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Prologue


Sunday, 19 September 1965


Sunday afternoon, thought Verity Malone, was a blameless time of day. It was a time for snoozing after roast beef, for going on long walks with a dog, for making duty visits to grandparents. Well, Verity was a grandmother herself now, but she was resolutely unvisited. She didn’t have a dog and it was years since she’d cooked anything more adventurous than cheese on toast. There was church, of course. St Margaret’s was next door and, on Sunday mornings, the bells were both deafening and enticing. Once or twice Verity had got as far as putting her hat on, preparatory to attending a service, but, somehow, she never got further than the front porch. People would stare and, although being stared at used to be part of her job, nowadays she found it rather tiring.


When Verity was a young dancer in variety, Sunday was changeover day. All over the country, the performers would be on the move, from one weekly show to the next: Glasgow to Manchester, Eastbourne to Liverpool, Scarborough to Yarmouth. Hours on provincial trains enlivened only when, at key junctions like Crewe, you saw other pros, huddled on the platform with their trunks containing costumes, props and ventriloquists’ dummies. You would chat about last week’s run (‘The audiences sat on their hands, my dear’), exchange horror stories about bed bugs and lecherous ASMs, then your train would arrive and you wouldn’t see your colleagues again for years, unless you were on the bill with them. Then, when you reached your destination, you would haul your luggage through the grey Sunday streets until you found your digs. The landlady would meet you at the door, cigarette on her lower lip, and spell out the house rules. ‘Lights out at midnight, no smoking, drinking or followers.’ Happy days.


Marriage to Bert Billington had put an end to all that. He was one of the biggest impresarios in the business and was, in Verity’s mother’s words, ‘a good provider’. Detached house in Lytham St Anne’s, then Surrey, and now this house in Rottingdean, part of what had once been a hotel beloved of Hollywood stars. It was mock Tudor, all twisted beams and diamond panes. Very picturesque but sometimes, when Verity looked out over the graveyard at St Margaret’s, she felt that Tudor Close itself was like a giant tombstone, rising out of the ground, covered in lichen and frost, nothing more than a remembrance of past glories.


A ring on the doorbell. A voice from the present. Verity adjusted her wig before going to answer it. ‘Always think of your public,’ that’s what Madame Fou Fou, the celebrated pantomime dame, used to say. Verity tightened the belt of her kimono and went to the door.


‘Hallo, Mum.’


Wonder of wonders, it was one of her sons. At first, with the low afternoon sun in her eyes, she couldn’t quite tell which one. Then she saw a motorbike helmet, sinister and black. Aaron then.


‘I said I might pop over,’ he said, pushing past her. Quite rudely, in Verity’s opinion. ‘To show Dad the new bike.’


‘He’s in the sitting room,’ said Verity. And she waited until Aaron’s casual ‘Dad?’ turned into something sharper and more urgent.









Chapter 1


Monday, 27 September 1965


‘Bert Billington, the theatrical impresario. Poisoned in his own armchair.’


The DI clearly expected this to make an impression, so WDC Meg Connolly arranged her face into lines of wonderment.


‘Bert Billington! Amazing.’


DI Willis sighed. ‘You’ve no idea who he is, have you?’


‘No,’ said Meg. ‘Sorry.’ She didn’t remind her boss that she was born in 1945 and so didn’t share his happy memories of the war years and whenever it was that this Bert Billington was famous. What was an impresario anyway?


‘He owned theatres,’ said DI Willis, in a patronising voice that made Meg think that he wasn’t sure either. ‘And he produced shows. He was married to Verity Malone.’ This name was definitely said as if it should mean something. And it did stir a faint memory in Meg’s brain. Something to do with feathers and shiny satin.


‘The singer?’


‘Yes. The one and only Miss Malone.’ The DI sounded like he was quoting now. ‘She started out as a dancer but she was really famous as a singer in the 1920s. My mum and dad went to see her once. At the Croydon Empire.’


‘I think my dad had a picture of her.’ The memory was coming into focus: brilliant smile, costume that was little more than a corset, plus feather boa. ‘My mum used to say it was indecent.’ Strangely, though the picture had been black and white, Meg’s memory of it was in technicolour, yellow hair and red lips, the boa a brilliant, clashing pink.


‘Well, we’re going to see her now,’ said the DI. ‘They live in Tudor Close in Rottingdean. Get your stuff together.’


Meg jumped up with alacrity. What ‘stuff’ did the DI think she needed? Women police officers were meant to carry handbags but Meg never bothered. She was in uniform and she stuffed her purse into her jacket pocket. It was a rare treat to get out of the station on a job that wasn’t traffic duty or pounding the beat. From across the room, her colleague, DC Danny Black, pulled a gorilla face at her.


‘I thought it would be good,’ said the DI ponderously, as they drove along the coast road towards Rottingdean, ‘to have a woman officer with me, seeing as how Verity Malone is . . .’


‘A woman?’ suggested Meg.


‘Sensitive,’ said DI Willis, frowning slightly. Behind his head the late September sun shone on a blue sea. Meg couldn’t rid herself of a ‘day out’ feeling, which she knew was inappropriate in the circumstances.


