thick Norwich accents and incessant giggling as for the catastrophic messes they left. Chuck referred to them, not necessarily unkindly, as “the Ding-belles,” “the Dumb-belles,” and “the Hell’s Belles.”

Chuck made a low growl in her throat. “Off with their heads,” she muttered, rolling up her sleeves and taking up a dishrag.

The telephone rang, and Paige jumped to get it. “Hello?” she cooed, as if expecting to hear from one of her numerous boyfriends. Then, “Oh, yes, David—she’s here.” David was David Greene, one of Maggie’s good friends, who worked as a private secretary to Winston Churchill.

Maggie took the heavy black Bakelite receiver and sat down at the kitchen table, running her fingers over the nicks and scars in the wood. “It’s just that the girl’s gone missing,” David said, his voice solemn. “Actually, it’s a bit more serious than that. But the thing is, we need a replacement. Yesterday.”

“Wasn’t she murdered a few days ago?” Maggie asked. “Mugged for a few pounds? I saw something in The Times about it. And in Pimlico, too—”

Paige and Chuck both turned, listening.

“Look, it’s a terrible situation, Magster, but there’s still a war on and work to be done. Now more than ever. We need to fill the position.”

“Paige and I have already decided—we’re going to be drivers. The call of the open road and all.”

“Maggie, my dear, I know you can take dictation and type well. And that’s what’s needed right now. And please, let me emphasize the right now bit.”

Maggie leaned back in the chair. She could see where this was going. “Well, then, why don’t you do it?”

“I’m already a private secretary, research and that sort of thing. Besides, I don’t, well—”

Maggie raised an eyebrow. “You mean you don’t . . . type?”

“Not very fast, I’m afraid,” he said. “But you can, and quickly, too. And that’s what’s needed.” Then, “We need you.”

Maggie was silent. Dishes done, Chuck had turned back to her tea, the mug dwarfed by her large, capable hands. Paige busied herself with the newspaper.

“Merciful Zeus, woman!” David exclaimed over the crackling line. “It’s a chance to work on the front lines. You’d be doing something important. Making a difference.”

The knowledge that he was right stung. She could make a difference. But not in the way she wanted, with her mathematic capabilities. As a typist.

“Working for Mr. Churchill would be one of the hardest and most challenging jobs you can do. And vital as well. But it’s up to you, of course. I can’t say it’s going to be anything but difficult. But if you’re interested, I can make it happen. We’ve already started the paperwork, proving you’re a British citizen in good standing—despite your dreadful accent.”

Maggie smiled in spite of herself; David loved to mock her American accent. “Would there be any chance of my being involved with the research and writing end of things? After all, with my degree, I could be of more help, especially with things like queue theory, allocating resources, information theory, code and cipher breaking—”

He sighed. “I’m sorry, Maggie, but they’re only hiring men for those jobs. I understand your frustration. . . .” Maggie had already tried for a private secretary job, a position traditionally held by young Oxbridge men from upper-class families. Despite being more than qualified, she’d been turned down.

“No, David. You don’t.” It wasn’t his fault, but still, the truth hurt. She could type and file, while young men her age, like David, could do more—research, reports, writing. It just wasn’t fair, and the knowledge made her want to throw and break things. Immature, she knew, but honest. “I’d rather drive or work in a factory, making tanks.”

“Maggie—why?”

“Look, you of all people should know why.” David, after all, wouldn’t be there, either, if they knew everything about him. “You don’t get to judge me.”

“I’m sorry. . . .”

“You’re sorry? Sorry?” she said, her voice rising in pitch. In the kitchen, the girls all pretended to be very, very busy with what they were doing. “Perfect. You’re sorry. But it doesn’t change anything.” Her pronunciation became more distinct. “It doesn’t change that when I interviewed for the private secretary job, I was more than qualified. It doesn’t change that Dicky Snodgrass was a condescending ass to me. It doesn’t change that John sees me as a mere girl incapable of anything besides typing and getting married and having babies. And it doesn’t change that they hired that cross-eyed lug Conrad Simpson—a mouth breather who probably still has to sound words out and count on his fingers—all because his daddy has a fancy title and he has a . . . a . . . a penis!”

There was silence on the other end, and then the line crackled. In the kitchen, the girls looked at each other in shock.

“And the fact that you’re absolutely right, I know, doesn’t make it any better,” David said.

“All right, then,” Maggie said, slightly calmer now that she’d gotten that off her chest. Then she added, “What about Paige?”

Paige looked up from the paper; “Fifth Column Treachery” was the headline. “What about Paige?” she asked. Maggie waved her hands and shushed her.

“Paige is American—only Commonwealth citizens allowed,” he said.

“Chuck?”

Chuck was still bent over the tea, but her back tensed.

