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‘It’s in extremely poor taste,’ I declared, eyeing the miserable crowd who had assembled at Speakers’ Corner on Sunday afternoon. Hyde Park was a riot of colour. Families were out with their children, making the most of the sunshine, while courting couples were picnicking on the grass and tourists were grinning and pointing fingers at all the bunting and Union Jacks festooned across the park. In the distance, brass bands were belting out patriotic tunes. Yet here, on the north-east edge of the park, the Labour Party had chosen to hold a political rally. ‘Couldn’t they have waited until after the Jubilee?’ I muttered, eyeing up the grubby set of men and women who had gathered in support of their local party. I was a staunch Conservative and I had no time for people like this, ruining a perfectly pleasant spring day; and on a bank holiday weekend, to boot.

Emily Bunting rolled her eyes. She was a stocky, fresh faced girl of about twenty-five, well used to my bad temper. We had arrived at the park together and were doing a creditable impression of love’s young dream. It suited our purposes just now to look like a courting couple.

The police were standing by, watching the proceedings, as Mr Herbert Morrison ascended the platform. He was a podgy-faced Londoner in his late forties, smartly dressed, with rounded spectacles and his hair partly quiffed on one side, as if he had just got out of bed. In a fit of madness, the capital had recently elected him leader of London County Council, as much to his surprise as everybody else's. Morrison was the acceptable face of socialism, but there were plenty of other less reputable groups gathering in front of the stage, intent on disrupting the rally. The Independent Labour Party were here, making a bit of a noise, but it was the communist element who were causing the real trouble.

I flinched at the sight of one fellow in a flat cap who was holding up a banner reading “Abolish the Monarchy!” I am all for free speech, but there is a time and a place for such idiotic opinions. ‘Traitor!’ the man bellowed at the sight of Mr Morrison. Some of the crowd hissed at him to be quiet. There were boos too at the sight of his banner but the republican held his ground. Any opinion is permissible on Speakers’ Corner, no matter how wrong-headed.

The anger dissipated slightly as Mr Morrison started his speech.

‘You’re meant to be looking at me,’ Miss Bunting teased, drawing my attention away from the stage. We were standing together on the edge of the crowd. She was dressed for the summer in a pretty straw bonnet, polka dot blouse and a white flannel skirt. She had a parasol too, which she twirled beguilingly as I grunted an acknowledgement. She was one of life’s enthusiasts, Miss Bunting, always looking for novelty and new experiences. That was all well and good; I have no objection to people seeking out new experiences, so long as they do not involve me. Unfortunately, the girl had a habit of drawing other people into her mad schemes. It was her fault that I was here today. She pointed the tip of her parasol at the metal box I was carrying. ‘Come on. Let’s get started.’

I growled, looking down at the horrible mechanical contraption. ‘Why can’t you be the one holding the camera?’ I muttered.

‘Don’t be silly!’ She laughed. ‘We’re supposed to be a courting couple. It’s always the man behind the camera and the girl in front.’ She used the word “man” with a knowing look.

‘But I’m old enough to be your father!’ I protested. At forty-six, I was almost twice Miss Bunting’s age.

‘All the more reason for you to operate the camera.’

It was she who had first spotted the advertisement in The Times: a Cine-Kodak camera. It was the latest 8mm model, a hand-held portable film camera, about the size of a large book. She had gone to the powers-that-be and suggested that such a camera could prove useful as a means of surveillance. Hyde Park would be the testing ground, to see how effective the camera was at picking out faces.

The girl had outlined the scheme to me over tea and buns earlier in the week. Miss Bunting and I had got into the habit of meeting up at Lyons’ Corner House for lunch once or twice a month. She had batted her eyelids at me there, across the patterned tablecloth, and asked if I would help out with her latest scheme. A courting couple could pass unnoticed in the park, she said, and we would be able to properly test the equipment.

