
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Hurrah for Hilary

by

Jack Treby


Table of Contents

Title Page

Also by Jack Treby

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

Chapter Twenty

Author’s Note

The Steel Jubilee

The Stiletto

The Book Of Death

The Bonfire Night Massacre

Murder At Flaxton Isle

The Wilkerson Farm Murders

The Gunpowder Treason


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 SIMON TURING MYSTERIES




The Book Of Death

The Bonfire Night Massacre

Costa del Corpse

Lights, Camera, Homicide




The Pineapple Republic

The Stiletto




www.jacktreby.com


	[image: image]


	 
	[image: image]







[image: image]



Copyright © Jack Treby 2020



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

[image: image]






	[image: image]


	 
	[image: image]







[image: image]



Chapter One
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I recognised the hand, as the door of the limousine opened and I stepped out into the Italian sunshine. Locals in smart suits were swarming around the steps leading up to the Ippodromo delle Capannelle, the local racetrack. It was Derby day in Rome and a carnival atmosphere was in evidence; but my attention was fixed on the bony hand holding open the door of Sir Roderick’s Bentley. I froze, gazing down at the thing in disbelief. No, it was not possible. The blackened fingernail, the prominent scar, the distinctive silver wedding ring. It was the same hand, the one I had seen back in England a few short months ago. I gaped at it, unwilling to believe the evidence of my own eyes. Yet there it was. Even amid the fog of excited people, it was unmistakable. It did not matter that I had never seen the man’s face before; that grizzled jaw, the hard blue eyes, the close cropped hair beneath the smart chauffeur's cap. It was definitely the same person. I looked up, aghast. How was it possible? How could he be here, now, in Italy?

‘Is everything alright, sir?’ he asked, as I found my footing on the tarmac. His voice was deep but respectful, with just the slightest tinge of an East End accent.

‘Yes, yes, fine,’ I muttered, waving him away a little too forcefully.

A flicker of concern crossed his face, but it was gone in an instant. Did he recognise me? I wondered in a sudden panic. Had he known who I was when I stepped into the Bentley that morning? No. He would not know me from Adam. He had barely glanced in my direction, when we had first encountered each other three months before.

I had been on my way to the tobacconists that day, in early February 1934. I had stopped off at the post office, to buy a couple of stamps. The office was a small affair on the outskirts of Brighton, where I lived. It was a little after midday and I was in an unusually good mood. That is, until the three men burst through the door behind me. Their heads were covered in stockings. Two of the men carried batons but their leader was armed with a sawn-off shotgun, which he had concealed in a brown canvas bag. ‘Get down on the floor!’ he yelled at us, brandishing the gun in our direction.

There were three customers in the shop, including myself. We were down on our knees in seconds. I laid myself out rapidly in front of a mounted display and clasped my hands behind my head. The two bully boys kept an eye on us while their leader approached the postmistress. Poor Mrs Althorpe, all white hair and spectacles, was quivering behind the counter.

‘Money from the till!’ the scoundrel barked. ‘All of it!’

At this point, I risked a glance upwards. The gunman was a hefty fellow in a heavy jacket. I remember thinking it was surprisingly well cut. Then I saw his hand. I have never had a particularly good eye for detail, but that image burned itself into my mind. The black nail, the scar, the distinctive cygnet on his ring finger. I would never forget it. The stocking he wore, pulled over his head, was less impressive. A ladder stretched out across the back of his scalp. No woman would have been seen dead wearing that, on her head or her legs.

The postmistress did exactly as she was instructed. The robbers had no interest in her; they had no interest in anything but the contents of the till. So long as they got their pounds, shillings and pence, all would be well.

The whole miserable affair might have concluded without bloodshed had Constable Jenkins, the local bobby, not had the misfortune to enter the shop just as the villains were preparing to leave. The gasp as he caught sight of the thieves was cut short as the lead man swung about and opened fire. Jenkins caught the bullet amidships and collapsed to the floor. The postmistress screamed. Seconds later, the robbers had disappeared through the door, never to be seen again.

We did what we could for Jenkins, a solid rump of a man. An ambulance arrived and he was rushed off to hospital. He survived, happily, but it would be some months before he could return to work. There was outrage in the town and vows from the authorities to track down the people responsible. A robbery was one thing – there had been a spate of them just lately – but attacking a police officer was beyond the pale. Sadly, none of the scoundrels had been located in the months since the robbery. Seemingly, they had evaporated into thin air.

Now, the ringleader was standing before me, a thousand miles away from that provincial post office, closing up the door of the Bentley and tipping his hat to me. His name was George Hemmings, chauffeur to Sir Roderick Wilton. He had driven us into town this morning, gloved hands at the wheel, dropping us and Wing Commander Lee off for lunch on the outskirts of the city. It was only when he had removed his gloves that I discovered the truth.

