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Although there’s a history to this, let’s start with the first act of
violence. The thing that really kicked it off. Up to then it had all
been words. Arguments, warnings, intimidation, solicitor’s letters,
threats of legal action. But there was a point where it really went up
a notch.
I was in the big dressing room of the Regal in Brighton. October
the 8th 1948. The show had just ended. Benny had a room to
himself, but I was in the communal room with the rest of the band.
I’d just got the monkey suit off when there was a commotion
outside. Sounded like a fight had started. Jack was first out, dressed
in his underpants and vest, and I wasn’t far behind.
A scream came from Benny’s room. Sounded like a girl, but
turned out it was Benny. Suddenly he was calling me.
“Chips, Chips!”
Two men backed out of Benny’s dressing room. Big bastards in
trench coats and trilby hats. One had a crow bar in his hand. They
looked threateningly at me and Jack.
“You two back off, if you know what’s good for you.”
Jack and I weren’t really dressed for the occasion, and although
we would have relished the opportunity to have a go at them, we
made a tactical decision not to intervene. Besides which it was clear
they were on their way out.
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We dived into Benny’s room. He was sitting in the corner, almost
underneath the sink, holding his left hand to his chest. I went to help
him up.
“They broke my fingers Chips. Can you believe that? Those
bastards broke my fingers.”
To be honest this wasn’t exactly what Benny said. He’d been in
the Merchant Navy during the war, so he was sometimes inclined to
use strong language, particularly if he was in pain.
Despite his obvious discomfort, there was no blood, no cuts, no
bruises. He didn’t look as if he’d been in a fight, but he held his left
wrist very gingerly in his right hand. Clearly didn’t want anything to
touch his fingers.
Jack and I got him up, and managed to persuade him to put a coat
on. Although getting his arms into the sleeves was a major operation.
He couldn’t even bear the weight of the fabric on his fingers.
“You know what this is about don’t you Chips?”
I nodded.
He shook his head.
“They say anything Benny?”
“Nothing incriminating.”
“But they did say something?”
“One of them said, ‘Let’s see if you learn your lesson this time.’”
“Didn’t look as if they were out of Billy’s band?”
He shook his head again.
“Professional intimidation. No anger in it. Just did what they’d
been paid to do. Wrapped my fingers over the top of the chair, and
whacked them with a crow bar.”
I screwed up my face in sympathy.
“Now what do we do Chips?”
“Hospital.”
“I don’t mean that.”
“What then?”
“We’re in Reading tomorrow night.”
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He had a point. We were a speciality act, wrapped around him.
They all came to see Benny Brand. Benny Brand’s Banjo Band. No
lead banjo, no show. I could play the riffs if necessary, but they came
to watch him play, and sing, and hear the patter.
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In the hospital they took some pictures. X rays. Then they went
off to be developed. Half and hour later we were taken in to see the
doctor. He had the negatives up on a lighted screen at the back of the
room.
After a cursory examination of the images he turned to Benny.
“Just the one break Mr Brand.”
Benny shook his head.
“I would have thought that was good news. You have your fingers
beaten with a crow bar, you might expect all of them to be broken,
instead of just bruised.”
“I play the banjo. No kind of break is good news.”
“Probably have to give it a rest for a few weeks.”
“I’m a professional musician. No play, no eat.”
“No play I’m afraid.”
“Which finger is it?”
“Middle.”
“What’s the treatment?”
“The bones are still aligned correctly, so we could tape it to either
of the adjacent fingers, or bandage it to a splint.”
“Go for the splint. At least that way I’ve still got the use of the
other fingers.”
“And you’ll have to keep the splint undisturbed. No taking it off
to play.”
“How long?”
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“Four to six weeks.”
“Jesus.”
“And once it’s healed you need to keep it moving. Otherwise it
becomes stiff and harder to move.”
“Don’t worry, it’ll get plenty of exercise.”
“Not until we take the splint off though Mr Brand.”
Benny nodded in resignation.
We waited outside for the nurse to appear with the splint and
bandages. Benny’s frustration was clear. He probably would have
liked to punch someone. Preferably Billy.
*****
Benny and Billy and I had started the band after the war. We got
an agent, and a contract with Moss Empires. It was going great, until
Billy got the hump. He thought he should have been on even splits,
but Benny was the star turn, the raconteur. Benny had the juice. He
could play better than the rest of us, he could write the arrangements,
and he had the patter. So the outfit was called Benny Brand’s Banjo
Band. Had a nice ring to it.
It hadn’t all been plain sailing between me and Benny, but I never
had a problem with it being his band, and I was happy with my split.
But not Billy. He was jealous, and he wanted more cash. When
Benny refused, he left. Couple of months later we heard there was a
new outfit on the circuit, Billy’s Banjo Boys, and they were
undercutting us. In fact they were pretending to be us. Billy stole
Benny’s patter, stole the arrangements, stole the show.
There’s no copyright on the idea of a banjo band of course. But
they went too far. Benny did all the right things. Wrote to the agent,
wrote to Val Parnell at Moss Empires, wrote to his solicitor, had his
solicitor write to Billy. No resolution.
By the end of the war Moss Empires had thirty theatres and about
three hundred and fifty acts. Everyone got rotated. You might play

7

each theatre about once every six to eight months. The trouble is,
with two speciality banjo bands, that might eventually reduce your
bookings, particularly if they were both basically the same act.
Benny and I took a few little trips. We confronted the booking
agents, the artist agents, and eventually we confronted Billy. We
caught up with him at Mrs Pearson’s on Dalston Lane. She was a
landlady who put up some of the acts from the Hackney Empire. We
happened to be playing the Shepherd’s Bush Empire the same week.
So it was just a tube ride across town.
It didn’t go well. Harsh words were exchanged. Some crockery
was broken. The police were called. After a certain amount of
argument the breakages were paid for. No one got arrested, but it
didn’t look like a reconciliation was on the cards, or even a
resolution.
*****
Eventually the nurse came and taped a little wooden splint to
Benny’s finger, before wrapping a dressing round the whole thing.
She handed him a small roll of bandage.
“Keep it clean, and change it every couple of days. Don’t take off
the splint, and come back in a week for us to check it.”
“Why do you need to check it?”
“We need to make sure the bones are aligned, and healing
properly.”
“Tomorrow we’re in Reading, and the following week we’re in
London.”
“What do you do Mr Brand?”
“We play the halls. Banjo band.”
She looked slightly amused.
“It’s no laughing matter, I can tell you.”
“I was just wondering if you could play with three fingers?”
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Benny assumed the position. Left hand wrapped around an
imaginary banjo fret board, three fingers on the strings, and the
middle finger pointing skyward. This time she laughed out loud.
“Glad you find it funny.”
“Might amuse the audience too.”
You could almost see the wheels turning in Benny’s head. I didn’t
have to ask what he was thinking. A new routine was taking shape as
we sat there. A couple of days later the audience would be tapping
their feet to Broken Finger Blues, an original composition, with the
melody written especially so it could be played with three fingers.
Make the most of what you’ve got was always pretty much
Benny’s philosophy. And he was certainly going to have to keep that
in mind.
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If we’d left a couple of minutes earlier, instead of talking to the
nurse, we might have avoided the police. A constable and a sergeant
turned up. Someone at the hospital, or the theatre, had thought it a
good idea to report the incident.
“We understand you had a little altercation Mr Brand.”
“You could call it that.”
“What happened then?”
“Someone tried to break my fingers, with some degree of success
I might add.”
He held up the middle finger and showed it to the sergeant. There
was no visible reaction.
“Would you like to come to the station and make a statement?”
“No, I would not.”
They looked surprised.
“We can’t investigate your complaint if you don’t cooperate with
us.”
“There is no complaint.”
The sergeant took a deep breath.
“We take this kind of incident very seriously sir.
“Me too.”
“But if you don’t help us, we can’t do very much.”
“That would be the general idea.”
The constable decided to try.
“Do you know who did it?”
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“No.”
“If you don’t know who did it, do you know who was behind it?”
“I could make a good guess.”
“If you’re right, and if we can prove it, maybe we can stop it
happening again.”
“Two‘ifs’ and a ‘maybe’ if my count is correct.”
The sergeant gave him a stern look.
“The alternative being?”
“Thought I might take care of it myself.”
“We would take a pretty serious view of that.”
“Well a view is all you would take.”
“Meaning?”
“Wouldn’t happen in your jurisdiction.”
They turned to me.
“Did you see it happen sir?”
“No.”
“Did you see anything?”
“Two men disappearing down the corridor.”
“Descriptions?”
“Tall, trench coats, trilbys.”
“Nothing unusual about them?”
“One was carrying a crow bar, which made me think he might be
up to no good. That and the screaming coming from Benny’s
dressing room.”
“And you’ve no idea why they might have been attacking Mr
Brand?”
“Not everyone likes the show.”
Benny laughed.
“Don’t get funny with us son. Doesn’t pay.”
I didn’t say anything. For a moment neither did they. The sergeant
decided to have one last go.
“If you seek any retribution for this outside the Sussex
Constabulary area, I promise you I will make my notes available to
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any other police force in the country who investigate any crime
thought to have been committed by you. Understand?”
Benny began to look irritated.
“There’s more than one way to skin a cat sergeant. And I can
promise you I won’t be breaking anyone’s fingers, if that’s what
you’re worried about.”
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By the time we got out of the hospital it was two in the morning.
We would have liked a drink, but in Brighton, in 1948, there was no
chance. The locals might have known where to find an after hours
club, but we had no idea, and at that time in the morning there was
no one we could ask. Didn’t look as if there was much chance of a
cab either.
Just then the sergeant who had been talking to us came out of the
main door behind us. Benny decided to give it a go.
“Anywhere we could get a drink round here sergeant?”
“I’m sure you know the licensing laws sir.”
“Yes. And I’m sure you know where we could get a drink.”
“One good turn deserves another eh sir?”
“That about covers it. I think I’ve saved you quite a bit of leg
work.”
“Leg work’s pretty much my job sir. I would have enjoyed doing
it. I would have enjoyed putting them away. But now it looks like
you’re my job.”
Benny looked at his watch.
“Only for another eight hours sergeant. Then we’re on the train to
Reading. Be down to Berkshire Constabulary to make sure I don’t
lose the use of any more fingers after that.”
The sergeant took a step closer. Looked hard at Benny, as if trying
to work out whether he was trouble or not. After a moment he
pointed across to his right.
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“Go down to The Rose and Crown. First left after the pub, first
left again. If the light’s on in the back, knock twice.”
We did as he said, and ended up drinking single malts, in a tiny
back room, badly lit, and badly decorated. The flowery wallpaper
was stained brown from cigarette smoke, and the carpet had no pile
left. But the prices wouldn’t have been out of place at the Ritz. Still,
not every day you get your fingers broken.
“Now what Benny?”
“Back to the digs and bed. But we’ve time for one more first.”
“Not what I meant.”
“About Billy?”
“Yes about Billy?”
“What do you want me to say?”
“That you have a plan.”
“Sorry.”
“Can’t just lie down and take it.”
“No argument there.”
“So what do we do?”
“Down to me I think, since it’s me that has the broken finger.”
“I can’t believe he paid to have it done.”
“Evidence speaks for itself.”
I shook my head. Two years ago we’d all been close, starting out
on a big adventure. The war was over. Anything was possible.
“You and me Benny, we started this with Billy. To have fun. To
avoid an office job. To meet girls. Fame and fortune. It was supposed
to be exciting. Enjoyable.”
“Harder work than a bloody office job.”
“But not as tedious.”
“Sometimes I’m not so sure. We don’t exactly see the world
anymore. One town in England is much like the next. Half the time I
don’t know where I am, or if I do know I don’t care. We play the
same set night after night, do the same jokes, eat the same food,
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drink the same drinks, have the same conversations with theatre
managers, assistant managers, stage managers. Not like the MN.”
He had a tendency to romanticise the Merchant Navy. Particularly
after he’d had a drink.
When we’d been shipmates, we had indeed seen the world,
especially before the war. But the reality was you spent weeks at sea,
doing routine jobs, and then got a week or so in some exotic foreign
port. Most sailors don’t get any further than the first pub on the dock
road. At least Benny and Billy and I used to go further afield.
The war however changed everything. It transformed one of the
safest forms of travel into one of the most dangerous. I never came
to terms with the idea that someone was deliberately trying to kill
me.
Romanticising it was all very well, but the truth was that none of
us wanted to stay in. We’d been practicing with our banjos, and we
could see an opportunity to travel around, play for our supper, and
have fun. Having escaped with our lives we were determined that
life after 1945 was going to be very different.
Benny put his glass down. He leaned back in his chair.
“Come to any conclusion Benny?”
“Don’t want to hurt anyone. Don’t want to let him get away with
it.”
“If he’d done that at sea he’d have gone over the side.”
“Bit of a myth that. The traditional remedy for misbehaviour at
sea.”
“I suppose.”
“Would probably have got a broken nose fair and square in a
straightforward fist fight. And that would have been an end to it.”
“You could just bowl up one night, and smack him in the chops.
Maybe hard enough to loosen some teeth.”
“Problem is it’s then tit for tat. If you live cheek by jowl with
someone on board ship, and you have a disagreement, you have to
fight it out, and then shake hands. With Billy and me always being a

15

few hundred miles apart it festers. You can have the fight, but you
can’t make it up afterwards. You can’t decide to be grumpy for a few
days, and then grudgingly get over it, which is what you have to do
if you’re seeing that person every day.”
“Nor does it solve the problem of them copying our act.”
“Got to be a solution. Just can’t think of it.”
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The problem was solved two weeks later, when Billy was found
in a Pimlico hotel room with a bullet lodged against his left shoulder
blade. It had gone in through his chest, punctured his aorta, and
failed to exit after coming into contact with a mass of bone. He
probably lived only a minute or so after the shooting, if that.
Certainly he never called for help, or even lifted the telephone in the
room.
No one heard the shot. He was discovered the following morning
by the maid, who went in to change the bed, assuming Billy had
checked out, and in a way being correct in that assumption.
That was the end of the banjo bands. Billy did not make his
appearance in Bury St Edmunds that evening, on account of being
dead. And Benny did not make his appearance in Basingstoke, on
account of having been arrested on suspicion of murder.
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I walked up to the door on the veranda and knocked. Ruthie came
through from the kitchen. Her hair was wet. She had a towel in her
right hand, and was giving her head a cursory rub. I didn’t smile. In
the circumstances it didn’t seem appropriate. She opened the door,
and walked back across the veranda to the kitchen. She didn’t say
anything. It was as if I was in the habit of popping round, and she
was expecting me. The truth was, I hadn’t seen her in a couple of
years.
“Pleased to see me or what Ruthie?”
“Thought it wouldn’t be long.”
“What gave you that idea?”
“Now you’ve got a clear run at me.”
“Not what this is about.”
“Isn’t it?”
“No.”
“What then?”
“I don’t think he did it.”
“You know he didn’t, or you just think he didn’t?”
“Don’t have any evidence, just a gut feeling.”
“That won’t get him out.”
“Where you come in.”
“Me? What do I know about it?”
“I need names, addresses, phone numbers for everyone he
knows.”
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“What good will that do?”
“Got to start somewhere.”
She gave me a look that at once said I was mad or stupid, and also
expressed considerable doubt that this was an enterprise likely to
yield any kind of result.
*****
Ruthie married Benny in 1945, about two weeks after VJ day. She
said she wouldn’t do it until the end of the war. She didn’t want to be
a widow.
But Benny wasn’t the first person to propose to her. I’d done it a
couple of years before. She turned me down. How she came to reject
me, and accept Benny, was a matter that still rankled. It was a
convoluted tale of staggered trips to sea, with me and Benny never
being on leave at the same time during the early part of the war, until
we started sailing together.
It was also the cause of a certain amount of friction. Sometimes
Benny and I didn’t see eye to eye on the matter. Mostly the fault was
mine. He was the winner, and could afford to be magnanimous. I
was the person who walked around full of resentment, at least to
begin with.
Ruthie thought I still had feelings for her, and she was right.
Benny just did what anyone would have done. Took the opportunity
when it presented itself, and then was sometimes jealous about any
continuing desire which might still lurk within me.
In my head though Ruthie was the one at fault. She was the one
who made me miserable. In my view it was all down to her.
Consequently I mostly got on OK with Benny. Between Ruthie and
me it was a different matter. There was bad history there, and a lot
that was still unfinished.
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Eight years later though I thought things might be a little
different. And if I was going to find out the truth about Billy’s
murder, I didn’t think it was unreasonable to expect her to help.
*****
Finally she made a cup of tea, and I sat down in the lounge. The
place wasn’t much to write home about. It was a timber bungalow,
on the marshes at East Aldham in Norfolk. Actually ‘timber
bungalow’ was being kind to it. Someone had made a holiday home
before the war by bolting four sheds together, and adding a
corrugated tin roof. After the war, property and land were in short
supply, and it was almost impossible to get a building licence. So
Benny bought it for £105, re-roofed it, enclosed the veranda, and
used it as a temporary marital home. He went on the road, and
Ruthie got stuck there.
She came in from the kitchen.
“So, what can you do to help?”
“Not sure I can. Got to try though.”
She handed me a cup and saucer. Then she sat down.
“You know he hasn’t been in touch with me for months.”
“No I didn’t.”
She shook her head.
“Not much of a marriage is it?”
“Can’t say. Not my marriage.”
“Meaning?”
“Nothing.”
“You think it would have been better with you?”
“I don’t know about better. Would have been different.”
We sat in silence for a while.
“So if he didn’t do it, why do the police suspect him?”
“You know about the problems with Billy?”
“Of course.”
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“So there’s the split, the rival bands, the legal action, the fight at
the boarding house in Dalston, and then Billy employs some thugs to
break Benny’s fingers. Then Billy turns up dead. Why wouldn’t they
suspect him?”
“Where was he at the time?”
“A hotel room near Euston. No alibi.”
“I should think he had an alibi all right.”
“Really?”
“Probably just couldn’t remember her name. Or never knew it.”
No point in trying to deny that. Benny was like a truffle hunting
pig. Never gave up, and mostly turned up something worth eating.
Another reason why I thought she would have been better off with
me.
It wasn’t as if I hadn’t pointed this out back in 1943 when she
decided to marry him. After all, I’d sailed with him, so I knew the
score.
He said he’d change of course. She believed him. She said he was
the most exciting man she’d ever met. Trouble was there were a
good few other women who all thought the same thing.
“It’s not really a question of the alibi Ruthie. If they don’t think
he did it himself, they probably think he paid to have it done.”
“I don’t believe it.”
“Nor me.”
“If they said he did it in anger, or during a fight, who knows, but
he wouldn’t pay someone to do it in cold blood.”
“I know.”
“So what do they have?”
“Don’t know exactly. I talked to Jack Hughes on the Herald. He’s
not a crime reporter, but he checked it out for me, and he said they
have motive, and the rest is circumstantial.”