I was reluctant to get involved, even in a test run. ‘I don’t do the cloak and dagger stuff any more,’ I protested. True, I worked for the Security Service – MI5 as it is popularly known – and I had been on active service several times in recent years, in Gibraltar and Guatemala, and more recently in Italy, which had been a rare success. On my return to Britain, however, I had requested a desk job. I now worked for A Division, the administrative wing of the service. I spent my days collating newspaper reports, reading pamphlets and assessing other potentially subversive material. I was content being a backroom boy, away from danger, even if the work was deadly dull. Each day I would sit in an airless room compiling detailed reports on anything and everything – Irish radicals, communists, anarchists, atheists even. The money certainly came in handy. I had a couple of small annuities but they barely covered my day-to-day expenses. If a bit of desk work in the national interest provided a little extra cash, enabling me to risk a few shillings at cards on a Friday night or on the horses at the weekend, it was time well spent. After all, the racing season was just getting started. But I had no intention of returning to field work. Unfortunately, Miss Bunting had other ideas.

I had first met the girl in the Americas a few years before, when I had briefly worked as a passport control officer at the British Legation in Guatemala City. That was a standard cover for a spy working abroad. Miss Bunting had been my secretary. After I had fled the country in 1931, we had kept in touch. She returned to England at the tail end of 1934 and we had quickly become reacquainted.

Officially, she was a Foreign Office employee, awaiting her next posting abroad. A grammar school girl from a modest background, she had already proved her worth to the service. She was currently learning Russian at the School of Slavonic Studies, in anticipation of an Eastern European posting in a few months’ time. In the meantime, she had made herself available to the home service and was already putting a few noses out of joint in what was, after all, a very masculine world.

‘It’s just an exercise,’ she assured me, sipping her tea at the corner house. ‘It’ll do you good to get out of the office. And I’ll be there to hold your hand, Hilary.’ Emily Bunting was one of a very small number of people who knew my real name. I had spent the last few years living under an alias, which was par for the course at MI5. To the world at large I was Mr Henry Buxton Esquire, but to Miss Bunting, in private, I was Hilary Manningham-Butler. It was pleasing to hear the name spoken aloud, even if it had to be done quietly. ‘It’ll be fun,’ the girl assured me.

I was dubious in the extreme but Miss Bunting could be very persuasive.

And so, the following Friday, I had arrived at Thames House to be given a quick overview of the film camera and to sign out the device.

‘Whatever you do,’ the technical boffin said, ‘don’t drop it. It cost us twenty guineas.’ A reel of film had already been teed up on the inside of the camera. ‘It gives you about three minutes. You wind it up here, adjust the lens, and Bob’s your uncle.’

I regarded the device with some scepticism. ‘But how do you make it start?’ I have never been much good with technology. I only used the telephone on sufferance.

‘Just press the button on the side here,’ the man explained patiently. ‘Hold it down while you’re filming. Let it go and it stops.’

It sounded simple enough. A special lens had been attached, he added, that would help us to get a clear picture of some of the less reputable coves gathering at the rally.

I pressed the button now and aimed the device, peering through the gap in the handle at the top, which acted as the sight. The machine began to whirr and Miss Bunting twirled daintily in front of me, playing her part to perfection. We moved forward, shuffling along the path on the outer edges of the crowd. People were walking to and fro all around us. Some of them smiled and raised their hats at the sight of the camera, but nobody lingered. I swung the machine round in the direction of the temporary stage.

In the distance, Marble Arch loomed over us, swathed in bunting like the rest of London. Miss Bunting pointed across at it, which gave me an excuse to aim the camera in that direction. I could make out a few dim figures standing at the very top. Policemen probably. The girl moved to my side then and held my arm, doing a creditable impression of a devoted lover, pretending to marvel at the sight.

‘I’m not sure this is working,’ I whispered to her, out of the side of my mouth. ‘Everyone’s got their backs to us.’ The audience was facing inwards towards the stage as Mr Morrison continued his speech.

‘We could move in a bit closer,’ she suggested. There were quite a lot of people gathered here but the crowd was not densely packed.

‘Better to edge around the side,’ I thought. ‘Look, there’s a gap. Let’s go over to the railings. Then you can prance around a bit more.’ I took my finger off the button.

A few hotheads were beginning to stir up trouble towards the front. ‘Traitor!’ the man in the flat cap bellowed again. ‘Betrayer of the working people!’ He was a nasty little oik, that one. Other members of the crowd hissed at him to be quiet but he paid them no heed. A few of his fellow agitators were shouting and waving their arms. A couple of extra banners appeared as if from nowhere.

‘I don’t like the look of this,’ I muttered.

‘Keep filming!’ Miss Bunting whispered.