His employer, Sir Roderick Wilton, was standing opposite me. He was a genial old buffer in his late fifties, with a rounded face and a bushy white moustache. His clothes were loose, his waistcoat and jacket well worn. He radiated a casual amiability. He did not give two figs for his appearance and could afford not to. It was Sir Roderick who had invited me out here to Italy. We had a shared interest in horse racing and today’s Derby was the principle attraction. The man rubbed his hands together, anxious to get on.

I glanced from him to Hemmings and hesitated again. Lord. What on earth was I to do? I did not doubt for a minute the evidence of my own eyes. This was the man who had shot Constable Jenkins. But I had no proof and I could hardly accuse the fellow without evidence. Did Sir Roderick know what sort of bounder he had, driving us around? I doubted it very much. He was the mildest of fellows. He would never knowingly involve himself with a criminal. What then could I say? If we had been in England, I could have tipped the wink to the police. But out here in Italy... 

‘My dear fellow, are you quite all right?’ Sir Roderick echoed the driver’s concern. I had hesitated too long by the side of the motorcar. ‘You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.’

‘I’m...feeling a little dizzy,’ I extemporised. ‘It must be the heat.’ I pulled down the brim of my hat, though in truth the sun was barely peeking through the clouds above us. ‘I’ll be all right in a minute,’ I said. It was only the whitest of lies. I had been in Italy for less than a week and Rome for less than a day. ‘It just takes a bit of getting used to.’ It had been a couple of years now since I had last endured such an uncomfortable climate.

‘Well, let’s get you under cover then,’ Sir Roderick suggested, eager to get on and show me the racetrack. There was a long covered stand from which we could view the races, if we so desired. He glanced at his wristwatch and shot a brief look at the smartly dressed chauffeur. ‘Four thirty, Hemmings?’

‘Very good, sir.’ The driver nodded and moved back around the vehicle to the driver’s seat. I was glad to see the back of him.

A ceremonial guard was lined up in front of the entrance to the Hippodrome. We moved past the platoon and up a set of white steps into the stands on the west side of the track. The place was chock full of Italians, as one might expect, most of them dressed up to the nines, the men with big collars and trilbys – at least, those not sporting a blackshirt uniform or a bald head in tribute to their great leader – the women in smart summer dresses and colourful bonnets.

Sir Roderick had a newspaper in his hand and, as we made our way through the crowd, he was scanning the lists with an expert eye. ‘We’ve got half an hour until the first race,’ he declared, looking across the multitudes milling in front of us.

I nodded, trying to calm myself. I had come here for the horses. There was nothing I could do about the chauffeur just now. I would have to put the damned fellow out of my mind. Luckily, there is nothing quite like a racetrack for lifting the spirits.

Sir Roderick was in good cheer, explaining the setup. There would be four races this afternoon, he said – plenty to get our teeth into – with the Derby itself coming last. That was the one where the real money would be spent, of course. Sir Roderick had all the details. Last month, back in England, we had attended the Queen’s Prize at Kempton Park. I had backed a promising nag called Brunswick at 5-2 but he had placed second. Sir Roderick, however, had backed the winner at 7-1 against. It was not the only race he had called correctly. I was therefore inclined to trust his instincts. ‘There’ll be twelve horses,’ he informed me cheerfully. ‘Just the one mare. A little filly called Bernina.’

‘Is she worth a punt?’ My knowledge of Italian horses was non-existent.

‘Definitely. She’s had a good season so far. A couple of decent wins. Lost out to this one, though.’ He tapped a name on the page. ‘Amur, in the Prince Emanuele Filiberto.’ Another local race.

‘You think he might win?’

‘He’s the favourite. But I have a feeling Osimo may just pip them both to the post. My dear fellow, are you sure you’re all right?’

I had stopped for a moment. A barrel-shaped policeman was milling about in the crowd and a vision of Constable Jenkins had suddenly popped back into my head. That poor fellow, being carried off to the ambulance in a stretcher. I had visited him in hospital. He had lain there, bandaged up, looking woeful. No matter how hard I tried, I could not get the picture out of my head. ‘Yes, I’m fine,’ I said, attempting a smile.

‘We can get you something to drink if you’d like.’

‘No, no. Let’s head down to the track. Don’t want to miss the first race.’

Sir Roderick beamed. ‘That’s the spirit!’

We threaded our way downwards. ‘That chauffeur of yours, Hemmings,’ I said, unwilling to let the matter drop. ‘Has he been with you long?’ I tried to make the question sound casual, as if I were making idle conversation.

‘Hemmings? Oh. I’m not sure.’ When it came to anything other than horse racing, Sir Roderick was always a trifle vague. ‘Not long, I think. Six months or so.’

‘Reliable fellow?’

‘First rate. He follows the horses too.’ That was recommendation enough for Sir Roderick. He scratched the side of his moustache. ‘I think my sister-in-law recommended him. He worked for...somebody or other. I can’t remember.’

