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‘It’s a bomb!’ some fat idiot yelled, as I was heading for the exit. ‘They’ve found a bomb!’

Until that moment, the evacuation had been proceeding calmly. We had risen from our tables, as directed, and made our way towards the rear of the building. There was no panic, no jostling, no anxious babble of conversation, just a well ordered movement of people obeying the instructions from on high. Admittedly, none of us had the foggiest idea what was going on, but in the absence of any concrete information we were content for the time being to do as we were told.

The banging of a spoon a minute or so earlier had been the first indication that anything was amiss. Leopardi’s Restaurant, on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, was heaving with customers and it took a moment for the sound to penetrate the fog of animated conversation. A few dozen tables were spread out across the floor and a good hundred and fifty people were busily tucking in to various unsavoury dishes. The waiter holding the spoon was not far from my table, however, and when he lifted it and started bashing a silver tray in his other hand, I could not help but pay attention. He was a small fellow, smartly dressed, with an elongated moustache in the Italian style. That was hardly surprising, since this was an Italian restaurant. The man’s voice was loud but firm.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, if I can can have your attention.’ A gaggle of waiters froze at the sound of his voice. This was clearly the head man. ‘As a matter of some urgency, I must ask you all to vacate the premises immediately,’ he said. That provoked an understandable reaction from the diners, though one of puzzlement rather than fear. ‘There is no time to explain,’ he insisted, as one or two hesitant questions were thrown at him across the floor. ‘For your own safety, would you please make your way quickly to the exit at the rear of the building.’ He gestured to a small corridor, normally curtained off. An arrow indicated that this was the way to the restrooms. Presumably, an exit of some kind was located just beyond that. The waiter’s tone was serious enough to brook no opposition and people immediately began to push back their chairs and gather up their possessions. ‘Please move quickly,’ he directed. ‘This is a matter of some urgency.’

My companion, Terrance Greenfield, was already on his feet. He was an amiable fellow in late middle age, grey haired and distinguished, with a faintly receding hairline. His clothes were a little crumpled – that faded nobility common to many an Englishman abroad – and his brow was sporting a puzzled frown. He removed his napkin and placed it down on the table. Greenfield was not the sort of fellow to be perturbed by an unexpected development.

I was not quite so sanguine. The head waiter was doing his best to look calm, but some of the junior flunkeys were as white as the proverbial sheet. ‘What on earth do you think’s going on?’ I asked Greenfield, as we circled the table and moved together into the flow of people now making their way towards the rear of the restaurant. Nobody was showing any signs of distress. This was an orderly retreat rather than a stampede. We might have been conducting a fire drill. Perhaps it was a fire, I thought suddenly, glancing around. But there was no sign of any smoke.

Greenfield scratched the side of his chin. ‘Haven’t the faintest idea,’ he admitted, as we shuffled quietly along. His ignorance only made the matter more disturbing, so far as I was concerned. Terrence Greenfield was a big noise in the British secret service. It was rare for him to be in the dark about anything.

A few of the other diners were having whispered conversations. Leopardi’s was a respectable establishment, but it wasn’t exactly in the top tier. Bankers and office workers were rubbing shoulders with shopkeepers and the odd courting couple. The décor was similarly pleasant but uninspiring, with bright lights and flowered wallpaper. The tables now being abandoned were piled high with plates of spaghetti and other Italian monstrosities, and the sheer number of people crammed into the place made it a lively establishment at any time of day. Nine o’clock in the evening, however, was peak time, and I had to give credit to the good sense of my fellow diners as we made our way slowly towards the exit. Why we could not use the front of the building, I had no idea. The corridor leading to the restrooms was only wide enough to take two or three men abreast, but with a little consideration it would only be a matter of minutes before we had all passed through and out onto the street.

It was then that some fat idiot announced his theory about the bomb and all hell broke lose.

The cry was immediately echoed across the length of the restaurant. ‘A bomb! A bomb!’ Two words to strike fear into the heart of any New Yorker. We had all read the papers over the Christmas break and seen the horrific pictures. The bombing campaign had begun in earnest on Boxing Day 1931. But none of us had thought to be caught up in it like this. If indeed it was a bomb. ‘We gotta get out of here!’ some fool in a checked shirt yelled.

And then, all at once, we were in the middle of a stampede. The crowd, so calm a moment before, now became a desperate mob, determined to fight its way out of the building. I had barely had time to register the “B” word before I encountered a jagged elbow and felt a shoulder bashing heavily against me. I staggered sideways, almost losing my footing as I collided with a nearby table. ‘For goodness sake!’ I muttered, grabbing hold of the table top. Greenfield stepped across to help steady my arm. The ugly mass of now panicking diners were converging on that far corridor and fights were breaking out among the office workers, as people tried to force their way through. I saw one bounder pull at the dress of an elderly woman, attempting to shove her out of the way, but the solid looking woman fetched him a hefty wallop with her handbag and it was he who dropped to the floor. A little boy, out late with his parents, was screaming in fright, his mother having been swept away from him. A quick-witted waiter, who had managed not to lose his cool, swiftly gathered the boy up and pulled him to safety, through a second door marked “PRIVATE”.

