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About the Author

Having previously worked as a journalist and then a psychotherapist, Caroline Dunford enjoyed many years helping other people shape their personal life stories before taking the plunge and writing her own stories. She has now published almost thirty books in genres ranging from historical crime to thrillers and romance, including her much-loved Euphemia Martins mysteries and a brand-new series set around WWII featuring Euphemia’s perceptive daughter Hope Stapleford. Caroline also teaches creative writing courses part-time at the University of Edinburgh.




Praise for Caroline Dunford:

‘A sparkling and witty crime debut with a female protagonist to challenge Miss Marple’ Lin Anderson

‘Impeccable historical detail with a light touch’ Lesley Cookman

‘Euphemia Martins is feisty, funny and completely adorable’ Colette McCormick

‘A rattlingly good dose of Edwardian country house intrigue with plenty of twists and turns and clues to puzzle through’ Booklore.co.uk
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It is August 1914 and war has been declared. Spymaster Fitzroy returns from France with a team of highly trained spotters wounded and unfit for duty. While Euphemia’s husband, Bertram, is away undertaking Fitzroy’s next mission, Euphemia and Merry go undercover as nurses in the hospital where Fitzroy’s four surviving scouts are being treated. It is feared one of them is a traitor and Euphemia must identify him before it is too late . . .

At the hospital, Euphemia encounters a black-market racketeer, the impenetrable high security Ward D, and an old familiar face who believes some deaths on his ward are a result of foul play. Uncovering far more than she’d bargained for, Euphemia will need all her strength, wit and ingenuity to survive unscathed . . .




The theme and title of this book were chosen over two years ago. I had always intended to dedicate this story to the NHS who have, at various times, saved the lives of every member of my family, and who gave such kind and gentle care to my dying mother.

At the time of writing, we are in the midst of a pandemic and such thanks have never seemed more appropriate. The NHS is simply wonderful, as are the people who work within it. My hope for the future is that we remember how priceless both are, and we treat them accordingly.

I’d also like to dedicate this book to Harold Floate, my maternal grandfather, who died long before I was born. He was a spotter in WWI. Gassed, buried alive, and shell-shocked, he eventually made it home, but never fully recovered; a small man of great strength.




Chapter One

A turning out and sorting of things

The day was dull, with the kind of white sky that bears down on you and leaves you restless and feeling out of sorts. The apple trees outside the morning room dripped steadily with fat raindrops. I couldn’t hear them through the glass, but watching them, it felt as if I could. The ground outside was turning to mud, and all I could think of was the young men from the estate we had so recently sent off to war.

‘Mrs Stapleford?’

Our housekeeper, Mrs Templeton, a widowed lady of a mellowed age, who had fallen on hard times, tried valiantly once more to turn my attention to the bed linen we were inspecting.

‘I’m sure you are right, Mrs Templeton.’

‘About what, Mrs Stapleford?’

‘Everything,’ I said hopefully.

Mrs Templeton pinched the bridge of her nose with the fingers of her right hand. ‘I fear I shall have to get eyeglasses,’ she said. ‘I keep getting the most annoying headaches.’ She gave a small, ladylike sigh.

Guilt pinched at me. ‘Mrs T,’ I said, directing my full attention to her, ‘I am aware I appear pre-occupied. I very much need to get back to my study. I employed you because I have confidence in you and your decisions. If you feel all this linen needs replacing, then do it. Turn out the cupboards to your heart’s content. I expect there are even ones that we have not opened since we settled here. I leave it entirely to you.’

‘Madam, if I may say so, this is a very strange way to run a household.’

‘I am afraid, Mrs T, I will always be a strange mistress. I have had my fill of running houses. I am content to issue the most general of orders, although I will continue to approve the daily menus. That, and the occasional conversation with our new factor, will be my only concession to the day-to-day housekeeping routine.’

‘But won’t Mr Stapleford wish to talk to the factor?’

‘Probably, but afterwards Mr McArthur will generally wish to see me. He doesn’t like to bother my husband with the more troublesome details. His heart, you know.’

‘Of course.’

‘Now, if you will excuse me, I have some urgent letters to attend to.’ I nodded briefly to her and did my best to sweep out of the room as my mother would have done, but with a touch less haughtiness. I liked Mrs Templeton. I knew she would be good at her job. I only wished she would leave me alone.

The small room off the morning room is my office. We call it my writing room, so the staff don’t find it too unusual. It’s really a remote occupational base. It’s bad enough that I have my own telephone apparatus in there that none of them are allowed to answer. I closed the door and went to sit at my desk. I stared at the wretched new-fangled device and willed it to ring.