‘I’m surprised I haven’t met him before,’ I said.

‘No, you wouldn’t have done. Maria usually has the car at weekends. Shopping and that sort of thing.’ Lady Maria Wilton, Sir Roderick’s wife, was a formidable lady in her early forties. She was half Italian on her father’s side, though her name was pronounced in the English fashion, with a “rye” rather than an a “ree”. ‘You’ll have seen him at the club meetings though,’ he added.

‘At the club?’ I raised an eyebrow. Sir Roderick and I were both members of an elite dining club in Piccadilly. We had joined at the same time and had quickly struck up an acquaintance; but it seemed unlikely that a chauffeur, of all people, would be accepted as a member.

‘Not as a member!’ He guffawed. ‘One of the stewards. Helps out behind the scenes. You know the sort of thing.’

A fanfare diverted our attention before I could properly reflect on this. A cheer went up from the assembled masses as a figure appeared on a balcony at the rear of the stadium. For a moment, I thought it might be Il Duce himself – Benito Mussolini – but even at this distance I could see the white hair peeping out from beneath a peaked cap and the small handlebar moustache. It was definitely not Mussolini. The man lifted his hand regally. It was the king, Victor Emmanuel III, a gruff looking Italian in his middle sixties, in full dress uniform. His wife, Queen Elena, appeared beside him, smiling graciously, while the band played a brief snatch of music which may or may not have been the national anthem, and the crowd continued to cheer. A royal occasion. It really was Derby day.

My thoughts flicked back to Kempton Park. Our own dear king, George V, had been in attendance there last month. He had made a much more impressive figure. By all accounts, this Victor Emmanuel was a bit of a dullard. Mind you, that was probably no bad thing in a constitutional monarch. At least there was no chance of him outshining Il Duce.

The music ended, as some minor princelings and other officials appeared on the balcony beside them. The royal couple turned to each other and the crowd resumed its business.

Sir Roderick’s attention was already on the boards showing the latest odds. ‘Osimo’s the one, I think,’ he declared, as we moved towards the bookmakers.

I bit my lip, wondering how much I should stake on the horse. ‘How much do you recommend?’

He sucked in his cheeks happily. ‘A round three hundred should do it. That’ll be nine hundred smackers if he comes home. That’ll be worth having, won’t it?’

‘Three hundred.’ I pulled out my wallet and grimaced at the sheaf of lire inside; “lire” in the plural, I had been told, “lira” in the singular. ‘What’s the conversion rate again?’

Sir Roderick frowned. ‘Conversion?’

‘Pounds to lire?’

He chuckled. ‘My dear fellow, I haven’t the faintest idea.’ He scratched his chin. ‘I know what a shilling’s worth and what a lira is worth, but as to how they compare, my dear chap, I couldn’t begin to tell you.’ He pulled out a sheaf of notes. ‘Maria’s the one who keeps track of it all. She’s the brains of the organisation.’ He chuckled again. ‘Keeps an eye on everything. Makes sure I don’t lose too much. She doesn’t really approve of gambling, mind. Women, you know.’ His eyes gleamed conspiratorially. ‘They don’t really understand the important stuff.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘Fifty eight lire.’ The figure popped abruptly into my head. That was it. It was fifty eight lire to the pound.

Sir Roderick nodded. ‘Yes, that sounds about right.’

‘Say sixty for ease of conversion.’ Which made three hundred lire a round fiver. I nodded. ‘Three hundred, on the nose.’

‘Good man!’ Sir Roderick beamed. 

We paid our dues to the fellow in the flat cap – placing a few smaller bets on the other races for good measure – and then returned to the track as the horses lined up ready for the off. For a moment, caught up in the familiar excitement, I managed to put the matter of Mr Hemmings from my mind.

The first race began and Sir Roderick joined me at the fence to watch the off. ‘Not as big as Ascot,’ he conceded, gesturing to the track, ‘or even Kempton Park.’

‘The same atmosphere though,’ I said, perking up at the thought of the first race. I looked down at my betting slips. Sir Roderick’s knowledge of the local turf seemed pretty sound. He was not the brightest bean on the beanstalk, in general terms; but when it came to racing, I was confident he knew his stuff.

The first three races flew by. Sir Roderick had called it right two out of three times and I was ahead as the horses trotted out mid afternoon for the main event. By now, I confess, I was completely transfixed. For those who have never been to a race, who have never staked a small fortune on an outsider and lost or won, it is impossible to explain the appeal. The adrenalin rush, the blood pumping, the euphoria or despair, there is nothing quite like it. Forget manna from heaven, give me a race track and an inside tip and I am as happy as Larry, even in the damnable heat of Rome.

