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   Praise for 
A GIRL’S GUIDE TO SPYING

   “A rollicking, fun read written with all of Holly’s trademark warmth. Rich with historical texture that brings the past vividly to life, Holly once again proves why she’s a true superstar of children’s fiction. And who wouldn’t fall in love with Hector the dog?” 

   Hannah Gold, author of The Last Bear

   “A compelling blend of intrigue, mystery and puzzle solving. Join Rose Patrol as they find themselves caught up in a dangerous race against time to uncover the identity of a double agent. Packed full of twists and turns, this is a real page-turner of a read. Inspired by the real-life work of Girl Guides during the First World War, this historical mystery is a must have for fans of Robin Stevens.” 

   Jo Clarke, author of The Travelling School Mysteries series

   “Holly Webb is always a dream and this is no exception. A Girl’s Guide to Spying is so smart and clever and full of fun that I devoured every inch of it. Go Rose Patrol!” 

   Daisy May Johnson, author of How to be Brave

   “This is vivid historical fiction that will transport you, charm you, and make you cheer at the brilliance of the real-life Girl Guides who played their part in the war. Hoorah for Phyl and Annie!” 

   Joanna Nadin, author of The Worst Class in the World
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   For all the wonderful people who give their time (so much time …) to Girlguiding.
You are amazing.

And for everyone at 9th Tilehurst – obviously the best Rainbows, Brownies and Guides ever.
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   ‌The Characters

   The Dean Family, Marchmont Street

   Phyllis Dean

   Annie Dean

   Dan Dean, their brother

   Ernest Dean, their father, owner of Dean’s grocer’s

   Lily Dean, their mother

   At the 1st Holborn Guide Company, Cheviot Square

   Miss Lynley, the Guide captain

   Miss Fielding, her lieutenant

   The Rose Patrol

   Ruby Finch, patrol leader

   Iris, patrol second

   Charlotte

   Freddie

   and Phyllis and Annie

   The Violet Patrol

   Lucy, patrol leader

   Avis, patrol second

   and others

   The Snowdrop Patrol

   Belinda, patrol leader

   Louisa, patrol second

   Bonnie

   and others

   The Daffodil Patrol

   Mildred, patrol leader

   Chrissie, patrol second

   and others

   Brownies

   Elizabeth, Lucy’s younger sister, aged eight

   and others

   At Cheviot Square

   Sir James and Lady Maria Lynley, Miss Lynley’s parents

   Bruce, Sir James’s bulldog

   At Hoffmann’s Haberdashery, Marchmont Street

   Minna Hoffmann, aged eleven

   Marion Hoffmann, her mother, runs the shop

   Albert Hoffmann, Minna’s father, born in Germany, currently in an internment camp

   William Hoffmann, their baby son

   At MO5, Watergate House

   Sergeant Jakes, the doorman

   Doris, a Guide messenger

   Miss Roubaud, supervisor of the Guides

   Margaret (Meg) Stokely, patrol leader of the Guide messengers on the first floor

   Sara, a Guide messenger on the first floor

   Florrie, a Guide messenger on the first floor

   Major Lynley, an MO5 officer, Miss Lynley’s brother

   Major Warren, an MO5 officer working on the first floor

   Miss Alice Hammond, a clerk working on the first floor

   Miss Mansell, a clerk working on the first floor

   Lieutenant Friston, an MO5 officer working on the third floor

   Foster, the lift operator

   Lieutenant Allenby, an MO5 officer

   Other characters

   George, Dan’s soldier friend out in Belgium

   Miss Constance Ainsley, a suffragette

   Mrs Tyler, a charlady working at Drummond House

   Hector, Major Warren’s bull terrier
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   ‌A Note About the Chapter Headings

   Each chapter in this book starts with a quote – some from newspapers, some from government announcements and some from the Girl Guides’ Gazette (a magazine for Guides). Lots of them are from The Handbook for Girl Guides, written by Agnes Baden-Powell and her brother Robert Baden-Powell in 1912. Some of them are very old-fashioned as they were written over a hundred years ago. You may find them strange – some of them might make you angry. These are the words and opinions that Phyl, Annie, Ruby and the other Guides in this book were hearing all the time.
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   ‌July 1914

   SIR,—Women in general will be grateful for your unqualified disapproval of Girl Scouts. But is it not an anxious sign of the times if the mothers of girls between the ages of twelve and sixteen have not sufficient control to prevent their daughters from taking part in a pursuit of which they disapprove, especially one so eminently unsuitable as scouting for girls?
—I am, Sir, &c.,


   
   A.K.

   Letter to the editor, published in The Spectator, 1909, after reports on the Crystal Palace Scout Rally

   “What are they doing?” Annie said, staring in fascination at the group of girls stomping down the road. Then she added with a giggle, “What are they wearing?”

   Phyl, her older sister, shook her head. “I don’t know. They’re … marching, I suppose. Look at their skirts! And those hats. They don’t look proper.”

   “They look like boys.” Annie put her head on one side and squinted into the bright sun to get a better look at the dark blue woollen skirt of the closest girl. Even though she seemed about fifteen, a young lady rather than a child, her skirt was halfway up her legs. “I don’t think they’ve got petticoats on,” she whispered.

   “Not proper at all!” Phyl could hear herself sounding exactly like her mother.

   Mrs Dean made sure that her Phyllis and Annie were always dressed as they should be. Good plain dresses, layers of clean petticoats, frilled white pinafores fresh every day. Boots nicely polished and stockings with no holes. Bows in their hair. It all took time and effort and money. But it was important. Appearances mattered.

   Still, the way those girls were striding along so fast, without masses of petticoats catching at their legs … Phyl couldn’t help envying how free they seemed. But Annie was right, they did look like boys. Especially with those awful broad-brimmed hats on.

   “What you got that stick for?” someone yelled from the other side of the road, and Phyl flinched at the rough anger in the boy’s voice. She reached out to grab Annie, who was skipping along the pavement, trying to get a better look, and hauled her back by her pinafore.

   “Stop it!” Annie squirmed, trying to break free. “I want to see, Phyl.”

   “We need to get home,” Phyl muttered, looking up and down the road. The fifteen or so girls were marching faster now and were nearly level with them. They’d obviously heard the shouts too. The boy doing the shouting had been joined by a couple of others who’d been lurking on the corner, as if waiting for a chance to cause trouble.

   “I wondered about the sticks too. They’ve all got them, look,” Annie said, still without any hint of fear. “They’re bigger than walking sticks and they’re not really using them to walk with.”

   “Annie, come on!” Phyl hissed.

   The three boys were hooting with laughter now. The oldest girl flung her arm around the littlest one, hurrying her along, but the boys started chasing after them. The first one darted forward, pulling at the older girl’s skirt. He then aimed a kick at the shocking amount of leg on display.

   Phyl sucked in a sharp breath, as if she was the one who’d been kicked. Clearly the boy thought it didn’t matter. The girl didn’t matter, since she’d dared to dress like that.

   “Leave us alone!” the oldest girl snapped, reaching down to rub her leg. “You should be ashamed.” She had a clear, high voice and sounded a bit like Phyl’s teacher. She wasn’t a shopkeeper’s daughter, that much was obvious.

   “So should you, carrying on like that!” he snarled back. “What you going to do about it, miss? Hit me with your stick? Get on home to your mother!”

   Phyl glanced around anxiously. There were a couple of women further down the street, watching. They looked disapproving, but Phyl couldn’t tell if it was the jeering boys they disapproved of, or the girls themselves. She had a horrible feeling that the women were thinking just the same thing about short skirts and boyish hats that she and Annie had.

   She swallowed hard, trying to push down the frightened lump in her throat. Then, in a thread of a voice, she called, “You leave them alone!”

   “Phyllis Dean!” Annie said admiringly. She stood up on her tiptoes and yelled, “You beast! Kicking a girl – I hope you’re proud of yourself!”

   “More of them,” one of the other boys said disgustedly. “Clear off! Stupid Girl Guides!”

   And then, shockingly, he picked up a loose stone and threw it at the group of girls milling in the road.

   It missed – perhaps he’d meant it to – but it struck the wall just by Annie’s face. Phyl grabbed Annie, huddling her close. This time, her voice wasn’t a thread. “You leave my sister alone!” she screamed. “Or I’ll fetch a constable!”

   Phyl hadn’t the first idea where she’d find a policeman, but she must have sounded like she meant it.

   “What did you do that for?” the first boy growled to his friend. “Now you’ve torn it. Come on!”

   At that, the three of them hared off down the alley, leaving Phyl, Annie and the girls staring at each other in stunned silence.

   The littlest of the girls ducked out from under the older one’s arm. She wasn’t wearing a shirt and odd hat like the others, Phyl realised. She had a woollen jumper on instead. And she was definitely younger than Annie, perhaps eight or nine.

   “Let go of me, Lucy!” She straightened her floppy knitted hat, then peered down the alley where the three boys had disappeared. “Don’t think a constable’s going to catch them,” she said to Phyl.

   Phyl gazed back at her, tongue-tied. What was she supposed to say to these strange girls?

   “A constable would probably tell us we should go home to our mothers too.” The older girl, Lucy, sighed. “You’re not hurt, are you?” she asked, looking between Phyl and Annie. “That stone didn’t hit you?”

   “No!” Annie bounced forward. “What are the sticks for? Why have you got boys’ hats on? Why are you marching – are you going somewhere?”

   “Shh!” Phyl tried to hush her, but Annie wasn’t having any of it.

   “Oh, do stop it, Phyl! I want to know. Are the sticks for hitting people with?”

   “No!” Lucy shook her head. “But we do know jiu jitsu,” she added and Phyl nodded. She didn’t know what that was exactly, but it was clearly something important.

   “You don’t!” the littlest girl burst out. “You fell over when we were practising and broke a milk jug. Mother said you weren’t to do it again.”

   Lucy flushed. “Dry up, Elizabeth. We’re learning jiu jitsu,” she said thinly. “For self-defence. Our Guide captain used it on a policeman once. She knocked him down.”

   “Miss Lynley’s a suffragette,” the littlest girl announced proudly. “She’s been in prison.”

   “Oh …” Phyl swallowed. These were most definitely not the sort of girls their mother would want her and Annie talking to, however posh their accents. Attacking policemen? Whatever next!

   “We’d better be getting back,” she said, snatching Annie’s hand. “I told Mum we’d help in the shop.”

   “Let me go!” Annie wailed as Phyl pulled her away from the watching Guides. “I want to talk to them! They didn’t tell us about the sticks!”
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   We have now closed the year 1914, which will long be remembered for a more terrible war than has ever been known in history. Our thoughts for some months have been of the gravest, and you good Guides have earnestly worked to help your Country.


   Letter from Miss Agnes Baden-Powell, Chief Guide, the Girl Guides’ Gazette, January 1915

   “It’s so cold,” Annie said, winding her muffler tighter around her neck as they stepped out into the yard behind the grocer’s shop at the end of Marchmont Street. “Dad thinks it might snow.”

   Phyl nodded. At least it had stopped raining. Their dad had been poring over the newspapers for reports from the front ever since Dan and his mates had been sent out to fight several months earlier. The recent rain in London had been nothing compared to the torrential storms in France and Belgium, Dad said. She couldn’t help thinking of her older brother living in a tiny dugout, like an animal, shuffling around in the mud that rose up around his ankles. What would it be like in the trenches in the snow?

   She peered round the yard gate into the street. They hardly went out in the evenings now – everyone stayed huddled up at home, worrying about the Zeppelins flying overhead. The huge airships had flown across the sea only a few nights before, aiming for manufactories around the River Humber, up in the north of the country, but Dad’s paper had said they were blown off course by strong winds. They’d dropped their bombs near the Norfolk coast instead and four people had died.

   Dad had told Phyl that like it was good news. If the Zeppelins had reached their target, the casualties could have been in the hundreds, he’d said. Let alone the damage to the factories working for the war effort. There had been a drawing of the Zeppelins in the newspaper – great pale cigar-shaped ships gliding quietly through the night. They were unearthly things, and they were expected over London any day now.

   “Perhaps we shouldn’t go to Guides,” Phyl murmured. “It’s not safe, being out at night.”

   “No excuses, you’ll enjoy it once you get there,” Annie told her, grabbing Phyl’s hand and hauling her out on to the street. “If the airships come, we’ll see them. We can find somewhere to shelter. But they need dark skies, don’t they, and it’s been clear all day.”

   “It’s clouding over,” Phyl said stubbornly.

   “There’s a bit of moonlight. Stop being a misery. Ooooh, it’s so dark with the street lights half painted out. I can’t even see the edge of the kerb. Do you think we should walk in the road?”

   “No!” Phyl said, letting Annie pull her along. “Just watch out. Oh!”

   They both stopped, staring up into the sky as a great pointing finger of yellow swept overhead. Then another yellow beam rapidly crossed it.

   “The searchlights,” Annie whispered.

   Each time the beams of light cut across each other, pinning a patch of sky, Phyl expected to see a Zeppelin suspended there. It was horribly hard not to keep staring up and up …

   “Only a couple more streets. Come on!” Annie set off again, but her steps were halting now and she pressed close to Phyl.

   “Look, Annie!” Phyl squeezed her hand. “I was right about the clouds. It’s starting to snow!”

   By the time they reached the church in Cheviot Square, where the Guides met, there was a knot of girls gathered on the pavement, laughing at the whirling snow. The littlest ones, the Brownie six who were too young for Guides and met in their own corner of the church hall, were dancing about and catching flakes on their tongues.

   “Come on inside, girls!” Miss Lynley, the Guide captain, came hurrying down the passage, smiling as she beckoned them in. “It won’t fall any faster for you watching it, and you’ll freeze out here. We’re going to practise observation and tracking signs. Then, if the snow settles, I promise we’ll go out in it later on.”

   Phyl and Annie followed her into the hall, then headed over to their patrol corner. When they’d joined in September, a couple of months after they’d first seen the Guides marching in the street, Phyl had hoped that they’d be with Lucy. She was the girl with the younger sister, the one who broke milk jugs. Phyl had liked her, even with all that shocking talk about suffragettes, prison and jiu jitsu.

   But Lucy’s patrol, the Violets, had been full to bursting and so they’d been put into the Roses instead. All the patrols were named after flowers, which made Guides sound a lot sweeter and more ladylike than it really was, Phyl thought. She had a feeling that Miss Lynley might have done it on purpose.

   Annie was happy being a Rose, since it meant she was in the same patrol as her friend Iris from school. Annie had been fascinated by the Guides ever since that first meeting in the street, and when she’d found out that Iris was a Guide too, it had only made her more desperate to join. She’d sweet-talked Phyl into going with her and then set to work on persuading their parents.

   Annie had their mum wound around her little finger most of the time, but getting Mrs Dean to agree to this had been a challenge. Marching around the streets in short skirts without petticoats? Their mum had said no flat-out. In the end, it had taken weeks of Annie’s best woebegone face and a letter from their brother for her to even consider letting them join.

   Annie had written to Dan, begging him to help convince their mother. It turned out that one of the boys out there in Belgium had been a Scout and had younger sisters who were Guides. Dan had written back, telling them how George’s sisters volunteered at a station canteen, making tea for soldiers travelling to the front. Mrs Dean had sat at the kitchen table staring into space for several minutes, and then told Annie that she’d think on it.

   To Phyl’s surprise, Dad suddenly chipped in to say that Miss Lynley, the Guide captain, was a customer at Dean’s grocer’s. Her family lived in one of the smart houses in the garden square a few streets away and their cook put in a regular order. They’d been customers for years, Mr Dean said, and always paid on time. Miss Lynley’s father had a title too – he was Sir James.

   Mum had finally given in after hearing that, although she still wasn’t happy about the lack of petticoats. And every time Phyl or Annie complained about helping in the shop, she pointed out how much the material for “those nasty uniforms” had cost.

   Ruby, the patrol leader for the Roses, waved them over, then shooed them into line, fussing with Annie’s blue muslin neckerchief to get it straight. Phyl sighed. She wasn’t good at this bit – the marching around. Everyone else – including Annie – seemed to know what to do and where to be, but Phyl was always a step behind. She kept having to break into a little run to catch up as they marched into a horseshoe shape. Hopefully the others were too busy watching their step to notice.

   Once they’d come to a stop, three of the Daffodil patrol marched over to put up the Union Jack on the wooden pole at the end of the horseshoe. Miss Lynley called the roll and everyone handed over their penny subs. Then they settled in a circle on the floor around a large tray covered in an embroidered cloth.

   “Kim’s Game!” Charlotte, one of the posh girls in their patrol, nudged Phyl excitedly. “We haven’t done this for ages.”

   “Have you two played it before?” Charlotte’s friend Freddie asked, leaning over. “It’s a game for training spies – it’s named after Rudyard Kipling’s book, Kim.”

   Phyl shook her head.

   “Never heard of it,” Annie said in a grumpy way that made Phyl nibble her lower lip. Annie didn’t much like Freddie and Charlotte. The pair of them were rather odd, admittedly. They lived next door to each other and didn’t go to school, even though they were both eleven. Instead, they shared a governess, of all things.

   Apparently, it was their governess who had encouraged them to join Guides. Miss Fielding was Miss Lynley’s lieutenant, her second in command. She was very tall, with whitish fair hair and red cheeks, and she was possibly the most enthusiastic person that Phyl had ever met. She seemed to do everything in a tearing rush and with the most enormous smile, full of teeth.

   Phyl wasn’t entirely sure if she envied Charlotte and Freddie, getting to have her all to themselves instead of sharing their teacher with forty or so children in a class. A whole day of Miss Fielding would be exhausting – and then Guides as well. But they seemed to love her.

   “We’ll have a minute to remember everything on the tray,” Ruby explained. “Are we working together in patrols, Captain, or on our own?”

   “On your own this time,” Miss Lynley said, taking two corners of the pretty cloth. “See if you can write a complete list. Time starts – now!” She whipped the cloth away and Miss Fielding pulled out a pocket watch.

   Phyl stared at the tray, chanting the items in her head to try and fix them there – a pencil, a handkerchief, an apple, a key, a hair pin, a Guide trefoil brooch, a feather, a hank of embroidery thread, a knotted string and a paper boat. No, she’d forgotten what the first thing was … When Miss Lynley laid the cloth back over the top she scribbled a list, frantically trying to write down all ten. There! She had them.

   “How many things were there, Phyl?” Annie whispered. “I can’t remember.” Phyl was about to tell her when she spotted Charlotte’s shocked look.

   “You shouldn’t be asking,” Charlotte murmured to Annie. Her voice was quite kind, but definitely disapproving. “It’s not how we do things at Guides.”

   Annie went back to scowling at her list. Phyl tried to make a face to say that Charlotte was just being posh and priggish, but her sister didn’t look up.

   Phyl had got all the things on the tray – she knew she had, she’d been able to see them in a pattern in her head. Annie had only missed one, so hopefully she wouldn’t be too cross. Miss Lynley stood there smiling, the embroidered cloth folded tightly in her hands, as they called out what they’d remembered.

   “Five of you got the whole tray – that’s wonderful. Keen eyes and good memories. And everyone gets better every time we play.” She glanced around at them all, then added, “One last question. How many butterflies?”

   Phyl answered without thinking. “Three.”

   Miss Lynley laughed. “That was a lot faster than I’d expected. Well done, Phyllis.”

   “Butterflies?” Iris shook her head. “What? Where were the butterflies?”

   “Oh!” Lucy gasped. “On the cloth. The embroidery. But I never thought of counting them …”

   “I didn’t mean to count them,” Phyl muttered. “I just … noticed they were there.”

   “Exactly!” Miss Lynley beamed. “That’s what we should all be doing. Noticing things. Imagine a little notebook in your head, girls. If a policeman asks, you want to be able to say, ‘Oh yes, that man with the curled moustache passed me while I was by the hat shop five minutes ago. He was wearing a navy suit and a bowler hat and carrying a brown paper parcel.’ It’s all about practice.” She laughed, a little self-consciously. “And learning how to watch people without being too obvious about it. Which I fully admit I’m not very good at, am I, Miss Fielding?”

   That was clearly a private joke, Phyl decided. Miss Fielding put a hand to her mouth as if to cover an even more enormous smile than usual, but she couldn’t hide the glint in her eyes. Then she nodded at the door. “I’ve just been to look outside, Captain. There’s a good two inches of snow now, if you were thinking of tracking signs … The snow’s stopped falling for the moment.”

   “Perfect! So much better than chalk on the floors. Iris, could you collect the papers for me. Freddie, you gather up the pencils. Coats on, girls.”

   Miss Lynley led the Guides out into the street, lining them up along the iron railings at the front of the church under a dim street lamp, then started to scratch arrows and other strange symbols into the snow with a stick. “So, an arrow pointing onwards to say keep following the path. Turn left or right, like this, quite simple. A cross if you want to show a route not to follow. Anyone remember any others?”

   “You put lines under the arrow to show obstacles to cross,” someone called out.

   Iris reached down and drew a circle, then put a dot in the middle of it. “This one means, I’ve gone home.”

   “Precisely!” Miss Lynley sounded pleased. “Have a practice at drawing the signs, all of you. Then we’re going to set a trail for you to follow.”

   “We won’t be able to see what we’re doing,” Phyl murmured, looking around uncertainly in the yellowish gloom.

   Ruby pulled something out of her coat pocket. “Some of us have torches. We’ll just have to make sure we’re not waving them up at the sky.”

   Phyl eyed the little metal tube with its heavy glass lens admiringly. She’d seen electric torches in the ironmonger’s a few doors down from their shop, but they were expensive. Ruby had money to spend, clearly. Her mother ran a children’s dancing school and Ruby taught classes there too – ballroom dancing for babies, she called it.

   Ruby had a glossy, well-groomed sort of look about her that scared Phyl a bit. She was fifteen, over a year older than Phyl, and she seemed to know everything. Or she thought she did. Her red hair was pulled back in smooth, perfect waves and she always managed to wear the ugly Guide hat at a fetching angle. She was … sparkly. She made Phyl feel very dull indeed.

   The Guides hopped around in the snow, drawing out signs with the toes of their boots, until Miss Lynley called them back together. “Miss Fielding has gone to the garden in the middle of the square to lay a trail for you all to follow and clues to find,” she explained. “First patrol back here with all the clues wins. And there will be a prize. Of course,” she added, her eyes shining in the lamplight, “you might want to slow down the other patrols.”

   Everyone stared at her as she reached down to scoop up a handful of snow and shaped it into a ball, flinging it expertly to hit the street lamp.

   “Really?” Annie whispered gleefully. “We’re allowed?”

   “Only please don’t hit any passers-by,” Miss Lynley added. “The neighbours have only just stopped telling my mother how unladylike we all are, now that some of you are volunteering at the hospital. Let’s not give them anything else to complain about.”
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   The whole patrol was in attendance.
The meeting started with Kim’s Game.
We practised tracking signs in the snow, and then played a grand game of spies in the gardens...


   
   
   Logbook of the Rose Patrol, 22nd January 1915

   The garden in the middle of the square was thick with snow. It coated the branches of the trees, turning the bushes into smooth bumps and hills – and hiding places. The four patrols had each been told to start from a different corner so they wouldn’t come to the clues at the same time. The Roses surged away as soon as they heard Miss Lynley’s whistle.

   They galloped past several arrows drawn in the snow before the path forked and it wasn’t clear which way to go.

   “Has one of the other patrols scrubbed the sign out?” Annie asked doubtfully.

   Ruby shook her head. “I don’t think anyone would …”

   “Well, maybe the Snowdrops,” Iris said, wrinkling her nose, and the others sniggered. Phyl joined in dutifully – the Snowdrops and the Roses seemed to have a sworn feud, although no one remembered why.

   Ruby turned around slowly, tracing the snowy landscape with her torch, and then her face brightened. “There, look! Miss Fielding’s been sneaky.” She waved the torch at a small tree by the side of the path, and Phyl saw that two thin branches had been tied together with a black cotton thread, almost invisible in the faint light. The branches just about made an arrow, pointing into a thicket of bushes.

   “Come on!” Ruby hissed, but Phyl caught her arm. Ruby – and the rest of the Roses – stared at her in surprise. Even Annie looked horrified by her cheek.

   “We should walk backwards,” Phyl said.

   Ruby looked at her for a moment and then grinned. “I like it.” She glanced around at the rest of the patrol. “She’s right, you know. That sign was tricky to spot. We don’t want to give it away to the others.”

   “Oh, but that won’t work!” Phyl gasped. “They’ll still see our footprints in the snow. It’ll just look as if we’re coming back from finding the clue.”

   “What if we leave no footprints at all?” Ruby muttered. “Stay away from the bushes, all of you. Charlotte, run over that way. Let’s lead them astray.”

   Charlotte darted off, dancing backwards and forwards along the path.

   “There’s no snow under the bushes,” Annie pointed out. “I could wriggle under there.”

   Phyl started to say she’d better not, but then stopped. Annie wasn’t going to listen to her anyway, and at least her coat was brown so the mud wouldn’t show too much.

   Ruby nodded and handed Annie her torch. “I knew having a small one in the patrol would be useful. Go on, shrimp.” She said it affectionately and Annie grinned back at her, then crouched down to crawl underneath the snowy twigs.

   “There’s a funny mark in the snow here,” Annie called back to the others as she peered around. “Like … like a flat line.”

   “Miss Fielding must have got in there somehow,” Phyl said. “She wouldn’t have wriggled under the bushes, would she?”

   The Roses considered for a moment. Miss Fielding was unusual for a young lady, but not that unusual. And her coat had been quite clean.

   “So, she didn’t leave any footprints,” Ruby said slowly. “Maybe she was standing on something and that left the print?”

   Iris shone her torch in too. “I can see the same mark here,” she whispered. “A plank of wood, I reckon. See if you can spot any more, Annie. Hopefully, it’ll lead us to the clue.”

   “And be quick about it,” Ruby hissed. “I can hear another patrol galumphing about. Probably the Snowdrops. They’re useless at anything stealthy – Belinda can’t keep them quiet.”

   “It’s here!” Annie squeaked. “There’s a bag with notes in it. I think they’re part of a message.”

   “There should be one for each patrol,” Ruby told her. “Take one and leave the rest. Is there another arrow?”

   “Yes! A bent arrow made of pebbles – turn left.” Annie wriggled back under the bushes to give the slip of paper to Ruby.

   The older girl peered at it in the torchlight, then handed the note to Phyl. “What do you make of that, then?”

   Phyl took a deep breath. She’d already managed to impress the others with the butterflies and thinking of hiding their prints. But she didn’t want to show off and get Ruby’s back up.

   She scrunched up her nose and studied the message in the soft light from Ruby’s torch. Strange, half-broken words. It didn’t make much sense.

   “A on the first line, and then no m – and a bit of another letter. It could be an o? It’s like a jigsaw,” she said slowly. “Maybe we’ve got to get all the clues and put them together to read the message?”

   “Good-o.” Ruby nodded. “You can solve it when we’ve found them all. Let’s go!”

   They hurried round the corner and Freddie spotted another set of clues hidden in a hole in a tree. They were looking for the next sign when the Snowdrops came surging past, looking very eager and efficient. The youngest one, Bonnie, sneered and then stuck her tongue out.

   Phyl glared at Annie, who’d obviously been about to do the same thing back, and Ruby shook her head. “Don’t you dare. We’re better than that.”

   “Can’t we throw snowballs at them?” Annie pleaded, and Ruby laughed.

   “I suppose Miss Lynley did say we could … Why don’t you go after them? You too, Phyl. You can be a separate detachment. See if you can creep up on them.”

   “Spies!” Annie said, squatting down to gather a good handful of snow. “Come on, Phyl. We’ll come back and report.” She hurried away and Phyl scrambled after her, running as quietly as she could through the snow. There was a faint light from the street lamps on the pavement around the outside of the garden and her eyes had adjusted to the gloom by now. Besides, Ruby was right, the Snowdrops were utterly useless at stealth. Phyl could hear them a mile off, arguing about the clues.

   “We’ve been round the whole garden, Belinda. We’ve got them all – we must have. We need to stop and work out what they say, not keep racing about! I’ve got a stitch. I can’t run anymore.”

   “And I’ve turned my ankle – there was a stone under the snow,” someone else grumbled.

   “That’s Bonnie,” Annie whispered. “Serves the little cat right.”

   “Do stop whining, all of you!” Belinda said irritably. “We haven’t been along that bit of the path behind the willow trees.”

   The willows … Phyl nibbled at the thumb of her mitten. Freddie had found a clue in a tree with long, drooping branches – was that a willow? Were the Snowdrops about to find another clue? There was a set of pictures of trees pinned up around the wall of the Guide hall, showing the shapes of the trees and the leaves. She was pretty sure willows were the trailing ones …

   “If they haven’t got that clue yet, we could take it first,” Annie murmured.

   “We can’t,” Phyl breathed, even though she’d had exactly the same thought for a moment. “The rules, remember? No taking other patrols’ clues. But … but we could stop them finding it …” She scurried back along the path to the droopy trees, with Annie bouncing along next to her. “We need to put them off the scent.”

   “We’re allowed to throw snowballs. Miss Lynley definitely said we could!” Annie pointed out hopefully. “Let me do it, Phyl. You’re an awful shot.”

   Phyl didn’t bother arguing – her sister was right.

   “I told you! There’s an arrow!” It was Belinda, at the head of the line of Snowdrops.

   Annie glanced back and dived under a wrought-iron bench, dragging Phyl after her. Phyl huddled awkwardly beside her sister, watching as Annie clawed at the snow with her mittens, gathering snowballs and setting them ready. Footsteps came thudding towards them, and Annie rolled out from under the bench. She then hurled her snowballs, one after the other – hitting Belinda full in the face with the first one, and then Bonnie, and then Belinda’s patrol second, a stuck-up girl called Louisa.

   Phyl pressed a hand over her mouth to stop herself laughing. The Snowdrops were spitting snow, rubbing it out of their eyes, and Bonnie was howling like a baby. Annie hurled one last snowball, which missed, and ducked as Belinda hurled a snowball back at her. Then Louisa threw one that shot past Annie, hitting the metal bench with a sharp clang which made Phyl jump so hard she nearly hit her head.

   “Louisa!” Belinda sounded shocked.

   Phyl scrambled out from under the bench. That hadn’t just been a snowball, not making a noise like that. She reached out and snatched up the stone lying there in the snow – the stone that had been inside Louisa’s snowball.

   Louisa looked shifty. “I must have picked it up by accident. Sorry!” She glanced around at the others. “What are you all staring for? Get them!”

   “Quick!” Phyl grabbed Annie’s hand and barrelled forward, shoving Louisa sideways as they burst through the Snowdrops and back on to the path. She glanced over her shoulder and smiled as she saw that the Snowdrops were chasing after them, leaving the willow tree and the clue behind.

   Louisa was gaining on them, though. Phyl and Annie skidded and slid down the path, heading towards the gate. Surely the rest of their patrol were on their way back by now? Phyl could feel Annie slowing down. “Come on, we’re nearly there!” she gasped.

   Louisa was practically clutching at Annie’s coat by the time they caught up with the Roses, who were gathered together with Ruby pointing her torch at the pieces of paper they were holding. Phyl pushed Annie into the middle, then whirled back round to face Louisa.

   “Did you want something?” Ruby asked sweetly and Louisa glared.

   “They threw snowballs at us! The little one was hidden under a bench. It isn’t fair!”

   “They threw them back,” Annie pointed out, emerging from under Phyl’s arm. “And she threw a stone at me. Didn’t she, Phyl?”

   Phyl held it out and there was a sharp intake of breath all round.

   “I didn’t mean to,” Louisa said swiftly, holding her hands up. “I just scooped the stone up with the snow and I’ve already apologised. You shouldn’t hold on to a grudge, you know. It’s not very Guidey.” She shook her head at Annie, then took a step back as Annie snarled at her. “Oh my goodness, are you an animal?”

   “Go, Louisa. Disappear. Vamoose,” Ruby said disgustedly. Then she eyed the rest of the Snowdrops, who’d now caught up, and added, “Do you mind? This is a private discussion.”

   The Snowdrops slunk off in a sulky huddle and Ruby shook her head at Annie and Phyl. “I’ve never liked Louisa much, but throwing stones at people is low even for her.”

   Annie grinned. “And they haven’t even worked out that I’ve got one of their clues yet.”

   “What?” Phyl hissed. “You’re not allowed to take the other patrols’ clues!”

   “I didn’t!” Annie snapped back. “Belinda dropped it when I threw a snowball at her. And I picked it up while they were busy worrying if I was going to tell about Louisa throwing stones.” She turned to Ruby. “That’s fair, isn’t it?”

   Ruby shrugged. “If Belinda was silly enough to drop it, that’s her problem, I’d say. Good work!”

   “We decoyed them away from the willow tree clues as well,” Annie said smugly. “So they’re two down.”

   “We’ve got all the pieces now, but I still don’t understand – a clock with no moving parts.” Iris thrust the bits of paper at Phyl. “Go on, Miss Clever, what does it mean? All clocks have hands that move, don’t they? And … and cogs and things. It’s nonsense.”

   Phyl glanced at the others, trying to work out if Iris calling her Miss Clever was meant to be cruel – but none of them were laughing. Instead, the patrol were looking at her hopefully. She mouthed the words to herself and then smiled. “No, it isn’t. There’s a sundial in the middle of the garden, isn’t there? We went past it.”

   Ruby stared at Phyl for a second, then whipped round and started running, with the rest of the Roses streaming after her.

   The sundial had snow piled up on top of its face – only the tip of its metal arm poked out. And at the bottom of the stone pillar was another oilskin packet, a bigger, fatter one, which turned out to be full of barley sugar twists. Phyl hadn’t seen that many sweets in ages.

   “We won!” Annie squeaked, dancing about in the snow.

   “Oh!” Lucy and the Violets dashed up behind them. “Oh, rats! I really thought we’d solved it first. Well done, you lot.”

   Ruby held out the sweets to Lucy. “Here, all of you, take one. There’s a huge bagful.”

   “Don’t mind if I do.” Lucy passed the bag around, then the Roses and the Violets wandered back to the gates, sucking on barley sugar as they went.

   The Daffodils were having a snowball fight on the pavement outside. Mildred, their patrol leader, admitted cheerfully that they’d entirely failed to find any of the clues and had given up.

   Miss Lynley and Miss Fielding delightedly accepted barley sugars from Ruby.

   “Well done, Roses.” Miss Lynley beamed at them and then turned to her lieutenant. “I told you it wasn’t too obscure. Miss Fielding came up with the riddle and she was worried none of you would work it out.”

   “That was all down to Phyl,” Ruby said. “She got it straight away.”

   Phyl concentrated on unwrapping another barley sugar, trying not to catch anyone’s eye.

   Ruby nudged her. “Can I have the bits of the clue, Phyl? I’ll stick them in the patrol logbook when I write it up tomorrow.”

   “Miss Lynley!” Belinda came storming down the path, with the other Snowdrops trailing after her. “Someone’s stolen one of our clues. It’s utterly unfair!”

   Miss Lynley frowned. “Someone took a clue that wasn’t theirs?”

   Belinda glared at Annie. “Yes!”

   “You dropped it!” Annie cried. “Miss Lynley said snowballs were allowed.”

   “Oh!” Miss Lynley looked relieved. “I thought you meant that someone took more than one clue out of the hiding place. I’m afraid if you dropped it, Belinda …” She shrugged delicately.

   “Have a barley sugar,” Ruby said, grinning at Belinda as she offered her the bag. For a moment, Phyl thought Belinda was going to knock it out of her hand.

   “But she stole our clue,” Bonnie whined.

   Miss Fielding made a very unladylike snorting noise. “All’s fair in love and war …”

   Did Miss Fielding really believe that? Maybe not, but Phyl liked the sharp, angry way the words made her feel. The news seemed to be full of the most horrible things – the poor Belgian refugees were filling London and they had stories that would chill the blood faster than the deep snow. What if there weren’t any rules anymore?
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   A girl on joining the Girl Guides must pass a test in the following points:
Know the signs and salute and the three promises.
Know the composition of the Union Jack and the right way to fly it.
Tie four of the following knots: Reef, sheet bend, clove hitch, bowline, fisherman’s, and sheepshank.


   
   
   
   The Handbook for Girl Guides, Miss Baden-Powell and Sir R. Baden-Powell, 1912

   Spies, and signals, and secret codes, and snowballs … Phyl had loved it all. Not so much the snow – her boots were still wet the next day and Mum had noticed the muddy patches on Annie’s coat – but being clever and useful deciphering that message, instead of the duffer who always turned the wrong way in drill. Annie was still bubbling with excitement the next day too, even after the row about the coat. Phyl could see why – it was just like the detective-story papers that her sister and Dan loved so much.

   There was still a pile of them next to Dan’s bed – copies of Union Jack and the Halfpenny Marvel. Annie had read them all over again since Dan had gone. Phyl kept finding her stretched out on his bed, deep in some far-fetched Sexton Blake adventure.

   Annie had sent him the latest Halfpenny Marvel with her last letter, hoping that it would cheer their brother up. Dan’s letters to his sisters sounded miserable – at least they did if you read them through a second time. The first time everything was fine. The weather was a touch cold, but everyone was in good spirits! And old George had got himself a blighty one and been shipped home, lucky so-and-so!

   George was the soldier who had Guide sisters. Phyl had had to ask Dad what a “blighty one” meant. George had been shot. Wounded badly enough to get sent back home … The letters felt like thin ice over a puddle. You didn’t want to get down into the mud underneath.

   It wasn’t just the comics that were all about spies. The newspapers were packed with real-life spy stories too. German spies were everywhere. Germans living in Britain – and there were lots, especially in London – were all being interned, shut away together just in case.

   Even poor Mr Hoffmann who ran the haberdashery shop down the road had been taken away. His wife and daughter were running the place by themselves now. Minna had looked miserable when they’d gone there to buy the serge for their Guide skirts. She had been in Annie’s class, but she wasn’t going to school anymore – Phyl wasn’t sure she’d be allowed.

   Secret German sympathisers were the real problem, though. There were hundreds of spies hidden away among everyday people, pretending to be British – or maybe they even were British and they were traitors. Mum had told Phyl that the manager of the Ritz – the grandest hotel in London! – had been arrested as a spy soon after war broke out. There was a whole new branch of the police force set up, just to deal with all the letters people were sending in about suspicious activities.