I caught a glimpse of gleaming metal behind the double doors. That must be the kitchens, I thought. Another way out of the building.

A couple of other diners had spotted the opportunity and, abandoning the crowd, made their own, private escape. Greenfield met my eye and we quickly followed suit, through the hefty flapping doors. Behind us, there were cries of anger and distress. The kitchen itself was empty, however. The staff had already retreated through a rear door out onto the road. I could hardly blame them. We threaded our way through the kitchen and out into a dark side street.

It was a comparatively mild evening for early January, which is to say bitterly cold, but I didn’t care. It was a relief to be outside. Could it really be a bomb, I wondered, looking back at the restaurant. What kind of scoundrel would leave a crate of dynamite in a public place? The slaughter would be indiscriminate.

A dozen or more people were now crowding up behind us, having followed us out through the kitchens. Many more were spooling onto the street to our left, via the bins bordering the restroom exit. There wasn’t enough room on the pavement for so many people and the diners were already spilling out into the middle of the road, to the consternation of several passing taxi drivers. Horns were blaring angrily.

Greenfield and I threaded ourselves through the traffic and across the street, helping one young man who had tripped and narrowly avoided a motorcar. Finally reaching the far kerb, we turned around and looked back at the restaurant. My breath was a cloud of vapour in the air. There had not been time to gather our hats and coats but I was at least passably dressed in a smart jacket and waistcoat. Greenfield was similarly attired, but some of the womenfolk were in light cotton evening dresses. The waiter who had called the alarm now appeared to the right of the bins and began fielding a torrent of irate questions. In the distance, I could hear several police sirens as New York’s finest raced towards the scene.

‘Are you all right?’ Greenfield asked me. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

‘I’m fine.’ I shuddered, gathering myself up on the far pavement. ‘Do you think it really could be a bomb?’ Leopardi’s was an Italian restaurant and Italians were behind the recent terror campaign. The ex-patriot community was at war, communists against fascists, and things had escalated just after Christmas when a series of letter bombs had been sent to prominent supporters of Mussolini. It was no wonder that the thought of a bomb had provoked such a panic.

Greenfield was perplexed. ‘I don’t know,’ he confessed, in answer to my question. ‘Leopardi’s no supporter of fascism. Bombing his place makes no sense. He’s a restaurateur. He has no interest in politics.’ And hitherto, the bombs had all been aimed at individuals, not members of the public.

I gazed across the road, at the crowd still spreading out from the rear of the building. ‘Well, somebody has a grudge against him.’

‘So it appears. I don’t like this at all.’

The police cars were now screeching to a halt, out of sight at the front of the building.

‘I’m not exactly thrilled about it myself,’ I muttered. ‘Next time, Terrance, I think I’ll choose the restaurant.’

Greenfield was too distracted to smile. ‘Look, are you all right out here for a minute? I’m going to try to find out what’s going on.’

I regarded the man in surprise. ‘Well, yes, I’m fine, but...what are you going to do? You’re not going back in there?’

Greenfield shook his head. ‘I’ll head round the front. See if I can find out what’s happening. Won’t be two ticks.’

I watched him move off. The fellow had a death wish. Of course, as a member of the security services, Greenfield was used to tricky situations, but there was no call this time to put himself in the line of fire. Whatever was going on at Leopardi’s, it surely had nothing to do with us.

––––––––

[image: image]



In hindsight, having dinner at an Italian restaurant on my last evening in New York was perhaps not the best idea. Terrance Greenfield was a colleague of mine, an amiable bean counter beavering away diligently on behalf of the British establishment. The Secret Intelligence Bureau had an office in New York and he was one of the senior men. I was quite fond of Greenfield, though I did not know him well. He was a good looking fellow in his later years, grey haired but with a warm twinkle in his eye. The two of us had met up at Leopardi’s at eight o’clock and settled in a quiet corner, well away from the main entrance.

‘Not enjoying the food?’ Greenfield had asked, swirling a mound of spaghetti on the end of his fork as we moved onto the main course. He had recommended the fish, but I was beginning to have second thoughts. The damn thing was drenched in olive oil and goodness knows what else. I gave out a heavy sigh, looking down at the thing. The Mediterranean diet is supposed to do wonders for one’s health, but I would happily have traded a few years of my life for a decent Sunday roast and a half bottle of whisky.

‘Oh, it’s well cooked,’ I said, staring glumly at the oily monstrosity before me. ‘I’m just having trouble picking out all the bones.’

‘You should have gone with the spaghetti,’ Greenfield said, bringing the fork to his mouth and expertly sucking it up; then he reached for his napkin and dabbed at his lips. His was the first friendly face I had seen when I arrived in the United States. I had flown over by Zeppelin the previous April. Greenfield had welcomed me to the New York office and helped me to establish my new identity. Mr Henry Buxton, no less, one of several aliases I had used in recent years. It didn’t have quite the same ring as my real name – Hilary Manningham-Butler – but it was serviceable enough. I had returned to New York just before Christmas, after an horrendous few months in Central America, and Greenfield had been equally welcoming. The idea of a night out with him on my last evening in the Americas was an appealing one, even allowing for the unfortunate choice of restaurant.