The traps opened on the main event and the horses bolted. The crowd roared around me and I roared too as I saw Osimo speed away, not out in front – a horse called Djamboe had taken an early lead – but well within striking distance. I roared too as they rounded the first bend. ‘Come on, Osimo!’ I cried, as the jockeys skirted the second turn and headed onto the straight. Sir Roderick was bouncing up and down beside me, caught up in the same devilish enthusiasm. He understood what this was all about, the primal energy of it all.

The horses rounded the third bend. Bernina, the mare, had fallen away in a surprise twist, but four or five others were pulling ahead, including the favourite, Amur. Osimo was towards the front, however, as they rounded the final bend and into the straight. My voice was hoarse now with yelling. Amur and Osimo were neck and neck as they headed towards the finish line. I could just picture the bookie counting out those nine hundred lire. And then, at the last second, Amur pulled ahead by a nose and took the race.

I let out a groan and clutched my hands to my head. Sir Roderick whistled disconsolately and tore up his betting slip.

––––––––
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The heavens opened as the event drew to a close and we made a mad dash for the Bentley. The sky had been steadily darkening all afternoon, and the wind was now beginning to whip up. No sooner had the prizes been presented to the happy winner, José Ramero, than the first spots of rain began to fall. Now it was a virtual torrent. Not just rain, either, but hailstones too. I was grateful to see Sir Roderick’s motorcar waiting for us out in the street. We pulled open the side door and bundled inside before the chauffeur even knew we were in the vicinity. It saved Hemmings the bother of stepping out into the deluge to open the door for us.

‘My dear fellow, you’re absolutely drenched!’ Sir Roderick exclaimed, as we settled into the back seats.

The sudden change in climate suited my mood. In a few brief moments, I had gone from elation to despair. Five pounds down the drain, thanks to this idiot, and now I was soaked to the skin. It had seemed such a promising day when we had set out this morning. I took off my hat, which was sodden, and wiped down the sleeves of my jacket. ‘You wouldn’t think so much rain could fall in such a short space of time,’ I grumbled. The hailstones were battering the windows of the motorcar and the wind was rattling the glass in its frame. Outside, people were rushing for shelter. ‘You promised me glorious sunshine.’

‘Oh, my dear fellow, I do apologise. What can I say? The coast, you know. The weather out here can be a bit unpredictable.’

I did not need him to tell me that. 

Hemmings glanced back at us from the driver’s seat. ‘Home, sir?’ he asked politely. His hands were safely out of sight now inside a pair of leather gloves.

‘Home,’ Sir Roderick agreed.

I glanced out of the window. ‘What about the wing commander?’ There had been three of us in the back of the Bentley this morning. Wing Commander Alexander Lee was another friend of Sir Roderick’s. He had disappeared off unexpectedly at lunch. He had wanted to do a bit of sightseeing, he said, but had promised to join us at the racetrack later on. ‘I didn’t see him anywhere.’

‘No, there was no sign of him,’ Sir Roderick agreed. ‘We did say four thirty, didn’t we?’

‘We did.’

‘I’m afraid he’ll have to find his own way back. There’s bound to be a taxicab somewhere.’

‘If he can find one in this weather.’

Sir Roderick chuckled. ‘I’m sure he’ll manage. At least the heavens waited until the race was over.’ He beamed, remembering the excitement we had felt down on the track. ‘What did you think of it? Marvellous race, wasn’t it?’

‘It would have been a little more marvellous if Osimo had put in a bit more effort on that last straight.’

The motorcar pulled quietly away.

‘Yes. Shame about Bernina too. I thought she would have done better. As to Osimo, well. He looked good on paper. My dear fellow, don’t look so glum. We can have another crack at the weekend. We’re bound to have better luck, once the weather clears.’

‘I’m sure you’re right,’ I said. Although I was not sure I was prepared to stake any more money on Sir Roderick’s say so.

The Bentley swerved suddenly as a gust of wind blew us sideways. Horns honked and I gripped the edge of the seat. Visibility was almost non-existent. I hoped Hemmings was as good a driver as he was a thief.

Sir Roderick was gazing out at the hailstones. ‘My goodness, it’s falling heavily. Agatha’s not going to be at all happy.’

‘Agatha?’

‘My sister. She’s staying with us for a few weeks. You must have met her.’

‘I don’t recall.’ I was fairly sure I had not been introduced to a sister, and certainly no-one called Agatha. ‘She wasn’t at breakfast.’

‘Ah. No, she wouldn’t have been. Up all night, stargazing. The planets, you know.’

‘Stargazing?’

Sir Roderick grinned. ‘Absolutely obsessed with it. Got the biggest – what do you call them? Telescope. You must have seen it, over by the pool.’

‘No, I don’t think so.’ I had arrived at the villa late the previous evening, long after supper. The villa belonged to Sir Roderick’s brother-in-law – a stockbroker in Milan – but the family had the run of the place for the next couple of months. 