“Chuck’s training to be a nurse, and she’ll be more than needed soon,” David said. “Besides, Ireland’s not the Commonwealth, you know. Things are still a little . . . iffy between England and Ireland, if you know what I mean.”

“Ah,” Maggie said. “Of course.” Chuck was Irish. And with all of the violent history between England and Ireland, as well as the recent IRA bombings in London, Maggie could see why an Irish citizen at No. 10 wouldn’t be considered, let alone approved.

Maggie took a deep breath. Despite her frustration at the system in place, she knew it was time for her to give up her pride and do what needed to be done. Here’s something I can do for the war effort, she thought, something I can do, and do well. There’s a need, and I can fill it. It was as simple as that. And in wartime, it was all that mattered.

“All right, then,” she said with a dramatic sigh. “Yes, I’ll do it. Fine. You’ve got yourself a secretary.”

“Good girl! I had a feeling you’d come through. We’ll see you at Number Ten tomorrow then, eight sharp. There’s a lot of work to be done.”

“I know. I’ll be there.” And then she added, “Thank you, David. You can count on me.”

*     *     *

Michael Murphy left his flat in Soho early, forgoing an umbrella even though the skies promised worse weather.

He paused at the curb while he buttoned his old mackintosh against the morning chill, tucking a small worn-leather suitcase tightly between his feet. Around him was a regular Tuesday morning in London—traffic getting heavier, a siren wailing, shops and cafés opening, people walking quickly on the sidewalks or waiting patiently in queues for red double-decker buses. A few drab sparrows picked at crumbs, and the damp air was cut by car exhaust.

Satisfied he’d never seen any of the faces in the crowd before, he set off for Piccadilly Circus. The statue of Eros with his bow had been removed for safekeeping, and the Shaftsbury fountain was boarded up with wide wooden planks. The area, edged by the London Pavilion and the Criterion, was already mobbed with RAF pilots on leave, Wrens in brown uniforms and bright lipstick, and young boys shouting and selling newspapers.

They were overlooked by huge billboards: Guinness Is Good for You. Bovril Schweppes Tonic Water. For Your Throat’s Sake, Smoke Craven A. And just in case one could ever forget the war: It Might Be YOU—Caring for Evacuees Is a National Service.

Murphy walked down the steep flight of steps to the Piccadilly Circus Underground station, bought his ticket, and then descended further into the bowels of the Tube. As he sank lower and lower into the earth, the cool air smelled of exhaust, rotting rubbish, and stale sweat.

The train arrived with a loud rumble, and he pushed his way in with the others—businessmen in rumpled suits and felt hats with newspapers in hand, a few soldiers, a nurse with a white winged hat. He transferred from the Piccadilly line to the Northern, noticing a particularly beautiful young woman with a dove-gray pill-box hat and red lipstick, somehow disconcerting so early in the morning. He gave the woman a grin and tipped his hat. She blushed and dropped her eyes.

He remained standing on the train, then got off with a crowd of passengers as the doors slid open at Euston station. Instinctively, he reached into his coat and felt for the butt of his pistol.

It was there, hard and reassuring.

He walked along with the rest of the crowd, hanging back just slightly, until most had proceeded up the staircase, leaving a momentary lull before the next train arrived.

In one smooth, practiced move, he reached into the case and released a catch activating the bomb inside. Then, in another quick motion, he dropped it in one of the gaping rubbish bins.

Walking briskly now, he headed up the stairs. There was a man with a fleshy, florid face playing “The Sailor’s Hornpipe” on a slightly out-of-tune violin. Murphy threw a few coins into the open case, pausing to wink at the woman in the gray hat, who’d stopped to listen. She blushed again.

Continuing through a turnstile, he jogged up another steeper set of stairs and then into the open air. He walked a few blocks and spotted a café across the street.

He went in and took a seat by the large plate-glass windows, the dark wood chair scraping over the black-and-red tile floor.

Then he looked up at the waitress and ordered a pot of tea.

Murphy was enjoying his first sip when the ground shook slightly and the battered wooden tables and chipped flowered china dishes trembled for just an instant.

There was an uneasy silence as the other patrons stiffened, wondering what had happened, waiting.

The crowd began murmuring, some rising to see what the outside commotion was about. A baby began to cry, and his mother held him tightly against her.

Then people, some battered and bloody, faces contorted with shock, began to walk past the café’s window. And they’re the lucky ones, he thought.

The man caught sight of the young woman in the gray hat, the one he’d favored with a wink. It was askew, and her lipstick had smeared. A gash on her face wept blood, dripping dark and red onto the light gray of her suit. She walked past the window of the café, unseeing.

From a distance, the wail of sirens could be heard, growing louder as they approached.

Murphy left a few coins on the table for his tea and then went out into the throng, savoring the confusion and chaos he had caused.
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