A scuffle was starting to break out. I took my eye from the camera, observing the incident with some distaste, grateful to be at a distance from it. It was then that my attention caught on another man who was standing much closer to us, at the rear of the crowd.

He looked to be in his mid thirties, with black curly hair beneath a brown trilby. I grimaced. There was something oddly familiar about his face. He wore a dark overcoat over a nondescript brown suit and was carrying a rolled up copy of The Daily Worker, the Communist Party newspaper. While everyone was distracted by the adolescent antics up front, the man sidled quietly up to another fellow, a young buck also standing passively at the rear of the crowd. I did not recognise him. For a moment, the two men stood together, side by side, apparently observing the fight. A policeman had stepped forward and was attempting to intervene with the ruffians. My eyes were fixed on the man in the trilby. Where had I seen him before? I didn’t generally associate with communists – or socialists – but I did see an awful lot of photographs in the course of my work. As I watched, the man in question slipped his copy of The Daily Worker surreptitiously into the other man’s hand. The younger fellow, whose face I could not see, slid the paper calmly into his jacket pocket. He did not even glance at his companion, who then moved away.

At the front of the crowd, a couple of agitators were being pulled apart by the police, including the man in the flat cap. His banner had been snapped in two. The crowd were doing their best to ignore the interruption, however, and Mr Morrison was continuing with his speech, seemingly oblivious to events.

I leaned in to Miss Bunting, who was still holding my arm. ‘Don’t look now,’ I whispered. ‘That man walking away. He just passed something to that young fellow there.’

She nodded, her eyes following the man as he marched calmly off. ‘Yes, I saw.’

‘I know him from somewhere,’ I said, biting my lip for a second, then disentangling myself from her arm. ‘I’m going to see where he goes. See if you can find out who that young man there is.’

She dipped her head. ‘All right, Hilary. Be careful.’

‘I assure you, Miss Bunting...’ I smiled tightly, gripping the camera. We were in a public place and there were plenty of policemen within shouting distance. ‘I have no intention of putting myself in any danger.’

I moved off along the path.

The man in the trilby had already put some distance between himself and the rabble at Speakers’ Corner. He was heading south along the Broadwalk, but his progress was repeatedly interrupted, such was the swell of people milling about. Most of them were here for the Jubilee. All manner of strange looking individuals were enjoying the park, people from right across the Empire, alongside the locals and day trippers from other parts of Britain.

Children were running amok near an ice cream stall a little way along. I hurried in that direction, just in time to see the dark-haired man disappear from view around the corner of the stall.

Had he seen me following him? I wondered. It was not beyond the bounds of possibility. I was hardly an expert in tailing villains, though I did have some experience in this area. I had followed a few people on the continent before now, though rarely in broad daylight and on my home turf. That face, though. Where on earth had I seen it before?

There was a long queue at the ice cream stall and I pushed aside a couple of snotty looking children who were refusing to make way. By now I had lost sight of my quarry. He had dipped into the foliage lining the edge of the park. That was even more suspicious. Perhaps it was a bad idea, trying to follow him. What was I hoping to achieve?

I passed a large tree and felt a sudden obstruction, my leg colliding with something hard, causing me to fall forwards. The camera flew from my grasp and smashed into the earth as I hit the ground on the far side of the tree. I let out a groan and struggled to recover my senses.

A figure stepped out from behind the tree. The man in the trilby. He must have stuck his foot out directly in front of me. I gazed up at him in alarm. He was not a tall man but he was thickset and aggressive looking. Definitely foreign. ‘Did your mother never tell you, it is rude to spy on people?’ His English was precise, his tone contemptuous.

It was then that I remembered where I had seen him before. It was a warning sent around the department a couple of weeks ago. A hazy photograph of a foreign agent the high-ups were very keen to trace. I couldn’t recall the name – the fellow had a number of aliases – but I knew exactly who he worked for. I swallowed a breath. He was a Comintern agent; a Soviet spy. And he was leaning over me, his eyes blazing.

‘You are Special Branch?’ he demanded. ‘MI5?’

‘I...I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I spluttered, pulling myself away from him. We were a good ten yards from the ice cream stall, partially shielded by the foliage. No-one was paying us any attention. ‘I was just out for a stroll with a young lady.’