‘She’ll have had to bring it inside,’ he added, still thinking of his sister’s telescope. ‘It’ll ruin her experiments. Absolutely dotty, our Agatha. Wants to be the first woman to discover a new planet. Like that...oh, that American chap, just recently.’

I knew the one he meant. ‘Claude somebody.’ The fellow had been all over the papers a few years before.

‘That’s the one. Discovered...a dog or something?’

‘Pluto.’

‘That’s it. Pluto. Odd choice of name. But Agatha couldn’t get enough of it. Everyone has to have a hobby, I suppose.’

‘She won’t be seeing many planets tonight,’ I ventured, gazing out of the window. I could barely see the buildings either side of us.

‘Heavens, no. She’ll tell you all about it, though.’ Sir Roderick chuckled good naturedly. ‘Has a one track mind, does Agatha.’

Like brother, like sister, I thought.

Another horn blasted us as we headed out of the city towards the coast. The villa was a twenty minute drive away. By the time we pulled off the main road and up a steep country lane the hailstones were beginning to die away. We turned right through an open gateway and along a tiled path towards a small turnabout. A little way beyond that, between two swaying palm trees, was the house itself.

I leaned forward to get a look at the place as we pulled up outside. I hadn’t really had much of a chance to take it in before. It was a surprisingly modern two-storey affair, white and angular, with a garage on the north side. There was an upper balcony and a host of narrow wood-framed windows. A series of thin sloping tiles topped various parts of the building. With the palm trees in the foreground it was a picture postcard image, the perfect advertisement for the new Italy. The woman standing in the doorway, however, made for a less enticing view.

‘Aggie!?!’ Sir Roderick exclaimed, pulling the door open before Hemmings had even turned off the engine. The wind was whistling pretty strongly, though the rain had now ceased, but it was the alarmed expression on the woman’s face that had drawn his attention. ‘My dear girl, what is it?’

‘Oh, Roddie!’ she cried. The woman was middle aged and rather matronly – that is to say, fat – with the same rounded face as Sir Roderick, offset by a shock of curly grey hair. This, I presumed, was Agatha Wilton. She stepped forward. ‘The house! Someone’s been in the house. I was over at the cottage,’ she babbled. ‘I only came back when the storm started to die down.’ She stopped abruptly as she caught sight of me, stepping out of the motorcar.

‘Oh, this is...erm...’ Sir Roderick hesitated, his mind momentarily blank. ‘Buxton, Mr Henry Buxton. My dear chap, may I introduce my sister, Miss Agatha Wilton.’

Agatha had already lost interest in me. ‘There’s been someone in the house,’ she repeated, chivvying us up the steps and through the foyer into the main hall. A potted plant lay on its side and there was mud on the carpet near the main stairs. A dinner gong, off to our right, remained standing, but as we moved into the living room it was obvious that something was up. It was a large room, white walled, with garishly coloured furniture. Glass doors at the far end stood wide open. A desk lay exposed off the left and there were papers strewn across the floor, some still fluttering in the wind gushing in from the patio at the rear.

Sir Roderick gazed around the room in consternation. ‘Might just be the weather,’ he suggested. ‘All this wind.’

I stepped forward grimly. ‘I don’t think so,’ I said. The wind could not have opened the desk or rifled through the contents. ‘I hate to state the obvious, Sir Roderick. But it looks like you’ve been burgled.’
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Chapter Two
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Major-General Sir Vincent Kelly stared at me across the desk. ‘You did say you wanted something simple.’

It was the end of February 1934, three months before my Italian expedition. Sir Vincent had called me up to London for a meeting. There was a job in the offing and we were taking tea at his office in Kensington. The Colonel – as he was generally known – was a sober looking man in his late fifties with a long, thin face, a clipped moustache and suspiciously dark hair. As head of the Security Service – MI5 as it is popularly known – he had a great many calls on his time and, though I had known him for more years than I cared to remember, it was a rare privilege to meet up with him in the flesh.

He took a sip of tea and pulled open the file in front of him. ‘It couldn’t be simpler than this!’ He laughed loudly, an abrupt dog-like bark that would have given any domestic cat a heart attack. For all his grim appearance, Sir Vincent Kelly was a man of some humour and his laugh was the stuff of legend. The first time I had heard it, in the autumn of 1911, I had thought he was having a fit. ‘Tea and crumpets at the Savoy! Just your cup of tea, Butler. Just your cup of tea.’

I sipped the tepid brew and nodded coolly. “Butler.” It was strange, after all these years, to hear somebody addressing me by my real name. Sir Hilary Manningham-Butler. I had forgotten how much I missed it. I missed the respect the name engendered. In years gone by, I had had a title and a position in society. But Hilary Manningham-Butler had died, officially, in 1929 and, so far as the rest of the world was concerned, I was now plain old Mr Henry Buxton. I had grown accustomed to the alias but, even so, it did not have the same cachet as the original.