‘You said Bert Billington was poisoned,’ she said, adding ‘Sir’ because she often forgot. ‘How do we know?’


‘Post-mortem,’ said DI Willis. ‘At first the son, who found the body, thought it was a heart attack. Bert suffered from high blood pressure and angina. But Solomon Carter confirmed today that Bert Billington had quantities of rat poison in his blood.’


Solomon Carter was the pathologist, a sinister individual given to bow ties and suggestive comments.


‘Rat poison,’ said Meg. ‘He can hardly have taken it by accident then. Sir.’


‘No,’ said the DI. After a pause, he said, ‘They had the funeral yesterday, as soon as the body was released. The son, Aaron, was on the phone to me today.’


‘Saying that his mother did it?’


‘He said his mother was becoming confused and may have done it by accident. But he also said that she was resentful towards her husband.’


‘Resentful? That’s an odd word to choose.’ Or was it? wondered Meg. Her own mother’s attitude – towards everything really – was one of barely concealed anger. Anger at her parents for leaving Ireland at the turn of the century, anger at her husband for giving her seven children and a council house in Whitehawk, anger at the children for keeping her trapped in the house, taking in ironing for her richer neighbours. Despite this, she wasn’t a bad mum really.


‘Is this Aaron an only child?’ she asked. She had once longed for this status. Fourth child of seven was definitely the short straw. Neither of her parents ever got her name right first time. ‘Pass me the milk, Marie, Aisling, Collette . . .’ They’d once had a dog called Mollie and even she got a mention before Meg.


‘No, there are three sons,’ said the DI, stopping at the Rottingdean traffic lights. ‘The eldest, David, runs the family business and lives in London. He has two children. The middle son, Seth, is an actor, I believe.’ He said the word with a slight distaste, despite being married to a former actress (one who once wore even fewer clothes than the young Verity).


‘Seth Billington?’ The words came out as a sort of controlled shriek. ‘Seth Billington’s her son?’


‘Have you heard of him then?’


‘Heard of him? I’ve seen all his films. Black Hawk. The Highwayman. Darkest Before Dawn . . .’


Meg lapsed into silence. They were driving along the High Street and she remembered a previous case when she had discovered that beneath these neat terraced cottages lay a network of tunnels, once used by smugglers. The whole community had been involved in the trade, even the vicar. It certainly gave another perspective on the picture-perfect village. They passed the pond and the solid mansion once owned by Rudyard Kipling, then they turned left by the church, where once the Reverend Hooker had preached about honesty whilst storing stolen brandy in his cellar.


The DI drew up in front of a timbered building that formed three sides of a square surrounding a smooth, green lawn. The beams were so twisted and gnarled that they looked almost soft. Meg thought of the gingerbread house in Hansel and Gretel. She felt as if she could break off one of the door frames and eat it. The windows were the old-fashioned diamond-paned sort and they glittered in the autumn sunshine.


‘Do the Billingtons own this whole house?’ said Meg.


‘No, it’s been divided into several houses. Quite some place, isn’t it? Used to be a hotel.’


‘Is it really Tudor?’ Meg was vague about history but Tudor meant Henry VIII, didn’t it? A ribald song about his six wives came into her head.


‘No,’ said the DI with scorn. ‘It’s all pretend. Nineteen twenties or thereabouts.’


This meant he didn’t know either.


There was no sound at all as they walked across the lawn, only the faint buzzing of bees in the hollyhocks. The High Street could have been miles away and Brighton another country. But, even so, there was something about Tudor Close that Meg didn’t quite like. The house seemed to close in around them, so many windows, so many doors, yet no sign of life. It’s all pretend, the DI had said, and suddenly Meg thought of a film set. She had the strange thought that if she knocked on one of the twisted beams the whole building would collapse like a pack of cards.


The DI didn’t seem to notice anything. Meg couldn’t imagine him ever having fanciful thoughts of that kind. He marched up to one of the doors and knocked. After a long wait, it opened and Meg was face to face with the one and only Miss Malone. The former variety star was tall and slim, wearing what looked like a Japanese robe in red and gold. Her hair, still improbably golden, was piled on top of her head, and she wore an array of jewellery, including chandelier earrings and, Meg noticed, rings on every finger.


‘Good,’ said the apparition. ‘You’ve brought a woman officer. I said I wouldn’t talk to you without a woman present.’


So that was why Meg had been invited.


‘I’m DI Bob Willis and this is WDC Meg Connolly.’


‘Glad to meet you, Bob and Meg. Come in.’


Meg could tell by the look of the DI’s back how he felt about the use of his first name.


Verity led them into a long, low sitting room, made longer and lower by the presence of ceiling beams and mullioned windows. She offered them tea and coffee which were declined by the DI.


‘Meg?’ Verity smiled at her. She was old, in Meg’s eyes – seventy at least – but the smile was as brilliant as in Dad’s indecent photo. ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’


Meg longed to say yes, just to see what the DI would do, but decided it wasn’t worth it.


‘No thank you, Miss Malone.’


‘Call me Verity. Miss Malone is long gone and I never answer to Mrs Billington.’


Interesting, thought Meg.