   “Have you learned any of that Morse?” Phyl asked Annie, wandering into the kitchen where her sister was practising her knots. She and Annie were Tenderfoots – they’d made their Guide promise and earned their trefoil badge, and now they were working towards the second-class test. “Ruby said she taught it to herself with dance steps. She showed me – a sort of hop, hop, jump. But I think that maybe only works if you’re good at dancing.”

   Annie glared at her. “No! Miss Lynley said to make sure we knew the knots first.”

   “Yes, but I’ve done that.”

   “Oh!” Annie practically growled at her.

   “You’ve got that knot wrong,” Phyl said, leaning over and pulling on the string. Annie’s bowline disintegrated. “It’s not supposed to do that if you’ve tied it properly.”

   “I know!”

   “You just need to think about the rabbit. Remember? Up through the rabbit hole, round the big tree, down through the rabbit hole and out goes he,” Phyl chanted helpfully.

   “I did!” Annie snapped.

   Phyl had only meant to help, but she supposed it might not have come out right. She rustled around in the pocket of her pinafore and handed Annie a leftover barley sugar.

   “Thank you,” Annie muttered.

   “What’s that?” Phyl asked, looking over at the book by Annie’s elbow. Annie usually preferred her stories in short, exciting gulps from the penny papers. It was Phyl who liked to dream her way through fat books – not that she had much time for reading, what with school and helping in the shop.

   “Iris lent it to me. She’s in charge of teaching me for the second-class test – she’s taking it very seriously.” Annie pushed it over to Phyl. “It’s by Sir Robert Baden-Powell. He’s the Scout man, you know. That’s why it says BP on the badges. And his sister is Agnes Baden-Powell, who started the Guides.”

   “Oh, him …” Phyl sighed. Miss Lynley and Miss Fielding went on about him all the time.

   “It’s called My Adventures as a Spy. It’s very exciting. I suppose it makes sense that a spy would be good at all those things he taught Scouts how to do. And us Guides now too.”

   “Mmm. I don’t think Scouts have the same badges as us. There’s a Guide badge for laundry and one for looking after babies. I bet Scouts don’t have those.”

   “You’re always picking holes!” Annie shook her head. “There’s a Guide badge for flying an aeroplane, Phyl. You can’t complain about that.”

   Phyl grinned at her and nodded. “I suppose not. But everyone makes such a fuss about all these badges. I can’t see they actually mean anything.”

   Annie ignored her. “I want to take the Naturalist badge. You have to do drawings of animals, birds or insects, and know all about them. I’d like to paint butterflies …”

   “Since when have you cared about butterflies?” Phyl asked.

   “Since I started reading that book! When he was spying in Dalmatia, BP dressed up as a butterfly collector, with a net, and went around doing drawings of butterflies. But all his butterflies were actually secret plans of the army forts, with spots for where the big guns were. All my butterflies could have secret messages in them. Or I could paint flowers and have spots on the petals for Morse code, maybe? When I’ve learned it …”

   “That’s actually very clever,” Phyl said, flicking through the book. Baden-Powell seemed to have opinions on everything, including a lot of very fussy rules for how Guides ought to behave, but maps on butterflies was impressively sneaky. “Can I borrow it when you’ve finished?”
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   Not fewer than 15 articles personally made, to include 4 pairs of socks, 4 pairs of mittens, 2 shirts, 1 pyjama suit, 1 child’s garment, 1 woman’s garment, 1 belt and 1 bed-jacket.
Knitting and needlework already done for Sailors, Soldiers, Sea Scouts, Belgian Refugees, Hospitals, etc., may count.


   
   War Service Badge requirements, the Girl Guides’ Gazette, April 1915

   The haberdashery shop was dusty, Phyl noticed as the door clanged shut behind them. Much worse than it had been when they’d come to buy the fabric for their skirts seven months ago. The displays of cotton reels were looking decidedly dog-eared.

   Annie nudged her, pointing to a pile of grey and navy wool with a shaky hand-lettered sign: Knitting for Soldiers.

   “What?” Phyl whispered.

   “Well, don’t you think it’s strange for them? Mrs Hoffmann and Minna? Selling wool for people to knit socks for soldiers, and the soldiers are probably fighting Minna’s cousins! Her uncles, maybe!”

   “I don’t have any cousins. Or uncles either.”

   Phyl jumped and Annie looked guilty.

   “Are you actually buying anything?” Minna leaned on the counter – she must have been crouching down, looking for something on the shelves beneath it. She definitely hadn’t been there when they’d arrived. “Or did you just come here to be rude?”

   “Sorry …” Phyl murmured, feeling her face going red. “We came in for flannel. Mum wants to sew some things for our brother. He’s in Belgium …” Annie pulled at her arm, looking furious, and Phyl stuttered to a halt, her cheeks burning even more. Of course she shouldn’t be saying that sort of thing to Minna.

   “I don’t know why you’re here if you think I’m going to go and tell German High Command about your brother who’s fighting in Belgium needing flannel vests,” Minna snapped. “Aren’t you afraid we’re sending them all our profits?”

   “Minna!” Mrs Hoffmann hurried in from the back of the shop, her eyes showing white around the edges. “Be quiet!”

   Mrs Hoffmann’s face was yellowish, the skin stretched over her cheekbones as if she’d not eaten in weeks. Her hair was almost entirely grey. She’d always had the most beautiful dark hair. Phyl remembered admiring it – black and shiny and piled up with pretty combs. “I’m – I’m so sorry, girls. Don’t pay any attention to Minna. Please.” She sounded as though she was begging them. “She doesn’t mean anything by it. Minna, get in the back. Now!”

   Minna stomped away, still scowling at Annie. Phyl gabbled out Mum’s instructions for the flannel and watched Mrs Hoffmann cut it off the roll. But her hands were shaking so much she had to keep stopping.

   The moment Mrs Hoffmann finished wrapping the flannel in brown paper, Annie snatched up the packet and the two of them scurried out of the shop. They got halfway up the road before they stopped in front of the ironmonger’s and lingered by the window, pretending to look at penknives.

   “I knew Mum shouldn’t have sent us there. I told her!” Annie burst out righteously. “They’re German! They’re probably spies!”

   Phyl stared at her. “Didn’t you see them? Mrs Hoffmann looks like … like a ghost. And Minna’s not much better.”

   “Well, it’s hard work, being a spy.” Annie shrugged. “They’re probably frightened. I can’t believe you actually bought that flannel after what Minna said!”

   “She was joking! She was angry. I expect people have been saying those sorts of things to them for months. Anyway, what did you want me to do, go back to Mum without it? Were you going to tell her she can’t make those vests for Dan? Mum likes Mrs Hoffmann. She always has. She said it was a shame when her husband had to go away, and that it wasn’t fair to blame her for who she married. Don’t you remember, she took her a packet of tea?”

   “But Dad said good riddance,” Annie pointed out. “And he was cross about the tea.”

   Phyl sighed. “I know. I don’t know which of them is right.”

   “I do.” Annie stuck her nose in the air and marched back up the road, leaving Phyl to hurry after her.

   “Why’s the ‘closed’ sign up?” Annie asked, her steps faltering as they reached Dean’s grocer’s. “It’s nowhere near time to shut.”

   Phyl darted round the corner and through the back yard into the kitchen. Her parents were sitting at the table, her dad clutching her mum’s hands. There was a letter in front of them.

   “What is it?” Phyl whispered croakily. “Is it Dan?”

   Mum pulled her hands away and picked up the letter, gripping it tightly for a moment before she held it out to Phyl.

   It was more of a form than a letter, Phyl realised as she skipped over it in a panic, picking out words here and there. Most of it was printed, with gaps for the name and the regiment. There weren’t many details at all.

   “What is it? Show me?” Annie demanded. But she didn’t grab for the letter the way she usually would. Phyl turned it so she could see. “Hospital … 13th March? But it’s April! Why are they only sending it now?”

   “So many lads wounded, they haven’t got time to send the letters,” her dad growled. “You read it out, Phyl. Not sure I got it all.”

   Phyl nodded and tried to concentrate on the words, but they kept blurring. “It’s from the Infantry Record Office. It says, Sir, I regret to inform you that a report has this day been received from the War Office to the effect that Number 16455 Private Dean Daniel” – she stumbled over that, it sounded so odd to hear his name reversed – “4th Battalion Royal Fusiliers was …” She paused again, feeling a sudden wrench of anger somewhere in her stomach. There were printed words for the person writing to cross out – they could choose to leave “dangerously”, “severely” or “slightly”. How could her brother be reduced to lines on a form? “Severely wounded in action,” she went on shakily.

   Her mum gasped. “Severely! Ernest, you didn’t say that.”

   “Couldn’t see half the words,” Dad muttered. “Small print. Where is he, Phyl? Does it tell us?”

   “Hospital to which admitted not yet reported,” Phyl read out. “That’s written underneath. But they must know if it happened weeks ago!”

   “Like I said” – Dad sat back in his chair, looking as yellowish and ghost-like as Mrs Hoffmann – “too many of them wounded. You saw the newspaper after Neuve Chapelle – they lost thousands. They can’t keep up.” He shook his head and patted Mum’s arm. “Cheer up, Lily dear. Wounded, that’s all. You know Dan’s a strong lad. He’ll come through.”

   “But severely,” Mum murmured.

   “They … they had to pick a word,” Phyl tried to explain. “There’s nothing between slightly and severely. It might not be that bad?”

   “What are we going to do with this now?” Annie asked in a small voice, and she dropped the parcel of flannel on to the table as if it was too heavy to hold.

   Phyl kept staring down at the letter flattened out on the table, searching for something more. Something that would tell them Dan was safe, that he was coming home. But there was nothing.
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   A Guide is a friend to all and a sister to every other Guide.


   Guide Law

   After that, the war news just seemed to get darker and grimmer. There had been nothing from Dan, and Dad kept saying that no news was good news. “If he was dead, they’d tell us,” he said bluntly. But why wasn’t Dan writing to them himself? He’d written before – true, the letters were never long and they never actually said very much, but they were better than nothing. The waiting was getting to all of them.

   Messing about and laughing with the others as they waved semaphore flags, or tried to send messages in Morse (Annie was still very bad at it), meant Friday evenings were a glowing light in the miserable week. Phyl hadn’t admitted it to her sister, but she was glad that Annie had persuaded her into joining.

   Phyl did make an appalled face at Annie when Miss Lynley announced that they would be starting this Friday’s meeting with drill, though. Drill meant marching and exercises, the bit about Guides that Phyl hated, though Annie seemed to love it.

   Miss Fielding passed out the long sticks – staves, they were properly called – and everyone lined up in patrols. They went through a few stretches and turns with the stave held out crossways in front, then began to march, creating neat patterns around the hall. At least, the others did. Phyl tried hard not to turn the wrong way, but it wasn’t long before she made a mistake. However, this did mean that she saw Louisa deliberately trip Annie up.

   Annie tumbled over her own stave and landed on her side.

   “Halt!” Miss Fielding sounded slightly anxious. “Are you hurt, Annie?”

   “No,” Annie gasped, although Phyl could see that she was. She’d fallen hard.

   “What on earth happened?” Miss Fielding asked. “Are your bootlaces undone?”

   “No,” Annie muttered as Phyl and Iris helped her up.

   “It was Louisa!” Phyl hissed.

   Iris nodded. “Definitely!”

   “I know, shh,” Annie whispered back. “I’m sorry, Miss Fielding. I just … fell over.”

   Louisa giggled and Miss Fielding gave her a sharp glance. Louisa immediately switched to a saintly expression that was deeply suspicious, but Miss Fielding clearly couldn’t prove she’d tripped Annie up on purpose.

   “Well, never mind,” Miss Fielding said, smiling at Annie. “Back to your places, girls. Remember, nice straight backs and bright eyes!”

   As she turned away, Louisa smirked and yawned comically, and Bonnie sniggered. Some of the older girls liked to make fun of Miss Fielding and her endless cheerfulness. Phyl had never minded it that much, but coming from Louisa … Did she always have to be so mean?

   Phyl heard Annie snatch in a sharp, angry breath and whipped round to look at her sister. Annie’s cheeks had bright red patches on them and her eyes were glittering.

   “Annie, don’t …” Phyl whispered urgently, but she was too late.

   Annie stepped forward and slapped Louisa’s stupid, smirking face.

   “Oh my sainted aunt …” Iris muttered.

   Annie stared down at her boots. She looked sulky, but Phyl could tell that actually she was trying not to cry.

   “Come with me, please, Annie.” Miss Lynley’s voice was cold. “Lucy, could you carry on with the drill? Thank you.”

   Miss Lynley and Miss Fielding hustled Annie away to the little room at the end of the hall, where the patrol leaders held their councils. Phyl stood frozen for a moment and then she raced after them.

   “Whatever were you thinking, Annie?” Miss Fielding demanded. “To hit another Guide! Phyl, go back to the others. Annie needs to speak for herself.”

   “No. I mean … please!” Phyl forced out. “She always speaks up for me, Miss Lynley. You didn’t see …” She trailed off, stuck for what to say. Should she tell on Louisa? She wanted to, but she wasn’t sure if it was against some sort of unwritten rule.

   Miss Lynley ignored her, anyway. “Do you have anything to say for yourself?” she asked Annie. “Because if you don’t, I can’t see that you are able to remain part of this company.”

   “Oh, Elsa, honestly!” Miss Fielding burst out. “Is that really necessary? She’s never misbehaved before and I’m practically certain that Louisa tripped her up on purpose.”

   Phyl cast Miss Fielding a grateful look. So she had seen!

   “I’m sorry,” Annie whispered.

   “It doesn’t matter whether Louisa tripped you or not, Annie,” Miss Lynley said sternly. “You let your temper get the better of you and you chose to hit her.”

   Phyl was about to argue, but Miss Fielding got in first. She took Annie’s hand and pulled her round so she could look her in the eye. “Annie, is there something wrong at home? I’ve noticed – and you too, Phyl – both of you seem a little …” She frowned, trying to think of the right words. “Distracted,” she said at last. “You seem to be running at things headlong, Annie. And I’m sorry, Phyl, but you’ve got your head even more in the clouds than usual.”

   “We had a letter about our brother,” Phyl whispered. “Severely injured. Weeks ago.”

   “And then nothing,” Annie added in a howl. They hadn’t told people at school about the letter, or at Guides.

   Miss Fielding looked as though she knew what they were talking about – as though she might have had a letter or a telegram too. “You are not getting rid of her,” she hissed.

   “No, of course not,” Miss Lynley said. “But, Annie, you mustn’t lose your temper again, do you understand? We’ll be keeping an eye on you.”

   “I do understand.” Annie nodded fiercely and Phyl did too. She’d always liked Miss Lynley – there was something dark and secretive and funny about her – but now she finally understood why Freddie and Charlotte loved Miss Fielding so much.
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   A tenderfoot is sometimes inclined to be timid about handling an insensible man or a dead man, or even of seeing blood. Well, she won’t be much use until she gets over such nonsense.


   The Handbook for Girl Guides

   “Something’s up,” Ruby murmured, glancing around the Guide hall at their first meeting in May. The better weather and lighter evenings had meant more meetings outdoors in the garden in the middle of the square. But tonight Miss Lynley had decreed that the patrols must tidy out their boxes and make sure their accounts balanced, as well as catching up on any badgework that was half done.

   “What?” Annie said eagerly. She was supposed to be practising her Guide Law, but Phyl could tell she wasn’t in the mood.

   “I don’t know … but something,” Ruby said. “Captain was trying not to smile when she told me the subs book needed checking. She was making it up, I’m sure. And Miss Fielding absolutely smirked. They’re planning something.”

   “A Guide is a friend to animals,” Annie muttered. “A Guide smiles and sings. Oh, I’ve forgotten the next one.”

   “You missed out, A Guide obeys orders,” Charlotte pointed out, and Annie grimaced – she still didn’t get on with Charlotte and Freddie.

   “And where’s Lucy gone?” Ruby said suddenly, looking around. “She was here a minute ago …”

   “Well, the lav,” Annie pointed out, then grimaced again as Charlotte and Freddie exchanged shocked glances.

   Phyl eyed her sister disapprovingly, and Annie glowered back. “Oh, don’t be so prissy!”

   “Dry up, you lot,” Ruby said. “I knew it!” She yelped the last bit as Lucy came in from the passageway, sobbing loudly, with her arm held out at a strange angle in front of her, spouting blood. “Bandages! Clean hankies! Take your neckers off!” Ruby surged into action and the rest of Rose Patrol hurried after her, fighting with their neckerchiefs.

   Phyl helped Ruby sit Lucy down and hold her arm in the air – she knew that bit, above her head to slow down the flow of blood. The first badge that they all had to work for was Ambulance – it was especially important now that it was wartime, Miss Lynley had explained.

   “Should we tie a tourniquet?” she asked, handing Ruby her necker folded into a long strip. “It’s pulsing. She must have cut her artery!” The Ambulance lessons had actually helped, Phyl realised. She knew what she ought to be doing, even though the blood was turning her stomach a little.

   “Good idea. You do it.” Ruby seemed not to be nearly as worried as she should be, Phyl thought, given that Lucy was pouring blood all over everywhere.

   There was a thud behind them as Avis, the Violet Patrol second, slumped to the floor. Miss Lynley hurried over to her, telling the Violets to loosen her collar.

   Why was Miss Lynley fussing over Avis when Lucy was surely dying? Avis had fainted because of the blood, that was all. She was perfectly all right. Phyl frowned and looked back at Lucy, who seemed remarkably calm and quite healthy looking.

   “Can we cut your sleeve?” Ruby asked, holding out her penknife and sounding worried for the first time.

   Lucy smiled and nodded. “It’s an old blouse of Miss Fielding’s,” she mouthed.

   Oh … Phyl finally caught on. The blood wasn’t real. She could see it now. And Lucy’s shoulder wasn’t a strange shape because of some terrible injury – there was something hidden inside the blouse.

   “It’s not real, is it?” Annie whispered. Phyl was about to pretend she’d worked it out ages before, when she heard the panicky edge to Annie’s voice.

   “It’s a play,” she murmured. “Lucy’s acting, that’s all. There’s a rubber tube down her sleeve, I think. Are you feeling faint? Do you want some water?”

   Annie blinked up at her. “I know … I know it isn’t real. But I can’t help thinking of Dan.”

   Phyl swallowed. “Oh …” She glanced back at Lucy, the scarlet blouse, the litter of neckerchiefs and the excited, fussing girls. “Yes,” she said, her voice very small.

   “Girls? Is everything all right?”

   Annie struggled to her feet as Miss Fielding came over to them. “It’s nothing,” she said, and at the same time Phyl said, “We had that letter …”

   Miss Fielding’s perpetual smile faded. “Of course. Oh dear. I’m sorry, Annie. I forgot how close to home this must seem. All these things we’re learning are important, but it doesn’t make them easy to bear. Perhaps we were a little too realistic.” She glanced over her shoulder at several greenish-looking Guides and sighed.

   “Actually, I’d rather know,” Annie said determinedly. “We might end up being nurses one day.”

   Phyl squeezed Annie’s hand. She wanted to know too. When the war had started, everyone had said it would be over by Christmas! People had been almost jolly about it. But no one was saying that now. Of course, being level-headed about a pretend accident didn’t mean Phyl would make a good nurse, but it had to be a sign, didn’t it? She wanted to be doing something.
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   They were silent on the walk home. Usually Annie wanted to chatter about everything they’d done at Guides, but tonight she didn’t talk at all. Phyl couldn’t stop thinking about Lucy’s arm and how real blood didn’t smell of cocoa powder. Miss Fielding had mixed up a whole panful of it – she’d shown them afterwards, to help reassure everyone who was still feeling sick. Cocoa and cochineal, which was what went in pink-iced cakes. Lucy had a bottle with a rubber tube tucked down her sleeve and she’d squeezed the tube to make the blood look like it was pulsing.

   One of Miss Fielding’s brothers had been killed, Ruby told them as they were clearing up the mess, not that long before Annie and Phyl had joined. He was buried somewhere in Belgium, around Ypres. His family didn’t know exactly where.

   “What’s going on?” Annie said sharply, interrupting Phyl’s thoughts.

   Phyl looked up and saw a group of people gathering further along the street, several of them clutching newspapers.

   “Something’s happened and it must be in the evening papers,” Annie went on, pulling away from Phyl and running over to an elderly man standing at the edge of the crowd. “Is there bad news?” she asked him. “Is it from Belgium?”

   There was a battle being fought all over again on the same land where Miss Fielding’s brother had been lost. The Germans had sent out clouds of some terrible yellow gas that had overpowered the British, French and Canadian soldiers. More than ten thousand men had been caught by the gas, and half of them had died that same day, coughing up their lungs. When Phyl had read that in Dad’s paper, her first thought had been that at least Dan was already in hospital, even if they didn’t know exactly where he was.

   The old man shook his head. “It’s the Lusitania,” he told them. “They torpedoed the Lusitania. She was full of passengers – thousands. They’re all drowned!”

   “Submarines,” Annie whispered, shuddering.

   “But … but the Lusitania wasn’t a warship,” Phyl protested.

   “Don’t care, do they?” the old man shouted. “There were children on that ship! Younger than you two. Babies, even.”

   “Phyl! Annie!” Their dad was striding along the road towards them with his grocer’s apron still on. “Come on home,” he said quietly as they ran over. “I don’t want you two out on the street.”

   “We were just coming back from Guides,” Annie said. “We weren’t messing about.”

   “It’s not safe out here, chickie,” he told her, wrapping an arm around each of them to usher them on. “Everyone’s angry and I reckon it’s only going to get worse. I want you two where I can see you, that’s all.”

   As he hurried them past the row of shops, Phyl saw a small pale smudge at the edge of the haberdasher’s window – just a flicker of a face as someone peered out round the side of the blinds.
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   LONDON, May 8 – The Cunard liner, Lusitania, which sailed out of New York last Saturday with more than 2,000 souls aboard, lies at the bottom of the ocean off the Irish coast.
She was sunk by a German submarine, which sent two torpedoes crashing into her side while the passengers, seemingly confident that the great swift vessel could elude the German underwater craft, were having lunch.


   
   The Washington Post

   “I hate this,” Phyl muttered to Annie, leaning on the counter the next afternoon. She had just sold a tin of treacle to an elderly customer, but she was pretty sure the woman hadn’t needed it. She’d just wanted an excuse to come into the shop and gossip about all those “poor souls”. They’d been busy since opening time, and the stories about the ship and the number of dead were only getting worse.

   “Me too. Doesn’t mean you can laze about.” Annie looked up from the tins she was counting. “Write down seven.”

   “What?”

   “Seven!” Annie hissed. “Oh, I’ll do it myself.” She snatched the pen and scribbled in the ledger. “You’ve been utterly useless all day.”

   “I know. I’m sorry. It’s … it’s just the feel of everyone. They’re all so angry. It’s like there’s a bomb about to go off. Something awful’s going to happen, I just know it.”

   “Good,” Annie said viciously. “I hope it does. I’m angry too. I wish I could go and stamp around outside like everyone else, instead of doing a stupid stocktake.”

   “Be quiet!” Their mother snaked her head round the door that led into the back of the shop. “I don’t want to hear another word out of you, Annie. Your father’s meeting with the other shopkeepers in the road. They’re all out of their minds with worry. And you want to be out there with those gangs ravaging up and down?”

   “No one’s going to attack any of our shops,” Annie argued. “I bet Mrs Hoffmann’s not at that meeting, is she?”

   Mum sighed. “No, I don’t expect she is. Poor Marion. They’re going to deport Albert, you know. They’re sending him back to Germany. Never mind he came here as a child and has lived here thirty years.”

   “He’s still German,” Annie muttered stubbornly. “He speaks German and so does Minna.”

   “She was at school with us!” Phyl protested. “We’ve known her forever.” Annie still seemed to think that Minna was a spy, but Phyl couldn’t forget that pale, frightened face she’d seen at the window. She sucked in a deep breath and shut the ledger with a thump. “Mum …” Annie looked around at her sharply. “I want to leave school.”

   “What?” Annie and her mum shrieked at once.

   “You can’t leave me there on my own!” Annie wailed, while Mum said, “Phyllis Marie! You’ll do no such thing.”

   “I’m nearly fourteen,” Phyl pointed out, trying to remember all the arguments she’d practised in her head last night. She’d been planning to wait for the perfect time, but she couldn’t hold it in any longer. “I could have left school at twelve, Mum. You know that. Half my friends did. I know enough to do the bookkeeping for the shop.” She swallowed. “And I will do that, on my days off, but I want to do war work. I want to go and train in a hospital. I want to be … ready.”

   Her mum sat down heavily on the chair behind the counter. “How long have you been thinking about this?”

   “A few weeks … I’ve wanted to do something ever since we had the letter about Dan. And then the ambulance work we’ve been practising at Guides gave me the idea. It feels wrong to still be at school with all this happening, Mum. I’m not going to train to be a teacher, anyway. That’s the only reason most of the other girls are staying.”

   Mum sighed. “Your father wanted you to leave school and work in the shop when Dan volunteered, but I talked him out of it. I liked you reading all those books. You never know what you might want to do …”

   “I thought you wanted us both to work in the shop,” Annie said, staring at her mum. “And you!” She whirled round to glare at Phyl. “You never said anything to me! You can’t go and work in a hospital. You’re not old enough.”

   “You don’t know that,” Phyl said stubbornly. “I could be a ward maid and work my way up.” She wouldn’t mind that, even if it wasn’t actual nursing. There had to be something a keen girl who was almost fourteen could do.

   “How are you going to do that if you’re too shy to speak to customers in the shop?” Annie muttered.

   Phyl tried to think of an answer, but Mum got in first. “That isn’t fair, Annie. Phyl’s growing up. Things are bound to change.”

   “So, can I then?” Phyl asked. “I could talk to Miss Lynley. She’d know how to go about applying to a hospital. I’m sure she would.”

   Mum’s gaze sharpened as a dark shape rushed past the window and she stood up, leaning hard on the counter. “What was that?”

   Annie darted round the counter to look as a harsh yell sounded outside, followed by a glittering crash further down the street. “That’s a window smashing,” she gasped. “It’s a riot, like Dad said would happen. What if he’s out in the middle of it all?”

   “He’s got too much sense,” Mum snorted, but her face was pale. “I wish he was here. Oh my Lord,” she added as a group of people raced past. “Look at them all. They’re making for Hoffmann’s.” She shuddered as someone let out a howl and another window smashed. Then she opened the shop door. “Wait a moment, love,” Mum told Phyl as she tried to pull her back. “I need to see what they’re doing.”

   There was a crowd around Hoffmann’s, shouting and shoving at each other. It was hard to pick out what they were saying, but an odd word echoed here and there. “Murderers!” she heard and “Children drowned!” The battering wall of noise made Phyl flinch, but she couldn’t stop watching.

   “There’s a child in that shop too,” Mum said grimly, opening the door wider. “You two stay here.”

   “Mum!” Phyl hissed, her eyes widening. “You’re not going outside, are you?” The crowd were getting louder, rage shimmering around them so fiercely that she could almost see it. Phyl recognised some of the rioters too. That made it so much worse.

   “I can’t leave Marion and Minna on their own. Minna’s only a few months older than Annie,” Mum said. “And Marion’s having another, you know. She’s hoped for another child for years, and of course it comes along now … I’m not leaving them there alone with that lot. Not a little girl and a woman in that state. There’s no one else to help them.”

   “What’ll Dad say?” Annie wailed. “Mum, you can’t.”

   “Your father won’t utter a word,” Mum snapped. “And if he were here now, he’d be going to get them, or I’d have something to say about it. Better that it’s me. That crowd won’t hurt a woman …”

   “But you just said you couldn’t leave Mrs Hoffmann and Minna with them!” Annie protested, winding her fingers into Mum’s apron.

   Mum sighed. “They’re the enemy now. That’s what frightens me, love.” She wrenched her apron away and then whipped round to face her daughters. “If either of you two puts so much as a toe in this street …”

   Then she patted at her hair to neaten it before she set off down the road towards the crowd.

   “She’s on her own,” Annie whispered, looking up at Phyl. “I know she said to stay here, but …”

   Phyl made a snorting noise. “She knows we’ll follow her. Come on.” She felt Annie catch hold of her skirt and reached back to put her arm around her sister. The noise of the crowd felt like waves battering against her, but she had to go out there. She couldn’t cower in the shop.

   “Can you see Mum?” Annie said as they joined the back of the throng outside the Hoffmanns’ shop. Phyl tried standing on tiptoe to peer through it, but all she could see were shirts and jackets – and the odd shawl, here and there. Women were in this angry, screaming mass too?

   “No,” she muttered, gripping on to Annie’s wrist and using her shoulder to barge her way through. “Sorry. Need to see – do you mind? Got to get to the front …”

   “Watch it, you,” someone snapped. “I’m not missing out. They’ve got good stuff in there.” But Phyl’s sharp elbows were already getting them past.

   “Is that what they’re going to do?” Annie hissed. “Steal things from the shop?”

   “I suppose so,” Phyl panted. “Oh! Wait.” She stopped, pulling Annie in tight against her.

   Just in front of them was their mum, facing out against the crowd with her hands on her hips, her elbows pointing wide. She was making herself look big, Phyl realised, swallowing down her panic.

   “You can’t be doing this.” Her voice was quiet enough that they had to stop shouting to listen to her, although people at the back of the crowd were still yelling and shoving forward. “You all know who I am. Most of you have been in our grocer’s down the street. We’ve a son, Dan. You’ll know him. He’s in hospital somewhere in Belgium.” Her voice trembled. “We’ve not heard from him, not for over two months now. I’ve been round to the regiment, asking. But we’ve heard nothing.”

   Phyl and Annie exchanged a glance. They hadn’t known that.

   “You can’t say that we’re not doing our bit for the war,” Mum went on.

   “We know you, Mrs Dean,” someone called. “Don’t know why you’re standing here in front of this Hun shop. Get out of the way, woman!”

   “Marion was born in Whitechapel!” Mum snapped back. “And her little girl’s in this shop. Frightening kiddies, is that what you’re about? Shame on you!”

   An uncomfortable mutter ran through the crowd, but more and more people were piling up at the back and shoving forward. Resentment against German shopkeepers had been simmering in the streets for months. Now the Lusitania had set it boiling over.

   “Smash it!” someone yelled. “Kick the door in. Come on!”

   “Mrs Dean, you need to get out of the way,” another man called. “Get yourself home safe. You and your girls.”

   Someone pushed Annie and Phyl forward and they found themselves pressed up against the shop door with Mum.

   “What are you going to do?” Mrs Dean screamed at the crowd. “Knock us down so you can be in here stealing?”

   “Mum, the door!” Phyl yelped, feeling it move behind her. She glanced around and saw Marion Hoffmann’s terrified face.

   “Get inside!” Mrs Hoffman cried.

   Phyl clutched at Annie and her mum, dragging them inside as the door swung open. She’d expected the crowd to surge after them at once, but surprise seemed to hold them frozen for a vital moment. Just long enough for Marion and Mum to slam it shut, and for Annie and Phyl to wedge a dressmaker’s dummy across the frame.

   “It’s not going to hold them off for long,” Phyl gasped, seeing the angry faces pressed up against the glass. “We have to get out of here!”

   Mum nodded and took Mrs Hoffmann’s hands. “Take any money and come to ours, Marion.”

   Mrs Hoffmann snatched a cash box from behind the counter. “Minna, come on.”

   But Minna was half buried in rolls of fabric stacked up against the wall and she didn’t move. With her fair hair and white face pressed tight against a bolt of pale muslin, Phyl could hardly see her.

   “Minna!” Mrs Hoffmann screamed as the door splintered. Phyl grabbed Minna, stumbling over the rolls of fabric as they toppled around them, the material tangling their feet.

   They ran through the Hoffmanns’ kitchen and out into the little back yard, where Mrs Hoffmann stopped, gasping for breath. “Minna!” she panted.

   “She’s here!” Annie cried.

   “They’ll be a while in the shop, Marion,” Mum said, taking Mrs Hoffmann’s arm. “Let’s get you safe back to ours.”

   “What if they come after us there?” Mrs Hoffmann shook her head. “I’m not bringing that lot down on you, Lily.”

   “As if they’d dare,” Mum said. She glanced back towards the shop, flinching at the yells and crashes from inside.

   “No one’s going to break into our shop,” Phyl said, hoping that was true. She put an arm around Minna, who looked like she was about to keel over, and pushed her gently towards the back gate. “You’ll be safe with us.”
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   Terrified Germans who were found hiding under beds were thrown out into the street, beds and all. A German piano was set up in the street and British patriotic songs were played upon it.


   Report on rioting in London, Manchester Guardian, 13th May 1915

   “Where were you?” Mr Dean hurried into the kitchen at the sound of the yard door opening. “What on earth did you go out there for, Lily? I can’t believe you took the girls!”

   “I didn’t take them. I told them to stay here, only of course they decided they knew better.” Mum eyed them both grimly. “I went out to get Marion and Minna, Ernest.” She took Mrs Hoffmann’s hand and gently led her to a chair at the kitchen table. “You sit too, Minna dear. Let’s have some tea. Put the kettle on, Phyl.”

   “She looks so strange,” Annie whispered as she joined her sister by the stove. She nodded at Minna, who was standing just inside the door, still as a doll.

   “Wouldn’t you?” Phyl whispered back, giving Annie a little push. “Go and talk to her.”

   “I won’t!” Annie hissed. “I still think they’re spies!” But she didn’t sound very sure.

   “You can’t go back there tonight,” Dad said gruffly, turning to Mrs Hoffman. “Our son’s room is standing empty. Your girl can go in with Phyl and Annie, if she wants.”

   Mrs Hoffmann started to shake her head, but then sighed and nodded. They could all still hear the shouts and crashes from further down the road. “You’re very kind,” she said quietly.

   Dan’s room! Phyl wanted to shout at Dad. Yes, it was empty, but it was special. Then she glanced sideways at Minna’s blank face and wide eyes, all black pupils with only the faintest ring of blue, and felt a little ashamed. How must it feel to know that there were people in your house? Pawing through your things and stealing from the shop that you’d worked so hard in? She marched over to Minna and took her arm.

   “Come on. You can help us make the bed. You come too, Annie.” She gave her sister a pleading look.

   Annie drew a finger across her throat and made a just-you-wait sort of face, but she stomped off upstairs in front of Phyl. Minna followed them without a word.

   “I’m sorry,” Minna muttered as Annie opened Dan’s bedroom door. “I didn’t want this, you know.”

   “Of course you didn’t. Who would?” Annie said sharply, and Phyl almost groaned. But Annie’s rudeness seemed to snap Minna out of her strange quiet. The girl glared, her eyes glittering, and took in a breath to be rude back. Then she sagged as she remembered she was in their house, on their charity.

   Annie sighed, sitting down on the bed and holding out a handful of Dan’s penny papers. “Do you like these? They’re my brother’s but he lets me read them. You can look, I suppose. If you’re careful.”

   Phyl watched as Minna nodded and sat down next to Annie, flicking through the pages. Surely Dan wouldn’t mind, would he?
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   The riots went on for days, all across London, as the newspaper headlines announced the latest about the hundreds missing from the Lusitania. Mrs Hoffmann and Minna stayed at the Deans’ – they weren’t exactly hidden, it was just that they didn’t go downstairs.

   Their shop had been stripped bare, Dad said. The day after the attack, when Mr Dean went to nail boards across the broken windows, a couple of women shouted at him, calling him Fritz and accusing him of being a German sympathiser. He came back to the shop and told Mrs Hoffmann she wasn’t to try and leave, not yet.

   Minna read all of Dan’s papers in a week and the longer she was shut away upstairs, the grumpier she got. After a fortnight, Phyl and Annie went out and bought her a Union Jack from the stationer’s.

   Minna practically ripped the penny paper out of Annie’s hands.

   “You could come with us to Guides tonight,” Annie suggested as Minna finished the paper for the third time with a sigh.

   Minna looked up, her eyes hopeful. “Would they let me?”

   Phyl shrugged. “I think so. Miss Lynley’s always saying that Guides is for everyone. She told us the other day that some Guides from Germany visited London just before the war. Guides from here were going to go back and camp in Germany, but – but that never happened.”

   She glanced sideways, hoping that she hadn’t upset Minna by talking about Germany again. Sometimes it was hard to know the right thing to say.

   “Is this a friend of yours?” Miss Lynley asked, smiling, as the three girls sidled into the Guide hall that night.

   “Yes.” Annie pulled Minna forward. “This is Miss Lynley, Minna. Captain, we call her. Minna wants to join Guides.” Annie elbowed Minna, who was staring at Miss Lynley in silence. “Don’t you?”

   Minna stayed silent and Miss Lynley looked a little worried. “We’re very friendly,” she told Minna gently.

   Phyl and Annie waited for Minna to say something, and then Phyl saw Minna’s white face and realised. Minna hadn’t spoken to anyone other than their family since their shop had been attacked. “Minna’s father is German, Captain,” she said quickly. “He’s been interned and their shop was looted. Minna and her mum are staying with us.”

   Minna glanced up at Miss Lynley, then started to turn as if she were about to race out of the door. But Annie caught her hand, holding it tight.

   “I’ve visited Germany,” Miss Lynley told Minna. “It’s a beautiful country, with such friendly people. Everything that’s happening – it’s all … Well, it’s very sad.”

   Minna looked up at her again, her eyes widening. “I’ve never been there,” she whispered. “My dad hasn’t even been back since he was little. It costs too much.”

   “The Roses could just about fit in another Guide,” Miss Lynley said, beckoning to Ruby.

   “Who’s this?” Ruby asked brightly as she came over.

   “Our neighbour,” Phyl said. She didn’t need to explain that Minna was living in their house. Miss Lynley knew and that was enough.

   “Miss Lynley said she could be a Rose too,” Annie put in.

   “Good-o.” Ruby put her arm around Minna and led her over to the Rose’s corner. “Obviously, we’re the best patrol. We have a sworn feud with the Snowdrops. Don’t listen to a word any of them say.”