“Which means?”
“This is only a few days old. My guess at the moment is they
have motive and suspicion, and not much else.”
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“So what do you want from me?”
“I want your address book. I want you to go through everyone
who’s in it, tell me who they are, what connection you have to them,
when you or Benny last saw them. And I want to know anything you
know about Billy, or any friends they had in common.”
She nodded.
“Is he OK?”
“Hard to know. He seemed OK. Now he’s been charged he’s in
the Scrubs, which is better than being in police cells. He was
irritable, but then who wouldn’t be. We got him a solicitor, and if it
goes to trial we’ll get a good barrister.”
She looked sad suddenly.
“Better get me that address book.”
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Davey Haines had an office on the fifth floor of an unremarkable
Soho walk up. There was no lift. Short of demolishing the building
and starting again you probably couldn’t put one in. I climbed
wooden stairs, with metal treads, but no carpet. The walls were
yellow, and hadn’t been cleaned in a few years, and your hand
intermittently seemed to stick to the bannister.
Once you got to the fifth floor there was a choice of two doors.
Since I didn’t want the services of a French model I chose the other
one. The door was slightly open, so I walked straight in. Davey was
trying to find something in a bundle of papers on his lap. He looked
up.
“Chips Rafferty, as I live and breathe. What brings you here?”
“Take a wild guess.”
A shake of the head.
“Bad business.”
“Very.”
He looked serious for a moment. But then he smiled. Davey
always smiled. As long as it wasn’t him dead or locked up, how bad
could it be? He once told me that if anything went wrong, he used to
ask himself if it would change his life in any way. That gave him a
steer on how much to worry about it.
“What do you know Davey?”
“Probably about the same as you.”
“And how concerned are you?”
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“Some.”
“Causing you any financial problems?”
“Nothing I can’t deal with.”
“Glad to hear it.”
“Just a certain amount of inconvenience at my end. How about
you?”
I pulled a chair up and sat down, even though I hadn’t been
invited.
“We aren’t touring if that’s what you mean. Probably the end of
the band, at least until Benny gets out.”
“If he gets out.”
“You think he did it?”
“Who knows.”
“I think I do.”
He nodded.
“Well, you know him better than me.”
“I do.”
There was a pause. Davey looked at me across the desk. If I
hadn’t known him better I’d have thought he was trying to work
something out. Maybe trying to decide if I was involved, or covering
up, or sincere in my belief that Benny didn’t do it. But if he really
was trying to work something out, it was probably just how to get rid
of me, so he could get on with his work.
“What can I do for you Chips?”
“Let me see the bookings. Past and future.”
“Why would you want to see those?”
“Just a hunch.”
He looked uncertain.
“What is it Davey? Not exactly a secret is it? All I want is a list of
dates and venues.”
“Shouldn’t you be leaving that to the police?”
“You think they want to clear Benny?”
“Why not?”
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“Once they have someone in the frame they get tunnel vision.
Everything aimed at a conviction. They aren’t going to bother about
anything which might suggest he’s innocent.”
“And I’m supposed to help acquit the man who probably knocked
off my client.”
“No, that’s my job, along with his solicitor, and his barrister.”
“But you want my help.”
“Not exactly. I just want to see the bookings.”
“Sounds like help to me.”
I paused and took a breath. My gut instinct was to deck him, but
the chances of finding my way around the files while he regained
consciousness weren’t good. So I needed cooperation.”
“OK Davey. What if he didn’t do it?”
“What if he didn’t?”
“Wouldn’t you rather see the actual killer locked up?”
“Maybe that’s what’s already happened.”
“Be nice to be sure.”
“Be nice to be rich. Isn’t going to happen.”
“Meaning?”
“My guy was offed in a hotel room. No witnesses. Looks like a
professional job. Means someone paid to have it done. How are you
ever going to be sure about anything?”
“Benny’s my friend Davey. Got to try.”
He didn’t look convinced.
“Look Davey, I know it’s hard for you. You’re Billy’s agent...”
“Was Billy’s agent.”
“OK. You were Billy’s agent, someone kills him, you’re bound to
be upset.”
I wasn’t convinced this was true. It was more likely he was just
annoyed at having a lot of extra work, trying to slot other clients into
Billy’s bookings, and making sure he didn’t take a financial hit on
the commission.
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Anyway, he still didn’t look convinced by my arguments, so I got
up, closed the door, locked it, and took the key out. He eyed me from
his chair. Took the papers off his lap and put them on the desk. I
remained standing.
“Let me explain something to you Davey. When Billy broke with
us, and set up his copycat outfit, we wondered for a while which
scumbag agent had taken him on. We would have had a little money
on it, but all eight of us wanted a few quid on you, and we couldn’t
find anyone to cover the bet. That’s how good your reputation is in
this business. So if I decide to look at your files, and you decide not
to cooperate, I don’t think anyone will much mind what happens to
you.”
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The police wanted to talk to me. They left me a message in the
form of a police car parked outside my flat in Stoke Newington.
Before I get to that, maybe I should come clean about something.
My name is not Chips Rafferty. My given name is Robert Rafferty,
although most of my family call me Bob. When I joined the
Merchant Navy, as an alternative to actually killing people, I signed
on as ship’s carpenter. My trade up to that point had been as a joiner,
and music was just a source of additional income, and a way to meet
girls.
All ship’s carpenters are called Chips. That and the fact that my
surname was Rafferty, and there was an Australian actor called
Chips Rafferty, produced a nickname which stuck.
The constable who got out of the car didn’t know that.
“Mr Robert Rafferty?”
“Who wants to know?”
He looked puzzled for a moment.
“Are you Mr Robert Rafferty?”
“What if I am?”
“Detective Sergeant Hanson would like a word.”
“Where is he then?”
“At the station.”
“If he’s so keen to have a word, why isn’t he here?”
He just stared at me. I have always found it surprising how
policemen never seem to know the answers to the simplest
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questions. Nevertheless, since there seemed to be little alternative, I
took my seat in the back of the Rover, and allowed myself to be
whisked off to Hermitage Road police station.
We parked at the back, and went in through the tradesman’s
entrance. After a walk through several corridors we arrived at the
front desk. The constable approached, and spoke to the desk
sergeant.
“Robert Rafferty for DS Hanson.”
The desk sergeant looked at me.
“Take a seat sir.”
I did as requested. The wooden bench was hard, and I hoped I
wouldn’t be there too long. People came and went. Obviously DS
Hanson was a busy man.
Eventually a small balding man wearing an ill fitting suit came
down the corridor. He looked at me with curiosity, as if trying to sum
me up.
“Mr Rafferty?”
“That’s me.”
“Come this way sir.”
He took me to an interview room on the first floor, where I was
introduced to a Detective Constable, whose name I’ve forgotten. We
took our seats each side of a wooden table. DS Hanson opened a
notebook, and took out a pen.
“We would like to speak to you about the murder of Mr William
Ray. You are not under caution.”
“What if I don’t want to speak to you?”
“You aren’t obliged to do so sir, but can you tell me why?”
“You’ve got my friend locked up, and I don’t believe he did it.”
He scratched the side of his face.
“If you tell us what you know, maybe that would help to clear
him.”
“I doubt it.”
“Why’s that?”
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“Because everything I know would tend to suggest he did it. But
it’s all circumstantial. Now I’ve known him for nearly ten years, and
not only do I think he didn’t do it, I don’t think he’s capable of doing
it.”
“All very touching sir, but our actions have to be based on the
evidence.”
“Which is the nature of the problem.”
“What else would you suggest?”
“I’m not saying there’s another way. Just that it doesn’t always
produce the right result, and this is one of those times.”
“What makes you so convinced he’s innocent?”
“I’ve never known him to be violent.”
“Maybe that’s why he got someone else to do it.”
“Complete bollocks.”
They looked a little taken aback. I suppose they weren’t used to
being contradicted.
Hanson sat back in his chair, closed the notebook, probably just
for effect, and gave me one of those long steady looks.
“OK. Off the record, tell me what you know about the banjo wars,
and as you go along, give me some sense of his character, and why
you think he didn’t do it.”
Clever. And I did take the bait. But only because of two things.
First, I didn’t think there was anything I knew which they didn’t.
And second, in having a conversation with them, I thought I might
get some insight into their thinking.
So over the course of a couple of hours I spilled the beans,
including all the incriminating stuff. I didn’t hold back. I wanted to
be taken seriously, so being unguarded was a good way to convince
them I was on the level in believing Benny didn’t do it.
Hanson asked the occasional question, but mostly he listened.
When it was over he left a decent interval before speaking.
“I wish you could sit on this side of the desk, and listen to what
you’ve just told me.”
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“Why’s that?”
“Because you’re clearly an intelligent man. You get the nuances
of this. You understand behaviour, and motivation. What you lack is
the ability to see it from the outside. Not a criticism by the way. No
way you could. But when I sit and listen to that story with, I promise
you, an open mind, there’s only one conclusion I can come to.”
“Which is?”
“The exact opposite of the conclusion you’ve come to.”
“But you don’t have any direct evidence.”
“We haven’t finished the investigation yet Mr Rafferty.”
“Tell me if I’m wrong, but so far you don’t have anything to
connect him with the shooting do you?”
“I don’t expect to be able to place Mr Brand in the same room as
Mr Ray. I also don’t expect to be able to present a witness in court
who will state on oath that Mr Brand paid him to do it. But I do
intend to pursue every avenue to find the man who pulled the trigger.
And when I find him, I expect to be able to make a connection
between him and Mr Brand.”
“And then rely on all the circumstantial evidence to convict the
poor sod.”
He didn’t say anything in reply, but then he didn’t have to. If I’d
been in his position I probably would have done the same thing.
At least I knew what I had to do.
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If Benny hadn’t killed Billy, then someone else had. And if
someone else had done it, then there had to be a reason. Find the
reason, and you might find the killer.
That was what I thought at any rate. But all I had to go on was the
list of dates and venues I got from Billy’s agent Davey Haines.
Turned out Billy had been playing the Victoria Palace for a week
before the shooting, and staying nearby in Pimlico. The rest of the
band were put up in a boarding house, but Billy had booked himself
into the New Georgian on Belgrave Road.
I wondered who might be able to tell me why he kept himself
separate from the band. Although I knew I might have to track the
band members down, there was a certain animosity between us and
them, which made me reluctant to go down that route straight off. So
I thought I might start with the theatre.
There are plenty of people to talk to in a theatre. Stage managers,
assistant managers, musical directors, and maybe ten to fifteen
musicians in the orchestra, not to mention scene shifters, porters and
stage door keepers. Seemed a good place to begin.
Although the Palace was in Victoria Street, right opposite the
station, the stage door was round the corner in Allington Street,
behind the Duke of York pub. I wandered down on Monday
morning, about eleven, thinking I might get a cup of tea from
Stanley on the stage door. I’d met him a few times over the previous
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couple of years. He wasn’t particularly forthcoming, but it was worth
a punt.
As usual the door was closed but not locked. I pushed it open.
The general public, fans, autograph hunters, all knock. Performers
just walk in. There was a booth to the left. It was empty. Funnily
enough the kettle was on, and just beginning to make a noise. I
guessed Stanley would be right back.
After a minute or so I spotted him coming down the corridor with
a mug in his hand. He squinted at me.
“Might need two of those Stanley.”
“Who’s that?”
“Haven’t forgotten me already have you?”
He got a bit closer.
“That you Chips?”
“Certainly is.”
We shook hands. He held up his mug.
“I’ve got another one in the cupboard if you fancy a cup.”
“Be good.”
“What are you doing here? There’s no banjos on the bill this week
unless someone’s given me the wrong papers.”
“Won’t be any banjos for a while I shouldn’t think.”
“No. Bad business. Someone’ll plug the gap though, mark my
words.”
“Probably.”
“Why not you Chips?”
“Don’t have the patter.”
“No, that’s one thing you can say about Benny, he’s got the gift of
the gab all right.”
“Good front man.”
“Think it’ll get him out of jail?”
“Hope so. Because I don’t think he did it.”

32

He shook his head, and we went into his little booth. The kettle
came to the boil. A mug was pulled from the cupboard, and we sat
down to some tea and biscuits.
“So what are you doing here Chips?”
“Trying to find out what’s been going on.”
“Why’s that?”
“The police won’t do it.”
“He was your particular mate was he?”
“We started the band together. With Billy as it happens.”
“Didn’t like Billy. Didn’t want to see him dead though.”
“Same here.”
“And you don’t think Benny did it?”
“Can’t see it myself, despite all the fuss about Billy copying our
act.”
“I can’t disagree with you. Didn’t seem like the type.”
“So if he didn’t do it, someone else did. Presumably someone
who did not have a liking for Billy.”
Stanley nodded.
“So that’s why I’m here. I’m trying to find out what Billy was up
to. It’s six months since he started out on his own, and since then,
needless to say, I haven’t had anything to do with him.”
“Can’t see how I can help.”
“Well he was playing here for a full week before he died.”
“Certainly was. Just finished the run. Couldn’t believe it when we
saw it a couple of days later in the papers. Never made it to Bury St
Edmunds apparently.”
“Never made it out of the hotel room.”
“I know.”
“Any idea why he was in a hotel when the rest of the band were
in some dodgy boarding house?”
“That’s what he was like.”
“Meaning?”

33

“He wanted to be the man. Thought he was the star, and wanted to
play the part.”
“Most of the stars just rough it with the same landladies as
everyone else.”
“Not Billy.”
“He wasn’t even a big draw was he?”
“Not like Benny.”
“So I presume he paid himself more than everyone else.”
“And conducted himself like a bit of a prima donna from what I
could see.”
“Anyone resent that?”
“Musicians are mostly just grateful for a job.”
“Anyone you know who didn’t like him, held a grudge,
something like that?”
“Only Benny.”
“No arguments with anyone in the band? No one called looking
for him?”
“People are always at the stage door wanting someone or other.
Mostly don’t take much notice.”
“Anyone who seemed out of place?”
He thought about it.
“No. It was girls mainly.”
“Always the way.”
“Can’t get pussy out of this you deserve to be shot.”
When he realised what he’d said he gave a short laugh.
“Got any idea who I should be talking to?”
“You could try Jack Porter. He’s the assistant stage manager. He
always seemed to be good mates with Billy.”
“I need his enemies, not his friends.”
“His friends might know who his enemies are.”
“Worth a try. Where do I find him?”
Stanley looked at the shift rota on the back of the door.
“New show starts tonight. He’ll be in from two.”
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I looked at my watch.
“What am I going to do until then?”
“We could get a spot of lunch opposite.”
That meant I could buy him a pie and pint. But I didn’t mind. It
did cross my mind that it might be worth talking to the landlord of
the local anyway, and Stanley might be a good introduction.
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Right opposite the stage door, at number three Allington Street,
was The Stagedoor pub. It was early, and the place was virtually
empty. We got our pints at the bar, and took a corner table near the
window. Pat, the landlord, brought our pies across five minutes later.
Stanley broke the ice.
“Got a minute Pat?”
“Sure.”
“This is Chips Rafferty.”
Pat looked puzzled. Maybe he didn’t think I looked anything like
the rugged Australian he’d seen in the movies. Maybe he thought
they could do wonders with make-up. I thought I should put an end
to his confusion.
“Robert Rafferty. Or Bob. Chips is a nickname.”
He smiled, shook hands, and sat down.
“What can I do for you?”
“Ever come across Billy Ray?”
“The banjo man?”
I nodded.
“Used to come in lunchtimes, and after the show.”
“I’m trying to find anyone who didn’t like him.”
“Seemed popular enough.”
“Anyone ever looking for him?”
“Women.”
“Apart from that.”
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“No one that wasn’t friendly.”
“You know what happened to him?”
“Read about it in the papers.”
“Someone didn’t like him.”
“I thought the police had that sewn up.”
“Not as far as I’m concerned.”
He looked confused. So I explained. Stanley chimed in.
“Billy wasn’t my cup of tea Pat, so maybe I’m biased. And I can’t
say Chips has got it right, but there might be some doubt about
Benny having done it. I knew him a bit, and I agree he wasn’t the
type.”
Pat nodded.
“Anything you can tell me about Billy?”
“Bit of a show off. Not unusual in this business. Sometimes took
it a bit far. The men at the bar used to get fed up with him, but the
women drank it up.”
“Anyone regular he used to meet?”
“Not that I noticed.”
“What about the women?”
“He did well. Quality tottie. Upper class even.”
“How did he manage that? You don’t pull first division after a
music hall turn. Goes against the laws of nature.”
“I’ve been a barman twenty years, I can spot toffs when I see
them.”
“Upper class women cost money.”
“He was never short of a bob or two. Splashed out on shorts.”
Stanley raised an eyebrow.
“Take that and the hotel rooms. Doesn’t add up. Where would he
get that kind of dough?”
“Maybe if you were top of the bill.”
But he wasn’t. Even Benny was only top of the bill at the regional
theatres, and Billy had yet to establish himself.
“Got any names Pat?”
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“You’re joking aren’t you? They might have been on friendly
terms with him, but they wouldn’t call me anything other than
‘landlord’. I thought the war and Clement Attlee might put an end
the class system, but it’s still alive and well round here I can tell
you.”
Stanley and I laughed.
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After lunch, just out of interest, I took a trip round the corner and
had a look at the New Georgian in Belgrave Road. If you had to pick
a hotel to spend your last night in, that would be the one. It wasn’t
what I expected. The alternative to a boarding house I thought would
have been a cheap hotel with small rooms and a dodgy clientele.
This was far from that.
The New Georgian had an elaborate Victorian facade, a
uniformed doorman, classy lighting, and gaudy decoration. Unusual
in post war Britain. As I went inside I felt distinctly out of place.
The desk clerk obviously thought the same thing.
“Have you come to meet someone sir?”
Clearly I didn’t have the necessary class to stay there. Or maybe it
was just that I didn’t have a suitcase.
“How much if I want a room for the night?”
“Depends on the room sir.”
“A modest room.”
He told me. I thanked him, and turned to go. Then on a whim I
turned back to the desk. He looked up again.
“Has a bit of an unfortunate reputation though doesn’t it?”
“Excuse me sir?”
“Your hotel. Its reputation has suffered a little recently, hasn’t it?”
“Are you from the press sir?”
I assured him I wasn’t.
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“Between you and me, it was not so much a problem with the
hotel as with the calibre of guest.”
This made me smile. You can always count on a hotel desk clerk
to spot the plebs, and to be snobbish about it. Because they mix with
the upper classes, they seem to forget both their origins, and their
actual station in life.
“Well between you and me, you’re right. And I should know. I
used to work with him.”
He looked uncertain about whether to say anymore. So I tried to
prompt him.
“Any idea why someone decided to shoot him?”
“I only know what I read in the papers.”
“And do you believe it?”
“I don’t know what to believe sir.”
“Did he sleep alone?”
“I really can’t say.”