Verity sat on one of the velvet sofas and waited. The DI cleared his throat.


‘Mrs Billington. Ah . . . Miss . . . er . . . Verity. We have recently received the post-mortem report on your late husband and I’m sorry to tell you that—’


‘He was poisoned. Yes, Aaron informed me. He suspects me. Did he tell you that?’


The DI’s ears went red. ‘We are investigating the case,’ was all that he could manage.


‘Perhaps you could tell us what happened on the day your husband died,’ said Meg. ‘To help us build up a picture of events.’


‘I can see why you brought this one along,’ said Verity. ‘Beauty and brains. Nice and tall too. I can’t bear short people.’


It was Meg’s turn to blush. At nearly six foot, it was her experience that everyone preferred short people, short girls in particular. And no one had ever – ever! – called her beautiful before.


‘It was Sunday,’ said Verity. ‘We’d had lunch. Just an egg on toast. Neither of us are big eaters these days. Bert can’t taste anything much, what with his condition.’


‘What condition was that?’ asked the DI.


‘Bert had a stroke a couple of years back,’ said Verity. ‘Just a small one,’ she added. Although Meg betted that it hadn’t seemed small to the sufferer. The DI nodded at Verity to continue.


‘We had our lunch in the conservatory and, afterwards, Bert came in here to watch television. I can’t bear TV. It’s killed entertainment, in my opinion. So I sat in the kitchen listening to the wireless. Then Aaron came round to show us his new motorbike. He went into the sitting room and found Bert sitting in his chair. Dead.’


She gave the word a theatrical flourish but there was no other sign of emotion.


‘And did Mr Billington eat anything else besides the egg on toast?’ asked Meg.


‘Yes, he had a big snifter of rat poison. Don’t get excited, Bob. Aaron told me what had killed him.’


‘I’m afraid we will need to search your kitchen,’ said DI Willis stiffly. ‘Are you the only person who prepares food in there?’


‘No, we have a daily, Mrs Saunders. She usually makes us breakfast and leaves something cold for lunch. She doesn’t come in on a Sunday though.’


‘Can you think of anyone who might have had a grudge against your husband?’ asked DI Willis.


‘Only everyone who ever knew him,’ said Verity. Then she laughed. ‘I’m afraid you’ll have a long list of suspects, Bob. But don’t worry. I’ve got you some help. I’ve engaged a private detective. A lovely young woman she is too.’


Meg and the DI exchanged glances. There was only one person this could be.


The one and only Emma Holmes.









Chapter 2


‘It’s a bit embarrassing,’ said Edgar Stephens. ‘You being the superintendent’s wife and everything.’


‘You knew this might happen,’ said Emma, annoyed with herself for feeling slightly guilty. ‘We discussed it.’


Yet, when she set up the Holmes and Collins Detective Agency with her friend, Samantha Collins – known as Sam – she hadn’t really expected them to get involved in a big case so soon. So far, their only work had been one missing wife and two missing dogs. The wife had moved to Seaford with her lover and one dog was found locked in a neighbour’s garage. The other dog, a St Bernard called Tiny, was still missing though.


‘It looks like a fairly open-and-shut case,’ said Edgar. ‘Bob’s pretty sure the wife did it. He and Meg went to see her this afternoon.’


‘I saw her in the morning,’ said Emma. ‘And I think she’s innocent.’


Edgar had taken the car so Emma had caught the bus to Rottingdean that morning. The girls were at school but she had to take Jonathan with her because Mavis, her babysitter, was in hospital having her varicose veins done. As Emma manoeuvred the pushchair off the bus – watched interestedly by the conductor, who did not offer to help – she had reflected that, in books, you rarely read about a private investigator who was hampered by a baby and its accoutrements. Alcoholism, yes. Vindictive ex-wife, yes. Murdered girlfriend, yes. Childcare problems, no. But fictional detectives, private and otherwise, were almost always men. Their children, if they had them, were strictly background material.


Verity Malone had not seemed to mind the presence of Jonathan. She’d even found a wooden box for him to play with as he sat on a rug on the parquet floor of her sitting room. Emma would have quite liked to play with the box herself, a gorgeous ebony object with ivory inlay and secret drawers.


‘I used to keep it for my make-up,’ said Verity. ‘It was a present from an admirer. A stage-door Johnny, as we used to call them.’ She grinned at Emma and the effect, despite the wig and the false eyelashes, was dazzling enough to make Emma blink.


‘I’m sorry about your husband,’ said Emma, getting out her notebook.


‘Do you know,’ said Verity, settling back in her chair, ‘I don’t know that I am. I’m sorry that he suffered, of course. But I’m not really sorry that he’s dead. He hated getting old, you know. And that wasn’t a situation that was going to change.’


‘How old was Mr Billington?’ asked Emma. She wondered if she should warn Verity not to make comments like this in front of Bob, who would have been reaching for a set of handcuffs.


‘Nearly ninety,’ said Verity. ‘I’m fifteen years younger.’ She patted her startling hair.


‘You look younger than that,’ said Emma. This was obviously the expected response and it was true in a way. Verity didn’t look seventy-five. But she didn’t look fifty either. She was oddly ageless in her red robe and gold earrings, like a painting come to life.