   But then Iris stood up as she saw Minna and her face crumpled into a frown. “What’s she doing here?” Iris hissed. “She can’t join Guides!”

   “Why on earth not?” Ruby asked, and Minna twisted round again, about to make a run for it.

   “Don’t you dare,” Annie snapped at Minna, fielding her. “Whatever’s the matter with you, Iris?”

   “You know who she is,” Iris muttered, her eyes darting sideways. “Someone told my mum they were staying with you, but I didn’t believe it. How could you?”

   “Just let me go,” Minna whispered miserably to Annie. “I’ll walk back to the shop by myself. I don’t mind.”

   “What’s going on?” Ruby asked.

   Iris folded her arms. “She’s a German spy!”

   “Her dad’s German.” Annie sighed. “Minna isn’t. And Miss Lynley knows and she doesn’t mind!”

   Ruby stared thoughtfully at Minna and then shrugged. “I’m not going against Miss Lynley. If she says you can stay, you stay. Line up, you lot. We’re about to do the horseshoe.”

   And that was that. There was some whispering and sniggering from the other patrols as the gossip went round the room, but no one else said anything outright, and whenever Annie caught anyone staring, she stared back.

   Iris stayed silent. She didn’t seem angry, only worried. As the patrols started to practise ironing and starching, ready for the Laundress badge, she kept glancing at Minna, then looking away. Perhaps her mother had been one of those people screaming outside Hoffmann’s, Phyl thought with a shiver.

   “I say.”

   Phyl looked up, hoping that Charlotte wasn’t going to say something awful. Annie was twitchy enough already. If Charlotte was unkind to Minna, Phyl wouldn’t put it past her sister to get in another fight. Miss Fielding wouldn’t be able to save her a second time.

   “Before Miss Fielding was our governess, we had Fraulein Kohl. She came from Munich.” Charlotte hesitated. “Which is in Germany,” she added.

   “Everyone knows where Munich is,” Annie growled. But Charlotte’s voice was earnest and she actually had tears in her eyes.

   “We adored Fraulein Kohl,” Charlotte went on. “She was so clever and kind. When my mother died, she was … she was wonderful. And then the war broke out and she had to go back.” She gave Freddie a watery smile. “I tried to persuade her to let me go with her, do you remember? I couldn’t imagine her not being there.” Her voice choked up and Freddie hugged her.

   “We haven’t heard from her since she went back to Germany,” Freddie said. “Which isn’t surprising, of course. But still. We’d hoped … Anyway, we’re so sorry to hear about your father.”

   Minna stared at them. She’d been sitting hunched up, waiting her turn with the iron, her shoulders practically round her ears, but now Phyl saw her relax. She let out a slow breath and nodded gratefully.

   Charlotte sniffed and looked up, bristling like a very well-bred Pekinese puppy. “And if anyone says anything to you, just tell us and we’ll deal with them. Especially if it’s those awful Snowdrops!”

   
    
     [image: ]
    
   

   Minna seemed to love Guides, even though they’d only been learning about laundry. She whispered to Phyl that she probably knew more about starching than Miss Lynley did.

   Phyl hadn’t realised how much being shut away upstairs had stifled her. On the way back home, Minna and Annie linked arms and skipped along the pavement, singing “It’s a Long Way to Tipperary”, while Phyl trotted along behind, trying to shush them.

   “We’re going back to our shop, you know,” Minna announced as they finished the last chorus and she twirled Annie around.

   “Are you sure?” Annie stopped, almost knocking her off balance.

   “Ma’s asked a friend of my dad’s to repaint the sign.” Minna grimaced. “We won’t be Hoffmann’s anymore. It’s Hooper’s now. She says that sounds English, so it’ll be safe.”

   Phyl frowned at her. “But … won’t everyone know it’s the same shop? Iris … well, she hadn’t forgotten, had she?”

   “That’s what I said, but Ma reckons people will forget if it’s convenient. And the shop was so busy before. There isn’t another haberdasher’s anywhere close by.” Minna sighed. “We’ve got to do something. We can’t stay hidden away at yours for ever.”

   “I suppose not,” Annie said. She glanced at Phyl as if hoping her sister would tell Minna she had to stay.

   Phyl wanted to. She hated to think of Minna and her mother alone in their little shop. She couldn’t forget how vicious that crowd had been. But if Mrs Hoffmann had decided to go …

   “You can borrow some of Dan’s penny papers to take back with you, if you like,” Annie muttered, staring down at her boots.
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   Public Warning: Should hostile aircraft be seen, take shelter immediately in the nearest available house, preferably in the basement and remain there until the aircraft have left the vicinity: do not stand about in crowds and do not touch unexploded bombs.


   Government warning, 1915

   “I didn’t hear anything.” Annie said, gazing at the newspaper headline in disbelief: ZEPPELIN RAID OVER OUTER LONDON.

   “We can’t have just slept through it.” Phyl shook her head.

   “I think we all did,” Mum murmured, pouring out mugs of tea. “Seven people killed.” She shuddered.

   “Let me have it back.” Dad reached out for the paper. “I need to have all the details. It’s all anyone’s going to be talking about in the shop this morning.”

   “Two children killed in Stepney.” Phyl leaned over to look at the front page. “That’s not far from here, is it?”

   “Three or four miles, maybe? And none of us heard a thing.” Dad blinked, turning towards the shop. “Is that someone knocking on the glass?”

   “Leave them, they’ll come back,” Mum said crossly. “I was about to make you a bit of porridge.”

   “Could be a delivery,” Dad said, shaking his head. “I haven’t unlocked the yard gate. Run and see for me, Phyl, there’s a love.”

   “Mum, can we have sugar on the porridge instead of salt?” Annie said as Phyl went out into the passage.

   “Sugar’s getting scarce,” she heard Mum telling Annie as she fetched the keys to the shop door from the hook under the counter. “Just because it’s there in the shop, it doesn’t mean we’re not paying for it …”

   The shop was dark with the blinds drawn, but whoever was outside was still knocking. It had to be a delivery, like Dad said. No customer would think they were open. Not at this time of the morning and with everything closed up.

   Phyl unlocked the door and yanked it open, expecting to see a dray pulled up outside and a delivery boy with his arms full of sacks.

   Instead there was a thin-faced man in a strange-looking blue cotton jacket, leaning against the side of the window. He stared at Phyl and Phyl stared back, and neither of them said a word. Until he smiled faintly at Phyl, and she screamed and flung herself at him.

   “You came back!”

   “What’s happened?” Thumping footsteps approached behind her as Dad came running. Phyl turned, pulling the thin man after her into the shop.

   “He’s here! He’s back!”

   Dad just stood there, gaping at this odd-looking man in the ill-fitting clothes. And where was his uniform? Phyl wondered.

   The young man squeezed Phyl’s hand tighter and said, “Hello, Dad,” in a croaking voice.

   Dad pulled him into a hug and then held him out, staring at the blue cotton jacket and the empty sleeve that was pinned across the front. “Son. Your arm.”

   “Where have you been?” Mum came dashing into the shop, Annie close behind her. “Oh, Dan dear, why didn’t you tell us you were coming?”

   “Give the lad a chance. Write me a notice for the door, Phyl. We’re opening late.”

   Phyl looked up at Dan, wide-eyed. Dean’s never opened late.

   “What an honour, eh?” Dan winked at her.

   “When did you last eat?” Mrs Dean said. “I’ve got porridge cooking.”

   “Bet we get sugar on it now,” Annie whispered. “She’d said no before.”

   They bundled him back to the kitchen, all talking at once. Dad pulled out the chair at the other end of the table, the one Dan had always sat in so he could run out to the shop if the bell rang. It had stayed tucked under the table ever since he had been sent out to Belgium.

   “You never wrote,” Mum said, putting porridge and the sugar bowl in front of Dan.

   They all stared at him, the porridge cooling in front of them.

   “Did you hear I was injured?” Dan asked, picking up his spoon and starting to stir it around in the bowl, slow and steady.

   “We got a letter – a sort of form,” Dad explained. “It said you got wounded back in March.”

   “Seriously wounded,” Phyl added, looking at the gap where Dan’s arm was meant to be. Even seriously wounded wasn’t enough for a bit of him to be gone.

   “That would have been while I was at the casualty clearing station, I suppose,” Dan said quietly. “That’s where they took this off. A sniper got me. I was lucky.”

   Lucky! Phyl could see everyone else was wanting to say it too.

   “Could have been a lot worse.” Dan stopped stirring for a moment and then started up again. “And it’s my left arm. Not as if I even needed it …” He looked around at them in turn, smiling, and Phyl tried to make herself smile back.

   “But where have you been since then?” she asked. “If you were in hospital, why didn’t someone tell us?”

   Dan shook his head. “I wasn’t. I was being transferred, you see. I was coming back to England. I should have been in a hospital here in London weeks ago.” He swallowed. “I still don’t know for sure what happened. I was in a motor ambulance and I suppose a shell must have exploded, but we were well behind the lines … I woke up and … I was the only one left.” He stopped talking and ate a mouthful of porridge, while they all watched.

   “You didn’t put any sugar on it,” Annie whispered, pushing the bowl closer.

   He smiled at her and spooned some on. “I walked. Didn’t know where I was, or where I was going. I must have gone the wrong way. I was still feverish. It wasn’t long after they’d taken my arm off. Anyway, I ended up at this farmhouse. A perfect little house in the middle of nowhere. It was like nothing I’d ever seen. Like something out of a book. Chickens … and … and apple trees.”

   He sighed. “The family took me in, but they didn’t speak any English, and I only spoke a few words of French and no Flemish at all. They looked after me for a day or two, until I’d recovered from the fever, and then they sent me on. I went from house to house, until I ended up at a Red Cross hospital just outside of Brussels, run by an English lady, Nurse Cavell. She was supposed to be caring for German soldiers – Brussels is under German control – but she’d never turn anyone away. French, Belgian, English, they all ended up hidden away at that hospital. Then she smuggled us out to Holland. From Holland I got on a fishing boat.” He shrugged. “And here I am.”

   He let the spoon fall into the bowl with a clink. “I couldn’t write. I’m sorry – it wasn’t safe. I never knew where I’d be, or who to trust. By the time I was in Holland, I figured I’d get home just as fast as a letter.” He sighed. “I’ve got to go and report to the barracks. Tell them where I’ve been.”

   “But they won’t make you go back?” Phyl jumped out of her seat to catch at his arm, then realised she was holding his empty sleeve. “They can’t make you fight when you’ve lost an arm!”

   “I suppose not. I don’t know.” Dan shrugged. “They could put me on desk duties, maybe. Not that anyone would want me – you know what my handwriting’s like. A cat scrawl.”

   “And you can’t add up,” Phyl reminded him. “They won’t want you.”

   “Phyl!” Annie hissed, putting her arm around his shoulders.

   “But we want him!” Phyl told her. “They won’t and we do!”

   “She’s right,” Dan muttered. “I’m not good for much. But I won’t be a lot of use in the shop either, with only one arm.”

   Dad leaned over the table to put his hand on Dan’s. Dan was clutching his spoon again and his knuckles had gone white. “You belong here with us. Don’t you forget it.”

   “You’re not going anywhere,” Annie growled in his ear, and Phyl nodded vigorously.

   “Seems wrong to say it, unlucky maybe …” Mum swallowed. “But thank God it’s only your arm. Better that than lost for good over there, like so many other boys.”
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   Boys were, however, found to be very troublesome. The considerable periods of inactivity which fell to their share usually resulted in their getting into mischief. Arrangements were then made to replace the Boy Scouts with Girl Guides and the results were most satisfactory.


   MI5 “H” Branch Report Organisation and Administration, 1921

   “What’s Miss Lynley doing here?” Annie whispered.

   Phyl jumped. She’d been lurking by the kitchen door, trying to listen in, and she hadn’t noticed her sister creeping down the stairs.

   Annie peered round the door. Miss Lynley was sitting at the kitchen table, while Mum hurried about, making tea. Dad was sitting opposite her and Dan was leaning against the sink, looking curious. Miss Lynley’s beautiful lace-trimmed blouse and nicely tailored coat were altogether too grand for their battered kitchen.

   “What did you do?” demanded Annie, putting her head on one side.

   “Nothing wrong!” Phyl whispered back. “I talked to Miss Lynley after Guides last week. Remember? When you and Minna were helping Miss Fielding tidy the hall. I asked her about getting a job in a hospital.”

   “I’ll call Phyl,” Mum said, from inside the kitchen. The sisters stared at each other for a moment, before Annie shoved Phyl towards the door.

   “I’m here!” Phyl said, her voice coming out in an odd squeak. “Good afternoon, Miss Lynley!”

   “Phyl! How nice to see you.” Miss Lynley smiled – and then smiled even wider as she caught sight of Annie peering around the door.

   “Miss Lynley says you went to see her.” Dad turned to Phyl, looking bewildered. “About a job? What do you need a job for? I said to your mother weeks ago, when she first mentioned it, that you can help here if you don’t want to stay at school. We can always do with the help, even now we’ve got Dan back.”

   Phyl gulped in a breath, trying to swallow down her nerves. She stuck her hands behind her back and gripped them together.

   “I want to do something for the war effort, Dad. Like … like Dan did. I could start by being a nurse in a hospital here. Then maybe, when I’m old enough, I could go to France or Belgium.”

   “You are not going anywhere near there!” Everyone swung round to stare at Dan. He was clutching at his sewn-up sleeve, his face white.

   “Dan!” Mum gasped.

   “Sorry, I shouldn’t have shouted. But … she can’t. She mustn’t.” Dan looked frantic, his eyes darting around the room as though he could see things that they couldn’t.

   “Actually, I had quite another plan in mind, but I didn’t want to raise her hopes for nothing,” Miss Lynley said gently.

   Phyl stepped forward eagerly. A plan? For her?

   “A plan?” Mum put the teapot on the table, along with her best cups, the ones with gilt edges and little flowers.

   “Your daughter is very clever, Mrs Dean. I’m sure you know that.” Miss Lynley smiled at Phyl. “And so is Annie,” she added, with the merest hint of a look towards the door. “But girls have to be fourteen or older to do this. I know you’re not quite fourteen yet, Phyl, but you’re very close, aren’t you?”

   “Next month,” Phyl whispered.

   “That’s perfect!” Miss Lynley took a sip of her tea.

   “So, what is this job?” Dad was still looking suspicious.

   Dan blew on his tea, watching Miss Lynley worriedly as if she was about to drag Phyl off to France.

   “The government agency my brother works for is looking for messengers,” Miss Lynley explained. “A rather important, secretive agency. Where everyone has to be trustworthy and sensible. And intelligent.” She smiled. “Until now, they’ve actually been employing Boy Scouts, since obviously there’s a shortage of young men to do the job. But the Scouts are being recruited by the Navy as coast watchers, and anyway they were” – she was trying not to laugh now – “not quite as reliable as they should be. They had a tendency to repeat the messages, which is obviously a bit of a disaster.”

   Phyl had seen Scout troops out and about. Once they’d met a group of them marching along the street while they were with the Guides, and the boys had not been polite.

   “Get off home and bake us a cake!” one of them had yelled. The idea of Guides taking over their job was delicious.

   But even more important than that, Miss Lynley had said a government agency. What did that mean? Phyl could hear her pulse thumping in her ears. It sounded as if she was being recruited by government spies … It was just like something out of Annie’s copies of The Gem.

   “I’ve been asked to recommend a couple of my brightest Guides for the job. So, Phyl, you’d be working nine till six, or ten till seven, alternate weeks. Your duties would be to carry messages around the building and occasionally to other War Office departments. Dusting the rooms and filling the inkwells, a little general tidying up. Midday dinner and tea are provided, and you’d be paid ten shillings a week. They’d take up references from me and your school teacher, but that shouldn’t be a problem, should it?”

   “Her teacher said she was a credit to us,” Mrs Dean murmured. “That’s a long day, Phyl.”

   “No longer than she’d do here.” Dad eyed Phyl, who was sitting bolt upright at the table. “Doing your bit for the war effort, eh?” He sighed, and the ends of his moustache riffled. But it was only when he sent her to fetch a box of the best biscuits from the shop, that Phyl realised they were actually going to let her.

   She’d expected to be mopping floors in a hospital, but now she was going to work for a secret government agency! Phyl sat there crumbling a custard cream between her fingers, since her throat was so dry she didn’t think she’d be able to swallow. She wondered who else Miss Lynley had asked. Lucy, maybe?

   “You’re going to work for spies!” Annie whispered to her as Miss Lynley chatted politely to Mum and Dad.

   “Just running messages,” Phyl pointed out.

   “Don’t be so dull! It’s the most exciting thing to happen to us ever!” Annie sighed. “I wish I was old enough to do it too. The war’s not going to last another two years, though, is it?”

   “Surely that’s a good thing!”

   Annie sneaked another biscuit. “I suppose.”
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   These Guides took over the same duties as the Scouts, they were put on their honour not to read the papers they carried.


   MI5 “H” Branch Report Organisation and Administration First Supplement, Report on Women’s Work, 1920

   Six weeks later, Phyl and Ruby stood side by side, dressed in their Guide uniform, gazing up at the imposing doorway. The Strand was heaving behind them, a mass of people, delivery carts and buses, and even a few motor cars. At the other end of the small side road was a park, which was full of temporary War Office buildings, and beyond that the River Thames, deep and wide and grey.

   They were only a mile from Marchmont Street and the grocer’s shop, but it felt like a world away. Phyl was cold inside.

   “Is this definitely the right place?” she murmured. She was intensely glad that they’d travelled together now, even if Ruby’s confident chatter throughout their bus journey had made her feel very small and young. Ruby must think she was so boring. What if the government people expected Phyl to be bright and sparkly, like Ruby? Maybe this was all a terrible mistake …

   Ruby nodded. “There, look. It says Watergate House, carved in the stonework over the door. This is definitely the MO5 office. Military Operations.” She reached out and squeezed Phyl’s hand. “It sounds so serious, doesn’t it? I’m ever so glad you’re here. I feel a bit sick.”

   Phyl stared at her in amazement. Ruby didn’t look nervous in the slightest. “You do?”

   “Of course! My tummy’s turning over. It doesn’t help that my mother’s dead against it. But I told her I was going to do it anyway, whatever she said. There’s more important things than teaching tiny tots the polka. Miss Lynley said what they do here’s ever so important.” Ruby bounced on her toes a little as she said it and then grinned at Phyl. “Did she tell you about the Scouts?”

   Phyl nodded, grinning back. Even though she saw Ruby each week at Guides, she still didn’t think of her as a friend. She was always a little bit scared of her. But right now, they were both in on a secret joke and it felt good.

   “Military intelligence,” Phyl whispered. “That means knowing things about people. Finding things out.” She glanced around, in case someone was listening. “Spying.”

   “And we’re going to be part of it,” Ruby whispered back. “Even if we are only carrying messages.” She reached up, straightening her hat. “Come on. Let’s go in. We’ve got to find the supervisor, Miss Roubaud.”

   “Miss Lynley said that her brother would look out for us too.” Phyl scurried up the steps after Ruby. “Major Lynley. He works on the third floor, I think.”

   Just inside the front door was a booth, where a stiff-backed man in khaki, with an even more impressive moustache than Phyl’s dad, was sitting on a stool. In front of the booth stood a tall Guide, with an armful of badges on her neat blue uniform. She looked older than they were and very serious.

   “I’ll take them, Sergeant Jakes. They won’t have passes yet, but they must be on your list for this morning.”

   “Ruby Finch and Phyllis Dean,” Ruby said helpfully, and Jakes nodded and marked them off.

   “I’m Doris, patrol leader for this floor,” the Guide explained as she led them towards the stairs. “There are rather a lot of stairs and passages, I’m afraid. It’s two buildings joined together and it’s a bit of a rabbit warren. But the stairs are good for you. Wonderful for stamina.”

   Doris strode up the stairs and along several corridors, with Ruby and Phyl trotting after her. Phyl wasn’t sure she’d even be able to find her way back to the front door, let alone to wherever she was supposed to be taking messages. Doris eventually stopped at a small office, where she introduced them to a woman in a neat navy coat and skirt, with a Guide trefoil badge in her lapel.

   “Ruby and Phyllis, this is Miss Roubaud.”

   “Ah, wonderful! Miss Lynley’s Guides?” She smiled at them. “You’ll be on the first floor, in Margaret’s patrol. Margaret is a very nice, sensible girl.” She eyed Ruby and Phyl, as if she was wondering if they were nice, sensible girls too. “We have all your paperwork, I think – yes. Doris, could you take them along to the first-floor messengers’ room for me? Margaret will explain everything to you. And I shall see you again in a few days, to be sure that you’re getting on happily.”

   The messengers’ room was a neat little sitting room with wicker basket chairs, a small fireplace and a board with lines of small, shiny brass bells, which would ring when each of the different offices called for a messenger. Even though there were only three girls inside, the small room felt very full – they seemed to be everywhere. One – a tall girl with hair even redder than Ruby’s – was stretched out on the floor, reading a magazine, and she half rolled over to look as they entered.

   “Margaret!”

   “Oh, you’ve brought our new recruits!” The red-headed girl jumped to her feet.

   “You were lying on the floor!” Doris sounded quite horrified. Phyl was a little horrified too, especially since Margaret had the grandest sort of voice. She sounded as though she ought to be drinking tea in a drawing room somewhere, not scruffing about on the floor.

   “The floor’s quite clean, my dear, I swept it myself. Don’t get all het up. Now, which is which?” Margaret glanced between Phyl and Ruby, smiling, and Phyl smiled back.

   “I’m Phyllis. Phyl, if you like.”

   “I do like. Call me Meg. And so you must be Ruby?”

   Ruby swept a dramatic curtsey. “That’s me. Pleased to meet you.”

   There was a firm click as Doris left, shutting the door behind her, and Meg heaved a sigh. “We’ve let the side down again, girls.”

   One of the others snorted, and Meg put her head on one side, eyeing Ruby and Phyl. “I have to tell you now – our floor is most unlikely to win the Prize Picture. We are a sad disappointment.”

   “Stop, Meg, you’ll scare them.” One of the girls stood up and smiled at Phyl and Ruby. Phyl tried not to look too surprised – the girl had brown skin and very dark hair, but she sounded just as English as Meg did. “It’s their first day. They’ve probably been told all sorts about how they’re representing their company and the honour of the Girl Guides, and here you are telling them that we’re awful.” She then shook hands politely with Phyl and Ruby. “I’m Sara, by the way.”

   “They’re probably wishing they could be on Doris’s floor instead,” the smallest girl agreed, untangling herself from the depths of the basket chair. With her pinkish nose and very fair hair, she reminded Phyl of a white mouse that Dan had once kept as a pet. She waved at Ruby and Phyl. “My name’s Florrie.”

   Phyl wasn’t wishing that they were with Doris at all – she felt quite surprised at herself. She liked Meg’s freckled face and twisty smile, and Doris had seemed rather too saintly. Still, she did hope they hadn’t been assigned to a group of slackers.

   “What’s the Prize Picture?” she asked. “Is it something that matters a lot?”

   “Right to the heart of it!” Meg grinned at her. “Absolutely not.”

   “It’s the very polite competition Miss Roubaud’s just set up. Whichever patrol gets the most points over the month gets to put the picture up in their room for the next month,” Florrie explained. “Behold the empty hook, which will forever be sadly waiting.” She waved behind her at a picture hook on the wall.

   “What’s it a picture of?” Ruby asked curiously.

   Florrie simpered – there was no other word for her absurd little smile and fluttering eyelashes. “It’s a terribly sweet painting of a Guide bandaging up a dog’s injured paw. I think one of Miss Roubaud’s Guides must have painted it.” She glanced round as if they might be overheard, before hissing, “It’s awful.”

   “It’s a stupid system, anyway,” Sara put in. “It’s Meg’s job to give out the points. If she cared at all about us winning she could just give out points for tidy hair and shiny shoes like that witch Doris does to her lot.”

   “Secretly, Sara would be delighted if we won,” Meg whispered loudly. “Look how tidy her hair is.”

   Sara flicked one of her thick, shining plaits in a pleased sort of way.

   “I’m a terrible patrol leader.” Meg shook her head sadly. “I don’t care nearly enough about your badges being sewn exactly the same distance apart, or the angle you’re wearing your hat. But we’re very good at our jobs, I promise.” She smiled at Phyl. “You were starting to look just the tiniest bit horrified.”

   Phyl shook her head quickly. “Oh, I wasn’t …” she whispered, going red.

   “Just for you, my dear – Florrie, sit up straight, and Sara, there’s ink all over your fingers. Actually, you probably ought to scrub that off before you next answer a bell.”

   Sara sighed and nodded. “I can show these two the ladies’ lavatory while I’m at it,” she volunteered. “I bet perfect Doris didn’t think of that, did she?”
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   Girls generally have the credit for talking and jabbering a great deal. I have also heard it said that they cannot be employed for confidential work because they cannot be trusted to keep quiet about the information which thus comes into their possession. All bunkum! And this has been proved quite recently by the actions of one of the big Government offices in London, which has taken on Girl Guides as confidential messengers and orderlies – avowedly because “they can be trusted, better than boys, not to talk.”


   Lt.-General Sir Robert Baden-Powell, K.C.B.,  the Girl Guides’ Gazette, September 1915

   “But what did you do?” Annie demanded, watching Phyl gulp thirstily at a mug of tea.

   “Can’t tell you,” Phyl replied, rather enjoying herself. It was nice to be the one who was interesting for once. Even Mum was fussing over her, making her tea and encouraging her to eat a bit of bread and marge.

   “Oh, come on!”

   “Don’t torment her, Annie,” Mum scolded. “Phyl’s said she can’t tell you, now you just leave it at that.”

   “I had to sign something today to say I’d never break the Official Secrets Act,” Phyl explained. “That I’d never tell anyone anything I shouldn’t. I could go to prison, for years!”

   Annie glared at her crossly. “I’m not asking you to tell me secrets! I just want to know what it was like. What you had to do! You can’t be put in prison for that.”

   “It isn’t really that exciting,” Phyl told her, when Dad had called Mum through to help in the shop. “Just a lot of hurrying about delivering messages. I got lost so many times. I kept having to ask people where I was and I felt ever so silly. But the other girls said it was the same for them when they started. They’ve been there a couple of weeks already.”

   “Oh …” Annie slumped down into a chair next to her. “I was hoping – well – that you met some spies at least. Did anyone have a revolver?”

   “No!” Phyl snorted with laughter. “Most of the staff are soldiers on secondment from their regiments or invalided out. I don’t think they carry guns when they’re at the office. Miss Lynley’s brother only has one leg, did you know that? He walks with a stick and he limps a bit. One of the other men kept calling him Hopalong. I don’t think he liked it, but he didn’t say anything.”

   “Did you tell him you and Ruby were his sister’s Guides?”

   “He already knew. He said she’d told him to look out for us. And he gave us both a shilling.”

   Annie sighed enviously. “You’re already getting paid,” she grumbled.

   “Yes, and I’m giving my wages to Mum! I only get to keep a little bit. But I’ll buy you one of those penny papers,” Phyl promised. “I can get you a new one every week.”

   “They’re mostly all about spies, you know. I was hoping something would happen at your work like it does in the stories.”

   “That we’d spot a U-boat coming up the Thames, maybe?” Phyl raised her eyebrows.

   Annie shrugged. “I don’t know. More than just delivering messages.”

   “Oh, there’s lots more than that.” Phyl sipped her tea and smiled as Annie looked up eagerly. “Dusting. And tomorrow I have to fill up all the inkwells.”
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   “Off to catch your bus?” Dan set down the sack of rice he was carrying and passed Phyl her Guide hat from the hook in the passageway.

   Phyl nodded. “I suppose I could walk, but the bus is quicker.”

   It still felt strange having Dan home, even though he had been back for months. He’d been discharged from the regiment now and was sleeping in his old room next to her and Annie’s. It was what they’d all wished for – their brother home again. But Dan was twitchy and silent, and spent most of his time staring into space. Phyl knew he lay awake half the night. She’d seen the light from his lamp pooling under the door. There was an awful lot he wasn’t telling them about the Front and the other boys from his company who’d lost more than just an arm.

   Phyl couldn’t put it into words – not so that anyone else would understand, anyway – but Dan was one of the reasons she was determined to make a proper go of her new job. He’d had to give up so much and now he didn’t seem to know what to do with himself. She couldn’t tell Dan how she felt about her job either. She wasn’t sure he’d like the idea of his little sister trying to take his place in the war effort.

   “Are they nice to you, the girls there?”

   Phyl thought back to yesterday. She and Ruby had met a few girls from the other floors when they’d had midday dinner, but Meg, Sara and Florrie were going to be the ones she mostly worked with.

   “Yes … Meg, she’s in charge of our floor and she’s got one of those cut-glass voices, but she wasn’t at all stand-offish with me and Ruby. And when we arrived she was ever so cheeky to the girl who showed us in.” She hesitated for a moment. “Her friend Sara is Indian, I think. I’ve never spoken to anyone like that before. Don’t laugh at me!” she added as Dan snorted. “I haven’t. I was only saying.”

   “There were two divisions of Indian soldiers fighting down the line from us,” Dan said. “Brave as anything. They were the heroes of the battle at Neuve Chapelle too.”

   Phyl’s eyes widened. “I didn’t even know they were fighting.”

   Dan shrugged. “I don’t reckon they get mentioned in the papers much.” He fussed with his empty sleeve – Mum had sewn it up for him, but the stitching was coming undone. “You’re really part of things. Doing your bit.”

   “You did your bit too,” Phyl said quickly.

   “And now I’m back here,” Dan muttered. “With half an arm. And nothing to do except help Dad out in the shop.”

   Phyl cast an anguished glance at the door to the yard. Her bus would be coming any moment. She wanted to stay and try to cheer her brother up, but at the same time she wanted to get to the office and be part of something exciting and important.

   “Run for your bus, Phyllie,” Dan told her, squashing the horrible felt hat down on her head all wrong. “You go get ’em. Show those posh girls what you’re made of.”
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   Phyl had been so grateful for Ruby’s company that first morning, but as the week went on, she remembered how daunting she’d found the older girl when they’d first joined Guides. Ruby seemed to have a cheeky remark ready whenever anyone spoke to her – and she wasn’t the slightest bit worried about getting things wrong.

   She’d told the others about her mother’s dancing school, and now she spent every spare moment teaching Florrie and Meg how to dance the turkey trot, humming the ragtime music as she danced them in and out of the chairs. Ruby was best friends with everyone already.

   “Do you want to give it a go, Phyl?”

   Phyl looked up to find Ruby standing in front of her, pink-cheeked and holding out her hand. “I’ll take the gentleman’s part. I always have to – it comes with being tall.”

   “Oh, no …” Phyl felt herself shrink back into her seat. She’d hated country dances at school – she could never get her head, or her feet, around the steps. “I’m too clumsy.”

   Ruby sighed and then whisked Florrie off around the room again. But as Phyl went back to her knitting – they’d spent the last Guides’ meeting learning to knit socks for soldiers as part of their War Service badge and it was a useful way to fill the time between answering bells – she wished she’d been brave enough to try. The others in the first-floor patrol seemed so much more grown-up than she did. They chattered and laughed at jokes that Phyl didn’t get till half an hour later.

   Sara was quieter, but only because she spent most of her time studying a book on algebra – far more complicated than anything Phyl had seen at school. She was planning to study mathematics at university and regularly had to be prodded by one of the other girls when it was her turn to take a message.

   One of the bells on the wall jangled and Phyl leaped up, eager to get away from the dancing. “I’ll go.”

   “Are you sure, Phyl?” Meg frowned. “That’s Major Warren’s bell and he’s a terrible grump.”

   “I don’t mind.”

   “Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you. Just ignore him if he’s in one of his barking moods.”

   Phyl hurried out of the messengers’ room and along the passage to Major Warren’s office. She had seen him around the floor earlier in the week, she realised, as she stood in the doorway. He was a tall man, very thin in the face with deeply shadowed eyes. Meg had told her he’d been sent home from the Front after injuries, like so many of the officers at Watergate House. Phyl wondered if his bad temper was because he was in pain. But, as she was about to find out, it didn’t make him any easier to deal with.

   “Where have you been?” he snapped. “Here, I want this taken to the post room immediately. Tell them it’s urgent. Can you manage that?”

   Phyl tried to answer him clearly – the way Ruby would have done, with a smile and a nod, and something in her tone that made him see how unpleasant he was being. But her voice seized up in her throat and she only managed a hoarse whisper. “Yes, sir.”

   “What? Can’t you speak, girl?”

   Major Warren flung the envelope at her, but Phyl fumbled in a panic and dropped it. She fell to her knees, scrabbling around on the floor to pick it up. Papers spilled out as she grabbed the envelope and she tried desperately to stuff them back in before the major noticed.

   “Oh, for pity’s sake,” he snarled, striding round from behind his desk. “Why the hell did the powers that be decide to replace those boys with you twittering females? Useless, the lot of you! Can’t even pick up an envelope for posting! Stop messing around down there.”

   But as he came closer and saw what had happened, his face reddened and the ends of his moustache shook with anger. “You opened it!”

   “I didn’t!” Phyl gasped. “It opened itself. When it fell …”

   “Nonsense, it was sealed. What do you think you’re doing? I shall report this to that dratted Roubaud woman upstairs. Get out of here, girl. I’ll take it to the post room myself.”

   Phyl slunk miserably into the outer office, where a couple of clerks were watching sympathetically. The younger of the two women beckoned her over.

   Phyl went to her desk, hoping that the clerk wasn’t about to tell her off as well. She didn’t look cross. She was one of those round-cheeked people who looked as if she always ought to be smiling. And her hair wasn’t piled up on top of her head, like every other woman Phyl knew. It was short, curling just below her ears. Phyl had to try hard not to stare.

   “He won’t report you,” the clerk murmured. “Don’t worry. He’s in one of his moods.” She glanced at the other woman. “He can’t bear us being here either. Thinks all women should be at home raising babies.”

   The other woman sniffed. “Oh, he doesn’t mind servants. He just can’t stand women doing what he thinks of as a man’s job. Before the war started, all the clerks would have been men, and he can’t bear having to work with us. He thinks it’s below him.”

   “You see. It isn’t you.” The first woman patted Phyl’s arm and smiled at her. She was very young, Phyl thought. Surely not more than twenty. “At least you’re not stuck in the same office with him all day!”

   “Thank you,” Phyl whispered, blinking hard to stop herself crying. It was her fault. Annie wouldn’t have dropped that envelope. Phyl hated the thought that she wasn’t as good at her job as her little sister would have been. Or one of the Scouts.

   You’re going to have to toughen up, Phyl told herself miserably. They’ll get rid of you if you’re a wet mess all the time. We’re only here on probation for the first three months. What if they sack you? I couldn’t bear it if I had to tell everyone they threw me out.

   She hurried down the passage to the ladies’ lavatory. Sara had said she was quite sure it had been a broom cupboard before the department had been forced to allow women to work as clerks and messengers.

   Miss Lynley had mentioned that some of the men might disapprove of the Guides working there, or any women at all. But surely everyone wanted the same thing – for Britain and her allies to win the war? If women working meant that men were free to go and fight, how could people complain? At the time, Phyl had found Miss Lynley’s warning hard to believe. Now she wasn’t so sure.

   Major Warren wasn’t even old enough to be old-fashioned – he was definitely younger than her father. But the two clerks in the outer office had been grimly certain that he was bad-tempered and nasty precisely because they were women.

   Phyl shoved open the door to the lavatory then shut it behind her quickly, leaning against it for a moment. Her breath was still shaky and she was very glad that no one else was there.

   He’s a grump. That’s all it is. Phyl brushed crossly at her damp eyelashes.

   But if Miss Lynley and the clerks were right, the only answer was to do her job so well that Major Warren – and anyone else who shared his outdated ideas – couldn’t possibly complain. Whatever Phyl could do to help the war effort, she would.
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   The whole patrol was in attendance. Ruby Finch and Phyllis Dean are now working at a government office, and may sometimes be late or absent. Captain told us of a grand new plan to help the soldiers at the Front...


   Logbook of the Rose Patrol, 17th September 1915

   By the time Friday came around, Phyl was so tired that she considered not going to Guides. But she was on the earlier shift that first week and she could just about make it in time if she went straight to the meeting with Ruby. The Guide messengers got well fed at work, so she could just have a bit of bread and cheese for supper afterwards. Besides, she knew Annie had missed her this week. She didn’t want to spoil Guides for her sister by not being there.

   It would be good to show off a little bit too, she thought, as she waited for Ruby to get her coat on. None of the other Guides in their company worked. Some of them volunteered at hospitals, or the canteens at stations when the troop trains went through, but she and Ruby worked full-time now and that was quite different.

   “Are you liking it so far?” Ruby asked as they hurried to the bus stop. “I wasn’t sure if you would.”

   “What do you mean?” Phyl asked, feeling herself ruffle up. If she’d been a cat, her tail would be twice its usual size.

   Ruby raised her eyebrows. “I only meant that you’re so quiet and well-behaved and serious.”

   Phyl was fairly sure Ruby hadn’t meant that as a compliment. “Just because I want to do the job properly,” she snapped. “Did one of the others say something to you?” She’d been right – they did all think she was childish.

   “No one said anything!” Ruby held her hands up. “Except Meg said she thought Major Warren had probably been a beast to you when you went to take that message and you were a sport not to make a fuss.”

   “Oh.” Phyl hesitated. “Really?”

   “Yes. I was all set to ask you what happened, but she said maybe you’d rather not talk about it. And now here I am talking about it … Sorry. You must have worked out by now that tact isn’t my strong point.” Ruby gave her a tentative smile.

   Ruby was actually worried about what to say to her, Phyl realised slowly. She cares what I think!

   “He did shout at me, but it doesn’t matter,” she said firmly. “They can’t get rid of us for just one mistake, can they?” She looked hopefully at Ruby, who shook her head.

   “Course not.”

   “I do like working there. Or I will once I’m used to it.” Phyl sighed. “I wish I didn’t keep getting lost.”