Of course, after all these years, I was well practised at living a lie. I had spent most of my life deceiving the people around me. I might present the image of a middle aged gentleman but the truth was I wasn’t a man at all. In fact, I had been born a woman. It was all my father’s fault. He had wanted a son and heir and had been appalled when my mother had given birth to me and then promptly expired. I had been raised as a son and, when the time came, had chosen to continue the charade into adulthood. Now I could not imagine living any other way. In a society that was fundamentally skewed in favour of men, living life as a man granted me so many opportunities that simply did not exist for a woman. There were difficulties, of course, but I had kept the secret tolerably well throughout my life and could count the number of people who knew the truth on the fingers of one hand. My valet, for one, who dressed me every day; a young woman in the Americas whom I had inadvertently exposed myself to; and a French doctor who was bound by client confidentiality. Perhaps that was why I had become attracted to secret service work. I had no particular aptitude for spying, but I certainly knew how to keep a secret.

The Colonel had placed a monocle in his eye and was scanning the file on the desk in front of him. My father had introduced me to Sir Vincent before the war and had got me my first job at the Security Service. Whether the Colonel had learnt the truth about me then, or had guessed it over the years, I could not say, but he had always shown me a degree of kindness and affection which I was certain I did not deserve. I have always had a healthy aversion to paid employment, but there have been times when I have been forced to seek it out and, on those occasions, Sir Vincent had always stepped up to the mark. This was one such time.

‘Have you ever heard of an organisation called the January Club?’ he asked, looking up from the file.

‘Vaguely.’ I put down my cup and gazed across at him. ‘Something to do with that idiot Mosley?’ Sir Oswald Mosley was a well-known politician and man about town. I did not have a high opinion of him, though I had never actually met the fellow.

‘More than something.’ Sir Vincent laughed again, that familiar bark. ‘The January Club is an elite debating society. For all the best people, supposedly. It’s not directly connected to Sir Oswald’s latest organisation. But he helped to set it up. We think it’s being used as a recruiting ground for the BUF.’

‘The British Union of Fascists?’ That was the political party Sir Oswald Mosley had recently established. Of late, it had been getting quite a lot of publicity.

‘We think so. All sorts of establishment types are joining this club. Businessmen, Members of Parliament, military types. The cream of the cream.’

I nodded. ‘And you’re worried about it?’

The Colonel dropped his monocle and closed the file. ‘Not exactly worried. Just a friendly concern. Communism is our bread and butter work, as you know, and the bulk of our resources are focused in that direction. But we have a duty to keep an eye on all sides. And there do seem to be an awful lot of military types signing up to this club. Particularly from the Air Force. I think it’s as well to keep an eye on it.’

‘You think Sir Oswald could be a problem in the future?’

Sir Vincent pursed his lips. ‘I wouldn’t go that far. Mosley’s an opportunist, a dilettante. He has a habit of flitting from one idea to the next. Most likely, fascism is just the latest “fad”. Not exactly an original thinker, that man.’

‘Or a loyal party member,’ I said, with some distaste. Sir Oswald had started out as a Conservative Member of Parliament, then flipped to the Labour party – even serving as a minister briefly in the MacDonald government – before breaking away to form his own party, which he had imaginatively called “the New Party”. When that had failed to set the ballot boxes alight, he had moved on to fascism.

‘Well, quite,’ the Colonel agreed. ‘But he’s hoping to recruit as many people as possible to the cause and he’s got some big guns on his side.’

‘Lord Rothermere.’ It was my turn to purse my lips. The owner of the Daily Mail had penned an editorial the previous month extolling the virtues of British Fascism. ‘I remember reading about it.’ I did not take the Mail myself. It saddened me that so many of my fellow conservatives seemed to be giving this Mosley fellow the time of day. ‘So what would you like me to do?’

‘Nothing beyond your powers, Butler.’ He smiled. ‘Nothing too fiddly. We want you to become a member, that’s all. Not of the BUF. Of the January Club. We can set it all up.’ He grabbed a biscuit from a small plate and sat back in his chair. ‘It’s helpful that you already have this Buxton identity. We’ll add a few legs to it. A few business interests to give you credibility. And of course we’ll cover the cost of your subscription.’ He took a bite of the biscuit and swallowed before continuing. ‘All you have to do, Butler, is turn up at the Savoy or the Hotel Splendide, have a bit of nosh, listen to the speeches and report back. Do you think you might be able to manage that?’

I nodded with mock seriousness. ‘I think I can probably cope with that.’

‘That’s the spirit! Ha ha!’ He leaned forward seriously. ‘We’ve already got one or two people on the inside, keeping an eye on them, but it’s always useful to get an alternative perspective.’

‘I understand.’ I grabbed a biscuit myself and considered the matter. ‘I might need a pair of glasses, in case I bump into anyone from my old life.’ I had already taken to wearing spectacles whenever I came up to London. It was as well to avoid any potential problems. I had thought to try a moustache too, but spirit gum was far too fiddly for my hands.