‘Tell me about Bert,’ said Emma. ‘He died on Sunday, is that right?’


‘Yes,’ said Verity. She gave Emma a very straight look, pale eyes framed by thick black eyelashes. ‘And my son thinks I did it. That’s why I called you in.’


‘Your son thinks you did it? Why?’


‘He thinks I’m going doolally,’ said Verity, with another of her direct looks. ‘But I’m not.’


‘Why does he think that?’ said Emma. ‘And which son was it? You’ve got three, haven’t you?’ She liked to do her research and in this case it wasn’t difficult because Bert Billington was in Who’s Who.


‘Well done,’ said Verity. ‘I see I’ve done the right thing in engaging you. It’s my youngest. Aaron. He was always close to his father. Poor soul.’


It wasn’t at all clear who was the poor soul in this sentence.


‘Does Aaron really think that you killed Bert?’


‘I’m not sure if he really believes it but he believes it enough to ring the police. He spoke to a DI Willis.’


‘Bob Willis,’ said Emma. ‘I know him. Did Aaron tell you he’d rung the police?’


‘Yes,’ said Verity. ‘He said he just wanted to know what the police were doing about it, but I know he’ll have dropped in some poison about how senile I am and how much I hated Bert.’


‘Dropped in poison’ seemed a singularly inappropriate phrase in the circumstances.


‘Did you hate Bert?’ asked Emma, keeping her voice casual. At her feet Jonathan was drumming a lively tattoo on the box lid.


‘Sometimes,’ said Verity. ‘Don’t all wives hate their husbands sometimes?’


Emma thought about her husband. She didn’t hate Edgar. He was the love of her life; she’d known that the first time she saw him. But she couldn’t deny that sometimes, especially when he was being Superintendent Stephens, she found him very annoying.


‘Your husband is the police chief, isn’t he?’ said Verity. ‘I read about you in the paper. That’s where I got the name of your agency.’


It had been a good article, mostly because it was written by Sam, Emma’s fellow private eye and partner in the company. Sam was now a freelance reporter, but she still did a lot of work for the local paper, the Evening Argus.


‘He’s the superintendent,’ said Emma. ‘But the agency is completely independent of the police. I’m my own boss.’


‘That’s why I employed you,’ said Verity.


*


‘If two people eat a meal,’ said Edgar, ‘and only one is poisoned, you’ve got to suspect the other person.’


Edgar and Emma were sitting amongst the remains of their own evening meal. The children had had their supper earlier and were all now in bed. Emma waited to eat with Edgar, feeling, as she put their food in the oven to keep warm, like a dutiful housewife. Well, that’s what she is, she supposes. Despite the fact that she now has a job and an office and a set of business cards saying ‘Holmes and Collins, Private Detectives’, she’s still the one who cooks and cleans and looks after the children. She knows that, for some of Edgar’s friends and former colleagues, her job is just a joke. A rich woman’s whim, like Marie-Antoinette having a cottage where she could pretend to be a shepherdess. Well, she’d show them. Emma had been DS Holmes once, the first woman detective in Sussex. Then she married the boss and, by extension, his house. But detection was still her first love.


‘Did anyone analyse Bert’s last meal?’ she asked.


‘No,’ said Edgar, sounding slightly defensive. ‘By the time we realised that there was anything suspicious about the death, there were no traces of the food in the house.’


‘There you are then,’ said Emma. ‘It might not have been the egg on toast, after all. And, if Verity wanted to kill off her husband, there were plenty of easier ways than poison. Tampering with his medication, for one. He was on all sorts of pills. I’ve made a list.’


Edgar smiled. ‘The famous DS Holmes’ lists.’ Emma didn’t smile back.


‘The obvious solution is usually the right one,’ said Edgar, putting the kettle on for coffee. They were in the basement kitchen of their Brighton home. Although it was still September, there was a cosy autumnal feel to the evening, lamps lit and curtains drawn. Emma flicked through the pages of her notebook.


‘There are three sons. David, Seth and Aaron. Seth is Seth Billington.’


She waited until the penny dropped, as slowly as it did in the slot machines on the pier, rattling to and fro through its metal maze. Unlike his wife, Edgar did not read film magazines.


‘The actor?’ The penny had reached its target and the light went on.


‘Yes. And guess who’s making a film with him?’


This time Edgar was quicker. ‘Max?’


‘That’s right. He and Seth are filming The Prince of Darkness in Whitby. Seth plays Dracula and Max is his father.’


‘Good grief. I never thought I’d see Max play Dracula’s dad.’


Max Mephisto was Edgar’s old friend from their days in a shadowy army unit called the Magic Men, whose job was to use stage magic in espionage to create illusion and mislead the enemy. In those days Max was a famous magician. Now he was better known as an actor and, in his spare time, Lord Massingham.


‘I wonder what Lydia thinks about that.’ Max’s wife, the Hollywood actress Lydia Lamont, was not known to love spending time in England. Emma wondered if she was with Max in Whitby.


‘Are you going to interview Seth?’ asked Edgar.


‘Yes,’ said Emma, meeting his eyes with a hint of challenge. ‘I’m going to interview all the sons.’