‘You’ll like the dessert anyway.’ Greenfield sat back in his chair. ‘Leopardi makes the best ice cream in America.’ I rolled my eyes and stabbed at the fish one last time. He could see I was not convinced. ‘Well, you’ll have no complaints about the Galitia, at any rate. The food onboard is first rate.’ The RMS Galitia was a steamship departing for Southampton first thing tomorrow.

I had travelled on the ship a couple of times before, albeit some years ago. This time, I had booked myself a first class ticket. It was a bit of an extravagance but I could just about afford it. I’d had such a terrible time of late – in Guatemala and British Honduras – that I felt the need for a little luxury, even if it did stretch the budget somewhat. After two years away from home, I had finally decided to return to England. I was fed up gallivanting around the globe, getting caught up in other people’s business. I had not exactly left the old country in a blaze of glory, but I was pining now for the home comforts and enough was enough. I had a new identity and a decent pot of money set aside. So long as I avoided my old haunts in London and the home counties, I would be safe enough.

‘Well,’ said Greenfield, ‘I wish you Godspeed tomorrow.’ He raised his glass.

The soda water the waiter had brought us had been augmented by a few drops of whisky from my canteen. We clinked the glasses together. It was an awful nuisance, having to bring one’s own alcohol out to a restaurant like this. That was one thing I would definitely not miss about America: their ridiculous laws on alcohol. At least the waiters were happy to turn a blind eye. They had enough on their plate, with the rather loud clientele crammed into the place at this time of the evening. Leopardi’s was a smart enough establishment but it was a far cry from the Ritz.

‘There is one little favour you might do for us,’ Greenfield added quietly, once we had taken a quick gulp from our glasses.

Here it comes, I thought. I did not for a minute believe I had been invited out this evening for purely social reasons. There is always a price tag when it comes to the British Secret Service.

Greenfield did not beat about the bush. ‘There’s a chap travelling with you on the Galitia tomorrow. An American gentleman.’

‘Oh?’

‘Used to be one of ours. Did a bit of work for us during the war.’ The Great War, of course. ‘He’s freelance now and got himself involved in all sorts of disreputable activity.’

‘A gangster?’

‘Well, after a fashion. Not one of the nastier ones, thank goodness, but we have standing orders to keep an eye on him. The people back home have given us a watching brief.’

‘And you want me to keep an eye on him on the voyage to Southampton?’

‘Just a fatherly eye,’ Greenfield reassured me. ‘Nothing too onerous.’

‘You do realise, strictly speaking, I am no longer an employee of His Majesty’s Government?’ I had resigned my commission in Guatemala. Well, “resigned” is perhaps not the most accurate term. I had got myself into a bit of a pickle and had been forced to flee the country. My life of late had been one disaster after another.

‘I appreciate that,’ Greenfield said. ‘But this isn’t anything complicated or dangerous. Just a favour from on high. And it will stand you in good stead when you get back home.’

‘I see.’ Actually, that was important to me. My attempts to find work in British Honduras, the next country along, had been soundly rebuffed; and although I now had quite a sum of money put by, it would not last forever. At some point, I would have to throw myself on the mercy of my old bosses back in London. ‘Very well. So who is this scoundrel?’

Greenfield reached into his jacket and pulled out a small photograph. He placed it on the table in front of me. I had just taken a mouthful of fish and I almost choked at the sight of it, a bone briefly lodging in the back of my gullet. I coughed and reached quickly for a swig of whisky.

‘Are you all right?’ Greenfield asked, with some concern.

‘Yes, I...I just didn’t...’ I stared down at the photograph. That face. My God. It was as familiar to me as that of my own father.

‘You recognise him?’ Greenfield asked in surprise.

‘Oh, yes.’ I nodded and took another gulp of whisky. ‘Lord, yes.’ That rounded, boyish face and those sparkling eyes. It was unmistakable. ‘That’s Harry Latimer.’ I coughed again, taking a moment to recover my wits. ‘We’re...erm...we’re old friends.’ 

Greenfield pressed back in his chair. ‘You know Latimer?’ His brow crinkled slightly. ‘That I didn’t expect. It’s a long time since he last worked for British Intelligence.’

‘Oh, I’ve known him a long time. And he gets around, does Harry.’ I bit my lip. The two of us had been friends since the war. I had first met him in New Orleans, a few days after the armistice; but I had never thought to see him again. The last time we had bumped into each other had been in England in the autumn of 1929. I had been caught up in a rather unfortunate series of events at a country house in Buckinghamshire. At the end of it, for reasons too onerous to go into here, I had been forced to fake my own death. As far as Harry Latimer was concerned, I was dead and buried. ‘Look here, Terrance,’ I admitted now, ‘this could be dashed awkward.’

‘How so?’ Greenfield put down his glass and recovered the photograph, which he pocketed smoothly. He knew nothing of the Bletchley affair, of course, and I was not about to explain it to him. But I had to tell him something.

‘Well, for a start, he knows my real name.’ That was something almost nobody knew. ‘You say he’s travelling on the Galitia?’

Greenfield nodded. ‘Booked a ticket just the other day. When we saw the name of the ship, we thought of you. That’s why I suggested coming here. I gather this is a regular haunt of his. I was going to point him out to you.’