   “Oh, me too. I tried to draw a plan of where all the offices are, but that place is so full of corridors and passages, I keep getting turned back to front.” Ruby rubbed her eyes and let out a huge yawn. “If I nod off on the bus, you will poke me when it’s our stop, won’t you? You won’t leave me there snoring?”
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   “Girls!” Miss Lynley jumped up delightedly as Phyl and Ruby entered the hall. “I wasn’t sure you’d be able to make it.”

   “We might not be here next week,” Phyl said apologetically. “We work ten till seven then, I think.”

   “We’ll be glad to see you when we can.” Miss Lynley caught Phyl by the shoulders and scanned her face proudly. “I’m sure you look older already.”

   Miss Lynley was only being polite, Phyl thought. She was pretty sure that she looked like death warmed up. She’d found it so hard to sleep this past week. She’d been tossing and turning at all hours. When she did finally fall asleep, she’d dreamed that she was hurrying down endless passages, trying to remember a message that kept on changing.

   “They both do,” Miss Fielding agreed. “So grown-up. You should be very proud of yourselves, you two.”

   “We were just about to get into the horseshoe and share some news,” Miss Lynley said. “Hurry and take your coats off.”

   “I didn’t think you were coming,” Iris hissed as Ruby and Phyl hurried over to the Roses’ corner. “It’s our turn to be the colour party. You know I hate having to sort out the flag. Thank goodness you’re here.”

   “You can do it just as well as me,” Ruby told her, shaking her head.

   The patrols fell into lines ready to march into the horseshoe, then Ruby, Iris and Annie pulled the cord to unfurl the Union Jack at the top of the flagpole, before striding back to their place with pinpoint precision. Phyl had always thought all the fussing with marching and flags was a bit silly, but tonight she didn’t mind. Guides felt like somewhere she belonged.

   “Thank you, girls.” Miss Lynley beamed around at them all. “I have some news I think you’ll like. Let’s sit down so I can tell you about it.”

   A rustling whisper of excitement went round the horseshoe as everyone sat down and Miss Lynley tucked her legs neatly underneath her. “We’ve been invited to take part in a bazaar next month, to raise money for treats and comforts to send out to our soldiers.” She glanced around the horseshoe. “I know that many of you have relatives fighting out in France and Belgium. I’m sure you’d be glad to know that they’ll be getting some chocolate and cigarettes. The bazaar is our District Commissioner’s idea. Miss Fielding suggested that we could have an entertainment, as well.”

   Miss Fielding nodded. “Patriotic scenes, perhaps! Tableaux, you know. We could have girls standing dressed in the costumes of the different nations. A spirit of Victory too, perhaps, or Peace.”

   Phyl half put up her hand and then dropped it again, but Annie nudged her, hard.

   “Did you want to make a suggestion, Phyl?” Miss Lynley said. She gave Annie an approving smile too.

   Phyl spoke up, although she did shoot Annie a threatening look first. “I saw a picture in the paper of the Women’s War Pageant a couple of months ago. Mrs Pankhurst organised it.”

   She looked sideways at Miss Lynley. She and Annie had never been sure if Lucy’s little sister Elizabeth was right about Miss Lynley being a suffragette. From the things Miss Lynley had said at Guides, it was clear she believed that women should be allowed to vote and own property and have equal rights to men, but they still didn’t know how active a campaigner she had been. Elizabeth had said Miss Lynley had been in prison, but surely that couldn’t be true? Looking at Miss Lynley now, with her hair up so perfectly and the sparkling white lace collar on her blouse, Phyl just couldn’t imagine it. Miss Fielding, maybe …

   If their Guide captain and lieutenant had been part of the suffragettes’ fight, it was quite likely that they knew the Pankhursts – the mother and daughters who had been founding members of the Women’s Social and Political Union. Mrs Emmeline Pankhurst had been in and out of prison. And she had a guard of suffragettes who were trained in jiu jitsu, that strange martial art that Lucy had claimed to be learning when they’d first met her. Mrs Pankhurst’s guards were there to rescue her if she was captured by the police when they were out demonstrating.

   Parades and banners were all very well, Phyl thought. But the suffragettes cut telephone wires and set fire to post boxes. They’d even tried to bomb a theatre. Emily Davison had thrown herself in front of a horse at the Derby two years before and died. Phyl remembered her mum looking at the paper, grim-faced, and saying that there was more fuss about the horse than there was about poor Miss Davison.

   “In the photograph of the pageant,” Phyl went on, “a girl was dressed as Belgium. Her dress was all ragged and torn, to show the plight of the refugees.” She swallowed. “But it wasn’t just about dressing up. They were asking for women to be able to work in the munitions factories. Ruby and I, we’re working …” She trailed off, not quite sure how to explain. What was she allowed to say?

   “Phyl’s got a job,” Annie put in, sitting up straighter. “And Ruby. A very important one!”

   “Shh!” Phyl hissed.

   “We’re all very proud of you both,” Miss Fielding said, showing even more teeth than usual.

   “Not everyone is, though …”

   Phyl felt Annie’s hand creep into hers. In the middle of the night, when Annie had finally lost patience and told her to stop squirming about, Phyl had explained about Major Warren and the horrible things he’d said. Annie had been even angrier about it than Phyl was. How dare he speak to her sister like that! Annie said she’d have thrown the envelope at his head.

   Maybe it was right to fight like the suffragettes if it made people understand that women could do things too …

   She coughed nervously, then went on. “One of the officers at … at our place” – she couldn’t say any more than that – “he hates girls working. I don’t see why, but he does! Perhaps we could have something in our scene about how girls are making artillery shells and things? There’s lots of munitions factories around London, aren’t there?”

   “We could make an aeroplane out of papier mâché!” Annie exclaimed. “Air power’s going to be vital in winning the war – Miss Morris at school told us so. Women ought to be allowed to build aeroplanes too.”

   Miss Lynley looked faintly worried at the idea of an aeroplane. “Well, yes, we could certainly try that. These are all very good ideas, girls. I shall tell the District Commissioner that we’ll definitely put on a pageant of some kind. We should think of a plan for a stall at the bazaar too. Some of your handicrafts, perhaps. We can all get making things at meetings over the next few weeks.”

   They went back to their patrol corners after that, to discuss what they could make to sell at the bazaar. Freddie and Charlotte were determined to make sweets – toffee and fudge, “all wrapped up in pretty paper, with ribbons”. Phyl was fairly sure that they had no idea of the cost of sugar.

   “Phyl and I need something we can make while we’re waiting to run messages at work,” Ruby pointed out. “How about sewing something? I’ve plenty of fabric scraps from dance costumes lying around – for little pin cushions, maybe? We’ve got a nice bit of pink silk.”

   “We could make them aeroplane shaped!” Annie suggested.

   “You and your aeroplanes.” Iris shook her head.

   “But if everyone’s seen an aeroplane in our entertainment, they’ll definitely want one,” Annie argued.

   “Pink silk aeroplanes it is!” Ruby snorted with laughter. “I’ll bring the fabric scraps to work tomorrow, Phyl.”

   “I might be able to get some fabric too,” Minna put in shyly. “There isn’t much to spare after what happened to the shop, but Ma might give us some pieces of muslin for the costumes.”

   Minna still didn’t talk much at Guides and there was a surprised little pause after she spoke up. Then Annie gave her a hug.

   “If we’re going to have a Spirit of Peace in the pageant,” Ruby said thoughtfully, “don’t you think it ought to be Annie? Peace should be one of the younger ones – it’s a new beginning. And – well.” She waved at Annie. “Look at her. Blue eyes and golden curls. She’s pretty much made for dressing up.”

   “But what about when I slapped Louisa?” Annie muttered. “Miss Lynley doesn’t think I’m peaceful.”

   Ruby patted her head. “You’re reformed. Captain’s very keen on bad girls made good. And if Minna can help with your outfit, we’ve got everything all sorted. Here. Just to give them an idea.”

   She took the lacy cloth off the storage box that had their patrol equipment in and doubled as a table, and draped it artistically around Annie. “Phyl, take down that paper garland, would you?” She twisted the paper roses around Annie’s waist, then fluffed out her hair. “See? She’s a proper little picture. Come on.” She scooted a blushing Annie across the room to where Miss Lynley and Miss Fielding were chatting over cups of tea. The rest of the patrol followed, looking hopeful.

   “Oh, just look at her!” Miss Fielding beamed. “Could we borrow a white dove from anywhere, do you think? Do we know anyone who keeps pigeons?”

   Miss Lynley nodded delightedly. “Absolutely angelic.”

   Phyl tried very hard not to smirk – no one would call Annie an angel – but she was pretty sure that Miss Lynley had forgiven her sister.
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   Be on the look-out, Guides, for opportunities of distinguishing yourselves, and be sure to sustain the good reputation so many of your sisters have already won.


   The Girl Guides’ Gazette, September 1915

   Phyl and Ruby had that Sunday off. They would have to work alternate Sundays, as the department never seemed to shut down. How could it when there might be spies operating anywhere, at any time?

   Phyl spent the day trying to write down ideas for their performance. She wasn’t quite sure how she had ended up in charge of it and she wished Annie hadn’t suggested an aeroplane. It was all very well her saying they’d make one, but out of what? From overhearing her sister’s conversation with Minna on the way home on Friday night, Phyl had a horrible feeling that Annie wanted the aeroplane to be life-sized.

   “Well, that’s definitely not happening,” Phyl muttered, writing, Aeroplane?? How?? in large letters across her exercise book.

   “Have you finished it yet?” Annie asked, leaning over to look at Phyl’s scribbles.

   “No! Why am I the one writing all this, anyway?”

   “Because you’re good at that sort of thing,” Annie told her soothingly. “And because writing is something you can do at work. Writing a play’s much easier than trying to make aeroplanes out of this slippery silk stuff. Do you think anyone’s going to mind that I bled on it?”

   Phyl eyed the rusty stain on the strange shape that Annie was holding up and the handkerchief wrapped around her finger. “Yes.”

   Annie sighed. “It’ll be much better when I’ve sewn on the card for the wings. And Ruby gave me this bit of ribbon to be the propeller.”

   “If you say so.”

   “Now you’re just being mean.”

   “Go and show it to Dad and ask him what it is. If he says an aeroplane, I’ll give you the rest of that shilling.”

   Annie pouted. “That isn’t fair! When we sell them at the bazaar we’ll have a big sign saying they’re aeroplanes. Everyone will know what they are.”

   “I suppose you could say that one was an aeroplane that had been shot down,” Phyl suggested, pretending to look thoughtful.

   “I hate you,” Annie muttered. “Maybe I could help make the big aeroplane instead.”

   “Do you think Dad would let us have some tea chests?” Phyl said. “Tea chests for the main body, then long sticks with tissue paper stretched over them for the wings.”

   Annie frowned. “That doesn’t sound very sturdy.”

   “It’s not like it actually needs to fly!” Phyl said. “Here, listen. This is how I think we should do it. We start off with a couple of Guides sitting at the front of the stage, knitting. And they’re talking about how they wish they could do more to help. The war seems to have been going on for such a long time and they really want peace again.”

   “Is that where I come in?” Annie asked.

   “Not yet, you’re at the end. I thought the Spirit of Victory could tell them that women can help the war effort by taking on factory jobs so that men can go and fight. Then off they go while the rest of us sing something. And they come back in wearing … I don’t know what people wear to work in a munitions factory. Maybe their hair tied up in a cap and some overalls? And they bring on the aeroplane.”

   “With me in it!” Annie bounced, making the bed springs creak.

   “Walking next to it,” Phyl told her. “And then maybe you let a dove go, if Miss Fielding can find somebody to lend us one.”

   “I don’t have that much to do,” Annie said. “Have I got any words to say?”

   “I haven’t got to that bit yet. But I thought you could unroll a banner at the end with a couple of the other Guides, saying something like, Our Work Can End the War. So if you’re Peace and Iris is Victory, Freddie and Charlotte can be the two Guides who go to work. Minna’s going to make the costumes – she says she doesn’t want to be onstage. And Ruby can be in charge of organising everyone. She’s had lots of practice with her dancing classes.”

   “You should be in charge since you wrote it! Miss Lynley said the bazaar would be on a Sunday afternoon.” Annie frowned. “Could you swap if you’re meant to be working that day?”

   Phyl nodded vaguely. “Maybe.” Right now she wished she’d never said anything in the horseshoe. They could have done a nice simple display of bandaging or semaphore signals if she hadn’t spoken up. What if this was a disaster?
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   Phyl was quite sure that if anyone else had been in the first-floor messengers’ room on Monday morning, they would have gone to answer Major Warren’s bell to spare her. But Ruby had turned out to be surprisingly handy with the typewriters and was off trying fix a set of stuck keys, Meg had been sent out of the building to run a message, and the others were still dusting the offices.

   Perhaps it’s one of the clerks and not Major Warren? Phyl crossed her fingers as she hurried down the passageway. But unfortunately, the major was stomping about by his office window, his hands clasped behind his back.

   “You again,” he snarled.

   Phyl breathed in a tight breath through her nose and tried to do what Ruby would do. Instead of cowering by the door, she stepped inside, nodded politely and said, “Good morning, sir.”

   Her voice came out a bit squeaky, but she clearly didn’t sound too frightened as the major glowered at her. “Are you cheeking me, girl?”

   “No!” Phyl yelped. “Just … being polite.”

   “Hmph. No one’s filled the inkwell this morning. Hurry up about it. I’ve letters to write.”

   “Yes, sir.” Phyl darted away. The inkwell, that was easy. It had been Sara’s job to fill the ink up that morning, but she must have had her mind too much on equations and forgotten one. Of course it would have to be Major Warren’s. Phyl fetched the large bottle of ink from the store cupboard, along with the little brass funnel, and hurried back.

   “About time,” the major growled. “Get on with it then, girl. I can’t wait around just because you didn’t do your job properly.”

   Phyl bit her tongue. She hadn’t been the one to miss his inkwell, but she certainly wasn’t going to say so. She unscrewed the bottle cap, set the funnel in the well and started to pour, holding the heavy bottle tightly.

   “Oh, for pity’s sake, hurry up!” Major Warren yelled, right next to her ear. “How long can it take? Haven’t I told you I’m in a hurry?”

   Phyl jolted, almost spilling ink across the desk, which was scattered with papers. She set the bottle down on the desk for a moment, catching a panicked breath.

   “And now you’re going to have a little rest – wonderful!” Major Warren snatched the bottle away from her.

   Phyl hadn’t realised how close he was and threw up her hands in fright. Her left hand caught the funnel, sending it flying out of the top of the inkwell, spattering thick drops of black ink in a trail across the desk and the papers as it went. The funnel landed on a small notebook with a green and blue marbled cover, leaving an ugly dark inky splash across the delicate feathery pattern. Phyl snatched it up, covering her trembling hands in ink, and stood staring at the mess.

   Major Warren stared too, gaping at the streaks of ink. Then he set down the bottle and slowly, slowly, pulled an exquisitely clean white handkerchief out of the breast pocket of his uniform. He picked up the marbled notebook and wiped the ink off the cover – not that it helped much. Phyl watched him hold his breath as he flicked through the first few pages to check whether the ink had gone through to the paper. Then he let out a shaky sigh and breathed in again. Phyl could see him practically inflating with fury.

   “You little cat. You vandal. How could you be so utterly careless?”

   “You scared me,” she whispered.

   “How can you ever expect to work somewhere like this when you can’t do the simplest thing?” he roared. “Scattering precious documents all over the floor! Covering them in ink! Are you some sort of secret agent sent to sabotage my work – is that it? This is beyond stupidity!”

   “You grabbed the bottle,” Phyl tried to explain. It was your own fault, she wanted to say.

   She wanted to run away too, but first she had to clear up the ink. Phyl reached out a shaking hand to pick up the splattered papers, but the major knocked it away.

   “Don’t you dare touch that! You shouldn’t even be looking at it. It’s highly secret!”

   “Major.”

   Major Warren grimaced. “Miss Hammond. You’re early.”

   Phyl glanced shamefacedly across the room. Of course all that yelling would draw an audience. One of the clerks she’d spoken to before was there – the short, slight woman with the surprising hair, still in her outdoor clothes. She had the most beautiful hat on, Phyl noticed, dark straw with a great bunch of white silk flowers at the brim. Even in her miserable state, Phyl couldn’t help admiring it.

   “May I help with the clearing up? Perhaps the messenger – Phyllis, isn’t it? Perhaps she could go and fetch a cloth. And see if there is any spirit vinegar, dear. That might help with the stains on the carpet.” The clerk flapped her hand to shoo her out.

   Phyl hurtled into the corridor in an undignified run. How could she have messed up again? Surely the major would report her now.

   She fetched cloths and a bucket, along with a little bottle of spirit vinegar and a brush. If they didn’t get the stain out of the carpet, Major Warren really wasn’t going to be able to forget what she’d done. Then she hurried back to the office.

   “Thank you.” The clerk came to the door to take the cleaning materials. To Phyl’s immense relief, Major Warren was nowhere to be seen.

   “I’d disappear if I were you,” Miss Hammond said. “He’s still furious. I saw what happened, you know. He came up behind you and surprised you, didn’t he? It wasn’t your fault.” She made a face, wrinkling her nose and curling up her lip. “He didn’t – ah … He didn’t embarrass you, did he?”

   Phyl stared, unsure what Miss Hammond meant. Then she suddenly realised and went scarlet. Major Warren hadn’t come close enough to touch her. “N-no,” she stammered. “Not like that.”

   Miss Hammond shook her head briskly. “Good. I really would stay out of his way if I were you. Go, go.” She patted Phyl’s arm. “Don’t let him put you off, Phyllis. There are people like Major Warren everywhere, I’m afraid. Sometimes you just need to rise above.”
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   There is always something particularly delightful about patent leather. It seems to finish off the whole appearance, somehow, adding grace to the afternoon gown and trimness to the tailor-made.


   Advertisement for Lotus “Delia” shoes, from The Girl’s Own Paper, 1915

   It was all very well for Miss Hammond to tell her to rise above it, Phyl thought. But it wasn’t easy to dismiss Major Warren’s unpleasantness. Especially as she was almost sure that he would put in some sort of complaint about her. Phyl went around feeling as if a great weight was about to fall on her head.

   But she managed to avoid answering any more bells from the major’s office, and as the days went by, she started to feel a little more settled. She learned her way around the building and even began to memorise the routes to the other departments of the War Office. Maybe she was actually some use – could she be making a tiny difference to the war?

   Phyl tried to get to all the Guides’ meetings, even if she was exhausted after work. If she didn’t go, someone always tried to switch the order of the scenes in their pageant, or added another character. Still, she was actually starting to feel a little bit proud of it.

   Luckily, Iris and Minna turned out to be much better at making pin-cushion aeroplanes than Annie was. Annie had been banned from sewing, but she was allowed to paint the card for the wings. She’d pinned up a set of newspaper illustrations of Bristol Scout aeroplanes in their bedroom, for inspiration.

   Annie kept telling everyone they had to be there. Phyl felt like she had to go round after her explaining that, no, Annie wasn’t going to fly in on a working aeroplane, and that Princess Mary wasn’t actually coming to the bazaar.

   “She might!” Annie insisted when Phyl told her off for selling tickets to a customer in the shop after promising that the princess would be there. “Princess Mary is ever so interested in the Guides, Miss Lynley said so. And it’s not like the palace is far away, is it?”

   Phyl swallowed the last mouthful of the bread and marge she was eating for breakfast and shook her head wearily. “I think you live in a dream world half the time …”

   “I don’t! I just like to look on the bright side of things instead of being dismal all the time like you.” Annie leaned over behind her and put her arms around her sister’s neck. “Do you hate being at work?”

   Phyl twisted round in surprise. “No! Whatever makes you say that?”

   “You always look so tired. And grim.”

   “Thanks,” Phyl muttered. “I don’t hate it. I just have to work hard. And there’s one or two people I’d rather avoid, that’s all.”

   She didn’t just mean Major Warren. Ruby had seen her after she’d tried to clean the ink off her hands and her face – how had it got on to her face? She had been teasing Phyl about it ever since, and kept offering her handkerchiefs and blotting paper. Phyl tried hard to pretend she didn’t care, but she was staying out of Ruby’s way as much as she could, which wasn’t so easy.

   “I’ve got to go.” Phyl gulped down the rest of her tea and grabbed her hat. The weather was unseasonably hot, but they still had to wear the heavy, wide-brimmed felt monstrosities.

   For the past couple of weeks, she had been avoiding Ruby at the bus stop by going in early, but today she’d spent longer than she’d realised talking to Annie, and Ruby was already there when she came hurrying up. Phyl set her face into a don’t-care mask, determined not to let Ruby get a rise out of her. But Ruby didn’t say anything – she didn’t even look at her.

   Phyl joined the end of the line, her heart thumping in a strange, sick beat. She got on to the same bus when it came, but Ruby hurried down to the front and grabbed the last seat before Phyl could follow her. Was Ruby avoiding her too? Phyl was left standing near the back, staring at Ruby’s red curls under her hat.

   She ought to be pleased that Ruby didn’t want to talk to her either, but Phyl couldn’t help feeling a bit put out. And when Ruby pushed past her to jump off the bus at the stop before their usual one, Phyl didn’t bother to ask where she was going. Clearly Ruby couldn’t even bear to walk from the bus stop to the office with her.

   “I don’t mind,” Phyl whispered to herself. Ruby had better hurry up, that was all, or she was going to be late. If Miss Roubaud noticed, she’d be in trouble.

   “Ruby not with you?” Meg asked as Phyl came into the messengers’ room. Phyl pressed her lips together and shook her head. She caught Meg raising her eyebrows at Florrie and Sara – so they’d all noticed that she and Ruby were on the outs then.

   “She’s late,” Sara murmured, and Phyl made a “mmmm” sort of noise. Where was Ruby? Even with the extra walk, she ought to have made it to work by now.

   “Oh well. She’s probably just been held up by something,” Meg said airily. “I’ll go and get started dusting Major Warren’s room for her, in case he comes in early and makes a fuss.”

   Ruby didn’t turn up until half an hour later, slipping into the room with an apologetic smile and a ready excuse about traffic and buses, which was quite obviously untrue. She was carrying a neat paper parcel, half tucked under her coat, as if she didn’t want them to notice it. Had she been shopping? Phyl looked away from her, feeling quite shocked.

   
    
     [image: ]
    
   

   Phyl was hurrying down the corridor on her way out when a low growl came from up ahead. “Oh, stop being so miss-ish.”

   It was late, nearly eight o’clock, and Phyl didn’t recognise the voice. But she recognised something in it. She knew that it was dangerous and wrong – and that she didn’t want to go anywhere close.

   But she had to, she told herself, because someone else was there too. Someone who was breathing fast and trying to break free.

   “Leave off, woman. I’m only trying – oooof!”

   Whoever it was must have hit him, Phyl realised. She hoped it was somewhere that really hurt and then blushed for thinking about it.

   “You little cat! I’ll teach you …”

   Phyl stopped listening and ran towards them. A few weeks back she’d probably have run away, or at best gone to fetch someone to help.

   It was Major Warren.

   Of course it was! He was standing in a corner of the panelled-wood wall – part of a doorway that had been bricked over. People stood their umbrellas up in it on wet days. Behind the major, shrinking under him, was a small woman, but Phyl couldn’t see her face.

   “Sir!” Phyl said urgently. She had no idea what she was going to say next, but it didn’t matter. Surely he’d spring away as soon as he realised that someone had spotted him?

   Major Warren didn’t even look round. “Go away. I’m busy.”

   The woman tried to wriggle free while he was distracted, but he made another of those strange snarls and then struck her across the face.

   Phyl gasped. She’d seen a man hit his wife once. He’d come after her when she’d gone out to buy food – a couple of ounces of flour and a paper twist of tea. The woman had been handing over the pennies when he’d burst in and accused her of taking his beer money. Then he’d slapped her face, knocking her halfway across the shop.

   Mum had screamed, and Dad had come roaring in from the storeroom and kicked him out, while his wife sat on the floor, sobbing, and his two little children hid behind the flour sacks. The woman had kept on saying that it wasn’t his beer money. She’d earned it herself making silk flowers.

   Mum had helped her up, then returned the money and given the children a toffee each. Phyl had been horrified that she didn’t do more. Afterwards, she’d asked why they hadn’t taken the woman to the police station to report him, and Mum had explained gently that the man was the woman’s husband. Everything she earned belonged to him. And he was allowed to hit her. She belonged to him too.

   It was enough to make Phyl think that Miss Lynley and Miss Fielding were quite right about Votes for Women. And Phyl was a lot bigger, braver and angrier than she had been back then.

   Major Warren didn’t care if an unimportant girl saw what he was doing, but he had put his hand over the woman’s mouth. He didn’t want anyone who mattered to hear her scream. He was taking a chance on it being late, Phyl reckoned. Most of the shift had left by now. She’d only come back because she’d left her notebook in the messengers’ room.

   The night shift would be settling in, catching up on what had happened during the day. The corridors were empty, but there must be someone around …

   “Help!” Phyl screamed. “Help! Help!” And then, remembering something Dad had told her once about people being more likely to take notice, she yelled, “Fire!”

   “Shut up!” Major Warren finally turned round to look at her and Phyl saw that the woman crushed into the corner was Miss Hammond. She was sagging against the wood panels and Phyl could see the marks of his fingers across her face where he’d hit her.

   “You …” he snarled, his face contorted with fury. He glanced back at Miss Hammond, as though he wasn’t sure which of them to deal with first, and Phyl snatched up an umbrella that someone had abandoned. She wasn’t sure what she was going to do with it. The major might have been invalided home from the war, but he was still at least a foot taller than she was and a lot stronger. He looked as if he’d brush her away like a fly.

   Miss Hammond seemed about to faint, so Major Warren decided to deal with Phyl. He swung round, striding towards her. All of a sudden, Phyl remembered Miss Fielding at Guides a few weeks back, demonstrating how to use an umbrella to deal with someone trying to snatch your bag in the street. At the time, Phyl had been doubtful. How likely was it that she’d be carrying an umbrella just when someone tried to attack her? But it had been fun practising – and now it turned out that Miss Fielding had been right, after all.

   Phyl shoved the umbrella between his feet and let the major’s own momentum carry him over, sending him flying into the wall on the other side of the corridor. He slumped to the ground with a solid, meaty sort of thud. Phyl stood there, looking back and forth between the umbrella and his sprawled body, wondering what she should do next.

   “Good Lord,” Miss Hammond murmured, sliding down into a sitting position in the corner. “I certainly didn’t expect that …”
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   Here, in infinite variety, may be found Dainty Confections prepared by the most accomplished and highly trained chefs from the finest ingredients that a thorough knowledge of the world’s markets can provide.


   Advertisement for Lyons Corner House

   “We do have a little gas ring, but I think you deserve more than a cup of tea with milk that’s probably gone sour in this heat. Let’s go!” Miss Hammond sounded like her usual bright self, but as she pinned on her hat with shaking hands, Phyl eyed her worriedly. She wasn’t sure that Miss Hammond was fit to walk, even if it was just down the Strand to the new Lyons Corner House opposite Charing Cross station.

   As soon as Miss Hammond had staggered upright, she’d towed Phyl as fast as she could down the corridor and into her office. Phyl could hear a buzz of conversation outside now – people must have heard her shouting and eventually decided to investigate.

   “Wouldn’t you like to sit down for a minute before we go?” Phyl suggested.

   “You’re very sweet, but right now I’d quite like to get away from this place. I’m not as feeble as I look, but perhaps I could take your arm?”

   Phyl nodded shyly and held out her arm so that Miss Hammond could lean against her. Phyl could smell her scent – some sort of sweet flower, perhaps lily of the valley. Sometimes she found strong scent made her head hurt, but Miss Hammond’s perfume wasn’t too overpowering.

   The clerk flashed her a grateful smile. “Perfect. Come on. Tea, and definitely cake.”

   “Do you think it was all right just to leave him there?” Phyl murmured. “I think I knocked him out. Or the wall did …”

   “Someone will have found him by now. We absolutely do not want to be there when the stinker wakes up,” Miss Hammond said firmly. “He’ll probably have a blinding headache and be in an even worse temper than usual.” She sighed. “And who knows what he’ll be like to share an office with now. I wouldn’t be surprised if he tries to get me sacked.”

   “Oh no!”

   Miss Hammond patted her arm. “Don’t worry too much. He might well be so embarrassed that he pretends the whole thing never happened. Or, you never know, the bang on the head might be just what he needed. Perhaps he’ll wake up a reformed character.” Her voice was thin and brittle and Phyl could tell she didn’t believe a word of what she was saying. “We’ll sneak out the other way down the corridor to the lift. We can avoid getting caught up in all the … messiness.”

   Phyl darted a glance behind her as they headed down the corridor. There was a knot of people gathered around Major Warren and he was half sitting up now, shaking his head and muttering. She hadn’t killed him … So that was one good thing.

   Miss Hammond’s arm in hers as they headed out of the building was another. Phyl could still feel her trembling every so often – Miss Hammond needed her. It felt good to walk with a friend, talking quietly as they wove in between passers-by. Not really a friend, Phyl corrected herself. But she might be, one day.

   Miss Hammond pushed open the glass door to the tea room, and a wave of chatter and music floated down to Phyl from the floor above. The room glittered with lights and glass cabinets full of cakes and tins of biscuits. Phyl could smell flowers, and sugar, and tea. It was overwhelming.

   “Upstairs,” Miss Hammond said, leading Phyl up a sweeping carpeted staircase and into a room filled with tiny tables and potted ferns – and women. Tables and tables of women, talking and laughing, drinking tea and eating cake. There were a few men in uniform here and there, but after what had just happened at the office, this felt like a joyful sanctuary. Phyl could tell that the sparkling lights and the overwhelming swell of high-pitched voices would give her a headache – the noise already felt sharp and strange – but she could cope with it, for a little while, anyway.

   Miss Hammond slumped into a delicate gilded chair at a nearby table and waved Phyl to the chair opposite. Phyl sat down cautiously on the very edge. The grand room, the musicians playing violins on a little dais in the corner, the waitresses in their frilled caps nipping between the laden tables … It was all very smart, and she wasn’t.

   “Actually, your uniform looks lovely,” Miss Hammond murmured. “No, I’m not reading your mind, you’ve just got a very expressive face. You have every right to be here, you know. And I’m paying, so don’t worry.”

   Phyl laughed a little and settled back into the chair as a waitress arrived and Miss Hammond ordered tea for two and a selection of fancies.

   “I’ve never been anywhere like this,” Phyl murmured as the waitress darted away.

   “I like it,” Miss Hammond said, glancing around. “And I promise you, it’s a lot less expensive than it looks.”

   Phyl had a feeling that Miss Hammond’s idea of expensive and hers might be a bit different. But as the waitress came hurrying back with a plate of iced cakes, she decided just to try and enjoy it. They were the prettiest things Phyl had seen in ages. They reminded her of the scraps of pink silk that Iris and Minna had been using for the aeroplanes, dotted with coloured sugar and lines of fine white icing.

   Miss Hammond poured tea for them both and sipped it with her eyes closed. A little more colour had come back into her cheeks, but she still looked pale – and Phyl could still see those marks.

   “Won’t you have a cake?” Phyl said, pushing the plate closer.

   Miss Hammond took one, biting into it neatly, and then demolishing it in a couple more bites. Phyl had been hesitating. Were there rules she didn’t know? Should she be eating the cake with a fork? Were the cakes just for show, not eating? But now she chose a cake with a swirl of cream on the top and jam oozing out of the sides. The other cakes looked to have raisins in them. She couldn’t bear raisins, and in a smart place like this she couldn’t pick them out like she did at home when Mum wasn’t looking. Jam and cream was a much better option. It squished deliciously as she bit into it, and Phyl decided she didn’t care if she got cream round her mouth.

   “I definitely feel better for that,” Miss Hammond said, taking a second cake. “I’m so lucky that you were walking down the corridor. Not everyone would have stopped, you know.”

   Phyl stared at her. “Surely no one would have just walked past and left you with him!”

   “Some would. Other officers would have pretended not to see. Some of the women would have been too frightened to make a fuss.”

   “I don’t believe that,” Phyl said quickly, but it wasn’t entirely true. She’d hurried past dark alleyways before, closing her ears to sounds of a fight – because what could she do? She sighed. “We were lucky there was an umbrella.”

   Miss Hammond laughed. “Yes! I think you’d better bring it with you every day.” She pointed to the side of Phyl’s chair, where a black silk umbrella with a battered wooden handle rested.

   “Oh! I didn’t mean to take it. I didn’t even know I had.”

   “Spoils of war, I think,” Miss Hammond told her. “Let’s not talk about it anymore. How did you come to be working with us? Do you have a relative in the service who recommended you? That’s how several of the women clerks arrived.”

   Phyl shook her head. “No, but my Guide captain’s brother is Major Lynley,” she explained. “Two of us are from Miss Lynley’s company, me and Ruby. I’d been thinking of leaving school to train as a nurse, but fourteen isn’t old enough.”

   “I hadn’t realised you were so young,” Miss Hammond said. Phyl thought she seemed troubled for a moment, but the look was gone almost too quickly for her to see. “Guides sounds rather fun. You seem to have an awful lot of badges.”

   Phyl laughed. “Not compared to some of the others. One of our Guides, Lucy, has a double row all down her sleeve. We do have fun, but we do useful things too, for the war effort. This weekend we’re holding a bazaar to raise money for gifts for soldiers. We’re making handicrafts and sweets and things.” She smiled, thinking of Annie’s silk aeroplane. “Even my little sister’s helping. She’s twelve and she’s terrible at sewing. But she’s going to be in the pageant we’re putting on.”

   “Are you in it too?” Miss Hammond asked, licking jam off her fingers.

   “No.” Phyl spoke shyly to her plate. “No, I’ve written it.”

   “Phyllis! How exciting! What’s it about?”

   Phyl glanced up, smiling at her. “That women ought to be allowed to work!”

   “Perfect. Just perfect. And when is the first night?”

   Phyl made a face. “The only night, thank goodness. It’s this Sunday afternoon. Luckily, I’ve managed to swap my Sunday off with Florrie. I suppose it’s lucky, anyway. I’m not sure I want to be anywhere near.”

   “Oh no, how can you say that? Is it open to everyone, this bazaar? Could I come? I have this Sunday off too.”

   “You!” Phyl squeaked.

   “Well, why not? It’s a wonderful cause. The conditions over in Belgium sound appalling – of course the soldiers should have nice things sent to them.”

   “You really don’t want a pin cushion made by my little sister,” Phyl muttered.

   Miss Hammond laughed. “I’ll take my chances. What’s your sister like? Is she like you?”

   “No, she’s pretty,” Phyl explained. “Small and delicate. She’s very tough, though – much better at sports and things than I am. She’d never have missed that envelope if Major Warren had thrown it at her.”

   “You don’t think you’re pretty?” Miss Hammond asked curiously. “Not that pretty means a lot, you know. But I think you’ve got a very distinguished face. I’m not at all surprised that you’re a writer.”

   Phyl stared at her, turning pink.

   “A writer and an absolute demon with an umbrella!” Miss Hammond glanced up at the clock on the wall of the tea room. “I should get to the station, or my landlady will feed my dinner to the cat. Although I shouldn’t mind so much after these delicious cakes.”

   Phyl jumped up. “Oh golly! Mum will be wondering where I am!”

   “Tell her that you went out to tea with a friend from work,” Miss Hammond said, smiling. “Your friend Alice. See you tomorrow, Phyllis dear!”
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   “You can stop fretting, Phyl. He’s not here today,” Meg said as Phyl walked into the messengers’ room on Friday morning.

   “W-what?” Phyl stammered.

   “Major Warren. He’s not here, so you can’t possibly end up covered in ink again.” Meg put her head on one side. “Oh, Phyl, don’t look like that! You’ve gone white as a sheet! I didn’t mean to upset you.” She frowned a little. “Is that why you’ve been trying to avoid Ruby? Because she kept teasing you about the ink?”

   “I suppose so,” Phyl murmured.

   “You mustn’t worry about it,” Meg said, flinging an arm around her shoulders. “Everyone has something silly they’ve done. Florrie tipped a whole plate of stew all over one of the officers in the dining room on her very first day. She thought she was never coming back. Splashing a bit of ink around is nothing.”

   “But why isn’t Major Warren here? Is he … is he ill?” Phyl asked. Awful thoughts rushed through her head – all the first-aid things they’d learned about in Guides. Concussion. He died overnight. No, he collapsed on his way home from work … Had she murdered a vital member of the War Office?

   Meg gave her a surprised look. “He’s on leave, that’s all. Good riddance, frankly. He’s so bad-tempered and he’s got a serious case of the jitters, if you ask me.”

   “Oh!” Phyl took in a shaky breath, relief surging through her. “On leave! What do you mean, the jitters?”

   “You know, he’s jittery. He’s paranoid. He’s known for it,” Meg told her. “He’s always bothering everyone with stories about double agents and spies. Wandering around the building, snooping and writing notes in that little book of his.”

   “But … isn’t that what they do?” Phyl asked uncertainly. “It’s their job, isn’t it? Tracking down German spies.”

   “Mmm, yes, but Major Warren keeps getting a bee in his bonnet about the most unlikely people. He’s convinced that someone in the department is leaking information. Apparently, the last few times that Special Branch have swooped in to pick up someone we’ve marked as suspicious, they’ve already gone. Flown the coop. Major Warren thinks that someone’s warning them.”

   Special Branch were the police squad who actually made the arrests when spies were tracked down. Phyl had been rather disappointed when she’d found out that no one from their office would get to go racing off to seize a spy.

   “On purpose?” Phyl breathed. “Someone who actually works here?”

   “Mm-hm. That’s what a double agent is. Someone who’s working for both sides. None of the other officers think that, though. To be honest …” Meg looked around to make sure that no one was listening. “To be absolutely honest, everyone else thinks that Special Branch are a bit ham-fisted and probably just messed up the arrests. They’re almost enjoying it, in a way. Special Branch always get the glory. Our people just work away in the background, doing all the difficult bits, and no one ever gives them any credit.”

   “It does seem a bit unfair,” Phyl agreed, slumping down into one of the basket chairs. Major Warren couldn’t be that badly injured if he’d gone off on leave without making a fuss about what had happened, could he? Hopefully he’d decided he couldn’t risk complaining and Miss Hammond’s job was safe, after all.

