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By Mark Ellis


Princes Gate


Stalin’s Gold


Merlin at War


A Death in Mayfair




About the Book


December 1941.


On a bright Sunday morning in Hawaii, Japanese planes swoop down and attack the US naval base at Pearl Harbour. America enters the war and Britain no longer stands alone against Hitler.


Conditions on the home front remain bleak.


In a city pulverised by the Blitz, with rampant crime and corruption and overstretched police resources, life for Scotland Yard detective Frank Merlin continues as arduous as ever.


In the week of Japan's aggression, the shattered body of beautiful film star Laura Curzon is found on the pavement beneath her Mayfair apartment, an apparent suicide. A mile away, the body of a strangled young girl is discovered in the rubble of a bombed-out building.


Merlin and his team investigate, encountering fraudulent film moguls, philandering movie stars, depraved Satanists and brutal gangsters as they battle through a wintry London in pursuit of the truth.




To Ivor and Alice Maud Morgan




 


A pound, of course, went a good deal further in 1941 than it does today. There are different ways of analysing equivalent vales but, as a rule of thumb, a 1941 pound would be worth 40 times more today. The 1941 exchange rate for dollars to sterling was roughly four to one. Thus £1,000 in 1941 would be worth approximately £40,000 or $160,000 in today’s money.




Chapter One


Friday December 5th 1941


London


It was an hour before dawn when the officers gathered at the street corner. Their target was ten doors down the terrace. Clouds of frozen breath trailed off into the darkness above them. Across the way a parked cart stank of the horse manure stored under its tarpaulin covers. A cat wailed in the distance.


They were seven. Merlin and his men, Johnson and Cole, and four uniformed constables from the local East End station. Merlin examined faces with his torch. Everyone was tensed for action. He raised his right hand. They all knew the drill and moved silently down the road towards the house.


The two stockiest constables carried a compact battering ram, a heavy iron tube with a large rounded end. They waited for a whispered ‘Yes’ from Merlin before smashing it into the front door. After four blows the policemen were able to clamber into the unlit hallway. There they were met by panicked screams, shouts, and the sound of frantic footsteps. In the midst of this came the unmistakable noise of gunfire. One of the constables fell to the ground, and the other policemen took cover. More shots lit up the air but none hit home. When the firing stopped, Merlin’s torch picked out several shadowy figures racing up the stairs.


‘Inspector Johnson, take Cole and one of the constables and follow. You two others search the ground floor. For Christ’s sake be careful. I’ll check on the lad here.’ Merlin knelt down to the stricken constable who was conscious but clearly in pain.


‘It’s my arm, sir.’


Merlin found the wound a couple of inches above the elbow. ‘It looks like it’s just a flesh wound, lad. I’ll tie something around it. We’ll call the medics as soon as we can.’


Merlin made a makeshift tourniquet with his handkerchief, squeezed the man’s hand then headed up the stairs. The first and second floors were clear. On the third and final floor the stairs opened onto a large space, unfurnished save for a heavy metal bed frame in the middle of the room. Two unhappy-looking men were standing handcuffed to the bed under the gaze of a constable.


‘That was quick work, officer.’


‘They tripped over each other, sir, and fell flat on their faces. We were right on them so it was easy, really. Two others got out onto the roof, though.’ There was a noise from behind and Merlin turned to see Cole climbing out of a window with Johnson about to do the same.


Merlin followed his men out onto the roof and found them with his torch scrambling along the gables to his right. The terrace was a long one with interconnected roofs. They were not steeply cambered but the surface was icy and treacherous. Gunshots suddenly rang out from somewhere and Merlin ducked and braced himself against the wall beneath the window. A bullet whizzed past his ear and thudded into the window casement. He waited a moment then edged carefully along the brickwork. The moon came out from behind some clouds and he saw his men lying flat twenty yards ahead. There was another shot and, to his surprise, he saw one of his men rise and return fire. Someone screamed and a heavy clattering sound followed. Merlin’s heart was pounding as he skidded from his cover to a chimney pot ten yards further along. He shone his torch again and saw a man racing away in the distance with his officers in pursuit. A loud animal cry from below made Merlin jump; he went to the roof edge and pointed his torch down. A motionless body was spreadeagled in an alleyway and something was crawling over it. He had little religious belief these days but by reflex he made a sign of the cross. Then Johnson was shouting for him, and he turned and hurried on.


His men were on the roof of the furthest house, looking down. ‘It’s no good, sir’ said Johnson. ‘He’s hopped it down the drainpipe. Cole here wanted to follow him down but I said it was too dangerous.’


‘I’m sure I can manage it, sir. He looked like he was limping before he went down. If I go now, he won’t have got far.’


Merlin edged forward and saw the drainpipe. ‘Sorry, Constable. The Inspector is right. It’s not a risk worth taking. We’ve bagged two of them, at least. The other fellow you were chasing has had it. From your bullet or the fall I’m not sure. Where did you get the gun?’


‘One of those two inside was carrying it and I pocketed it,’ answered Johnson.


‘Good thing you did, or one or both of you might have copped it. There’ll be some tedious questions to answer but you were clearly within your rights to fire.’


Back in the house, they found their two captives complaining loudly. Both men were heavily built. The older and taller of the two had a tuft of grey hair above each ear but was otherwise bald. He looked menacingly at Merlin. ‘I should have known it would be you, you dago bastard.’


‘Nice to see you too, Mr Young. Who’s your handsome friend?’


The second man was younger with pock-marked olive skin, heavily oiled black hair, a snub nose and a thick moustache. Merlin was reminded of a picture of a young Joe Stalin he’d seen once.


‘Ah, Yes. Let me guess. You’d be Boris Orlov. Our Bulgarian import. Pleased to meet you. Frank Merlin.’


The man launched a gobbet of spit at him, but Merlin had kept his distance and it fell short.


‘Careful, please. I only just cleaned my shoes.’ Merlin turned to the constable. ‘Any idea how the others have got on downstairs?’


‘One of the officers came up a moment ago, sir. There was only one other person in the house, as far as he could tell, but he got out through the back door and they lost him in the dark. They did, however, find something in the basement. Something he thought would please you.’


‘That sounds intriguing. Have they called for an ambulance and transport?’


‘Yes, sir. On the way.’


Merlin turned back to their captives. ‘Anything to say before we get you off to the Yard? No? The constable here will continue to keep you company until the Black Maria arrives. Meanwhile, I suppose I’d better go and see what’s in the basement.’


On the ground floor, one of the constables was busy tending to the injured man. He pointed to a door under the stairs. ‘Down there, sir.’


Merlin led the way into a dark and narrow stairwell. The other constable was waiting for them at the bottom. A single bulb hung from the basement ceiling and revealed a room crammed with wooden crates. Some were covered with dirty white cloth, and others with green blankets. Johnson pulled off a cover. Candlesticks, candelabra and similar objects filled the crate to the top. Another uncovered crate held a treasure trove of silver and gold plate. A third was full of expensive-looking rugs. Merlin estimated there were around thirty crates in the room.


‘It seems we have discovered Ali Baba’s treasure with you cast in the role of Aladdin, Constable.’


The young officer blushed but the light was too dim for anyone to notice. ‘There’s a ceiling hatch over in the corner, sir. The goods must have been brought in through there. I looked outside. The hatch opens into a back alley, part of which is gated off.’