‘Of course you were. And you just happened to be carrying an expensive movie camera.’ Oh lord. He had seen that too. The man smiled humourlessly as I scrabbled onto my knees. ‘You are not a good liar, comrade.’ He moved across to the camera. The side had sprung open on impact, exposing the film spool inside. So much for that recording. To make certain, however, he bought a heavy boot down to crush the internal mechanism.

‘That cost twenty guineas!’ I exclaimed in horror, rising up opposite the scoundrel.

‘No sudden moves!’ he snarled. His right hand had slid into his coat pocket. He was holding something in there and, despite the shape, I was pretty sure it was not a banana. ‘If you are MI5, the Security Service, I have a message for you.’

‘A message?’ I frowned, steadying myself opposite him. My hands were covered in grass and the knees of my trousers were badly scuffed.

‘A warning. Since you are so interested in subversive activity. I have information.’ He paused, looking round to make sure we were not being observed. ‘Important information. There is a man living not far from here who is intending to do serious harm to your country.’

‘A man?’

‘A very dangerous man,’ he asserted, choosing his words carefully. ‘With dangerous plans.’

I glared at him suspiciously. ‘And why would you want to warn me? I’m the enemy. Why would you care if someone wants to damage my country?’

‘I do not care,’ he admitted with surprising honesty. ‘But if this man succeeds, he will damage us as much as he damages you.’

‘What is he planning to do?’

The spy waved his free hand, gesturing to some of the bunting in the distance. ‘It is a big day tomorrow. The Royal Jubilee. Watch for the man in the green coat. Do not say we did not warn you.’

And with that, he lunged forward and kicked me in the groin. I let out a cry and, as I collapsed to the ground a second time, he disappeared into the undergrowth.
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Chapter Two
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The City of Westminster was teeming with people. There was bunting everywhere. Big Ben and the Houses of Parliament were swathed in Union Jacks. Rumour had it that the shops had sold out of the flags altogether and I could well believe it. The last time London had been this colourful was for Queen Victoria’s Jubilee back in 1897. I had been eight years old at the time, a mere slip of a lad; or, to be strictly accurate, a slip of a girl.

That was something almost nobody knew about me. I might present the image of a respectable middle-aged gentleman, but I had in fact been born a woman. Despite all the obvious difficulties, I had been raised and lived the better part of my life as a man. It was all my father’s fault. He was a baronet and had wanted a son and heir to inherit his title. He had not been at all impressed when my mother had popped out a little girl and then expired. He had no desire to marry again – he hated women – so I had been raised as a boy, with a nanny and various tutors; and when I was old enough to know my own mind, I had decided to continue the charade. Life was so much easier as a man. The whole world was balanced in one’s favour. As luck would have it, I had been blessed with a fairly masculine appearance – broad shoulders and a square jaw – which made it all the easier to pass myself off as a member of the opposite sex.

Emily Bunting was one of only three people alive who knew the secret. That was why I had agreed to help her out so readily this weekend. The others were Doctor Lefranc, a medical man who I hadn’t seen in years, and my valet, Maurice. Miss Bunting had discovered the truth by accident, when we worked together in Guatemala. She had entered my flat unannounced just as I was emerging from a bath. At the sight of her, I had inadvertently dropped my towel. To my surprise, rather than being shocked at the sight of my naked body, Miss Bunting had found the whole thing delightful.

‘I do admire you,’ she said, when we had settled down for an impromptu supper afterwards. I had explained my reasoning to her. ‘I wish I could do something like that. There are so few opportunities for women.’ Career opportunities, she meant. ‘I’ve got about as far as I can go.’ In fact, she had done remarkably well, a grammar school girl from the East Midlands whose parents were both in service. Yet there were limits to how far Miss Bunting could progress in the civil service. The best a girl like her could hope for was to become an office manager; and if she ever married it would mark an immediate end to her career. Freddie Reeves, the Second Secretary in Guatemala, had been sweet on her for a time and had some hopes in that direction, but he had been posted to Peking in 1933. ‘It’s so unfair,’ she complained and I could not help but agree. The civil service was nothing but a men’s club. MI5 was a little more egalitarian – there were almost as many women as men at Thames House – but still the senior positions were out of reach for people like Emily. And she was far more deserving of advancement than I was. She would not have allowed herself to be so easily outwitted by a foreign agent.