“Can’t or won’t?”
“You will understand my need to be discreet.”
“Did he have any visitors?”
“I really can’t...”
“Of the male variety?”
He looked shocked.
“Definitely not.”
“So it was a woman?”
“Not on the evening in question.”
He looked around nervously to see if we could be overheard. I
gave it one last shot.
“But on an earlier evening there had been a woman.”
“On all the earlier evenings.”
“Same one every night?”
“Yes.”
“Know her name?”
He looked down.
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I had an instinct, I can’t say where it came from, that this was the
point where money was supposed to change hands. Maybe I’d seen
too many movies.
“How much?”
He looked surprised at the direct question. But I had no idea what
the going rate was. He didn’t say anything. A pound seemed mean,
so I put a fiver on the desk. He took it quickly, and put it in his hip
pocket. Then he wrote something on a small pad, tore off the sheet,
folded it carefully, and handed it to me. I unfolded it and looked at
the name.
“She pay for the room?”
He shook his head.
I thanked him and walked out.
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Back at the Palace, Jack Porter, the assistant stage manager,
turned up as promised. He was just coming off stage left when I
caught up with him. I recognised him from our run at the theatre six
months before, but he wasn’t anyone I’d had much to do with.
Turned out he knew Benny though.
“Not my favourite person.”
“First person I’ve met who preferred Billy to Benny.”
“Might not be the last.”
I explained my interest.
“For my money the police probably got it spot on.”
“OK, I accept that we don’t see it the same way, but can you tell
me why you didn’t like Benny.”
“Wasn’t that I didn’t like him. He just wasn’t much fun. Billy was
more entertaining.”
“You could have a good time with Benny.”
“Only if you were wearing heels.”
This wasn’t entirely true, but I could understand how he might
feel that way. Benny was a more private person. Ran a tight ship.
Had good friends, but didn’t care to enlarge the circle. Only made
exceptions for women, although on a fairly regular basis. Billy on
the other hand had few friends, and a lot of acquaintances. Many of
them lasted just the one night. But he was more gregarious, more
outgoing, and more open. I preferred Benny. Maybe it was just a
matter of taste, or maybe the banjo betrayal tainted my view.
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Jack Porter was going to be a difficult nut to crack, and I
preferred to do it in comfort.
“Anywhere we can sit down?”
“Stage manager’s office is probably free.”
He took me down the corridor, and up to the first floor. We went
into a room stuffed with paper and box files. He sat behind the desk.
Left me the guest chair.
“So were you a particular pal of Billy?”
“We’d go for a drink most nights, but this is a transient business.
Might see him for a week or so every few months. Think I first met
him when he was here with your lot.”
“And what did you think of the split?”
“To be honest yours was the better act. But he wanted his time in
the spotlight, so why not? Live and let live.”
“Pity it didn’t turn out that way.”
He nodded. I wondered if he knew why the split was acrimonious.
“Might have been more amicable if he hadn’t stolen the
arrangements and the patter.”
“Got to start somewhere. The last week he was here a lot of the
act had changed already. I think he began with what he was used to,
until he could work up his own material.”
That was something I hadn’t considered. Although it could have
been the threat of legal action that prompted him to write his own
stuff. But we won’t know now.
“Just for the sake of argument, assume I’m right for a moment,
and Benny didn’t do it. Anyone else Billy might have had a problem
with?”
“Not that I know of.”
“No one ever threaten him?”
“Only Benny.”
“Benny threatened him?”
“He was going to take him to court wasn’t he?”
“I meant threats of violence.”
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“Nothing like that.”
“Something then?”
“Only the odd argument in the bar.”
“What was that about?”
“Wasn’t close enough to hear, but it didn’t look serious.”
“Any idea who with?”
“Some guy who looked like he was trying to muscle in on Billy’s
posh tart.”
“Sounds like Billy.”
“Didn’t come to anything though.”
“How did he make out?”
“With the woman?”
I nodded.
“Was seeing her all week I think.”
“Know who she was?”
“I’m not supposed to say.”
“Wouldn’t be Lady Helen Lyndhurst would it?”
He looked gratifyingly surprised.
“I suppose it would.”
“What would he be doing with her, in a posh hotel round the
corner?”
“What do you think?”
“I mean why would they ever come to be together?”
“Billy had a good line with women. Only rarely saw him miss.”
“I’m guessing Lady Lyndhurst isn’t a cheap date. Particularly
when you add in the cost of a hotel room.”
“Maybe she chipped in.”
“If she didn’t Billy must have had a loan or a private income.”
“He was doing OK.”
“How much do you think he got for a week here?”
“The band must have cleared two hundred easy.”
“Split eight ways that’s twenty five each.”
“I wish I got that for a week’s work.”
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“Any idea how much a room at the New Georgian costs?”
“A good bit I should think.”
“A cheap double is twenty quid a night. And I’ll bet he was in
something half decent. Now I checked with the desk clerk, and she
didn’t pay the bill. So where did he get the cash? Hotel, drinks, and
dinner for a week must have cost him three months money at a
conservative estimate.”
Porter gave a low whistle.
“Got any idea?”
“Never mentioned anything to me about it.”
“My guess is he didn’t get it from playing the banjo.”
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You can imagine how surprised I was a couple of days later to
receive an invitation to have drinks with Lord Lyndhurst. I couldn’t
help wondering how he even knew I existed. Since the hotel desk
clerk didn’t know who I was, my money was on Jack Porter. And if
Jack Porter knew Lord Lyndhurst, then he also knew more about
everything than he was letting on.
I turned up at the Merchant Navy Club, opposite Doe’s Milliners
in Rupert Street, at half twelve. It wasn’t what I expected. There was
no one to take my coat, and the bar and restaurant were utilitarian to
say the least. The room had an ornate ceiling, no doubt left by the
previous owner, and that was about the best you could say for it.
Lord Lyndhurst found me at the bar. Someone must have given
him a good description. He wasn’t quite as I’d imagined him.
Lounge suit, scuffed shoes, frayed shirt sleeves. Maybe he was just
trying to fit in.
He fired off a few questions.
“In the MN weren’t you?”
“I was.”
“Through the battle of the atlantic?”
“Yes.”
“Not an easy war.”
“No.”
That was an understatement.
“You?”
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“Yes, me too.”
“Which company?”
“E.D.s”
That was Elder Dempster Line.
“What as?”
“Skipper. You?”
“Ship’s carpenter.”
“Vital job. Particularly if you get hit.”
He wasn’t being condescending. He meant it, and he was right.
“Know how this came to be?”
“The Merchant Navy Club?”
“Yes.”
“Haven’t a clue.”
“£18,750 raised by American women in support of our merchant
seamen”
“Hard to see where they spent the money.”
He gave me a disapproving look.
“You didn’t come here during the war?”
“Sailed out of Liverpool.”
“Of course. Me too. But I got down to London on leave. Thought
I’d better come and see the wife occasionally.”
I wondered if he saw any more of her now.
“Drink?”
“Half a bitter.”
He ordered the same for himself, and we took a seat at one of the
tables.
“Delicate matter I’m afraid.”
“Thought it might be.”
“I understand you’ve been asking questions about my wife.”
“Been asking questions about a friend of hers.”
“Billy Ray?”
“Correct. Her name came up in passing.”
“I imagine it would.”
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“Want to tell me anything about that?”
“Not really.”
“Didn’t think so.”
“What’s your interest in this?”
“A friend of mine is in jail accused of Billy Ray’s murder.”
“What would that have to do with my wife?”
“Maybe nothing.”
He considered this. I let him consider for a little while, then I told
him what my position was. He considered this too. Nothing like
giving something due consideration.
“Don’t think I can help you.”
“I think maybe you can.”
“Really?”
“You could start by telling me what your wife was doing with
Billy Ray in the New Georgian six nights on the trot. And maybe
why she wasn’t there on the seventh night when someone decided to
send him one last message.”
“I should have thought it was pretty obvious why she was there.”
“I’m more interested in why she wasn’t there.”
“Are you accusing me of having something to do with this?”
“Not yet.”
“I can assure you it has nothing to do with me whatsoever.”
“Looks suspicious though. Wife in the sack with a banjo player.
Husband warns her off. She doesn’t turn up at the hotel, but her
husband does. Somehow knows the correct room number. Knocks,
shoots, and leaves.”
“That’s an outrageous suggestion.”
“The bit about you or the bit about your wife?”
He didn’t say anything to that.
“I seem to remember all skippers were issued with a side arm
during the war. Did you remember to give yours back?”
“I most certainly did.”
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“DS Hanson out of Hermitage Road nick might want to verify
that.”
“He’s perfectly welcome to investigate me in any way he wants.”
“I’ll be sure to tell him.”
“Please do.”
“But I don’t think he needs your permission.”
“You know very well that’s not what I meant.”
“Any chance I could talk to your wife?”
“None whatsoever.”
“Pity, because I’m a banjo player too.”
He got up, ready for a fight. I kicked the chair away, and took a
step backwards. Several merchant seamen looked up from their
drinks. No one decided to intervene. Probably didn’t look as if
anyone was going to get hurt.
After a moment he turned briskly, and walked out. I don’t think
either of us got what we came for.
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Benny’s solicitor was Michael Renbourn. The office was on
Lamb’s Conduit Street. He came highly recommended by the
arresting officer. Whether he got a back hander for that Benny didn’t
know. But the advice was good. He was diligent, and sharp. Can’t
ask for much more.
Now I needed his counsel. I had no experience of investigating a
crime, and I had no idea what to do when I had a suspect.
I phoned and made an appointment. After a short bus ride, and a
walk along Roseberry Avenue, I was there. The office was on the
ground floor, with a little brass plaque attached to the square stone
column outside.
His obviously overworked secretary showed me through. He
indicated to her with a drinking gesture that he would like a cup of
tea.
“Mr Rafferty, come in.”
“Thanks.”
I sat down.
Renbourn was tallish, slender build, clean cut, and business like.
But what impressed me most was that he looked like a man who
could discern the truth. I guessed not many people would be able to
pull the wool over his eyes.
“What can I do for you?”
“You can tell me what do to if I fancy someone else for the
shooting.”
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“You have someone in mind?”
“Yes.”
He looked surprised.
“Who may I ask?”
“Lord Lyndhurst.”
He looked even more surprised.
“Any actual evidence, or just a hunch?”
I explained what I’d been up to for the last few days.
“You think I should go to the police?”
He smiled.
“Might be better coming from me.”
I could see his point. An ex merchant seaman and itinerant banjo
player suddenly turning up at the front desk and accusing his
lordship of murder might not be taken entirely seriously.
“When will you do it?”
“Today.”
“Good.”
“They will certainly want to talk with you.”
“Fine by me.”
He paused and gave me a long look.
“Ever thought of doing it full time?”
“What?”
“Investigations.”
“I’m a musician. The only reason I’m doing this is for Benny. I
don’t believe he did it.”
“Good to have motivation.”
“Anyway, who would I investigate for?”
“Solicitors.”
“Really?”
“We use investigators all the time. Plenty of work, and good
money.”
“Not really my cup of tea.”
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At that point an actual cup of tea arrived. His secretary delivered
the pot. He poured.
“What will you do now Mr Rafferty?”
“Keep poking around. See what else comes out of the
woodwork.”
“Good. Don’t be put off.”
“Who would put me off?”
“Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it.”
“OK.”
“And keep me informed. You don’t need to make an
appointment.”
“What are his chances?”
“Didn’t look good until ten minutes ago.”
“And now?”
“We’ll need a lot more than you’ve got already.”
“I’d have thought that was enough for reasonable doubt.”
“Sometimes juries can be hard to persuade in that regard,
particularly if nearly everything else points in the opposite
direction.”
“What do you need?”
“Realistically we need the police to drop the case because they
suspect someone else. If it goes to trial, with the circumstantial
evidence they’ve got, I don’t rate our chances of success very
highly.”
“And how is he?”
“Saw him a couple of days ago. Still very irritable.”
“Thought he might be resigned to it by now.”
“Resignation in my opinion would be a bad thing.”
“Maybe I should go and see him.”
“I’ll tell him you want a visiting order.”
I nodded. He stood up and we shook hands.
“Call me Mike by the way.”
“I’m Chips, or Robert, whichever you prefer.”
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“Ah, yes, but in my case it’s a kind of code.”
I looked puzzled.
“If you ask my secretary whether Mike is in, you will
immediately get to talk to me, in person or on the phone. Anyone
asking for Michael Renbourn, or Mr Renbourn may not be quite so
lucky, depending on the nature of their enquiry.”
He smiled, patted me on the arm, and guided me to the door.
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“We don’t take very kindly to people who try to do our job for
us.”
I didn’t see the point in making a reply. Personally I didn’t care
what they thought, but there was no reason to antagonise them, or to
give them any insight into my thinking.
Anyway, at least I’d moved up a rank. Detective Inspector Bill
Taylor sat across the desk from me. Looked like a bit of a bully, but
compared to some of the skippers I’d sailed with, it was playground
stuff.
“Are you listening?”
“I am.”
“Well what have you got to say?”
“As I understand it I don’t have to say anything. But if you get as
far as asking a question I’ll give it a shot.”
He didn’t look pleased. The lecture wasn’t working out as
planned. My impression so far was that he was short on intellect, and
long on bluster.
He took a deep breath.
“How did you come to be making these investigations?”
“Benny Brand is a friend of mine, and I believe he’s innocent.”
“That’s a matter of opinion.”
“Well, it’s my opinion.”
“So you thought you would give us a helping hand?”
“No. I thought I’d give Benny a helping hand.”
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“We don’t need your help.”
“And you aren’t going to get it. The only person who’s getting
any help from me is Benny.”
“You may be doing your friend more harm than good.”
“He’s been charged with murder. How much more harm can I do
him?”
He exchanged a look with the constable next to him. Nothing like
undermining someone in the presence of their inferiors.
“So this idea of yours that Lord Lyndhurst might be involved...”
“It’s a bit more than an idea. Billy was knocking off his wife six
straight nights in a row. Then she doesn’t turn up, and Billy ends up
dead. Worth a conversation with the husband I would have thought.”
“All a bit far fetched isn’t it. You know what musicians are like.”
“And what are the aristocracy like when you start sniffing around
their women?”
“My impression has always been that they have a much more
relaxed attitude to that sort of thing than the general public.”
He did have a point.
“Anyway. All a bit circumstantial isn’t it Mr Rafferty?”
“Which is pretty much what you’ve got on Benny.”
“Except that we have significantly more evidence suggesting Mr
Brand’s involvement than Lord Lyndhurst’s. The dispute, the rivalry,
the legal action, the fight, the broken fingers, the shooting. I make
that six to one against.”
“So you’re not going to do anything.”
“On the contrary. We will of course be talking to his lordship. The
point I’m trying to make is that this is not actual evidence. Just your
vague suspicions.”
“So you’ve already made up your mind.”
“Should his Lordship not have an alibi, should he be the owner of
a firearm, should his wife not have an explanation for why she was
not present at the hotel on the night of the killing, I promise you I
will certainly pursue this line of enquiry.”
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“But?”
“You don’t have to be very bright Mr Rafferty to realise there is a
long way to go before the balance of probability would suggest a
change of direction is required in this investigation.”
“As I understand it, an alternative theory of the crime is a
legitimate defence. So I’d tie up all the loose ends if I were you.”
No one likes to have their job explained to them by someone with
no experience whatsoever.
On balance I’d say he took it quite well.
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The visiting room at the Scrubs probably hadn’t changed much
since the place was opened in 1891. There was a long table, with a
bench on either side. Luckily on the day my visiting order came
through, there didn’t seem to be too many other visitors. Even so the
echo from the painted walls and bare wooden floor seemed to
amplify every conversation. You had to raise your voice to be heard
above the general cacophony.
Benny looked the way anyone would look in the circumstances.
He wore an itchy prison uniform, had cropped hair, and was clearly
worn down by the whole experience. But Mike Renbourn was right,
he hadn’t resigned himself to it. The old Benny came through.
Irritable was the polite way to put it. Pissed off was more accurate.
“I understand you’ve been making enquiries on my behalf.”
“Doing my best.”
“Thanks.”
He shook his head.
“Being in here, and knowing there’s another explanation, and not
being able to do anything, is about the most frustrating experience of
my entire life.”
“Worse than when Molly Parker turned you down?”
He smiled.
“Different kind of frustration. But now you mention it, nearly as
bad.”
“Did Mike Renbourn tell you what I managed to dig up?”
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“He did.”
“Not much really, but something to be going on with.”
“I don’t want to be pessimistic...”
“But?”
“I can’t see Lord Lyndhurst shooting Billy. If he wanted to stop
him diddling the wife all he had to do was wait another twenty-four
hours. Billy would have been a hundred miles away. Never worth
shooting a travelling banjo player over something like that.”
“Jealousy’s a funny thing.”
“Certainly is.”
Maybe it was the mention of jealousy which brought it up.
“Did you see Ruthie?”
“I did.”
“How’s she holding up?”
“OK I think. Feels isolated in Norfolk.”
“Not as isolated as I feel in here.”
“Probably not.”
“She tell you anything useful?”
“Not really. Got your address book, so at least I’ve got names and
addresses for everyone you know, and a lot of people you and Billy
both knew.”
He nodded.
“Now Benny, do you know anything Billy was into that I don’t
know about?”
“You know what I know. He always had something going on.”
“He never mentioned anything that was causing him a problem?”
“Not that I remember.”
“Because there are a few things that don’t add up.”
“Like?”
“The money.”
“Always had a thing about money. Didn’t think he was getting his
fair share.”
“Looks like he was getting more than his fair share recently.”
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“Once he got his own band I suppose he could pay himself what
he liked.”
“Except he couldn’t pay himself more than his share from the
Victoria Palace.”
“Really?”
“Had to be. I added up what he must have spent on Lady
Lyndhurst that week, and even if he was being mean with the other
players...”
“Which he probably was.”
“He still spent maybe ten or twelve times what he would have
cleared from the Palace.”
“Maybe she paid.”
“Not according to the hotel desk clerk.”
“Maybe she gave him the cash, and then he paid the bill.
Sometimes women don’t like to be seen to pay in those sorts of
arrangements.”
“Never happened to me.”
“Nor me, but he did have a way about him.”
Benny thought about it.
“He definitely had side lines Chips.”
“Know what they were?”
“Don’t know anything that would be relevant. I once saw a man
counting out money at the theatre bar, after it closed one night. He
and Billy were the only people left. Billy watched him count it, then
he slid the money across the bar, Billy picked it up, folded it, and put
it in his hip pocket.”
“Got to hand it to him.”
“And when we were at sea. Remember that?”
“What?”
“He used to smuggle dress material past the policeman on the
dock gates by wrapping it round his waist, and then wearing a
borrowed suit that was a couple of sizes too big.”
“Vaguely.”
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“Sold it to a little dress shop on Allerton Road.”