‘I see. Well, we’ll need some help sorting this stuff.’ Footsteps sounded outside. ‘Ah. With luck that’s it arriving now.’


Three uniformed officers came in. Merlin knew one of them. ‘Bloody hell, Vernon, is that you? How the hell are you? Must be four or five years at least.’


‘Six, sir. Blackmail case in Hoxton. You weren’t quite so grand then.’


Merlin looked at Johnson and Cole as he slapped the man on the back. ‘Sergeant Hooper and I go way back. We were in the Met football team together fifteen or so years ago. Finest wing half I’ve ever seen.’


‘You weren’t such a bad player yourself, Chief Inspector.’


Merlin sighed. ‘Happy days, Vernon. We’ll have to make time to catch up at some point. For the moment, though, unfortunately, there’s a ton of work to do. I’d appreciate it if you could take charge of the scene. Once forensics have done a once over I’ll need you to take a full inventory. Once we’ve got the villains upstairs on their way to the Yard, and our wounded man off to hospital, the constable here and his two fellow officers can stay and help you. That alright?’


It was teatime on a bleak autumn day. The cold, the solitude, and the relentless soughing of the wind in the trees were wearing the young woman’s nerves down. And she was afraid. Her eyes darted nervously back and forth between the front door and the solitary window on the other side of the room. The lamplight ebbed and flowed. She was in a part of the deep countryside where electrical power was unpredictable. The Jane Austen she’d been reading had been set aside. She was just sitting. Sitting and waiting. A flash of lightning illuminated the room and put her heart in her mouth. She hurried over to the door to check yet again that it was securely locked.


The wood fire had almost gone out. There were more logs in a shed behind the cottage but she couldn’t contemplate going outside. Thunder rolled and there was another flash of lightning. She thought she saw a figure outlined in the yard. A third flash confirmed someone was there. A man was approaching the door. She waited with bated breath for a knock, but none came. Then a fist exploded through the glass of the window. The fist held a knife. She screamed.


‘And cut it! Wonderful Jean, darling. And you Michael. And very well done effects. We’ll take a little break there. Back in fifteen everybody.’


An elegant middle-aged man appeared from behind the cottage wall and crossed the film set to his co-star. ‘Very good scream, darling. Am I really so frightening?’


Jean Parker, a striking blonde with large oval green eyes and a small but full-lipped mouth laughed. Her laughter had a certain musicality to it. It was one of the many things Michael Adair found attractive in her.


‘You are a terrifying ogre, Mr Adair. Or so I understand from the script.’


Adair leaned towards her and kissed her on both cheeks.


‘None of that, please. You’re going to cause extra work for make-up.’ Emil Kaplan, the director, waved an admonishing finger then sat down in the canvas chair bearing his name and wiped his perspiring forehead with a handkerchief. He reached into his jacket pocket and took out a hip flask. ‘Drink you two?’


‘Too early for me, Emil’ said the actress.


‘I’ll take one, old chap.’ Adair took a swig and then another. ‘Very nice too. Talisker if I’m not mistaken?’


‘Special Reserve 1931. I’m down to my last case.’


‘You poor darling.’ Jean Parker sat on the left of the director and Adair on the right. She yawned. It was only nine thirty but they’d already been on set for three hours. ‘Will it be another early start on Monday?’


‘Afraid so, my dear. You know Victor’s desperate to get the film in ze can as soon as possible.’ Kaplan had almost eliminated all signs of his Hungarian accent during the thirteen years he had worked in England. He looked, dressed and sounded as if he had been to Eton and Cambridge. There was, still, the very occasional slip.


Adair crossed his legs. ‘I don’t believe I’m in the first scene you have scheduled for Monday morning, old chap.’


‘Quite right, Michael. You can come in at nine.’


‘So kind.’ Adair produced a cigarette case and lit up. As he did so he glanced at his reflection in the polished silver cover. He had been a preposterously good-looking young man, with high cheekbones, soft large brown eyes and a strong cleft chin. He was now 42 and ageing well, with only the odd wrinkle here or there bearing witness to a hedonistic and pampered film star’s life. As his eyes moved on to the exquisite face of his co-star and lover there was a loud bang from the rear of the studio. He turned to see a flurry of technicians congregating around a lighting gantry which had collapsed to the ground. An angry male voice roared out from the gloom.


‘Watch out, for goddam sake. That’s expensive equipment. Not to mention you might have killed someone.’


The culprit, a young stagehand, slunk away and the owner of the voice bustled out of the shadows and towards the set. Clouds of cigar smoke accompanied him.


‘So there you all are. How goes it?’


Unlike Kaplan, Victor Goldsmith could never be mistaken for an Englishman. His accented voice however had an assuredness and charm which was very British, the fruit of many years spent in the company of the English-monied and aristocratic classes.


‘Are we still on schedule, Emil?’


Kaplan rose to shake his boss’s hand. ‘Almost, Victor. We have a couple of days to make up but “Murder at Midnight” should be wrapped before Christmas as you wish.’


Adair rose languidly from his chair. ‘Are we still going with that title, Victor. It has always seemed a little banal to me.’


‘Banal?’ Goldsmith pronounced it to rhyme with ‘ale’. ‘You always are one for the fancy words, aren’t you Michael? Well, yes, I like the title “banal” or not. Titles with “murder” or “death” in them usually do well in my experience, eh Emil? Besides, that was the title of the book on which the film is based, and the “banal” title didn’t stop it being a runaway bestseller, now did it?’


Adair held his hands up defensively. ‘Sorry, Victor. Forget I said anything. You’re the boss after all.’


Goldsmith turned back to Kaplan. ‘I understand we are running over budget?’


‘Only by about five per cent, Victor.’


‘ “Only five per cent” is a lot of money, Emil.’


‘Not in the same league as Swanton, though.’


Goldsmith threw his hands in the air. ‘My God, Swanton. Don’t remind me of him, Emil! That film went over by thirty per cent.’


‘That was . . . unfortunate.’


Goldsmith glared. ‘Unfortunate! It was a bloody disaster.’ He looked at Jean Parker and his features softened. ‘You are looking particularly wonderful today, my dear. Glowing indeed.’


‘Why, thank you, good sir.’


Goldsmith grasped the actress’s right hand and kissed it. Goldsmith was a portly man of medium height, dressed today, as always, in a charcoal grey three piece suit, a fob watch hanging at his round belly. His thick hair was black with flecks of grey and he had strikingly bushy eyebrows. His face had the broad and blunt rough features of the Lithuanian peasant smallholder he might have been. It was ‘a face of character’, as his dear wife put it. And Viktor Shimon Goldschmidt had indeed required a good deal of character, not to mention balls of steel, to make his long and successful journey away from the impoverished shtetl of his birth. A journey which had brought him in due course to this advanced studio complex by the banks of the Thames, a few miles to the west of Windsor, and to the exalted position of Chairman, Managing Director and principal shareholder of Silver Screen Studios, one of Britain’s leading film companies.


A blanket of smoke briefly obscured Goldsmith’s face. When it appeared again, he was looking at Adair. ‘Yes, Michael. Thirty per cent over budget on a simple little Archie Tate film. How could anyone do that?’


‘Hard to imagine his type of humour requiring lavish expenditure.’


