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What if a woman walked away from a life of wealth and privilege to marry a man she loved, only 

to find herself widowed, jobless, and soon to be homeless? 

 

The war is over, and Muriel Stanley faces a bleak future for her and her daughter, Bella. With no 

job and no money, Muriel must find a way to put food on the table and a roof over their heads. 

But there’s one more thing - Muriel is carrying a dark secret. A secret that fills her with an 

obsession for finding the truth and seeking justice. 

 

It is this secret, this obsession, that will take Muriel on a perilous journey where she will uncover 

a web of lies and deceit at the highest level of British government. She must find the courage to 

keep going. If she fails, lives could be lost - including her own. 
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Chapter One 

 

What does death taste like? As Muriel stood on the safety of the shoreline, gazing out at 

the choppy waters as far as her eyes could see, she wondered. If she were to take another 

step forward and another and another. What would it feel like? The ice-cold sensation, 

the deep unknown, the pulling and the pushing, the water filling her lungs, and her 

body’s automatic impulse to save itself. Could she fight it and fight it, until her body 

succumbed - until it took its last conscious breath? Then darkness. Then what?  

 

Muriel spent many mornings standing in this same spot on the beach. From here she 

could imagine seeing across the water and out into France. He might be over there, he 

might even be alive. At least when she stood here, she could pretend even for a moment.  

 

However, today she had come for a different reason. Muriel took a deep breath in and 

held it. How long could she hold her breath? She had never tested it before. A minute, 

perhaps two? After less than a minute, the impulse to breathe took over. Muriel closed 

her eyes, parted her lips slightly, and allowed her lungs to release a long and slow 

deliberate breath out. She didn’t have the courage to end it all - she hadn’t even tried. 

 

The beach was only a 20-minute walk from their flat. It was his flat too but now only his 

memory remained saturated throughout the four walls of what used to be their family 

home. The number of times Muriel thought she heard his voice upstairs or out in the 
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garden, calling out to her. Robert had been a loving and caring husband to Muriel, and a 

doting father to their daughter, Bella. However, the war took him away from them and 

Muriel found it hard to accept he might never come home - until the telegram arrived. 

 

The telegram every wife, sweetheart, and mother dreaded. For Muriel, her telegram had 

read: MISSING PRESUMED DEAD. It hadn’t taken long before news reached almost 

everyone in the small community of Saltsea - the pitying looks, and sympathetic words 

were too much to bear - even now. Muriel had tried to accept Robert was dead. After all, 

it’s what most people told her a telegram like that really meant.  

 

It was the letters that had followed the telegram - letters that made her question 

everything. Letters she couldn’t tell a soul because of what they contained. The people 

writing them had confirmed Robert may indeed be missing presumed dead, but they 

were also suggesting he was under investigation. At the time, Muriel knew whatever it 

was they were investigating it had to be a mistake - without a shadow of doubt. It was 

likely just a clerical error and the matter would be resolved soon enough. However, last 

week’s letter was different. This letter told her new evidence had come to light and there 

was going to be a formal enquiry into Robert’s operation. In his absence Robert was 

being accused of acting as a double-agent, working for the Nazis. This news had pushed 

Muriel to breaking point. How could she cope knowing her husband was completely 

innocent but could do nothing to help him?  

 

Muriel had been reminded so many times in her life she was just a woman, with neither 

the brains nor the resources to support herself. In spite of that Muriel had been a fighter. 
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She had fought for her own independence and freedom but soon learned it would come 

with a hefty price. The first time she fought for her independence it was to marry the 

man she loved but it had come with the loss of her parents’ love and all family ties. The 

onset of war brought her a second chance at independence, landing a job she loved and 

earning a wage of her own. Only this time the price would be even greater. While Muriel 

was enjoying her newfound freedom and independence, Robert was lying injured, 

probably dying, in some foreign land. Along with the grief of losing her husband, and 

the guilt of feeling responsible for his demise, she was now faced with the impossible 

task of clearing his name - and she had no fight left.  

 

As Muriel was desperately trying to hold the pieces of her life together her daughter 

Bella, on the other hand, had shown more resilience to their loss. She would openly tell 

passersby that her daddy was “dead in the war” – even when the question wasn’t asked 

of her. It was like a fun story for her to tell everyone, after all she was only five years old. 

Muriel knew this was something a child of that age couldn’t truly comprehend but she 

also knew the time would come when Bella would understand her daddy was gone - and 

what forever really means. Who would be there to support her when that happened and 

who would tell her the truth - that her daddy was a hero and not a traitor to his country? 

How could she be so selfish as to take her own life - a life that was not hers to take. 

 

Muriel’s thoughts were suddenly interrupted. 

 

“Fine day for it, Mrs. Stanley, don’t you think?”  
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Muriel, forgetting where she was for a moment, turned around to see her neighbour Mr. 

Pattison walking towards her. Walking alongside him was his long-time companion, 

Samuel, a large chocolate-brown Labrador. As soon as Samuel spotted Muriel up ahead, 

he set off full tilt in her direction, as though his life depended on it.  

 

“Samuel!” shouted Mr. Pattison. “Come here boy, come!” 

