
  
    
      
    

  


  The Devil’s Brew

by

Jack Treby


  Copyright © Jack Treby 2017




Published by Carter & Allan




The Author asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work




All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publishers




Cover by James at GoOnWrite.com


Also by Jack Treby

THE HILARY MANNINGHAM-BUTLER MYSTERIES




The Scandal At Bletchley

The Red Zeppelin

The Devil's Brew

Hilary And The Hurricane (a novelette)

A Poison Of Passengers

Hurrah For Hilary! 

The Steel Jubilee





The Pineapple Republic

The Stiletto




THE SIMON TURING MYSTERIES




The Book Of Death

The Bonfire Night Massacre

Costa del Corpse

Lights, Camera, Homicide





www.jacktreby.com


  Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Acknowledgements

Hilary And The Hurricane

The Pineapple Republic

The Book Of Death

The Murder At Flaxton Isle

The Gunpowder Treason


  Chapter One

I have never been much of a one for beating servants. In my experience, violence only serves to breed resentment and with the serving classes that should be avoided at all costs. The schoolmaster’s cane may give much needed direction to the immature mind, but a fully grown man – even a member of the lower orders – should be capable of disciplining himself. If he cannot, he has no business being a servant.

That being said, there are times when I would happily have throttled my man Maurice and Thursday morning was a case in point.

A loud thump from the living room had roused me from my slumber. I had been fast asleep – as any sane person would be at three am – and it took me some time to gather my wits. I pulled a hand from beneath the bed sheets and rubbed my eyes. What the devil was he up to this time? I wondered. The thump was followed by a prolonged and unnatural silence. I lifted myself onto my elbows and peered across the bedroom towards the far door. There was a light flickering beneath the wooden frame; Maurice up and about again for no good reason. I scowled quietly. The man barely seemed to sleep at all. I had almost jumped out of my skin, a couple of weeks earlier, when I had got up in the middle of the night to answer a call of nature and had caught sight of his ghoulish, crumpled face staring up at me from an armchair, a large textbook in his lap. At that time of the morning – four am – anyone with an ounce of sense would have been in the arms of Morpheus, but not my valet. We had had a few words then about his nocturnal activities, but clearly he needed a reminder.

I yawned, stretched myself out and pulled back the bed sheets irritably. I wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep now, so I might as well give the fellow a piece of my mind. I did not appreciate being woken up like this, in the middle of the night, especially when I had to be up myself in a few hours time, bright and alert.

I reached across to the bedside lamp and flicked the switch. Nothing happened. I let out a growl but I was not surprised. Another power cut. The electricity supply here was about as reliable as the plumbing. That was one of the perils of living in such a backwards part of the world. I swung my legs over the side of the bed and my nightshirt snagged on the mattress. I ruffled it out and planted my feet firmly on the floorboards, flinching momentarily at the sudden cold. It could be a little chilly in the early hours, even here in the tropics. The nightshirt was a necessary bulwark and also served to protect my modesty. It was not the done thing for a woman to sleep au naturel, even in the relative safety of her own apartment.

I pulled myself up and stood for a moment, gazing across at the light underneath the living room door. It did not have the reassuring flicker of a regular candle. The blasted thing seemed to be darting about all over the place. More like a torch, I thought. But why would Maurice be wandering around the place at this hour with a flash light? It took a few seconds for my befuddled brain to stagger towards the obvious conclusion: it might not be Maurice at all.

I moved back to the bed and sat myself down, shivering again. Good god, it might be a burglar. What if some ruffian had broken into the flat and was even now rifling through my possessions? I gripped my hands on the base of the mattress and took a large gulp of air. If there was an intruder, it was probably best not to disturb him. I am no coward – I have faced down all sorts of rogues and scoundrels in my time – but if life has taught me one thing, it is that it is often better not to get involved. There was nothing of any value in the living room. Let the fellow root around if he really wanted to. If I strode out there like some irate landowner, he might well attack me; and burglars in this part of the world were likely to be armed with rather more than the traditional cosh.

The intruder was doing rather a good job of keeping the noise down. Apart from that initial thump, I hadn’t heard anything at all. No sloping footsteps, no cupboards being ransacked. In fact, there did not seem to be any noise at all, even out in the street, though my bedroom window was ajar and the blinds were only half drawn. Perhaps he had got in through the living room window. We were only one floor up and even I could probably have managed to shin up that distance. A narrow balcony ran the length of the apartment, encompassing the living room and the bedroom. I just hoped to God he didn’t decide to extend his search. Perhaps I ought to cough, make some noise to frighten him off. Or perhaps it would be safer just to lie down and pretend to be asleep.

A low groan sounded from the other room. I shuddered, recognising the voice. It was my man Maurice, out there in the thick of it. He did not sound at all well. And, now that I was more alert, it dawned on me what this must mean. He must have heard a noise and got up to investigate; and then, obviously, someone had clobbered him. That was the thump that had woken me up. Lord. If my valet was lying out there with a sizeable dent in the back of his bonce then I couldn’t just ignore it. The burglar might try to finish him off. I had no choice. Somehow, I would have to frighten the blackguard away.

My eyes had now adjusted to the gloom and I glanced around the room for a weapon. Unfortunately, there was nothing suitable to hand. A small silver candle holder next to the lamp shade looked to be my best option. I pulled out the wax stick and grasped the metal disk by the finger hold. That would have to do.

Tentatively, I approached the door. A floorboard creaked beneath me and I cursed it silently. The light from the torch disappeared. I waited a beat, then reached out a hand and grabbed the door handle. I opened it a crack but the living room was in darkness, a much deeper black than the bedroom. The blinds were lowered further out here and I could make out little in the punishing gloom.