‘Quite so, Michael. A simple little film set in the country. A little location work in Somerset, the rest in the studio. A supporting cast of his usual old music hall buddies, a handsome supporting leading man and a few pretty girls. No expensive actors apart from Tate himself. Hard to imagine going a penny over budget on such a picture. But Swanton managed it comfortably. If I did a really thorough audit, I’d no doubt find a good portion of the overspend went down his throat. However, he knows I won’t bother because he’s Archie’s favourite crony and the film will make a bomb anyway.’


A studio hand brought a fourth canvas chair into which Goldsmith carefully eased his large backside. ‘So all is going well? This little film noir should grab the audience’s attention, I think, eh Emil?’


‘I hope so, Victor.’


Goldsmith’s overgrown brows rose. ‘ “Hope” Emil? I do not deal in “hope”! I deal in certainty. Certainty of success. Oh, yes, I’ll concede there has been the odd failure along the way but overall, I think, my record speaks for itself. I have had to make compromises, naturally. By putting out Tate’s vulgar humour I make the profits to invest in films of higher quality like this one, or that new Dickens film I have you pencilled in for shortly, Emil.’


Michael Adair looked ingratiatingly at Goldsmith. ‘I’m in that one, too, aren’t I?’


‘Yes, Michael, as you know very well. I’ve already advanced you half the fee, haven’t I?’


Adair turned away awkwardly.


‘And you too, Jean darling. I haven’t quite worked out the rest of the casting for Bleak House yet. I’m hoping to get Priestley to do some work on the screenplay.’ Goldsmith clapped his hands excitedly. ‘That will be one in the eye for the Kordas! I love them all dearly but I detest their presumption that they are the only British producers capable of creating great artistic films. I’m going to out-Korda the Kordas! I’ll raise Silver Screen Studios above them, above that baker Rank, above Balcon, above them all. You’ll see.’


Goldsmith took a final puff on his cigar then snapped a finger. A lackey hurried over to remove the stub. The portly producer got to his feet. ‘Well, I’ll let you all get back to work. I’m sure you’ll get a lot done today. I believe that . . .’ A young messenger hurried up and interrupted him with a telegram. Goldsmith found his spectacles and read it. Then he frowned, stuffed the cable in his pocket and disappeared without another word.


Merlin’s old Swiss office clock had just cuckooed ten o’clock when Merlin came through the door. He threw his hat and coat onto the coat stand then fell into his chair. His eyes closed and he considered the morning so far. The raid had been a success, but when he thought about the guns he realised how lucky they’d been. Things could have gone disastrously wrong. Fortunately, it looked like the injured constable was not badly hurt, and they had a roomful of stolen goods and two relatively big fish gangsters in custody.


He opened his eyes and saw the framed photograph now taking pride of place on his desk. His wedding day on a sultry August morning just over three months before. Somehow or other, the dark outfit Sonia had worn had successfully disguised her pregnancy, although all in attendance had been perfectly aware of her circumstances. He picked up the frame. The black and white photograph could not really do justice to Sonia, with her glorious auburn hair and charming freckled cheeks. She still looked gorgeous and he didn’t look too bad either, he thought, with all due modesty. Merlin’s barbershop visit on the wedding day morning had eradicated most of the grey specks from his hair. His face had angular features, a noble straight nose, and a generous mouth. He looked good as his lively eyes looked down from his six feet plus on his beautiful new bride. They looked what they were – a very happy couple. Others in the photo outside Chelsea Register Office included Sergeant Sam Bridges, his best man, and his wife, Iris. Assistant Commissioner Gatehouse was there in morning suit and wing-collar, displaying one of his gummy smiles to the camera and accompanied by Mrs Gatehouse. Merlin’s brother Charlie was on the right in his wheelchair with wife and young son behind, and next to them were Sonia’s parents and brother Jan, smart in his RAF pilot’s uniform. Peter Johnson was there on the left, without Mrs Johnson who was out of London. WPC Clare Robinson and her new barrister beau were to Johnson’s right, while the heads of DC Tommy Cole and a few other friends could just be seen in the back row.


Merlin suddenly realised he hadn’t spoken to Sonia since Tuesday. He’d had a ton of work but that was no excuse. She’d given birth, a little prematurely, three weeks ago to a fine baby boy. All had gone smoothly, but Sonia was naturally anxious as a first time mother. Because Merlin was very busy, they had decided it might be best for Sonia to spend the first few weeks of the baby’s life with her parents. Accordingly they arranged for Sonia and the boy to travel to the North of England where her parents had now settled. Sonia and her family were refugees from Poland who had managed to get away just before the Nazi invasion. Her Jewish father, Peter Sieczko, had been a highly-regarded metallurgist in Warsaw, but had struggled to get a job in England. Eventually, in the summer of 1941, he’d obtained a good position at an aircraft component factory just outside Manchester. He and his wife had rented a comfortable little cottage in open countryside not far from the factory, and the new grandparents were delighted to take Sonia and the baby in for a few weeks.


As Merlin was considering what would be the best time to call her, the telephone rang and the stern voice of the AC’s secretary, Miss Stimson, came on the line. ‘Chief Inspector Merlin? Mr Gatehouse would appreciate a word.’


‘I’ve only just got in. Can you give me half an hour?’


‘I rather think he would like to see you immediately.’


Merlin put the phone down with a grunt of irritation then set off on the short journey upstairs to the AC’s office. Ignoring the secretary’s cold stare, he walked through her outside office, knocked perfunctorily on the AC’s door, and entered without waiting for a reply.


Assistant Commissioner Gatehouse was a gaunt, lanky man in late middle age, attired in his usual uniform of black jacket, striped trousers, wing collar and dull dark tie. He was at his desk, peering at a document held about an inch away from him. He glanced up. ‘Ah, there you are, Chief Inspector. Come and sit down.’ He put the document down with a sigh of annoyance. ‘I think I need new spectacles. Either that or whoever typed this has a typewriter with smaller characters than my secretary’s machine.’


‘Something interesting?’


‘Not particularly. It’s a paper from the Home Office. They are increasing their budget for internment of enemy aliens.’


‘They’re expecting to round up more?’


‘It appears so.’ He looked intently at Merlin. ‘Anyway . . . to business. I gather your raid this morning went well?’


The AC had an extraordinarily efficient bush telegraph, the speed of which never ceased to amaze Merlin. ‘I think you could say so, sir. The only qualification on its success might be that we arrested only two of the five criminals in the house.’


‘One man died, I believe?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘How?’


‘The two men trying to escape on the roof had revolvers and were shooting at us. Johnson had removed a gun from one of the men already apprehended and used it to return fire. He downed one of the men who then fell from the roof. The second fellow escaped down a drainpipe, and another escaped through the back of the house. The good thing is that the men we caught are quite high up in the gang. And, as you’ve no doubt heard, we found a large stash of stolen goods.’


The AC looked pleased. His lips parted, revealing mottled gums and an array of yellow teeth. ‘Glad to hear it, Frank. A most disgusting racket if ever there was one. Preying on unfortunates in such a foul way. Utterly deplorable. Deplorable!’


‘Yes, sir.’