“We all had something going Benny. It was the war. We were
coming into the country with stuff you couldn’t get for love nor
money. And risking our lives in the process. No one could begrudge
you a little taste.”
“Not much you can smuggle out of Pimlico, and sell for a profit
in Bury St Edmunds.”
We both laughed.
“I have a gut feeling about this Benny.”
“Tell me.”
“Something’s not right about the Lord and Lady Lyndhurst thing.
Can’t put my finger on it, but I think it’s something to do with
them.”
“Doesn’t ring true to me.”
“You and the police agree on that at least. D.I. Taylor didn’t seem
very keen on my hypothesis.”
“What will you do?”
“Keep looking. He wanted evidence, not theories. Maybe I can
find some.”
“Thanks.”
“You can’t remember which theatre you were in when you saw
Billy trouser the cash can you?”
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The Westminster public library was a haven from the incessant
traffic noise, and ceaseless activity, of central London. It was also a
source of useful information.
Who’s Who gave me some insight into the interests of Lord and
Lady Lyndhurst. Patrons of the arts, they were interested in music,
theatre, literature, and painting. They were also trustees of a charity,
founded by them, to try and keep British paintings in the United
Kingdom. Nothing wrong with that of course, but it’s not quite the
same thing as saving starving children in Africa.
His lordship was educated at a minor public school, and reading
between the lines, was the black sheep of the family. His decision to
sign on as an apprentice officer in the Merchant Navy, must have
come as something of a disappointment to his parents. However he
had been successful in his career, and had underplayed his
achievements in conversation with me. I discovered he had in fact
been Commodore Skipper, and before the war would have enjoyed
dining each night at the captain’s table, with the well to do
passengers, on the company’s most luxurious mail boat.
Lady Lyndhurst was a different matter. Prior to meeting the
gallant sea captain who was to become her husband, she had been a
dancer in a risqué review at the Theatre Royal in Drury Lane.
It did not take much more research to find several pictures of
Lady Lyndhurst in Picture Post. She was a good looking woman, and
one can only imagine the satisfaction they both must have felt at
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achieving such a suitable union. He no doubt impressed by her
beauty, and her by one or other of his titles.
She was pictured a number of times. As a dancer in the revue, on
her wedding day, at the launch of their charity, and at the first night
of various theatre productions into which, it was implied, they had
put money.
I thought I might learn more from Lady Lyndhurst than I had
from Lord Lyndhurst. Certainly I did not think I could learn less.
Onwards and downwards.
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The bar in the Finsbury Park Empire was much the way I
remembered it. The show was in progress, so there wasn’t anyone
about. Al Johnson, the barman, was preparing the interval drinks. I’d
checked with Stanley at the Palace to find out who ran the bar up
there. Personally I didn’t know Al, but according to Stanley he was a
bit of a lad. Didn’t know exactly what that meant, but I could guess.
He looked up as I approached the bar.
“How are you Al?”
I beamed. Gave him my best smile. He looked puzzled.
“Do I know you?”
“Played here a few times. Remember Benny Brand’s Banjo
Band?”
“Yeah.”
“You ever catch the act? Or were you too busy?”
“Don’t see much of the show, except maybe on a matinee.”
“We were hot.”
“OK.”
“Remember Billy Ray?”
“Can’t say I do.”
“The dead guy.”
“Dead guy?”
“Someone shot him in a hotel room a couple of weeks ago.”
“That was you?”
“Not me personally.”
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“You were in the banjo wars?”
“Great headline. Didn’t quite cover it. But yes.”
“So which band were you in?”
“The other one.”
“Really. But you knew him right?”
“I did. Ours was the band he left.”
“Then he went out on his own.”
“He did.”
“So must be good for you.”
“Would have been, except our band leader got arrested for
murder.”
“Oh right.”
I have to be honest and say I’d expected him to be a bit sharper,
particularly after Stanley made him out to be Jack the lad. Maybe he
didn’t read the papers though. But I thought the story had permeated
almost every strata of the entertainment industry. So maybe he was
playing dumb.
“The thing is Al, I think the police got the wrong man.”
“Really?”
“And so I’m trying to find anyone who knew Billy Ray. Maybe
find out who didn’t like him.”
“I’d like to help you, but I can’t say I knew him.”
“You see that surprises me.”
“Why?”
“Because he used to frequent any nearby bar, mostly hustling
women, and also getting a little action on the side.”
“We get a lot of that. This is show business.”
“But you didn’t see him.”
“Could easily have done, but I couldn’t put a name to the face.”
I think he meant it the other way round, but I got the point.
“Got a picture of him?”
“No. Think it might improve your memory if I did?”
“Probably the only way I could be sure if he was around.”
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“Someone told me he was here after hours one night. The guy
behind the bar gave him some cash. Any idea what that would have
been about?”
“Wasn’t me. Could have been one of the assistant managers.”
“Why would they have been giving him cash?”
“Search me.”
I was about to go, but I thought I’d try one last angle.
“Ever come across Helen Buckingham?”
“The dancer, from a few years back?”
“The very one.”
“Out of my league.”
“I think we all fall into that category.”
“She was fun though.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. Used to hang around with one of the assistant managers
here before she got married.”
“Who was that?”
“Terry Snelling.”
“He about?”
“No, he left.”
“Still in the business?”
“Went to the Palladium. Big step up.”
Felt like a breakthrough. Didn’t know if it was.
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The Palladium was the top venue. It was situated in the heart of
the West End, a short way down Argyle Street, just off Oxford
Circus. Round the corner in Great Marlborough Street was a little
courtyard, protected by eight foot high railings, and a locked
wrought iron gate. Inside and to the left was the stage door.
Unfortunately we’d never played at the Palladium. I didn’t know
anyone there, and I couldn’t walk straight in. I could have done with
an introduction, or a good story. Just had to play it by ear though.
There was a bell near the gate. I rang it. A small man in a black
waistcoat appeared.
“Can I help you?”
“I’m here to see Terry Snelling.”
He came over and let me through. We got to the stage door, and
he picked up the phone.
“What’s your name?”
“Robert Rafferty. But Snelling doesn’t know me.”
He looked puzzled. I decided not to elaborate.
After a couple of minutes the man I presumed was Terry Snelling
came down the stairs. He was tall, good looking, wore a shirt and tie,
and decent shoes. I guessed the jacket was hanging on the back of a
chair somewhere.
“Robert Rafferty?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t know you.”
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“That’s what I told him.”
I pointed to the man who had let me in.
“What can I do for you?”
“Got anywhere we can talk?”
He looked uncertain.
“Won’t take five minutes, but it’s a private matter.”
Reluctantly he showed me along the corridor, up the stairs, and
into a very small office. No guest chair. Maybe assistant managers at
the Palladium didn’t have visitors.
He looked at me expectantly.
“I’m a friend of Billy Ray.”
Not quite accurate, but it saved explaining how we’d once been
friends, but it hadn’t worked out.
“I was sorry to hear about what happened to him.”
“Me too.”
He nodded.
“I understand you used to do a little business with him.”
He looked wary.
“Couple of years ago.”
“Thought you might like to do a little business with me.”
“I’m not into that anymore.”
“Not since you got your promotion?”
“Something like that.”
“Maybe you could make an introduction.”
He didn’t look certain.
“You out of the MN Mr Rafferty?”
“Few years ago.”
“Surprising how that still provides a source of income.”
“Isn’t it.”
“Worked it myself for a while.”
“You were at sea?”
He didn’t look the type.
“Steward.”
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I inadvertently raised an eyebrow.
“We weren’t all queer.”
“You particularly from what I hear.”
He smiled.
“Look Terry, my guess is there’s now a gap in the market that
needs to be filled.”
“And you want to fill it?”
I nodded.
“Which end of this do you work?
“What’s it to you?”
“Might affect who I put you in touch with.”
“How about Helen Buckingham. Why don’t you put me in touch
with her.”
“You think you’ve got something she wants?”
“I do actually. Might not be the same thing she wanted from you
though.”
He smiled.
“You’re remarkably well informed.”
“Mate of Billy’s don’t forget.”
At the back of the desk was a spiral bound notebook. He tore a
page out, and wrote down a phone number.
“Know how this works?”
“Why don’t you tell me.”
“Weekdays between twelve and three. When the maid answers,
ask to speak to Lord Lyndhurst. He won’t be in. Helen will come to
the phone.”
“Thanks.”
We sat there for a few moments. Two old sea dogs, both
interested in the same bitch. In season too, from what I could make
out.
“One other thing you might be able to help me with.”
“What’s that?”
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“Another shipmate of mine’s in the nick for something I think he
didn’t do.”
“Murder?”
I nodded.
“From the other banjo band?”
“That’s the one.”
“What makes you think he didn’t do it?”
“Not the type.”
“How can I help?”
“If he didn’t do it, someone else did. Got to be someone who
didn’t like Billy.”
“I wondered about that myself.”
“Know anyone who had an issue with Billy?”
“Difficult to know where to begin.”
“Want to tell me about it?”
He looked at his watch.
“That’s a longer conversation than I’ve got time for just at the
moment.”
“Later?”
“After the show tomorrow is the best I can do.”
“Got something lined up for tonight?”
He smiled. You had to like him.
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Before I managed to go for a pint with Terry Snelling, I was
invited out for drinks. It was the kind of invitation you can’t turn
down.
A black Ford Anglia was parked outside my place around seven in
the evening. I noticed it as I walked up the road. Just as I got level
with it two men got out. Well built, well turned out.
“Mr Rafferty?”
“Not me pal.”
“Sorry. We know who you are, and you’re coming with us.”
“And if I don’t want to?”
“Easy or hard. Choice is yours.”
“Might be better to have the fight here. Maybe someone will call
the police. Take down the registration.”
The taller one shrugged.
“Not going to worry us. Not our car.”
“Who’s the owner?”
“Friend of yours from the MN.”
The smaller of the two, who must still have cleared six foot,
chipped in.
“No one wants a fight Mr Rafferty. He just wants to buy you a
drink. In fact he insists on it.”
“Who is he?”
“You’ll see.”
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“Must be someone I don’t want to meet if you can’t tell me his
name.”
They looked at one another.
“He wants it to be a surprise.”
Not much point in arguing. Worst case, I was going to end up
dead. And before the police got there. Best option was to try and talk
my way out of whatever trouble I was in. Might as well do that over
a drink.
Nobody bothered to blindfold me. We drove through Holloway,
and out to Hampstead. So although it was a part of London with
which I was not familiar, I could probably find my way back, if I
lived that long.
We pulled up into the driveway of a large detached house. Very
expensive was my guess, particularly considering the area. No one
hustled me out of the car. I walked unaided up the stone steps. One
of my minders rang the bell.
The maid came to the door, and I was shown through into the
library. The minders didn’t come with me. She asked if I would like
a drink. I said I wouldn’t mind a decent single malt. Looked as if my
host could afford it. After she went out I studied the books. Row
after row of classics, leather bound. Didn’t look as if they’d been
touched in years. Probably never been read.
The door opened, and Captain Pinky Slater walked in. Hard man.
Experienced skipper. We’d respected his ability, and disliked his
temperament. Hadn’t seen him in five years.
“Rafferty.”
“Sir.”
“Didn’t have any trouble with you at sea. Don’t want any trouble
with you now. Understand?”
“That account for the visit from the goon squad?”
“You’re poking your nose in where it’s not wanted.”
“How so?”
“You know what I mean lad.”
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“I don’t actually.”
“You weren’t so thick when you were sailing with me.”
“I’m just trying to help a friend in need.”
“Well don’t.”
“Are you still working for Elder Dempster’s sir?”
“I am.”
“Well I’m not.”
“Meaning?”
“I got my discharge nearly four years ago. So I no longer take
orders from you.”
“We’ll see.”
“You might have been God on board ship, but on dry land you’re
just the same as everyone else.”
He looked around the room.
“You think so?”
The maid arrived with my drink. She put it on a small round table
by the side of a large armchair. She looked questioningly at Slater.
“Not for me.”
After she left the room he sat down, and gestured for me to do the
same. I took a sip of my drink.
“Any good?”
“It is. Thank you.”
He sat back, and considered what to say.
“My guess is that you don’t have a clue what’s going on.”
“I know a friend of mine has been charged with murder, and I’m
pretty sure he didn’t do it.”
“Brand?”
“Yes.”
“He seems to have had good reason to do it.”
“Pull the other one.”
“Well whether you agree with it or not, I’m telling you to stay out
of it, and let the police do their job.”
“In case you’ve forgotten, you no longer give the orders.”
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“As far as you’re concerned I do.”
“In a pig’s ear.”
“You want my friends to teach you a lesson?”
“Seems to me you’ve got two choices.”
“Which are?”
“Do it now, or forget about it.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because you made a strategic error. You should have got them to
warn me off, not bring me here. Then I wouldn’t have known who
was behind it. But as usual you wanted to throw your weight about.
So now you’ve got an unpalatable choice. Kill me, or stay out of my
way.”
“What makes you think I won’t do it.”
“I don’t know what you’ll do. But I’m not frightened of dying, so
the threat alone isn’t going to be effective.”
“Really? Not frightened of dying?”
“When I was on the Thomas Carlyle we had ammunition down
number one hatch. As I lay in my bunk, my head was up against a
bulwark, with a good few tons of explosives on the other side. The
first night I did what everyone did at the time, slept in my clothes, on
top of the sheets, with my life jacket and my tin hat next to me, in
case we were torpedoed. Benny got changed into his pyjamas, and
climbed into bed, because he said if we did get hit, only small pieces
of us were going to end up in the lifeboats. The next night I did the
same. I didn’t sleep for about four nights. After that I stopped
worrying about dying.”
“How touching.”
“But the problem for you is, anything less than killing me is a
dangerous road to go down, if you don’t want to end up in jail.”
“You think the police will take your word over mine?”
“Probably.”
He looked surprised.
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“Whatever you don’t want me poking my nose into won’t stay
secret for long if a police investigation begins.”
“So what would you do in my position?”
“Don’t know what your position is. But what harm can I do trying
to clear Benny?”
“If you were just trying to find evidence that proved he didn’t do
it that would be one thing. But from what I understand you’re trying
to pin it on someone else.”
“Stands to reason. If Benny didn’t do it, someone else did.”
He considered this.
“You may say you aren’t frightened of dying, but I don’t believe
you. So I’m going to give you the warning anyway.”
“Feel free.”
“Clear Benny if you want. But keep your nose out of anything to
do with me. And just in case you haven’t got it, that means not trying
to find out what Billy was into, and not trying to pin this on someone
else.”
“Meaning you know who did it.”
“Meaning nothing of the sort. Billy and I had an arrangement.
Nothing to do with you, and nothing I want investigated.”
“Right.”
“So you keep your nose out. I promise you we won’t be having
this conversation again.”
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I think that was the first time anyone ever threatened to kill me.
Bluffing aside, it wasn’t something to be taken lightly. I didn’t know
what he was into, or who with. So safety first seemed to be the order
of the day.
Early the next morning I rang Benny’s solicitor Mike Renbourn.
His secretary answered. I used the shortened version of his name as
instructed.
“Is Mike there?”
“Who’s calling?”
“It’s Bob Rafferty.”
“I’ll put you straight through.”
A moment later he came on the line.
“Bob?”
“Yes.”
“Got anything for me?”
“A little trouble that needs sorting out.”
“I’m your man.”
“How long will you be in the office?”
“Not in court till after lunch today. Want to come down?”
“Half an hour OK for you?”
“Fine.”
I jumped on a bus. Twenty minutes later I was walking in the
door. Five minutes after that I was sitting in the office with a cup of
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tea in my hand. I told him what I’d been up to, and also about the
drinks invitation, and the threat to my life.
“Interesting.”
“You think I should go to the police?”
“I’d normally say that, but you’ve got no witnesses.”
“My word against his.”
“Nothing much they can do.”
“Might fire a shot across his bows.”
“True.”
“Then anything happens to me, they know where to go.”
“Maybe that’s what he wants you to do.”
“How’s that?”
“Try looking at it from the outside. It might not seem a very
plausible story. You’ve already accused Lord Lyndhurst of the crime.
Now you say an eminent Merchant Navy captain has threatened to
kill you.”
“Doesn’t look good.”
“Frankly it makes you look like a bit of a lunatic.”
“Which makes it unlikely they would believe anything else I
come up with.”
“Just thinking aloud.”
We sat and considered it for a moment or two.
“Want to risk it?”
“Not really.”
“Don’t want to lose you from Benny’s case.”
“Don’t want to come off it. Not now I think I’m onto something.”
“Might be something we can do.”
“Like what?”
“A sworn affidavit.”
“How does that work?”
“You make a sworn statement to me in the presence of a witness.
My secretary takes it down, and we all sign it. I write to Captain
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Slater, and indicate I have the document in my possession, and if
anything happens to you I will forward it to the police.”
“Maybe.”
“Same degree of protection as going straight to the police really,
but without the downside of them thinking you’re crazy.”
“Think it’ll work?”
“On balance yes.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“Certainly be something he won’t expect. Probably doesn’t even
think you’ve got legal advice.”
“Nothing else for it then.”
“Can’t think of any other way to spike his guns.”
“Let’s hope he doesn’t have any.”
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Some gut instinct made me think it was time to come clean with
Terry Snelling. I was seeing him at the Coach and Horses, on the
corner of Poland Street and Noel Street, after the show at the
Palladium finished.
You get a feeling about people. Most of Billy’s acquaintances
were hostile. Not surprising in the circumstances. Terry had seemed
wary at first, but then I warmed to him. No antagonism there as far
as I could make out.
He came into the downstairs bar at about ten. It was full with the
theatre crowd. We quickly moved upstairs, where it was quiet, and
got a table by the window overlooking Noel Street. I bought the
drinks.
“Can I call you Terry?”
“Of course.”
“I’m Bob by the way, or Chips if you prefer.”
“Fine.”
“I have a confession to make.”
“Sounds serious.”
“When we last met I didn’t tell you the whole truth.”
“Didn’t think you had. But it wasn’t any of my business.”
“Since I’m asking for your help, I think you have a right to
know.”
“Always good to be kept up to date.”
“The confession is, I don’t have a clue what’s going on.”
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He laughed.
“And I tried to hustle you a bit.”
“Did it work?’
“Not really.”
“Glad to hear it.”
“I thought if I pretended to know what business Billy was
involved with you might let something slip. But actually I’ve no idea
what he was up to. And the problem is, I need to know, in order to
find out who might have had a problem with him.”
“To stop your mate Benny being convicted?”
“Correct.”
“Don’t know that I’m going to be much help, but I’ll tell you
what I know.”
“As you can imagine I’ve got quite a few questions. And some of
them might relate to your personal life.”
“Fire away. I was at sea for ten years. I’m not what you’d call
over sensitive.”
“Helen Buckingham?”
“Quite a girl.”
“So I gathered.”