Perhaps I had let my imagination run away with me. Maybe my man was up and about on his own and had simply tripped up. If so, I would crucify the fool.

I pulled the door open a little further and then cursed again, realising I would now be visible in silhouette in the doorway. I stepped forward and my foot collided with something solid in front of me. I tripped and stumbled across the carpet, crashing hard into the back of the sofa. My hands grabbed hold of the top of it and I managed to steady myself. At that moment, I heard the door slam on the far side of the living room. Our intruder had fled the scene.

Edging around the sofa, I tottered blindly towards the far wall and searched for a light switch. I flicked the control but nothing happened. Damn it. I had forgotten about the power cut. I cursed a third time and then heard another low moan from behind me. Maurice was lying on the floor between my bedroom door and the sofa. It must have been him I tripped over.

‘Morris?’ I called out, with some concern. I always called him “Morris” rather than “Maurice”. It was a private joke, though more for my amusement than his. The valet let out another groan.

I moved across to the window and grasped for one of the hanging cords. I caught it and pulled the wire taught, rotating the blinds sideways. At last a small shaft of moonlight illuminated the chamber. I glanced around the room. A set of drawers had been quietly ransacked to the right of the windows. Papers were strewn everywhere. I fumbled inside the bureau for a candle and a box of matches. Before I could complete the action, the electric light bulb stuttered into life and the room was bathed in a dim glow.

Maurice was just beginning to rouse himself. He was clutching the back of his head and frowning slightly.

‘Morris, are you all right? What happened?’

The man took a moment to recover himself. ‘I heard a noise, Monsieur. I came out to investigate.’ Maurice was a tall, thickset Frenchman in his mid-fifties. He was dressed in a light but well cut dressing gown. He raised a hand to the back of his head and then, without fuss, examined the residue on his palm. A little blood but nothing serious. ‘I believe I may have been struck from behind,’ he said. The fellow had a knack for understatement.

‘Sit down,’ I told him. I moved over to the side table and poured out a glass of whisky. I downed the liquid in one and then dished out a second glass for Maurice. Ordinarily, I would not have allowed him to drink in the flat, but these were exceptional circumstances.

Maurice had been my valet for about a year and a half now. He was a grim, taciturn man with a craggy face and a permanently pained expression. His manner bordered on the surly but, for all that, he was an efficient fellow and not the sort to demand sympathy unnecessarily.

He took the glass and sipped at it gently. ‘Thank you, Monsieur,’ he said. Even in private, we maintained the forms. It was always ‘Monsieur’ rather than ‘Madame’. I may have been born a woman but I had chosen to live my life as a man. Employing a valet was an important part of that and, for a modest monthly fee, the Frenchman was happy to go along with the charade.

‘Did you see who hit you?’ I asked him.

‘No, Monsieur.’

‘Pity.’ I poured myself another whisky and had a brief look around. There was no sign of a cosh or any other blunt instrument. ‘He must have clambered in through the window,’ I guessed. The flat was mercifully small – just a kitchen, a living room and two bedrooms – so there was not much for an intruder to get his teeth into.

Maurice had recovered himself slightly. ‘Shall I call the police, Monsieur?’

‘Lord, no!’ I baulked at that. The last thing I wanted was the local boys crawling all over the place. ‘Not before I speak to the minister anyway.’ There was nothing of a sensitive nature kept in the apartment, but as a foreign national and an employee of the British legation in Guatemala City, I would require the minister’s approval before involving the police. ‘We need to see if anything was taken.’ I shuffled across the room to examine the open bureau. ‘I didn’t keep any cash in there. Just a few odds and sods. Certainly nothing valuable.’

‘A burglar would not know that, Monsieur.’

‘No, I suppose not. The only money in the house is in the drawer next to my bed. Oh, apart from anything you have.’ Maurice was given a small allowance for housekeeping, on top of his wages.

‘A few dollars only, Monsieur. And some local currency.’

‘Did he try to come into your room? The burglar?’

‘No, Monsieur.’

I downed the second whisky. ‘But you heard him moving about?’

‘I am a light sleeper Monsieur.’ That was certainly true. The man had excellent hearing too. He would know the difference between his master blundering about, answering a call of nature, and some devil of an intruder.

‘We’ve had a lucky escape, Morris. We might have been murdered in our beds.’

‘Yes, Monsieur.’

‘Oh, how’s that head of yours?’

‘I will survive, Monsieur.’

I glanced down at the bureau again. One of the drawers had been pulled right out and emptied of its papers. It was an internal drawer, inside the top of the bureau. The flap had been pulled down so that the burglar could look inside. ‘That’s odd,’ I remarked.

‘Monsieur?’

I peered at it closely. ‘There’s a second drawer here. I never noticed that before.’

Maurice rose up from the sofa and came across to take a look.

‘You see? It’s inside the first one.’ I thrust a hand into the larger drawer and slid the tiny compartment back inside the first. ‘Good lord,’ I exclaimed. ‘You wouldn’t even know it was there.’ I stared down at the thing. ‘How do you even open it?’

‘A catch, Monsieur.’ The valet indicated a slight irregularity in the wood.

I pressed against it, but nothing happened. Then I caught a fingernail on the edge and teased it back. The hidden drawer popped out again. ‘Some kind of spring.’

‘The burglar knew what he was looking for, Monsieur.’

I stepped back and digested the implications of that. I had been living in this flat for about eight weeks now. Before that, so far as I knew, the place had been empty. ‘What on earth could have been in there?’ I wondered.

