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To the secretaries of MI6, seldom publicly acknowledged.




CHAPTER ONE

In later life Emily Grey strove to recall every detail of that summer, the summer of 1914, the last summer, as she always thought of it. After that everything changed. It had been hot – though others, before and since, had been hotter. Fine too – though others, before and since, had been finer.

It was people that changed. People were different after 1914. Not just in manners, which became broader and looser, less respectful. Nor just the pace of life, which became faster and harder, more grabbing. What changed was how people saw themselves, how they were with each other, the allowances made for difference and distance. There was, in retrospect, an innocence about those long warm days leading up to August 4th, days of finely mowed lawns and ample blossom in which the sense of an ending, already somehow apparent, engendered premature nostalgia.

Especially if you were in love, as Emily had been, and especially if you were in Heidelberg with Hans, gentle Hans, a philosopher who wanted to be a poet and whose grey eyes, long lashes and soft fair skin had melted her, temporarily robbing her of all ambition for herself. Their last afternoon in July was so vivid that the days and weeks before it paled in recollection. They had climbed up to the ruined castle above the town and were sitting on a bank below one of the crumbling towers, gazing in silence at the wooded slope below.

The day before he had shown her the letter from his father in Munich, urging him to enlist. Every day now there were recruiting parades in the town and bands playing. It was exciting and cheerful, many of his fellow students had already signed on. He had avoided it so far by claiming that his family’s tradition was naval and his father would never forgive him if he joined the army. But the pressure grew, daily.

‘You must go back to England,’ he said, still gazing down at the treetops. It was not clear whether it was a statement or a question.

‘And you must join the navy?’

‘Only if you go back.’

‘And if I don’t?’

She sat with her hands clasped on her knees. He rested his hand on hers. ‘We will marry and for a short time we shall be very happy. But then our life will be miserable.’

It was too obvious to need saying. He had already asked her to marry, formally, nervously, on bended knee as they walked in the dusk by the river. ‘Of course, of course,’ she had smilingly replied, amused that he could have been in any doubt. For the weeks that followed they inhabited a blissful present sustained by an imaginary – but essentially unimagined – future. They had no money, neither of their families knew, they had nowhere to live, no profession awaited him. Unable to afford a ring, he had paid a blacksmith to fashion a plain band from a silver spoon. Their engagement being secret, she had only ever worn it when they were alone. But she never lost it and, years later, would occasionally take it from the little black box she had found for it, smiling by then at the magical suspension of disbelief that that had kept them hovering above other realities until war came.

‘If I go back will I be permitted to return when it’s over?’ she asked.

‘They must do, if it’s peace. Or I could come to England. We could marry there. If your parents will accept a German poet without poems.’ He smiled.

‘How long do you think the war will last?’

‘Not long. It cannot be long before France surrenders.’

She smiled. ‘I would surrender immediately.’

‘I know.’ He kissed her.

It was late evening before they parted. He walked her back to her hostel through streets thronged with student revellers, drunk on beer and the prospect of war. Their parting was truncated by the reappearance of one of Hans’s friends, an engineer called Karl Krueger who had left the term before to join the Imperial German Navy. He was reeling from side to side of the cobbled street, arm-in-arm with half a dozen others, all singing lustily. He had returned to recruit for the navy, he breathlessly explained. Hans must join, everyone must join, Emily too even though she was English. Laughing and swaying, he kissed her hand, promising they would celebrate victory over France together in London. Her farewell to Hans, then embraced by Karl and another man, was reduced to a lingering look and a half-raised hand.

Back in her hostel she found a telegram from her father, folded into a sealed brown envelope. WAR IMMINENT, it said. RETURN IMMEDIATELY.




CHAPTER TWO

A year later Emily sat in a crowded lecture room in the Admiralty. It was a sultry London afternoon and the lecturer, a civil servant, was drawing yet another diagram on the blackboard. ‘Wiring diagrams,’ he called them, designed to display Admiralty hierarchies and the links between departments. The AIC – Admiralty Induction Course – comprised a mixture of civilians and naval personnel, with one army officer. All were being transferred or seconded to shore-based Admiralty posts and had to spend three days learning Admiralty structures and procedures. The unstated message was that the Admiralty differed from all other earthly organisations, necessarily and beneficially. There were right ways of doing things, wrong ways and Admiralty ways. The latter differed especially from the War Office which looked after the army and seemed to be regarded as no less a threat than the Imperial German Navy.