My eyes widened in alarm. ‘He’s here? Harry’s here?’

‘Yes. Just around the corner. Look, you can see his reflection in the mirror there.’

I glanced across the crowded room at the wide floor-length mirror. Sure enough, the familiar figure was reflected there, albeit from behind, the broad shoulders and the loosely cropped hair. My old friend, Harry Latimer, as I lived and breathed. He had ordered the fish as well. And he would get the shock of his life when he saw me. A phantom rising up from his past.

‘No idea who he’s dining with, though,’ Greenfield added.

I blinked in surprise, as I recognised his companion. Her face at least was fully visible. ‘That’s Mrs O’Neill,’ I said. She was a large, matronly woman in her early fifties. ‘She’s staying at the Alderley hotel, just down the hall from me.’ I had booked myself into a pleasant room there for my last couple of nights in New York. ‘She’s travelling on the Galitia too.’ The woman had made a point of introducing herself to me. ‘Why she would be dining with Harry I have no idea.’

‘Mr Latimer has an eye for the ladies, I understand.’

That was true enough. Harry did have something of a reputation in that respect. There were half a dozen irate fathers back in England who would happily see Harry Latimer keelhauled, and doubtless a similar number in the United States. ‘Yes, but young and blonde,’ I said. ‘Not middle aged widows. Even rich ones.’ Mrs O’Neill was not short of a bob or two, that much I did know. I brought a hand up to my face. ‘Lord, do you think he might have seen me?’

‘Who knows? If he knows you that well, you’re going to have to say hello. It won’t make any odds, from our point of view. You won’t be able to avoid him, once you set sail.’

I dropped the hand. That was true. ‘Lord, I was hoping for a quiet trip home.’ I gazed across at the mirror once again. ‘Perhaps I should bite the bullet and go over now.’ If I had to say hello, I might as well get it over with. It might be quite fun, to see the look of horror on his face when I appeared before him. Harry did not like surprises and this would be the surprise of a lifetime.

Greenfield dismissed that idea with a wave of his fork. ‘This is your last evening in New York. You can worry about Harry Latimer tomorrow. He probably hasn’t even noticed we’re here.’ He put down the fork. ‘Actually, I thought we could take in a show after dinner. Something a little risqué. I hear there’s quite a good...what the devil?’

It was at this point that the head waiter banged his tray, some fool shouted ‘bomb’ and, moments later, we found ourselves part of the stampede.

Now I was out on the street and Terrence Greenfield was disappearing from view. If anyone could find out what was going on in the restaurant, it was our man in New York. I reached into my jacket pocket, to pull out my cigarette case. At that moment, a loud female voice called across to me. ‘Mr Buxton! I thought it was you! Isn’t it awful?’

I tried not to shudder as the familiar figure of Mrs Susan O’Neill bustled across the pavement towards me. She was an imposing woman, perhaps five feet four in height, stocky, and with lively darting eyes peering out from an otherwise bland face. She was dressed in an elegant silk evening gown, fashionably cut. It might have suited a woman half her age. It was certainly no protection from the cold. She had probably come out with a fur coat and a hat, but there had been no time to retrieve it from the cloakroom.

I pocketed my cigarette case and raised a reluctant hand in greeting. I had forgotten all about the woman, in the mad panic to leave the restaurant. ‘Not an ideal evening,’ I agreed. My eyes, however, were fixed on her escort, a handsome scoundrel who was smiling benignly.

‘Do you think it really is a bomb?’ Mrs O’Neill babbled. Her accent was a refined east coast American, but I flinched at the volume of it. ‘Ought we to move further away?’ 

Her companion did not seem particularly concerned. ‘Oh, I think we’re safe enough here, Mrs O’Neill. Even if it is a bomb.’ His eyes flicked back to the restaurant. ‘If it was going to go off, I figure it would have done it by now.’

‘Very likely,’ I agreed, with a grim smile.

Harry Latimer returned my gaze with some amusement. He was a tall, broad shouldered fellow in his late thirties, a veritable bear of a man. He was handsome in a boyish way; perhaps not quite a matinee idol but a decent enough lead in a second feature. It was a little over two years since I had last seen him and he did not seem to have aged a day. Harry threw me an easy smile. Oddly, he did not seem surprised to see me, which in itself was something of a surprise. Perhaps he had already clocked me back in the restaurant.

Mrs O’Neill’s attention was focused firmly on the evacuation. ‘We might have all been killed,’ she burbled.

‘Oh, we’re safe enough out here,’ Harry said, scratching an earhole. ‘So, are you going to introduce me to your friend?’ His accent, unlike Mrs O’Neill’s, was a smooth transatlantic hybrid, not quite British or American. Years spent flitting across Europe had mellowed his speech patterns somewhat.

‘Oh, yes, of course!’ Mrs O’Neill exclaimed. ‘Do forgive me. Mr Buxton, this is Harry Latimer. He’s from New Jersey. Mr Latimer, this is a friend of mine from England, Mr Henry Buxton.’ The word “friend” was stretching it a little. We had barely known each other for two days.