   “Major Warren even accused Lieutenant Friston of being a spy, you know. He’s one of the officers who works on the third floor.” Meg giggled. “They had the most awful row apparently. Jakes told me all about it – he’s a terrible old gossip. Major Warren said he’d found Friston snooping about in his office.” She shook her head. “It was all nonsense, of course. No, the only good thing about Major Warren is his dog. He’s got the most beautiful bull terrier – white with a dark brown eyepatch. He’s called Hector. The major brought him into the office once when he was going away for the weekend straight from work.” She shrugged. “Hector adores him, so maybe he can’t be that bad.”

   Phyl held herself back from telling Meg that Hector was clearly a very poor judge of character.

   “Your colour’s coming back,” Meg told her. “He really did get to you, didn’t he?”

   “Not that much,” Phyl shot back. “I’m fine. I’m not … I’m not feeble.”

   Meg shook her head. “I never thought you were. Did anyone say so? Apart from Major Warren – and, like I just said, no one listens to him. Except Hector.”

   Phyl tried to think back. Was it really only the major who’d made her feel as if she was no good at her job? She was so used to thinking that she wasn’t good at the important things – the things that showed. She’d convinced herself that everyone thought she was useless and she was bound to be thrown out at the end of her probation.

   She shouldn’t have taken Ruby’s silliness to heart. She knew deep down that Ruby just liked joking around. Perhaps she needed to be brave enough to tell Ruby that it wasn’t funny. Except now Ruby didn’t seem to be talking to her. Oh, it was all so difficult … But Meg was right – no one else at the office had complained about her work.

   “No …” she agreed. “No, it was just him.”

   “Exactly. Anyway, things to know.” Meg counted on her fingers. “One, Miss Roubaud’s on the warpath about laughing, of all things. Apparently, we’re all too happy and should be conducting ourselves like serious young ladies. If you ask me, that’s just an excuse. She’s het up about something else and doesn’t want to say. Two, the ladies’ lavatory on our floor’s out of order again. Something to do with a blockage in the pipes? You’ll have to go up to the third floor – there’s no ladies’ on the second. If it was the gents’, they’d have it mended yesterday. And three, you’re on inkwell duty this morning.” Meg grinned. “Think you can manage that without flooding the first floor?”

   Phyl made a rude face back and enjoyed Meg’s startled look very much.
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   What will you do for England,
Dear little English maid?
You may be poor, weak, and obscure,
Still you can lend your aid.


   Song by Philip Trevor, from The Handbook for Girl Guides

   “Stand still, Annie!” Ruby said. “I’ll never get this crown to stay put if you don’t stop jigging about.”

   The bazaar had started and it was less than half an hour until their performance. Phyl was hurrying about the back room of the hired hall in a panic, while Minna and Ruby tried to get everyone dressed. She wished she’d suggested a raffle like the Snowdrops.

   “Can you remember your lines?” she demanded, stopping in front of Annie.

   “I’ve only got one line,” Annie pointed out patiently. “And you know I know it. The children of the world are wishing for peace.”

   “You say that, but I just asked Iris the same thing and she said she didn’t know she had to say anything.”

   Annie looked round at Iris, and Ruby swore under her breath as the crown of roses slid off again. “Sorry!” Annie squeaked.

   “Could you go away and bother someone else?” Ruby snapped. “Or she’ll never be ready in time. Iris was having you on, Phyl. What’s the point of being so clever if you can’t work that out?”

   Phyl stepped back, feeling suddenly cold despite the stifling heat of the afternoon. She could see Annie watching them. Before her sister could demand they tell her why they were fighting, Phyl turned round and whisked out of the room.

   She went to lurk on the steps by the side of the stage, looking out into the main hall, which was full of smart ladies drinking tea and eating cake. Guide companies from all around their district had brought cakes and jam and handicrafts and games. There was even a White Elephant stall, piled up with strange things that no one could ever want to buy. The Snowdrops’ raffle stall had a crowd round it buying tickets, Phyl noticed, trying to forget the angry glitter in Ruby’s eyes.

   “Are you not feeling well, Phyl?” Miss Lynley came to stand at the bottom of the steps. “You look pale. You mustn’t be nervous. I’m sure everything will go perfectly.”

   “I’m all right,” Phyl muttered. “I’d better get back in there. You’ll tell us when it’s time?”

   Miss Lynley nodded. “I was just about to get all our Guides standing by the steps, ready for their song.”

   Phyl ducked back inside the little room. “It’s nearly time,” she hissed. “Come and wait by the door. Miss Lynley’s going to introduce us soon.” She beckoned to Charlotte and Freddie, who were wearing their Guide uniform, with their badges polished even more than usual. They practically glittered. “Are you two ready? Do you remember your words?”

   “Stop fussing.” Charlotte patted her arm. “We know the script back, front and sideways, Phyl. You’ve gone through it with us loads of times.”

   “I didn’t check the aeroplane!” Phyl suddenly squeaked.

   “Miss Fielding’s got it ready in the hall,” Annie soothed her. “Under the sheet, so no one can see what it is. I’ll go round to the other door to be ready.”

   The tea-chest aeroplane was too big to go through the door on to the platform once its wings were attached. Phyl had gone into a panic about that too, until Iris had pointed out that aeroplanes lived under tarpaulins on airfields anyway, so it didn’t matter.

   Miss Lynley popped her head round the door. “Everyone’s gathered in front of the stage, and Miss Fielding has already had to fend off several small children from unveiling the aeroplane. I don’t think we can make them wait much longer. Are you ready for me to introduce the pageant, Phyl?”

   Phyl nodded, although she wasn’t ready at all. She felt as if she might keel over with nerves.

   “Excellent. Good luck, all of you! Phyl dear, do try to breathe.” Miss Lynley winked and then went out on to the stage. They heard her voice echoing back. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you so much for coming to our bazaar! As you all know, we’re raising funds for the most marvellous cause, our soldiers. Now, one of our Guide companies has a little scene to show you. Rose Patrol have created this entirely themselves and it’s about the importance of us all doing our bit, the very best we can.”

   Phyl watched as Freddie and Charlotte bounced out on to the stage with their knitting. There was another door that led round to the opposite side of the stage and she crept through to watch with Miss Fielding, who was still trying to prevent two small children from wriggling under the sheet, and Annie, waiting to go on at the end.

   Freddie and Charlotte had begun their chatter about how they’d made so many socks for soldiers but wished they could do more to help the war effort. Even though Annie had told Phyl that she was useless at jokes, the audience didn’t seem to think so. They were chuckling along.

   Then there was a delighted gasp as Iris marched on in her Spirit of Victory costume. They’d painted her a cardboard shield at Guides, along with a papier-mâché helmet, and Minna had sewn her a dress in Union Jack colours to look like Britannia. She was leading Sir James Lynley’s bulldog, Bruce, with red, white and blue rosettes all around his collar. Phyl managed a smile at that. She’d begged Miss Lynley to ask her father if they could borrow him, and Bruce was perfect, even though he did look a bit embarrassed about being dressed up. He reminded Phyl of the cartoons in Dad’s newspaper – a real British bulldog.

   Phyl followed along in the script as Iris told the Guides all the things they could do to support the soldiers and looked up to see one lady in the audience dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief. Miss Hammond was there too, Phyl saw. She wasn’t sure if that made her feel better or worse …

   “Are you ready?” Phyl whispered to Annie as Freddie and Charlotte strode offstage, telling each other that they were going to apply to work in munitions. Hearing their cue, the rest of the company, all standing on the steps at the side of the stage, began to sing:

   By order of the King
(God bless him),
we’ll fight and win or die.
“The Empire and the King,”
(God bless him)
is the nation’s cry.
Our country’s pride are fighting,
“God bless them and vict’ry bring”
For they are gladly dying
just to keep the old flag flying,
By order of the King.


   They’d argued for ages about what to sing. Ruby had wanted one of the other new music hall songs that everyone was singing, “Pack Up Your Troubles in Your Old Kitbag”. But Miss Lynley had said that the very proper ladies who were going to come to the bazaar probably wouldn’t like it.

   Phyl was glad she didn’t have to join in singing “By Order of the King”, since it made her feel odd inside. She didn’t like the idea that the soldiers were gladly dying. It was all very well to sing about it, especially to such a swinging, bouncy tune, but it was actually happening. It seemed wrong to be so cheerful, especially with Dan out there in the hall watching.

   There was a storm of clapping after the last verse. Phyl could see Freddie and Charlotte hesitating in the doorway, until Ruby shoved them out on to the stage. Now, they were wearing rather daring trousers, with long overall jackets over the top, and Ruby had swept their hair up inside big caps.

   Phyl peered round Miss Fielding, looking out at the audience. There was some shocked muttering, but then someone started to applaud again and another ripple of clapping ran through the crowd. Charlotte talked about how tired she was, but that she was still glad she could help send shells to the front. Freddie nodded and explained that she was working in an aeroplane factory, helping to make propellers.

   Phyl cast an anxious eye over the audience at that bit. She’d made it up – she didn’t know if there were any girls working in aeroplane factories. But by then everyone had been so excited about the idea of the aeroplane that she’d decided to put it in anyway. Annie had told her it would be fine. How likely was it that someone in the audience would know any different?

   There it was – Freddie’s last line. “We may be making weapons of war, but only because we want peace to come!”

   Miss Fielding whipped away the sheet and Phyl crossed her fingers as Annie pulled their home-made aeroplane up the little ramp on to the stage. They’d fitted it with wheels borrowed from Freddie’s little brother’s old pram. They weren’t really the right kind for aeroplane wheels, but it was the best they could do. Miss Lynley had enlisted her brother to help and the major had even managed to add some clever engineering that made the cardboard propeller turn as the aeroplane moved along.

   Annie stopped in the middle of the platform so that Freddie could hold on to the plane, and lifted up her hands the way Phyl had told her to. “The children of the world are wishing for peace,” she said clearly, and Freddie reached inside the aeroplane and presented her with a white dove.

   Miss Fielding had made enquiries about a real one, but it had been a complete disaster. Charlotte and Freddie had told them that an actual constable had come to Freddie’s house to interview Miss Fielding, as she’d been reported for trying to send secret messages. Pigeons were highly suspicious, the constable had said. Was she attempting to communicate with the enemy?

   In the end, it had taken Freddie and Charlotte showing him their handwritten copy of Phyl’s script and the bags of fudge they’d been cooking up to make him understand. The constable had even given them sixpence for the collection.

   Annie’s dove was made of white felt and chicken feathers, and it had a bit of an evil look in its glass-bead eyes, but it was the best they could do.

   Luckily, the audience seemed to like it and they clapped for ages. Phyl sighed gratefully. It felt like she hadn’t breathed at all for the last fifteen minutes. Annie and Iris and Freddie and Charlotte were bowing. Annie then started beckoning, trying to get Phyl to go up on stage too, but Phyl backed herself further into the corner behind Miss Fielding and shook her head. She absolutely did not want anyone clapping for her, even though she did feel a little bit proud. Their pageant was a great deal better than a boring raffle, anyway.
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   Our pageant was a great success, and several other Guide captains asked Miss Lynley if they could use the script for their companies.


   Logbook of the Rose Patrol, 10th October 1915

   “I’m so impressed,” Miss Hammond told Phyl by the White Elephant stall, clapping her gloved hands together. “Absolutely first class.”

   “It was all a bit silly, really,” Phyl said. “The plane nearly fell apart. And that felt dove looked awful.”

   “It was wonderful!” Miss Hammond gave her a stern look. “For goodness’ sake, Phyllis, let someone give you a compliment! Let me show you how. Smile, Phyl!”

   Phyl bared her teeth unconvincingly and Miss Hammond sighed. “Well, almost. And now say, ‘Thank you, that’s so kind of you.’ Say it!”

   “Thank you, that’s so kind of you,” Phyl muttered to her feet.

   “You’ll get there. Do people not tell you nice things often, Phyl?”

   “Not nearly enough.” Miss Lynley appeared next to Phyl, beaming.

   Phyl stumbled over introductions. “Oh, but you must work with my brother!” Miss Lynley exclaimed, when she realised who Miss Hammond was. “How lovely to meet you. He speaks very highly of the women who work in the office.”

   Miss Hammond smiled and murmured, “Thank you, that’s so kind of you.” Phyl had to bite her lip to hold back a laugh.

   “Haven’t we met before, actually?” Miss Lynley put her head on one side, frowning thoughtfully. “I’m sure your face is familiar.”

   Miss Hammond looked politely blank. “I’m afraid I don’t remember.”

   “Of course! At one of the WSPU meetings.”

   Miss Hammond looked even blanker, if possible, but Phyl pricked up her ears, suddenly more interested in their chit-chat. The WSPU stood for the Women’s Social and Political Union. It was the group Emily Davison had belonged to. The suffragettes.

   “You came with Miss Ainsley.” Miss Lynley nodded, looking pleased with herself, but then her face fell. She took Miss Hammond’s hand, patting at it as though she didn’t quite know what to do. Which was very odd, Phyl thought. She’d never seen Miss Lynley really flustered by anything.

   “Oh my goodness. I’m terribly sorry, Miss Hammond. For a moment I quite forgot. I was so sorry … I heard from a friend what happened to Constance … Force-feeding really is the most cruel piece of nastiness.” Her voice was shaking. “Last time I saw her at a meeting, she was almost recovered, but then of course they dragged her back to prison again.” She shuddered. “The nickname fits.”

   Phyl glanced between them, fascinated. At the same time she wondered if she should back away, out of politeness. Miss Lynley meant the Cat and Mouse Act, the law that the government had passed to allow them to release prisoners who were on hunger strike when they became dangerously weak. Once the women had recovered, the police would pounce and take them back to prison. Over and over again, like a cat playing with a mouse … Was that what had happened to Miss Ainsley? But it sounded as though Miss Ainsley had died. Surely if a suffragette had died in prison, it would have been in all the newspapers?

   “They said it was her heart,” Miss Hammond muttered. “Constance had a weak heart. But we all knew why.”

   “Of course,” Miss Lynley murmured sadly. Then she frowned a little. “And now you’re working at Watergate House? Isn’t that … I mean, I would have thought …”

   “Oh.” Miss Hammond gave a little shrug. “The war effort, you know. And it’s a job, isn’t it? A chance to do something with all that useless book-learning my mother couldn’t see any point to.” She smiled, but for once Phyl didn’t think the smile suited her. She looked bitter.

   “And they didn’t mind about your … political activities?” Miss Lynley enquired delicately.

   Before Miss Hammond could answer, one of the Snowdrops came running up to ask Miss Lynley about giving change for a ten-shilling note, and she hurried away.

   “Goodness,” Miss Hammond murmured, then smiled brightly at Phyl. “I’d forgotten how grand she was. The family must have been devastated when she was arrested.”

   So Miss Lynley really had been in prison!

   Phyl had almost forgotten that Miss Lynley was so grand, but it was true. Her mother was even grander. She had a title – Lady Maria – and wore enormous hats. She came to see what the Guides were doing every so often and always stared at them as if they were something strange in a zoo – sometimes through an odd little pair of gold spectacles on a stick, which was very off-putting. Sir James was nice, though, and he’d been delighted to let Bruce have a starring role in the pageant.

   Miss Lynley left her family grandness behind when she was teaching bandaging, or waving semaphore flags around, or laying trails in the snow. But Miss Hammond was right – if she really had been arrested, it would have been the most terrible shock to her family. Phyl was desperate to ask Miss Hammond more about it.

   “I suppose she is a bit grand,” Phyl said, eyeing Miss Hammond thoughtfully. It was just as interesting that she had been a suffragette too. Miss Lynley was right – it was surprising that she’d gone to work for the War Office after that, and even more surprising that they’d let her. Then again, most of the suffragettes had given up campaigning for the vote when war broke out. And the clerks at MO5 had to be educated women who didn’t have families to look after. That made them as rare as hens’ teeth.

   Poor Miss Ainsley, though. There was a photograph on Miss Hammond’s desk of her with another young woman, sitting close together in a garden, both smiling. Phyl wondered if it was Miss Ainsley, but she couldn’t possibly ask.

   “So, what are you going to write next?” Miss Hammond said, and Phyl reluctantly abandoned the subject of suffragettes and prison.

   “I’m not,” she said firmly. “I’m glad it’s over.”

   “I saw your sister trying to get you to take a bow,” Miss Hammond told her. “You should have more faith in yourself. Your play really was good. And stop hiding yourself away, Phyl. You’ve already shown how resourceful you are. A quick thinker.” Her hand moved to her cheek, Phyl noticed.

   Phyl shook her head, remembering Major Warren and a whole mixed-up knot of other things. Being useless at running and catching, and not good at talking to people, and hating it when she was teased. Scratching her hands.

   “Did you really like the play?” she asked shyly.

   “I did. I shall be in the front row for the next one,” Miss Hammond assured her.

   Phyl smiled. Annie had already begged her to write another pageant, with an even bigger part for her to star in.

   Perhaps she’d think about it.
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   The office was quiet as Phyl started her rounds on Monday morning, dusting the various rooms and disinfecting the telephones. Sara was filling the inkwells today, thankfully. Phyl still worried about spilling the ink.

   She glanced cautiously around Major Warren’s door in case he’d come back from his holiday, but the room was empty. Phyl breathed out a relieved sigh and went in to dust, flicking a cloth over the shelves and the chairs, then spraying her little disinfectant bottle over the telephone mouthpiece. She eyed the desk thoughtfully as she did it. Major Warren had practically cursed her for even thinking of touching his papers. But she was supposed to keep the room clean, and that did include dusting the desk and everything heaped up on top of it.

   She poked cautiously at a pile of papers with her duster. Even though Major Warren had only been away since Friday morning, there was already a thin layer of dust. It wasn’t surprising with all this paper around. She wiped at the pile carefully, and then yelped as it wobbled and cascaded down over the edge of the desk.

   Not again! Phyl tried to restack the tower of paper, her hands cold and wobbly with panic – and then she froze.

   There on the floor, peeping out from under an envelope, was a familiar notebook. Smallish, with a marbled paper cover in beautiful green and blue swirls, along with an ugly streak of black. The notebook that Major Warren had been so angry about her coming anywhere near. The notebook he’d frantically tried to clean up after she’d spilled the ink. Thinking about it, probably the notebook Meg had been talking about when she said Major Warren went spying around the building, writing down his suspicions.

   Absolutely not a notebook that should be sitting here now, unguarded, while Major Warren was on holiday. He’d never have left it behind.

   Phyl swallowed painfully. An icy grip seemed to have closed over her heart.

   What if she had killed him, after all?
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   If you have found the man lying insensible, you should carefully examine the ground around him for any “sign” and take note of it and of his position, etc., in case it should afterwards appear that he had been attacked by others.


   The Handbook for Girl Guides

   Back in the messengers’ room – the rest of the offices having got the merest lick and a promise as her mind had not been on the job – Phyl sat curled up in one of the basket chairs, thinking furiously.

   Major Warren had been well enough after his fall to sit up and talk to people. She’d seen him. But that didn’t necessarily mean he hadn’t collapsed some time afterwards, if he’d hit his head hard enough. Miss Lynley had explained to them at Guides that head injuries could be deceptive. It was important to keep watch over a casualty, to make sure they weren’t dangerously hurt, even if they seemed all right at first.

   Phyl looked down and realised that she was scratching the back of her hand. She tried to fold her fingers away, but she just couldn’t stop.

   Then she caught her breath, remembering her conversation with Meg on Friday. Major Warren hadn’t sent word to the office that he was feeling ill and not coming into work, had he? He’d said he was going on holiday. Why on earth would he go on holiday if he wasn’t well?

   Did that mean someone else had sent the message? Someone who knew he was ill, or even dead. Was someone covering it up?

   Phyl shook her head, trying to get rid of the strange buzzing feeling, and glanced over at Meg, deep in a book on the other side of the room. Sara had her fingers in her ears and was staring at some complicated maths problem, and Florrie and Ruby were out running messages.

   “Meg?”

   “Mmmm?”

   “You know you said Major Warren had gone on holiday?”

   Meg looked up. “Oh no, is he back already?”

   “No. It’s just that I was dusting his office earlier.” Phyl shrugged. “I was wondering how long he’s away for. It’s nice not to have to worry about him yelling at me, that’s all.” She fussed with the bow on the end of one of her plaits, trying to look natural.

   “I’m not sure, actually.” Meg frowned. “Who was it told me he was away? Oh, Jakes. He said Major Warren rang up and left a message to be passed on to the director.”

   Phyl nodded. “So, we don’t know how much longer we’ve got without him.”

   “No, but you could ask Jakes? I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.”

   “I will if I see him,” Phyl said as if it didn’t matter.

   Phyl couldn’t find a good excuse to talk to Jakes that afternoon, but the next morning she was sent downstairs with a message to ask the doorkeeper to order one of the cars. Once she’d passed the message on, she leaned against his little wooden cubbyhole and sighed.

   “You all right there?” Jakes asked. “If it’s about the ladies’ … errr … conveniences, no, I don’t know when they’ll be working again. Doing my best to get someone in, but we can’t just have any old plumber here, can we? And the caretaker’s run off his feet.”

   “Oh, it’s not that.” She smiled at him. “Just tired, that’s all. I thought there’d be less work with Major Warren on holiday. But it feels like everyone’s just trying to get things done while he’s away.”

   Jakes snorted. “Doesn’t surprise me. He’s a nuisance, that one. Slows everyone down.”

   Phyl nodded. “I know. How long’s he going to be away for, do you know?”

   Jakes frowned and the cold squeeze inside Phyl’s chest came back. Did she sound suspicious? But the doorman was only thinking. “Now, did they say? It was a terrible line, I could hardly hear her. It was his charwoman, I think.”

   “The char!”

   “He went off in a hurry and asked her to call, she said. Yes, it was definitely the char.” Jakes frowned again. “Now, did she say when he’d be back? No, I don’t think she did. Just take each day as it comes, young Phyl, that’s all I can say.”

   Phyl smiled at him and held up her crossed fingers. “Let’s hope he’s gone a bit longer!”

   But her smile faded the moment she turned away. So, it really hadn’t been the major who called. It could have been his charwoman. If it weren’t for the notebook, she’d gladly have believed it. But anyone could have rung up the office and pretended to be a char.

   Anyone.
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   “Phyl! Phyl, wake up!” Phyl jolted awake to find Annie leaning over her in the dawn light seeping through the curtains.

   Phyl blinked, shuddering. Her dream had seemed so real – even though she’d never been in a courtroom. She’d seen a drawing of a judge in the newspaper once, with his black cap on over his white wig, ready to pronounce a sentence of death. That must have been where she’d got it from.

   “You’re shivering, Phyl, and you were writhing about and muttering in your sleep. Whatever’s the matter?” Annie came closer, snuggling up against her sister. “What were you dreaming about?”

   “Nothing,” Phyl whispered, but she was still trembling.

   “Don’t talk nonsense.” Annie sounded so grown-up, as if she were the older sister.

   Phyl leaned against her wearily. She felt as if she’d been bouncing around from nightmare to nightmare the whole night. Surely she could confide in Annie. Even if she had accidentally killed Major Warren, her sister would never tell anyone.

   Slowly, miserably, she started to explain, with Annie interrupting every second sentence:

   “What, that old grump who yelled at you when you dropped his envelope? And then made you spill ink everywhere? I knew you were worried about something. I saw you scratching your hand again …”

   “The rotter! Should have known he was up to no good. What did you do? Did you scream for someone to help … ?”

   “An umbrella? Like Miss Fielding showed us? Oh, Phyl, you didn’t … !”

   “Good riddance, I say … !”

   Phyl glared at her sister. “It’s all very well to say that, Annie. But now he’s disappeared! I had a dream that I was on trial for murder! What if he’s really dead?”

   Annie frowned. “How can you not know? If he was dead, someone would have found his body, wouldn’t they?”

   “Not if he’s dead in his bed at home,” Phyl said, shuddering again. He’d probably be starting to smell by now …

   “And no one’s bothered to check? No one from the office? They can’t be very good spies if they haven’t even asked where he is.”

   “They think he’s on holiday,” Phyl explained. “Someone called up and said they were his charwoman and he’d gone away.”

   “Well then, what are you worrying for? He probably felt awful after banging his head and decided to go to the seaside for a bit of fresh air.”

   “He left his notebook.” Phyl sat up in bed, drawing up her knees and resting her chin on them. “You don’t know what he’s like, Annie. Suspicious – and so angry. He accused one of the other officers of being a spy once! He wrote all his secrets down in that notebook, Meg told me, and he nearly exploded when I tried to touch it. He wouldn’t have left it sitting on his desk. It’s still there now.” She’d put the notebook back after she’d knocked over the pile of paper, trying to make everything look the way it had before.

   “Did you look inside?” Annie asked hopefully.

   “No!”

   “I would have done. You might have found out all sorts of things.”

   “We can’t do that.” Phyl stared at her, horrified. “I had to sign something to say I never would!”

   “Well, who’d know?” Annie shrugged. “Honestly, Phyl, you are a rabbit sometimes. So, let me get this right. You think he’s dead and someone’s covering it up?”

   “I suppose.” Phyl wrapped her arms tighter around her knees. “But I still might have murdered him.”

   Annie nodded. “Lucky it’s your half day today then. We’d better go and find out. How can we get into his flat? Do you know the address?”

   Phyl stared at her. “Of course not! Why ever would I? We can’t go to his flat, Annie. How are we supposed to get in?”

   “Stop being so feeble!” Annie said. “You’re the one who wants to know if he’s dead. Although I’m not quite sure what we’ll do if he is. Make another plan, I suppose. There was a story in The Gem about a murderer who fed his victim’s body to some pigs, but we don’t have any.”

   Phyl giggled. It wasn’t really funny, but she couldn’t help laughing at Annie’s serious face as she tried to work out how to get rid of a dead body like she was trying to solve a problem in arithmetic.

   “Pull yourself together,” her little sister said sternly. “And first thing you need to do when you get to the office is search his room. There must be something there with his address on …”
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   Quite a number of Guides have already qualified for the War Service badge, but we would like to see many more wearing this visible sign of having done some useful work for the country in this time of stress.


   The Girl Guides’ Gazette, October 1915

   Annie tugged the little wooden cart up the kerb as Minna pushed it from behind. “I still don’t see why we had to do this,” she muttered.

   “Verisimilitude,” Phyl said, trying to catch a pile of waste paper that was threatening to slide off the back.

   Annie stared at her, scowling. “What? You’re just showing off.”

   “I mean that it’s got to look right. We can’t say we’re collecting waste paper and then not have any, can we?” Phyl explained.

   “Couldn’t we just have borrowed the waste paper from somewhere?” Minna groaned. “This is so heavy. And some people are really rude when you ask them for things, even if it is for the war effort.”

   “You can count it as war work for the Guides, you know. But mostly I’m worried that someone might notice us. What if someone says, ‘Oh, they just had an empty cart and they went straight to that one flat to ask about waste paper’?”

   Annie wrinkled her nose. “I suppose that would look suspicious. But I can’t help thinking that you’re just trying to put off finding the body.”

   “Shh!” Phyl gave her a panicked look. How could Annie be so careless? Minna was right there!

   “There’s no one around and I told Minna this morning while you were at work,” Annie said. “Don’t look at me like that. I wasn’t going to lie to her, not when we were asking her to help.”

   “You can’t keep anything quiet!” Phyl hissed back. “After all those spy stories you’ve read, I thought you’d have more sense. You’d be a rotten secret agent!”

   “Excuse me!” Annie let go of the cart and folded her arms. “You were the one talking in your sleep about murdering people! What sort of spy does that make you?”

   “I didn’t, did I?” Phyl glanced around the quiet street in a hunted sort of way.

   “Yes. But I didn’t understand what you meant until after you’d explained everything.” Annie pointed at the tall apartment block up ahead. “Are you sure this is it?”

   “Drummond House.” Phyl nodded. “Flat six, on the first floor. You were right, there was a bill from his laundry in his desk drawer that had the address on. I was sure someone was going to catch me the whole time I was looking.” She pushed the cart up against the railings and sighed. “I suppose we should go in.”

   “Yes, we jolly well are, after you’ve made us spend all afternoon lugging this cart about!” Annie said. Then she nudged Phyl’s arm. “It’ll be all right. I told you, he’s off at the seaside. Probably sitting on the beach in Brighton right this very instant.”

   “Sea bathing in a stripy costume,” Minna said encouragingly. “How are we going to get into the flat to check, though? I mean, if he is … er –” she glanced around, looking furtive “– dead. It’s not like he can let us in, is it?”

   Phyl nodded. “I thought we could ask the char, if she’s there. I was going to say that I work at his office and he told me he had loads of old magazines we could take. Punch and The Bystander.” She bit her lip, gazing worriedly up at the front steps.

   “Gosh, you did think it out,” Minna murmured admiringly.

   “Come on, then!” Annie grabbed Phyl’s hand. “It’s a good thing you brought us, or you’d be standing here for ever.” She tugged Phyl towards the door. “Look, I can see through the glass – someone’s scrubbing the floor. That might be the char.” Annie pushed the door open.

   “Stay there!” the elderly woman in front of them screeched, waving her scrubbing brush. “Don’t you dare track your dirty boots over my nice clean floor!”

   “Sorry!” Annie yelped. “We won’t.”

   The three girls gazed down at the expanse of damp, shining tiles.

   “We’ve got quite a bit of paper in our cart,” Phyl explained. “We could lay some of it down so we can get to the stairs, if you like?”

   “Oh go on, then, if you must,” the char muttered. “What do you three want, anyway?”

   Phyl swallowed. She knew she wasn’t very good at lying – she garbled things and stammered. Annie elbowed her in the side, then smiled and said, “We’re Guides and we’re collecting waste paper. My sister works at the War Office with Major Warren. He told her he had piles of old magazines. Said we could come and get them.”

   “Did he now?” The woman sat up, looking surprised – and maybe a little suspicious. “When was that, then?”

   Phyl thought frantically. When would it have been? She ought to have worked out exactly what to say before they got here, but she hadn’t been expecting so many questions. Annie elbowed her again, harder. “When was it, Phyl? Must have been before he went on holiday? That was Friday, wasn’t it? So maybe Thursday?”

   Phyl nodded helplessly, thankful that Annie had kept her head.

   “He said there’d be someone around to let us in,” Annie added, smiling sweetly at the woman.

   “Holiday …” the char muttered. “Lucky for some. I guessed he must have gone away, but you’d think he’d have bothered to mention it, wouldn’t you? Still, that’s just like him. Off on holiday without a word and without leaving my wages either. Well, I’m not cleaning his flat if he’s not paying, and so I shall tell him when he gets back.”

   Phyl felt her breath catch in her throat. This was the char who was supposed to have made the telephone call to the office. But she hadn’t known he was away and there was no reason for her to lie about it.

   “It wasn’t her who telephoned, then,” Annie whispered in her ear. “There’s something not right about this, Phyl.”

   “I told you,” Phyl muttered back. Annie looked scared. She’d likely thought it was all Phyl getting in a grand fuss about nothing, up until now.

   “And I’ll give him a piece of my mind about that dog,” the char went on.

   “The dog …” Phyl breathed.

   “Shut up in the flat all on his own, poor creature. And the noise! Mrs Midgely in the flat next door complained and I don’t blame her!”

   “I’d forgotten about the dog,” Phyl whispered to Annie. “How could I have forgotten about the dog?” Then she turned back to the char. “But who’s been feeding Hector?”

   “Well, I can’t afford to feed a great dog like that,” the woman said, clambering to her feet and folding her arms defensively. Phyl realised she’d said Hector’s name. She hadn’t done it on purpose, but it showed they really did know Major Warren. “I popped a few crusts in now and then, and a bowl of water, but you can’t expect me to be buying meat now, can you? Not when he hasn’t even paid me!”

   “Of course not! You mustn’t worry about it. Probably someone was supposed to go in and feed him, and they didn’t get the message. Major Warren wouldn’t leave Hector all alone like that, would he? He’s silly about that dog!” Phyl added, remembering what Meg had said.

   “You’re right, he is.” The woman nodded. “I’ve always said so. Fed him from his own plate, half the time.”

   “Could you let us into Major Warren’s flat?” Phyl asked, forcing a smile. “We can fetch the magazines and maybe clean up after Hector? It’s obviously not your job to do that, is it?” She could hear Annie making a disgusted noise behind her. It wasn’t as if she wanted to clean up after a dog either! But dealing with the mess would give them an excuse to be in the flat, looking for clues.

   Or a body.

   “Do you think Hector might have eaten Major Warren?” Annie whispered to Phyl and Minna as they followed the char – Mrs Tyler, she’d told them her name was – up the stairs.

   “What?” Phyl squeaked, and Minna snorted with horrified laughter.

   “If Hector’s not been fed—”

   “You’re disgusting,” Phyl interrupted, before Annie could say any more. “Shh, she’ll hear us.”

   Mrs Tyler was sorting through a bundle of keys, murmuring to herself, and Phyl dug her nails into her palms. She was the eldest, and she wasn’t going to let Annie and Minna see how sick she felt.

   There was a scuffling behind the door as Mrs Tyler unlocked it, and she leaned down, flapping her apron. “Back you get. Don’t you come running out, you bad creature.”

   Phyl could make out a long white muzzle, with a smudge of black nose. It wasn’t so very bad of him, she thought. Not if he’d been shut up in a flat for nearly a week with hardly any food. Hector had got most of his head around the door now, and Phyl saw deep-set dark brown eyes and the velvet pinkness around his nose.

   Annie crouched down and reached out to catch him as he bulled his way through the narrow crack and past Mrs Tyler. Phyl looked on in horror as her sister was overwhelmed by an enormous barking mass of dog.

   “Annie,” Phyl yelped, trying to grab for Hector’s collar. “He’s vicious. Be careful!” The huge dog was practically on top of Annie now and Phyl could see his teeth, but Annie didn’t seem worried at all.

   “Oh! Yes … Good boy. Yes, you are a good boy. No, don’t lick my ear! Ooooh, yuck! It doesn’t matter. Good dog. Good dog.” Annie braced herself against the wall and wriggled upright. “Do stop fussing, Phyl! He isn’t vicious. Look at him wagging his tail, the precious thing. He’s just lonely. He doesn’t understand where his owner’s gone. You’re a big silly, aren’t you?” She rubbed Hector’s ears and the huge bull terrier slumped down. Pointing his nose at the ceiling, he stamped one hind paw on the floor, over and over. He did look quite sweet, when you couldn’t see the teeth.

   Mrs Tyler laughed. “Oh, you’ve got the magic touch, you have, miss. That’s what the major does. Sends him all doo-lally, scratching his ears like that.”

   “Ugh …” Minna murmured, leaning round the door of the flat. There was a distinctly horrible smell.

   Phyl looked at Hector. Was it her imagination or did he look embarrassed? His ears were flattened and his long nose seemed to have flushed even pinker. She supposed he must be a very well-trained dog, to live in a flat. He’d probably hated having to do his business on the floor.

   Phyl pressed her nose into the crook of her arm as she looked round the door. “You go on, Mrs Tyler,” she murmured through her sleeve. “Don’t let us stop you getting your jobs done. We’ll tidy up in here and fetch the magazines.” She tried not to sound too eager – no one would want to deal with the source of that smell – but Mrs Tyler didn’t seem to suspect anything.

   “Put some of the paper down for the poor dog, I would,” Mrs Tyler said. “Fill up his bowl of water for me before you go, would you, dear?” she called as she hurried off back down the stairs.

   The three girls stared at each other – and then stepped into the flat.

   The worst of the smell was coming from the tiny kitchen. Hector had tried to be as tidy as he could. The major had obviously trained him to go on newspaper while he was shut up during the day – there just hadn’t been enough newspaper. Hector followed them, head hanging and tail tucked between his legs.

   “We know you didn’t mean to,” Annie told him comfortingly. “It wasn’t your fault.”

   “I don’t think Major Warren would have left his dog shut up all on his own and gone on holiday,” Phyl said. “Something’s definitely happened to him.” She glanced worriedly towards the bedroom. The whole point of coming here was to find out if Major Warren was dead, but now that there might be a body in the next room, she really didn’t want to open the door.

   “Mrs Tyler didn’t seem all that surprised,” Minna pointed out.

   “Meg at the office told me that Major Warren adored Hector, though. She said it was the one good thing about him.”

   “So he’s dead then,” Annie said, folding her arms. She was trying to look as though she didn’t care, but she’d definitely turned pale. “Let’s go and look in the bedroom.”

   Hector followed them curiously as they tiptoed across the flat.

   “You know, I don’t think there’s anything in there,” Annie said. “Hector’s not worried about going inside, is he? Shouldn’t he be trying to stop us if Major Warren’s in there? He’d know if there was a corpse next door.”

   Phyl nodded. Annie liked dogs and this one seemed to like her. Perhaps she was right. Wouldn’t Hector want to guard his owner’s body?

   “I suppose so,” she murmured. Then she shoved open the bedroom door with one quick push.

   The bed was empty – unmade. There were clothes scattered across a bench at the end and a sock trailed across the polished floorboards.

   But there was no sign of a body.
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   One of the most important things that a Guide has to learn is to let nothing escape her attention; she must notice small points and signs, and then make out the meaning of them. It can be learnt just as well in a town as in the country, provided that your head is screwed on the right way.


   The Handbook for Girl Guides

   Phyl took a deep, relieved breath. No corpse. She’d been almost certain that she was going to find the major in his bed, glaring at her with a horrible deathly scowl.

   “He might have died in the bath,” Annie said, pointing at the bathroom door. “I expect he’ll be quite liquid by now if he has.”

   “How do you manage to be so disgusting?” Phyl hissed. She stamped over to the bathroom and flung open the door. No body there either. But the major’s shaving brush, soap and razor were scattered around the basin.

   Phyl glanced back at the other two. “Wouldn’t he have taken his shaving things with him if he’d gone away?”

   Annie came to look. “Probably.”

   “There’s a travelling bag in here,” Minna called from the bedroom. “In the bottom of the wardrobe. I don’t think he went on holiday.”