‘Capital idea!’ Sir Vincent said, wiping a couple of crumbs from his mouth. ‘We’ll cover any other expenses, of course. Within reason. But do go easy on the caviar!’ He laughed again. ‘And whilst you’re off doing that, we’ll see if we can’t find you a more permanent position.’

‘I would be grateful,’ I said. A desk job was what I was really after. My finances had been a little delicate of late. I had had a couple of big wins at the races at the tail end of 1932, but 1933 had been a disaster and I was badly in need of fresh capital.

‘Not at all, Butler, not at all. That’s what we’re here for.’

‘But you don’t believe this club is a serious threat?’

Sir Vincent shook his head. ‘Mosley may be a fool, but he’s a patriot too. As I say, we’re just keeping a friendly eye.’

––––––––
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And so, a few weeks later, I had found myself dining with more than a hundred and twenty other guests at the Hotel Splendide in Piccadilly. It was an impressive affair, everyone done up in their best bib and tucker, mountains of food, waiters topping up the champagne – and the whisky, for those of us who preferred something a little stronger – while the richest and the best in the land debated the merits or otherwise of the fascist creed. But for this last aspect, I might well have been in my element. It was pleasant at last to spend some time among my peers. I had been forced to socialise with all sorts of insalubrious people over the last few years and to be back among my own kind made a welcome change. The food was excellent too. I am not a gourmand – I like my nosh plain and simple – but I also like to be well fed and watered, and the service here was exemplary.

The debate was reserved for after dinner, meaning a congenial torpor had already descended over the proceedings by the time the speeches began. I had gone a little easy on the spirits – if not on the food – in order to concentrate on this part of the evening. That was what I was here for, after all. The company was mixed, mostly men but a few women, and – as Sir Vincent had intimated – a surprising number of military and ex-military types. Most of these gentlemen were in their mid-forties, as I was. Unlike me – I had decamped to America for the duration of the war – these men were veterans and, it appeared, they were less than satisfied with the current state of affairs in England.

Sir Hubert Price, the military historian, happened to be sitting at my table. He was a bear of a man, bewhiskered and balding, with an otherwise pinched face and narrow hazel eyes. He was one of the first to make a speech.

‘The British Empire,’ he declared boldly, rising to his feet, ‘is a shadow of its former self. For too long, trade has been allowed to stagnate. Bureaucracy is running amok and our position in the world, militarily and politically, is falling well behind our competitors. Gentlemen, this is no mere blip in the progress of the nation. It is a downward trajectory. This parliament has been brought to its knees – to its knees, I say – by the iniquity of universal suffrage.’

Oh, lord. I rolled my eyes and took a moment to adjust my spectacles. A lot of people were blaming the country’s current ills on the newly expanded franchise and it was not a surprise to hear such an opinion coming from an oaf like Sir Hubert. I did take exception, however, to the unspoken assumption that giving the vote to my sex had been a mistake. I gritted my teeth and forced myself to remain silent.

‘The National Government,’ Sir Hubert continued, ‘is no more than a talking shop. A morass of compromise, a mothers’ meeting of tired old men, with no leadership to be found. Gentlemen, we are being led by stags when what we need is lions. And I say it is the very institution of democracy that is at fault.’ He paused then, for dramatic effect, as the other diners nodded their approval. ‘This democratic process serves only to protect the gamblers, the financiers, the bankers and the bureaucrats. It does nothing for ordinary people, who have been reduced by this government to penury. Penury, I say. Gentlemen, what we need, in this time of crisis, is efficient, resolute leadership, unhindered by party politics. But let anybody suggest that we need the leadership of one man – a king or a dictator, perhaps, I do not flinch from the word – then we are told that the English will not stand for it. Yet what do we have now but an elected dictatorship?’

At this point, I let out an involuntary snort. I could not help myself. I have never been much of a one for politics, but when someone is talking such arrant nonsense, it is difficult to let it pass.

Sir Hubert looked down at me in irritation. ‘You disagree with the sentiment, Mr Buxton?’

‘No, not at all,’ I lied reluctantly. ‘Forgive me. A frog in my throat. But dictatorship, absolutely the thing.’ The words stuck in my throat, but I had no choice. I was here to observe, not participate. I could not afford to draw attention to myself.

Sir Hubert continued with his speech.

Not all the speakers that evening were quite as witless, or quite as enthusiastic at the idea of a “strong man” leader. But there was much more blather in a similar vein. For all the good food and the pleasant surroundings, there was something distinctly unhealthy in all this carping. The current government, a mostly Conservative coalition, had done their best in difficult circumstances. If anything, Britain had come through the depression relatively unscathed, but nobody here seemed to think so.