The racket in question was an increasingly pervasive wartime swindle. The country was overflowing with refugees from Europe. Many Jews and others unpopular with Hitler or Stalin had escaped to Britain, just like Merlin’s own dear Sonia. The majority had arrived destitute or close to destitute, but some had managed to get their money and possessions to Britain. Most of the refugees had suffered at the hands of organisations like the SS, the Gestapo or the KGB. In consequence the sight of uniformed figures of authority, even the bottle blue of the British constabulary, was a matter for dread. The gangsters’ evil scheme exploited this fear. They targeted refugee families known to possess something worth having. Uniformed thugs, representing themselves as police officers, would visit their houses, query the authenticity of the family’s papers and insist they come away for questioning. The petrified refugees would be driven away to some distant place while other gang members would move in to their empty homes and ransack them. Young and Orlov managed one such racket and Merlin had been on their trail for several weeks.


After a period of little progress, they’d got lucky. Johnson had received a tip off from one of his snitches. A disgruntled employee of an antiques dealer had got drunk in a West End pub. His boss had been fencing goods stolen in this way, and the drunken man hadn’t thought it was right. He’d been pulled in and quickly spilled all he knew. Names had been disclosed and in due course Merlin had got a handle on the location of their base in the East End. The raid had followed.


‘Has work begun on matching these goods to their owners, Frank?’


‘As you can imagine, that is a going to be a laborious process but it’s under way.’


The AC impatiently picked up a pencil and tapped it on his teeth, a habit which Merlin found extremely irritating. ‘Do you think this fellow, Young, will spill the beans?’


‘He’s a hardened crook, sir. Been around Billy Hill and Joe Abela for a while. We might have more luck with Orlov. He’s a little newer on the block.’


The AC tapped his teeth again. ‘Billy Hill. Think this is one of his?’ Hill was thought by the police to be the criminal kingpin of London, with fingers in many pies.


‘I’m pretty sure Young reports directly to Joseph Abela, who has his own outfit. They are all, however, beholden to Hill in one way or another. It would be wonderful to get evidence against the top people but you know how they run things.’


‘At several arms’ length?’


‘Yes.’


To Merlin’s relief, the AC put the pencil down. ‘It’s funny, isn’t it, Frank? When the war began, we all thought there’d be a falling off of gang activity as everyone put their backs to the war effort. Whereas . . .’


‘The opposite has happened.’


‘Yes. Gang crime is booming. Crime in general is booming. Billy Hill is raking it in from the black market and other rackets. The Maltese gangs are making a bomb from prostitution and vice. Then there are the Italian gangs around Hatton Garden and all the rest.’


‘It’s disappointing, sir.’


The AC banged his fist on the desk. ‘Disappointing? It’s bloody heartbreaking.’ He got up and strolled over to the window. A brisk wind was propelling dark clouds south westward over the river and the London County Council offices opposite. On his right, the AC could see crowds of well-wrapped up men and women hurrying back and forth over Westminster Bridge. Further to his right he could just see Big Ben, one proud survivor of the Blitz, towering over the bomb-damaged Houses of Parliament. He returned to his desk with a shake of the head. ‘Got a name for the young boy yet?’


‘We are inclining to Harry.’


‘After your father?’


‘Yes. I told Sonia I would be perfectly happy with Peter, which is her father’s name, or indeed several others, but she said she liked Harry best.’


‘That wasn’t your father’s original name, of course.’


‘No, sir.’


Merlin’s father had been a Spanish sailor who settled down with an English girl in London’s East End before the Great War. He had been born Javier Merino but eventually, fed up with the endless mangling of his name by the locals, had Anglicised it to Harry Merlin and his children, Francisco, Carlos and Maria had become Frank, Charlie and Mary.


The AC gave Merlin an awkward look. Thinking of Merlin’s slightly exotic origins always made him uncomfortable. He changed the subject. ‘Well, at least things at the Yard are a little easier for you now you’ve got everyone back.’


‘I don’t think I’d say easier exactly, sir, but it is good to have my full team around me.’


For several weeks earlier in the year, Merlin had been deprived of two of his men. Inspector Johnson had been seconded to MI5’s investigation of Rudolf Hess, Hitler’s deputy, who had mysteriously flown solo to Scotland in May for reasons still as yet unclear. Cole had gone away under an unfortunate cloud. The AC had disapproved of a blossoming relationship between Cole and the only woman member of Merlin’s team, WPC Clare Robinson, who also happened to be the AC’s niece. Cole was a working class Londoner. The AC did not consider the liaison an appropriate match and had posted Cole out of the way to Portsmouth CID for a few months. The move had been a success from the AC’s viewpoint, as the pair had split up. Merlin had, however, found the AC’s behaviour distasteful and unnecessarily disruptive.


‘Cole behaving himself, is he?’


‘How do you mean, sir?’


‘In regards to my niece.’


‘Oh. Yes, as far as I can tell the two officers are maintaining a cordial professional relationship. Perhaps there has been a small element of strain on Cole’s side, but it has not affected his work.’


‘Good. Yes . . . ah . . . well, Clare seems perfectly happy now with her barrister friend Rutherford.’


‘Does she now?’


The AC looked a little discomfited, as if he now regretted raising the subject. ‘Does, er, does Cole have a new lady friend?’


‘Not that I am aware. He spends much of his spare time attending evening classes. He’s become very keen on self-improvement. He’s a good boy.’


‘Ah. Yes. Good for him.’ The AC picked up the file he’d been reading earlier. ‘One of the reasons for raising the internment budget is that the Government expect we’ll have many more enemy aliens in the near future.’


‘And who would they be, sir?’


The AC tut-tutted. ‘Come on now, Frank. I know you’ve had a lot on your mind recently but the developing situation in the Far East cannot have escaped you.’


‘Well, of course I’ve read the newspapers but are things really getting that bad?’


‘They are. My friends in the Foreign Office say things could blow up any day. The Japanese have taken things too far with their intensive militarisation and aggression against neighbours. The Americans have tried to rein them in peaceably with oil sanctions and the like but there’s a limit to what can be achieved that way.’


‘I read somewhere the other day that American-Japanese negotiations were going well.’


The AC snorted. ‘Whoever wrote that doesn’t know what he’s talking about. There’s an outside chance war can be avoided but the Foreign Office view is that the Japs are stringing the Americans along while they continue to strengthen their position. If things do blow up, our people in Singapore, Malaysia, Hong Kong, and so on will be in a badly exposed position. Australia too.’


Merlin stifled a yawn.


The AC’s cheeks flushed. ‘Not boring you, am I Chief Inspector?’


Merlin’s face also flushed. ‘Not at all, sir, but may I remind you, I have been up since four this morning. And I was here until eleven last night.’ He stood up. ‘Now, if you’ll forgive me, I have a lot of work to be getting on with.’


The AC waved a placatory hand. ‘Sorry, Frank.’ The gravy-coloured teeth appeared again. ‘I’m afraid my temper is a bit short these days with all the pressures on us. I was out of order. Of course you must get off to your office. I was just going to say, Frank, on a slightly brighter note, that one good thing might come out of it.’


‘Out of what, sir?’


‘Out of a Japanese declaration of war on the Americans. If that happens, it’s hard to think the Germans won’t ally themselves with the Japanese. In such circumstances, Mr Churchill will be bound to get what he’s been striving for all along.’


‘What’s that, sir?’


‘Why, America’s entry into our war of course!’