All I could hear was the sound of the rain falling steadily and relentless against the windows of White Orchards.

The truth was, I had no new letters to write. I took some papers out of a locked drawer and again read my copy of the notes I had presented to my masters in London. News had reached me yesterday that one of the supply lines I had advised the army to use had been compromised. I went over my information and my report. I could find no flaw in either. The British Expeditionary Force had begun to land in France three days ago, on 7th August. A small force, but all of them hardened veterans, they were there to help the French and Belgians repel German invasion.

What was not generally known to the public was that there had been an earlier landing. Spotters, or scouts, as they were sometimes known, had gone in to check the lie of the land. Sending back information to analysts like myself, on the terrain, population, roads, etc, they also looked for places to engage the enemy, locations for bases, and everything an advancing army might need. The very best of them had gone forward to scout the enemy lines – or as close as they could get. That’s where my partner, the spymaster Fitzroy, currently was. He likes to think of himself as my superior officer, but as my standing is still in debate in the Service I have said I will only work with him if he considers me his partner. I have admittedly also said I will respect his experience. It’s a stand-off.

Our last mission had seen us travelling back through France and Germany in February and March. Fitzroy had been recovering from a knife wound in his side, so we had been meandering back in a leisurely manner, pretending to be a newly married couple, but in reality scoping out the environment in anticipation of the war that we both feared was imminent.

As soon as we were back on British soil, he had been transferred to train the spotters. I had been drafted to do the analysis of their work as I had so recently driven through much of the landscape. I agreed I had no place training army veterans as spotters. Fitzroy had a lot of experience and I was a newish recruit. It also meant that I got to stay at home with my long-suffering husband, Bertram. Yet I had been unprepared for the levels of anxiety that would suddenly seize me with Fitzroy away in the heart of the action. He had been working successfully for ten years without my concern – as he would have happily pointed out. Although, last time I had saved his life at least twice. However, he was with men he had trained and trusted – and that’s the best you can hope for in the field. It was just that with that food supply line becoming compromised, I had this nagging doubt in my mind that something had gone very wrong.

At this point I hadn’t heard from Fitzroy by post or official communication for two weeks. I hesitated to telephone head office. That I was a female spy was bad enough. That I had previously worked exclusively with Fitzroy had started extensive rumours. I believe, before he left, Fitzroy had punched two junior officers who had made inappropriate comments about our partnership. If I called Head Office about his welfare, I would undo all his ‘good’ work. I presumed – I hoped – they would tell me if he wasn’t going to come back.

I sat in my office for the rest of the afternoon, until it was time to change for dinner. We keep things informal here in many ways, but both Bertram and I agree one should, at the very least, smarten up for dinner. He likes the ritual of it. I need something to break up the endless monotony of body and soul into which I appear to have fallen.

Dinner proved to go down very well with Bertram. Our gamekeeper had supplied some fresh duck, of which he is very fond. I find it a dark and fatty meat, but with little pleasing me, I could at least do my best to please my husband.

Bertram smiled at me from his end of the shortened dining table. The candlelight we prefer at dinner caught in his deep brown eyes, so that they shone with happiness. ‘Jolly fine dinner, darling,’ he said. ‘Fancy a game of chess afterwards? I’ve read the ruddy papers three times. Nothing in them but ridiculous speculation. I dashed off a couple of letters to the editors. Ones that I hope will quite spoil their digestive systems.’ He took a swig of claret. ‘But other than that, my day’s been rather dull. How’s yours been?’

I pondered on which question to address first. Bertram tends now to deliver his thoughts in bunches. Almost as if he is saving them up to avoid diminishing his energy during the day.

‘In order, dearest: I am glad you like your dinner. I will happily play chess with you, but I will beat you, as I always do. The papers are speculating wildly to gain a better readership and because no one yet knows what will happen.’

‘Be over by Christmas,’ muttered Bertram.

‘I applaud you writing to the papers. As I have said before, you write very well, and I think you should offer yourself as a consultant correspondent. My day has been spent in various ways, from looking at linen with Mrs T to trawling through some work documents for information.’

‘Which you can’t tell me about?’ said my husband, his voice losing much of its pleasantness.

‘No,’ I said. ‘Besides, I believe you would find it of little interest.’

‘All for old Fitz-bang, is it?’

It was on the tip of my tongue to state that I could neither confirm nor deny, but the servants had left us, so I threw him a crumb. ‘My reports are going to Head Office.’

My husband’s shoulders descended from being near his ears and he leant back in his seat. ‘Ah, well, I see. One must do one’s duty and all that. Especially in these times. I don’t suppose I . . .’

Bertram has, in the past, acted as an asset for the Crown.