––––––––

‘That was where your predecessor was sitting when he shot himself,’ David Richards pointed out maliciously. He was a tall, solidly built man with jet black hair and a pug nose. ‘You can still see the bullet hole in the wall behind you.’ Richards was our head of mission at the legation. He spoke like an aristocrat but looked like a boxer. It was only the second time he had deigned to speak to me. On the first occasion, in the main building, he had made his disapproval evident. ‘I don’t like spies,’ he had informed me testily. ‘My job is to establish cordial relations with the new government and promote British interests in Guatamala. If you do anything to jeopardize that mission, you will be on the first boat back to Blighty.’ Officially, Richards was my boss. I was the new head of passport control at the legation – in reality, me and two secretaries – and he was my immediate superior; but we both knew I had other, more shadowy masters back in London, to whom I was ultimately responsible. Richards was unhappy, however, with the idea of anything happening outside of his direct control. ‘Mr Markham overstepped the mark,’ he continued now, referring to my unfortunate predecessor. ‘Got involved with people he had no business getting involved with. And now we see the consequences.’ Giles Markham had committed suicide at the end of March, a fact no-one had bothered to inform me of before I had accepted the job. Something to do with gambling debts, apparently. Markham had been creaming off some of the visa receipts collected by the passport office, presumably to pay off his creditors, and it had all got out of hand.

‘And you think that might have something to do with the robbery?’ I asked.

Richards shook his head. ‘Don’t be absurd, man. If Giles Markham had left anything important in that apartment, someone would have been in there long before now. It must be over three months since he died. In any case, the place was given a thorough going over at the time. Are you sure this burglar of yours didn’t look anywhere else, apart from the bureau?’ I had given Richards a full account of the break-in.

‘No. And so far as I know, there was nothing of any value in there; or in the whole flat. All the sensitive material – the code books, passports, money – they’re all with you at the legation or in the safe over there.’ I gestured to a strong box in the corner of the room. The passport control office was a couple of doors down from the legation itself. ‘Whoever broke in last night, they were only after one thing. Though what that might be, I have no idea.’

‘Have you spoken to Miss Bunting?’

‘Yes, of course.’ Emily Bunting was one of the clerks in my office. ‘I spoke to her first thing this morning.’ Miss Bunting was a bubbly young thing in her early twenties. She had started work at the legation a few weeks before me. Apparently, she had arrived in Guatemala City the week Markham had died. A lack of available accommodation had forced her to take up temporary residence in the flat for the first few weeks before I had turned up at the beginning of May; a fact I had not previously been aware of. ‘She never went near the bureau. And she says there was no suspicious activity in the block while she was staying there.’

Richards grimaced. ‘I really don’t have time for this nonsense. I’m sure you’re making a mountain out of a mole hill.’

‘I hope you’re right,’ I said. ‘Should I inform the Guatemalan police? As a courtesy?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ He growled. ‘We don’t want them involved. It was bad enough the last time, when your predecessor put that bullet in his head. The last thing we need is them clomping around again in their size eleven boots. That is exactly the sort of unpleasantness we are looking to avoid. One of our apartments broken into in the dead of night. They’ll take it as a personal affront, implying that they can’t keep their streets safe at night.’

I laughed. ‘Have you been out on the streets at night?’ No-one in their right mind would risk venturing out in this city after dark.

‘Things are improving,’ Richards stated tersely. ‘And I don’t want to hear you implying anything different. I suggest we draw a veil over this whole matter.’ He rose to his feet. ‘Now get back to work. I can’t afford to waste any more time on this. But bear in mind, Mr Buxton...Mr Bland, whatever you call yourself these days, I have my eye on you. If you cause me any trouble, I’ll come down on you like a ton of bricks. Remember, you do not have diplomatic immunity. If you get caught breaking any local law, no matter how trivial, you’re on your own. I can do nothing to protect you. Good day.’ And with that, he stormed out of the office.

I stared after him, barely managing to contain my own anger. Who the devil did he think he was, talking to me like that? I wasn’t his lackey. Richards was a weaselly little bean-counter, putting on airs and graces. I didn’t have to take that kind of nonsense from him. If his career had amounted to anything, he wouldn’t be a chargé d’affaires in such an absurd backwater; he’d be a fully fledged ambassador somewhere important. Oh, I knew Richards type well enough: happy to fawn and ingratiate himself with presidents and foreign diplomats, but showing his true colours closer to home. My father would have taken a whip to him.

‘Mr Buxton?’ a voice piped up from the doorway.

I frowned. “Henry Buxton.” My latest nom de plume. I was still getting used to the name. It was the second new identity I had adopted in as many years. It did not have quite the same gravitas as my real name – Hilary Manningham-Butler – but at least I had been able to retain the initials. I had been sorely tempted to restore my title as well, when I had written out the passport using one of the blanks in the office in New York. In a previous life, I had been a baronet and Sir Henry Buxton would have had a nice ring to it. However, some thoughtful soul had pointed out that as the head of mission in Guatemala – Mr Richards – had not yet been knighted, it would not be the done thing to outrank him. I had reluctantly conceded the logic of that. Having met the man in question, however, I was tempted to go back and make one final adjustment to that passport.

‘Yes, what is it?’ I snapped, looking up at the figure in the doorway.

William Battersby, my secretary, did not flinch. He was a slender, quiet fellow in his mid twenties, efficient and anxious to please. ‘Didn’t go well, sir?’ he asked.

‘What do you think?’ I stood up and marched over to the sideboard. It wasn’t ten o’clock yet, but I needed a stiff drink.

William observed me quietly as I filled up the glass. He was carrying a bundle of papers with him. ‘We’re just about to open up.’