‘Buxton?’ Harry lifted an eyebrow as he thrust out his hand. He would not have heard that name before. It was one of many aliases I had used in recent years. Reginald Bland. Henry Buxton. I had even been Mrs Harold Bannerman, briefly, crossing from Guatemala to British Honduras. ‘A pleasure to meet you,’ he said.

‘Er...likewise,’ I agreed. Whatever the man was up to, he seemed content to present me as a stranger in front of Mrs O’Neill. Business always came first with Harry. If he was at all surprised at my unexpected return from the dead, he was not going to show it in front of his new best friend. The man had a superb poker face.

A gentle splatter of rain was beginning to fall on us. The woman started to shiver.

‘Mrs O’Neill, you’re freezing,’ Harry observed, with a creditable stab at concern. He whipped off his jacket. ‘Here, let me,’ he said, placing the garment over her shoulders, to the delight of the middle aged widow. As he did so, his hands gently brushed the clasp of her pearl necklace.

‘Mr Latimer is my guardian angel,’ she purred. ‘He saved my life.’

Harry waved away the compliment. ‘You’re exaggerating,’ he protested lightly.

‘I don’t think we were in any real danger,’ I declared. ‘I suspect the front of the building is where the action would be, if there was going to be any.’

‘Oh, not the restaurant,’ Mrs O’Neill said. ‘Would you believe it? Twice in one day!’

‘The police too.’ Harry Latimer grimaced, glancing across the street. A patrol man had just rounded a corner, moving in to take a few statements from some of the diners on the opposite side of the road. Harry tended to dance around on the wrong side of the law and was never happy when the boys in blue were in the vicinity. The senior officers would be at the front of the building by now, with the bomb squad if necessary. And Terrance Greenfield would be poking his nose in, finding out exactly what was going on.

‘Twice?’ I asked, not quite following.

‘Oh, you won’t have heard,’ Mrs O’Neill said. ‘Mr Buxton, it was dreadful. I was attacked, in broad daylight, just as I was leaving the hotel this morning.’

‘Good lord.’

‘The doorman was calling me a taxicab. I stepped out onto the side walk, when this horrible, horrible man, he grabbed hold of me.’

‘To be strictly accurate,’ Harry interjected, with the slightest of smirks, ‘he grabbed hold of her purse.’

‘Good grief. A robbery?’

‘My handbag,’ Mrs O’Neill confirmed, ‘He snatched it from me, before I even knew what was happening. Then he ran off down the street. It was awful. If Mr Latimer hadn’t been there...’

‘I was just coming around the corner,’ Harry explained. ‘I heard Mrs O’Neill call out, I saw the bag and I realised straight away what was going on.’

I nodded grimly. I was beginning to understand only too well.

‘I confronted the guy and managed to pull the bag away from him, but he gave me a good sock to the jaw and, I have to confess, that winded me. By the time I’d recovered myself, he’d run off.’

‘Harry was so brave!’ Mrs O’Neill gushed. ‘My knight in shining armour. And do you know, he wouldn’t accept a cent in reward?’

The hero of the hour shrugged modestly. ‘Hey, I was just doing what any good citizen would do.’ By this time, I was struggling not to laugh. It looked like Harry was up to his old tricks again. But Mrs O’Neill seemed oblivious to the deception. ‘And I was happy to accept an invitation to dinner,’ Harry added.

‘And you’ll never guess,’ Mrs O’Neill continued breathlessly. ‘Mr Latimer is booked on the Galitia as well. Isn’t that a coincidence?’

‘It certainly is,’ I agreed, straight-faced.

By now, the rain was falling steadily. Mrs O’Neill pulled Harry’s jacket tightly around herself.

‘We ought to get you back to your hotel,’ Harry suggested. ‘Are you at the Alderley too?’ This question was directed at me.

‘Yes, on the third floor. Why, is that where you’re staying?’

‘No, I’m at the Waldorf Astoria, a little further on.’

‘What, the new place?’

‘Yeah, that’s the one.’ It had only been open a couple of months. ‘Hey, would you mind, old man?’ He glanced up at the sky. ‘I think we should get Mrs O’Neill back to the Alderley, before the rain really hits.’ The woman opened her mouth to protest, but Harry lifted a hand. ‘We can send someone for the coats later on.’ I had the impression my American friend was rather keen to move on, and not just for Mrs O’Neill’s sake. The further we got from the police, the happier he would be.

I was less keen to desert my post. I couldn’t just abandon Terrance Greenfield, even if it was pouring down. ‘I was here with a friend,’ I said. ‘He seems to have wandered off somewhere.’ The rain was falling quite heavily now. ‘I dare say I can catch up with him later.’ After all, I had been tasked with keeping an eye on Harry Latimer and – bomb or no bomb – I might as well make a start on it. ‘Mrs O’Neill?’ I extended an arm and the American woman took it gratefully.

‘I’m so lucky,’ she beamed, ‘to have met two such nice young men.’

––––––––
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Mrs O’Neill was mistaken on almost every count. It was not luck that had led Harry Latimer into her life. It had been design. Harry and I were not exactly young, he was not exactly nice; and I was not exactly a man. Oh, I certainly looked the part – square jaw, broad shoulders, deep voice – but though I presented myself to the world as an English gentleman, the fact was that I had been born a woman. There was no malign intent in my deception. I had simply chosen to live my life as a man.