‘Even if Bob arrests Verity?’


‘Especially then. Bob’s not always right. I know. I used to work with him.’


Bob Willis wasn’t a bad officer, Emma remembered, but he was sadly lacking in imagination. Perhaps WDC Connolly would provide the spark. Emma liked Meg but she couldn’t help feeling slightly jealous of her sometimes. She, Emma, used to be the intrepid woman officer who solved the case before the men. But Meg was twenty and unmarried; that meant she was allowed to have a police career.


‘Do you really think Verity Malone is innocent?’ said Edgar, putting the coffee cups on the table. ‘Rat poison was found in the kitchen.’


‘Exactly. Rat poison. That’s not how you kill a husband.’


‘Glad you’ve made a study of it.’


Emma ignored this. ‘If you kill someone that way, you’re making a point.’ She pushed a newspaper clipping across the table. Emma’s partner Sam, who as a journalist knew her way around newspaper archives, had found it. It was an advertisement for a pantomime. The Adelphi, Liverpool, 1949. Dick Whittington starring Denton McGrew and Annette Anthony. And Bert Billington as King Rat.









Chapter 3


Max watched sourly as the sun set behind Whitby Abbey, the shadows turning the arches into portals to another world. Did Whitby have to go around looking so atmospheric all the time? It was like being trapped in a French art film. The ruins, the cliffs, the houses huddled by the shore, the fishing boats in the bay. The whole town felt like a backdrop. And now, as the cameramen exclaimed about the light, Seth came striding through one of the archways, his black cloak billowing out behind him. The Prince of Darkness, brought to you by Savile Row tailoring.


‘Poor lambkin,’ said Irene, the wardrobe mistress.


Max liked Irene. He remembered her from the old days on the variety circuit, where she’d been part of a double act with her husband, disconcertingly called the Dodds Boys. He thought she’d had a strong-woman act once, which was useful when hauling laundry baskets around. Irene and Max had gravitated together on the set because there was no one else old enough to remember the war, rationing, or the days of two shows nightly with a charity matinee on Wednesday. Also, Irene was seventy, which meant that even Lydia couldn’t get jealous when Max talked to her.


Max turned in his chair, which had ‘Max Mephisto’ emblazoned on the back.


‘Why poor?’


‘Get on with you.’ Irene aimed a mock slap at him. ‘His dad’s just died.’


‘And a bigger bastard never lived.’


‘Still his dad though.’


They watched as Seth did the take again, striding through the archway and pausing, chin lifted, to take in the view. He was actually a pretty good actor, thought Max. It wasn’t Seth’s fault that he was too good-looking to be taken seriously.


‘Mr Mephisto.’ One of the runners appeared in front of him. ‘They’re ready for you now.’


All Max had to do in this scene was to welcome Dracula Junior to Whitby, a sort of vampire family reunion. It was a frightfully silly film and Max knew that he, unlike Seth, wasn’t a brilliant actor. He’d once been a brilliant magician and now had an extremely lucrative career playing versions of his stage self; anything involving a top hat and supernatural powers. Marriage to Lydia Lamont, who had recently won an Oscar for playing a woman who thought she was the Virgin Mary, hadn’t exactly lowered his stock either.


Max stood on his mark, the sea behind him. A camera swooped in for a close-up and then dollied back to rest lovingly on Seth’s face.


‘Welcome home, my son,’ said Max, putting a hand on Seth’s shoulder.


‘Cut,’ shouted Wilbur Wallace, the director. ‘Good work, everyone.’


Five minutes in total, thought Max, including the walk from his chair, and he was done for the day. In the twice-nightly years, he would work six days a week conjuring doves from women’s evening bags and sawing his assistants in two. He should be enjoying this easy life – and he was fifty-five now, after all, too old for the slog of weekly rep – but he couldn’t help feeling discontented and rather fraudulent. This was no job for a grown man.


‘Another day in the salt mines,’ said Seth with a grin. This was so much what Max was thinking that he was surprised. He’d always thought Seth a pleasant, though rather vacuous, presence on the set. It was a shock to hear him talking in this ironical, comradely way.


‘This must be hard for you though,’ said Max. Despite the less-than-taxing day, filming was expensive and their time in Whitby was limited. Bert Billington had died during a weekend break but Seth had been in London and was back in Yorkshire before he’d been told that his father had died.


‘It’s rough not seeing Ma,’ said Seth, detaching his fangs. ‘I’m hoping to go to Rottingdean at the weekend.’


Max stopped in his tracks. The sky was dark blue now and a flock of birds swirled above the ruined abbey, adding another layer of atmosphere.


‘Rottingdean?’


‘Yes, it’s a little village outside Brighton. Do you know it?’


‘Very well indeed.’


‘Max,’ said Seth. And his voice seemed different somehow, more urgent, shorn of any movie-star pretension. ‘Can I talk to you? It’s about Pa. His death, I mean. I know that you’ve helped the police before.’


‘I wouldn’t say helped, exactly,’ said Max. He wondered why Seth was talking about the police in connection with his father’s death.


‘I’d just like your advice about something,’ said Seth. ‘Can you meet me in the hotel bar at seven?’