I grimaced. Another working day. That was another thing I was having to get used to: a nine to five job. It wasn’t right, a woman of my calibre. Not that William – or anybody else here – had the slightest idea about that. The Foreign Office did not allow women to occupy senior positions. Thankfully, the department was only open to the public between 10am and 1pm. ‘Any takers today?’ I asked, taking a swig of whisky and slumping back into my chair.

William nodded. ‘A couple of people waiting, sir. Smartly dressed, too.’ Most of the visa applications we received were from local businessmen. They were the only ones who would have the wherewithal to visit the United Kingdom. ‘I’ve got the files you wanted, sir. And you asked me to remind you about your four o’clock appointment.’

‘I haven’t forgotten.’ I downed the rest of the whisky and William handed the paperwork across. ‘Well, better open up then. Oh, and close the door behind you. I’m not to be disturbed.’ Better to keep the rabble at a distance while I read through these files. The secretary obediently pulled the door shut behind him. His desk was in the outer room, opposite Miss Bunting. It was there that most of the visa applications would be processed.

My own office was reserved for more serious work. The room was painfully small, with just one grated window, a filing cabinet and a corner safe. A large wooden fan rotated laboriously above my head but all it ever seemed to do was redistribute the dust. I glanced down at the files William had given me. The latest reports from Nicaragua and Honduras. Our office did not just provide visas for rich Guatemalans; we were passport control for most of Central America. And that was only the day job. These reports were of a more sensitive nature.

I scowled. Who was I trying to fool? Nothing that happened in this part of the world was of any interest to the mandarins back home. The Secret Intelligence Service needed a presence in Central America, for form’s sake, but the days of British influence in this part of the world were slowly drawing to a close. The highest item on the ministerial agenda was Guatemalan loan repayments. It was a dead end job in a backward country. And the worst of it was, they wouldn’t even have offered me this position if my predecessor hadn’t taken it upon himself to commit suicide. I was not exactly an experienced field operative. One posting with MI5 in Gibraltar and a couple of years in the back office hardly qualified me for a position of any real responsibility. And so I had ended up here, passport control officer in a banana republic, playing second fiddle to the likes of Mr David Richards.

I poured myself another whisky and opened the first folder.

––––––––

‘You are looking tired, Mr Buxton,’ Jorge Navarro observed with some sympathy. He was a handsome, olive skinned man in his early thirties with a tasteful moustache and a comfortably symmetrical face. ‘Perhaps we should cut the lesson short?’

Rain was pelting the window of the small south-facing classroom. It always seemed to rain in Guatemala in the afternoons. The country had a more temperate climate than I had expected; but what it lacked in temperature it made up for in precipitation. The rain arrived in short, heavy bursts every afternoon, almost like clockwork. Perhaps my perception was a little skewed. I had made the mistake of arriving at the beginning of the rainy season.

‘No, no, we’d better continue.’ I smiled grimly at the tutor. I had never had much of an aptitude for languages and a year or so living in Gibraltar had given me barely more than a passing acquaintance with the language. Now that I was living in a Spanish speaking country, however, it was only right that I should make some effort to learn the lingo. ‘People will start to notice if I don’t get any better fairly soon. I just can’t get to grips with these pronouns,’ I muttered. ‘Damn things are the wrong way around.’

The lecturer nodded sympathetically. ‘It is never easy for a man of your age to start learning a language from scratch.’

‘I’m not that old,’ I said. Forty-two was barely middle aged. I might have developed a few grey hairs and my waistline had probably expanded an inch or two over the last couple of years, but I still had a firm jaw and a pleasingly masculine voice. ‘I’m not quite ready for the knackers yard just yet.’

We finished the lesson and I closed up the text book. Navarro was a good teacher but he was probably wasting his time with me. Our regular meetings had, however, served to provide me with a great deal of other information.

‘You saw Giles Markham, didn’t you?’ I asked, finally getting down to the important business. ‘A few days before he died?’

‘Yes. It was he who recruited me,’ Navarro said. The professor had been our mole at the University of San Carlos for some years now. The Guatemalan government had its fair share of spies, in every town and village, so it was only reasonable that we should have a few of our own. The lecturer scratched his moustache and leaned forward. As a professor of Spanish, no-one questioned his right to provide lessons for minor diplomats and functionaries such as myself; and he was young enough and sufficiently charismatic to mix well with the students too. As such, he was well placed to provide the office with advance warning of any potential unrest in the capital. Political change in Central America always begins with the universities and Navarro was a reliable barometer, not just for Guatemala but for the whole region.

Strictly speaking, the internal politics of these tin-pot little countries was of no concern to the SIS. Our remit was to gather information regarding potential threats to the United Kingdom and there were precious few of those on this side of the Atlantic. Even the possibility of communist subversion, which was forever being bandied about by those who had little notion of what it actually meant, was not really within our sphere of reference in this part of the world. But information is power, as some wise old soak once said, and any advance warning of a change in the status quo would always be of value. David Richards had his own lines of intelligence, but I was expected to dig a little deeper and not concern myself too much with protocol.

‘How did he seem to you?’ I asked, following up the reference to my late, lamented predecessor. Giles Markham had used the same cover story I had to visit the lecturer each week. I had told Navarro about the break in at Markham’s old flat.

‘A little distracted, but then he always was. I had the impression he was thinking about his next appointment. He was always two steps ahead.’

‘But he didn’t seem unnecessarily worried?’

‘Not that I could tell. I was shocked when I heard he had shot himself.’ Navarro shuddered at the memory.

‘What did you make of him? Generally, I mean? You must have spent quite a bit of time with him.’