   “Perhaps someone took him?” Annie wondered. “A German spy!” she added in a whisper, so Minna wouldn’t hear. “Maybe they murdered him somewhere else?”

   Phyl frowned. She’d been so worried that she might have killed the major that she hadn’t really considered anyone else doing it. But it wasn’t that silly an idea, even if it did come from her spy-obsessed sister. Major Warren had definitely disappeared without telling anyone and abandoned his dog. And someone had phoned the office and lied. It was all very suspicious.

   And quite scary.

   Phyl glanced over her shoulder as if the real murderer might be creeping up the stairs to silence them at any moment.

   “Goose walk over your grave?” Annie asked.

   “Shh!” Phyl said, but then she nodded. “You might actually be right …”

   Minna elbowed Annie. “Stop press!”

   “Of course I’m right!” Annie said. “But what are we going to do about it? We’ll have to investigate!”

   “We can’t possibly,” Phyl told her, but she was already looking around Major Warren’s bedroom. Was there any evidence to find?

   She wasn’t as mad on spy stories as Annie, but she’d read a few and she’d seen the Sherlock Holmes mysteries in the Strand Magazine. Phyl didn’t believe in the kind of miraculous deductions that Holmes seemed to be able to make from nothing, but she liked his logical thinking – it was the same way she thought about things.

   Besides, they were Guides, all three of them, and they practised observing their surroundings and paying proper attention every week. Phyl could almost do it without trying, like she’d noticed those butterflies on the cloth when they’d played Kim’s Game. Surely they should be able to work something out? Evidence was what they needed. Some proof of what was going on. Because they really ought to tell someone that Major Warren was missing. What if he actually had been taken by the enemy?

   “We should clean up after Hector, make a pile of any magazines we can find, and then look around the rest of the flat,” she told the other two. “Quickly, before Mrs Tyler starts getting suspicious.”

   “What are we looking for?” Minna asked.

   “I’m not sure,” Phyl admitted. “Anything he might have brought home from the office? Papers? Something that would tell us what happened? I’ll do the kitchen,” she added reluctantly.

   “I’ll keep looking in here.” Minna poked at the chest of drawers. “He’s ever so untidy, leaving all these drawers pulled out. Look at this mess!”

   The three of them split up to search the rest of the flat, Hector trotting behind Annie.

   Phyl turned her neckerchief round and pulled it up over her nose so she could face the mess in the kitchen. She did up all the soiled newspapers into a parcel, wrapped them in more paper, then tied them with string from one of the drawers. She poked through all the other drawers, just in case, but all she found was cutlery, plates and bowls. No bloodstained daggers, or notes in a dying man’s scrawled writing.

   “This flat’s very boring,” Annie complained, putting her head round the kitchen door. “Ugh, it still smells awful in here.”

   “Does that mean you haven’t found anything?”

   “There isn’t anything to find! Only bills. There’s quite a lot of those in the desk in the sitting room.”

   “No letters?” Phyl asked.

   “No. But everything’s messed up – like Minna said with the bedroom. The bills are scattered all over his desk and there’s even a couple on the floor.”

   Phyl swallowed. “As if someone got to the flat before we did, and searched it.”

   Annie nodded. “Maybe.”

   “Or he’s just a spoilt man who’s used to having someone pick up after him,” Minna pointed out, emerging from the bedroom.

   Hector pushed his way gently past Annie’s legs to look into the kitchen and sneezed as the smell hit him.

   Phyl shook her head. “Annie, I really think something bad’s happened to Major Warren.”

   “I told you, he’s been murdered by a German spy,” Annie told her confidently. Then she looked apologetically at Minna, but her friend only shrugged.

   “Well, maybe,” Phyl said. “But anyway, I don’t think he’s coming back. So who’s going to look after Hector? Mrs Tyler says she can’t afford to feed him.”

   Annie stared at her. “We’re taking him home with us, of course. We aren’t leaving him here! Are we, my precious?” She scratched Hector’s long, bony nose and the bull terrier closed his eyes blissfully.

   “You can’t afford to feed him either,” Minna pointed out bluntly.

   Annie stared at her. “Of course we can! We live in a grocer’s shop!”

   Minna shrugged. “Dogs need meat, not rice and flour and tins.”

   “More to the point, Mum and Dad won’t want to feed him,” Phyl said, looking worriedly at the size of Hector. He was huge – and a bit skinny already after almost a week on short rations. She could nearly see his ribs. “They’re not going to let us keep him, Annie.”

   “They will if we turn up with him and say we didn’t have a choice. You can lay it on thick, Phyl. Tell them Major Warren’s off on a vital mission for the war. It was an emergency, he needed someone to look after Hector, and you had to volunteer!” Annie crouched down next to Hector and put her arms around his neck.

   “As if Major Warren would ask me to look after his dog!” Phyl said, but she was wavering.

   “Yes, but they don’t know that, do they? Come on, Phyl. He’s a sweetheart and we can’t leave him here to starve.”

   Phyl sighed and looked down at Hector, who was slumped on to his bottom with his legs sticking out sideways now, leaning lovingly against Annie. It would be cruel to abandon him again.

   “I suppose so,” she said. “But you have to back me up in front of Mum and Dad.”

   “Of course!” Annie nodded angelically.
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   “Are you mad?” Mrs Dean was poking at a pan of potatoes boiling on the stove and had turned scarlet with the heat. “When have we ever said we wanted a dog?”

   “Well, never,” Phyl admitted, looking sideways at Annie. “But it’s for work, Mum! Major Warren – he got suddenly called away.”

   “And you know what that means,” Annie put in, nodding importantly.

   “I certainly do not,” Mum snapped, mopping at her forehead with one hand.

   “Yes, you do, Mum!” Annie tapped the side of her nose. “You know where Phyl works. He’s working …”

   “It was all very unexpected,” Phyl said. That at least was true. She hated lying to Mum. Hector was pressed up tight against Annie’s legs, his tail tucked in and his head down. He seemed to know to make himself look smaller. Like a dog who wasn’t going to demand enormous meals.

   “How are we going to feed a huge great creature like that?” Mum demanded, clearly not fooled. “And he looks vicious to me.”

   “Oh, Mum, he isn’t!” Annie crouched down and put her arms around Hector’s neck. “He’s ever so friendly. You can pat him, go on.”

   “Why ever would I want to pat that dirty creature? He shouldn’t be in my kitchen!”

   “Lily, have you seen … What is that?” Mr Dean loomed in the kitchen doorway, staring at them all.

   Hector, unfortunately, decided that he didn’t like people who loomed over his girls. He let out a soft growl and lifted one side of his muzzle to show his teeth.

   “Look at the size of those teeth,” Mum said. “I told you he was fierce!”

   “You brought a dog home? Where did you get him from?” Dad crouched down, sitting back on his heels, just as Dan came trailing down the passage from the shop to see what was going on. “That’s not some old mongrel you’ve found hunting through a rubbish heap, is it? He’s got a pedigree, that dog. Here, boy.”

   Hector glanced uncertainly at Annie, who patted him. “Good dog. Say hello then. Say hello to the nice man.”

   Hector crept across the kitchen, his whip-like tail swinging, and allowed Dad to stroke him. He then licked Dan’s hand as their brother reached over to pat him too.

   Dad nodded approvingly. “Reminds me of that little white terrier I had when we first met, Lily. Remember him? Prince, I called him. Course, he was about a quarter the size of this lad.”

   Phyl and Annie exchanged a hopeful look. Phyl had forgotten Dad used to have a dog.

   “He’s a beauty. Aren’t you, boy?” Dan ran Hector’s soft ears through his fingers and Hector moaned happily. “He’s got a grand collar on as well. Good thick leather and a shiny brass buckle.”

   “Phyl brought him home from work,” Mum explained. “Some officer got called away suddenly and needed someone to look after his dog! But why on earth did it have to be our Phyl?” She swung round to face Phyl again. “I hope he’s giving you money for feeding him. A dog that size, he’ll eat us out of house and home!”

   Phyl crossed her fingers behind her back and nodded. Clearly her little store of savings from her wages would have to go on scraps for Hector.

   Dan seems to like him too, Phyl thought, watching as Hector slumped against Dan’s knees, his back legs sticking out like an old stuffed toy. That’s going to help with persuading Mum. She knew that her parents were worried about Dan too. Their brother was safe from the fighting now, but he was so quiet and lonely, and he still hardly slept.

   Dan was smiling down at the big dog and he’d found the exact spot on Hector’s spine that needed scratching. But then, all of a sudden, Hector leaped up, let out a volley of barks and shot out into the passageway, sending Dan toppling against the door frame.

   “What’s he doing?” Mum gasped. “Don’t tell me that’s going to happen every time a customer walks into the shop!”

   Annie chased Hector down the passage and into the storeroom, full of barrels and sacks of groceries, ready to restock the shop. “Oh! Dad, Dan, come quick!”

   “What’s he done?” Dan strode after her, with Dad and Phyl hurrying behind.

   Annie stood in the storeroom doorway, grimacing. She pointed at Hector, standing proudly next to the flour sacks, with one paw on the most enormous, and very dead, rat. Phyl felt the hair stand up on her arms. She knew there were rats in the storeroom, there always were, but she hated their scrabbly little feet and pinkish tails.

   Dan crouched down beside him and rubbed his ears again. “Good lad!”

   “Ah, he’s a ratter!” Dad grinned. The storeroom was full of traps, but rats were the bane of his life. “Well, that settles it. He can stay. I’ll talk to Fred over at the butcher’s about keeping some scraps for him.”

   Annie frowned – her sweet Hector had blood at the corner of his mouth and his tail was wagging wildly. Clearly, he was enjoying himself.

   “They’ll let him stay if he’s useful,” Phyl said.

   Annie nodded. “I know … it was just a surprise. What if Mum’s right, after all? He seemed so gentle, I hadn’t thought he could be fierce.” Then she brightened up and whispered to Phyl, “He’s like a secret weapon! The perfect dog for a spy!”
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   Be prepared. I said in one of my former notes to you: “The Zeppelins are coming.” Well, they have come, and they will come again, maybe to London, maybe to Manchester, maybe to anywhere where women and children are gathered. Are you prepared for them?


   Lt.-General Sir Robert Baden-Powell, K.C.B., The Girl Guides’ Gazette, October 1915

   Phyl pressed close against Mum in the dark. She could feel her trembling – her mother, who was brave enough to stand up to a riot.

   “We should go back inside,” Mum murmured, but she didn’t move. The whole family were frozen in the doorway – Lily, Ernest, Dan, Annie and Phyl – caught by the low, droning hum that echoed through the sky.

   The girls were in their nightclothes. The shivering rumble of the airship had started up as they were getting ready for bed, and they’d come rushing down to find their parents and Dan standing at the back door, gazing up at the clouds. Hector had only been with them a few hours, but he seemed quite determined that it was his duty to protect his new family. He’d pulled Annie back by her nightdress when she’d tried to step out into the yard. Now Annie was holding tight on to Hector’s collar, in case he decided to rush out and bark at the Zeppelins.

   “Where do you think it is?” Phyl asked. “Is it close?”

   Dad shook his head. “Hard to tell. The sound carries … If it was close, they’d have warned us. The police are supposed to send someone out. We could have gone to Russell Square Underground station.” He frowned. “We could go now, I suppose.”

   “We’re safer indoors, surely,” Mum murmured. “Perhaps we should send the children down to the cellar.”

   Phyl shuddered. The cellar was damp and it was probably where that enormous rat from earlier had got in. “I’d rather stay with you,” she whispered, and Mum put an arm around her.

   “You’re right, we should stay together …”

   “I can see it,” Dan gasped, staring up into the darkness as little puffs of orange flame outlined a huge, cigar-shaped airship, gliding overhead. “Oh my God! They’re shooting at it.”

   “They’ll be using those massive guns on the backs of lorries, I reckon,” Dad said. “They were in the paper. Have they hit it? It’s not stopping …”

   “They’re hard to bring down,” Dan muttered. “They used to send them over to get a look at the trenches.”

   There was a bigger flash then, so bright and huge it seemed it could only be a few streets away. Then half a second later, a crash they could feel more than they could see.

   “That’s it. We can’t stay out here, it’s not safe. We’re going down to the cellar.” Dad shoved the girls away from the door, rough with panic. “Get down the stairs!”

   Annie tugged at Hector’s thick leather collar, but the dog wouldn’t budge. He was glaring up at the dark sky, obviously terrified by the noise, the red glare in the distance and the strange, ghostly fingers of the searchlights.

   “You two, go on,” Dan said, slipping his one arm around the dog’s barrel chest and heaving him back so Dad could shut the door. “Come on, old lad. You come downstairs with us.”

   Hector cast a suspicious look at the door – there was still a faint rumbling sound outside – then he followed Dan as they hurried down the steps.

   Phyl huddled up on an old tea chest next to Annie. There wasn’t really enough room for both of them, but they needed the closeness.

   “It sounded like it was just round the corner,” Annie whispered.

   “Yes, but it’s gone now.”

   “You don’t know that!” Annie dug her elbow into Phyl’s ribs and Phyl grunted.

   “All right. I don’t know, but I’m choosing to believe that it has,” she said breathlessly.

   They were silent for a while, listening to Dad and Dan trying to work out where the bomb had fallen. Hector was snuffling around in the corners of the cellar and Phyl was sure he was sniffing out rats. What if he chased one over towards her bare toes? She shuddered and curled her feet up against the tea chest.

   “What are you going to do tomorrow?” Annie whispered in her ear. “You have to find out what’s happened to Major Warren.”

   “Shh!” Phyl hissed back, glancing worriedly at Mum.

   “They’re not listening to us. You’ve got to go on detecting, Phyl!”

   “How, exactly?” Phyl said. “All we did today was bring home a dog we didn’t want, Annie. It was a dead loss.”

   Annie poked her in the side again. “I don’t know how you can say that when we rescued Hector!”

   Phyl let out a sigh. “But we don’t know anything more than we did this morning.”

   Annie leaned her head on her sister’s shoulder. “Major Warren can’t stay disappeared for ever, can he? You’re working in an office full of spies, Phyl. Sooner or later someone’s going to notice that he’s gone.”
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   Phyl turned the handle to open the ladies’ lavatory door and then stopped, cursing under her breath. The lavatory was still out of order. There was a neatly lettered sign just in front of her nose and she could smell whatever it was blocking the pipes, a nasty whiff seeping out under the door. She’d have to run all the way up to the third floor again. It wasn’t really that far, but it felt like it today, after her frightened, broken night.

   They’d eventually staggered up out of the cellar sometime after midnight, but it had taken her much longer to get to sleep. On the bus to work that morning, everyone had been talking about the Zeppelin raid – how many bombs had been dropped and how many people had been killed. One of the bombs had fallen just off the Strand, so close to the office.

   It could have been us, was all Phyl could think.

   “Oh no. It’s not still locked shut, is it?” Someone leaned over her shoulder and Phyl caught a whiff of lily of the valley scent, one that mingled horribly with the ripe smell of the blocked pipes. Miss Hammond.

   “Meg said it was something to do with the pipes,” Phyl said. “It’s been nearly a week now, but Jakes still can’t get hold of anyone to sort it out. It smells awful, doesn’t it?”

   “Typical,” Miss Hammond muttered. “Do come away, Phyl. That smell can’t be good for your health.” She hurried back a few steps, covering her nose, and Phyl followed. “You know, there are more women than men working here now? It’s ridiculous, just this tiny little room for two whole floors of us.”

   Phyl nodded. She hadn’t realised that the women outnumbered the men in the office, but it made sense, given that only women worked in the Registry, the department that tracked all the documents in and out of the building, and kept the card index of suspicious characters.

   Miss Hammond sighed. “Well, I haven’t time to go all the way to the third floor now.”

   “Phyl!” Ruby came pelting along the corridor. “There you are. I’ve been looking all over for you.”

   Phyl found herself smiling. It was the first time Ruby had spoken to her in ages. Perhaps they could be friends again? “We were just—”

   “We have to go down to the dining room,” Ruby interrupted, and Phyl suddenly noticed how worried her face was. “There’s a meeting. Miss Roubaud wants to see all of us.”

   Phyl darted an apologetic smile at Miss Hammond, who was watching them curiously, then hurried after Ruby. “What’s wrong? Is it about wanting us to be serious young ladies again?”

   “No, something much worse, I think. Miss Roubaud’s in a terrible state. She looks as if she’d like to bite someone if she wasn’t so proper. Sara heard some of the others saying something’s gone missing.”

   Phyl felt a cold hand squeeze around her heart. Missing! This was it! They’d worked out that Major Warren wasn’t on holiday. It wasn’t anything to do with you, she told herself. All you did was give a beast of a man a good scare. It’s just a coincidence that he disappeared the very next day.

   “A document, I think,” Ruby went on as they scurried down the last flight of stairs.

   Oh, a document. Phyl took a shaky breath. It really wasn’t anything to do with her, then. Except … a missing document, a missing officer – could they be connected?

   Miss Roubaud was waiting at the front of the dining room, with eighteen Guides lined up in front of her by their floors. Meg beckoned hurriedly to Ruby and Phyl, and they scurried into the first row.

   “Now that we’re all here” – Miss Roubaud glared directly at Phyl – “I have some very worrying news. Of course you are aware, Guides, that your work here is crucial to the war effort. You have all signed the Official Secrets Act and you know that your work is under the strictest terms of secrecy. You are not to talk about it at all, to anyone.”

   Phyl could feel her heart hammering and she clenched her hands behind her back to stop herself scratching. Everything she’d said to Annie, and Annie had then told Minna … It wasn’t really about work, just about Major Warren. That wasn’t the same thing, was it?

   “You must certainly never, ever take any of the important documents you are trusted with out of this building.”

   Phyl glanced sideways to look at the others from her floor. They all looked worried, except for Sara, who was gazing at the ceiling. Phyl caught Ruby’s eye and they gave each other a tiny shrug. So Ruby didn’t know what Miss Roubaud was talking about either.

   “A top-secret document has gone missing.” Spots of red appeared over Miss Roubaud’s cheekbones. “And it seems that one of you girls is responsible.”

   There was a sharp intake of breath all around, followed by an outbreak of whispering.

   “Silence!”

   Meg put up her hand and everyone stared at her. Phyl wondered how she was brave enough.

   “What is it, Margaret?” Miss Roubaud snapped.

   “I’m sure it wasn’t any of us. We wouldn’t, we really wouldn’t. We do believe in what we signed up to do.”

   Miss Roubaud seemed to thaw a little, her rigid posture relaxing slightly. “I hope so. But the document was found to be missing early on Thursday morning, after you girls had cleaned the offices. I’m afraid it points strongly to one of you having taken it.”

   “It doesn’t!” Ruby whispered to Phyl. “People are always coming in early for all sorts of reasons. They’re just blaming us because it’s easy!”

   Phyl gave a tiny nod. Ruby was right. It was easy to blame the Guides – to say that they were young and unreliable. Very much the sort of thing the real culprit would rely on, she thought, frowning to herself.

   “It may well have been some sort of mistake. I do hope that none of my Guides would deliberately steal vital documents.” Miss Roubaud smiled thinly. “I expect the Guide concerned to own up at once.”

   There was a horrible silence, broken only by the shuffling of feet. One of the girls in the row behind Phyl started sobbing quietly and the girl next to her whispered, “Oh, do put a sock in it, Hilda.”

   “I see,” Miss Roubaud said grimly. “Well, I had hoped that your better nature would show itself, but clearly not. Ruby, come here.”
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   Honour is the most sacred thing to uphold; no Guide would do a dishonourable thing, or tell a lie, or steal, but would rather lose her life than her honour.


   The Handbook for Girl Guides

   For a moment, Ruby didn’t move. She looked utterly shocked – but not as shocked as Phyl was. Ruby couldn’t have stolen a secret document! Ruby was smart as paint, and cheeky with it, and spent half her time teaching the other girls how to do the two-step, but Phyl would have put good money on her being absolutely committed to the work they were doing.

   She put her hand on Ruby’s arm and Ruby looked back, bewildered.

   “Ruby Finch!”

   “I don’t believe it!” Phyl hissed as Ruby shook off her hand and stumbled forward.

   “She can’t have done,” Meg whispered.

   “Back to work, girls. Guides, dismissed,” Miss Roubaud called, taking Ruby by the arm and disappearing up the stairs.

   No one went back to work, of course. The first-floor messengers gathered into a tight knot to talk, while the Guides from the other floors cast them sideways glances and whispered excitedly, until Doris shushed them.

   “Ruby wouldn’t do something like that,” Phyl said.

   “No, she wouldn’t,” Sara said, slowly but decisively. “Why would she? Are they saying she’s a German spy?”

   “What a parcel of nonsense,” Meg said, pursing her mouth.

   “It is nonsense, isn’t it?” Phyl turned to her eagerly. “How can they think she would?”

   “Perhaps they reckon someone paid her,” Florrie put in. “I mean, Ruby’s always smart, isn’t she? The nicest bows in her hair, and good shoes and stockings. I’m not saying I believe it!” she added quickly, catching Phyl’s angry stare. “Just that’s what someone who doesn’t know her might think.” She put her hands on her hips and added, “I don’t know why you’re so cross with me for saying it, Phyl, given you and Ruby haven’t spoken to each other in weeks!”

   “It was all just a stupid misunderstanding,” Phyl muttered. “It doesn’t matter now. We’ve got to prove Ruby didn’t do it.” She suddenly felt cold all over and clutched at Meg’s arm. “Are they going to put her in prison?” She could see it now – Ruby handcuffed and stuffed into a Black Maria to be taken off to Holloway Gaol …

   Meg shook her head. “I don’t think so. It looked to me like they wanted to brush it under the carpet. Miss Roubaud wanted her to own up to be an example to the rest of us. If the police were involved, they’d have whisked her away without any of that fuss.”

   “That can’t be right,” Sara said. “We signed the Official Secrets Act, remember. If Ruby were a spy – or she’d sold information to spies – wouldn’t they have to prosecute her?”

   “The police could be taking her this very minute,” Phyl gasped, breaking into a run. The other three girls pounded up the stairs after her.

   But instead of burly policemen marching Ruby away, they found Ruby in the messengers’ room, with Miss Hammond watching over as her as she fetched her things. Ruby was even paler than usual, with a strange pinched look to her face, while Miss Hammond looked embarrassed and apologetic.

   “She’s not supposed to talk to anyone …” Miss Hammond murmured as the girls came crowding in. “But … well. You’re all here and I can’t really stop you.” She smiled apologetically at Phyl, then walked away to stand just outside the door.

   “Ruby!” Phyl tried to touch her arm, but Ruby shook her off.

   “You heard what she said, you’re not supposed to talk to me.”

   “We all know it’s not true,” Meg said firmly.

   Ruby whipped round. “No, you don’t!” she snapped. “You don’t know anything.”

   They stared at her as she slumped down into one of the chairs. “I didn’t take anything from Major Warren’s office. No document, not anything. But you don’t know that. I might be a spy. I can’t prove that I’m not.”

   “Are they chucking you out?” Florrie asked.

   “Well, of course they are!” Sara said, sounding surprised.

   “Thanks,” Ruby muttered.

   “I only meant it was a silly question,” Sara said. “They’d hardly keep you if they’re saying you stole an important document.” She eyed Ruby curiously. “What I want to know is, why aren’t the police here? Why are they just sending you away?”

   Ruby’s eyes were bright with tears now. “You actually want them to arrest me?”

   “No, you duffer! Ruby, think.” Meg looked around to check that Miss Hammond was still outside and lowered her voice. “Sara’s right. They should be arresting you as a spy. If they’re not, it means they don’t have any evidence. That clerk doesn’t believe it was you either. I’m sure of it. She looks as though she thinks this is all an awful mistake. She’s letting us talk to you, for a start!”

   “They can’t have you arrested because they know the police wouldn’t be able to pin it on you,” Phyl put in.

   Ruby sat up straighter and stared around the circle of girls, a spark of hope flaring in her eyes.

   “They’re trying to cover something up!” Phyl went on excitedly. “If you didn’t take that document – and we know you didn’t, Ruby – then someone else must have done!”

   Meg nodded. “They’re just saying it was you because it’s easier than admitting that they don’t know who did it.”

   “I’m a scapegoat,” Ruby said dully, sinking back into the chair. “It doesn’t make any difference, though, does it? I can’t prove I’m innocent. And I’ve lost my job.”

   “It’s so unfair!” Phyl hissed furiously.

   “And it’s dangerous.” Sara put the end of one of her shiny plaits in her mouth and nibbled it. “Blaming this on Ruby means that the real thief’s getting off scot-free.”

   “You must have gathered your things by now, Miss Finch,” Miss Hammond called from the doorway. “Miss Roubaud asked me to see you – well, off the premises …”

   Ruby stood up, holding a string bag of odds and ends that had gathered in their room over the weeks she’d worked at Watergate House.

   “I’ll see you at Guides,” Phyl told her, diving forward and gripping Ruby’s shoulder. “Tomorrow night. Don’t you even think about not coming.”

   “What will Miss Lynley say when she hears they’ve sacked me?” Ruby wailed. Now she really was crying. Phyl could feel the tears soaking into the shoulder of her blouse.

   “She won’t believe that you did it either,” she assured Ruby. “And besides, we’re going to prove it that you didn’t.”

   “Come along, Miss Finch.” Miss Hammond beckoned.

   “I will see you at Guides,” Ruby sniffed. Then she wiped her sleeve across her eyes and pulled her hat to a jaunty angle before marching out of the room.

   “I wonder why they chose Ruby,” Phyl said thoughtfully as their footsteps died away.

   “You shouldn’t have said that we’d prove she was innocent,” Sara told her. “How on earth can we do that? It’s a lot harder to show someone didn’t do something, you know.”

   “I don’t care,” Phyl said stubbornly. “I’m going to. And Meg’s right, Miss Hammond didn’t look like she believed it either. I’ll start with her.”

   Phyl swallowed at the sudden bitter taste in her mouth. She’d been so worried about Ruby and what was going to happen to her that she hadn’t made the link. The document that was missing had disappeared from Major Warren’s office – and Major Warren had disappeared too. Maybe the major had taken the document himself and fled to Germany!

   No, that wouldn’t work, Phyl admitted reluctantly to herself. Even the most terrible spy wouldn’t leave behind a notebook full of secrets. But what if the theft of the document and Major Warren’s “holiday” were somehow connected?

   “You need to be careful, Phyl,” Sara warned her. “No one’s going to want to talk to us about this.”

   Phyl fought down her panic and eyed Sara hopefully. “Us?”

   Sara gave a little shrug. “Well, you’re right, it isn’t fair. And I’d like to think someone would fight for me if I was caught up in something like this.”

   “Me too.” Meg nodded. “I’ll help. I’m supposed to be your patrol leader – it’s not just ordering you all about, I’m meant to stick up for you too. I’m not abandoning Ruby.”

   “You mean, we’re all going to investigate?” Florrie asked a little nervously.

   “Actually, I might even have a clue.” Meg nodded thoughtfully. “Phyl, do you remember me telling you that Major Warren had a row with Lieutenant Friston? That he accused him of being a spy? Well, maybe we should find out what Friston was doing when the document was taken. Warren might actually have been right. I mean, it’s not impossible.”

   “Oh, good idea!” Phyl agreed.

   “I’ll follow that up.” Meg nodded, then she straightened her shoulders. “For the honour of the first-floor patrol!”

   For a moment, she looked a little embarrassed at herself for being so keen, until Phyl and Florrie and Sara joined in. “For the first-floor patrol!”
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   Hurrah for the life of the Guides,
For Honour’s a beautiful thing;
A Guide on her honour is true to her trust
And loyal to Country and King.


   By M. Ross, Patrol Leader, 1st Harrow Company, the Girl Guides’ Gazette, October 1915

   “Is this yours, Miss Hammond?” Phyl stood in the office doorway, holding out the handkerchief. It was actually one of Florrie’s – Phyl had lost hers, Sara’s had ink on, and Meg’s was beautifully embroidered with her initials, so Phyl couldn’t possibly pretend she thought that belonged to Miss Hammond. She didn’t like deceiving someone who’d been so kind to her, but needs must.

   “Oh, Phyllis … I’m very busy just now, I’m sorry.” Miss Hammond didn’t even look up.

   “It won’t take long. I only came to bring you this.” Phyl shook the handkerchief and Miss Hammond finally raised her head. “You dropped it in our room earlier.”

   “I don’t think that’s mine.” The clerk patted the sleeve of her blouse. “Yes, I have mine here.”

   “Oh, how odd.” Phyl gave a rather fake-sounding giggle. “I’m sorry. I can’t think whose it is then. Maybe Ruby left it behind.”

   Miss Hammond crossed her ankles and uncrossed them again, then rustled the letters on her desk. It really did seem as though she wasn’t happy about what had happened. Although it could just be that she was worried about the missing document. The atmosphere on the first floor was definitely sticky.

   “I hope Ruby’s mother won’t be too angry,” Phyl said. “She didn’t want her to come and work here, you know. She runs a dancing school and Ruby was supposed to help her there. But Ruby insisted. She wanted to do her bit for the war effort.” If Miss Hammond was already feeling sorry for Ruby, Phyl was going to milk that for all it was worth. “I still can’t believe Ruby took that document.” Phyl sighed. “I suppose someone must have paid her a lot of money for it. She does like buying pretty things.”

   Florrie had said the same. Ruby was known for it and it did make it more believable that she’d taken something. It had been shoes, the last couple of weeks. She’d gone on and on about buying new shoes, saying how much she hated her downtrodden old ones and she was saving up. Then on Friday she’d come in wearing beautiful black leather shoes with a button strap and a little heel, and pranced up and down the passageway, showing them off. She’d wanted to have them to wear at the bazaar with all those smart society ladies, Phyl guessed.

   Phyl remembered how cross she’d been when she’d seen those shoes, because she knew exactly when Ruby had bought them – the day before, when Phyl had seen her getting off the bus one stop early. But however annoying Ruby was, Phyl would have sworn up, down and sideways that she wasn’t a thief and a spy.

   Miss Hammond stared fixedly at her papers and Phyl pushed harder. Miss Hammond could only tell her to go away, after all. “Why did they think it was Ruby? Do you know?”

   “She was disinfecting the telephone in Major Warren’s room first thing that morning,” Miss Hammond murmured. “Then Miss Mansell – the other clerk in our office – noticed that the document wasn’t in the proper folder shortly afterwards. She did report it, but … Major Warren was away. No one realised how important it was, not until yesterday.”

   She glanced up, meeting Phyl’s eye. “I saw her. A red-headed Guide. I wasn’t really paying attention, but it had to be her. They made me say that I’d seen her, and I did see her! Just not clearly enough …” She shook her head and frowned at Phyl. “I shouldn’t be telling you all this and you shouldn’t be here. Go and get on with your work!”

   Phyl hurried off. Miss Hammond obviously wasn’t going to say anything else. But it had been worth talking to her. She hadn’t been sure it was Ruby, not really sure. All she’d seen was someone in a blue uniform, with red hair. Phyl stopped dead in the middle of the corridor.

   Meg had red hair too.

   From a distance, she and Ruby didn’t look all that different.
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   “It was you!” Phyl slammed the door of the messengers’ room behind her and glared at Meg.

   Meg stared at her upside down, draped over the arm of one of the basket chairs. “What?” she said, and then wriggled herself upright. “What’s the matter?”

   “I knew it wasn’t Ruby, but I never even considered it was you!”

   “Now, see here …” Florrie started to say, glancing anxiously at Meg.

   “No, don’t.” Meg waved at her to stop. “What are you talking about, Phyl?”

   “Miss Hammond didn’t see Ruby. Not for certain. She just saw a Guide with red hair disinfecting the telephones that morning. I always thought it was strange that we’d ended up with two red-headed girls working on our floor.” Phyl shook her head. “I can’t believe you let Ruby take the blame for you! But if you’re selling secret documents to the enemy, you’re hardly going to mind betraying a friend.”

   Meg sucked in a slow breath. The scattered freckles on her nose and cheeks showed up darker as her face whitened and her pale blue eyes glittered with rage. “I can understand why you’d say that,” she said, her voice tight. “I know Ruby’s in your Rose Patrol and you’re angry … but … but … how dare you?” She jumped up and Florrie grabbed at the back of her skirt. “Oh, I’m not going to slap her, Florrie. Let go!”

   “It wasn’t Ruby, so it has to be you,” Phyl said stubbornly, but she was starting to feel doubtful. Was Meg that good an actor? A spy would have to be, she supposed … But it wasn’t as if Meg needed to do it for the money.

   “You have an older brother, don’t you?” Meg said, and Phyl blinked at her. What did that have to do with anything? “He came home, but he was injured. He’d lost an arm. Ruby told me.” She gasped in another breath. “You don’t know how jealous I am of you.”

   Phyl’s eyes widened. “Why?”

   “He might be wounded, but he’s here. Both my older brothers are dead. They were in the same regiment and they died at Ypres. Along with all the men in their companies, apart from two.”

   “Oh …” Phyl whispered.

   “And you think I’m stealing secrets for the Germans! I’m here because I want to pay them back! And because I couldn’t bear to be at home, watching my mother spend all her time trying to talk to my dead brothers in her dressing-table mirror. My father’s working for the War Office and he practically never comes home because he can’t stand it either.”

   “I’m sorry,” Phyl muttered, staring at the floor. She didn’t know what else to say.

   “I don’t know why you were so certain it was Meg,” Sara pointed out. “I thought we all agreed Ruby was a scapegoat?”

   “Yes, but Miss Hammond saw one of the Guides taking the document …” Phyl murmured.

   “But she didn’t,” Meg said. She sat back down and pressed her hands against her cheeks for a moment. “Oh, sit down, Phyl. Don’t stand there looking anguished. You were just sticking up for Ruby.”

   Phyl crept to a chair and curled up in it.

   “Miss Hammond didn’t actually see the document being taken, did she?” Meg went on. “She saw a Guide out of the corner of her eye, disinfecting the telephones. I expect someone leaned on her to say for definite. I know you’re pally with her, Phyl, but she probably needed to get herself out of trouble too.”

   “She said she wasn’t really sure what she’d seen,” Phyl admitted. “And they badgered her.”

   Meg nodded. “Thursday – that would have been Ruby, it was her turn.” She twisted her mouth in a grimace. “It’s going to be hard to prove she’s innocent, you know.”

   “No!” Phyl sat up straight. “It wasn’t! It was you. I mean, not you that took anything, but it was you doing her cleaning duty that morning. Don’t you remember? Ruby was late that Thursday.” Phyl let out a crow of laughter. “She was buying those new shoes she made such a fuss about the next day! It’ll be in Jakes’s book that she was late – written down! They can’t argue with that, can they? We’ve got proof! Real evidence that it wasn’t Ruby!”

   “You’re right!” Meg stared at her. “It can’t possibly have been Ruby! We’d better go and tell Miss Roubaud.”

   “She isn’t going to be pleased to hear it,” Sara pointed out. “It’s all very nice and tidy right now.”

   “I don’t know …” Meg frowned. “She can’t have wanted it to be one of us. We’re her perfect Guides, aren’t we? It doesn’t look good for her if one of us is a spy.”

   “But won’t the higher-ups just say that if it wasn’t Ruby, it must have been you?” Phyl said worriedly.

   “Most of the rest of this department does actually know who my father is, unlike you, muggins,” Meg said kindly. “No one’s going to suggest that his daughter’s a spy.” She shook her head happily. “No, they’ve messed up. They got Miss Hammond to swear she saw a redhead. We can prove it wasn’t Ruby and they won’t dare stick it on me. Not without causing a political incident. They’re going to have to go back to looking for the real thief.”

   “And so are we,” Phyl whispered.
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   Being the daughter of someone rather high up in the War Office was useful, Phyl discovered. Miss Roubaud was her usual haughty self when Meg and Phyl knocked on her office door, but she smiled at Meg and didn’t actually glare at Phyl.

   “Girls, I quite understand that you want to speak up for a friend. It’s admirable, but I’m afraid there’s conclusive proof that Miss Finch was the culprit. It’s hard to admit, of course, but we have all been gravely deceived. You mustn’t feel that it’s your fault, Margaret dear.”

   “There isn’t any proof, Miss Roubaud,” Meg said.

   “Really, Margaret. That’s going too far.”

   “There’s proof the other way,” Phyl broke in. “We can prove Ruby didn’t take the document. She wasn’t even here.”

   “What?” Miss Roubaud murmured.

   Meg smiled at her. “Ruby was late that morning. We checked – it’s in Jakes’s book. So you see, it couldn’t possibly have been her.”

   “Oh …” Miss Roubaud stared at them blankly for a moment. “But Miss Hammond saw her …”

   Meg shook her head. “She saw a red-headed Guide cleaning Major Warren’s telephone. And, well, that was me.”

   Miss Roubaud goggled at her. “You?”

   “Yes, so now it can’t have been Ruby, you’ll have to dismiss me instead.”

   Phyl made a strangled sort of noise and stared at Meg, but luckily Miss Roubaud was too shocked to notice.

   “Oh no, I don’t think …” she said. “I mean, you’re …”

   “Lady Margaret Stokely? Yes, but there’s just as much proof that I did it as there was Ruby did,” Meg pointed out.

   Phyl gaped at her. She’d worked out that Meg’s family was posh, but she hadn’t expected a title.

   “Mmmm.” Miss Roubaud frowned, then cast her eyes to the ceiling – obviously thinking of the officers on the upper floor and whoever it was who’d told her one of her Guides must be responsible. She drew in a deep breath. “You may leave it with me. I shall speak to those concerned.”

   “I suppose we are the obvious suspects,” Meg said thoughtfully. “Us Guides have only been working here a few weeks and some of the officers think that girls can’t possibly be reliable.”

   Phyl watched her admiringly. That was exactly the right tone to take with Miss Roubaud. She might be strict with the Guides, but Phyl had a sense that she’d fight like a tiger for her girls.

   “Ridiculous,” Miss Roubaud snapped. “You’re far more reliable than the Scouts were and infinitely better behaved. They should be grateful—” She broke off and shut her mouth tightly.

   “Who was it who noticed that the document was missing?” Meg asked, her voice lightly curious. “One of the clerks? I’m surprised they’d pick on us!”