Emily again glanced around at her fellow students in the stuffy lecture room. Most were still copying the wiring diagram with their Admiralty-issue pencils. There were thirty-one, including her as the last-minute addition, one of only four women. She was also, so far as she knew, the only one from outside government. The three other women were dockyard secretaries who had been transferred to London, most of the men were naval officers who had been brought ashore, as they put it, and the civilians were civil servants from other government departments. The army officer and she were anomalies, he especially as he had a Germanic name – Hueffer – and looked to be in his forties, which was unusually old for an army lieutenant. Overweight and florid, he had fair hair, a soft sibilant voice and very blue eyes. Like others who had asked which department she was from, he had accepted her explanation that she had been a student at Cambridge – she did not mention going to Heidelberg afterwards – and because she had studied German, assumed that she was to be employed as an interpreter or translator.

In truth, she did not know what she would be doing. For months after returning from Germany she had lived with her parents either at Slivericks, their country house in Sussex, or at their town house in Barnes. They were months that felt like bereavement. She had had a single postcard from Hans – a picture of Heidelberg castle – posted a few days before war was declared. He was joining the navy as his father wished, but she could write to him at his parents’ address ‘as if she was just a friend’. He hoped he would be able to write to her when he reached somewhere abroad. Meanwhile, his love for her was undying. She had hesitated long over her reply, torn between wanting to express her love and not wanting to say too much, in view of his warning. Too long; war came and post to Germany was suspended.

Those months at home were difficult. She loved her parents but was reluctant to slip back into adolescent dependency, which they seemed only too happy to resume. It might have been different if her younger brother, George, had been at home, but he was still undergoing medical training in Bristol and was already talking of signing on. Her mother, sensing an unexpressed sadness, asked tentative questions to which Emily responded at first with affected nonchalance. She would have loved to talk about Hans but feared to open up. After a while she conceded she had had a particular friend in Germany and even mentioned his name, trying to make it sound as if he was just one among a group of friends. That was indeed how she had got to know him.

Her mother was not fooled. Emily had never before mentioned a particular male friend and seemed uncharacteristically listless and indifferent. It wasn’t like her daughter to mope around the house, as she put it to her husband. A busy sort of woman herself, she assumed that busy-ness was what people needed, especially when they seemed inclined not to be busy. During weekends at Slivericks she organised teas and dinners for Sussex neighbours, invited ladies for lawn tennis and determinedly hunted down anyone with sons or daughters of Emily’s generation. When they were in Barnes she organised a knitting and sewing group of ladies who made warm clothing to be sent to soldiers in Flanders or donated to homeless Belgian refugees in London. Emily permitted herself to be corralled into all this, floating along with apparent equanimity but without enthusiasm.

‘I thought you would relish the chance to do practical war work,’ her mother said one day, ‘after all that studying at Cambridge. Something that makes a difference to people’s lives. It does you good to feel you’re making a contribution. Cheers you up.’

‘I’d happily make a contribution,’ said Emily. ‘I’m sure I shall. I just have to work out what it should be.’

‘You’d think there’d be great demand for German speakers now.’

‘You would, yes. I’m sure there must be. I’ll keep looking.’ She left the room. Her mother had disapproved of her going to Cambridge, feeling that reading German was a waste of three years of a young girl’s life that would have been better spent preparing for wifehood and motherhood. Discussions touching on Cambridge usually ended unsatisfactorily, if not with outright disagreement then with a lingering sense of suppressed resentment. Emily avoided them whenever she could.

It was her father who had encouraged her to continue her education and go to university. He nagged her to work hard at school, recounted his days as a Cambridge medical student before he had joined the navy as a ship’s doctor, and over dinner would initiate discussions of world affairs or ideas he had read about in The Times at breakfast. ‘Being a girl doesn’t mean you can’t widen your horizons,’ he would say. ‘The higher your arrow flies, the more chance it’ll land somewhere worthwhile, somewhere you want to be. The money’s there, we can afford it, so make the most of it.’

In fact, she needed little urging. She grew up with an increasing sense of a world above and beyond, a world she wanted to be part of. Her father’s joy when her college accepted her was almost as gratifying as the acceptance itself. It had come as a shock when, on falling in love with Hans, she had felt she would give up everything to be with him. Part of the reason she drifted with apparent passivity through the months at home was her inability to decide whether she had lost something unique and wonderful, something that would never come again, or whether it had been an escape. It felt like both.

They were mostly in Barnes because her father, having left the navy, now practised in London. There, apart from more refugee and war work, her mother was anxious for her to pick up with her university friends. ‘I know you were all that time Heidelberg but you can’t have lost touch with everyone, surely?’

‘I haven’t, no. We write. I shall see them. Those that are not too busy.’