“First met her when she was dancing. She was, what shall we say,
enthusiastic. She and I hit it off. I was well aware I wasn’t her only
enthusiasm, but she was fun to be with, and I had other enthusiasms
myself. Always got the impression she would like to improve her
position in life, if the opportunity presented itself.”
“Which it did?”
“In the form of Lord Lyndhurst, Commodore skipper, and
frequenter of both high and low life establishments.”
“A dream come true.”
“In part at least. But there was one problem with the Lyndhurst
family.”
“What was that?”
“Too many sons.”
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“Ah ha.”
“Ah ha?”
“I sometimes say that when I think I’ve come across a clue.”
“I don’t know if it’s a clue, but I think it might be motivation.”
“Really?”
“By the time the Lyndhursts arrived at his lordship’s generation
there wasn’t much cash left. He inherited the title, but little else.
Hence the need to earn a living.”
“Impoverished aristocracy.”
“Not exactly. He seems to have done extremely well. Better than I
would have thought possible from the Merchant Navy, even at his
exalted level.”
“Meaning?”
“He had a finger in at least one other pie.”
“So where does Billy fit in?”
“He was another of Helen’s little enthusiasms.”
“She still have those after she was married?”
“Frequently.”
“To which his lordship turned a blind eye?”
“Difficult to do in Billy’s case.”
“Why was that?”
“Billy had something going down that involved his lordship. And
he wasn’t what you’d call discreet.”
“She introduced her lover to her husband?”
“Opposite way round I think. Husband introduced Billy to the
wife. Not knowing what he was like.”
“So how did Billy meet Lord Lyndhurst? They didn’t exactly mix
in the same social circles I wouldn’t have thought.”
“I think the introduction was made by a Merchant Navy skipper
who Billy knew.”
“Slater?”
“Don’t know the name I’m afraid.”
“So how do you know about all of this?”
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“Helen told me.”
“You still see her?”
“No.”
“Any idea what business Billy was conducting with his lordship?”
“Not a clue.”
“Still doesn’t rule out the jealousy angle.”
“Lord Lyndhurst killed him because he was seeing Helen?”
“Maybe.”
“Doesn’t ring true to me. Not the upper class way to do things.
Anyway why kill a travelling banjo player? Problem’s going to take
care of itself.”
“Benny said that.”
We sat and pondered.
“When we talked last time, and I asked if there was anyone who
didn’t like Billy, you said it was hard to know where to begin.”
“I did.”
“Care to elaborate?”
“You want a list?”
“Might be useful.”
“Just the husbands would fill a sheet of foolscap.”
“Anyone besides them?”
“Disenchanted women who were led to believe they were more
than a passing interest. Boyfriends who picked fights with him and
lost.”
“Anyone ever win?”
“Not that I saw.”
“All this is personal stuff. Any business arrangements that went
wrong?”
“Don’t know.”
“I’m looking for someone with a real motive. Someone who
might dislike him enough to kill him. Or someone who might kill
him to solve a problem.”
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He raised his eyebrows and gave me a look as if I was missing
something.
“What?”
“I refer you back to the husbands and boyfriends. There’s always
going to be one who doesn’t understand that it’s only a game.”
“You speak from personal experience?”
“I’m discreet. Billy was anything but.”
“You go out hunting together?”
“We did. Hard to split two women if you’re on your own. Always
useful to have a partner with the same skills.”
“I take it you don’t have a moral problem with any of this.”
He smiled.
“What is it they say? A slice off a cut loaf is never missed.”
I laughed, but not exactly wholeheartedly.
“The thing is Terry, I still think it’s more than just personal.”
“Could be.”
“I need to check out whatever he had going on the side.”
“Certainly worth a look.”
“Think Helen Buckingham would talk to me?”
“She might do more than talk.”
“I think I’m big enough to look after myself.”
“Just what she likes.”
“What were those instructions again?”
“Call between twelve and three, and ask for his lordship.”
“Why?”
“He’s always out having lunch. Probably stops the maid from
reporting she had lots of gentlemen callers.”
“You think he gets the maid to spy on her?”
“Wouldn’t you?”
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Ruthie turned up on my doorstep. Ten o’clock at night. She hadn’t
done that in a few years. At one time it used to mean something, but
this time I was pretty certain that wasn’t the case. But naturally,
being a gentleman, I invited her in. She sat down on the sofa, and I
put the kettle on.
“What brings you here so late.”
“Benny sent me a visiting order.”
“Despite the name, it doesn’t mean you have to go.”
“I know. But I want to see him.”
“How come you arrived so late.”
“The order is for tomorrow, and it only arrived in the afternoon
post.”
“So you jumped on a train, and came straight down?”
“Norwich to Liverpool Street.”
“How long did that take?”
“Couple of hours or so. East Aldham to Norwich took longer.
Two buses and a taxi.”
The kettle boiled. I brought some cups and saucers through from
the kitchen, made some tea, and put the pot down on the table. We
waited for it to brew.
“You want to stay here?”
“Don’t have anywhere else to go.”
Not the best news I’d had, but I tried not to show it. Since her
marriage to Benny we obviously hadn’t been sleeping together. So it
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looked as if I was going to end up on the put-u-up settee, while I
gave her my bed. In fact we hadn’t been on intimate terms ever since
she accepted his proposal. While he was getting the ring out of his
pocket, at a fancy restaurant in the West End, I was loading frozen
sides of beef in Buenos Aires. I calculated it to the minute. Late
evening in London, middle of the afternoon in Argentina.
How time flies.
“Is he OK?”
“I saw him about a week ago. Seemed well. Solicitor says he’s a
bit irritable, but he wasn’t too bad when I was there.”
“What can you expect though?”
“I know.”
“Any idea why he wants to see me?”
“You’re his wife.”
“In name only.”
“Really?”
“Maybe not. It’s just that when you were on tour, which was
pretty much all the time, I hardly saw him.”
“Might not go down too well if you do the isolated in Norfolk
speech you did for me when I came to see you.”
“It’s the truth though.”
“I think he feels a bit isolated himself at the moment.”
She nodded.
“Not much fun being tried for something you didn’t do.”
“Have you made any progress with that?”
“Billy was into something, but I don’t know what. Might have a
contact who can help me. Or it could be a jealous husband or
boyfriend.”
“Got anyone in mind?”
“Too many to count.”
We talked for about an hour. Old times, old jealousies. She
seemed sad, although it wasn’t clear why. Could have been
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nostalgia, or it could have been Benny’s predicament. Turned out it
might have had something do to with me.
Eventually she got tired. I put the cups and saucers in the kitchen,
and came back to the living room.
“You take the bed Ruthie, and I’ll get some sheets and blankets
for the put-u-up.”
“Sure you don’t want to keep me company?”
“Jesus Christ Ruthie.”
“Sorry.”
“Of course I’m not sure.”
“I know.”
“Doesn’t mean it’s a good idea though.”
“I know, I know.”
She turned her back on me. Covered her face. Always guaranteed
to work. I went over and put my hand on her shoulder. She turned
and put her arms round me. I looked into her eyes. There were no
tears.
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In those days I didn’t have a phone. It was too expensive, and
while I was touring I had no use for it. So I found a call box, and
followed the instructions I’d been given.
After a few rings a female voice answered.
“Lord and Lady Lyndhurst’s residence.”
“Could I speak to Lord Lyndhurst please?”
“Just a moment sir.”
I could hear footsteps on a hard floor. My guess was the phone
was in the hall. The traditional place for it in the forties. After a
while I heard the clip clop of high heels. A different female voice
answered.
“Lord Lyndhurst is out. This is Lady Lyndhurst.”
It wasn’t the upper class accent you might have expected, but it
was home counties. Nothing to complain about.
“I used to be a friend of Billy Ray. Perhaps there’s a little
business we can do?”
“I wondered how long it would be before something crawled out
of the woodwork.”
“Looks like it’s now. Looks like it’s me.”
“You’re a friend of his from the navy are you?”
“Merchant Navy.”
“Yes, of course. And you have what my husband wanted?”
“Maybe we should meet and talk about that.”

86

“He has been in a position to complete the transaction for some
time, but no one has been in contact.”
“Things have been a little complicated.”
“I can imagine.”
“Actually you probably can’t.”
There was a pause before she asked the question I was hoping she
would ask.
“Where do you want to meet?”
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Middle of the evening on a Monday, while the shows were still in
full swing, the Coach and Horses was pretty quiet. I took a table in
the upstairs bar, which was virtually empty, and waited for her to
turn up.
Eventually I heard the sound of high heels on the stairs. Even if I
hadn’t recognised her from the photos in Picture Post, I still would
have known it was her. Showgirl design, but expensively furnished
and decorated. No sign of his lordship. She came across, extended
her hand. I stood up.
“Mr?”
“Just call me Chips.”
“Pleased to meet you Chips.”
“Likewise.”
She took off her gloves.
“You prefer Lady Lyndhurst, or Helen?”
“Helen.”
“Like a drink Helen?”
“Port and lemon.”
I brought it back from the bar, where it joined my half of bitter on
the low wooden table. By this time she was seated comfortably on
the well upholstered bench seat which ran along the wall. In fact
Helen was getting to be well upholstered herself, although not
unattractively so. Giving up the regular exercise of dance, and eating
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well, had produced a nicely rounded woman of the type I had a
liking for.
Business first though.
“Anything still outstanding that Billy didn’t deliver?”
She smiled.
“Are you in a position to supply what my husband wishes to
acquire?”
“Depends what it is he wants.”
“He wants what we originally discussed with Billy.”
“Thing is, Billy had quite a number of interests, which he kept
close to his chest.”
She gave me a long look.
“And you’re a close associate of Billy?”
“Close friend.”
“You aren’t fishing by any chance are you?”
“Meaning?”
“Why don’t you know what the deal was?”
“I don’t know the details, but...”
“Not from the press are you?”
“Certainly not.”
“Or the police?”
“No.”
“So what did Billy tell you he was supplying?”
“I know one thing he was giving you.”
“What was that?”
“In the New Georgian Hotel six straight nights in a row.”
“Ah, that.”
She looked me up and down.
“Well of course if you’re in the market for that, maybe we should
have another drink.”
“Coming up.”
I went to the bar and ordered. It gave me some thinking time.
Nothing came up.
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Back at the table I handed her another port and lemon.
“How about if I’m straight with you?’
“I prefer straight, but I think you’ll find I’m pretty flexible.”
“Good to know.”
“But if you were being straight with me, how would you begin?”
“I’m a banjo player too.”
“I like a man with articulate fingers.”
“And the coincidence doesn’t stop there.”
“Really?”
“Ex Merchant Navy.”
“Romance with seamen. You may have heard I like that too.”
“And I used to play in a banjo band.”
“Billy’s Banjo Boys?”
“No. Benny Brand’s Banjo Band.”
“Ah. The rival outfit.”
“Exactly.”
“Suddenly everything becomes clear.”
“I wish it was clear to me.”
“Let me fill you in then. You are upset because your friend is
accused of murder, and you wonder if Billy’s other interests have
contributed to his death in some way.”
“Or more specifically, I wonder if someone else killed him.”
“And if you can find that person your friend will be acquitted.”
“You’re quick.”
“Well it wasn’t me guvnor.”
“Didn’t think it was.”
She didn’t put her gloves back on and leave, but she didn’t
immediately tell me what was going on either. She just sat there.
“What are you thinking?”
“I’m wondering how much trouble I could get into.”
“Didn’t seem to worry you before.”
“Back to ‘that’ again.”
“Seems ‘that’ is a little hobby of yours.”
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“Should have kept business and pleasure separate of course.”
“Hard to do.”
“Sometimes impossible.”
“Want to tell me about it?”
“He had something which was of interest to my husband.”
“Sounds like he had something that was of interest to both of
you.”
She smiled.
“Let me guess. Billy had smuggled goods for sale.”
“Stolen and smuggled from what I understand.”
“Why would your husband be interested in stolen or smuggled
goods. Surely he can buy whatever he wants legitimately.”
“My husband didn’t inherit money. He has to make it.”
“Commodore skipper must earn a fair whack.”
“Nevertheless he likes to maintain the kind of lifestyle to which
he thinks he should be entitled.”
“So this was a business deal?”
“Yes. My husband had the contacts Billy needed.”
“Aristocracy?”
“Indeed.”
“But if they’ve got money why would they buy stolen or
smuggled goods.”
“Sometimes people want things they can’t have.”
“Something they can’t afford?”
“Oh they can afford it all right.”
“So why don’t they just buy it legitimately?”
“Some things there’s only one of.”
“Like what?”
“Paintings.”
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I got in late after my meeting. Ruthie had managed to get some
sausages off the ration. She’d waited for me, so we fried the
sausages in a little butter, while the potatoes boiled. She stood beside
me.
“How did it go with Benny?”
“Badly.”
“Any reason other than he doesn’t want to be in there?”
“Yes.”
I waited.
“He doesn’t think I’ve supported him in the way I should.”
“What way is that?”
“Thinks I should have moved to London, and helped with his
defence. Thinks I should be doing what you’re doing.”
“Not a job for a woman.”
She gave me a long look.
“And what would be a suitable job for a woman?”
“Don’t know. I don’t have any preconceptions about men’s and
women’s jobs, but tackling people who are willing to take a crow bar
to your fingers, or put a bullet in you, seems like a man’s job to me.”
She conceded the point with a nod of her head.
“How was he?”
“Physically?”
“I meant mentally.”
“Argumentative if that means anything.”
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“Probably a good sign.”
“Not as far as I’m concerned.”
“Might mean he hasn’t given in.”
“He never gives in.”
I wasn’t so sure about that. I’d seen him physically worn down
and very depressed after one crossing. The convoy we were in
contained oil tankers. When they were torpedoed a sea of burning oil
was left on the water. The survivors were badly burned, the flesh
often peeling away from their arms as we tried to haul them out of
the water.
Benny was a quartermaster. He once stood at the wheel praying
we didn’t get hit. Suddenly there was an explosion immediately to
his left. He realised the man at the wheel of the burning tanker had
been saying the same prayer only seconds before.
It was a good reason to be depressed, and so was being falsely
accused of murder.
We sat down for a late supper.
“You want to talk about last night?”
“Don’t know that I have anything to say Ruthie.”
“Well I do.”
“Go ahead.”
“It was my fault.”
“I know.”
“I was lonely.”
“Anything else?”
“Wouldn’t have happened with anyone but you.”
“Don’t know if that makes me feel better about it or not.”
“Why are you so...”
She struggled to find the right word.
“Why are you so miserable about it?”
“The situation isn’t exactly ideal.”
“No situation ever is.”
“This seems less ideal than most.”
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“If it’s going to be with me it isn’t going to be simple. It can’t be.
It’s no longer possible for anything concerning me to be easy. If you
want it you have to accept that.”
“Don’t know that I want it.”
“Really?”
“What I want is to love and marry a girl who wants to love and
marry me, and is free to do so.”
“Used to be me.”
“Not anymore though.”
“Would it be different if Benny wasn’t in jail?”
“Of course. Because all three of us could sit down and talk about
it. But it doesn’t mean the outcome would be any different though.”
“Because?”
“I wanted you before, and you let me down, and married Benny.”
“What, so I’m unreliable?”
“No kidding. And it hurt. And I don’t want to hurt like that
again.”
“So you’re scared?”
“That makes it seem trivial.”
“How would you describe it?”
“Dread. I dread what would happen to my heart if you did the
same thing again.”
She just looked at me. The one thing you didn’t get from Ruthie
was reassurance. She never made promises. At least not to me. With
Benny presumably she must have promised to love, honour, and
obey. And look how that turned out.
We took our coffee into the sitting room. I didn’t know what was
going to happen with Ruthie. In fact I didn’t know what was going to
happen that night, never mind in the longer term.
“You want me to stay?”
“To help?”
She thought about it.
“Not in the sense you mean. Moral support maybe.”
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“Sounds more like immoral support.”
She laughed.
“See, I’m comfortable with that.”
“I’m not.”
“You want me to go back to Norfolk?”
“Don’t want that either. Just because I’m not comfortable with it,
doesn’t mean I don’t want it to happen.”
That was as close to a resolution of the problem as we were going
to get.
She changed the subject.
“Did you learn anything from your meeting with Lady
Lyndhurst?”
“I learned she would like to eat me for breakfast.”
“Anything useful I meant?”
“That seemed useful to me.”
She exhaled loudly.
“Seems Billy was selling stolen paintings.”
“He stole paintings?”
“Not as far as I know. They weren’t from England. Some
Merchant Navy pal of his was smuggling them in.”
“From where?’
“Don’t know. The trail seems a little cold.”
“Who was he selling them to?”
“Don’t know that either.”
“What do you know?”
“The friend supplied Billy, who supplied Lord Lyndhurst, who
supplied someone else, probably well to do considering the price. So
I have the two middle links in the chain, but I don’t have the supplier
or the purchaser.”
“And how would that relate to his death?”
I shook my head. We both sat and looked at one another.
“As far as Lady Lyndhurst knows there was no problem with the
deal. Then Billy dies, and no one gets in touch with them. They
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don’t have any other names, so all they can do is wait. When I
phoned she thought I was the contact they were waiting for.”
“Why did she think that?”
“I did contribute a little to that misconception. Seemed a good
way to make her meet me if I pretended to be taking up where Billy
left off.”
“How did she take that?”
“Disappointed. But I explained my interest, and she was
sympathetic.”
“But unable to help.”
“At least I know what was going on, even if I can’t join the dots.
Makes me further ahead than I was at this time yesterday.”
“What do you do next?”
“The thing I want to do least.”
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Back to Davey Haines, one time manager of Billy’s Banjo Boys.
He looked up from his desk as I went in. I could tell he was pleased
to see me.
“Not you again.”
“Same deal as last time.”
“What was that?”
“Forgotten already?”
“Seems so.”
“The deal was, you help me, and I don’t hurt you.”
“You merchant seamen like throwing your weight about don’t
you.”
“Actually I don’t. But you didn’t seem to want to help.”
“Nothing’s changed.”
“What is it Davey? Why don’t you want to clear an innocent
man?”
“I seem to remember we had this conversation last time.”
“That’s right. You think he’s guilty don’t you?”
“Someone killed my client, and I’m not happy about it.”
“Well I’m not happy about it either. But I’m also not happy that
my pal’s in jail.”
“Point where we differ.”
“Nevertheless, while I have respect for a different opinion, that
isn’t going to get in the way of me getting what I want.”
“And what’s that?’
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“Names, addresses and phone numbers.”
“For who?”
“The seven remaining members of Billy’s Banjo Boys.”
“That would be last known addresses would it?”
“It would.”
“Because they’ve been out of work for nearly a month. Some of
them will have moved on.”
“I’ll take my chances.”
He got up wearily out of his chair, and walked across to the only
filing cabinet, by the side wall. After opening the top drawer he
flicked through the files, with his head tilted to one side, trying to
read the contents.
“What do you want with them?”