The lecturer considered. ‘He was a lively, outgoing man. Not the kind to brood or worry. Why, do you think his death may have had something to do with your break-in?’

‘I have no idea,’ I admitted. ‘But I am staying in the same apartment as him. And it’s clear the thief was looking for something in particular.’

Navarro shrugged. ‘I wish I could help you.’

‘Not to worry.’ I stretched my arms above my head and sat back in my chair. ‘How are things going here at the university? Has everything quietened down a bit?’ There had been some bother back in March when the government had banned a student rally and the youngsters had gone out onto the streets. It had caused a major diplomatic incident, after the police had arrested several dozen students from neighbouring El Salvador.

‘Back to normal, I think,’ Navarro confirmed. ‘The president may not like the new regime in El Salvador but he knows it is not in his interest to upset them.’

‘He’s barely settling into the role himself.’ General Jorge Ubico had come to power in Guatemala at the beginning of February.

‘He has a lot of good will on his side. And a popular mandate.’

‘So everybody says.’ I chuckled. ‘But it’s not difficult to win an election when nobody’s standing against you.’

‘He is very popular with the people,’ Navarro said. ‘They want a strong man in charge, in these difficult times. Someone who can get a grip on the nation’s finances and cut down on corruption.’

‘He’s certainly made a lot of noise about that.’ Rumour had it that when the new government had moved in they had found precisely twenty seven dollars in the national kitty. ‘It’ll be interesting to see if he carries it through. Sounds almost as if you approve of him.’

Navarro smiled slyly. ‘Let us say I am reserving judgement. Mr Markham had Ubico down as president, you know, before anyone else had even considered him.’

‘Yes. He was quite a bright fellow, by all accounts. I do seem to be living in his shadow rather.’

‘I am sure you will make your own mark here.’ Navarro smiled again. ‘Once you have mastered the language.’

––––––––

Thursday night was my regular bath night and, after a particularly frustrating day, I always looked forward to a good long soak. Maurice had run the bath for me but had left me to my own devices thereafter. After a hard day, it was pleasant to be able to divest myself of the tight cotton bandages I always wore beneath my shirt. I have never had a particularly full figure but what little I did have needed to be flattened down whenever I was away from the flat.

My valet would help me to wind the bandages into place each morning, seeing far more of me than was strictly decent, but he had never displayed any interest in the physical aspects of my deception. As far as Maurice was concerned, I was a shop window dummy, not a woman pretending to be a man. The peculiarities of my lifestyle were a matter of complete indifference to him and he dealt with the few intractable biological differences with a stoic detachment. He was a true professional and, although I would never have admitted it to his face, I was lucky to have him.

I had barely stripped off and plunged into the steaming hot water when there was a knock at the door of the apartment. I scowled. Who could possibly be calling at this hour? It was almost eight o’clock. I rose up from the bathtub and grabbed a towel, shuffling over to the bathroom door and flicking the lock into place. Whoever it was, Maurice would know to get rid of them. There was no question of anyone catching sight of me here in my native state.

He opened the front door and greeted the visitor. A woman’s voice echoed across the entrance hall. It was Emily Bunting, one of my secretaries. What on earth was she doing here? I placed an ear to the bathroom door and tried to hear what the girl was saying. In years gone by, I would get terribly anxious whenever I found myself in a situation like this – and, lord, the number of times it had happened – but now, so long as there was a solid lock on the bathroom door, I was happy to let events play themselves out. No one was expecting to find a naked woman in Henry Buxton’s bathroom and no one but Maurice had any business looking.

‘I’m awfully sorry to be calling at this late hour,’ Miss Bunting burbled away. She had a light chirrup of a voice and a mercifully faint Midlands accent. ‘I couldn’t talk to Mr Buxton at the office. It’s rather a private matter. You say he’s in the bath?’

‘I’m afraid so, Mademoiselle,’ Maurice responded gravely.

‘Oh, well, never mind.’ She had already moved through into the living room, doubtless without any encouragement from my valet. She was rather a head strong girl, that one. I had had cause to reprimand her before for her over-familiarity. Not with me, of course, but with some of the young men at the legation. Frederick Reeves, the Second Secretary, had his eye on the girl and I didn’t want her being led astray.

‘I really came to return this,’ she said. ‘I should never have held onto it for so long.’ I couldn’t see what the “this” was, unfortunately, and I didn’t dare unlock the door to find out. ‘But after what happened to you last night, I thought I ought to bring it back. Actually, I’d forgotten all about it until this morning; but I didn’t want to mention it in the office, in front of William. Especially not when Mr Richards was about. I thought I had better bring it around here after work.’

‘That was very thoughtful, Mademoiselle. I will inform Monsieur Buxton for you.’

‘Thank you. How are you settling in here, by the way?’

‘Very well, Mademoiselle.’

‘It must be very different from home. Will you be joining Mr Buxton this weekend?’ I was heading north for a couple of days to visit a coffee plantation, of all things. It was more of a social event than anything official. The Second Secretary had invited me along. He was the only member of the inner sanctum who had shown me any civility since my arrival.

‘I will be accompanying him,’ Maurice confirmed.

‘Freddie – Mr Reeves – has asked me to come too,’ Miss Bunting declared, happily. ‘So we’ll all be there together! It will be nice to get out of the city.’

‘Indeed, Mademoiselle.’

I cursed silently. Freddie had not told me he had invited the girl along; and she had kept the fact very quiet too. The man did have an eye for a pretty face, though, so I was not altogether surprised.

There was a brief silence. ‘Well, I’ll leave you to get on,’ she said. And with that, she headed back to the door. ‘Good night, Monsieur Sauveterre.’