‘There was that nice girl you used to talk about – what was her name? Laura? The one whose mother is the daughter of—’

‘Laura is in Canada, visiting her brother. I’m in touch with lots of people, I’m not becoming a hermit.’ She tried not to sound as exasperated as she felt. She was devoted to her mother, whose care for her and her brother was, she knew, unbounded. But the obverse of love without limit was smothering, not knowing when to stop showing it. ‘I’m sure I shall soon be out and about more,’ she said. ‘I’m just waiting to hear back from one or two people.’

In fact, she had already arranged to meet Zara, her closest Cambridge friend, but had not yet told her parents. They had gotten to know Zara when she stayed a few days one summer at Slivericks and blamed her for turning Emily into a suffragette, which Emily felt she was not, quite. She argued that she was a suffragist, a supporter of women’s suffrage who believed it should be achieved by parliamentary means, as the prime minister Mr Asquith seemed about to achieve until the war came. Zara, however, was a proud activist who had been arrested for chaining herself to railings in Whitehall, though she stopped short of throwing herself beneath horses or attacking people or buildings.

‘I want to be able to vote, that’s all. That’s the big thing so far as I’m concerned,’ she said, as if to excuse herself for not dying for the cause. ‘Dead women don’t vote.’

Emily had accompanied her on marches, more because she didn’t want to disappoint her than because she believed marches would hasten the parliamentary process. She was very fond of Zara, her physical opposite. She was short, quick and vivid, with dark hair and almost black eyes inherited from her Armenian mother. ‘You fizz like a match that’s just been struck,’ she once said to her. ‘Only you’re fizzing all the time.’

‘And you’re a sphinx,’ said Zara. ‘Watching and judging, always waiting to see. So self-controlled. No one ever knows what you’re thinking.’

It wasn’t only Zara’s liveliness and energy that attracted Emily but her ready sympathy and loyalty; natural, spontaneous and enduring. They had met on their first day at Cambridge when Zara’s father, a British diplomat, had delivered her to their hall. The visit to Sussex, however, had left Emily determined never again to mix friends and family. It had begun with an argument with her parents over dinner about women’s rights in which Zara had tried hard to be restrained without compromising her beliefs. But the beliefs themselves were shocking enough for Emily’s parents, with the result that discussion over the next three days involved an enervating avoidance of anything serious. Thereafter her father would refer jokingly to ‘your revolutionary friend, the diplomat’s undiplomatic daughter’. Her mother evidently found Zara too distressing to be mentioned.

Emily and Zara had arranged to meet in the Lyons teashop in Piccadilly, which Zara in her letter thought preferable to a hotel because it was ‘more real’. When Emily told her mother they were meeting, she implied that it wasn’t only with Zara but other friends as well. Her mother was plainly relieved that she was doing something on her own initiative again. ‘But mind who you sit near on the train. There are some strange men about.’

‘Mother, I travelled unaccompanied to Heidelberg and back by train. I think I can manage Waterloo.’ She was aware of sounding sharp again, so smiled to soften it. ‘But I’ll keep my wits about me.’

Zara wore a new red hat with matching gloves. ‘Gift from my Ma,’’ she said. ‘Unexpected, unrequested, unwanted, to be honest. She was so fed up with my old green ones from Girton and now that I’m at home looking for a job she notices everything of course. So I’m on a campaign to age them as quickly as possible, wearing them all the time until they look like the others. How are you finding life back at home? Any jobs in prospect? Any men?’ She laughed.

Emily didn’t mention Hans. She wasn’t ready to talk about him. Instead, they discussed the jobs problem. Zara wanted to do something that would help change society. She was attracted to journalism but there were so few openings for women and she didn’t want to waste her time writing about fashion. ‘Perhaps I should take up motor racing like that Dorothy Levitt woman who always seemed to be writing things or being written about. Before the war, anyway. We don’t hear of her now, do we? The secret is to be famous for something, no matter what. Then you can do anything. What about you? Any chance of using your German? There should be now.’

‘You’d think so but I haven’t found anything yet. Socially at least, it seems to be regarded as a handicap, judging by my mother’s set. Almost treasonous.’ She didn’t confess that she hadn’t actually been looking. She knew she should, knew that she was becalmed, floating and listless, reluctant to awake from the dream of marriage to Hans or to acknowledge that he was now, so far as everyone else was concerned, the enemy. It would also be good to have money of her own rather than depend on the allowance from her father. He was generous to her and her brother George and didn’t begrudge them a penny. But George was already on his way to earning while she merely drifted. If she could choose anything it would be to continue her studies, to go on learning. She liked learning but it didn’t pay.

‘Not to mention men,’ said Zara, a smile in her dark eyes.

Emily smiled back. ‘You’ve got one?’