“Seems Billy was shifting some paintings. Maybe one of them
knew about it.”
“You think that had something to do with what happened?”
“Maybe. Don’t have anywhere else to look.”
“Apart from your pal.”
“Apart from that.”
After a few moments he pulled out a sheaf of papers tied together
with cotton tape. He handed them to me.
“Those are the contracts.”
I untied the tape and had a look. Each contract had a name and
address.”
“What about phone numbers?”
“Don’t need them for contracts.”
“But do you have them?”
He gave a long sigh.
“Read the names out.”
As I read each name he looked in a rolodex on the desk, and
wrote down a number. I copied down the addresses as I went through
them. When I finished he handed me his list.
“They might not be pleased to hear from you.”
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“Maybe not.”
“Might think your pal is responsible.”
“Might do.”
“And might not take too kindly to you trying to get him off.”
“It’s a definite possibility.”
“From memory I think there’s three ex-Army, one Royal Marine
Commando, one Merchant Navy like yourself, and two Air Force.”
“Nothing surprising about that. Most of us were in the war.”
“Might not be as easy to push around as me though.”
He did have a point. And there was no love lost between the rival
banjo bands. Which was why I hadn’t been keen to follow this
particular trail. Not to mention the fact the evidence hadn’t led in
that direction. But this was my last hope.
“Just for the record I don’t want to push anyone around.”
“Doesn’t look that way to me.”
“Maybe we just got off on the wrong foot.”
He gave me a disbelieving look.
“I would have liked a friendly conversation, and a little help
along the way. And that’s what I’ll be trying with them.”
“Good luck.”
“Thanks.”
“You think Billy was in trouble with the paintings?”
“Would have been if the police had got onto it.”
“Apart from them.”
“Don’t have any evidence. Don’t know enough to make a
judgement.”
“Nothing out of place?”
“I spoke to someone who knew about the deal he was going to
make. Didn’t appear to be any problem with it. Everyone involved
seemed happy. Haven’t spoken to the person whose painting was
stolen of course. Always the possibility they weren’t overjoyed.”
I got up to leave. Folded the list he gave me, and put it in my
notebook. I picked up the bundle of contracts and handed them
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across the desk. He took them from me, and put them on top of a pile
of papers. Gave me a long look.
“Not a good situation all round.”
“Can’t help but agree with you.”
I turned and walked towards the door. Just as I was turning the
handle I heard Davey’s voice behind me.
“Don’t you want to ask what I know about it?”
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Back to the Coach and Horses. It was becoming my regular haunt.
The barman recognised me. I went to go up to the first floor bar with
Davey, but there was a mooring rope across the bottom of the stairs.
“What’s this?”
“Weekday lunchtimes we don’t open it. Not enough trade.”
“Can I buy a drink down here, and then go up? We’ve got
business to discuss.”
“Don’t see why not.”
Davey had a pint, and I had a half. I released the clip on the
mooring rope, and then put it back when we’d passed, to stop
anyone following us.
We took my usual table overlooking the corner of Noel Street and
Poland Street. Davey gave me a long hard look before he began to
speak.
“Let me get this off my chest before we start.”
“Fire away.”
“I still think the most likely explanation is that your pal did it.”
“OK”
“But you’ve put just that little bit of doubt in my mind.”
“Sorry. Can’t help seeing it from a different perspective. I have to
do everything I can to find out what happened.”
“I know. I can sort of put myself in your position, in my head.”
“Did you know Benny at all?”
“Can’t say I did. Only know what Billy told me.”
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“Which is what?”
“He took the major split, took the limelight, took it over really,
when it had been a joint enterprise.”
“That would be Billy’s point of view all right.”
“Then when Billy wanted to start out on his own he tried to shut
him down.”
“True. But it wasn’t about Billy having his own banjo band. He
was actually using our act. The arrangements, the patter, the jokes.
Benny thought if Billy wanted to do it he should write his own
material.”
“Didn’t know that.”
“And as for the original band being a joint enterprise, Benny did
all the arrangements, the presentation, got us the bookings, and he
had a presence you know. People came to see him.”
“Yeah he did have that I grant you.”
“The other six of us never had a problem with it. Only Billy. The
rest of us were pleased to be in work.”
He took a sip of his beer. Looked to me like he was thinking of
telling me something. Just thought I’d wait for him to do it. After a
while he began to talk.
“Might have been another reason.”
“For what?”
“Why Billy started his own band.”
“Other than the financial one?”
“Connected. He wanted more money, that was for sure. Drove a
hard bargain with me. But he felt restricted, and he had a need not to
be restricted”
“Restricted by what?”
“Tour dates. Always having to be where Benny wanted, when
Benny wanted.”
“We were contracted to Moss Empires. We didn’t have much
choice. Benny didn’t have much choice. It’s a rota.”
“I know. Nevertheless he wanted a little flexibility.”
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“Did he get that?”
“I got it for him.”
“Really?”
“You ever check that schedule I gave you?”
“Got the last booking off it. Victoria Palace. Started there.
Haven’t looked at it since.”
“Check it out. He was two weeks on, one week off.”
“Why?”
“Had that sideline going. The one you unearthed.”
“Paintings?”
“And the rest.”
“The rest of what?”
“Drawings, paintings, sculpture, ceramics, artefacts,
memorabilia.”
“Sounds like a business.”
“It was. My guess is he made a lot more than he did from playing
the banjo.”
“Why carry on with the band then?”
“Liked it for one thing. And show business is pretty much unique
in terms of access to good looking pussy.”
“Almost poetry Davey.”
He grinned.
“Plus another more practical reason.”
“What’s that?”
“Always good to have a legitimate source of income. Stops
anyone looking at you too closely.”
“Any idea where he got the paintings?”
“None.”
“Not even a suspicion?”
“I can put two and two together.”
“Go on then.”
“You said they were imported.”
“What I’ve been told.”
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“And he used to spend a lot of time in Southampton when he had
a week off.”
“You know that how?”
“Got an address and phone for him. In case there was a change in
the schedule, or a new booking.”
We looked at one another for a moment.
“So. Coming in through Southampton docks.”
“Could be.”
“Got that address for me?”
“I just want to say one thing first. And I want you to think about
it.”
“OK. The floor is yours.”
“Billy might not have been what you’d call a straight arrow. And
he was certainly mixed up in something. But so far you haven’t
made a connection with his death. So far, the only evidence, points
to Benny.”
“Circumstantial evidence.”
“Granted. But he did have a motive.”
“Can’t argue with you. In the end it comes down to knowing him.
I sailed with him for nearly ten years, before the war, and during the
war. Can’t say he’s a saint. He could kill someone in a fight maybe.
Can’t see him contracting it out though.”
I handed him my notebook. He wrote down the address.
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Mike Renbourn was as good as his word. I got to the office at
four, and he was just back from court. The secretary remembered
me, and showed me straight through. Mike got up to shake my hand.
“Sit.”
“Thanks.”
“What can I do for you?”
“Might have to go to Southampton.”
“Trip related to the case?”
“Yes.”
I told him what I knew.
“Still no one with a motive to kill Billy then?”
“No.”
“Pity. The trial starts next week.”
“Bit soon isn’t it?”
“Justice is swift in this country. Once they charge you it’s off to
the magistrate’s court within a couple of days, and then the assizes
generally in about a month. I once had a murder trial which began
three weeks to the day after the crime was committed.”
“Do we have a barrister?”
“Defending counsel will be Graham Melville-White.”
“Any good?”
“Yes. Worked with him before. Good at putting doubts in the
mind of the jury. And since it has to be beyond a reasonable doubt
that’s a good thing. Problem is, he doesn’t have much to work with.”
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“He must have something. It’s all circumstantial.”
“As far as we know.”
“Don’t they have to give you sight of their evidence?”
“Always a few surprises unfortunately.”
“How long does a trial like this normally last?”
“Amount of evidence we have to get through at the moment I
would guess two or three days.”
“Jesus. Is that all?”
“Plus any time the jury needs for deliberation.”
“Which would take them...?”
“Half a day or less.”
“They would convict someone of murder in a few hours?”
“Once had a case go against me in forty minutes.”
“Will I be called?”
“Not by us, and you aren’t on the current prosecution list.”
“Why?”
“What could you say? Only that the dispute between the bands
was a reality, which doesn’t help us. And the prosecution have more
than enough evidence to prove that already. Your certainty regarding
Benny’s innocence isn’t evidence unfortunately.”
“Anything I can do?”
“Keep looking. A realistic alternative suspect, with a little
supporting evidence, would almost certainly result in an acquittal.”
“Nowhere near that yet.”
“This is harder for you than it is for me, but I find good results
come from doing the best you can, without becoming personally
involved. Makes you more professional, and also protects you from
the worst of it if things don’t turn out well.”
“Can’t get close to that I’m afraid.”
“No. Don’t suppose you can.”
“I’ve known him a long time.”
He nodded, and we sat in silence for a few seconds.
“Got enough cash?”
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“I’m halfway to being bankrupt, but not there yet.”
“Can’t get any work now the band isn’t playing I suppose.”
“Haven’t tried.”
“Benny’s got money if you need it, and he’s given me power of
attorney. Having you on this is definitely in his best interests, so I
don’t have any problem covering your expenses.”
“If I need it I’ll let you know.”
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The eight-forty to Southampton from Waterloo was late leaving.
If I’d known I could have had another half hour’s sleep. Talking of
which, Ruthie decided to stay and keep the bed warm. She wasn’t
one for an early start.
Billy’s house turned out to be a small semi in Florence Road, on
the east side of the Itchen, less than a mile from the docks. It looked
lived in. My guess was that it hadn’t belonged to Billy, but I didn’t
know what the story was. If I knocked on the door, I wasn’t sure
what to say. No point in putting it off though. I was pretty certain
something would come to me.
It was nearly lunchtime when I walked up the path. Suddenly I
became aware of someone watching me. I could just make out the
form of a woman through the net curtains. As I got closer she moved
away from the window. By the time I got to the front door I could
see a figure moving down the hall towards me through the pebbled
glass.
A moment or two later the door opened. A middle aged woman in
a housecoat looked at me. Not Billy’s type was my guess.
“Are you here about the ad in the paper?”
I must have looked puzzled.
“For the room?”
“No.”
“What can I do for you?”
“My name’s Bob Rafferty. I was a friend of Billy Ray.”
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“Oh.”
She didn’t seem sure what to say.
“Could I talk to you?”
She looked me up and down, and then nodded.
“You’d better come in then.”
She headed down the hall, and into the front room. I followed.
The place didn’t look as if it had been decorated in a while. Although
the paint wasn’t exactly peeling, everything looked a little tired. And
someone obviously smoked. You could tell by the smell, and the
brown tinge to the wallpaper.
We sat there looking at one another. I wasn’t sure what the
arrangement with Billy had been, so I was thinking about how to put
my question. But she spoke first.
“Had you been friends with Billy for a long time Mr Rafferty?”
“Since before the war.”
She lowered her head for a moment, and then looked up at me.
“I was so sad when I read about it in the papers.”
“Had he been here long?”
“Eight months.”
“What was your relationship with Billy?”
“Relationship?”
“Yes.”
“I was his landlady. We got to be friends of course. He would
come down to the lounge and talk to me when he was around.”
“Do you mind if I ask your name?”
“Mrs Richardson.”
“Is there a Mr Richardson?”
“Killed in France I’m afraid.”
“I’m sorry.”
“He never should have been called up. He was too old for that
sort of thing. But eventually they got round to him.”
“So now you let rooms?”
“Only way to make ends meet.”
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“And Billy had a room?”
“He did. He was only here one week in three, but he paid for it
like he was here all the time, and I wasn’t to let anyone else in.”
“Is it let now?”
“Not yet. I advertised it. That’s what I thought you were here for.”
“Mind if I look at it?”
“If you want.”
We climbed the stairs to the first floor. Billy’s room was at the
end of the landing, next to the bathroom. She opened the door. Inside
was a bed, wardrobe, dressing table, chest of drawers, and an easy
chair. The room was big enough to live in, but not exactly luxurious.
“Did he have a girlfriend?”
“I believe so.”
“Did he bring her back here?”
“I don’t allow it.”
“I meant just for tea or whatever.”
“Never met her.”
“I’d like to find her if I could.”
“Can’t help you I’m afraid.”
“Nothing that he might have mentioned?”
She thought about it.
“I think she worked in a club, but I don’t remember him saying
which one.”
“What sort of club?”
“Gentlemen’s club I suppose.”
“Never mentioned her name?”
“Pat I think.”
I wandered over to the chest of drawers.
“May I?”
“Be my guest, but they’re all empty.”
I opened a couple. They’d been cleaned out.
“Same with the wardrobe?”
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“Same with everything. He did leave some stuff in the shed
though. I thought someone would come and collect it, but no one
did.”
“What about the police?”
“Haven’t seen them.”
This just confirmed my suspicion that they were looking into
Benny, and couldn’t be bothered to look into anything else. If I
didn’t do it, no one would.
“Any chance I could have a look at the things he left?”
“I don’t see why not.”
She took me down the stairs, and out to the back of the house. In
the corner of the garden, near the back fence, was a small shed. She
took off the padlock, pulled the bolt, and opened the door.
Inside, amongst the gardening tools, were four substantial
cardboard boxes, stacked and neatly tied with string.
“Did you pack up his things?”
“Wasn’t anything to pack. He took his personal things away with
him every time he went back to London.”
“So what’s in the boxes?”
“Don’t know. A few days before he left, he asked if I had
somewhere he could leave a few things. I said he could put them in
the shed.”
“So they were boxed up like this when he put them in here?”
“Yes.”
She shook her head.
“And now I don’t know what to do with them.”
“Next of kin are probably his parents.”
“How am I meant to get in touch with them?”
“I know his agent, he could probably sort it out.”
There was no way I was giving them to Davey Haines though.
My priority was to get them out of there and see what was in them.
“May I see how heavy they are?”
“Of course.”
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They weren’t exactly light. Carrying one at a time was about as
much as I could manage.
“Do you want me to take them back to London with me?”
“Could you? I’d be ever so grateful.”
“I’d need to call a taxi.”
“You can use the phone in the house if you want.”
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Once I was loaded up I had the problem of where to go. I didn’t
want to take the boxes back to London, and then discover there was
something in them which required further investigation in
Southampton.
“Where to pal?”
“Know a cheap hotel which won’t mind me lugging this lot in?”
“You’re in luck.”
“Why’s that?”
“Friend of mine runs a little boarding house at Lee on the Solent.
That do you?”
“Might just be for one night.”
“This time of year I reckon he’d let you have it for fifteen minutes
if that was all you wanted.”
He whisked me about five miles down to Montserrat Road, just
behind Marine Parade. Buzzing in the summer no doubt, but not so
busy in November.
His friend was relaxed about the boxes, and helped us unload. Ten
minutes later I was in my room, the boxes laid out on the floor, a
welcome cup of tea in my hand, and a sandwich on the way.
I sat and looked at them for a while. No guarantee they were
going to tell me anything. There was a knock on the door. The lady
of the house arrived with my sandwich.
“Egg mayonnaise. Hope it’s the way you like it.”
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She was pretty. And young. Maybe they were just starting out in
business.
“I haven’t eaten since six this morning. So whatever way it is will
be fine.”
She looked at the boxes.
“You don’t travel light.”
“Not this time.”
“What’s in them?”
“Don’t know.”
She looked surprised.
“A friend of mine died. This is what he left at the boarding house
where he stayed. I’m just getting them back to London.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Me too actually.”
That was the first time it really hit me. I’d been so wound up over
Benny’s arrest, that I hadn’t stopped to think about Billy. I’d sailed
with him, been in the band with him, been drinking with him, and
found him good company. We’d fallen out over the split, but I never
would have wanted to see him dead. And now this was all that was
left of him. Four neatly tied up boxes, sitting on the floor of a rented
room on the south coast.
After she left I ate my sandwich, drank my tea, and continued to
look at what was left of Billy’s life.
In the end there was nothing for it. I was going to have to open
one.
The first box I opened appeared to be full of clothes. But when I
removed a couple of shirts from the top I came across a small
Telefunken radio. The clothes had been carefully arranged all round
it for protection. The shirts were well worn, and underneath was an
old pair of dungarees of the type we used on board ship. I presumed
the radio was for entertainment when he was in his room in
Southampton, and was too big to carry backwards and forwards from
London.
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However the second box contained another radio, identical to the
first, also protected by old clothes. I had a quick look in the other
two boxes, and found the same thing. It wasn’t what I was expecting,
but I could see what was going on. It looked as if Billy was
smuggling anything which would make him a little money.
I pulled each radio out and looked at the label on the back. The
serial numbers were sequential. My guess was that they’d been
stolen from the factory or the wholesaler, and shipped out of
Germany.
Not a bad plan. There was probably far less chance of being
caught if you didn’t sell the stolen goods in the country of origin. I
couldn’t see the British police contacting their German counterparts
over a radio which might or might not have been stolen.
Prices for such things in Britain were high. Everything was
rationed. And at that point there was no end in sight.
As I was repacking the radios I noticed another slim package,
wrapped in brown paper, and protected front and back by two pieces
of hardboard. It had been slipped vertically down the side of one
box. When I tore off the paper I found a small print, maybe eight by
twelve, in a narrow frame.
It wasn’t much of a picture. A small group of people were
squeezed together in the centre. Each face was well drawn, but the
depiction of other details, hands and bodies, was childlike. The
signature was just a single word. Looked like Beckmann, but I
couldn’t be sure. And anyway it meant nothing to me.
On the back was a label. Miller’s Antiquarian Books, Carlton
Place, Southampton.
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Carlton Place was a narrow street, with a row of small shops on
the south side. It was old fashioned even in 1948. Miller’s
Antiquarian Books was at the far end, furthest away from the main
road. By the look of the frontage, it was two shops knocked into one.
Two big windows stood either side of a glazed door, through which I
could see shelves of books.
Inside it was bigger than I expected. The shelves weren’t too
close together, and the walls at either end were covered in oils,
watercolours, and prints. Each with a small price ticket wedged into
the bottom right hand corner of the frame.
I went over to have a closer look. Can’t say they were to my taste.
An elderly man appeared. Neatly dressed. Tweed suit, waistcoat, a
tie with a crest on it, which I didn’t recognise, and well polished
black uniform shoes.
“Anything of interest sir?”
“Maybe, but I have to confess, I don’t know much about art.”
“Just have to know what you like.”
“I suppose so.”
I continued to look, and he continued to hover. As I moved from
one painting to the next, he kept about two paces back. Perhaps I
looked as if I was going to steal something. More than likely I
looked as if I couldn’t afford anything in the shop. I could
understand why he was being careful.
“I’m not really in the market to buy anything.”
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“Pity.”
“But I might be in a position to sell.”
“I’m afraid I don’t buy paintings sir.”
“You must get them from somewhere.”
He smiled.
“Not from people who walk in off the street.”