‘Goodnight, Mademoiselle.’

I waited until I heard the front door close and then unlocked the bathroom. I poked my head out tentatively. ‘Has she gone?’

Maurice was standing over by the bureau. ‘Yes, Monsieur.’

‘What on earth did she want?’

‘To return a key, Monsieur. The Mademoiselle said she had forgotten all about it.’

‘Yes, I heard that bit. A key to the flat.’ I shook my head, pulling the door fully open. She had taken her time, bringing that back. I had been living here for two months now. ‘I can’t believe Freddie invited her to the plantation.’ I growled. ‘I wanted to get away from the office this weekend, not take it with me. And lord knows what William will think.’ My other secretary had developed a bit of a crush on his female counterpart. The thought of her going off for the weekend with another man would seriously dampen his spirits. Not that I cared about that, but I knew his work would suffer as a result. The mood in the office on Monday morning would be as black as ice.

Maurice’s mind was on more practical matters. ‘Do you wish to dress, Monsieur, or will you return to your bath?’

I glanced back into the bathroom. ‘Shame to waste it,’ I said. ‘How long’s dinner?’

‘Forty-five minutes.’

‘Back to the bath then.’ I moved across the living room to the drinks table. ‘Just pour myself a stiff one, before I get back in.’

‘Yes, Monsieur.’ Maurice moved past the sofa towards the kitchen.

I grabbed the whisky bottle and poured out a small dram. I confess, I barely heard the key turning in the lock as I filled the glass, but I heard the main door swing open and a voice call out. I swung round in alarm. I was only wearing a towel.

‘Only me again!’ Miss Bunting declared, moving into the small entrance hall. ‘I came all this way to return the key and then I forget to give it to you!’ She rounded the corner and stopped dead in her tracks. ‘Oh, hello, Mr Buxton. I’m terribly sorry. I didn’t realise –’ She had taken in my towel without batting an eyelid but then she froze and I looked down in horror. The towel had slipped, exposing my left breast. I reached down hurriedly to pull it up but, in so doing, the other half fell away and I found myself standing on the far side of the living room, all but naked. Miss Bunting’s eyes were out on stalks. ‘Mr Buxton!’ she exclaimed.

‘You’d better come in,’ I whispered hoarsely.


  Chapter Two

A gentle plume of sulphurous cloud rose languidly from the crown of the volcano. The steep slopes dominated the northern edge of the valley, the tree line giving way to the traditional rocky cone, though the volcano itself was dormant. The Finca Weiman plantation was situated in the north central highlands, a few hours trek from Guatemala City. It was a modest enterprise; several dozen acres of forest on the south side of the mountain. The hacienda formed the centrepiece of the estate, a two storey wooden affair in red and white with a tiled roof and an exterior terrace on both floors. Hanging baskets on the upper balcony provided a nice floral garnish and a frothing Italianate fountain on the front lawn completed the display. The sharply angled garden was something of a struggle to traverse but the picturesque setting mitigated somewhat against the effort involved.

We had shut up shop at the office early on Friday afternoon, leaving William Battersby to deal with the last of the paperwork. He was in a sullen mood, observing the small group as we piled into the cramped taxicab, having only just discovered that Miss Bunting would be coming with us. The fact that Frederick Reeves had been the one who had invited her added particular salt to the wound.

Emily Bunting did not help matters with her breezy manner. She was a solid, attractive girl in her early twenties, cheerful and well-turned out, with a fluff of curly blonde hair and a button nose. It was no surprise that William, who had led a rather sheltered life, had fallen under her spell. ‘We’ll bring you back a sack of coffee,’ she teased through the open window, as we settled into the back of the decrepit automobile.

Freddie Reeves was in equally good spirits as we arrived at the train station. He was a slim, fair-haired fellow, some years older than Miss Bunting, with a smooth, inoffensive face and a cheerfully relaxed manner. He looked rather dapper today in a light suit, brogues and a broad-brimmed hat. Freddie had done well for himself in his diplomatic career, reaching the dizzy heights of Second Secretary in his early thirties; not bad for a grammar school boy from a red brick university. ‘You’ll like Gunther,’ he told me, as the train chugged away from the station. ‘He’s got a well-stocked bar.’

Gunther Weiman was the owner of the plantation we were visiting.

‘It was kind of him to invite me,’ I said, settling back into my seat, which was barely more than a plank of wood. The railroad was owned by United Fruit – the banana people – and paying passengers were something of an afterthought. ‘There’s nothing like playing second fiddle to a crate load of bananas!’ I muttered, shifting my backside uncomfortably.

A tarantula was hanging from the luggage rack on the far wall. I had made sure to sit well away from it, but Miss Bunting was peering up at the odious creature with undisguised fascination. She had foregone her usual work clothes – the formal white blouse and dark skirt – in favour of a pleasant summer dress, which Freddie was already eyeing up appreciatively.

The railway could only take us so far, however. A horse and cart were waiting at the far station and, from there, it was a bumpy and tortuous ride up into the mountains. The clouds opened as we made our way along the dirt track but we had come prepared and by the time we arrived in the rather muddy village adjacent to the Weiman estate the sky had cleared completely. A few other guests had arrived at the same time as us and were busily surveying the rustic scene; the water pump and low houses of a typically small mountain community.

Our driver hopped down from his cart and gestured across to a parade of small horses which had been prepared for us. We took a moment to stretch out our legs before mounting up. Miss Bunting was already cooing with delight at the thought of a bit of horse riding. I was less enthusiastic. I have ridden my fair share of horses over the years but I have never been much of an equestrian. I struggled up as best I could onto my allotted horse, a surly brown beast who took an instant dislike to me. Freddie gamely helped Miss Bunting into her saddle before grabbing his own mount.