It was my father who had set the ball rolling. He had wanted a son and had insisted on raising me as a boy. When I reached adulthood, I had decided to continue the charade. It was a matter of convenience more than anything else. Men have always been afforded greater latitude than women and, in a society which routinely regards females as “the weaker sex”, it was a source of some pride to me that I had managed to pass myself off so easily as a man. The physique helped, of course, not to mention the bandages restraining my rather modest chest, but it was the attitude more than anything else that helped to convince people, that effortless superiority so many men contrive to project, despite their obvious imperfections. The fact that I was able to replicate it and pull the wool over so many eyes gave the lie to their absurd prejudices. I had been a spy, a thief, a man about town, even – God help me – a detective, and though I seldom acquitted myself as well as I might have hoped, I had at least survived in the male domain on equal terms.

Harry Latimer’s deception was altogether more tawdry. I had got the drop on that from the moment I had first caught sight of him at the restaurant; but it wasn’t until we had settled Mrs O’Neill comfortably back into the hands of her companion, Miss Wellesley, at the Alderley hotel, that the matter had been formally broached. ‘That poor woman,’ I said, as we made our way along the corridor towards the elevator. ‘She doesn’t know what a viper she’s invited into her nest. You haven’t changed, Harry.’

The American did not bat an eyelid as he pressed the call button. ‘I can’t imagine what you mean.’

‘The purse snatching this morning. It was a set-up, wasn’t it?’ Harry shrugged, non-committally. ‘Come off it, Harry. I know you too well. You wanted to effect an introduction. Get her confidence. Who was the purse snatcher? A friend of yours?’

Harry grinned. ‘An acquaintance.’ He rubbed his chin as the elevator arrived at our floor. ‘He really did sock me one.’

‘That must have been galling for you.’ Harry was a past master at the art of fisticuffs. He could best anyone in a fight and he wouldn’t enjoy losing out like that, even if it was just for show. ‘Bit over the top, though, wasn’t it? Couldn’t you have bumped into Mrs O’Neill at the breakfast table or something like that?’

‘Oh, sure, sure,’ Harry said, as the lift operator pulled back the gate and invited us inside. ‘If we’d been staying at the same hotel. But I figured I might as well make a show of it.’

‘Presenting yourself as the hero of the piece.’ We shuffled into the elevator and the doorman closed up the gate in front of us.

‘That’s about the size of it, old man.’ The operator pressed a button and the lift began its descent. ‘You know me too well.’

‘Yes, unfortunately.’ And I had a pretty good idea what he was aiming for too. I waited until we were out of the lift before articulating my suspicions. ‘It’s the necklace, I take it. The pearls.’ I had noticed the chain hanging from Mrs O’Neill’s neck the first time we had met. A good twenty or thirty pieces in all, on a simple string. If they were genuine – which I was sure they would be – they would be worth an absolute fortune.

Harry smiled slyly. ‘Such a pretty thing, that necklace. It seems such a waste, hanging from the neck of a widow like Mrs O’Neill. I could put it to much better use.’

‘I’ll bet you could.’ We moved across the foyer.

‘Hey, you’re not exactly lily-white, old man,’ he observed, as we strolled casually towards the bar. ‘Last time I saw you, you were heading for the morgue.’

‘Ah yes.’ I grimaced. ‘That may take a little bit of explaining.’ I was surprised Harry had left it this long before bringing it up. He was probably making a point of taking it all in his stride.

We moved into the saloon bar and settled down at a small table in a quiet corner. The bar was poorly named. There was not a drop of alcohol to be had anywhere. We ordered two glasses of soda water and, when they arrived, I pulled out my flask and topped it up with a spot of whisky. Harry did likewise, though he preferred brandy. ‘Great minds think alike,’ he said, pocketing his own canteen and lifting his glass. He sat back in his chair. ‘So what’s the story, Hilary?’

‘Henry. Henry Buxton now.’

‘Henry.’ He grinned. ‘How come you’re not pushing up daisies?’

‘It’s a long story,’ I admitted mournfully. Harry had been there at Bletchley, so he knew most of it. I explained the rest as best I could. The faked suicide, when things had gone against me. The help I had been given from on high.

‘I figured at the time it was all a little too neat. And the Colonel...’ Our former boss at MI5. ‘He wouldn’t have let you die. He always had a soft spot for you, old man. Can’t imagine why.’

‘It’s thanks to him I got away at all. What about you?’ Harry had had his own problems that weekend. ‘You left England shortly afterwards, I take it?’

‘I was asked to leave. The Colonel’s not so fond of me. Told me to get out in no uncertain terms.’ He shrugged cheerfully. ‘The perils of a life lived to the full. It meant I had to miss your funeral. But I gather there was a good turn out.’

‘Yes, so I heard.’ I didn’t like to think too much about that.

‘Which reminds me.’ Harry grinned again. ‘You owe me ten shillings.’

I blinked. ‘Ten shilling?’

‘For the wreathe, old man. For the wreathe.’

I let out a snort. ‘Is that all I was worth?’