Chargé d’Affaires Ikuru winced with pain as he acknowledged the arrival of his Second Secretary with a curt bow. He had awoken early with a toothache and the pain had increased steadily throughout the morning. It hadn’t helped that he’d consumed all of a disgusting full English breakfast at Claridge’s, but manners would not allow him to refuse. His host, Alexander Cadogan, the head of the Foreign Office, was difficult enough as it was without unnecessary rudeness on his part. It was hard to think of a time when Anglo-Japanese relations had been more strained. The British Government was fully behind the punitive sanctions imposed on Japan by Franklin Roosevelt. There was little of substance Ikuru could say in reply to Cadogan’s probing questions about Japanese intentions. He had confined himself as far as possible to non-committal diplomatic platitudes. Naturally he was a master of such wordplay, otherwise he would never have advanced so far in the service of His Imperial Majesty. He was also only a deputy, acting on behalf of an absent Ambassador who’d been recalled to Japan in the summer. As such it was easier for him to prevaricate when opinions were sought.


As the Second Secretary bowed deeply to him for a second time, Ikuru reached down to retrieve a small bottle from a drawer in his desk. He always kept a bottle of laudanum close to hand as he was a man prone to minor afflictions. If it wasn’t toothache, it was a migraine or sinus trouble or a back strain or something else. He poured a measure of the medicine into a small glass and drank as his young underling seated himself nervously on the opposite side of the desk.


‘Are you alright, sir?’


‘Just a rotten tooth. Nothing too serious.’


‘I am very sorry. My wife swears by nutmeg and turmeric for such an ailment.’


‘Does she now? Thank you but I’ll stick to the fruit of the poppy.’ Ikuru adjusted his wing collar, then pulled his chair closer to the desk. ‘What have you for me?’


‘The overnight messages from Tokyo have been decoded, sir.’


‘And?’


The Second Secretary placed a file on the desk and removed a sheet of paper. ‘There is an extremely important message.’


‘Given the current state of affairs, I’d be surprised if there were not. Well?’


The gilt Louis XV clock by the window began to chime the hour. The young diplomat waited until the final eleventh strike then began to read. ‘Honoured and esteemed . . .’


‘You can skip all the flummery. Just get to the meat.’


‘In summary, the message informs Your Excellency that negotiations with the Americans do not proceed well.’


‘That’s hardly news is it?’ Ikuru scoffed.


The Second Secretary continued. ‘There is no question of His Imperial Majesty making any further concessions.’


‘The endgame is in sight.’


‘There follows a reference to further new emergency codes which are detailed in accompanying overnight communications.’


Ikuru unthinkingly touched his inflamed tooth and stifled a cry as he caught the nerve. He drank the rest of his laudanum glass. ‘Why new codes?’


‘In case we are required to destroy our cipher machines and codebooks.’


‘I thought we already had such codes.’


‘They were deemed inadequate.’


Ikuru sighed. ‘Do I personally need to know the details?’


‘Not really, sir. But if you are interested, the coded words are to be broadcast in Japanese short wave news bulletins. They relate to winds.’


‘Winds? How so?’


‘If diplomatic relations are about to be broken off completely with regard, for example, to the United States, the bulletin will contain a reference to “east wind rain”.’


‘Breaking off relations equates to a declaration of war, I presume.’


‘You presume correctly, sir.’


‘Here, pass it to me.’ Ikuru put on his reading glasses and looked carefully through the message. ‘So, the most important phrase for us is “west wind clear”. When we hear that we’ll know that we are about to be at war with our British hosts.’


‘Yes, sir.’


There was an awkward silence before the Second Secretary spoke again. ‘If we have to vacate the Embassy at short notice there is a special coded file in the Chancery covering such an eventuality. Shall I have it decoded and brought to you, sir?’


‘I suppose so.’


‘Do you think there would be any difficulties about our . . . our making a safe departure?’


Ikuru looked amused. ‘Do you mean are we likely to be strung up and lynched? I think not. The British are a civilised race.’ He looked down at his hands for a moment. ‘Then again if our security forces somehow manage to do something like blow up the King, who knows? They love their royals as much as we do ours, if not more.’ The tooth made him wince again. ‘However, I think the chances of that happening must be pretty slim.’


‘Where would we go, sir?’


‘Well no doubt this special file will tell us. Portugal I’d guess. They still have scheduled commercial flights there after all.’


‘That’s what I thought.’


‘Is there anything else, Second Secretary? You don’t quite seem yourself today. Of course we are living through very worrying times, but you must take heart. We are a great nation. If the Emperor determines on war we shall no doubt acquit ourselves with courage and honour and prevail. I like England and the English, but there it is. If they choose to side with the Americans and deny us our rightful place in the world, they must bear the consequences.’


The Second Secretary rose slowly to his feet, picked up his papers, and bowed. ‘Of course you are right, sir. Long live the Emperor! Long live Japan!’


Filming had stopped for lunch and Michael Adair had quickly made his way to the bar in the studio canteen. He had a stiff pink gin in hand and was looking forward to a leisurely afternoon as he had no more scenes to film that day. His first drink disappeared swiftly as did his second. The alcohol was having its usual calming effect and pushing his many worries to the back of his mind. He looked at his watch. Jean Parker had said she’d join him, but was uncharacteristically late.


The barman caught his attention. ‘Mr Adair, sir. The telephone for you.’


‘Who is it?’


‘Miss Laura Curzon.’


Adair was surprised. His hand jerked and a few drops of his third gin sprinkled the counter.


‘Would you like to take it in the back office?’


‘Thanks, Johnny.’


Adair left his drink and followed the barman into a small room off the kitchen. There was a telephone on a small table. Strangely he felt he had to steel himself to pick up the receiver. ‘Laura, darling. How are you?’


‘Fine, thank you Michael.’


‘More to the point, where are you? You sound awfully close.’


‘I’m home in the flat.’


‘When did you get back from California?’


‘I landed on Wednesday night. The journey was awful. I flew in a freezing and very basic cargo plane. It was either that or a tedious long haul via South America, West Africa and Lisbon. However, I really think I might travel that way next time. If there is a next time, that is.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘You haven’t heard? Ah, but then you never do read the trade papers, do you? The film collapsed. That’s why I’m back.’


Laura Curzon was Adair’s estranged wife. She was a rising screen star of great poise and beauty and had been in California since the summer preparing to star opposite James Stewart in her first major Hollywood film.


Adair had in fact heard the odd whisper about Laura having difficulties in California, but had been too bound up with his own problems and his thrilling liaison with Jean Parker to pay much attention. ‘I’m so sorry, Laura. What happened?’


‘The story put out is that Stewart’s participation was blocked.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Well, as I think you know, Jimmy enlisted in the US Army Air Corps a few months ago. Max Flack, the producer, said he’d only been permitted by the authorities to appear because of the film’s military content but at the very last minute someone high-up had withdrawn that permission. “No Stewart, no film” Flack then said.’


‘You poor darling. How disappointing.’


‘There was a little more to it, actually, but I won’t bore you with that. It was a wonderful opportunity to lose but it’s no good crying over spilt milk. I have to get back into the swing of things back here. So it’s bye bye palm trees, swimming pools and sun; and hello rain, fog and snow.’


‘Didn’t you try and see if Korda could get you something else, seeing he’s out there?’