   Miss Roubaud sighed. “I don’t think Miss Mansell meant to accuse any of you. She was asked who’d been in the office, that’s all.”

   Miss Mansell! Phyl leaned forward a little. Miss Hammond had mentioned her too. Miss Mansell was the clerk who worked in Major Warren’s department with Miss Hammond. Phyl didn’t know much about her, except that she clearly didn’t like Major Warren either. Could she be a possible suspect? It was probably a woman who’d pretended to be Major Warren’s char on the phone, after all.

   “And then Miss Hammond remembered it was a Guide with red hair,” Meg added.

   Miss Roubaud frowned. “As I said, girls, I shall speak to the officers concerned. I’ll explain that Ruby can’t have been involved.”

   “Has anyone asked Major Warren where the document is, miss? Couldn’t he have just taken it with him when he went on holiday?” Phyl asked, crossing her fingers in the folds of her skirt.

   She didn’t think the major was on holiday, of course, but surely the high-ups at MO5 had wondered about his sudden departure. Did they think it was odd? And had anyone else spotted the notebook? If Annie was right, and Major Warren really had been kidnapped – or even murdered – by a German spy, wasn’t it Phyl’s duty to tell someone what she’d found out, even if it meant losing her job?

   Except, given that most of MO5 were like Major Warren and thought that girls were silly and unreliable, they’d probably say she was just making up nonsense and then sack her anyway.

   “No one knows where the dratted man’s gone,” Miss Roubaud said crossly. “But the missing document is something that should never have been taken out of the building. Surely the major wouldn’t …” She trailed off. “Really, girls, this is not something we should be discussing,” she said, even though she’d been the one talking about it.

   “No, miss,” Phyl murmured as Miss Roubaud stood up. “But … what about Ruby?” She was all prepared to be told that was no concern of hers either, but Miss Roubaud nodded.

   “I shall send a telegram, telling her to report for work tomorrow at her usual time,” she said, then swept grandly out of the office.
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   “It can’t have been Friston,” Meg whispered to Phyl later that afternoon as they passed each other in the corridor. She drew Phyl to the side, and they huddled against the wall. “I asked one of the Guides on his floor what he was like to work for – I started off moaning about Major Warren, everyone knows he’s horrible. She said Lieutenant Friston was all right, he’s mostly polite, anyway. But the important bit is that she said he’s always being sent off to inspect the offices at the ports – where they’re checking foreigners coming into the country, you know.” She made a face. “He was away all last week.”

   Phyl sighed. “That’s a pity. I need to work out how to learn more about Miss Mansell. She’s not very chatty, is she? I can’t just wander in and start talking to her. But we have to. I mean, she works in the office where the document went missing.”

   “We should look into Miss Hammond too,” Meg said, eyeing Phyl curiously. “She works there as well. She could easily have taken something, just like Miss Mansell could. And she was the one who got Ruby into trouble.”

   Phyl chewed her bottom lip. “She had to say that, though, didn’t she?” she said stubbornly. “Everyone knows we clean the offices. She couldn’t pretend there wasn’t a Guide there.”

   Meg shrugged. “I still think she could have stood up for us a bit more. It feels like she threw Ruby to the wolves.”

   Phyl frowned. She didn’t like to think badly of Miss Hammond, but Meg had a point. “Perhaps we should make a list of everyone it could have been?” she suggested, changing the subject.

   “I was thinking that,” Meg agreed eagerly. “It’s ever such a lot of people, though. I honestly don’t know how we’re going to investigate all of them.” She shrugged. “Oh well. Just start at the beginning, I suppose.” She giggled. “Can you imagine us detecting Miss Roubaud? Or Doris!”

   Phyl smiled gratefully at her. She wouldn’t have had a hope looking into all those suspects on her own. Now it all felt a little more possible – even if Meg didn’t know that they were searching for a missing person as well as a missing document.
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   Every teacher a specialist. Most complete and best equipped school of its kind. Classic, Folk and Society dancing. Eurhythmics, Solfege and Improvising.


   Dance school advertisement, 1915

   Phyl had never been inside the Letitia Finch School of Dance, but she’d passed it a few times, admiring the gold-lettered sign and gleaming white stone steps. Luckily, the front door was wide open and Ruby was standing right there, wearing a white dancing tunic instead of her Guide uniform and holding a slip of yellow paper.

   “You got the telegram!” Phyl said, hurrying up the steps. “Miss Roubaud said she was going to send it, but I wanted to tell you what had happened myself. I mean, if it was me, I’d have hated to walk into the office tomorrow with absolutely no idea.”

   “What has happened?” Ruby demanded. “This just says to come to the office at nine! So I’m not sacked? Have they found who took the document?”

   “No. I mean, yes, you’re not sacked, but no, they haven’t found who really did it. It couldn’t have been you, though.” Phyl gave Ruby a sideways smile. “It was the day you were late!”

   Ruby sidestepped two little girls in lace-trimmed dresses, obviously on their way to a ballroom dancing lesson, then dragged Phyl into an empty practice room. “I didn’t even remember I wasn’t there,” she murmured as the pair of them sat down on the windowsill. “I was so frightened, my mind went blank. Then everything happened so quickly. They bundled me outside, and then I was on the pavement looking up at the place and I didn’t belong anymore. I didn’t think about that morning at all.”

   “It’s all right,” Phyl told her soothingly. “Miss Roubaud’s furious, but not with you. She knows someone made a fool out of her, laying the blame on the Guides.”

   “Doesn’t say much for them as spies, does it?” Ruby muttered. “If they didn’t check I was actually in the building before choosing me as their thief.”

   “I suppose they don’t actually look at us, do they?” Phyl said thoughtfully. “We’re just the girls in blue uniforms and hats. We’re too quiet and dutiful for them to notice.”

   Ruby nudged her. “Pretty typical that I managed to get out of trouble because I was late for work, isn’t it?”

   “Well, you said it, not me.” Phyl grinned and shook her head. “Trouble just slides off you.”

   Ruby flushed pink. “I wasn’t even held up in traffic on the bus,” she muttered. “I was buying my new shoes.”

   Phyl laughed. “We all know that,” she said, and Ruby went even pinker. “It’s why I remembered you were late that Thursday morning. Because I was so cross when you lied about the traffic.”

   “Why did you come to tell me now?” Ruby asked. “You don’t even like me!” She leaned closer. “Even though we weren’t speaking, you stuck up for me, and then you worked it all out, Phyl. You got me my job back.”

   Phyl felt herself flush scarlet now. “I do like you! I just … I don’t know you very well.” She shrugged. “And I reckoned Miss Roubaud wouldn’t be able to tell you much in a telegram.”

   She looked Ruby in the eye for a second, then ducked her head and sighed. “I was fed up because you kept on teasing me about the ink, that’s all. And I didn’t investigate all that well, you know. I even accused Meg of stealing the document. I say, did you know she’s a Lady?”

   “Yes, of course. And Lady Esme Stokely, who’s always in the picture magazines going to parties, that’s her sister.”

   “Meg said Miss Roubaud would never believe it was her who took the document and she was absolutely right,” Phyl said. “It doesn’t seem fair.”

   Ruby shrugged. “Not much of a surprise.”

   “I suppose not.” Phyl shook her head. “Meg thought it might have been Lieutenant Friston. Major Warren actually accused him of being a spy! But he was off visiting port offices all last week, so it wasn’t him either.” She frowned. “I wonder if we’ll ever find out who took it. Or what’s happened to Major Warren.”

   Ruby gave her a surprised look. “He’s on holiday, isn’t he?”

   Phyl gulped. She’d been thinking out loud and she’d forgotten that Ruby didn’t know about the major’s disappearance. She really would make a terrible spy. “I don’t think he is,” she said slowly, wondering how much to tell her. Then she sighed and decided to go with everything, since she’d already let slip the most important bit.

   Quite a lot had happened over the last week. Phyl hadn’t realised how much until she tried to explain it all. Ruby kept interrupting as well, even more than Annie had.

   Eventually Ruby leaned back against the window and shook her head. “So, I was accused of being a spy – and all this time you could have been a murderer? You’re never going to be able to give me another disapproving stare for dancing in work hours, Phyl. I’ll look at you and you’ll just know I’m thinking umbrella.” Then she put her hand on Phyl’s arm and added, “You do know I’m just teasing, don’t you? Major Warren was horrible, we all knew that. I wish I could have got him with an umbrella! But why did you go to his flat?”

   “He’d left that precious notebook of his on his desk. That one he’s always scribbling in. I knew he’d have taken it with him if he’d gone on holiday, so I thought maybe he hadn’t gone, after all …”

   “Foul play!” Ruby breathed, her eyes widening.

   “Maybe. Look, I’d better get home, Mum’s going to be wondering where I am. Meet you at the bus stop tomorrow morning?”

   Ruby shook her head. “I’ll come by the shop,” she said firmly. “We can walk over and get the bus together.”

   Phyl opened her mouth to protest but then closed it again. She had a feeling Ruby wasn’t going to change her mind, whatever she said.

   Ruby gave her a hug, while Phyl tried not to stand like a stick. “How are we going to find out what’s happened to Major Warren?”

   If anyone had asked Phyl the day before if she wanted Ruby investigating the major’s disappearance with her, she’d have been horrified. But now she had Ruby and Annie and Minna, and all the first-floor patrol. The prickly, panicky feeling inside her was starting to drain away.
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   “What did you do with those sausages I sent you to fetch yesterday, Annie?” Mum came into the kitchen from the larder. “They’re not in the meat safe. If that dog’s had them, I’ll turn him into sausages.”

   Annie looked up from a copy of The Gem that Phyl had bought her, blinking.

   Phyl glanced over at the penny paper, which had a dramatic aerial battle on the front cover, and shook her head. “She’s flying a Bristol Scout, Mum. Wake up, juggins!”

   Annie scowled at her. “I got them from Kennedy’s,” she said. “I didn’t forget them. A pound of sausages, like you said.”

   “So, where are they?” Mum snapped. “Put that dratted paper down and think!”

   Annie flung the paper down. “I put them in the meat safe in the larder,” she began self-righteously.

   Then she wrinkled her nose and Mum sighed.

   “I mean … I think I did. My boots were all dusty and I stopped to take them off so I wouldn’t track dust over the clean floor. I left them in the scullery.”

   Phyl shook her head. “And after you took your boots off, did you pick up the basket and put the sausages away? Or did you leave them in the scullery too?”

   “In the sun …” Mum wailed. “It’s so warm in there.”

   It was unseasonably hot for October, everyone kept saying so. Annie looked worriedly from Phyl to Mum. “I might have done,” she admitted, getting up from her chair and hurrying into the scullery. She came back slowly, holding the basket out in front of her as if it might bite.

   “They were under the sink,” she murmured.

   Mum reached into the basket and pulled out the squishy parcel. As she unwrapped the waxed paper, a strong stink of off sausages flooded the kitchen and she stepped back, pressing her hand against her nose.

   Hector surged into the kitchen, looking extremely hopeful, closely followed by Ruby, who’d come in through the shop.

   “Hello, Phyl. Are you ready? Is this Major Warren’s dog? He’s ever so friendly. Oh, good morning, Mrs Finch.” Then she stopped, lifting her hand to her nose. “Um, there’s a bit of a funny smell in here …”

   “I’m all out of patience with you, Annie,” Mum snapped. “Get off to school. Try and get them to teach you some common sense! Sorry, dear,” she added to Ruby. “You caught us at a bad moment.”

   Mum marched out of the kitchen, probably to go and complain about Annie to Dad, while Annie went to fetch her hat from the hooks in the passageway.

   “Annie forgot about them,” Phyl explained, nodding towards the sausages. “They’ve been sitting in the sun in the scullery. Sorry about the smell.” Then she stopped, her eyes widening. “I’ve just worked out what it reminds me of,” she said, her voice husky.

   When Annie came back in, the two older girls were still eyeing the oozing parcel of sausages.

   “Don’t let Hector get them,” Annie muttered. “He’ll make himself sick. You know he’ll eat anything.”

   “I think I might be sick,” Ruby murmured.

   “They don’t smell that bad,” Annie said, sounding surprised.

   “Do you think it really is?” Phyl wrapped the paper back over the greenish sausages and swallowed. Her mouth was full of spit and she felt like she might be sick too.

   “Well, how long’s he been missing?” Ruby started counting on her fingers. “Just over a week?”

   “What are you two going on about?” Annie asked, putting her hands on her hips. “Do you mean Major Warren? Have you found him?”

   “Not exactly,” Phyl said, exchanging glances with Ruby. “But we think we might know where he is. You know I was moaning about the ladies’ lavatory at the office being out of order and there being an awful smell? Everyone said it was something to do with the pipes …”

   “But it smells exactly like those sausages,” Ruby explained. “Sort of … rotting meat.”

   Annie looked down at the sausages and then up at her sister. “You mean, Major Warren’s corpse is stinking out the ladies’ lav? There’s actually a dead body?”
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   The Guides’ motto is: Be Prepared, which means you are always to be in a state of readiness in mind and body to do your DUTY.


   The Handbook for Girl Guides

   Ruby and Phyl were desperate to discuss their theory on the bus to work. But they could hardly talk about a dead body while they were squashed up against someone’s shopping on one side and an elderly pug dog on the other.

   “What are we going do?” Phyl mouthed.

   “I don’t know,” Ruby muttered. “Couldn’t we let Miss Roubaud deal with it?”

   “We can’t tell her,” Phyl said as they squeezed off the bus in the Strand. “We can’t tell anyone. How can I explain how I know he’s not on holiday? That I knocked him out, and then I swindled my way into his flat and stole his dog … I’m not going into all that with Special Branch, thank you very much.”

   “True. Couldn’t we just happen to find him in the lavatory?”

   “It’s locked.”

   Ruby frowned. “Is it? Or did everyone just see the notice and decide that it was?”

   “No, it actually is,” Phyl said. “I tried the handle the other day, when I forgot it was out of order. If you were hiding a body, you wouldn’t just leave the door unlocked, would you?”

   “I wouldn’t hide a body somewhere so stupid in the first place,” Ruby said, then smiled at an elderly gentleman in horn-rimmed glasses who was giving her a horrified look as he walked past. “Just a magazine story we’re reading!” she said brightly.

   “It is a stupid place, though!” Ruby went on, lowering her voice. “Sooner or later Jakes is going to get hold of a plumber, or try to see to the pipes himself. It isn’t like the body’s just going to disappear.”

   “I suppose whoever hid it meant to go back and move it somewhere safer,” Phyl mused. “Maybe they haven’t had the chance yet. Or perhaps they only needed the body to stay hidden for long enough for them to get away?”

   “Or maybe they were trying to set up an alibi!” Ruby suggested.

   “Or they just panicked.” Phyl sighed. She could definitely understand that.

   “Mmmm. So we’re going to have to steal Jakes’s keys,” Ruby said as they reached the steps of Watergate House.

   “Ruby!”

   “Once I’ve been to see Miss Roubaud so she can give me my job back now you’ve proved I’m not a spy.”
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   “So, what did she say?” Phyl pounced on Ruby as she came out of Miss Roubaud’s office.

   Ruby smirked. “She said it had all been an unfortunate misunderstanding. And then she told me off for being late! Guides are punctual and reliable, Ruby dear. Punctuality is the politeness of princes, remember.”

   “That’s it?” Phyl murmured. “After she sacked you in front of everyone?”

   “I know.” Ruby’s smile slipped. “I wish she’d tell everyone it wasn’t me. But I was so glad to have my job again, I didn’t dare argue for more. I know you would have done.”

   Phyl stared at her. “Me?”

   Ruby nodded. “You don’t let people get away with things.” She gave a shrug. “Never mind. How are we going to get hold of Jakes’s keys?”

   “Could we fake something?” Phyl suggested. “Like Lucy and her wound at Guides when we did first aid, remember?” She straightened up. “What about a nosebleed? If I had a nosebleed in front of Jakes, you could borrow his keys to put down the back of my neck.”

   “Of course,” Ruby said airily. “But where are we going to get the blood from?”

   “I can get some red ink from the stationery cupboard, if you take care of the cocoa?”

   Phyl’s main worry with faking a nosebleed was trying not to get the disgusting mixture of red ink and cocoa down the front of her blouse. While the fake blood might fool Jakes at a distance, it was not going to fool her mother when she had to wash it.

   “Just be careful,” she hissed as Ruby artistically finger-painted drips down her chin, then poured a hefty slug of the mixture into Phyl’s handkerchief.

   “It’s all right, I’m done. You look absolutely frightful. Ready? We’ll go in the lift, then you can stumble out in front of Jakes.”

   They hurried out of the third-floor lavatory, with Phyl clamping her handkerchief over her nose. Ruby pressed the call button and eventually the lift ground to a halt in front of them.

   Foster, the elderly lift operator, stared out at them in dismay. “You’re not bringing her in here like that!”

   “Don’t be mean, Foster. She can’t go all the way down three flights of stairs in this state,” Ruby told him. “She might faint.”

   Phyl mumbled something and looked pleadingly at Foster over the top of the hankie.

   “She says she promises not to drip,” Ruby told him and Foster waved them in, grumbling. One of the men from the fourth floor, who was standing in the corner, took one look at Phyl and left the lift fast.

   “Well, how rude!” Ruby said. “It’s not as if you’re catching.”

   Phyl nodded, but actually she was quite pleased – she really must look as if she was covered in blood. Foster shut the doors with a clang and they rocketed down to the ground floor. He obviously wanted to get rid of them as soon as possible.

   She stumbled out of the lift with Ruby calling, “Jakes! Jakes! Can I borrow your keys, please? Phyl’s got the most awful nosebleed. My mum always says the best thing is to put a big bunch of keys down the back of your neck. She runs a dancing school, there’s always little ones getting nosebleeds.”

   Phyl gazed mournfully at Jakes, who was already reaching back to get his keys from their hook.

   “It’s ever so close today,” Ruby rambled on. “Some people get nosebleeds when it’s going to thunder. I do think it might thunder, don’t you? Oh, thank you, Jakes. Would you mind turning away for a moment, please? I’ll have to loosen her blouse to put the keys down her back.”

   Jakes went scarlet under his moustache and turned around. Phyl undid her collar, while Ruby searched frantically through the tiny labels to find the right key and detached it from the ring. Then she slipped the bunch of keys down the back of Phyl’s neck and held them there. “How does that feel?” she asked. “Is it stopping? Oh, you can turn round, Jakes. She’s quite decent now.”

   “Pinch her nose,” Jakes said. “That’ll help. Good God! Ahem, apologies for language. Do you think she needs a doctor?”

   Phyl had tried taking the handkerchief off, but she put it on again quickly as Jakes reeled back. Perhaps the ink and cocoa combination was a little too realistic.

   “No, no, it’s definitely stopping. The keys have done the trick,” Ruby assured him, dragging them out of Phyl’s blouse and handing them back. “Thanks for your help, Jakes. You’re a gem.”

   “I can’t believe that worked,” Phyl muttered as they dashed up the stairs. “How bad does my face look?”

   “Truly awful. But I think it’ll come off if we scrub it.” She stopped dead and Phyl nearly crashed into her. “We’ve just given ourselves a perfect excuse to try the lavatory door! We can say you were desperate to get tidied up and we thought it would be all right since we were only going to use the basin. So you tried the door and it wasn’t locked.” She grinned evilly at Phyl. “If I unlock it first, you won’t even be lying.”

   Then Ruby’s grin faded and the two of them stood still, looking at each other.

   “Do you really think he’s in there?” Ruby whispered, and Phyl grimaced.

   “Probably. It seems too much of a coincidence, doesn’t it?”

   “It was fun getting the key.” Ruby swallowed. “But now …”

   “I suppose we’d better just go and do it.” Phyl stomped back up the stairs, still pressing the handkerchief to her face. Even as they came to the lavatory, all she could smell was cocoa and the sour scent of ink. “Are you ready?”

   Ruby twisted the key in the lock, then Phyl turned the handle. All at once they were hit with a wave of stench that was so thick and heavy it seemed to roll out of the door. Ruby reeled back against the wall and Phyl gagged as the smell mixed disgustingly with cocoa.

   There was a cleaning cupboard just inside the lavatory, where the mop and bucket were kept. Phyl pointed out the dark stain seeping underneath the double doors.

   “Let’s both do it,” Ruby murmured. Then they each put a hand on one of the handles and pulled.

   A body slumped out of the cupboard, landing at their feet. Phyl jumped back, desperate not to let the body touch her shoes, while Ruby let out a deafening scream.

   Major Warren’s face leered up at them, bloated and greenish – but still chillingly recognisable in his blood-stained uniform.
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   SOME THINGS NOT PRINTED IN THE NEWSPAPERS
Spies with English wives—Hundreds of spies convey information back to Germany—Cipher Messages and their secrets—The meaning of signal lights—A quiet talk with the hearer—How the truth is concealed.
Drastic action required to combat the grave perils which now beset our nation.


   
   
   Advertisement for a lecture by William Le Queux, Beckenham Journal, October 1915

   The moment Phyl got back from work, Annie hustled her into the empty kitchen and proceeded to pump her for information.

   “You were right, weren’t you? You look awful – you’re ever so pale. Is that why they sent you home early? Do you need some tea?”

   Phyl shuddered. “Everyone’s been giving us sweet tea all day, I couldn’t drink another cup. Miss Roubaud said I should go home. Ruby too. We’ve got to be back at work as usual tomorrow, though. Special Branch officers want to talk to us about finding the body.”

   “Were you sick when he fell out of the cupboard?” Annie asked.

   “No. Almost, though. I think I might have been if I hadn’t still had the handkerchief pressed over my face. One of the officers who came when Ruby screamed was. He said something about bones in the mud, then he was sick all over the floor.”

   “What are you two talking about?” Dan demanded. He’d been lugging a sack of rice up from the cellar, tucked clumsily under his one arm, but now he was standing at the kitchen door. Hector had been trotting at Dan’s heels. The dog pushed past him and came to greet Phyl too.

   “Phyl found a body!”

   “Don’t be stupid,” Dan said automatically in an older brother sort of way. But then he saw Phyl’s face and set down the sack of rice, so he could come over and crouch down beside her. “What, really? Where?”

   “At the office.” Phyl wondered if Dan had seen bodies over in Belgium. Hector pressed his nose against her skirt and Phyl rubbed his head. He didn’t seem to know that his owner was dead. “In the cleaning cupboard in the ladies’ lavatory.”

   “You shouldn’t be working in that place!”

   Phyl sucked in an angry breath and her hands tightened on Hector’s ears, making him squirm. All the fear and stress that she’d been bottling up for days came surging out. The relief too, because there had been blood all down Major Warren’s front and Phyl was fairly sure he had been stabbed. That meant she hadn’t murdered him, after all.

   “Why? Why shouldn’t I be working? Do you think Annie and I don’t care about the war? You fought! You volunteered – you went before you were even called up. I know it was awful, but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t worth doing.”

   “Nothing was worth that,” Dan muttered, and the two girls stared at him in shock. That was not the sort of thing soldiers were supposed to say. They were fighting to save their country, to protect poor Belgium, which had been so savagely invaded. Germany had to be stopped – everyone knew that. And Dan was meant to know it more than anyone.

   “What I’m doing helps stop more men dying in the trenches,” Phyl told him.

   Dan shook his head angrily and when Hector went to him, head down and tail wagging in concern, he pushed him off, half falling sideways and cursing furiously as he lost his balance.

   “Get out of it!” he muttered to Hector, then stormed out of the room.

   “Do you think he’ll tell Mum I shouldn’t be working there?” Phyl asked Annie. “You know she listens to him.”

   Annie made a face. “Maybe. But they’re proud of you. They know it’s an important job.” She crouched down next to Hector, who was looking miserable. “Don’t you listen to him. You’re a good dog. A beautiful dog, aren’t you?”

   Phyl snorted and Annie glared at her. “He is beautiful! And Dan knows it too, when he isn’t in a foul mood. Hector’s special.” She scratched the bull terrier under his chin, murmuring endearments. Then she sat up straight and peered closer at Hector’s collar. “Phyl, have you seen this?”

   “What?” Phyl blinked at her.

   “The collar. The stitching’s coming undone.”

   Phyl shrugged. “We can take it to the cobbler. I expect they can sew it back up.”

   “There’s something inside.” Annie unbuckled Hector’s thick, studded collar and the dog shook himself delightedly, flapping his ears as if he’d had a weight lifted off.

   Annie laid the collar on Phyl’s lap and showed her the slit in the top, where two layers of leather had been stitched together and were fraying away. “I think that’s been sewn up by someone who didn’t know what they were doing,” she said, pulling at one of the threads.

   “What, someone even worse at sewing than you?”

   Annie ignored her. “This thread’s a different colour, see.” She then dug her nails into the pocket between the two layers and pulled out two small pieces of notepaper, covered in handwritten capitals. “Look at this, Phyl! Why would someone put letters in a dog’s collar?”

   “The stolen document,” Phyl murmured, sitting upright. “It’s got to be. So Warren took it, after all.”

   “You mean, the one Ruby was supposed to have taken?” Annie gazed down at the thin sheets, her eyes bright with excitement. “It was in Hector’s collar the whole time?”

   “I don’t know!” Phyl shrugged helplessly. “Maybe? Or perhaps this is a completely different state secret. What am I going to do?” She rubbed Hector’s nose and sighed. “You are a beautiful dog, but I’m starting to think your owner might have been spying for the enemy.”

   “That doesn’t mean we love you any less,” Annie said, kissing Hector on the pink velvet part of his nose. “Oh, Phyl, I’ve just had a thought. Now that Major Warren’s dead, we won’t have to give Hector back! Not that that’s what’s important now,” she added quickly, unfolding the first piece of paper.

   “Annie, we shouldn’t be reading that,” Phyl said, reaching out for it.

   Her sister snorted. “Don’t be silly! Of course we’re going to read it. It might give us a vital clue to the murderer.” Then she frowned. “Except I think it’s in code, look. It doesn’t make any sense.” She handed it to Phyl and started to open up the second sheet. “And this is too! Oh, Phyl, this is so exciting! We can crack the code and then we’ll be able to solve Major Warren’s murder!”

   “You make it sound ever so simple!” Phyl told her crossly. “We’ll just crack this, shall we? I can’t make head nor tail of it. Some of it’s numbers.”

   “You could ask Sara. You said she was studying maths.”

   Phyl gave her a surprised look and Annie sighed. “I do listen when you talk to me about your work! I want to work there too, one day.”

   “Well, I could, but Minna already knows and now Ruby. If we keep on telling people, sooner or later one of them is going to decide to go to the police. Maybe I should just go to the police!” She groaned and put the paper down on the table so she could rub her eyes. “Special Branch are investigating Major Warren’s death now. They’re all over the office asking questions as it is. But I can’t tell them, because then they’d be bound to find out we went into his flat. And that we took Hector, who probably cost an awful lot of money …”

   “The four of us have got to solve this then.” Annie gave a decisive nod.

   “Easy for you to say,” Phyl muttered. “I don’t know where to start. It’s not like Morse – that makes sense.”

   “It doesn’t,” Annie growled. She was still struggling with the Morse alphabet for her second-class test. “This is two people’s writing. And the ink’s two different colours – one’s black and one’s blue.”

   Phyl grabbed the papers and stared at them. “So it is. Why didn’t I see that?”

   “Because you were trying to solve the code and I was just looking at it.” Annie elbowed her in the side.

   “Ow! I suppose you’re right. I don’t know for sure, but when everyone was talking about the theft at work, it sounded like only one document was missing.” Phyl rubbed a hand over her face, which was still pinkish in patches. Luckily, she’d been able to scrub off most of the ink and cocoa mixture before Special Branch arrived. “So, what’s this other bit of paper, then?” She laid them next to each other. “They’re different sizes, as well.” She ran her finger down the side of the smaller sheet. “Look, it’s not straight! Someone’s cut it out of a notebook.”

   Annie looked at her hopefully. “Major Warren’s notebook? He wrote down something so secret that he had to tear it out and hide it?”

   “Maybe.” Phyl shivered. The mystery seemed to be getting deeper and darker every moment. She picked up the larger piece of paper and tried to make some sense of the jumbled letters and numbers. Was this really the document that Ruby had been accused of stealing? It reminded Phyl of something, but she wasn’t quite sure what. She held it further away, narrowing her eyes a little, and then sat up straight. “Do you think these are addresses?” she asked. “Look, there’s a number, then a few words.”

   “Could be.” Annie put her head on one side. “It does look like a list of addresses. Like Dad’s order book.”

   “Perhaps it’s a substitution cipher,” Phyl muttered. “Sara was telling me about them. A cipher’s different from a code, you know. A code swaps one set of words for other ones, or pictures even. Like each letter in Morse is always the same set of dots and dashes. You have to learn them, or you have them all written down in a codebook somewhere. With a cipher, you just need to know the way it works.”

   She pulled a small notebook out of her blouse pocket. “See, you write out the alphabet and then you write it again, but you shift the letters on, or back – whatever you’ve agreed with the person you’re writing to. You write out your message and then you encipher it with these new letters, do you see?”

   Annie frowned, then nodded. “But it doesn’t help us if we don’t know how many letters to jump forward or back. And the numbers might be in code too.” She shook her head. “I mean, cipher … You don’t need to tell me all that again.”

   “I know. But Sara said there are ways to work it out. E and T are the most used letters in English, so you can count up the letters that appear most often, and they might be the ones that stand for E or T.”

   “This might not be in English, though,” Annie pointed out. “What if it’s in German?”

   “Oh.” Phyl looked blank. “I don’t know. Could we ask Minna?”

   They crept out through the yard, running along the alley to knock at the back door of Hooper’s.

   Minna opened the door, looking cautious, and Phyl cursed herself for not thinking. An unexpected knock at the door – of course Minna would be frightened, after what had happened back in May.

   “Oh, it’s you. Be quiet,” Minna whispered, beckoning them in. “We can’t wake that dratted William. I’m minding him while Mum’s in the shop.”

   William was Minna’s baby brother, who had been born two months earlier. Minna pretended to find him a complete nuisance, but she clearly adored him. She’d promised Miss Lynley to lend him to Guides so everyone could work on their Child Nurse badge.

   “What are you two doing here, anyway? It’s not time to leave for Guides yet, is it?”

   Phyl stared at her. “I’d forgotten it was Guides tonight.”
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   Phyl slumped into a chair in the Hoffmanns’ kitchen, next to baby William in his wicker basket, and let Annie do the talking. She felt wrung out like a rag and she didn’t want to explain the whole story again. Minna kept giving little squeaks of excitement, or horror, as Annie told her what had happened. Phyl closed her eyes – just for a moment.

   “Are you asleep? Wake up, Phyl! Tell Minna about the code thing,” Annie said, giving her a shake.

   Minna was examining the larger bit of paper. “It doesn’t look like anything.”

   “It’s a cipher.” Phyl explained how the letter substitution worked. “Or it might be. Maybe these are addresses?” She pointed to the letters and numbers that filled the larger sheet. “But do you know which letters come up most often in German writing?”

   Minna shook her head. “Haven’t a clue. But if those are addresses, then this could be Strasse, here.” She traced her finger under a word. “H-G-I-Z-H-H-V. Yes, I think it’s S-T-R-A-S-S-E. It means street.” She frowned. “It comes up quite a lot in this list. It ought to join on to the name of the street though, like it’s all one word. But this is like an English person writing German. They’ve put the numbers before the street too. Someone German would put them afterwards.”

   “If H does mean S, that word has S three times!” Phyl said eagerly, her tiredness forgotten. “That can’t happen in that many words, can it? So, if you’re right, Minna, then S in this code is H. That’s counting on fifteen letters. Huh.” She counted busily for a moment, then sighed. “No. It doesn’t work. The next letter should be I, but it’s G.”

   “I still think that’s what it says,” Minna said stubbornly. “Look, it comes again here, and here. And here too. Lots of times. And this” – she pointed to another group of letters – “I’ll bet you anything this says Stuttgart. It’s got H-G-F and then G-G. Stuttgart is where Pa’s from,” she added, her voice dropping.

   Phyl scowled at the paper. “That can’t just be a coincidence,” she muttered. “It must be a list of addresses. But I don’t understand how it works. Or how to decipher the rest of it.”

   “It wouldn’t be much of a cipher if we could get it all at once,” Annie said. “What are we going to do with this, Phyl? What if it’s important? Really important, I mean. Shouldn’t we tell someone about it? Is there anyone at your office who you really trust? What about Miss Lynley’s brother?”

   “Not enough to tell him we went to Major Warren’s flat,” Phyl said wearily. “I don’t know. Maybe Miss Hammond? I’ll think about it.” A few days ago, Phyl would have asked her, definitely. But then Miss Hammond had accused Ruby of stealing … Even if it had all been a mistake, Phyl just couldn’t feel quite the same way about her now. She smoothed out the piece of paper and stared at it again. “We have to work out what it says. It could be nothing.”

   Annie snorted. “Who’d bother writing out all this and hiding it inside a dog’s collar if it wasn’t important?”

   “Somebody who was practising?” Minna suggested. “Like you with your Morse?”

   Annie glared at her. “You’d only be practising ciphers if you needed to send secret messages, so it’s still important. Unless you’re suggesting they’re a Guide too? But then why would you hide them in Hector’s collar? You wouldn’t bother to do that with practice notes. Oh!” Annie’s eyes widened. “Do you think Major Warren used Hector to send the messages to someone else?”

   “You mean, he got Hector to deliver them?” Phyl said slowly. “Would Hector do that?”

   “He’s very clever. He knows sit and play dead and shake a paw, you’ve seen him do it. Dan said he reckoned Major Warren must have taught him lots of things. Dan’s been teaching him to go down the road and buy the newspaper with the money tied on to his collar. He knows to find the paper boy outside the Underground station now.”

   Phyl sat up straight, staring at Annie. “What if he recognises the person he carried the messages to?”

   “Well, they won’t be around here,” Minna pointed out.

   “I know, but we could take him to the office,” Phyl said. “That’s where Major Warren spent most of his time, isn’t it? If you were receiving secret messages from someone and they suddenly disappeared, wouldn’t you want to come and see what was going on? Hector might tell us who Major Warren was plotting with! Even if the major wasn’t using him to carry messages, Hector must have seen whoever it was his owner kept meeting.”

   Annie nodded eagerly. “Tomorrow’s Saturday. No school. Minna and I could bring him in. This is it, Phyl. This is how we find the murderer!”
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   Remember that it is a disgrace to a Guide if, when she is with other people, they see anything, big or little, near or far, high or low, that she has not already seen for herself.


   The Handbook for Girl Guides

   Annie and Minna hatched a plan at Guides that night. They then both went home and told their mothers that Miss Lynley had said they needed to practise their observation skills. It was the sort of thing their captain went on about all the time, so it was practically true. And they were going to practise their observation skills too – outside Phyl’s office. Annie told Dan that they were taking Hector because he didn’t like moping around the shop and needed the exercise.

   Mrs Hoffmann was still so grateful to Annie and Phyl’s mum that she didn’t ask too many questions, even if it did mean looking after both the baby and the shop without any help. Minna arrived at the yard at the back of Dean’s grocer’s to find Annie patting black boot polish on to a cloth.

   “What are you doing?” Minna demanded. “You’re going to get that all over your uniform.”

   “That’s what I told her,” Phyl said with a shrug. “She won’t listen to you either.”

   “We can’t stand outside Watergate House with Major Warren’s dog,” Annie explained patiently, catching hold of Hector’s collar. “People there know him, don’t they? You said the major used to take him into the office sometimes, Phyl. If we’re going to hang around, he needs to be disguised. I’m turning him into a black dog instead of a white one.”

   “Actually, we don’t want the murderer to recognise Hector either.” Minna nodded. “If they spot him, they’re not going to let him come close and unmask them as a spy. But it’s going to be a nightmare to get boot polish off white fur, Annie. How are you going to explain why you put boot polish on the dog to your parents?”

   Annie rubbed a few large dark blotches into Hector’s fur and Hector let out a whimper at the strange smell of the polish. “Oh, all right then. Maybe that’s enough.”

   “I’ve got to go and catch my bus. Be careful, won’t you?” Phyl eyed them worriedly. “Don’t go doing anything dangerous. If Hector spots someone, just follow them at a distance. Don’t get too close.”

   “We won’t,” Annie said. “But Hector wouldn’t let anyone hurt us. You know that, Phyl. He’s the best weapon we could have.”

   Somehow that didn’t do much to reassure Phyl, given that Hector was currently sulking in the corner covered in boot polish. “I suppose so. I can see the gardens from the front windows of Watergate House – I’ll keep a lookout for you. Stay close to the railings so you can watch the door, remember. If I get sent out to run any messages, I can come and check that you’re all right.” She realised that Annie and Minna were both scowling at her, and shrugged. “What?”

   “You sound as though you think we’re completely useless!” Annie growled.

   “We don’t need checking up on,” Minna agreed. “We’re not babies. We’re not that much younger than you.”

   “You got yourself into this mess, we’re trying to help you out of it,” Annie added severely. “We’re not the ones who thought they might have murdered someone, are we?”

   “No,” Phyl admitted. “You don’t have to do it, you know.”

   “Oh, we don’t mind.” Annie beamed at her. “This is the most exciting thing that’s happened in ages. I expect we’re about to unmask a ruthless murderer.”

   “And since we’re going to be sitting around in that park, watching for people all day, we’ll have plenty of time to work out what those secret papers say as well,” Minna pointed out.

   Phyl nodded. She’d sat up late the night before, writing out another copy of both pieces of paper. She had the originals tucked away in her blouse pocket and Annie had the copies. “Just don’t let anyone see them,” she begged, which only made Annie and Minna look even more disgusted. “I’ll call like a bird if I need to find you, so listen out! Good luck …”

   Phyl went back into the kitchen to fetch her jacket and hat, and found her parents and Dan looking at the newspaper, which had a few small bitemarks but was mostly whole. Dan’s lessons were going well.