‘Hey, I wouldn’t have bothered if it had been anyone else. So where did you go, when they carted you off? To Europe?’

‘Yes. The south of France to begin with. Then I spent a few months in Gibraltar. Finally ended up in Guatemala, of all places, working as a Passport Control officer.’

‘Jeez, you get about.’

‘Not through choice. The job was a complete wash out. I left there in July and fished up in British Honduras. Just in time for the hurricane season.’

Harry mimed his surprise. ‘You were there in September?’

‘Yes.’ I grimaced. ‘Right in the middle of it.’

‘Jesus. I read about that.’ A hurricane had struck the capital city. ‘The whole place was flattened, wasn’t it?’

I was trying my best not to remember. ‘It wasn’t the hurricane that did the real damage. It was the tidal wave that came after it. My God, Harry, you should have seen it. Fifteen feet tall. I never saw anything like it. I was lucky to escape with my life.’

‘How did you escape?’

‘I didn’t, in point of fact.’ I coughed in embarrassment. ‘I just shinned up the nearest coconut tree and hung on for dear life.’

Harry laughed out loud. ‘You have got to be kidding me!’

‘It’s true, I swear. Any other tree and I’d have been swept away, but that one held fast. It was the aftermath, though. The absolute devastation.’ I shuddered at the memory. ‘It was awful, Harry. So many dead. I decided then and there, I was done with the Americas. My life has been an unmitigated disaster these last few years. I just want to go home, whatever the consequences. So at the earliest opportunity, I hopped on a plane and headed for New York.’

‘I thought you hated aeroplanes.’

‘I do. But needs must.’

‘And now you’re booked on the Galitia?’

‘For my sins. Though what reception I’ll receive when I get back to England, I have no idea.’

Harry sucked in a breath with mock seriousness. ‘It’s not easy being a dead man. How do you manage for money?’

‘I do all right.’ Sadly, the bulk of my estate had been passed on to my next of kin, but I had not been left entirely destitute. ‘I have a couple of small annuities the lawyers know nothing about. And I’ve kept myself busy, doing the odd bit of work for the old firm. I can’t talk about that, of course.’

Harry nodded. ‘Yeah, I know. Need to know.’ He sat back in his chair. ‘Jesus, Hilary. And I thought my life was complicated.’

‘Henry, please. I am trying very hard to simplify things. Hopefully, once we’re onboard the Galitia, I can start to relax.’

‘No explosives allowed.’

‘Well, exactly. And that’s what I mean.’ I waved my hands in the air. ‘I can’t even have a meal at a restaurant these days without all hell breaking loose.’

‘I know the feeling. So what did Terrance Greenfield want with you?’ Harry met my eye. For all his casual charm, there was always an edge to him where business matters were concerned. And Terrance Greenfield was definitely business.

‘Ah.’ I coughed again. ‘You saw him there did you?’

‘At the restaurant, sure.’ So he had noticed us dining together, before the evacuation. ‘I’m not going to miss a high up from the SIS. Don’t tell me. He asked you to keep an eye on me, on the way home? Is that right?’

‘Er...yes, something like that. Just the Colonel being nosey, I expect.’ Harry had worked for MI5 during the war. The old firm had kept an eye on him ever since. It was in no-one’s interests for Harry Latimer to end up behind bars. ‘And I’m sure you’re going to behave yourself onboard ship.’

‘Oh, of course, old man. Of course.’

‘When you’re not conspiring to steal pearl necklaces.’ I chuckled. ‘So when are you planning to do the deed? You can’t spend a week socializing with the woman onboard ship if you’ve stolen them on the first day.’

‘No, I figure it’s going to be a slow burn, this one. In any case, the necklace is just a side show. I was planning on leaving the country quite soon in any case. You’re not the only one leading a complicated life. No, I think a nice sea voyage will do me the world of good.’

Harry had been looking rather shifty back at the restaurant, when the police had appeared on the scene. ‘So what have you done? Robbed a bank or something?’ I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the details and I doubted Harry would tell me anyway.

‘Oh, nothing like that, old man.’ He smirked. ‘You know me. I would never get involved in anything outside the law.’

I laughed loudly. He had said it with such a straight face. ‘You’re a rogue, Harry.’ I raised my glass a second time. ‘It’s good to see you.’

––––––––
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Terrance Greenfield was on the other end of the line. A waiter had called me over to a public phone. Harry was sitting quietly, nursing a second brandy and soda.

‘Sorry for disappearing like that,’ I said, keeping my voice low. ‘I bumped into Harry Latimer. I’m with him at the bar now. I thought we’d keep things on a social level.’

‘Quite right,’ Greenfield agreed. ‘Was he surprised to see you?’

‘I’ll say. He saw you and I together though, so he knows what we’re about. Knows I’ve been told to keep an eye on him.’

‘That can’t be helped. You stick close to him, regardless. Tell the Colonel everything when you get back to Southampton.’

‘I’ll do my best. What’s happening at your end? Did you find out what happened at the restaurant?’

‘Yes, in a manner of speaking. Everything’s calmed down here now. I’ve spoken to the chief of police.’ Being a member of the security services, even on foreign soil, had its advantages.