We left Maurice behind in the village to sort out another cart for the luggage while the rest of us trotted off on the final leg of our journey.

The road up to the hacienda was new and only partially dug out. We followed a line of telegraph poles for a mile or so before a second dirt track arced right and up a steep incline. This road, it transpired, was also a work in progress. It stretched for a couple of hundred yards and then stuttered to a halt.

A group of labourers were busily working to level the surface. A white supervisor in a straw hat stood watching idly as the coloured men toiled with their picks and shovels, digging out rocks and shifting the earth. It was back breaking work, in the blistering heat of the late afternoon, and most of the negroes were barefoot and stripped to the waist. Miss Bunting averted her gaze, in an uncharacteristic display of modesty.

If only she had shown me the same courtesy, I thought, when she had burst into my apartment last night. It had been an awkward encounter for both of us.

It was not the first time I had been caught in such a compromising position. My double life had been discovered once before, back in England – albeit in slightly less embarrassing circumstances – and that had led to my speedy departure to the continent and an abrupt change of identity. The possibility of it happening a second time had always seemed rather remote to me. Perhaps I was becoming a little complacent, but with my bandages in place and having a fairly masculine aspect, I doubted anyone would ever simply guess the truth. It had certainly never occurred to me that I might be discovered coming out of my own bathroom dressed in nothing but a towel. Such is life, I suppose.

I felt oddly calm, standing over by the drinks table, adjusting my towel and looking back across the living room at Miss Emily Bunting, whose eyes were still boggling. ‘Goodness!’ she exclaimed. ‘You’re...’

‘A woman, yes,’ I responded briskly. There was no point in dissembling. ‘I...have been for some time.’

Miss Bunting blinked and then frowned, her face a picture postcard of confusion. ‘Does Mr Richards know?’ she asked at last.

‘No. Nobody knows, apart from Maurice and I. And now you.’

Miss Bunting was having some difficulty digesting the fact. ‘All this time...’ she breathed, incredulously. ‘You’ve been living as a man? Pretending to be a man?’

I nodded, gazing at the girl intently, trying to guess how she would react when the idea had properly settled in. Would she be appalled? Horrified?

Her mouth expanded into a broad smile. ‘That’s absolutely marvellous!’ she declared; and, all at once, she began to laugh. That was the last reaction I had been expecting. Now I was the one on the back foot. ‘I would never have believed it,’ she exclaimed, chuckling heartily, as if it were some silly prank. ‘Crumbs, I had you down as a grumpy old stick in the mud. Oh, no offence, Mr....Mrs Buxton?’

I pursed my lips. ‘Mr Buxton will do.’

She laughed again, her eyes twinkling with pleasure. ‘Mr Buxton. I think I could do with a drink, if you don’t mind.’ She gestured to the glass in my hand and moved forward into the room.

Events were not flowing in quite the way I had anticipated. Not that I had anticipated this at all. ‘Yes, well, help yourself,’ I said. ‘I’d...better put on some clothes. Then perhaps we can talk properly. I was going to have dinner shortly. There’ll be enough for two, won’t there, Morris?’

‘Yes, Monsieur,’ the valet confirmed.

I hurried into my bedroom to change and Miss Bunting poured herself a drink.

Supper was a peculiar affair. The girl was full of questions, naturally enough, and I had little choice but to answer some of them. I told her about my father and the bizarre set of circumstances which had led me to become, in effect, a male impersonator. I explained how, as an adult, I had gradually come to accept the situation and outlined the considerable advantages I had found in living my life as a man. There were things a man could do, I told her, even in this day and age, that were denied to a woman. Miss Bunting listened intently, her initial surprise giving way over the course of the soup dish to a burgeoning sense of admiration.

‘I wish I had the nerve to do what you’re doing,’ she told me seriously, setting down her soup spoon as Maurice cleared away the first course. As a modern, emancipated woman, Miss Bunting had some sympathy for my position. ‘Men can do whatever they like. They can be diplomats, ambassadors, spies. But women...what can we do? I’ve got as far as I can go in the civil service already.’

Maurice moved in to serve the main course.

‘You haven’t done too badly,’ I suggested, ‘for a young slip of a thing.’

‘I suppose so,’ she said, eyeing up the meat and two veg. The girl had an admirably healthy appetite. ‘Crumbs, my parents would be so shocked, if they knew what I really did.’ She giggled. ‘Working for the secret service, on the other side of the world.’ Miss Bunting, like Freddie Reeves, was a grammar school girl. Her parents were domestic servants, according to her file. ‘It’s all such a long way from Northampton. I wish I could tell them the truth! Sending coded messages and compiling secret reports for the government.’

‘You see?’ I said. ‘It’s not all bad.’

She shook her head sadly. ‘But there’s nowhere left for me to go, is there? At best, if I work really hard, I might become an office manager, and then only if I give up any hope of marriage and children. That’s why I think you’ve got the right idea, Mr Buxton. Dressing up as a man and beating them at their own game.’ She grinned. ‘Showing them what a bunch of clots they are, ignoring the potential of half the population.’ She picked up her fork. ‘You never know, you could be the head of the secret service one day.’

I spluttered in surprise. ‘I don’t think that’s very likely. Even if I had the aptitude, I certainly don’t have the inclination.’

‘So that’s not why you do it?’ she asked, peering across at me with curiosity. She popped a small chunk of meat into her mouth.

‘Not for the career, no. I’d sooner not work at all. How’s the lamb?’