“Not even for something special?”
“Provenance is everything sir.”
“Provenance?”
“The history of the painting. Who bought it from the artist, who it
was sold to and when. Each transaction carefully recorded, receipts
kept, that kind of thing.”
“What if there was no provenance?”
“Could you authenticate it sir?”
“I couldn’t. But I’m guessing you might be able to.”
He smiled again.
“And how did you come by the painting sir.”
“It’s a print actually, and it was left to me by a friend who died
recently.”
“And there were no records in your friend’s papers to show how
he acquired it.”
“I can guess how he acquired it, and no there wouldn’t be any
papers.”
“May I be so bold as to ask if you suspect the print was stolen
sir?”
“It’s certainly a possibility.”
“Not something I would be interested in I’m afraid.”
“Wasn’t stolen in England though.”
He looked thoughtful.
“Who is the print by sir?”
“Difficult to make out the signature, but it looks like Beckmann.”
Suddenly he looked pale.
“Beckmann?”
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“I’m no expert, but it looks that way.”
He wasn’t sure what to do. I guessed the print was rare, and he
knew exactly which one I was talking about.
“Would you like to come to the office and discuss it sir?”
“Certainly.”
He led me through to the back of the shop, and up a little iron
spiral staircase. There were a couple of chairs and a desk. The place
was covered with piles of paper. He badly needed a secretary. I let
him get comfortable, before asking the killer question.
“Did you know Billy Ray was dead?”
He nodded. Nervous I would say.
“Do you know who killed him?”
This time he shook his head.
“Make a guess.”
“You?”
“Try again.”
“I really don’t know.”
“Pity, because I’ve got a print which I’m sure was stolen, and it’s
got your label on the back. If I don’t get any answers, I’m sure the
police will.”
“What do you want to know?”
“Ultimately I want to know who killed Billy. But I’ll take any
information which might lead in that direction.”
“I don’t know how I can help.”
“You can start by telling me where the print came from.”
“I don’t see what that’s got to do with it.”
“Well let me tell you what I think. I believe the print was
imported through Southampton docks. I think some Merchant Navy
pal of Billy supplies it, and then Billy sells it through you. That
means you’re looking at hard time, and you don’t look the type who
could take it. So you have a choice. Tell me what’s going on, or tell
the police.”
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He just sat there. It clearly wasn’t a choice he relished. Maybe he
was frightened of the same people who so obviously had an issue
with Billy.
“Let’s start with what you must know. Billy brought the print in,
right?”
“No.”
“Who brought you the print?”
“A friend of Billy’s.”
“Merchant seaman?”
“Yes.”
“So it was imported?”
“Yes.”
“When?”
“Two maybe three months ago.”
“Then what happened?”
“It was imported between the pages of a large book. So it had to
be framed.”
“Then?”
“I find the historical details of the print as best I can, and we
make up a history.”
“Provenance.”
“In a way.”
“Forged documents?”
“Not exactly.”
“Why don’t you tell me exactly?”
“Because of the war, and the age of the print, we don’t have to be
too specific.”
“So once it’s framed, and you’ve made up the history, you sell it
for Billy?”
“No. Billy sells it.”
“Had your label on it though.”
“Makes it easier to sell. He says he picked it up on the south
coast, and I deflect any queries.”
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“So he’s using your good name.”
“I don’t think it fools anyone.”
“Meaning?”
“The buyer won’t be in any doubt that it’s not exactly a legitimate
sale. I provide useful cover in the event of a problem.”
“So if the police get involved the trail leads to you, and you have
some cock and bull story which gets everyone off the hook.”
“Untested thank God, but yes. The client is unlikely to be charged
with handling stolen goods if he seems to have bought it in good
faith from a legitimate source.”
“So the only person who’s going to jail is you?”
“One hopes not. I would endeavour to convince the police, or at
worst a jury, that I have been taken in by a man who will prove not
to exist should enquires progress that far.”
“And what do you get for taking the risk?”
“One third of the net profits.”
“Substantial?”
“Oh yes.”
“And who else benefits?”
“Billy and his Merchant Navy friend.”
“One third of the sale price each?”
“No. Billy’s friend has to buy the prints in Wilhelmshaven. We
deduct the purchase price from the sale price and split the profit
three ways.”
“Are the prints stolen?”
“Depends on your definition of stolen.”
“Never thought I’d need to define that.”
“How much do you know about the Degenerate Art Exhibition in
Munich in 1937?”
“Never heard of it.”
“Despite his reputation as a painter Herr Hitler did not like
modern art. He confiscated Futurist, Cubist, and Dadaist works from
museums and galleries. Then after exhibiting them as degenerate art,
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and unsuccessfully trying to sell them to raise foreign currency, he
decided to burn some of them. And on 20th March 1939, in the
courtyard of the Berlin Fire Department, five thousand works of art
were allegedly destroyed.”
“Allegedly?”
“It seems many of the works were saved. Shortly afterwards the
Basel Museum arrived with fifty thousand Swiss francs to spend,
and art lovers from across the world attempted to buy as many as
possible to save them from any future conflagration.”
“And your prints?”
“The dealers who organised the fire, saved perhaps over a
thousand paintings for themselves. Since these works had in theory
been destroyed, they were effectively free to sell them for personal
gain. Billy’s friend has a contact in Wilhelmshaven. We bring them
out a few at a time.”
“Nice work if you can get it.”
“It was.”
“And now?”
“Billy had the right contacts.”
“Who were?”
“Rich.”
“Dried up?”
“Unavailable to me, since he kept them pretty close to his chest.”
“And his Merchant Navy friend?”
“In the same boat so to speak.”
We sat there for a moment or two. No water in the well.
“Maybe we can help one another.”
“How does that work Mr...?”
“Rafferty. Robert Rafferty.”
“Colin Miller.”
“Well Mr Miller. I would like to meet Billy’s Merchant Navy pal,
and you would probably like to meet Billy’s rich contact. Perhaps
both those things could be arranged.”
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He smiled.
“I don’t have a problem with that.”
“Looks like we have a deal.”
“A pleasure doing business with you.”
“Just one more thing though. Were you ever aware of any friction
between Billy and his pal?”
“Not that I know of. Everything worked like clockwork up until
Billy’s unfortunate demise. Business was always conducted in the
most amicable manner.”
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Either I had the luck of the Irish, or someone up there was
looking after me. Billy’s friend was in port.
That afternoon I went down to the seaman’s mission. Not the first
time I’d used their services, but the first time in Southampton. The
chaplain wasn’t available, but there was a lady at the door who
seemed to be in charge.
“I’m looking for Heinrich Langsfeld.”
“Deep sea or coastal?”
“Deep sea. Sails out of Wilhelmshaven.”
“Can’t say I know him, but there is a German vessel in the new
docks.”
“The new docks?”
She smiled.
“I still call them that. Even though they were built fourteen years
ago. Proper name is the Western Docks.”
“Thanks. Know the name of the ship?”
“Not a clue.”
It was a long walk. After I got there I wandered along the quay,
looking at the names of the ships. Nothing struck me as German.
While I was on my way back I heard German voices on deck. I
shouted up to the sailor on gang plank duty.
“Heinrich Langsfeld on board?”
“Who wants to know?”
“Bob Rafferty. I know a friend of his.”
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“Who’s the friend?”
“Billy Ray. I might be the bearer of bad news. Billy died a month
ago.”
The sailor looked serious.
“I’m sorry. You wait there.”
He disappeared for a couple of minutes. Then he came back to his
post.
“Someone will fetch him.”
I couldn’t help wondering if I was about to meet Billy’s killer.
Two merchant seamen having an argument wasn’t hard to imagine.
That and the fact he was German. And I had nothing else.
A few minutes later a tall light haired man came down the gang
plank towards me. Had a thick German accent as you might expect,
but his English was good.
“Bob Rafferty?”
“Yes.”
“Do not worry. I know already.”
I faked a sigh of relief.
“Anywhere we can talk?”
“Perhaps the traditional place.”
I didn’t know Southampton, but it wasn’t hard to find the first pub
on the dock road. Seemed like a good choice. I didn’t want to have
the conversation on board a German ship, and I didn’t want to be
alone with him.
The bar was crowded with sailors, but there were a few spare
tables near the edges of the room. I bought two pints. We sat down.
Weighed each other up.
“Any idea why I’m here?”
“Perhaps you will tell me.”
“A friend of mine is in jail accused of Billy’s murder. I don’t
think he did it, so I’m trying to find out what was going on.”
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He looked concerned, but not worried. Fine distinction maybe,
but he didn’t look like a man who would be frightened of anything. I
filled him in on what I knew.
“You will repeat what I say to the police?”
“Good question. Not sure I know the answer. But let’s put it this
way, I’m only interested in who killed Billy. All I would pass on
would be anything directly related to that.”
“I cannot help you with that. My information is, what you would
say, peripheral.”
“But implicates you in other illegal acts?”
“Of course.”
I decided to play the comrades in arms card.
“You know Benny? My friend who’s been accused? He was a
merchant seaman too.”
“I did not know that.”
Seemed best to give him a little thinking time. I got up and went
to the gents. When I came back he seemed to have made a decision.
“There is something that has been wrong. And I cannot say of the
relative importance or not. But I think I should tell you.”
German sentence construction left a lot to be desired.
“There has been some disagreement between me and Billy and
the bookseller Mr Miller. They take minor risk, and I take major risk,
and yet we have equal shares.”
“How come you take more risks?”
“I take risks at dock gates in Wilhelmshaven, and again in
Southampton, and not just with drawings or prints, which are easy to
smuggle in books.”
“What other risks?”
“The art dealer requires to be paid in hard currency of pounds or
dollars. I have to smuggle pounds to Germany and this is more
serious offence than smuggling a drawing I think.”
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At the time currency restrictions were in place, and it was illegal
to take more than ten pounds out of the country. So he was probably
right about the seriousness of the offence.
“This argument result in anything physical?”
“Of course not.”
“Of course not? I had some arguments on board ship. Quite a few
were resolved physically.”
He smiled.
“It was a negotiation. Just business.”
“Come to any conclusion?”
“They needed me. A deal would have been struck.”
“Would have been?”
“At some point after I raise this, Billy was killed.”
“And you think this had something to do with his death?”
“No. But he had tried to make bigger deal.”
“Bigger how?”
“He wants more valuable work to sell. So there will be more to go
around.”
“Did that come to anything?”
“I find a very good print by Max Beckmann, and I tell Billy. He
speaks to his contact. They say they are interested.”
“And you obtained the print?”
“Yes. But they drive hard bargain. My supplier was not
particularly happy. This print is very rare, by an artist with an
international reputation, who is now living in America. Because of
the origin of this work I know it cannot perhaps be sold through
conventional means, but even so I think they were not offering a
substantial enough price.”
“Your supplier could have pulled out.”
“He could, but I think he prefers, how you say, a bird in the
hand.”
“And this was a problem?”
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“Yes. I raise this issue with Billy, and it is a cause of some
friction. He thinks it is my job to get prints at low prices, but I think
we have to be realistic if we want suppliers to deal with us.”
“How was that resolved?”
“It was unresolved at the time of his death.”
“Think it’s connected?”
“I could not think how.”
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The first day of the trial was on a rainy Monday in the last week
of November. I don’t know how cases were allocated in London,
whether it was seriousness of crime, or celebrity of the accused, but
we were in number one court at the Old Bailey. The combination of
show business murder, with popular banjo playing defendant,
probably meant we scored highly on all counts.
Ruthie and I queued early, and got seats in the public gallery. She
was nervous. Strangely I felt a sense of excitement. Having failed to
unearth the real killer, I knew things would be tough. But I was in
some ways looking forward to seeing our barrister take the
prosecution apart, and make mincemeat of their circumstantial
evidence.
It was pure theatre. Arrival of the legal teams. Benny led up from
the cells. Entry of the judge.
The jury was selected in less time than it would have taken my
father to choose a dog. No one was challenged. They were asked if
they knew anyone involved in the case, which they didn’t, and then
they were sworn in.
Mike Renbourn and Graham Melville-White just sat and watched.
The prosecution counsel, Mr Robertson Fester Cross, apparently not
hyphenated, began speaking. He introduced himself to the jury, also
introduced the defence counsel, and explained his role in the
proceedings. Then he began to summarise his case. It didn’t exactly
come as a surprise.
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However when I heard the story told by a skilled Queen’s
Counsel, it took on a plausibility which made me a little concerned.
More worrying was the first witness.
“Would you state your name please?”
“Brian Plummer.”
“And what is your relation to the deceased?”
“We were in the same band together.”
“And before that?”
“During the war I was in the Royal Navy.”
“You sailed together?”
“No. Billy was in the Merchant Navy.”
“And how did you meet?”
“Through a mutual friend. We all played a bit. Music like.”
“And what happened when you left the Royal Navy?”
“I was unemployed.”
“Did you keep in touch with Mr Ray?”
“I did.”
“What form did this contact take.”
“I wrote to him from time to time. Sometimes met him for a drink
if he was playing in London.”
“You were friends.”
“Yes.”
“Separated by circumstances.”
“He was touring the Moss Empires.”
“In whose band?”
“Benny Brand.”
“And did he express any feelings to you about his time with Mr
Brand?”
“He wasn’t happy.”
“Why?”
“The split.”
“The division of the revenue?”
“Yes. He thought Benny was taking more than his share.”
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“And what to your knowledge did he do about this?”
“He left and begun his own band.”
“And asked you to join him?”
“Yes.”
“Because you are a skilled banjo player?”
“I’m a mandolin player really. Learned from old Phebal Wright
records I got when we were in the States, but I can knock out a tune
on a banjo given half a chance.”
“Quite. Do you know what reaction Mr Brand had to this new
rival?”
“He didn’t like it.”
“How do you know this?”
“I saw legal letters. Threatening Billy with court if he carried on.”
“I refer you to prosecution exhibit number one my lord.”
Lord Justice Melbury made a cursory examination of the letter
which was then passed to the clerk of the court.
“Was Mr Brand’s dissatisfaction apparent in any other way?”
“There was a fight.”
“Where did this fight take place?”
“In the living room of Mrs Pearson’s boarding house in Dalston”
“A theatrical landlady.”
“Very theatrical.”
There was some laughter from the gallery. Lord Justice Melbury
gave the witness a long look.
“Perhaps you could tell us in your own words what happened.”
“Benny turns up just after lunchtime. Tells Billy to stop copying
his act. Billy tells him there’s no copyright on a banjo band, and
Benny says there’s definitely copyright in what he’s written.”
“You mean the script?”
“The patter and the arrangements.”
“Please continue.”
“Billy says he’ll have a job proving that in court. Benny says
Billy mightn’t live long enough for it to come to court. Billy said
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he’d do Benny before Benny did him. Then there was an exchange
of seaman like language, followed by some crockery being broken,
followed by the police turning up.”
“And, just to be clear about this, you actually heard Mr Brand
threaten the life of the deceased?”
“I didn’t know if he meant it...”
“I didn’t ask you if he meant it, I asked you if he said it.”
“He did.”
“You heard him clearly threaten to kill Mr Ray?”
“Yes sir.”
After a moment or two Melville-White stood up to do the cross
examination.
“Mr Plummer, you say my client threatened Mr Ray?”
“I do.”
“Can I ask you to repeat exactly the words used by Mr Brand in
this regard?”
“He said, ‘You might not live long enough for it to come to court
you bastard.’”
“Would you be able to determine Mr Plummer, from the tone of
voice, and attitude at the time, the difference between say, an
inference, an implied threat, and a direct threat?”
“I would say it was an implied threat.”
“And how would you define an implied threat?”
Poor old Brian suddenly looked a bit at sea. Or at least as if he
wished he was back at sea.
“I would define it as just something you say without meaning to
carry it out.”
“That may not be the strict dictionary definition Mr Plummer, but
that is how you took the statement at the time is it? You did not
believe Mr Brand intended to act on those words.”
“No sir. No one was more surprised than I was when Billy turned
up dead. I never thought Benny would actually go and do it.”
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Melville-White turned away from the jury and momentarily
closed his eyes. Robertson Fester Cross turned to his associate and
winked.
By lunch the prosecution had worked its way through most of
Billy’s Banjo Boys, and they all told a very similar story. It was
depressing, but it didn’t exactly prove anything. Several of them
heard the threat, no one knew anything more than that.
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I made the lunchtime call from a phone box a few streets away.
After a few rings the phone was answered by the same female voice
as last time.
“Lord and Lady Lyndhurst’s residence.”
“Could I speak to Lord Lyndhurst please?”
“Just a moment sir.”
It was the usual routine. After a decent interval she came to the
phone.
“Lord Lyndhurst is out. This is Lady Lyndhurst.”
“This is Bob Rafferty.”
“Hello Mr Rafferty. What can I do for you?”
“I think we should talk.”
“Again?”
“Yes.”
“Have you something more to offer than you had last time?”
“Depends on your point of view.”
“I think you know my point of view.”
“I’ve got a proposition for you.”
“Now you’re teasing me.”
“Seriously.”
“What brought about the change of heart?”
“A little trip I made to Southampton.”
“Mm, how mysterious. Does this reflect a change of
circumstances in your personal life?”
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“Not exactly.”
“Where do you want to meet?”
“Same place as before.”
“Time?”
“Eight.”
“I can manage that. Do you want me to book a room nearby?”
“I’ll take care of anything else that might be required. But you
should hear what I have to say first.”
“The mystery deepens.”
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After lunch the prosecution called Jack Rye. Ruthie and I looked
at one another. Mike Renbourn and Melville-White seemed relaxed
about it. As if they knew what was coming.
Robertson Fester Cross got up to begin questioning the witness.
“Mr Rye, could you explain your connection to the accused.”
“I was in his band.”
“Benny Brand’s Banjo Band.”
“Yes sir.”
“And how would you describe your role in the band?”
“I was the bass player.”
“So you don’t actually play the banjo?”
“I can do, but I played bass when we were performing.”
“And did you have any other role?”
“I helped with the musical arrangements, and I used to look after
the money.”
“You did the accounts?”
“Not exactly. The accountant did that. I used to have the petty
cash when we were touring.”
“And that would involve what?”
“Dealing with any problem that could be solved with folding
money.”
“Could you give us an example?”
“We might need to pay the landlady to get a little meat off the
ration.”
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Someone laughed out loud in the gallery. Lord Justice Melbury
held up his hand to halt proceedings, and gave the perpetrator a stern
look.
“Although this trial must inevitably entail some degree of
entertainment for the casual observer, involving as it does,
investigation of the show business lifestyle, I will tolerate no further
outbursts from the gallery.”
He indicated with his hand that Fester Cross should continue.
“So Mr Rye, given your involvement with writing the
arrangements, and the general administration, would you describe
yourself as Mr Brand’s right hand man?”
“I would.”
This was a matter of some annoyance to me. Because if anyone
was Benny’s right hand man it was me. Jack had been given a job to
do. But he wasn’t officer material. Never had been and never would
be.