 

Not a chance. As soon as he reached Muriel, Samuel jumped up at her. His paws reached 

the top of her shoulders, covering her beige raincoat with wet sand, dog sweat and saliva. 

Muriel loved Samuel as much as he loved her, and she didn’t mind a bit.  

 

“Down boy!” Even Mr. Pattison’s big booming voice had no effect. 

 

Eventually Samuel let go of Muriel’s shoulders, but continued to look up at her with his 

big brown eyes and his tongue hanging out - drool dripping out from both edges of his 

mouth. Muriel leaned down to hold his face in her hands.  

 

“Hello beautiful boy. How are you today?”  

 

She could feel the vibration coming through Samuel’s body as he fought the instinct to 

jump up and lick her face again. What an amazing animal, she thought, looking deep into 

his chocolate-drop eyes. 
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 “It is indeed Mr. Pattison,” she replied dutifully. “How’s the insurance business these 

days?” 

 

Mr. Pattison clapped his hands loudly at Samuel, who promptly ran back and stood 

alongside his master.  

 

“Oh, you know, the usual. Paperwork and more paperwork. Since the war ended, claims 

have gone through the roof and now I spend my days filling out form after form. I hate 

to say times were better before VE day – they certainly were not, but they were a heck of 

a lot more interesting.”  

 

Mr. Pattison had a habit of saying the wrong thing at the wrong moment, but fortunately 

he also had a knack for changing the subject.  

 

“How’s little Bella? Is she still enjoying school?”  

 

“She loves it,” replied Muriel, also appreciating the change in topic. “In fact, she loves it 

so much she wants to know why school is closed on Saturdays and Sundays. If she had 

her way, every day would be a school day.” 

 

Mr. Pattison suddenly laughed out loud. Muriel wasn’t entirely sure what she’d said to 

cause such a reaction, but there was something about his laughter that had a strange 

effect on her. Then, without warning, she found herself laughing along with him. The 

feeling was foreign to her, but in that moment it felt good.  
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“Thank you, Mr. Pattison. I needed that.”  

 

Unsure what it was he’d actually said or done to make her laugh, he shrugged his 

shoulders, smiled at her warmly and lifted his hand up to wave goodbye.  

 

“Maybe see you later at the community meeting. Bye-bye for now!”  

 

Before Muriel could say a word in response, he had turned around swiftly and was 

marching back towards the promenade steps. Samuel was already way ahead of him, 

anticipating the direction they were heading. Mr. Pattison knew Muriel wouldn’t be at 

the community meeting - it was just his way of politely ending the conversation. Muriel 

had stopped participating in anything that involved being sociable or felt remotely 

enjoyable. Everyone knew this, but it didn’t stop them from inviting her at every 

opportunity - if only out of respect.  

 

Muriel stood there a few minutes more. As quick as the laughter had come, so did the 

feelings of guilt and shame that followed. Grief-filled tears ran freely down her face, the 

salty taste hitting her lips. Muriel took one last look at the sea - not today, she thought. It 

was time to collect her daughter from school and she would have to pull herself together 

by the time she got there. For now, Bella needed her mother and the sea would have to 

wait.  
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* * * 

 

Muriel had got her mum-smile down to a fine art. She owed it to her daughter to put on 

a pretense that all was well, even though things were far from well. Scanning the 

children’s faces in the crowd of small bodies piling out of the schoolhouse doors, it 

didn’t take long for Muriel’s eyes to land on the face she was looking for. Bella was 

always the last to leave the building and she was usually carrying more library books in 

her arms than her tiny frame could handle. That meant a few dropped books and delays 

as she crouched down to pick them up, while keeping hold of the others. Muriel had 

always loved books and could even remember what reading meant to a small child and 

how even at that age the imagination can be so vast and expanding - no filters, no 

judgement. As she looked at Bella, Muriel felt a slight pang of envy. The envy most 

grown-ups don’t like to admit openly - that they would love to start their minds all over 

again, fresh and open to new possibilities. 

 

“Mummy! Mummy,” cried Bella. Muriel felt her face muscles moving in line creating that 

smile for her little girl.  

 

“Hello darling! How was your day? Do you have enough books for the weekend?”  

 

“Oh mummy you are funny. Miss Loveday would only let me take these. I wanted two 

more, but she said I had to share the books with my friends. Guess what we did today, 

Mummy?”  
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Muriel knew she would have no time to answer. 

 

“We painted pictures of our family. I painted a lovely picture of you and daddy and me 

when we were on the beach last year. Just like the photograph at home. I painted you 

wearing your pretty pink dress and daddy in his soldier uniform. I’m wearing my white 

summer dress, with the little yellow daisies all over. Remember we took our shoes and 

socks off to walk along the beach, and we all got sand between our toes? Well, I painted 

our sandy feet too and I made sure we had enough toes for each of us. Five right, 

mummy, we have five toes each, right?” 

 

It took all Muriel’s strength to swallow the enormous lump that had formed in her throat 

as she heard her daughter re-telling the story from her imagination. Bella was too young 

to remember everything about that day, but Muriel remembered it like it was yesterday. 