Sir Oswald Mosley rose to speak. He was the man of the moment, the political leader who many people here would have happily appointed as their dictator and, despite my abhorrence of the idea, I was curious to hear him speak. He was a handsome and charismatic fellow in his late thirties, dressed all in black, confident in his beliefs and a decent public speaker, though by no means the best that evening.

A Jewish Member of Parliament who was in attendance enquired about his attitude to the Jews and Mosley was quick to reassure him. ‘Anti-Semitism has no place in the British Union of Fascists,’ he declared.

I stifled a laugh at that. I was not sure his fellow Blackshirts – the ordinary rank and file members – had received that particular memorandum.

‘The Jews have nothing to fear from us,’ another speaker assured the venerable MP, ‘so long as they are British first and Jewish second.’

For all the hot air, however, I could not seriously believe that any of these people represented a threat to British society. They were every bit as flaccid and out of touch as the National Government they decried. The Colonel was right. Despite what Sir Hubert Price had claimed – and I made a mental note never to read any of his books – the British people were far too sensible to fall for all this nonsense. We were not going to abandon a political system which had worked perfectly well for centuries and place our trust in such a hollow fool as Sir Oswald Mosley.

I duly sent off my report to Sir Vincent, alongside an invoice for my expenses.

There the affair might have ended, but for an acquaintanceship I had struck up with Sir Roderick Wilton. He had been sat next to me at the dinner table that first evening. I suspect a lot of the rhetoric had gone over his head. He was not the brightest of fellows. He had only joined the club at the behest of his wife, who was more politically astute than he was. His sole interest was in the turf, and on that we had bonded. He had invited me down to his house for a very pleasant weekend and there followed a couple of trips out to the races. It was something of a surprise, however, given our relatively brief acquaintance, when he invited me to join him on his expedition to Rome the following month. He had the run of the family villa for a couple of months and was keen to have somebody there who shared his interest in the gee gees. I politely declined the invitation. The last thing I wanted was another trip abroad. I had rented a small house on the sea front in Brighton and enjoyed the odd trip up to London on business; plus the occasional visit to a racetrack. My life was settled, even if my annuities were struggling to cover the cost of it all. I had no desire to leave all that behind and surround myself once again with dubious foreigners. 

Fate was to have other ideas, however.

As a courtesy, I informed the Colonel of the invitation, and happened to mention that a couple of other January Club members had also been invited along. A few days later, I was surprised to receive a visit from one of Sir Vincent’s subordinates. He was a tall fellow, lean and hard nosed, with a brutal side parting, who gave his name as Mr Noakes. That may or may not have been his real name. He had come down by train, all the way to Brighton.

‘We want you to accept the invitation,’ he informed me grimly, as we settled down in the living room. There was no preamble. The man had none of the humour or playfulness of his boss. ‘We want you to go to Italy.’

I suppressed a growl. ‘May I ask the reason?’

Noakes looked across the room, a bland parlour with ghastly patterned wallpaper and a functional sofa. My man had served us tea on the coffee table but he had retreated tactfully to the kitchen and closed the door behind him. ‘We’ve been looking into the financing of the Mosley organisation,’ he explained. ‘The BUF. At the beginning of this year, they were struggling financially. But in recent weeks there seems to have been a significant injection of cash.’

‘Membership is on the up,’ I agreed. I had read as much in the paper. ‘Perhaps all these January Club meetings are doing the trick.’

‘It’s more than that,’ he said. ‘Far more. Of course, a lot of the funding comes from Sir Oswald himself. He is a wealthy man. But he has had many other commitments recently, since the death of his wife. And we have reason to believe that he may now be acquiring significant funding from another source.’

‘Go on.’ I offered him a biscuit, but Noakes demurred.

‘A foreign source.’

‘Good lord.’ I put down the plate. It took me a second to join the dots. ‘You mean from Italy? From the Italian government?’

He nodded. ‘According to one account. Sir Oswald visited Italy in March this year. Not his first trip by any means. We believe he had a meeting with Signor Mussolini himself. And when he came back, he was suddenly awash with cash.’

‘Good grief.’ I sat back in my chair. Taking money from the Italians. So much for being a patriot. ‘You have positive proof?’

‘We have a well placed source. But we need corroboration. And we need to confirm the amounts involved.’ He gazed across at me coolly. ‘That’s where you come in.’

Oh, lord. This was the last thing I wanted to get involved in. ‘But Sir Roderick Wilton can’t have anything to do with it,’ I protested. ‘He isn’t a member of the BUF. He has nothing to do with them. His wife’s more interested in fascism than he is. And she’s half Italian.’

‘It’s not the wife,’ Noakes said. ‘It’s the other men he has invited, Sir Hubert Price and Wing Commander Lee. Both of them have close connections either with Mosley himself or with the BUF. Mosley’s no fool. If Mussolini is helping to fund the British Union of Fascists, he’ll want to keep the
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