‘Yes – well, no, not… but yes, you could say that, yes.’ She laughed. ‘A friend, put it that way. He’s gorgeous, especially in his uniform. He’s a sailor. Never thought I’d go for anyone military but… well, you know. He’s Irish, too. Lovely voice, warm and soft. Sean, he’s called Sean. Only trouble is he’s not one of us, not a suffragette. Yet, anyway. Give him time. I’m working on him.’

‘Where did you meet?’

‘In Golders Green at an Irish Home Rule meeting. I nearly didn’t go, it’s not my… but I thought I ought to know more about it so I took a girlfriend along with me. Found out a bit more than I bargained for.’ She laughed again.

Emily spent the following weekend at Slivericks with her mother. Her father was dining in London on the Friday and was not due down until the Saturday. The papers had been full of the inconclusive naval engagement in the North Sea near the Dogger Bank, from which it appeared that the German flagship, Blucher, had been sunk. Her father arrived late on the Saturday morning, having dined the night before with her godfather, Admiral Hall.

‘Seems we gave as good as we got at Dogger after all,’ he said. ‘Better, in fact, despite signal confusions. Beatty took a lot of casualties on Lion but the Blucher was sunk and lost many more. She had a complement of 847 and there were only 234 survivors. Reggie showed me the casualty list. He’s going to try to get it into the papers if he can find a way of doing it without the Huns discovering how we got it.’

‘How did we get it?’ asked Emily. She winced inwardly whenever anyone referred to Germans as Huns but felt she couldn’t object, given continuing stories about German atrocities in Belgium.

‘I didn’t ask and he wouldn’t say, of course. Quite rightly, runs a tight ship, Reggie, always did. But he’ll have got names and figures through whatever dark arts they practise in that Room 40 of his. If only we’d got our signalling right there’d have been many more. As it was, the rest of the fleet got away.’

On the Monday morning, when they were back in Barnes, she handed her father a note of half a dozen names before he left for the hospital. ‘If you see Uncle Reggie again could you ask him to check whether any of these are on the German casualty list? They’re all boys I knew in Heidelberg.’

Her father put on his glasses and glanced at the German names. ‘Did they all join the navy, then?’

‘One or two of them did, others might have. They were all friends.’ Aware of her mother looking at her, she hid her face in her teacup.

‘You’d think most of them would have joined the army. Not exactly a seafaring city, Heidelberg.’

They remained in Barnes the following weekend. Her mother had invited neighbours for Sunday lunch and her father had arranged for a man from the Wolseley garage to come and do something to his car on the Saturday. The two men were bent beneath the bonnet, but as Emily and her mother passed through the garden on their way to the shops her father straightened and said, ‘By the way, Emily, Reggie got back to me yesterday about your list of Huns. None of them listed as dead but one listed as missing presumed dead, or whatever the German phrase for it is. I made a note of the name, can’t remember it now but his first name was Hans, I know that. He was the only Hans on the list.’

‘Thank you.’ For a moment Emily felt blank. She had turned away to join her mother when it came upon her, a sudden, choking spasm. She sobbed and gasped, her chest heaving. She had known it, she felt, known it for months. It was as if grief had been accumulating silently inside her in anticipation, and now that the wait was over it erupted, overwhelmingly. Her father, who had bent back to his engine, straightened as if electrocuted. The garage man looked embarrassed and continued working. Her mother stared open-mouthed, then came running.

Seated back at the dining room table, with water and strong tea provided by the cook, Nancy, who had discreetly withdrawn, and with a copious supply of handkerchiefs provided by her mother, she told them everything. They showed no surprise, nor even any concern that she had gotten engaged without telling them, clearly more worried about her present state. Gradually, attention, sympathy, talking, repetition and a bowl of Nancy’s thin beef soup restored her to something approaching her usual self-possession. That afternoon, at her mother’s urging, they went to the Army & Navy store in Victoria Street to choose curtain fabrics.

During the next few weeks she made herself busy, doing whatever she could find to do. She tried not to imagine Hans’s death, whether by drowning or being blown apart by gunfire or burned alive by flaming oil on the sea, but no matter how busy she was, unwanted visions bubbled up in the cracks between tasks. She saw other friends from Cambridge and school, those who were not away or working. The war seemed to have made people so busy and many women were now working. She knew she should join them, that it was better to do something rather than trail after her mother doing charitable or voluntary works, useful though they were. She wanted to feel she was contributing to the national effort. All she could think of was teaching, but she disliked the prospect of going from school to college and back to school without something different in between.

Then one day her father said, ‘I’m dining with Reggie again tonight, at his club. Would you like me to see if he can find a berth for you in the Admiralty?’