‘Crumbs!’ she exclaimed, discovering me propped up against the tree in Hyde Park. She still had a trace of a Midlands’ accent, despite her education, and it tended to show through whenever she was surprised. For my part, I was feeling like a proper Charlie, my suit covered in mud, bits of grass on my face. A crumpled hat was lodged on the branches of a nearby bush. Miss Bunting came to a halt beside me, struggling not to laugh at my peeved expression. ‘I thought you didn’t want to get involved in any of the rough stuff,’ she teased, bending down to give me a hand up.

‘I didn’t,’ I muttered, wiping my face with a handkerchief and dusting down my muddy backside. The whole suit would have to be dry cleaned. That would be a job for my man Maurice, when I next saw him. ‘The damned scoundrel was waiting for me behind the tree,’ I said, referring to the Comintern man. ‘He kicked me in the groin.’

‘Crikey. It’s lucky you’re not a man.’ She showed more sympathy when she caught sight of the cut on my forehead. ‘I’ve got a plaster in my bag.’

I waved that away. ‘Did you get a good look at the other fellow?’

‘I did,’ she said, pulling my hat from the bush and doing her best to knock it back into shape. ‘A young man. Blond hair. Thin moustache. I’ll know him if I see him again.’ She handed me the hat.

‘A working man?’

‘No, not in those clothes. Quite well educated, I should say.’ She looked back in the direction of the ice cream stall. ‘And well spoken, too. I heard him apologise when he brushed up against someone.’

‘But he didn’t notice you?’

‘I don’t think so. Golly, what happened to the camera?’ She had finally noticed the shattered remains of the Cine-Kodak.

‘Nothing good,’ I admitted miserably.

We gathered up the device as best we could and headed for the nearest Underground station. I filled her in on the conversation as we exited the park.

Miss Bunting was agog. ‘Crumbs. What do you think he meant?’

‘I should have thought that was obvious. Someone is about to make an attempt on the life of the King.’

Her eyes widened in shock. ‘No one would dare!’ she exclaimed. For all her lowly background, Miss Bunting was a patriot, a far cry from the rabble rousers at Speakers’ Corner. ‘Everybody loves him, Good King George.’

‘Not everybody,’ I said, nodding my head towards the communist placards as we hobbled past the rally, on the other side of the railings. ‘A green coat. What use is that to anybody?’

We hopped on the Tube at Marble Arch, which took us as far as St. James Park and the City of Westminster. It saved us a walk, but it was an unpleasant experience, cramming ourselves into the smoke filled carriages.

I have never liked the London Underground. It is bad enough during the week, sharing the trains with all the bowler hatted city types, their over-sized newspapers and sharp umbrellas digging into one’s side; but at the weekend it is even worse. All the screaming children and their frightful mothers. Today I found myself wedged between an Indian fellow in a turban and two Orientals, one of whom was bald and wearing an orange robe; some sort of monk apparently. It really did feel like the whole of the British Empire had descended upon London to join in with the celebrations.

It was a relief to emerge into the sunlight, though it was still a fair walk from the Houses of Parliament to Thames House. By the time we reached the building, some twenty minutes later, I had recovered my bearings somewhat. Even here, along the Thames, the streets were thick with people. A few sailors were making merry and some tourists were taking photographs of the boats on the river.

Miss Bunting and I hurried up the steps into the building.

‘Don’t worry about the camera,’ she said as I pulled open the door for her. ‘I’ll give it back to the quartermaster. He won’t make a fuss if I do it.’

I smiled. There were some advantages to being a woman, after all.

––––––––
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‘Mischief making.’ That was the opinion of Mr Tobias Walsh. ‘Nothing to worry about, Buxton.’ Walsh was my immediate superior at A Division. He was a dull looking fellow in his mid fifties with grey hair, a bulbous nose and a chin that seemed to have given up on life. Looks could be deceptive, however, especially in the murky world of the Security Service. Walsh was an unmarried man who apparently couldn’t find anything better to do on a bank holiday weekend than come into the office, but his brain was razor sharp. It needed to be, the amount of information that was fed into it, processed and spat out. Information is the lifeblood of intelligence work and Tobias Walsh was the spider at the centre of that web. ‘You know what the Ruskies are like,’ he added authoritatively. ‘Always spreading disinformation. Nothing they like more than putting the wind up everyone.’

‘He certainly put the wind up me,’ I admitted. My muddy grey suit was a testament to that. Walsh had raised an eyebrow at my shambolic appearance when I had shuffled into his office.