She took a moment to digest it. ‘Very nice, thank you. Your valet’s a smashing cook.’

I peered down at my plate. ‘I’m not sure I would agree with that.’ I grunted. ‘He’s always trying to sneak in lots of herbs and spices. That’s the Frogs for you. I keep telling him, plain and simple.’

‘Has he been with you long, Monsieur Sauveterre?’

‘No, not that long. About eighteen months, I think. To be honest, I’m still breaking him in.’

There was a half smile on Miss Bunting’s lips. ‘And does he...dress you and everything?’ She had noticed Maurice entering my bedroom earlier on, when I was getting changed.

‘It’s a purely professional relationship,’ I assured her hastily. ‘I’m just a sack of potatoes, as far as he’s concerned. Isn’t that right, Morris?’

‘Yes, Monsieur,’ the valet agreed.

Miss Bunting laughed. ‘I believe you,’ she said, cutting a potato in half.

‘I assure you it is.’ I stabbed my fork into a chunk of lamb. ‘But, as I’ve said, it’s not about my career. There are just so many advantages to living as a man. One is afforded so much more latitude.’

Her eyes gleamed. ‘You mean you can get away with more.’

‘Well, quite. Look, Miss Bunting, I dare say this has come as quite a shock to you.’

‘I’ll say!’ She grinned again.

‘And I realise it’s probably a lot to ask...’

The girl was ahead of me. ‘You want me to keep quiet about it.’

‘Er...yes, if you would. I would be very grateful. This job, it’s a new start for me.’ I put down my fork. ‘It’s not exactly where I wanted to find myself, but if I do all right here, it might lead to better things.’ Maybe a posting back in Europe. ‘If the truth about my sex were to come out, it would mean the end of my career.’

‘Yes, I do see that.’ She nodded seriously.

‘Oh, I dare say I could start again, if I needed to.’ I had a couple of spare passports written out, in case of emergencies. ‘But, given the choice, I would much rather not.’ I dabbed my lips with a napkin. ‘I’m sure you understand.’

‘Of course,’ Miss Bunting agreed. ‘I do understand.’ She reached a hand across the table and placed it gently on top of mine. I bit my lip and ignored the over familiarity. ‘You can rely on me, Mr Buxton. Or whatever your real name is.’

‘Hilary,’ I said.

‘You can rely on me, Hilary. I won’t say a word. All girls together, eh?’

‘Er...well, yes.’ I coughed. ‘Although I think perhaps we should stick to more formal titles in public.’

‘Of course, Mr Buxton.’ She sat back in her chair and took a moment to reflect upon the situation. ‘Crumbs! What would William say if he knew the truth? Or Mr Richards?’

‘I sincerely hope they never find out.’

‘Well, they won’t hear it from me. Oh!’ she exclaimed, suddenly remembering the purpose of her visit. ‘I must give you back your key. That was why I came round in the first place.’ She pulled the item out of her handbag, which was resting on the floor next to the table, and placed the key in front of me. She smiled as I took it, and glanced around the room. The electric lighting flickered briefly. ‘It’s a lovely flat, isn’t it?’

‘It’s serviceable,’ I agreed, preparing a mouthful of potato. ‘How long did you live here, before I arrived?’

‘Not long. Just two or three weeks.’

‘You took over from Miss...Stanton, didn’t you?’

‘Yes, she moved on to Mexico City.’

‘And did you ever meet Giles Markham?’

‘No, he died just before I arrived. William cleaned the flat out. Not that there was much here. I should have gone into digs with the other girls, but as the rent on the place had already been paid they said I might as well stop here instead.’ Her gaze fixed mournfully on the bedroom behind me. ‘It’s much nicer than where I am now.’

‘Still a little cramped,’ I said. Two bedrooms, a living room, a bathroom and a kitchen. It was not what I was used to. ‘And the balcony’s next to useless. No room out there at all.’

‘Is that how he got in? The burglar?’ she asked.

‘We think so. The window wasn’t locked and the blind was only partway down.’

‘I wonder what he could have wanted.’

‘I really have no idea,’ I admitted.

After the meal, we packed the girl off home and I settled myself on the sofa. Maurice cleared away the dessert bowls and moved into the small kitchenette to begin the washing up. ‘Do you think she’ll keep her word?’ I called out to him. My valet had always been a good judge of character.

‘I believe so, Monsieur.’

‘I hope so, anyway.’ I laughed, suddenly remembering the look on Miss Bunting’s face when that towel had slipped. It was the sort of moment I had fretted about so many times in my youth, but now that it had actually happened, I felt strangely light-headed. Exhilarated, almost. It was a surprisingly pleasant experience, being able to talk about it all with somebody. ‘You’re right, though. She seems a good sort. I think she’ll keep quiet.’

‘Just so long as she does not let it slip out accidentally, Monsieur.’

Maurice always knew how to spoil the mood.

‘That’s not a happy thought,’ I muttered.

Miss Bunting had proved as good as her word, however. The following day, in the office, she had been her usual efficient self. For all her frivolity in private, she was a steady, reliable worker and had a fine eye for detail. It was only when we were leaving for the train station that that mischievous gleam had returned to her eyes.

Ahead of us, the path was scarcely more than a mud track. The labourers had moved to the side of the road to let the horses through and as soon as we had passed them by, the overseer – an overweight fellow in a casual shirt – had bellowed at them to resume their labour.

The last half mile was an awkward uphill climb, but finally the hacienda and its associated buildings lurched into view, with the volcano bubbling benignly above them. A stable yard off to the right sat parallel to the front lawn, and half a dozen locals arrived to take charge of the
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