‘And what did you find out? Was it a bomb? Did they call in the bomb squad?’

‘They did. But it was all a hoax.’

‘A hoax?’

‘There was a package. Looked just like a parcel bomb, but there was nothing in it.’

‘Lord.’

‘I spoke to one of the waiters at the restaurant. Apparently, it was left on the doorstep at the side of the building. It wasn’t sent through the regular mail. Someone off-shift saw it and brought it in. One of the waiters panicked when he realised it was the same sort of parcel he’d read about in the papers. It was the same size and had all the same markings. But the bomb squad were able to determine that there was nothing dangerous inside. Different weight, no obvious trigger. In fact, there was nothing in it at all, just packaging.’

‘That is odd,’ I said. ‘So what have the police concluded?’

‘They don’t think it’s anything to do with the communists. It’s what they call a “copy cat”. Someone reading about the letter bombs and doing it themselves.’

‘Lord. You mean some sort of sick joke?’

‘It looks like it,’ Greenfield admitted. ‘A little more than a schoolboy prank, though.’

‘I’ll say.’ All those people struggling to get out of the restaurant. Someone could have been seriously hurt.

‘There was one peculiarity though. That’s why I thought I’d better call you. They found an address written on the package. Well, not an address, a name.’

‘Oh?’ I raised an eyebrow.

‘It’s all a bit awkward. The police are going to want to speak to her, I’m afraid. She’s staying at the Alderley, didn’t you say?’

‘The Alderley? Who do you mean?’

‘Your Mrs O’Neill,’ Greenfield said. ‘The parcel was addressed to her.’
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Chapter Two
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‘Isn’t she wonderful?’ Mrs O’Neill gushed, as we stepped out of the taxicab. The docks on the west side of Manhattan were swarming with life. It was a mild January morning and the sun was beaming down on a veritable cavalcade of overcoats, fedoras and cloche hats. Mrs O’Neill was taking no chances, however, and was dressed in a heavy fur coat and muffler. Harry had been as good as his word, sending a boy back to the restaurant last night to collect her things. He was making his own way here this morning, from the Waldorf Astoria.

I turned back to the taxicab and offered a polite hand to a second woman as she stepped out onto the concourse. Cynthia Wellesley was Mrs O’Neill’s paid companion, a fresh-faced English girl in her early twenties, dressed in a light overcoat and two piece rayon dress. She would be accompanying Mrs O’Neill on her European odyssey, having answered an advertisement in a newspaper just before Christmas. It was always nice to have someone to talk to, I supposed, though the American woman was not exactly shy when it came to conversing with strangers.

‘Good morning!’ she had bellowed at me, the day before last, when I had emerged bleary eyed from my hotel room a little after nine o’clock. I had barely got a word in before she had introduced herself and minutes later, much to my chagrin, I had found myself taking breakfast with the damned women. It never ceases to amaze me how forward some Americans can be. In England, even in a small hotel, we would have exchanged a polite nod and then settled at separate tables. There was nothing improper in her advances, however – she was a respectable widow – and politeness dictated that I show her some civility.

The taxi driver let out a cough and I reached for my wallet, as the women placed their hand luggage on the pavement and took a moment to peruse the energetic scene before us.

Even in 1932, the embarkation of a steamship was a major social event and it was not just the passengers and crew who had turned out to witness the spectacle. We had arrived on the concourse just outside Pier 54, where the crowds were gathering for the morning’s departure. The building was a long, brick built colonnade with several gated entrances. A steady stream of people were passing beneath the steel archway leading onto the pier, many of them friends and relatives of those about to depart, as well as the passengers themselves. It was the sight of the ship, however, with its four red and black funnels peeping above the roof of the building, that had caught Mrs O’Neill’s attention. ‘Isn’t she marvellous?’ she exclaimed again.

The RMS Galitia was a British built steamship, nine hundred feet from top to tail and almost a hundred feet wide. ‘She is impressive,’ I agreed, glancing back from the taxi.

‘Oh, but you’ve travelled on her before,’ Mrs O’Neill recalled.

‘A long time ago.’ Shortly before the war, in fact, on my first trip to the Americas. ‘She was fresh out of the shipyard then.’ I peered up at the funnels, a familiar and reassuring sight. ‘She’s worn well, by the look of her. You wouldn’t think she’s been afloat for almost two decades.’ The Galitia had been ploughing a regular furrow between New York and Southampton for many, many years. During the war, she had even seen service as a medical ship.

Mrs O’Neill beamed. ‘I’m so glad we were able to get tickets. The White Star Line is all very well, but the Galitia is something special, don’t you think?’

‘Indeed.’ The RMS Galitia was a veritable grand hotel of the waves and I was looking forward to the voyage immensely.

Behind us, the taxicab chugged away in a cloud of smoke.

Mrs O’Neill’s companion had not spoken a word since our arrival. I took a moment to observe the girl now as she stood listening to our conversation. Cynthia Wellesley was quite a serious minded young woman. Bookish, I would have said, albeit on the briefest of acquaintances. Brave too, coming all this way to America on her own. She had travelled here on an exchange, apparently, to study for a term at one of the American universities. Botany, no less, a subject which bored
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