‘I’ll pass on the intel to Special Branch, though,’ he said, ‘and the powers-that-be, just to be on the safe side. But I’m sure they’ve got everything sewn up already.’ Special Branch were in charge of security for the grand procession tomorrow. ‘There’ll be more marines and policemen on the streets than at any time since the war. If anyone’s stupid enough to try anything, they won’t get through that barricade. But we mustn’t be complacent,’ he conceded, writing out a memo as he spoke. ‘Shame you weren’t able to follow the chap. We’ve been after him for months. Popping up all over the place.’ The man in question had two aliases that we were aware of – Mr Jacob Tweedy and Mr Giles McClarnon – though it seemed unlikely either of these were his real name.

‘What was he doing with the newspaper?’ I wondered. ‘Passing on instructions, do you think?’

‘Or a payoff of some kind,’ Walsh speculated. ‘Who knows? These illegals are slippery customers. The other chap, you didn’t get a clear view of him?’

‘Miss Bunting did. Well-to-do, she thought. Young, blond. Light brown jacket. She’d know him if she saw him again.’

‘Good-oh.’ Walsh scribbled a bit more and then put down his pen. He peered across the desk at me seriously. ‘Now. This other business. How are you getting on at Eaton Place?’

I sighed. That was another unwelcome complication in my life. For all the promises I had been given of a desk job – promises that had mostly been honoured – it seemed I could not help getting involved in the more serious side of our work. ‘I moved in last night,’ I said. ‘It’s a very fine house. I’m on the top floor.’

‘It’s a bit of luck, you being invited to stay like that.’

‘It got me out of a hole,’ I admitted. Until last year, I had been living in a rented house down in Brighton; but my new role at MI5 had necessitated a return to the capital. It was a momentous decision. When I had first returned to England some years ago, I had been concerned that I might accidentally run into someone from my old life, somebody who might recognise me and cause all sorts of trouble. Happily, a fair bit of time had passed since then without incident and, rightly or wrongly, I had ceased to worry about it. Most of my old set from the Twenties had moved on, including Elizabeth Manningham-Butler, my one-time “wife”, who by all accounts was making merry in the south of France. I had rented a small flat in Sloane Square, but the accommodation had proved less than ideal. When my six month tenancy had come to an end, my valet had managed to secure a much better property in Kensington. Unfortunately, there was a two week gap between vacating the first place and moving into the second. A colleague had offered to put me up at his house in the meantime. ‘It was kind of Oliver to invite me. You don’t seriously believe he’s up to anything, do you?’

‘We’re keeping an open mind.’ Oliver Chisholm was a senior clerk at the Foreign Office. He worked in Room 22, the communications department. The people there were responsible for encrypting and decrypting messages to and from the various embassies around the world. As a King’s Messenger, Chisholm was occasionally required to deliver the messages in person. ‘A character assessment, that’s what we need. An independent view, like you did for that other chap last year.’

I grimaced, remembering where that had got me. I had been introduced to a fellow at a fascist discussion group and, before I knew what was happening, I had ended up in Italy surrounded by dead bodies. It was madness to get involved in anything like that again; but as I had already been invited to stay at the house and it was simply a personnel report, I had no reasonable grounds to refuse.

‘He doesn’t seem short of cash anyway,’ I said. ‘He made a packet on the horses at Easter.’ Chisholm and I shared a love of the turf and I had got into his good books by passing on a tip for the Queen’s Prize at Kempton Park. Apple Peel had beaten the favourite by two lengths and Chisholm had been delighted. It was then that he had offered to put me up for the fortnight.

‘Yes, I understand he likes the odd flutter. Poker too.’

‘That’s true,’ I admitted. ‘It’s a regular Friday night thing. Helps us to unwind, you know.’ That was how I had first got to know the man. We both enjoyed a lively game of cards. ‘But it’s never serious money. Not when I’ve been there anyway.’

‘He does seem rather flush at the moment,’ Walsh observed, ‘even allowing for the odd winnings. A brand new motorcar, amongst all the other expenses.’ He peered at me across the desk. ‘We wouldn’t ask if we didn’t have serious concerns, Henry. We can’t afford any mistakes, after that Oldham business.’