Advice, thought Max, was often another word for help. Nevertheless, he agreed to meet his co-star for an early evening drink.


*


‘I take it I’m not invited,’ said Lydia. She was in her negligee, applying make-up with great concentration, mouth slightly open. Max could see only her reflection, but he wasn’t fooled by the casual tone.


‘I think Seth wants to ask my advice about something. Possibly to do with his father’s death.’


‘Is he confusing you with Ruby? She’s the detective, after all.’


Max’s daughter, Ruby, was not a detective although she did play the eponymous heroine in a highly successful TV series called Iris Investigates. Mentioning Ruby was never a good sign with Lydia.


‘I’ll just have half an hour alone with him,’ said Max. ‘Then I’ll come back up to fetch you.’ He knew there was no way that Lydia would come down to the restaurant on her own.


Lydia turned to face him. Sometimes her beauty, well known to him and to millions of others, could still strike him to the heart. This was one of those times: the curve of her neck, the gleam of her hair, the line of her eyelids.


‘I don’t mind if you want to talk to Seth,’ she said. ‘I’ll ring home. I might be able to talk to Rocco and Elena before Nanny puts them to bed.’


Max knew that he was being punished. He liked to speak to his children every day, to make them laugh with his array of funny voices. But Lydia was obviously excluding him from this evening’s performance.


‘Give them my love,’ he said lightly. He kissed Lydia on her perfumed head and made for the door.


Seth was already at the bar, halfway down what looked like a stiff whisky. Max asked for white wine. It was a little early in the evening for spirits and he didn’t even have bereavement as an excuse. He’d once had the traumatic experience of asking for wine in a Yorkshire pub but the hotel barman took his order without blenching. A tolerable Chablis too.


They moved to a table by the window. The hotel was full of film people so they were safe from autograph hunters but, even so, the few occupants of the bar looked at them curiously. Max and Seth were not known to be drinking companions.


‘My brother Aaron rang me today,’ said Seth, looking into his second whisky. ‘Apparently they’ve done a . . . what do you call it . . . post-mortem on Pa. Turns out it wasn’t a heart attack at all. He was poisoned.’


‘Good God,’ said Max.


‘And what’s more, Aaron thinks Ma did it. He even told the police that.’


‘Really?’ Max was imagining the scene at Brighton police station. Would the bumbling Bob Willis be in charge or would Edgar think it was time for the superintendent to intervene? He surprised himself by wishing that he was sitting with his old friend in a seedy Brighton pub discussing the case.


‘Why would your brother say such a thing?’ he asked.


‘I don’t know. He sees most of the old dears because he lives nearest. He runs a garage in Hove. He’s a bit of a rough diamond.’


Rough diamond, thought Max, was a strange oxymoron of a phrase. It usually implied that the uncut jewel was of a lower social class than the speaker. But Aaron was Seth’s brother. He thought he’d ask the question again.


‘Why would your brother think your mother murdered your father?’ It sounded very bald, put like that, almost biblical. Seth winced.


‘Ma’s been very odd recently. She’s been reading all these books from America, saying that women shouldn’t do housework. Now she just sits around smoking and talking about the revolution.’


Mrs Billington sounded rather fun, thought Max. He asked if Max’s mother was on good terms with his father.


‘They seemed to get on all right. Pa’s a lot older than her and he needed a bit of looking after. Up till now, Ma’s been happy to do it. With the help of Alma, the daily. But now he’s been killed and Aaron thinks Ma did it, to get rid of him.’


‘What do the police think?’


‘That’s why I wanted to talk to you. You know the superintendent, Edgar Stephens, don’t you?’


‘We served together in the war.’


‘Yes, I heard that somewhere. I wondered if you could have a word with him. I mean, there’s no way on earth that Ma could have killed Pa.’


‘If there’s no proof, the police won’t convict. They’ll be fair. Superintendent Stephens will see to that.’


Seth was silent for a few seconds. His face, often described by critics as ‘brooding’, now looked almost anguished.


‘The thing is, Ma . . . she won’t cooperate with the police. She says she’ll only talk to women. She’s even employed these ridiculous girl detectives.’


‘Holmes and Collins. They’re not ridiculous.’


Now the film star was positively gaping. ‘How on earth do you know that?’


‘Because I know Emma Holmes and Sam Collins. You won’t find two cleverer women anywhere.’


It was Sam who had told him about the detective agency. They’d had a rather furtive meeting last year, after the two of them had got caught up in a kidnapping case. There had been an odd intimacy between them, Max remembered, although Sam wasn’t at all the sort of woman to whom he was usually attracted. He hadn’t mentioned the agency, or Sam, to Lydia.


‘That’s even worse, then. If they’re clever, they’ll find out . . .’


‘Find out what?’


‘My father wasn’t . . . he wasn’t always faithful to my mother.’


Max said nothing. Bert Billington was known to be the biggest lech in show business.


‘A few years ago, this woman turned up. She claimed to have had his baby.’


‘A few years ago? How old was your father when this happened?’