Robert had managed to get a day’s leave and he came home without telling her. It was 

such a lovely surprise and because it was a beautiful early spring day, he suggested they 

all spend the day at the beach. He wanted ‘his favourite girls’ to wear their best summer 

dresses. At the time Muriel thought it an odd request to wear their best clothes for a day 

at the beach but she shrugged it off and decided not to spoil the moment by asking too 

many questions.  

 

He was going on a secret mission. That’s all he could tell her as they walked along the 

beach hand-in-hand. He’d been given a day’s leave to see his family because it would be 

quite some time before he’d be home again. It was the last day they would spend 

together as a family. 
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“Do you like it mummy?” 

 

Muriel looked up from the painting. “I love it!” Muriel managed to reply. “And yes, we 

each have five toes - and five fingers. You are such a clever young lady!” 

 

Muriel coughed away the lump in her throat and blinked away the tears threatening to 

flow, before leaning down to take the books from Bella’s arms. Seeing the relief in her 

daughter’s face made her smile - a genuine smile this time. The weight was lifted, and 

Bella could get on with the task of skipping and singing her way home. She would skip 

ahead of Muriel and occasionally turn around and yell, “hurry up mummy - if you skip 

it’s so much faster!”  Some days Muriel would throw caution to the wind and skip along 

with her daughter - but not today. Muriel was too lost in her thoughts to even notice her 

daughter shouting back at her. Bella shrugged her shoulders, turned back around, and 

returned to her skipping-singing rhythm.  

 

Muriel watched her beautiful, innocent daughter as she skipped along the pathway 

leading back to their flat. She had contemplated ending it all. A way to escape the 

nightmare she was living, but she realized now how impossible that was. How could she 

be so cruel as to leave her daughter without a father and a mother? No, she couldn’t 

ignore what was right in front of her any longer. It was time to find a way to get out of 

this mess, before it was too late. She knew whether he was dead or alive, she would have 

to find a way to clear Robert’s name because no one else would. For now that would 

have to wait, because there was a bigger problem to solve and it involved an empty bank 

account and a rather angry landlady. 
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* * * 

 

Muriel knew that they would have to sneak in through the back door again. Her 

landlady, Mrs. Swanson, would be listening out for the sound of the front door opening 

and would bolt out asking for her last two month’s rent payments. Muriel didn’t have it, 

so couldn’t risk bumping into Mrs. Swanson today. Bella knew the drill. As soon as they 

were close to home, she would stop skipping and wait for her mum to catch up. Then 

they would both sneak down the passage in between the house where they lived and Mr. 

Pattison’s house. They had to almost tiptoe down the passage so as not to alert Samuel, 

who might be sleeping in his kennel. Muriel lifted the latch and slowly opened the gate. 

She had managed to secretly grease the hinges a few days earlier to stop the gate from 

creaking as it opened, but they knew they weren’t out of the woods just yet. The next 

step was to slowly close the gate and then duck down as they passed the side of the 

house and beneath the ground floor window. This part of the mission was the most 

critical as this window looked into Mrs. Swanson’s kitchen. It was highly likely that she 

would be in there cooking up some horrible-smelling stew for Mr. Swanson when he 

came home from working at the post office.  

 

Bella turned around to her mum and screwed her face up in disgust with her thumb and 

index finger pinching her nostrils closed. Muriel had to put on her angry-mother face to 

stop Bella making faces at her, trying to make her laugh. It worked. They made it. Now 

all they had to do was quietly turn the key in the lock and sneak up the back stairs to the 

safety of their flat. At this point, the shoes came off and Bella would be the first to sneak 

through the door, run up the stairs and check to see if the coast was clear. She looked 
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down the staircase and gave her mum the thumbs up. The coast was clear. Muriel 

stepped across the threshold and into the house, closing the door slowly behind her. As 

she turned around to head towards the staircase, a loud noise came from the room next 

to her.  

 

“Damn and blast!”  

 

Muriel stood frozen on the spot. What had made Mrs. Swanson shout out like that? 

Muriel thought perhaps she had heard them and was about to launch through the door 

and demand money on the spot. It felt like minutes to Muriel, but it was more like 

seconds.  

 

“This bloody stove needs fixing again. I’ll kill Bob Tinker when I see him! He said it was 

fixed when I paid him half a crown for the pleasure. Wait ‘til I get my hands on him!”  

 

Muriel still didn’t move, waiting to see what her landlady would do next. Once she heard 

the sound of metal pans clattering together again, she knew the coast was finally clear. 

When Muriel reached the door of their flat, Bella whispered “That was a close shave, 

wasn’t it mummy?” 

 

Muriel couldn’t open the door quick enough. As soon as they were inside, Muriel felt the 

same sensation she had felt earlier with Mr. Pattison. Her body started to shake, and the 

feeling came bubbling up and out. She looked at Bella and they both burst into laughter. 

That was twice in one day but this time the laughter had come from sheer relief. To 
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Bella this was a fun game she played with her mummy, but for Muriel this was far from a 

fun game and she knew she was past living on borrowed time. She had to come up with 

a plan - and fast. 
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