I nodded. Ernest Oldham had been another regular in Room 22 and important documents had gone missing on his watch. The details were still quite hazy – the Foreign Office had done its best to hush it all up – but the rumour was that he had walked into the Soviet Embassy in Paris with two Foreign Office code books and offered to sell them for ten thousand pounds. ‘They must have tightened up security since then,’ I said.

‘They have. But they’re still far too trusting. Just like Special Branch, before they were infiltrated. And the fact is, documents are still being mislaid. Certain bits of information seem to be turning up in all sorts of places that they shouldn’t. Something’s definitely not right and we can’t rely on the F.O. to sort it out.’ He sat back in his chair. ‘But that’s not your concern. You just concentrate on Chisholm. Spend a bit of time with him. Get to know how he ticks. Let us know if you think there’s anything out of the ordinary going on there. Marital strife, drinking, mistresses, anything like that.’

With Ernest Oldham it had been money and drink, but I was not sure that would be an issue here. ‘I’ll do my best,’ I said. The department would be making other enquiries, of course; considering alternative explanations. It would not all be on me.

My mind returned to the Comintern agent. ‘But you will pass on the information from today, about a possible threat to the King?’ That was far more important, in the grand scheme of things.

‘Don’t worry about that,’ Walsh assured me, lifting up the memo he had written. ‘Everyone who needs to know will be properly informed.’

‘Good.’ I rose up to leave, arching my back and stifling a yawn. It had been a long day already and it was only mid-afternoon. It would be a relief to get away from Thames House. The Security Service never sleeps but I didn’t much enjoy having to come in on a Sunday.

‘Oh, one last thing,’ Walsh said as I reached the door. I turned back to look at him. He adopted a suitably stern expression. ‘What’s all this about a broken camera?’

––––––––
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The horn blew as I was making my way back along Belgrave Road towards Belgravia. A motorcar was picking its way along the street behind me. It was slow going in London at the moment, with all the pedestrians around. A huge swathe of the capital was due to be closed off to traffic in the coming hours, to make way for the procession tomorrow. I had been about to cross the road and I pulled up in alarm at the sudden noise. The vehicle was a shiny black Daimler which I recognised at once. It belonged to Oliver Chisholm. A chauffeur in a flat cap pulled the vehicle up and Chisholm wound down a window. ‘On the way home?’ He beamed.

Chisholm was a good looking fellow in his late thirties, not quite a matinee idol but a decent B-picture lead, with blond collar length hair and light blue eyes. His suit was finely cut, the latest Savile Row number, and he had a white camellia in his buttonhole. He enjoyed the good things in life did Oliver Chisholm.

I bent down to the window. ‘Yes, just enjoying a brisk walk,’ I lied. It seemed like I had been walking for hours, to and from headquarters. I had my own motorcar and my own man, who was perfectly competent to drive, but I had not seen Maurice since yesterday afternoon. I had left him behind at Sloane Square, clearing out the flat. A few larger items needed to be put into storage for a couple of weeks. He would be joining me at Eaton Place later today.

‘Don’t need a lift then?’ Chisholm asked, his eyes twinkling.

‘Well, I wouldn’t say that.’ I took in the smartly upholstered interior of the Daimler. It was a much nicer motorcar than mine. When I had been offered the job at A Division, I had splashed out on a second-hand Armstrong Siddeley. It was not a patch on my old Morris Oxford, and certainly not on the Daimler, but it was at least British made.

‘Hop in then!’ Chisholm pushed open the door and shuffled along to make room for me. ‘You’re looking a little the worse for wear,’ he observed with amusement as I removed my hat and got in beside him.

‘Yes. Had a bit of a tussle in Hyde Park.’ I settled myself in the seat next to him and closed up the door. I did look in rather a state. ‘Some damned foreigner.’

Chisholm raised an eyebrow. ‘Heavens. A thief?’

‘Someone up to no good.’

He tutted. ‘It’s bound to happen, I suppose, with so many people about.’

‘It’ll be a pick pockets’ paradise tomorrow,’ I suggested sourly. ‘Everyone squashed together along the route.’ The procession would be departing from Buckingham Palace at 10 am, making its way up Constitution Hill to Hyde Park Corner, then heading east towards St. Paul’s. After the service, His Majesty would return to the palace via the Embankment. Soldiers and police would line the entire route, but the crowds behind the barricades would be packed together like sardines. ‘I confess, I’m not looking forward to that.’ I had not yet decided where I would place myself in the milieu.