She was secretly reluctant to be helped by the man she knew as Uncle Reggie, feeling he was partly responsible for Hans’s death. He was, after all, an admiral and, unreasonable though she knew it to be, she couldn’t help blaming him for being the bringer of bad news. But she nodded and shrugged. ‘Well, yes, if he knows of anything I could usefully do.’

‘Can’t promise anything, of course. There’ll be others around so I may not be able to say much. It’s a reunion for some of us who served on Fox, bless her leaky old soul. But as he’s an admiral now he ought to be able to pull a few strings.’

She was still up when he returned that night, obviously pleased. ‘Reggie says you’re to come aboard forthwith as some sort of general service civilian. No idea what that means but there’s a course starting next week. He’s fixing it. He says you should stand by for joining instructions by letter.’



The rattle of the tea trolley in the corridor aroused her fellow students. The speaker finished with the promise of a presentation on pay scales the next day. For the rest of the afternoon, after tea, they would work in their groups on a procurement exercise. There were six groups, Emily’s comprising the army officer, Lieutenant Hueffer, a secretary from Chatham Dockyard called Marigold, a plump, bespectacled mathematician from Oxford called Edward, a naval officer, Lieutenant Commander Cooden, and Albert, a civilian architect recruited, he said, to ‘do dockyards’. Cooden was already overseeing security at the port of Rosyth, home of the Grand Fleet, and Hueffer was being posted to join him. Although roughly of an age, around forty, they were not an obvious match; Hueffer, newly joined and much the junior, had a drawling, shambling, unmilitary, almost sleepy manner. He spoke as if he didn’t always mean what he said, as if his words were in inverted commas, ironic and detached. His uniform was too tight in some places, too loose in others. Cooden was plump and balding, with a round moon of a face yet sharp-featured with a small nose and eyes and puckered lips. He was immaculately attired with mirror-like toecaps and had a prim, corrective manner, pouncing with relish on mistakes of fact or vocabulary. When Emily was introduced as the extra in their group he barked a mirthless laugh and called her the supernumerary, which he continued to do. He called Marigold, a quiet, conscientious girl who was to work for the Admiralty Board, the poppet. Only Edward and Emily did not know where they were to be posted.

Edward did not appear at all for the final day of the course and Emily was summoned away during the morning coffee break. She was standing talking to Cooden and Hueffer, and had just learned that Hueffer’s father, a German married to an Englishwoman, had been music critic of The Times and that Hueffer himself was an author in civilian life who had only recently volunteered. An Admiralty messenger approached and handed her a note in a small brown envelope like the one that had contained her father’s telegram summoning her home. She was to open it upon receipt, the messenger said. Inside was a folded white paper with two typed sentences instructing her to report forthwith to Admiral Hall, Room 40. She was to bring the note with her and should not discuss it with anyone.

As she made her excuses and collected her handbag, coat, gloves and hat, Hueffer said, ‘Not bad news, I hope?’

‘No, thank goodness. I think it must be in connection with whatever job they want me to do.’

‘And what’s that?’ asked Cooden. ‘Who wants you?’

‘No idea, I’m afraid. Just a room number.’ She slipped away before he could ask which.

The messenger led her through a maze of corridors painted brown and cream. Room 40 turned out to be a set of rooms behind an unremarkable door in Old Admiralty Building. The messenger knocked and waited. It was answered by a tall woman with coiffured red hair, a long gown and a triple-looped pearl necklace. She was smoking a cigar.

‘Miss Grey, presumably?’ she asked in a carrying voice. ‘He’ll see you now. You’ve got two minutes.’ She led the way through an anteroom into a large office filled with the clatter of typing from about a dozen women and three or four men, then along another corridor. She walked swiftly without waiting to see if Emily was keeping up, her gown billowing behind her and cigar smoke trailing. One of the typists put up her hand and started to ask a question, addressing her as Lady Hambro. ‘Not now, Margaret,’ she said, briskly. They passed several offices opening off the corridor until, at the end, was one freshly painted in the universal brown but with a skull and crossbones added in white. She gave a perfunctory knock and entered without waiting.

Emily’s godfather, the Admiral Hall she knew as Uncle Reggie, sat writing at a desk. ‘Not now, I’m busy,’ he said, without looking up.

‘Miss Grey. You sent for her. Two minutes, no more. Then you’ve got the Board.’ Lady Hambro swept from the room.

Uncle Reggie looked up and smiled. ‘Emily, good. How are you liking the AIC? Bored till your teeth drop out, I should think. Don’t worry, I’ve got something for you. Bit of sport, if you’re up for it. Sit down, let me just finish this.’