‘Eighty-seven I think. The woman claimed the child had been conceived when he was in his late sixties. I don’t know what happened to her. I think Ma paid her off. But what if this woman, or someone else with a grudge against Pa, turns up out of the woodwork?’


Was Seth worried about his reputation? wondered Max. He didn’t think that having a philandering father would necessarily reflect badly on a film star. But Seth’s next words showed that he had something rather darker in mind.


‘What if one of these women decided to kill him?’


‘It’s a bit of a stretch,’ said Max, ‘from claiming paternity to killing someone.’


‘I know,’ said Seth. There was another pause, then, ‘My dad could be a bit of a bastard.’


‘Mine could too,’ said Max.


‘But I bet your mum made up for it.’


‘I’m sure she would have but she died when I was six.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Seth. ‘But my mum did make up for my dad. She was always so . . . so much fun, you know. I can’t bear to think of her going to prison.’


‘She won’t go to prison if she didn’t do it.’


‘Are you sure?’ said Seth. ‘What about Rillington Place? They got the wrong man there, didn’t they? Hanged him too.’


‘That’s true.’ Max remembered the case, which happened fifteen years ago. Timothy Evans, wrongly convicted for a murder committed by his landlord, serial killer John Christie. ‘This is why I don’t believe in the death penalty,’ Edgar had said at the time. Well, they were talking about scrapping it now.


‘Max.’ Seth leant forward. ‘Will you at least talk to your friend? Find out what the police are thinking. Tell him that Ma would never do anything like that. She’s tough – she’s had to be – but she’s got a kind heart. She feeds stray cats and wouldn’t even kill a spider.’


Lydia was kind to animals too, but Max wasn’t sure that this always extended to humans.


‘I can’t promise anything,’ he said. ‘But I’ll talk to Edgar.’


He’d been looking for an excuse anyway.









Chapter 4


‘So, our main suspect is obviously Aaron,’ said Emma.


Emma and Sam were sitting in their office above a jeweller’s called Midas and Sons. It was in the Lanes, the maze of narrow streets in the centre of Brighton, full of antique shops and newly opened coffee bars where long-haired students spent all day dreaming over a cappuccino. Their office consisted of one room and a tiny windowless kitchen and was so close to the house on the other side of the road that they often waved at the occupants, two elderly men who owned the hairdresser’s below. Holmes and Collins Detective Agency was only about two hundred yards from Bartholomew Square, where the police station squatted below the town hall. There were rumours that the police were soon to vacate the dark, damp rooms for a spacious new location in Hove but, given that the basement had been condemned in the 1930s and yet the station and the cells were still there, Edgar and his team weren’t holding their breath. Emma often missed being in the force but, when she thought of the women’s changing room where mice ran over your feet, she was glad of the relative luxury of Midas and Sons. At least here, if they leaned out of the top window and craned their necks, they could see the sky.


‘Aaron?’ said Sam, her feet on the desk. ‘Not Verity? She’s the obvious suspect. I mean, she prepared his last meal. And didn’t get sick herself. Plus, she knew his tastebuds had gone and he wouldn’t taste the poison.’


‘But she called us in,’ said Emma. ‘I know murderers are always engaging private detectives in crime novels but it’s a bit unlikely in real life.’


‘Misdirection?’ suggested Sam. She’d been eating nuts and tried to lob a piece of shell into the bin. It missed and joined the others on the linoleum floor. Sam was a great partner, but her untidiness made even Emma – who could live quite happily in the mess generated by three children – feel twitchy. Emma and Sam had met when Emma was a police officer and Sam was a reporter on the local paper. They had become friends when, a few years later, they had run into each other at a village fete; Emma riding the swing boats with toddler Marianne and Sam moodily reporting on the ‘guess the weight of the pig’ competition. They stayed in contact through two more children and countless local news articles. When tragedy ended Sam’s career at the Evening Argus, it was she who had suggested the agency, even offering to change her name to Watson.


‘You sound like Max,’ said Emma. She’d often suspected that Sam had a crush on Max.


Sure enough, Sam blushed before replying, ‘It’s a good way to appear innocent, hiring a private detective. Maybe she thinks that we’ll point the finger at the wrong person.’


‘I don’t think so,’ said Emma. She hated the thought that they might have been hired in the hope that they’d get it wrong. ‘Verity read about us in the paper. She knows we’re good.’


‘Only because I wrote the article,’ said Sam.


‘I’ve made a list,’ said Emma, ignoring this. She pushed it across the desk, an impressive piece of furniture, rescued from a solicitor’s office who were about to throw it out, and pleasingly called a partner desk. It was vast, a wide expanse of mahogany with brass-handled drawers on either side. You could imagine Scrooge and Bob Cratchit sitting facing each other, arguing about the advisability of finishing early on Christmas Eve.




To interview


Verity Malone – Bert’s wife


David Billington – eldest son. Runs Bert Billington Productions. Lives in Hampstead, London.


Sheena Billington – David’s wife. Helps run the business.


Seth Billington – middle son, actor


Aaron Billington – youngest son. Runs a garage in Hove.


Alma Saunders – daily woman. Lives in Rottingdean.


Ted Grange – gardener. Lives in Woodingdean.


Pamela Curtis – used to be Bert’s assistant. Lives in Hove.