The motorcar pulled away. Edwards, the driver, shot me a smile through the rear view mirror. He was a handsome fellow, smartly dressed, a little too cocky for my taste. I do not approve of familiarity when it comes to servants.

‘You should have booked a seat,’ Chisholm said. Stands had been set up along the Strand and at Green Park for those who could afford it. ‘I did offer.’

‘Seven guineas is a bit too rich for me.’

He shrugged amiably. ‘There were cheaper seats. But each to their own, Henry. You will be going though?’

‘Of course. I wouldn’t want to miss it. It’s the one thing we do well. All the pageantry.’ I had witnessed one of the rehearsals earlier in the week, all the Horse Guards making their way down Pall Mall, as they would do again tomorrow with the royal party. I was not much of a one for parades, but I did admire the sight of all those men in their tight uniforms.

My eyes settled once again on Edwards at the wheel. He looked quite dapper today. He was not just a chauffeur. He was Chisholm’s valet as well. He had recently had a tooth out, apparently, and though his gums were a little sore it had not dimmed his cheery nature. Like servant, like master it appeared.

‘All the colour certainly brightens things up a bit,’ Chisholm said, taking in the elaborate bunting as we crawled along. Even away from the centre of town, there were flags and people everywhere. Edwards was forced to stop the motorcar every few yards, to make way for pedestrians. ‘I’ve never seen London so alive.’

‘Not since the Coronation, anyway,’ I agreed.

‘Twenty-five years.’ Chisholm smiled. ‘Can you believe it? I was still in short trousers back then.’

I settled back in the leather upholstery. ‘It feels longer, somehow. The war. The crash.’ I sighed. ‘So much has happened since then.’ To me as well as to the country. It had been an eventful few years.

‘But King George has been there through it all,’ he said. ‘He’s been our rock, hasn’t he, through all the bad times. Him and Queen Mary.’

‘He certainly has.’ Chisholm was preaching to the converted. I had always been a staunch monarchist, though I was never particularly keen on all the mummery surrounding it. That was what the rabble in Hyde Park did not understand. ‘It’s what holds the country together,’ I said. ‘The politicians can squabble all they like but there’s always someone there to arbitrate.’ I scratched my cheek. ‘Yes, he’s done his duty has George, through thick and thin.’ And quite a bit of ill-health in recent years. ‘Getting on a bit now, mind.’

Chisholm smiled. ‘I’m sure he has a few years left in him.’

‘Let’s hope so.’ That was the one potential fly in the ointment. ‘I confess, I’ve never been too keen on the son.’ Edward, Prince of Wales, was waiting in the wings, ready to assume the mantle of King as soon as his father dropped off his perch.

‘Are you not?’ Chisholm laughed. ‘My wife dotes on him.’

‘Too full of himself in my view. Too headstrong by half.’ That wasn’t just a random opinion. As it happened, I knew quite a bit about Prince Edward through my secret service work. Some of the information I had seen was extremely concerning, though none of it was in the public domain. Truth be told, I had grave concerns for the future of the monarchy, when King George did finally pop his clogs. The last thing we needed right now was a change of monarch. But I was not about to go into any of that with Chisholm. ‘All that carrying on,’ I added, ‘it’s not right.’ Some of his affairs, at least, were in the public realm.

Chisholm sniggered. ‘Oh, that’s par for the course for the young royals. That’s part of his appeal.’

‘Yes, half the women of England are swooning over him,’ I said. Some of the gutter press were providing guides as to how to get the best view of the man during the procession tomorrow. A mirror was recommended, held aloft so one could see over the heads of the crowd. It was not surprising that the prince was so popular. People always admired a decent looking rogue. I was not immune to that myself, but I knew too much about our current Prince of Wales to see anything but the thorns.

‘He’ll come to heel when he gets the crown,’ Chisholm insisted. ‘They always do. Duty comes first, after all.’

‘Yes, of course,’ I mumbled perfunctorily. It was not a subject worth pursuing today.

Chisholm scratched the side of his face. ‘My son’s just the same. He gets all sorts of mad ideas. Misbehaves all over the place. But he’s a good lad at heart. A decent education and then a bit of responsibility. Does wonders for a young chap.’
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