   “Is that the nurse that helped you escape?” Mum was leaning over Dan’s arm, peering at the paper, which was shaking in his hand. “Edith Cavell? It says she harboured fugitive soldiers …”

   “Like me,” Dan said flatly. “She was so kind to me – to us all. I never thought they’d shoot a woman. Stupid, of course they would! She should have been more careful,” he added angrily. “She took too many risks …”

   Phyl slipped away down the passage without any of them seeing her. Dan’s moods frightened her sometimes. Some days he seemed wildly grateful to be back home and away from the Front, while others he sank into a deep depression, remembering the friends he’d lost and those he was still losing.

   Phyl crammed her hat on her head and hurried out through the shop to meet Ruby.

   “Annie and Minna not with you?” Ruby asked as Phyl joined her at the bus stop.

   “They’re coming later. Annie’s trying to disguise Hector with boot polish.” Phyl shook her head. “Don’t ask. They’re going to walk, anyway. I’m not sure Hector’s ever been on a bus.”

   Ruby looked around furtively. “Have you got the papers?”

   “Mm-hm.”

   “Any luck working out what they say?”

   “No.” Phyl sighed. “I’m not sure it’s safe to have them out at the office, or I’d keep at it today while we’re waiting around in the messengers’ room. I made a copy for Annie and Minna, though.” She grimaced. “I’m worried about those two. Should we be letting them watch out for a murderer? And Annie’s not taking it seriously. She’s even packed a picnic!”

   “No one’s going to hurt them with that dog around,” Ruby pointed out.

   “That’s what Annie said.” Phyl looked back down the road towards the shop. “I just hope they’re going to be sensible.”
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   In meeting a Guide or any persons who you are not sure of, you ask her (in the secret language) the first question, and if she can give you the password correctly you presume she is a Guide. All you have to ask is, “D’neir felt til?” To which she should answer, “Deraper peb.”


   The Handbook for Girl Guides

   “Phyl!” Ruby and Meg and the others jumped up as she came into the messengers’ room after her interview with the police.

   “What did they ask you?” Meg demanded. “Were you frightened?”

   “Not really … To be honest, I think they were scared of Miss Roubaud. She sat there looking like a dragon and kept saying what a terrible experience it had been for me and Ruby to find a body, and how we should never have been put through such an awful thing.” She grimaced at Ruby. “They said to send you to them next.”

   Ruby got up and squeezed Phyl’s hand as she went past as if to say, Don’t worry, I won’t say anything I shouldn’t.

   But even though the interview had gone better than she could have hoped, Phyl still felt terribly on edge. Maybe I should have asked for a day off, she thought wearily as she hurried down the stairs later with a parcel for Jakes to send out. She couldn’t have left Annie, Minna and Hector detecting on their own, though.

   She’d hardly slept. She’d sat up late copying the ciphered notes, then she’d dreamed of Major Warren. In her dream his body had twitched and shuddered as it lay on the lavatory floor. After that, Phyl hadn’t wanted to go back to sleep and she’d spent the rest of the night sitting on the bedroom windowsill, watching the searchlights.

   “You look like death warmed up,” Jakes told her. Then he shook his head. “Foolish thing to say, dearie. I should tie a knot in my tongue.”

   Phyl smiled at him. “I know I do. I couldn’t sleep.”

   “And now we’ve got those Special Branch fellers stomping around all over the place.” Jakes shook his head. “Warren was a nuisance, sure enough, and so I told them. But I can’t see anyone bothering to murder him.”

   Phyl tried her best to look as though she couldn’t understand why anyone would want to murder him either.

   “No one’s going to miss him, except for that dog.” Jakes tapped the side of his nose slyly and added, “And maybe that clerk, Miss Hammond. Seen her walking with him in the park a couple of times. Both of them and the dog.”

   “Oh.” Phyl blinked at him.

   Really? It had been pretty clear that Miss Hammond didn’t like Major Warren, even before he had attacked her in the corridor.

   Then again, it would probably be hard for Miss Hammond to say no to the major, who would definitely be able to get her sacked. But it was odd that she hadn’t mentioned the walks when they went for their tea and cakes. Agreeing to a walk in the park with someone did not mean you agreed to kisses, or more, Phyl told herself, but she still felt a little strange about it all.
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   “You two should go and get a cup of tea,” Meg suggested around mid-morning, looking at Phyl and Ruby worriedly. “We can manage here, and you look so pale, both of you.”

   “Actually,” Phyl murmured, “Meg, do you think I could step out for a breath of fresh air instead? I’m feeling a little bit … overwrought.”

   “Me too. I’m feeling terribly overwrought,” Ruby agreed, although Phyl could see her fingers crossed behind her back.

   “Go!” Meg nodded fiercely, and Phyl almost wished she’d told their patrol leader the truth.

   Jakes sent them outside with a fatherly sort of nod – it was amazing how much leeway finding a body seemed to give one. They hurried over to the railings surrounding the gardens and leaned on them, trying to look as though they were just taking the air.

   Phyl let out a strange, low hooting noise and Ruby raised her eyebrows. “An owl? Really? In the middle of London at half past eleven in the morning?”

   Phyl glared at her. “I couldn’t remember any other bird calls. It was ages ago that we practised them. And it worked, look. There they are.”

   Hector came scuffling through the dry leaves to say hello, and Annie and Minna climbed out from under a large laurel bush. Annie waved the notebook at her sister through the iron railings. “Minna solved it!”

   “What?” Phyl whipped round to stare at the two younger ones. “You didn’t!”

   “I did,” Minna said smugly. “It’s a cipher, all right. That word that had H in it three times is Strasse.”

   “But counting on letters didn’t work,” Phyl murmured. “What did you do?”

   Minna pointed at the page. “H – G – I – Z – H – H – V. The middle letter of Strasse is A, but here it’s Z. That’s how I worked it out in the end. You have to write out the alphabet twice, forwards and backwards, so you can solve it. A is Z, B is Y, C is X. Do you see?”

   “Backwards?” Phyl groaned. “I didn’t even think of that. You’re a marvel, Minna!”

   “And it is names and addresses. We think it’s a list of British agents spying in Europe,” Annie said triumphantly.

   Ruby whistled through her teeth. “We’re going to have to tell someone, Phyl. The British agents could be in danger if Major Warren had given all this information to the Germans!”

   “Oh Lord,” Phyl muttered. They’d suspected him, of course, but seeing the names written out in pencil in Minna’s neat handwriting made it horribly real. “What does the other page say?”

   Minna shook her head. “That cipher doesn’t work for the other sheet. It’s something different and we don’t know what.”

   Phyl frowned down at the list. “I was hoping that deciphering this would give us some sort of clue to the murder. Now what do we do?”

   “I think we have to tell Major Lynley everything,” Ruby insisted. “I know you’re still worried about taking Hector, but we’re putting more lives in danger, aren’t we?”

   “We can’t give up now,” Annie protested. “Not when Minna was so clever. We’ve nearly solved it all by ourselves!”

   “It’s not a game, Annie.” Phyl sighed. “Ruby’s right, it’s too important. But if I’m going to tell Major Lynley, I have to talk to Miss Hammond first. I’ll need to explain why I knocked Major Warren out and that’s her story as well as mine. I’ve got to warn her.”

   “She’s the clerk who came to the bazaar, isn’t she? The one with the short hair?” Annie asked. “Hector barked at her when she came out of the front door earlier this morning. She had a string bag – I think she was doing some shopping. She came back about twenty minutes later, though.”

   Phyl nodded. “She works just outside Major Warren’s office, so Hector probably recognised her. I don’t suppose he noticed anyone else?”

   “Only a poodle that a lady in the park was carrying.” Minna went pink. “Hector jumped up at her. It was awful.”

   Annie scratched the bull terrier’s ears. “Don’t you listen to her,” she told the dog. “It was a bit of a long shot, hoping that he’d spot the murderer. It’s not Hector’s fault. He’s ever so clever.”

   “Yes, so clever. That poodle was really suspicious.” Minna snorted through her nose.

   Annie ignored her. “The major could just have been using Hector’s collar to hide the papers. Maybe he wasn’t delivering messages at all. Phyl, do you think you’re going to be in terrible trouble?”

   Phyl’s pulse beat in her ears suddenly. She’d been trying not to think about it. “Um. Probably. Ruby’s right, though. We have to tell someone.”

   “Good luck,” Annie said, her voice very small, and she hugged Phyl through the railings, just for a moment.

   “Want me to come with you to talk to Miss Hammond?” Ruby asked as they headed back up the steps, but Phyl shook her head.

   “You go back to the messengers’ room and I’ll meet you there. Then we can go and find Lynley together.”

   Major Warren’s office was being searched by two Special Branch officers, so Miss Hammond and Miss Mansell had been moved to an empty office further down the passageway. When Phyl peered round the door, Miss Hammond was in there alone, bent close over a book on her desk, deep in concentration.

   “I’m sorry to interrupt,” Phyl started to say as she approached the desk, but Miss Hammond squeaked and slammed the book shut.

   A small notebook, with a green and blue marbled cover, stained all over with ink.
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   Beware of Spies!
Don’t talk about what you have done or are going to do. The enemy has ears everywhere.


   
   Wartime poster for crews of British ships

   Phyl forced herself to smile as she looked away from Major Warren’s notebook. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to surprise you,” she said, thinking how lucky it was that her speech was often a little stumbling. Hopefully Miss Hammond would think she was just being awkward as usual.

   “No, no.” Miss Hammond’s smile was far more natural. “I was lost in my own world. What did you need, Phyl?”

   Not to tell Miss Hammond that Major Warren must have been murdered by a German spy. Miss Hammond knew that quite well, as it turned out.

   “Just … I hadn’t spoken to you since yesterday.” Phyl widened her eyes. “It was a horrible shock. I wanted to talk to someone, that’s all. But I’ll come back when you’re not busy.”

   She whisked round and darted out of the door, walking as fast as she could along the corridor without looking like she wanted to run. Where was she even going? Phyl shot into the messengers’ room, slammed the door and leaned against it, breathing hard.

   She’d trusted Miss Hammond. She’d told her all those things about Guides and the pageant and how nervous she was. Phyl gulped, feeling even sicker than she had when she’d seen the body as she remembered Miss Hammond saying, “Do people not tell you nice things often?”

   No, they didn’t, so when someone did, Phyl had opened up like a flower. Whatever was she going to do?

   “Phyl! Phyl!”

   Phyl realised that Ruby had hold of her shoulders and was shaking her. Meg, Sara and Florrie were standing behind her, looking on anxiously.

   “What is it? You look like you’re about to keel over.” Ruby rubbed one of Phyl’s hands between her own, while Meg took her other hand and did the same.

   “Buck up, old thing,” Meg said. “Was it that interview with the police?”

   Phyl shook her head. “It was Miss Hammond,” she whispered. All thoughts of secrecy had been shocked out of her. She felt so … stupid.

   “What was?” Ruby said, looking confused.

   “Miss Hammond has Major Warren’s notebook. I just saw her reading it.”

   There was a moment of silence and then Ruby’s eyes widened. “You mean, she took it?” Ruby breathed. “She stole it? Then she’s …”

   “The spy.” Phyl nodded dully. “I think she murdered him too. And I helped her.”

   “No, you didn’t!” Ruby said fiercely. “Be sensible, Phyl.”

   Phyl sighed and met Ruby’s eyes properly. “I knocked him out, remember! Maybe he wasn’t even trying to kiss Miss Hammond! What if he’d worked out it was her that was passing on information and tried to confront her? He could have been trying to arrest her! Jakes told me this morning that he sometimes saw them walking together in the gardens with Hector.” Phyl gave a grim little laugh. “He seemed to think that they were sweet on each other. But either the major worked out that she was the one passing on information. Or they were both in it together and she betrayed him!”

   Ruby swallowed. “Annie and Minna said Hector barked when they saw Miss Hammond going down the street earlier. We should have listened to the dog.”

   “Wait, wait!” Meg was shaking her head. “Miss Hammond? Our clerk Miss Hammond? And you knocked Warren out? Jakes said he had the most enormous bump on his head. That was you, Phyl?”

   “She tripped him up with an umbrella,” Ruby told her with pride. “Our Guide lieutenant showed us how in a self-defence lesson.”

   “Oh, ripping!” Florrie said excitedly.

   “You two have been holding out on us,” Meg said, trying to sound stern. “Have you been investigating this murder, Phyllis Dean?”

   “I promise I’ll tell you everything, but not now. It’ll take too long to explain.” Phyl turned to Ruby. “Should I still go and speak with Major Lynley? And tell him about Miss Hammond as well? I really thought he was attacking her. She had me fooled …”

   “He still might have been!” Ruby frowned. “Just because she’s a spy, it doesn’t mean he wasn’t trying to take advantage of her, does it? You saw someone in trouble and you went to save them, Phyl.”

   “That doesn’t surprise me in the slightest,” Meg said crisply. “The man was a menace, whether Miss Hammond was a spy or not.”

   “But I don’t think we’ve got enough evidence to go to Lynley,” Ruby said. “If she’s got any sense, Miss Hammond will have hidden the notebook by now. It’s a pity you didn’t grab it, Phyl,” she added wistfully. “It might have told us how to solve the other code.”

   “Right, that’s enough!” Meg interrupted. “You two need to explain everything. Right from the beginning!”
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   Phyl and Ruby agreed to tell the others what was happening as long as they could go out to the gardens so Annie and Minna could hear too.

   “Running an important message, Jakes!” Meg called out behind her as the whole of the first-floor patrol dashed through the lobby and out of the door.

   Minna and Annie jumped up as the older girls raced through the gate into Victoria Embankment Gardens. Hector was digging under a bush and looked dirtier than ever – the boot polish now mixed with mud.

   “What’s happened?” Annie whispered to Phyl, casting a suspicious glance around at the rest of the first-floor Guides. “Are you all right?”

   “We think Miss Hammond might be the spy,” Ruby explained. “Look, sit down, everyone.” She led Phyl towards a wooden bench a little further along the path and made her sit. The rest of the Guides squished on to the bench or perched on the arms.

   “But … but Miss Hammond’s nice!” Annie said. “She’s the one who took Phyl to a posh tea shop. She even came to our pageant.”

   Phyl hung her head. She’d been taken in completely.

   “Where does the notebook come in, Phyl?” Meg asked, patting her arm. “Hang on.” She peered at Hector. “Isn’t that Major Warren’s dog? Did you disguise him?”

   “I told you it would work.” Annie looked smugly at Minna and Phyl. “Yes, it is,” she told Meg. “But it took you ages to notice. We rescued him when Phyl worked out that the major had disappeared.”

   Meg shook her head and looked pleadingly at Phyl. “You really have to start from the beginning.”

   Phyl leaned back against the bench and closed her eyes, trying to untangle everything in her mind. “I suppose it started when I thought I’d murdered the major …”
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   At the end of the story, Meg, Sara and Florrie were silent for a moment.

   “Real ciphers?” Sara said hopefully. “And one of them you haven’t solved yet?”

   Phyl pulled the papers out of her blouse pocket and handed them over. “We tried counting letters back and forth, that Caesar shift you told me about, but it didn’t work. Then Minna solved it this morning – it’s the alphabet reversed. This page is a list of names and addresses. We think it’s a list of British agents abroad. The other sheet we haven’t solved. It’s in different handwriting and it’s a different cipher.”

   Sara pored over the two sheets and Annie’s notebook. Then she pulled a notebook of her own out of her blouse pocket and started to scribble away.

   “That’s Major Warren’s handwriting, I think,” Florrie said. “But it’s hard to tell when it’s written out in capitals like that.”

   Phyl nodded. “I thought so too … It’s got a rough edge, look. I’m almost sure it’s a page from Major Warren’s notebook, but he tore it out and hid it in Hector’s collar with the stolen document – that’s the one with the addresses. This has got to be something important.”

   Then she stopped, gazing across the gardens and the road at the river. When she had gone to find Miss Hammond, the clerk had been studying Major Warren’s notebook. Phyl had caught the tiniest glimpse of the page she was looking at, before Miss Hammond had seen her and slammed it shut. She could see the page in front of her now – she just needed to bring it into focus …

   There had a been a pattern on the page – rows and rows of letters in neat little boxes. Miss Hammond had been tracing a finger along one of the rows … “Capitals,” Phyl murmured. “Sara, is there a code that needs a … a box of capital letters? A grid, with the alphabet written out?”

   Sara looked up, her face brightening. “A Vigenère cipher! You write the alphabet along the top of the grid, then again down the side. Then next to the letters down the side of the grid, you continue the alphabet – so that the second row starts with B, the third with C, the fourth with D. You see?” She started drawing out the grid on a fresh page of her notebook as she explained. “But the Vigenère cipher works with a code phrase. It’s almost impossible to decode without knowing it.”

   Phyl closed her eyes and tried to picture the page. There had been no key helpfully written out next to the code grid. Had there been anything else on the page? Something that would help them?

   Hector shifted sleepily against her legs and Phyl reached down absent-mindedly to scratch his ears. Then her fingers stilled.

   “Hector …” Phyl whispered. “Try Hector, Sara!”

   “He wouldn’t use his dog’s name!” Meg argued.

   “Why not?” Phyl said. “He adored Hector. You told me so yourself!”

   “It’s worth a try, anyway.” Sara began copying out the first line of the coded sheet, and writing HECTOR over and over above the line of letters. Then she went back to her grid, muttering to herself. “Working backwards from the ciphertext … So, the key is H … and the ciphertext is O … so that makes the plaintext H as well. Then the key is E … and E in the ciphertext too, so A.”

   She worked on a moment longer and then looked up, her face transformed by a wide grin. “This says Hammond! That can’t be a coincidence, Phyl. Perhaps these were Major Warren’s notes – details of what he suspected was happening! It’s going to take me ages to work through all this, but you were right. Hector has to be the code phrase.”

   Hector jumped up, letting out a volley of wild barks, and Phyl leaned over to grab his collar. “Shh, shh. She didn’t mean you. It’s all right, silly.”

   But Annie was scrambling off the bench, where she’d been squashed in between Ruby and Minna. “No, Phyl. Look! It’s her – there on the steps! Miss Hammond!”
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   It is very necessary for a Guide to be able to swim, for she never knows when she may have to cross a river, to swim for her life, or to plunge in to save someone from drowning. So those of you who cannot swim should make it your business to begin at once and learn; it is not very difficult.


   The Handbook for Girl Guides

   Miss Hammond was standing on the front steps of Watergate House in her navy coat, searching for something in her handbag. Her face was very pale under the shallow brim of her velvet hat and her eyes looked shadowed.

   Hector shot across the park and up the steps to the street, making straight for Miss Hammond. The Guides raced after him.

   There was no point in hiding their suspicions now, Phyl thought as she ran. Surely Miss Hammond had realised that they’d discovered her secret?

   Miss Hammond froze on the steps of Watergate House, staring at Hector, then at the girls tumbling out on to the street behind him. Her eyes darted frantically from side to side. Clearly she was trying to work out whether to run up the road towards the Strand and disappear among the crowds, or if it was better to make for the river. Then she darted down the steps, kicking out at Hector and catching him on the muzzle with her foot. He fell back, yelping, as Miss Hammond shoved Phyl out of her way and ran straight through the knot of girls.

   “After her!” Ruby screamed.

   The Guides gave chase, stampeding down the steps that led to the park gate, with Hector racing alongside them. Miss Hammond was still visible, disappearing down the side of one of the temporary War Office buildings, towards the river.

   An elderly army officer stepped smartly to the side of the path as a large bull terrier and seven girls came tearing past him. He then peered after them through his monocle, muttering about suffragettes and hoydenish behaviour, but Phyl and the others were long gone.

   Miss Hammond had melted away into the shadows among the trees, and the whole gang of girls began casting around in the long, uncut grass.

   “Is that a footprint?” Ruby muttered, squatting down to peer at a dusty spot between the trees. “Can anyone see which way she went? It’s like she disappeared …”

   “There’s a thread caught on the brambles.” Annie waved it at them. “Oh, but it’s khaki. It’s probably from one of the soldiers. She was wearing a blue coat, wasn’t she?”

   “The grass is squashed down over here,” Meg called, a little off the path. “Broken stems on the weeds too. Someone’s definitely just gone through here. She must have wanted to get off the path. There’s, what, five or six gates out of this park? She’s probably making for the road, or maybe the Underground station? Come on!”

   They spilled out on to Victoria Embankment, the road that ran between the park and the river, looking up and down. They weren’t far from Temple Underground station and there was a bus stop just a little further along.

   “She could be anywhere by now,” Phyl groaned.

   “Look!” Annie tugged at her sleeve. Hector had his head down, sniffing at the dust and litter at the edge of the road. “I think he’s got her scent.”

   The bull terrier darted across the road, in front of a motor car that screeched to a halt as the Guides raced after him. Florrie waved apologetically at the driver.

   Annie and Phyl hurried along on either side of Hector as he sniffed busily along the marble balustrade. He was managing to sniff and growl at the same time – a low, angry rumble.

   “There are steps down to the river,” Phyl called back to the others as they raced towards Cleopatra’s Needle, the tall stone obelisk that stood on a pedestal at the edge of the river, flanked by two great sphinxes. “She’s here! There’s a boat!”

   Miss Hammond was kneeling in a small dinghy, struggling with the rope that tied it to a ring in the wall at the bottom of the slippery, weed-covered steps. As she heard Phyl cry out, she gave up trying to untie the rope. She whipped a small knife out of her bag and started to hack at it instead. A kitchen knife, the blade worn away by repeated sharpening.

   Phyl swallowed, remembering that Major Warren had been stabbed.

   But the rope was thicker and tougher than Miss Hammond had expected, and she was still sawing at it when Hector took a flying leap into the dinghy. As he upped his low growl to a deeper, more menacing volume, Miss Hammond waved the knife at him.

   “Don’t you dare!” Annie screamed. “Hector, come back!”

   Hector didn’t come back. As the rest of the Guides piled down the stairs, he leaped at Miss Hammond. With a startled cry, she dropped the knife into the bottom of the boat and tumbled out of the dinghy into the sluggish brown water of the Thames, sending a dirty ripple of river slopping over the lowest step.

   Hector stood on the seat of the dinghy and watched, tail wagging, as Miss Hammond flailed her arms and gasped for breath.

   “The oars!” Phyl yelped, reaching out to pull on the rope and haul the dinghy closer to the steps. “Stretch out the oars, then she can grab on.”

   Ruby and Meg dragged the heavy wooden oars out of the dinghy. But a slow, inexorable current was drawing Miss Hammond further out into the river and the oars simply weren’t long enough.

   A small splash, and a wail from Annie, were all that told them Hector had gone into the river. The bull terrier paddled determinedly out into the open water after Miss Hammond, since for some reason his girls wanted her back.

   She was starting to fade already. Her first frantic beating against the water was now only a faint movement of her arms, and the girls looked on in horror as she sank under the surface. But the cold of the river closing over her head must have shocked her back to fighting. Miss Hammond came up with a splutter, just in time for Hector to take the shoulder of her coat in his jaws and drag her determinedly back towards the steps.

   Watching them made Phyl feel icy inside. The water was so sparkly, yet so dark underneath. Miss Fielding was determined that the Guides should learn to swim, but she hadn’t found anyone to teach them yet. Phyl wasn’t sure whether to be glad or sorry.

   “What on earth are you girls doing?” a man’s voice boomed. “Good God, Jakes, you were right! Who’s that in the water?”

   Major Lynley was hobbling down the steps on his artificial leg, followed by Jakes, and another couple of officers.

   “It’s Miss Hammond. She’s the one who stole the secret document!” Annie piped up as the bigger girls hauled Miss Hammond out of the water. Phyl, Ruby and Meg shoved Miss Hammond into the major’s arms, practically knocking him into the river too.

   Annie and Minna grabbed hold of Hector’s collar, and helped him scramble back up on to the steps. Annie then took off her neckerchief and started to rub his streaky greyish-white fur.

   “She killed Major Warren too, sir,” Phyl panted. “She stabbed him. Probably with that knife in the boat over there.”

   “This is all nonsense!” Miss Hammond spluttered, then had to stop to cough up river water. “I don’t know what these girls have dreamed up between them. Some silly tale.”

   “Well, quite,” murmured one of the officers. “Too many penny papers, clearly.”

   Annie went scarlet, but Phyl was already pulling the dinghy back towards the steps. “Ruby, can you reach her bag? It’s under that little bench.”

   Ruby hauled Miss Hammond’s handbag out of the dinghy and opened it up, pulling out a familiar, ink-stained notebook.

   “There,” Phyl told Major Lynley. “That belonged to Major Warren. Don’t you recognise it?”

   “And here’s the knife,” Ruby added, reaching back into the boat. “Do all the clerks in this office carry knives, Major?”

   Major Lynley frowned, glancing between the bedraggled figure on the steps and the gang of Guides. “Miss Hammond? Is this knife yours? Where did the notebook come from? The girl is quite right – I do recognise it. I told the Special Branch officers to make a search for it myself.”

   “Of course it’s Major Warren’s notebook.” Miss Hammond drew herself up, pushing the tendrils of wet hair out of her face. “He left it on my desk, shortly before he disappeared. I’ve been looking after it, that’s all. The knife isn’t mine – one of the girls must have dropped it.”

   “That’s not the sort of knife a Scout would carry.” Major Lynley shook his head. “Or a Guide.”

   Jakes coughed, and spoke up. “Er, Major, sir. It was Miss Hammond who first reported the blocked pipes in the ladies’ conveniences. Reckon she was trying to keep everyone away from the body. She probably stuffed something down the lavatory pan to block it up.”

   Phyl nodded at him gratefully, and Major Lynley’s frown deepened.

   “This is Major Warren’s too.” Sara held up a sheet of paper. “It’s written in a Vigenère cipher. We’ve only just started to decipher it, but the first word is definitely Hammond.”

   “No …” Miss Hammond sagged back against the wall at the side of the steps.

   Phyl crouched down next to Annie and put her arm around Hector. “We’re not sure exactly what that piece of paper is, but Annie found it in Hector’s collar. It was with a ciphered sheet of names and addresses scattered through Germany.” She looked up at Major Lynley. “That’s the document you all said Ruby took, isn’t it? So this page might be Major Warren’s notes. We think he cut it out of his notebook to hide it. Warren was trying to track down who’d leaked the information about the British agents. For a while we thought he was a spy himself. But … but it was her.” Phyl looked miserably at Miss Hammond, still remembering the way the clerk had called her a friend.

   “I did say you were clever.” Miss Hammond laughed, then coughed and spat out more water.

   “Allenby, you and Jakes come and take her. Friston, find that Special Branch officer and tell him he’s just been outsmarted by a bunch of Girl Guides.” Major Lynley shook his head. “And a dog.”

   Sergeant Jakes and Allenby, the officer who made the sneering remark about the penny papers, hustled Miss Hammond away up the steps. Major Lynley looked down at Phyl and the others. “Right, you girls. I need to know exactly what’s been going on – and what those notes say.” He held out his hand to Sara for the sheets of paper and then seemed to change his mind. “No, actually, you’d better carry on, since you seem to know what you’re doing. A Vigenère cipher, indeed … Let’s get back to my office. You can work on it there while the others explain what’s been happening.”

   Major Lynley started to limp up the steps, with the Guides crowding around him, all trying to talk at once.

   Phyl hung back a little, climbing the stairs in a daze. Everything had happened so quickly. Yesterday morning they hadn’t even been sure that Major Warren was dead. But it felt as if they only had half the answer. She still didn’t understand how someone who’d seemed as kind and honourable as Miss Hammond could have decided to turn against her own side. It was wrong.

   “It isn’t your fault.” Annie and Hector were waiting for her at the top. “You ought to be glad! We just caught a German spy, Phyl!”

   “I don’t see why she’d do it,” Phyl said, reaching down to stroke Hector, who was panting happily, his tongue sticking out. He clearly didn’t feel the slightest bit guilty about catching spies.

   “We’ll find out.” Phyl jumped and looked up to see that Major Lynley and the others had come back for them. “There’ll be a reason.” He grimaced. “Money, probably.”

   Phyl shivered, not wanting to believe him. “She didn’t seem like that sort of person,” she whispered. “She was a suffragette. Your sister knew her. I saw them talking last Sunday at the Guides’ bazaar. You should ask her. Miss Hammond believed in things – I know she did.”

   Major Lynley sighed. “Then perhaps someone gave her the wrong thing to believe in. But if it was her passing on secrets from the office, then she was behind the deaths of at least two British agents. You should be glad.”

   “And proud,” Ruby said fiercely. “We all should be.”

   “I suppose you’re right.” Phyl put her arm around Annie and let the excited voices wash over her as they walked back through the gardens towards the office.

   It’s over, she told herself. And then she looked at Major Lynley, nodding as Ruby explained about the smell of bad sausages being horribly like a body.

   She could practically see his brain ticking away as he watched these girls who were so very good at their job. Quiet, sensible, clever girls that no one listened to and no one paid attention to. That no one noticed.

   Girls who could be useful again.

  

 OceanofPDF.com


  
   
    
     [image: ]
    
   

   ‌32

   When a Guide has learned to notice “sign”, she must learn to “put this and that together”, and so read a meaning from what she has seen. This is called “deduction”.


   The Handbook for Girl Guides

   “The best thing is, Major Lynley spoke to Major Warren’s sister and she doesn’t want Hector.” Annie scratched behind the bull terrier’s ears, and he grunted and slumped down further on to the rag rug in front of the kitchen stove.

   “Don’t let Mum catch you lying on the rug with him,” Dan warned, but Annie only shuffled closer to the dog.

   “She’s gone to see Marion and William. You know she’s soft about that baby. I’ll hear the yard gate creaking when she comes back.”

   “Actually, the best thing is that I’m definitely not on probation anymore and neither’s Ruby.” Phyl gave a deep sigh of relief. “Major Lynley told Miss Roubaud that the first-floor patrol were a credit to her and the Girl Guides. Even after I admitted that we stole Hector out of Major Warren’s flat. He didn’t tell Miss Roubaud that bit. She was practically glowing. We might even get a special badge.”

   Annie snorted.

   “What?”

   “I’m just thinking back to when we joined, and you saying that everyone made such a fuss about badges and marching …”

   “I still don’t like all the marching about! We’re not meant to be soldiers.” Phyl shrugged. “But maybe I’ve come round to the badges.”

   “Did Miss Hammond admit to stealing the addresses?” Dan asked, leaning forward curiously. “Was she really spying for Germany?”

   Phyl was silent and Annie glared at Dan. “Don’t go on at Phyl. She still feels guilty about it! Miss Hammond had a friend who was a suffragette and died. That’s when it all started.”

   “Miss Ainsley didn’t just die!” Phyl sat up. “Major Lynley explained it all to me and Ruby and the other first-floor girls. He said we had a right to know, since we were the ones who caught Miss Hammond. She told them everything when the Special Branch arrested her. Miss Hammond blamed the British government for killing Miss Ainsley – her best friend. They kept dragging her back into prison and force-feeding her when she went on hunger strike. And then Miss Ainsley went to a protest when she was still not well and a policeman knocked her down. She died a few days later, Miss Hammond said. Her heart just gave out. Miss Hammond felt so angry and … and guilty, because she hadn’t gone to prison.”

   Phyl shuddered. Miss Hammond was in prison now, probably for the rest of her life. “And then someone approached her – another woman Miss Hammond knew through the suffragette meetings. She persuaded Miss Hammond to go and apply for the job at MO5, so that Miss Hammond could feed them government secrets. She told her it would be a way to fight back for Constance – that was Miss Ainsley’s name. Miss Hammond thought she was doing the right thing. It wasn’t for money, or anything like that. And I don’t think she knew she was working for the Germans.” Phyl shook her head. “The woman told her that she was part of a political movement who wanted to change our government. Although she must have suspected something …”

   “She was working for the enemy. I don’t see how you can feel guilty about it.” Dan shook his head. “Phyl? Come on, I know she was nice to you, but she was leading you on all that time.”

   “Thanks,” Phyl muttered.

   Annie poked Dan’s foot, the only bit of him she could reach from the rug. “You really aren’t helping.”

   “I didn’t mean it like that,” Dan said. “You caught her, didn’t you? She must have been pretty clever to have conned you, Phyl.”

   Phyl stared down at her hands. Dan was right. Miss Hammond had been horribly clever. She’d seen exactly which of the Guides needed someone to praise her and tell her that she was special.

   Miss Hammond had admitted to stabbing Major Warren the same night that Phyl had rescued her from him. She had been out for walks in the park with him and Hector on several occasions, Jakes was right. She’d been trying to charm him into telling her secret information, but she’d got nowhere. Stealing the list of addresses from him had been a last resort. But Warren had found it in her desk on Wednesday and taken it home with him. He hadn’t told anyone at MO5, though. He’d hidden the document in Hector’s collar, with his torn-out page of notes accusing Miss Hammond.

   When Phyl found them in the corridor on Thursday night, he’d been trying to blackmail her. He’d promised not to report her if she would … Major Lynley had gone very red at this point and muttered something about Warren being a disgrace to his regiment. But Phyl had seen Major Warren grappling with Miss Hammond and she was pretty sure he’d wanted more than just kisses. She wasn’t going to tell Dan about that, though, and certainly not Annie.

   Miss Hammond had gone back to the office after her tea with Phyl – she might even have hoped Phyl could be her alibi. She’d told Warren that she would do whatever he wanted. She’d tempted him into the ladies’ lavatory, and then stabbed him and shoved him into the cupboard. She’d been desperate to find the document – her contact had promised her safe passage out of the country, but only if she could bring them something useful. Now she was stuck with a dead body and nothing to show for it. Major Lynley said she’d started laughing while she was telling them that. She’d been surprised at how easy it was. Warren had thought she’d given in. He hadn’t expected the knife.

   The only problem was, he didn’t have the list of addresses on him. Miss Hammond had been sure the document would be in his pocket, or tucked away inside the marbled notebook. She hadn’t known about his secret hiding place in Hector’s collar.

   Annie heaved herself up off the rug, then put her arms around her sister’s neck. “She did con you, but then you solved it all, Phyl! No one else at your clever spy office managed that!”

   “No.” Phyl sighed again. “I suppose not. The Guides did pretty well in the end, didn’t we?”

   “We were brilliant,” Annie told her firmly and then she whispered in Phyl’s ear, “I was most brilliant. Well, me and Hector. And if Major Lynley asks you to help him with anything, you know, secret, you have to promise I can be part of it too. And Minna, of course – and Iris! Not just Ruby and your first-floor patrol. All of us Roses, together. No saying we’re too little. Promise!”

   “What about Freddie and Charlotte?”

   “I suppose,” Annie muttered.

   Phyl leaned her cheek against Annie’s hair. “All right, then. I promise. All of us Roses.”

  

 OceanofPDF.com


  
   ‌How to Use a Vigenère Cipher
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     [image: A Vigenère table, a 26x26 grid. From the top left, going to the right horizontally, the columns are labelled from A to Z. From the top left going down the rows are also labelled A to Z. Each new row is shifted along by one letter - the first row begins with A and ends with Z, the second begins with B and ends with A, the third from C to B etc. The same is true of the columns.]
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   Keyword:

   HECTOR

   Ciphertext: 

   OEOFCEKLKZVCFWWLDZJMQNG

   Write the keyword above the ciphertext enough times to cover the whole message. It doesn’t matter if your message stops halfway through your keyword:

   HECTORHECTORHECTORHECTO
OEOFCEKLKZVCFWWLDZJMQNG

   Take your first pair of letters – the keyword letter above and the ciphertext letter below. In this message, the first keyword letter is H and the first ciphertext letter is O.

   Use the keyword letter (H) to find your row. Trace along the row until you come to the ciphertext letter (O).

   Now trace up the column that your ciphertext letter (O) is in, until you come to the top. The letter at the top of the column is your plaintext letter – in this message it’s H.

   The plaintext means the original, deciphered message:

   HAMMONDHIGHLYSUSPICIOUS

   If you’d like to try encoding your own message, write your keyword above your plaintext. Then take each pair of letters (one from the keyword, and the letter from the plaintext directly below it) and use them to search the grid. Use the keyword letter to find your row and the plaintext letter to find your column. Trace along your row and down your column to find the letter where they meet. This is your ciphertext letter.

  

 OceanofPDF.com


  
   ‌Glossary

   Brownies: younger members of Girl Guides, aged seven to eleven

   Caesar cipher: a way to cipher a message by shifting each letter on a certain number of places in the alphabet

   Captain: the leader of a Girl Guide company

   Company: a group of Girl Guides

   Drill: practising exercises and marching, often with staves, which were long wooden sticks used for marching and also for making stretchers, splints, etc

   First-class test: the next step up after second class, Guides had to complete the Ambulance badge, and have a shilling in a savings bank, be able to skin a rabbit or pluck a bird, sew a skirt or blouse, and a lot more …

   Guides: girls aged eleven and over who are part of the Girl Guides

   Horseshoe: Guides would march into a horseshoe shape at the beginning of a meeting

   Lieutenant: second in command of a Girl Guide company

   MO5: this is the organisation now known as MI5, which works to counter espionage (spying) within the UK. It was originally founded as the Home Section of the Secret Service Bureau in 1909. In 1914 it became part of the War Office, and was known as Military Operations section 5(g). In 1916 MO5(g) became part of the new Directorate of Military Intelligence, and for the first time, it was called MI5. MO5 employed Girl Guides as messengers from September 1915 until the end of the First World War.

   Morse code: named after Samuel Morse, an American inventor. Morse code is a way to encode letters and numbers as a sequence of dots and dashes. Morse can be written, but it’s often used over radio, or as light signals, or you can even send messages by jumping!

   Patrol: a group of girls within a company, named after flowers at this point

   Patrol leader: in charge of a patrol

   Patrol second: the patrol leader’s second in command. In 1915 patrol seconds were actually called corporals, but this changed soon after.

   Promise : (this is the version Phyl and Annie would have made):

   I promise, on my honour,
To be loyal to God and the King,
To try to do daily good turns to other people,
To obey the Law of the Guides.


   Second-class test: after taking her promise, a Guide would work towards this test. It involved learning knots, some Morse code, lighting a fire, making a bed and knowing the Guides’ secret passwords!

   Tenderfoot: a Guide who has just made her promise and been enrolled as a Guide
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     [image: Look out for... A Girl's Guide to Going Undercover. Phyl and Annie star in another thrilling adventure as they take to the stage to investigate a suspected German spy in London's theatreland.]
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