‘I did, but he thought I’d be better off returning to home ground. It was he who organised my place on the flight home.’


‘Good old Alex. Sunning himself in California while we battle on here.’ Adair wished he’d brought his drink with him. He wasn’t very good at words of commiseration. After a pause he asked ‘So what are your plans now?’


‘I think I’ll go to Gus Cowan’s party tomorrow night. Show my face and let everyone know I’m back. No doubt there’ll be some tart comments but I shall brazen them out. Are you going?’


‘I . . . I don’t think so, Laura. Gus and I weren’t on the best of terms after the last film I did with him, as you know. It would be nice to see you, though. Perhaps we could meet for lunch on Sunday?’


‘Alright. Call me tomorrow and we’ll arrange where. I’d better get on. Toodle-oo!’


Back in the canteen Adair saw Jean Parker looking for him. He hurried over and they found a nice table overlooking the studio lawn and the river beyond.


‘What have you got on after lunch, darling?’


‘The scene in the station where the guard warns me about you.’


‘Oh, yes, and naturally you do not heed the warning.’


Jean leaned forward and placed her hand in his. ‘Yes, idiot that I am.’


He bent to kiss her fingers then picked up the menu. ‘So what shall we eat? I don’t think I’m up for another toad in the hole. The one yesterday tasted like cardboard.’


Jean Parker was quick to decide. ‘I’m going to have the omelette. It was just about edible the last time I had it. And I . . .’ She was distracted as an elderly actress, well-known for her rudeness, barged past, nearly taking their table-cloth with her. There was no hint of apology. Adair made a face.


‘There goes Hermione, the old battle axe. Victor was telling me how Larry and Noel hate her. They were all together in a stage production on Shaftesbury Avenue a while back and she managed to upstage them frequently.’


‘Quite an achievement to upstage those two at all, let alone frequently’ said Jean.


Adair smiled then looked at the menu again. He chose the vegetable pie. ‘Better not to ask what the vegetables are, I think.’ He beckoned a waitress and they placed their orders. As the girl headed off to the kitchen, Adair saw her pass a plump man in a loud brown-checked suit. He was heading in their direction. ‘Oh, God. Look who’s coming.’


Jean turned to see the famous comedian Archie Tate approaching, beaming at them with his trademark stupid grin. Following behind was a tall, big-framed woman in a dark green coat and matching flowery hat.


‘Michael, me old pal.’ He made a small bow. ‘And who do we have here? None other than the beauteous Jean Parker. Two of your favourite stars, Mother. Say hello, then.’


‘Pleased to meet you both, I’m sure.’ Tate’s mother, like son, had a Lancastrian accent, although hers was broader. ‘Oh, they make a fine couple, don’t they chuck? My chucky here always speaks well of you, Miss Parker. I liked you very much in that film you did with him when you were just starting out. What was it called? Oh, yes. The Cat’s Cradle wasn’t it Archie?’


‘The Cat’s Cream, Mother. 1938. We had a grand time, didn’t we love?’


Jean Parker didn’t respond. It was an experience she didn’t care to recall. Archie Tate was notorious for his wandering hands.


‘Course, I’ve never had the pleasure of working with Mr Adair here. Perhaps I shall, though. You never know. Maybe you’ll consider appearing in a proper popular film? You’ve had a couple of flops in the arty end of the market, haven’t you, Michael? Be a good move for you to appear in a film which makes a lot of money for once, eh? All my films make a lot of money, you know. That’s why good old Victor gives me a lot of leeway here and does his best to keep me sweet. He knows any of the other British studios would take me on at the snap of a finger.’ Tate snapped his own fingers to illustrate his point. His stupid grin had now disappeared and his prominent front teeth had become less evident. His pudgy face was dominated by a wide crooked mouth and large, saucer eyes. His nose was small and upturned. He had overly long brown curly hair and some saw in him a resemblance to Harpo Marx, although Tate would bridle at the suggestion. ‘Anyway, I just wanted to introduce my mother. I’ve taken her to see Victor and now I’m taking her back to town to do a bit of Christmas shopping. Remember what I said, Michael. I get Victor to pay the right people well, you know. Think about it. Cheerie-bye!’


Adair and Jean Parker watched as the odd couple processed out through the crowded tables to accompanying cheers and a spontaneous round of applause.


‘Horrible man,’ said Jean.


‘Indeed he is.’ Adair sighed as, despite himself, he wondered just how much a Tate film might pay. ‘Here’s the food.’


‘We’d better tuck in. I’m due back on set in twenty-five minutes.’


After they’d eaten, Adair suggested a plan for later. ‘Shall I pick you up from your place at nine tonight? I could book us a table at Quaglino’s.’


‘I’m sorry, Michael. My father left a message earlier while we were on set. My mother is feeling a little poorly. Nothing too serious, apparently, but he’s keen that I go down to Sussex and visit over the weekend.’


‘Oh. I see. Sorry to hear that.’


‘My driver’s going to take me there when I’m finished for the afternoon.’


‘Oh, well. You have to go of course.’


‘Will you go to Cowan’s party?’


‘No.’


‘Even if you’re at a loose end?’


‘There’s a new James M Cain book out. Mildred Pierce. I’ll go and buy a copy tomorrow and curl up with it over the weekend. When will you be back in town?’


‘Late Sunday afternoon, I should think.’


‘Will you call me then?’


‘Of course.’


Adair leaned forward and cupped her chin in his hand. He pulled her towards him and kissed her firmly on the lips. ‘Love you darling.’


‘Love you too.’


The blue Bentley turned into Farringdon Road, then pulled up smoothly to the kerb a hundred yards on. Victor Goldsmith stepped out onto the pavement and looked up at the imposing red brick building which housed the headquarters of the London Providential Insurance Company. His nose twitched as the pungent smells of the nearby Smithfield Meat Market wafted in his direction. He turned to his driver. ‘I’m not sure how long I’ll be, Ted. Might be half an hour. Might be two.’


Ted Morris, a beefy former Regimental Sergeant Major of the Coldstream Guards, had been at his boss’s side for nearly ten years as driver, handyman, and general factotum. Goldsmith trusted him implicitly. ‘Not to worry, sir. I’ll be here come what may.’


Goldsmith hurried up the steps to the main door. Crossing the marble floor of the building’s cavernous lobby, he was recognised by a liveried porter and escorted deferentially to the senior management’s elevator. There he was greeted in turn by the elderly lift operator. ‘Good to see you again, Mr Goldsmith.’ The inner lift door clanged shut and they set off for the twentieth floor. ‘Got any nice pictures for us to look forward to?’


‘I have a few films in production. The most promising I think is a thriller called Murder at Midnight starring Michael Adair and Jean Parker.’


‘My wife likes them both and she loves a good murder story, so that’ll be right up her street. I’m a comedy man myself. I read in the paper there’s a new Archie Tate. He’s one of yours, ain’t he?’


‘That’s right.’


The old man chuckled. ‘I love him. He really gets to me, he does. You can forget your Trinders, your Formbys, your Hays and your Marx Brothers. Archie’s the one for me.’


The lift drew to a halt. ‘Well, I hope you enjoy his film.’ The operator touched the peak of his cap and opened the wire caging. Goldsmith stepped out onto the thick pile carpeting of the insurance company’s executive floor. A young blonde secretary was waiting for him.