‘I will ask Head Office next time I call,’ I said, knowing that would not be any time soon.

‘After all, I do have experience,’ said Bertram. ‘I want to do my bit.’

‘Absolutely,’ I said. ‘But you have a weak heart and must be accommodated accordingly.’ I levelled a firm gaze at him. ‘You will not be going off to war. Why, we haven’t even been married a year!’

‘The third gardener, that young chap Bobby, married two days before he volunteered,’ said my husband. ‘I don’t want to be an exception.’

I stood up. ‘I wish to retire. It’s been a ghastly day. Would you be so kind as to escort me up the stairs, husband?’

‘Damn it, Euphemia, it’s not even seven p.m. I know we’re keeping country hours, but there is no way I will be able to sleep. I will end up staring at the ceiling for hours. There’s nothing to do in bed . . .’ He caught my expression. ‘Unless you were thinking . . .’

I tilted my head very slightly.

‘You don’t mean . . .? Why, the sun isn’t even down!’

‘How outrageous,’ I quipped. ‘Whatever would the staff think?’

‘They are not employed to dictate our actions.’

‘Exactly.’

‘My goodness,’ said Bertram, standing up and trailing his napkin from his waistcoat. ‘And skipping pudding too. You are a rascal, Euphemia.’

‘But I’m your rascal,’ I said, coming over and kissing him lightly on the mouth.

‘To think I would ever have married such a goer,’ said my husband with an enormous grin.

At breakfast the next morning Bertram read the papers while humming softly and discordantly to himself. We had not yet been married long enough for me to find this any less than charming, and I fussed around him with the coffee pot. I did not prevent the maid from bringing up second helpings of all the dishes. Bertram had lost a second waistcoat button yesterday. He was spreading. With the weather so bad, the opportunity for exercise waned. Our poor horses, wearing weather blankets, congregated under the elms and regarded the house miserably as if we had the power to turn back the rain.

In truth I could have screamed with the boredom and anxiety of it all – despite the lovely evening I had only just spent with Bertram. I had always loathed White Orchards and the Fens, where it was situated. Bertram loved country living. I, who had grown up in the country, constantly longed for something different. However, I had known of my husband’s heart condition before I married him, and I wished us to have a long life together. If only there could be a little more to it . . .

The telephone rang loudly in my study. I excused myself and ran to answer it. For it to ring outside office hours was abnormal, and significant. I picked up the receiver while I was still an arm’s length from my desk. ‘Hello!’ I said breathlessly.

‘Mrs Stapleford?’ said a male voice.

‘This is Alice,’ I said, giving my code name and confirming no one was within earshot.

‘We thought you should know. There have been further complications arising from your information.’

‘Another supply line?’ I said, my heart sinking.

‘No, this concerns the report you wrote when you returned from France. In particular, about the German border.’

‘Can you say who is speaking, please?’ I asked. I needed to know what his rank was because I had an overwhelming urge to tell him to damn well spit it out.

‘No, but I can tell you Captain Fitzroy is missing. We believe he and his group of spotters were caught in an ambush.’

I sat down heavily in my chair. ‘Can you tell me . . . no, you said, missing. You must know the Captain co-authored that report with me.’

‘I am aware he signed off on it. He said you had done the bulk of the work.’

I closed my eyes. Fitzroy often tried to give me more credit than I was due. He was constantly trying to bolster my importance to the Service. This time it might well have backfired. Although the words hadn’t been spoken, I could hear the suspicion in the nameless voice. Twice now my data had led to failures – possibly captures or deaths. My throat tightened.

‘Alice? Do you have anything to say that could be of help?’

‘Such as what?’ I said.

‘Could you or your material have been compromised?’

I didn’t snap back the response I wanted to. I owed the lives of the men involved more than that. ‘I have not been compromised,’ I said in a level voice. ‘I have followed all the set protocols for delivering information.’

‘Have you spoken to your husband about your work? We are aware he has also signed the Official Secrets Act.’

‘No. I was expressly told he did not have clearance.’

‘That must make things difficult for you.’

I did not make the mistake of thinking the voice was empathising with me. ‘I know my duty,’ I said curtly.

‘Then you will agree, we have a problem.’

‘It would certainly appear Captain Fitzroy does,’ I said, struggling to maintain my temper. ‘Would you notify me at once when you hear from him, please?’

‘We will follow all normal protocols. Until you hear from us again, consider yourself stood down, Alice.’

The voice rang off.

I stormed back to the breakfast room. ‘I don’t bloody believe it,’ I yelled at Bertram. ‘I’ve been stood down!’ Then, without warning, I burst into involuntary tears.
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