She sat and he resumed writing rapidly. She hadn’t seen him since leaving Cambridge and was struck anew by how his hooked nose pointed down to his jutting chin. A Punch cartoonist would have them joining, she thought. He still had the occasional facial twitch that had fascinated her as a child.

He finished writing, blotted the page, placed it face down in his wooden in-tray, screwed the top back on his pen and stood. He was uniformed, which made him look decisive. Not that, from all that she had ever known of her godfather, he ever needed to look it.

‘MI1c, sometimes known as MI6, is the Secret Service. Run by us and the War Office, reluctantly paid for by the Foreign Office. Cat’s cradle of an organisation, typical of Whitehall. They’re based in Whitehall Court and C – that’s Cumming, you don’t know him, do you? Mansfield Cumming, splendid fellow, most ingenious. Needs a German speaker with working knowledge of Danish for something he’s doing with our help. You speak a bit of Danish, don’t you – family on your Ma’s side? It’s a one-off but there’s a chance he might keep you on if you’re any good. Fancy it?’

Emily nodded. ‘Yes, please, anything. Only I don’t know what the Secret Service is.’

‘Don’t worry about that, it’s all good sport, you’ll love it. Cut along and see them now, they’re expecting you. Don’t bother going back to the AIC. The goddess Hambro will tell you where to go.’ He took his cap from the hatstand and stood holding it by the brim. ‘One other thing. I understand from your parents that you had bad news a while ago. I was sorry to hear it but don’t let it – the fact that he was German – worry you now that you’re working for us. Nothing to be ashamed of. There are some very fine Germans, we all know that. But personal loss is still personal. Don’t feel you have to hide it. They’re used to all sorts over there. Pretty rum characters, some of them.’ He grinned.

The door opened and Lady Hambro bellowed, ‘Two minutes are up!’ The admiral put on his cap and left the room, saying over his shoulder, ‘Fair winds to your Ma and Pa.’

Lady Hambro held the door open, her cigar still smouldering in her other hand. ‘Didn’t mean to alarm you, Miss Grey,’ she said in a gravelly voice, this time not so very far above normal. ‘It’s just that in a department like this with all sorts of funny people from all over the place you have to crack the whip a bit, even with the admiral. Herding cats, organising this lot.’

‘What is it you do here?’ asked Emily.

‘Well, if your godfather hasn’t told you, I’d better not. Ask Commander Cumming, the man you’re going to see next. He knows as much as anyone. Number two Whitehall Court, they should be expecting you. Go straight in. You’re on their list.’

In one of the offices opening off the corridor she glimpsed the Oxford mathematician who had disappeared from the course.




CHAPTER THREE

It was only a few minutes’ walk from the Admiralty to Whitehall Court, a modern mansion block facing the Thames. She had read that it comprised prestigious apartments as well as housing a hotel, the National Liberal Club and the West Indian Club. Mr Gladstone had lived there, she believed, as had the playwright, Mr George Bernard Shaw.

On Whitehall she had to pass the War Office main door which was guarded by two soldiers with rifles and bayonets. An officer with a bulky briefcase under his arm was paying off a hansom cab. They saluted him as he bounded up the steps. When she turned down towards the Embankment she saw that the hem of her coat was smudged with sooty smuts., probably from the train she had taken from Barnes that morning. It was bad enough that she had turned up to the AIC with her coat in such a state, mortifying to think that Lady Hambro was bound to have noticed. She paused by a gas lamp to try to brush them away.

As she straightened, she noticed that a man had stopped some twenty yards behind her. He wore a dark raincoat with a brown bowler hat pulled down over his forehead. He took a newspaper and began reading it. That and his stillness caused her to notice him. Everyone else on the street was moving, apart from the horse guards opposite, although even their horses tossed their necks occasionally. This man, however, was as still as the gas lamp, seemingly engrossed in his paper and taking no interest in anything around him. Emily was used to being noticed, an unwanted but inevitable part of street life in London. Some men – invariably men – stared blatantly and sometimes she was whistled at from building sites. She was aware of women noticing her too, but they were usually more circumspect. She was now sufficiently used to it to notice when she wasn’t noticed.

She continued down Horse Guards Parade and turned left into Whitehall Court, pausing before the steps up to number two to take a couple of deep breaths. The man with the newspaper was now walking slowly along the other side of the road, parallel with but behind her. He seemed in no hurry and carried his paper folded under his arm.

Relieved to be leaving the street, she mounted the steps and, finding neither bell nor knocker nor nameplate, pushed open the door into a spacious lobby with wide carpeted stairs and a lift of polished wood and brass. To the left was a desk manned by an elderly man wearing a uniform that looked like a policeman’s but wasn’t. His chest was beribboned with medals and he had in front of him a notebook and a telephone.