‘David, Seth and Aaron,’ said Emma. ‘Biblical names. I wonder if either of the parents is religious.’


‘Jewish?’ said Sam. ‘They sound Old Testament to me.’


Emma thought back to the house in Tudor Close. She couldn’t recall any menorahs or crucifixes or any signs of religious affiliation at all.


‘Bags I interview Seth,’ said Sam.


‘ “Bags I”,’ repeated Emma. ‘Are you still at school?’ Sam attended a grammar school in Southend, Emma went to Roedean, the famous public school outside Brighton, although she spent a lot of time trying to hide the fact. But, despite the social gulf between these two establishments, they had a lot of vocabulary in common.


‘Seth is making a film with Max,’ said Sam. ‘The Prince of Darkness. One of those Dracula things.’


‘I can imagine Seth as Dracula,’ said Emma. ‘He’s got a rather villainous face.’


‘Gorgeous, you mean,’ said Sam. ‘I think they’re filming up north. In Whitby.’


Emma was looking at the list. ‘The police will start with the family. And they’ll go door-to-door in Rottingdean. We should interview someone else. Get ahead of them.’


‘It’s not a competition,’ said Sam. Although she knew it was, really.


‘Pamela Curtis lives quite nearby,’ said Emma. ‘And Verity said that she hadn’t given her name to the police. Let’s walk into Hove and talk to her. I haven’t got long.’ Her parents were looking after Jonathan, but they were getting frail now and she couldn’t leave him with them for too long.


‘OK.’ Sam took her feet off the desk. A true reporter, her preference was always for action.


*


Emma was right. Meg was interviewing the neighbours at Tudor Close. It was slow work. Although the main entrance to the building was rather grand, with a stained-glass shield above a pointed portico, around the sides the sloping roofs almost touched the ground and the low doorways were almost hidden behind ivy and twisted brickwork. Meg would knock and then wait until the resident, inevitably aged and well-spoken, emerged to tell her that they’d seen and heard nothing unusual on the fateful Sunday. They would then shut the trompe-l’œil door very firmly indeed.


It wasn’t until Meg had almost finished her circuit that she struck gold. She found a door on the very edge of the west wing. It was actually fitted onto two sides of a right angle, like a window in an advent calendar. Meg knocked and, after a lot of pattering and scuffling, one side of the aperture opened and a large, lean dog appeared, attached to a small not-lean man. Instinctively, Meg bent her knees slightly.


‘Good morning,’ she said. ‘I’m WDC Meg Connolly from the Brighton police. I’m calling about an incident that occurred just over a week ago, on Sunday, nineteenth of September.’


‘Was that when Bert Billington was killed?’ said the man. ‘You’d better come in. Lola will never leave you alone otherwise.’


Lola, a grey, hound-like animal, was trying to get her paws on Meg’s shoulders. Meg was very happy to sidestep the dog’s embrace and follow the man into the house. For one thing he had said ‘killed’ and not ‘died’.


The house was as twisty inside as outside. Meg followed Lola and her owner along a narrow corridor that took several turns before ending up in a sitting room dominated by a grand piano. There was only room for a small sofa where all three of them sat in a line.


‘I’m Eric Prentice,’ said the man, extending a hand over Lola’s bony back. ‘Eric “Piano Man” Prentice.’


Meg was definitely meant to recognise the name. She made an admiring noise.


‘I had a comic piano-playing act,’ said Eric. ‘It’s much harder than you think to play the piano badly. I was a serious musician before the war. Then I joined ENSA and started with the comedy stuff.’


Meg’s father had told her about ENSA, the Entertainment National Service Association (or Every Night Something Awful), an organisation formed to entertain the troops during the war. Her dad had seen several ENSA shows when stationed in Egypt. He sometimes said it was the most terrifying experience he’d had while on active service.


‘Did you know Bert Billington from your . . . theatrical days?’ asked Meg. She wasn’t quite sure how to put it.


Eric Prentice gave a bark of laughter, accompanied by an actual bark from Lola.


‘Everyone knew Bert. He had the circuit sewn up, especially after the war. But I knew him from before, when he was actually on the boards. He was quite a serious actor once, you know.’


‘I didn’t know.’ Meg was also wondering how old Eric was. His hair was white and it was almost conceivable that he was Bert’s contemporary. But he moved and sounded like a much younger man.


‘I first met Bert when he was playing Laertes in Hamlet,’ said Eric. ‘That was in Leeds in 1910. I was twenty and had a job with the symphony orchestra. There were a whole group of us actors and musicians and we became quite friendly. Bert was a lot of fun in those days, always ready for anything. Then the war – the first war – came. I got called up and, afterwards, nothing seemed so much fun.’


‘Was Bert in the First World War?’ asked Meg.


‘No,’ said Eric, with another short laugh. ‘He was too old by then, he must have been nearly forty. The war was when Bert made his money. He started buying up houses, great blocks, tenements, you know. He’d smarten them up a bit and then sell them for a profit. When everyone else was dying – all the lads in my first troop were dead by 1915 – Bert was getting rich. After the war, he started his theatrical agency and he took me on. I was very grateful.’
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