‘Mr Goldsmith?’


‘Good afternoon, young lady. You’re new here, aren’t you?’


‘Yes, sir. I’m Miss Ramsden’s replacement. She retired last month. I’m Miss Taylor. The Chairman is awaiting you in the Board Room.’


Miss Taylor led Goldsmith down a long corridor. She had a good figure and Goldsmith enjoyed the view. In years gone by, he would have given his business card as a matter of course to a pretty girl like this. Offers of a screen test and dinner would have followed as preliminaries to the inevitable attempt at seduction. Now, however, he was a happily married man and no longer played the field.


‘Here we are, sir.’ She pushed through a double door and escorted Goldsmith into a richly furnished rectangular room. Two men were seated at the far end of a long mahogany table. The window behind them had a fine view of St Paul’s Cathedral.


‘Victor. Welcome.’ The neat little man who spoke was the Chairman of the Board, Herbert Wilkinson. Two licks of Brylcreemed black hair were combed over a very pink cranium. A small beard covered his prominent chin. To his left sat Eric Carlton, the Managing Director, a man whose frame was as considerable as his Chairman’s was slight. His large eyes bulged from behind a pair of pince-nez spectacles perched precariously on his round red nose. Wilkinson indicated a chair opposite him. ‘Please.’


The London Providential Insurance Company had been Goldsmith’s principal financial backers since the middle of the previous decade. After the trailblazing success of Alexander Korda in attracting a major City institution, the Prudential, to back his film company, Goldsmith had been quick to follow suit. The British Government had been trying to persuade major UK finance houses to support the burgeoning national film industry for some time. As tales of the excellent returns being made by American backers of the Hollywood studios continued to cross the Atlantic, this pressure eventually told. Goldsmith found he was pushing at an open door when he approached the London Providential. Nearly a million pounds’ worth of loan finance had been forthcoming and, through various equity and preferential participations, the insurance company had received a healthy yield on its investment every year.


The Providential’s funding had enabled Goldsmith to develop and expand his business to the point where, if not quite a match for Korda and his state-of-the-art studio at Denham, Silver Screen Studios could certainly be regarded as the equal of the thriving studios at Ealing and Shepperton. He’d been lucky enough to strike gold fairly early on when he’d managed to pinch Archie Tate from a competitor and then had gone from strength to strength. In the past four years he’d been able to broaden the studio’s range and improve the quality of its productions. He had now reached a stage where he was able to attract the best British stars as well as the occasional glamorous Hollywood performer.


Given this successful record, Goldsmith’s relations with Wilkinson and his colleagues had always been extremely amicable. Today, however, he detected a palpable tension in the air. He attempted to diffuse it. ‘You fellows look pretty sombre today. Perhaps one of these would cheer you up?’ He reached inside his jacket and flourished three gigantic Havana cigars. ‘I got these from the Prime Minister the other day. I gave him a private screening of last year’s King John movie, which he loved. They come from the supplies Roosevelt gave him when they met up in Newfoundland in the summer.’


Wilkinson declined with a pained smile and Carlton did likewise.


Goldsmith shrugged. ‘Alright, suit yourselves.’ He pocketed two cigars and prepared to light one for himself. ‘You don’t mind, do you?’ Wilkinson looked as if he did but Goldsmith went ahead anyway.


‘Well, Herbert, to what do I owe this unexpected pleasure? Our regular quarterly meeting isn’t due until the end of January.’


‘You are right, of course, but this meeting is . . . is not . . . is not a regular meeting as such. It has a . . . a special agenda.’


‘Special agenda, eh? That sounds a little ominous. Very well. Sounds like you need to get something off your chest.’ He drew on his cigar then expelled a swirling trail of smoke behind him. ‘Fire away, then.’


Wilkinson referred to a small notepad on the table in front of him. ‘There are . . . um . . . two items on the agenda. The first relates to another relationship of ours. In the film industry, that is.’ Wilkinson turned to his colleague. ‘Eric, why don’t you brief Victor on that?’


Carlton nodded. ‘As you know, Victor, in addition to our relationship with Silver Screen Studios, we have had involvements with other film companies in recent years.’


‘Yes, of course I know all about those. Your natural attempts to replicate the success you have had with me.’


Carlton’s nose twitched and his spectacles wobbled. ‘We have two such relationships of significance. The first is with Jacob Meyer. That business was performing well but, as you know, his studio was commandeered in May by the Government for war work. We are rather stuck there until . . .’


‘Until Hitler’s had it.’


‘Quite. Until . . . um . . . that person has received his come-uppance.’


Goldsmith pointed a finger at Carlton. ‘ “Come-uppance”. I like that. I might use it in a film. Perhaps you should become a scriptwriter, Eric? I pay writers better than most, you know.’


‘I think not, Victor. So that relationship is not working out well for us at the moment.’


‘I’m sure his namesake, Louis B, to whom Jacob likes to pretend he is related, would never have ended up in such a position. He’d have paid a backhander to someone in the Civil Service to ensure the Government looked elsewhere for its film facilities. I might remind you that I did warn you about backing that schmuck.’


‘So you did, Victor, but it’s not often you have a kind word for any of your competitors, is it?’


‘That’s not true, Eric. I respect the Kordas and maintain cordial relations with them. And there are others.’


‘What about Gus Cowan. How are your relations with him?’


‘We have our disagreements but I count him a friend. We work together occasionally.’


‘His is the second of our significant film involvements, as you know.’


‘Yes.’ Goldsmith looked sharply at Carlton. ‘Ah. I think I get the picture. All this is leading up to you telling me you are having difficulties with Gus, isn’t it? Well, I’d be happy to have a word with him, if you like. However, I don’t really see what your problems with Mayer and Cowan have to do with me.’


Carlton adjusted his spectacles. ‘Bear with me please. Let me explain. We put a lot of money behind Cowan. Not as much as we gave you but more than we provided to Mayer. When we backed Cowan he was on a good run with several hits here and one in America. We stepped into the breach when for some reason he fell out with his Canadian financier.’ Carlton glanced at Wilkinson. ‘We never did really find out what happened there. “Operational disagreements” we were told.’


Goldsmith smirked. ‘Could mean anything with someone like Gus.’


‘Just so. In any event, emboldened by our success with you we took the plunge and got behind him. Unfortunately . . .’


‘Look I know he’s had one or two stinkers recently. It happens to us all from time to time. But he’s had some great successes too. There was that spy film with Robert Donat which went like a bomb and then . . .’


‘Yes, alright Victor. Cowan has had some hits and some misses. The problem is that there were some . . . some weaknesses in our contractual arrangements. It has come to light that Cowan exploited these weaknesses and, with the aid of creative accounting, ensured that we only had a small piece of the hit films and a large piece of the misses.’


‘Goodness me.’


Wilkinson responded irritably. ‘Dammit, Victor. Please don’t play the innocent with us. You know very well that all sorts of tricks can be played with figures in the film industry. Clearly the company managers who negotiated with Cowan were no match for him and his accountants. Suffice to say, they have all been sacked. The situation they have left behind is dire. Our finance department has calculated that we are owed almost a quarter of a million pounds.’


Goldsmith whistled. ‘A lot of money, then. Well, as I said, if you want me to have a word with . . .’


‘That will not be necessary, Victor. The matter is now with our lawyers.’