‘Good morning,’ she said. ‘I’ve an appointment with Commander Cumming.’

‘Miss Grey, that would be, would it?’ He ticked a list in his notebook. ‘Fifth floor, miss. ’Fraid the lift’s not working today. Just as well you’re earlier than expected. Take your time.’

Breathless after only three floors, she paused, not wanting to begin the interview gasping. She was nervous enough anyway, not having been interviewed since before she went to the university.

She had resumed her climb when she heard wheezing and grunting as if someone was struggling with a heavy piece of furniture. When she reached the next landing she saw a short, thickset man of middle age wearing a heavy dark blue three-piece suit. He was descending slowly, supporting himself with two stout walking sticks. Before taking each step he leant his shoulder and rump against the wall, placed both sticks on the next step down and carefully lowered one foot between them, then stepped down with the other.

He stopped when he saw her, smiling and breathing heavily ‘Don’t wait on me, madam. Come on up.’ He pressed himself against the wall.

‘No, please, you come down.’ She stepped back onto the landing.

‘Beauty before age.’ He had a large head with thinning grey hair cut ruthlessly short and a nose almost as hooked as her godfather’s. He was clean-shaven, his skin reddish and wrinkled, almost a farmer’s face. His eyes were pale blue and his sprouting grey eyebrows had been allowed to run wild, unlike his head hair. He inclined his head. ‘Come on, up you go.’

She squeezed past. He smelt of tobacco. It was different to the usual cigarette smell, richer, more exotic, a smell she associated with her godfather who smoked Turkish cigarettes called Balkan something.

‘Hold hard,’ he said, when she was past him.

She paused. From above he looked almost square, as if compressed on all sides by powerful forces until he could be compacted no further.

‘Where are you going, if I may ask?’

‘To the fifth floor. I’ve an appointment.’

‘With?’

She hesitated. It was none of his business, surely. His expression at that moment was kindly, though it was easy to imagine it severe. ‘With Commander Cumming.’

‘Ah.’ He nodded. ‘You must be Blinker’s Miss Grey.’

‘I am Miss Grey, yes, but Blinker I don’t—’

‘Go on up. The office is manned. Tell them you’ve come about a special job. They’ll look after you. Shan’t be long.’ He turned, placed his sticks on the next step and shuffled down.

Beyond the lift on each of the floors two polished doors opened off at angles, presumably to separate apartments. On the fifth floor, however, the stairs ended with a wall and a single door facing the stairs. Suspended beside it was a ship’s bell engraved with? HMS Modeste, with a rope pull. Finding no alternative, she pulled it gingerly. There was a loud clang and after a few seconds the door slowly opened.

Inside was a large panelled office lit by tall windows overlooking the Embankment and the river. Two desks faced the door, a typist at each. To the left the next flight of carpeted stairs continued. On the wall to the right were portraits of the King and Queen. A third desk was before the windows, occupied by a man in the uniform of a naval sub-lieutenant. Emily couldn’t remember ever having learned naval ranks; she had grown up knowing them.

The door appeared to have opened without human agency and was now closing slowly behind her. Both typists smiled. ‘Don’t worry, it’s meant to do that,’ said the nearer one, a fair-haired older woman, wearing glasses. ‘We operate it from here by electricity. Come in, it’ll close itself.’

Emily stepped in. The door closed with a click.

‘One of C’s beloved gadgets,’ the woman continued, standing to shake hands. ‘You must be Miss Grey. I’m Dorothy, Miss May, this is Miriam, Miss Godson, and that’s Frank, Sub-Lieutenant Stagg. You’ve just missed him, I’m afraid. C, I mean. He had an urgent summons to the War Office, left his apologies and said you were to wait until he gets back. In fact, I’m surprised you didn’t see him getting out of the lift. He’s only just gone.’

‘The lift isn’t working. I met someone on the stairs, a man on sticks.’

‘That’s him. Is it still not working? That’s awful. He should insist the War Office comes to him. It’s ridiculous, going down all those stairs with one leg. He will keep doing it but he shouldn’t.’

‘And up again,’ called out the sub-lieutenant from his distant desk before the windows. ‘He does it deliberately. Reckons the exercise is good for him.’

‘Is C Commander Cumming? That’s who I was told to ask for.’

‘C does indeed stand for Commander Cumming. Could only have been him. He didn’t introduce himself? That proves it.’ They laughed.

Dorothy indicated a chair beside her desk. ‘Do sit down. Would you like tea?’

‘Tea would be very nice, thank you.’