‘But perhaps with a bit of effort and goodwill, Cowan might be persuaded . . .’


‘It is a legal matter now, Victor. There is no goodwill existing between us and Cowan and the law must take its course.’


‘Still, I . . .’


Wilkinson held up a hand. ‘Now, if you don’t mind, we’ll move on to item two on the agenda. Naturally, when we reported the Cowan situation to our directors they were shocked. A protracted debate has taken place within the board over recent weeks. In addition to our own difficult experience, we learned on the City grapevine that all was not smooth sailing in the Prudential’s relationship with Korda. Over-spending, reduced profitability – we don’t know exactly but there is unhappiness. Eventually, in light of all the circumstances, the board decided that the London Providential should withdraw completely from engagement with the film industry.’


Goldsmith looked quizzically at Wilkinson as he puffed his cigar. ‘ “Withdraw from engagement”? You must remember I’m just a Lithuanian peasant. What exactly does that mean for Silver Screen Studios?’


Carlton replied, ‘It means, Victor, I’m sorry to say, that our business relationship is at an end. Furthermore, as the board has instructed us to act with all haste, we shall be strictly applying the termination provisions of our agreements with you. Accordingly we shall be looking for prompt repayment of our loans. It would be best for both of us, obviously, if you could find an alternative source of finance to make us whole, assuming you can’t resolve the matter personally. If that can’t be done, we shall have to arrange an orderly liquidation of assets.’


It took a lot to silence Victor Goldsmith, but Carlton’s words had succeeded. When he was finally able to find words, he said ‘Surely, as gentlemen of honour, we can discuss a practical and sensible procedure of disengagement. I have three films in production, with more to start in the new year. The new Archie Tate is coming out imminently and requires promotional investment. I can’t simply pull-up sticks and bring everything to a shuddering halt. I’ll need a good six months to sort out new arrangements and give you what you require.’


Wilkinson pursed his lips. ‘Of course, Victor, we are all gentlemen. However six months is completely out of the question. The board made it abundantly clear to Eric and me that our own jobs were on the line here if we did not implement their decision promptly and clear up the mess.’


‘But, Herbert, that mess is not my mess, is it? It’s Cowan’s and yours. Your involvement with me has been a great success. This is insanity!’


Wilkinson leaned back and gazed at the chandelier above as he considered his words. He sighed. ‘Look, Victor, I don’t want to get all legalistic with you but if you examine our contracts you’ll find we have a pretty watertight position. Unfortunately the same does not apply with Cowan. We have security on your studio and all physical assets and we have liens on all the completed films. We have learned from your advanced and innovative thinking that even if a film loses money when released it can turn out to be a profitable asset in the long run, with additional releases and the possible advent of things like television after we have won this damned war. Thus we feel comfortable that we shall recover our money if we have to distrain on you. Having said that, you are a man of huge ability not to mention substantial personal wealth. You have a host of powerful and rich friends who might help. We are not going to walk in on you with the bailiffs tomorrow.’ Wilkinson and Carlton exchanged an inscrutable look. ‘I think we can give you a couple of weeks to come up with a plan.’


‘What exactly does “come up with a plan” mean?’


‘What it says. Tell us how you’re going to repay us.’


‘I’ll need two months.’


‘Three weeks maximum. Repayment within six.’


‘And what about the financing of the films currently in production?’


‘All new credit ceases from today.’ Wilkinson looked down and scribbled an addendum to his notes. ‘I’m sure you’ll have no difficulty bringing those productions in with your own resources. Now I think that’s all.’


The producer rose slowly to his feet. He felt as if the earth had opened up beneath him. ‘Very well. If that’s how it must be, I wish you good day.’ He ignored the extended hands of the two executives and made for the door. Making his way out, Victor Goldsmith had no thought for the beauty of the secretary, nor time for the small talk of the lift man. He was a chastened and worried man.


It was freezing in Court 14 of the Old Bailey. The heating had gone on the blink after lunch. Mr Justice Chivers made a mental note to bring a hot water bottle on Monday, in case repairs hadn’t been effected. He shivered and glanced hopefully at the clock at the back of the court to find that it was only ten to four. He looked down testily at the defence barrister in the well of the court.


‘Is that your last question, Mr Brooke?’


‘Yes, m’lud.’


‘Anything in re-examination, Mr Fuller.’


‘No, m’lud.’


‘Well, I know we are meant to go until four, but I think we might call an end to proceedings now in the circumstances. Thank you, Sergeant Bridges. You may step down from the box. Members of the jury, you are reminded that you are not to discuss the details of this case with anyone over the weekend.’ He got to his feet, the barristers and court officials bowed their heads, and the men in the dock rose. As he made his exit, he reflected that the jury warning on this occasion was superfluous. The case was cast iron and the defendants were clearly going down.


Bridges was thinking exactly the same as he passed through the lobby on his way to the street. He crossed the road and turned to look up at the north-western corner of the Bailey which was still heavily clad in scaffolding. Work continued to repair the heavy damage inflicted on the building by the German bombers back in May. Two court employees had been killed and a courtroom and many surrounding areas obliterated, but the dispensation of justice continued at the heart of the British criminal judicial system. Bridges’s eyes moved up beyond the scaffolding and saw the famous statue of Justice with her sword and scales still presiding over the building from the cupola.


He felt a tug on his jacket and turned to find the prosecuting barrister, Geoffrey Fuller QC. The men working on the building were making a considerable racket but Fuller’s booming bass easily eclipsed the clamour of drills and tools. ‘Well done, Sergeant. We should have this all neatly wrapped up by Tuesday at the latest.’


Fuller was prosecuting a case of ration book forgery on a large scale. Bridges had been a principal witness against the gang responsible. The principal ‘inkman’ was a wily customer called Simmons, whom Merlin and Bridges had been trying to nail for some time. Before the war he’d been known as the best forger of counterfeit notes in the game. He’d always somehow managed to avoid conviction and it would be very satisfying to put him behind bars at last.


‘It’ll be good to have Simmons out of the way for a long time.’


‘So it will, Sergeant. But he’s still small fry compared with the people in the background, isn’t he? You and I know that Billy Hill and his friends were behind Simmons. To have those crooks in the dock one day, now that would be the thing!’


‘So it would, sir, but you know we’ll get nothing from Simmons and the others. They want to live.’


‘As we’ve discussed many times before, Sergeant. We must be happy with what we get. You’re going back to the Yard, I presume?’


‘Yes, sir. I need to catch up with Mr Merlin. My day in court here meant I missed out on an important raid this morning.’


The barrister removed his wig and scratched his curly thatch of straw-coloured hair, which was exactly the same shade and texture as the policeman’s. With their hair, similar rugby player builds and rosy complexions, the two men could easily be taken for brothers were it not for the sharp contrast of their speaking voices: Fuller’s plummy Etonian tones against Bridges’s moderated Cockney.


‘Sorry to hear that, Sergeant. However, given how much crime there is in London these day, I’m sure you won’t have to wait long for another raid.’ Fuller buttoned his coat and hailed a passing taxi. ‘I must be off. I have to make a five thirty train to Bicester. Family weekend in rural Oxfordshire to look forward to.’ He patted Bridges on the back and disappeared into the cab, leaving the sergeant to hop on a bus to Westminster.
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