Miriam, a dark-haired girl of about her own age, got up. ‘I’ll get it. Anyone else?’ They all wanted tea. She went to the stairs and paused. ‘Milk and sugar?’

‘Yes, please.’

Miriam disappeared through a door at the top of the stairs. The sub-lieutenant came around his desk, proffering his hand. ‘Frank. How d’you do?’ He had light brown hair, freckles and a friendly, open expression. ‘Blinker sent you over, then?’

‘Blinker?’

‘Hall, Blinker Hall, Admiral Hall. Room 40. So called because he… you know… does this.’ He blinked several times and then winked exaggeratedly. ‘Always has, apparently. He’s famous for it.’

She had no idea her godfather was named after his facial tick. ‘Yes, he did send me. He said I was to come here and see Commander Cumming who might have a job for me.’

‘He didn’t say what kind of job?’

‘No. But on the stairs just now he – Commander Cumming – C – seemed to know who I was and said I was to say he had a special job for me. I’ve no idea what, though. I’m afraid I don’t know what you do here. It’s secret service – Admiral Hall – said.’ She had almost said Uncle Reggie.

Dorothy laughed. ‘It’s certainly service. Anything from cleaning up after each other to climbing telegraph poles and doing things to wires to… well, anything else you can think of. And lots you can’t. All jobs here are special so far as the Chief’s concerned. What have you been doing?’

‘I was at university.’

Frank stepped back in mock horror. ‘Lord, not another intellectual. The Old Man keeps finding them. As fast as he finds them we send them over to Blinker in Room 40. That’s where they need all the clever clogs. But Blinker sent you to us? Must be getting his own back.’

Emily was conscious of Dorothy’s gaze, now unsmiling. ‘Apparently he has no room at the moment. So my father said.’ She wasn’t sure she should have said that. ‘My father knows him.’

‘What did you study?’

‘Classics, Greek and Latin. And German. I spent a year at a German university before the war.’

Frank held up his hands. ‘Even worse, you’ll show us all up, won’t she, Dorothy? We’re mostly monoglots here.’

Dorothy opened the Walker’s Desk Diary she had closed as Emily entered. ‘There’s a note about you in C’s diary from a briefing by the admiral. It says you speak Danish too.’

‘My mother is – was – Danish.’

‘What does your father do?’ asked Frank.

‘A doctor, a naval doctor. Or was. He’s in civilian practice now.’

Emily noticed now that all three had covered or turned over the papers on their desks so that she could not read them. Dorothy leafed slowly through the diary, keeping it on the other side of the typewriter. Emily glimpsed densely written pages in green ink. ‘Yes – I see it’s… you were mentioned in C’s meeting with the admiral last week. We were expecting you today as you know, but he hadn’t told us why.’

Frank laughed. ‘Are we surprised?’

‘Not greatly.’ Her manner was crisp. She read a few lines more, then closed the diary and looked up. ‘You’ve had a recent sad loss, he says.’ Her manner was still crisp. ‘Sorry to hear it.’

‘Thank you, yes. Like many others, I’m afraid.’ She was reluctant to talk about, it but their respectful silence made her feel it would be churlish to say nothing more. ‘My fiancé. Former fiancé. He was a – a naval officer.’

‘Killed at sea?’ asked Frank.

‘At the Battle of Dogger Bank, yes.’

Frank nodded. ‘Well, if it’s any comfort – which it can’t be, of course, not really – you’re not alone here in that respect.’

‘I’m sorry. Have you—?’

‘Not me, no. Nor Dorothy. But a couple of people upstairs have lost family, Miriam her brother. And the Old Man, of course. Lost his son very early on.’

Miriam came down the stairs with a tray, china clinking in the silence. Frank returned to his desk. Miriam handed them their teas. Emily thought she had got away with it until Frank asked, ‘Which ship was he on?’

‘He was… he was on the Blucher.’

Miriam paused in the act of passing Dorothy her tea. They all stared. ‘You mean, as a prisoner?’ asked Frank. ‘Or—?’

‘Not a prisoner, no. He was German. An officer of the German Navy.’ She slipped easily into her explanation, having given it dozens of times to friends and relatives, but she still felt – and was sure she sounded – nervous and defensive. ‘We met in Heidelberg where I was studying after Cambridge, improving my German. Before the war, of course. He was a fellow student, he was going to be a… a lawyer, probably – and we became engaged. Not formally, not quite – our parents hadn’t met, but we were planning that for later in the summer. We didn’t think there was really going to be war until I had a telegram from my father telling me to come home. I took the night train, leaving some of my things there because I assumed – somehow – that it would all be all right, that it wouldn’t really happen and that I would be back. So did Hans. And then of course
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