“Could you describe what happened on the night of October 10th
this year.”
“We were in Reading. It was the second night in a week’s run.
After the show Benny and I went to the Star and Garter for a quick
one before going back to the digs.”
“Was anyone else present?”
“Some of the boys were there, but Benny and me was discussing
things in the corner. The rest of them were at the bar.”
“And you were approached by a stranger were you not?”
“Yes. This chap comes up and asks about Benny’s finger.”
“Perhaps you could explain the situation regarding Mr Brand’s
finger.”
“A couple of days before two blokes in trench coats burst into
Benny’s dressing room and clouted his fingers with a crow bar.
According to the doctor they broke one finger and bruised the others.
Benny had been playing with one finger in a splint, and made a joke
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of it during the show. In fact we’d just done a new number called
Broken Finger Blues.”
“And what was the nature of this man’s enquiry?”
“He asked who’d done it.”
“And what did you say?”
“I didn’t say nothing, but Benny said he thought it was a warning
from a rival band.”
“Meaning Billy’s Banjo Boys.”
“Yes. That was who we thought was behind it.”
“Please continue.”
“The man said you wouldn’t get away with something like that in
the forces. Benny said we was ex merchant seaman, and he wouldn’t
get away with it with us neither.”
“Meaning Billy?”
“Yes.”
“And did the man make a suggestion?”
“He said we should get someone else to take care of it, so it
wouldn’t lead back to us.”
“What was Mr Brand’s response?”
“He said the only way to deal with it was to kill the bastard.”
“Meaning Mr Ray.”
“Yes. Because otherwise it was just tit for tat and it could go on
for years. He said if you cut the tail off a dog it just turns round and
bites you. If you cut the head off that’s the end of the whole thing.”
“And the gentleman’s response?”
“He said it could be done.”
“What was Mr Brand’s reaction to that?”
“He laughed and asked me how much we had in petty cash.”
“Did anything else transpire?”
“The man said he was serious. He took out a pen, wrote his
number on a beer mat, and said to Benny, ‘You want it done, give me
a call.’”
“And what if anything did Mr Brand do with that beer mat?”
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“He put it in his pocket.”
“Did you discuss the matter further?”
“No.”
Robertson Fester Cross sat down. Melville-White briefly
consulted with Mike Renbourn, and then got up to begin the cross
examination. He walked across to the jury, and then turned swiftly
towards the witness.
“Just one question Mr Rye. Did you at any time see or hear
anything that would lead you to believe Mr Brand contracted this
man to kill Mr Ray?”
“No sir.”
“Thank you Mr Rye.”
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That night, in the upstairs bar of the Coach and Horses, I heard
the familiar sound of high heels on the wooden stairs. A moment or
two later Lady Lyndhurst came through the door. She spotted me in
the corner, and walked across. By the time she arrived I was on my
feet.
“Port and lemon?”
She gave me a long look. Like someone sizing up a steak before
cutting a piece off and savouring the taste of the flesh.
“Maybe I’ll have something stronger.”
“Like?”
“See if they’ve got a good brandy.”
“Double?”
She smiled.
“I like a man who doesn’t waste time.”
“Does this stuff actually work for you?”
“It amuses me. Might not amuse anyone else, but then who
cares.”
I bought her the best brandy they had, at least according to the
barman, and took it across to the table. She took a small sip.
“How is it?”
“Not bad actually.”
She drank a little more.
“Now what kind of proposition do you have for me?”
“Still want to get your hands on that Beckmann print?”

139

She looked a little taken aback, because she’d never mentioned
the work or the artist. In fact she’d said Billy was supplying a
painting.
“You have it?”
“Might be able to supply it.”
“You realise my husband has already parted with a considerable
sum of money as a deposit, to enable it to be sourced.”
“Not to me.”
Now there was a hard look in her eye. Maybe she’d mistaken me
for someone else.
“I think this is something you would have to discuss with him.”
“Not impossible. But last time I met him he didn’t indicate any
inclination to be in the same room with me again.”
“Let me make a call.”
She got up from the table, and walked over to the bar. The barman
came straight over to her. She had that effect on people.
“Could I use your phone please. It’s an emergency.”
“Of course.”
He handed it over. If it had been me he would have told me to
find the nearest phone box.
I could only hear one side of the conversation.
“It’s Helen. You know that man you met in the Merchant Navy
Club? Of course not. I haven’t touched him. Anyway he might be
able to get the Beckmann. Yes. Where?”
She took a pen out of her bag, and wrote something down on a
napkin. Then she came back to the table, and handed it to me. I
looked at the address, but it meant nothing to me.
“Tomorrow night, around eight. Take the print with you.”
“Even I’m not that stupid.”
“Meaning?”
“This is a negotiation. If I get what I want out of it, then maybe
they get the print.”
“And what do you want out of it?”
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“Mostly information.”
“So turn up and negotiate. It’s nothing to do with me.”
“Just out of interest, how come you know what Billy was
supplying?’
“I was there when he and my husband were talking about it.”
“And do I get the same deal as Billy?”
“Meaning?”
“Still want me to get that hotel room?”
“I don’t like my husband being taken advantage of Mr Rafferty.”
“Unless it’s you that’s doing it.”
She picked up her bag and walked out. But I didn’t care. My life
was complicated enough. I had Ruthie to go home to.
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On day two of the trial the first witness was Benny’s bank
manager.
Fester Cross looked confident.
“Would you state your name for the benefit of the jury please.”
“Stephen Lock.”
“And you are the manager of the Trustee Savings Bank in Old
Street are you not?”
“I am.”
“Could you tell us what happened on the morning of October 12th
this year.”
“I was called by the cashier to speak to a customer who was being
difficult.”
“And that customer was the defendant.”
“It was.”
“In your own words please tell us the nature of the problem.”
“Mr Brand wanted to withdraw a considerable sum. The cashier
said we had a limit, which could only be exceeded if the withdrawal
was arranged in advance.”
“And Mr Brand was unhappy with this.”
“He was. He had been a good customer of ours, and in fact did all
his business and personal banking with us. He had come down from
Reading, to visit his own branch, and felt if the money was available
he should be able to access it.”
“And were you able to help him in this respect?”
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“I was. As the manager I have greater discretion than the cashiers,
and I was able to authorise the withdrawal.”
“How much did Mr Brand actually take out of the bank.”
“Six hundred pounds.”
“In what denomination notes.”
“I don’t remember the actual transaction, but we don’t normally
stock high denomination notes unless a customer specifically
requests them. And since this was an unexpected withdrawal Mr
Brand almost certainly had to make do with the currency we had to
hand.”
“Which would be what?’
“For withdrawals over twenty pounds we would normally supply
five pound notes.”
“So Mr Brand would have walked out with one hundred and
twenty individual five pound notes.”
“In all probability.”
“At about what time in the morning?”
“Almost mid-day.”
“Thank you Mr Lock. Your witness.”
Melville-White got up out of his chair as if he was weary. As if
this was something of little importance, which unfortunately must be
dealt with.
“Was the money withdrawn from Mr Brand’s business or personal
account Mr Lock?”
“From his personal account.”
“And how much would Mr Brand have had in his personal
account at that time?”
“I don’t know exactly, but several thousand pounds.”
“Tens of thousands?’
“No.”
“And in his business account?”
“That would probably have been in the tens of thousands yes.”
“So by most standards Mr Brand was a wealthy man?”
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“Certainly well provided for.”
“And removing six hundred pounds would not be particularly
unusual for someone of his means.”
“Difficult for me to say sir.”
“But others of similar means have made similar withdrawals.”
“Yes.”
“In cash?”
“Yes.”
“And what is the main reason an individual withdraws a quantity
of cash?”
“Some tradesmen are reluctant to take cheques unless someone is
known to them.”
“Because they can bounce.”
“Yes.”
“But one could pay with a bankers draft could one not?”
“Of course.”
“So why would someone want cash to pay a tradesman?”
“Well, I don’t know.”
“Please Mr Lock. Your are under oath.”
“I can think of a number of reasons.”
“Which are?”
“Perhaps to avoid purchase tax, or perhaps the tradesman offers a
better rate if he himself does not declare the income.”
“Come now Mr Lock. There is currently a very credible reason
for making a transaction in cash isn’t there?”
“I suppose the purchase of black market goods would have to be
paid for in cash.”
“Perhaps a more plausible explanation than the hiring of a
contract killer don’t you think?”
“Objection my Lord.”
“Withdrawn.”
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Next up was the infamous Zoot Crumb. Everyone in variety had
certainly heard of him. Stage manager of the Reading Empire. It was
well known he was the man to avoid if you were female and under
the age of sixteen. Child speciality acts were his favourite, and all
the parents knew they should keep the kids locked up in the dressing
room, and chaperoned at all times.
He’d done time before the war for interfering with a contortionist,
who had seemed to offer new and exciting opportunities. What she
actually offered was a one way ticket to Pentonville, and the new
and exciting opportunities were all of a kind Zoot didn’t fancy. How
he got his job back was a mystery to all of us. Money must have
changed hands.
Fester Cross needed the evidence, but also needed to try and
protect the credibility of his witness. Looked like fun to me.
“Mr Crumb. Could you explain to the jury the nature of your
job.”
“I’m a stage manager.”
“And what does that entail.”
“Every bloody thing.”
“Perhaps you could be more specific.”
“Cueing the acts, running the clock, checking the schedules,
maintaining the book, calling the show.”
“So you control the whole of the backstage process.”
“I certainly do.”
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“And you have worked in that capacity for some time.”
“Twenty years off and on.”
“And before the war there was a brief period when you were
imprisoned was there not?”
“Unfortunately there was.”
“Was this for any kind of dishonesty?”
“It was not.”
“Could you tell the jury briefly the nature of your offence?”
“I was engaged in a liaison with a young lady who looked older
than she was.”
“And this complaint led to your imprisonment.”
“She didn’t complain. It was her bloody mother.”
Someone coughed to disguise muffled laughter.
“Nevertheless the offence for which you were convicted was not
one of dishonesty, and there is no reason why the jury should doubt
any evidence you may give in the current case.”
“No.”
“Could you now tell the court what happened on the night of
October 12th.”
“There was a bit of a kerfuffle.”
“Involving?”
“More a question of who it didn’t involve.”
“Perhaps you can explain, in your own words, the exact sequence
of events leading up to the performance.”
“We was ready to start, but the bandleader wasn’t there. That was
Benny Brand’s Banjo Band, and there’s no Benny Brand. Top of the
bill, and there’s no star. Had to rearrange the whole programme.
Normally they do three tunes before the interval, and five tunes to
finish the show. The supporting acts had to cover the end of the first
half, and I had to put them on for eight tunes in a row right at the
back end. Buggers everything up that does, quite apart from the
audience having to sit through eight consecutive bloody banjo
numbers. What they must have thought about that I don’t know.”
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“Quite. And did you have a conversation about this with Mr
Brand.”
“Altercation more like.”
“Perhaps you could briefly relate this episode for the benefit of
the jury.”
“He comes in too late to go on in the first half. So I didn’t get to
him until the interval. I tore him a strip off, but he didn’t seem
contrite enough for my liking.”
“What was actually said Mr Crumb?”
“He said he’d been to London on personal business. I said he’d no
business leaving Reading if there was any doubt he couldn’t get back
in time. Then he asked if I could get him some tea. Not a cup of tea
you understand, but a whole bloody meal. He wanted me to send
someone down the chip shop. Bloody cheek. He insisted I send one
of the ASMs, so I asked him for some cash. Then he says he’s skint,
and he’ll pay me back at the end of the week, when he gets the cash
allowance from the manager.”
“Now we have heard evidence that Mr Brand withdrew a
substantial amount of money earlier in the day from the Trustee
Savings Bank in Old Street. And yet he had no money by the time he
reached Reading some eight hours later. Did Mr Brand have
anything with him which might have cost in the region of six
hundred pounds?”
“Not that I could see.”
“Nothing that became apparent later. A new car parked outside for
instance?”
“He never had a car at all.”
“A new and rare instrument perhaps?”
“Same old banjo. You could tell. Had a lot of wear on the body.”
“Any evidence of profligate spending at all?”
“Not till Billy Ray turned up dead.”
“Objection my Lord.”
“The jury will disregard Mr Crumb’s last remark.”
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Melville-White gave Mike Renbourn a questioning look. Then he
slowly got to his feet to begin the cross examination.
“Tell me Mr Crumb, do you consider yourself an honest man?”
“I do.”
“And yet you have been in prison.”
“I just told you about that.”
“Indeed. Perhaps you would like to tell us in more detail.”
“Objection.”
“Goes to the credibility of the witness my Lord.”
“Overruled.”
“So how old was the young lady in question Mr Crumb.”
“Fourteen.”
“And you mistook her for?”
“Sixteen at least.”
“And at the time you were how old Mr Crumb?”
“Forty-two.”
“Even had she been sixteen Mr Crumb, would you really say that
was a suitable relationship given the age difference?”
“Would have been legal. And would have saved me a lot of grief.”
“So you maintain it was just a misunderstanding?”
“I do.”
“How was the act described to the public Mr Crumb?”
“What I did to her?”
“No. Her stage act Mr Crumb, how was that described on the
theatre posters?”
“I don’t recall.”
Mike Renbourn handed Melville-White a roll of paper. He
unrolled it, and showed it to the jury. Then he turned towards
Crumb.
“Perhaps you could read out the relevant portion of the poster Mr
Crumb, for the benefit of the court stenographer.”
“Lena Loveless, child contortionist, see her...”
“Child contortionist Mr Crumb.”
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“They always say that. Gets the punters in.”
“Are you sure you weren’t attracted to her because you thought
she was actually under fourteen Mr Crumb?”
“What are you saying?”
“She looks very young in this picture, wouldn’t you agree?”
“That was taken years before.”
“So you say Mr Crumb.”
“I do.”
“So you are a convicted child molester, and your evidence
suggests you did not like the defendant. Why should the jury believe
anything you have to say?”
“I don’t have no axe to grind. Benny was late and skint, that’s all
I’m saying, and that’s the truth.”
“But you did say more than that as I recall. You implied Mr Brand
had spent the money on having Mr Ray killed.”
“Well all I can say is what I saw.”
“And are we to believe the eye witness testimony of a man who
has such bad eyesight that he can’t tell the difference between a child
and a woman?”
“Objection my Lord.”
“Withdrawn.”
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Just before lunch came the presentation of uncontested section ten
statements. These had been agreed between the prosecution and the
defence before the trial began, and therefore the witnesses didn’t
need to be present. Each one had to be read aloud for the benefit of
the jury, and the court reporter.
First up was the pathologist’s report, explaining Billy received a
single gunshot wound to the chest, and the technical reasons why
this led to his death. It was apparently a .38 calibre bullet, and
although it was badly deformed by contact with his shoulder blade,
sufficient markings were intact for it to be matched to a specific gun
should one ever be recovered.
Next was a police report stating no forensic evidence had been
collected from the crime scene. Not for want of trying apparently.
But no fingerprints, fibres, or footprints were present, and there was
no sign of a break-in.
Another police document recorded that although Benny had
initially cooperated in the course of interviews with Detective
Inspector Bill Taylor, he had subsequently declined to make a formal
statement, and had refused to sign a prepared report based on
information he had given at interview.
Some crime scene photographs were admitted as prosecution
documents, as was a performance schedule from Moss Empires,
showing which acts were booked into which theatres on which dates.
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There was no question this was the least interesting part of the
trial. They were undoubtedly covering all the bases in case there was
an appeal. No room was being left for any challenge on the basis that
the original trial had not been conducted fairly, or was not
comprehensive in every way.
For some reason this gave me a feeling of real dread. It was as if
all the possible loopholes were being closed before we could get to
them.
Ruthie and I went to The Viaduct Tavern, a short walk from the
Old Bailey, on the corner of Newgate Street and Giltspur Street. It
was the nearest pub, and full of lawyers and journalists. Benny was
certainly getting plenty of coverage.
Neither of us felt like having much to eat. The defence would
begin after lunch, and we were both nervous.
I bought a couple of drinks, and a plate of sandwiches. We found
a table by the door. Ruthie looked more apprehensive as the minutes
passed.
“You know I’ve got to tell him.”
“Tell him what?’
“About you and me.”
“Jesus Ruthie. You don’t half pick a good time for deciding to
come clean.”
“He has to know.”
“What? You want to tell him right now that if he gets out he’s on
his own?”
“I can’t go and see him again and pretend everything is all right.”
“So this is about you again.”
She didn’t like that. I could tell by the killer look.
“Why don’t you wait? He might be out in a couple of days.”
I don’t think she really believed it either. The circumstantial
evidence looked damming. If you didn’t know Benny, and if you
didn’t know about Billy’s questionable activities, what other
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conclusion could you come to? And the jury didn’t know any of this,
because it had never been introduced into evidence.
Mike Renbourn believed presenting speculation to them was
pointless. If I turned up anything later, it could always be introduced
as new evidence on appeal.
“What if he doesn’t get off?”
“Cross that bridge when we come to it Ruthie.”
“But what else can we do?”
“Couple of loose ends I haven’t tied up yet.”
“Really?”
“I’m following up the other end of the Beckmann print tonight.
The more I think about it the less I think the problem is at the
supplier’s end. Whatever was going wrong was with the buyers. I’m
convinced of it.”
Ruthie gave me a brief smile. But it was forced. She wanted to
believe that in a weeks time we would all be sitting around in a pub
somewhere without this hanging over us, but the last couple of days
had convinced her it was unlikely.
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Mike Renbourn had warned us the defence would be brief. I
didn’t realise quite how brief until I witnessed it.
Benny declined to give evidence. Meaning the jury were left to
ponder why he pocketed the beer mat with the phone number on it,
why he suddenly took off for London, what he spent the six hundred
quid on, and why he refused to make a statement to the police.
Renbourn and Melville-White were reduced to a parade of
character witnesses. I knew we were scraping the bottom of the
barrel when they called Benny’s ex-headmaster, who must have been
at least eighty, and who said Benny was not the kind of child to take
out a contract on someone.
Three or four down the line though came a real surprise. Captain
Pinky Slater.
“Captain Slater, you sailed with Mr Brand under your command
during the war did you not?”
“I did.”
“And how would you describe him.”
“A good seaman. Competent, reliable, hardworking.”
“Would you be willing to have him on your crew again?”
“I would. Whenever we finished a trip he was always invited
back.”
“Perhaps you can explain this to the jury.”
“Of course. A trip at sea is the time between leaving your home
port and coming back to it. Could be a few weeks if you’re trading
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down the West Coast of Africa, or could be a couple of years if
you’re on the Canada Cape run.”
“Why a couple of years Captain Slater?”
“You would leave Liverpool for Cape Town, and then trade
between South Africa and Canada for a prolonged period before
returning to Liverpool.”
“So each time the ship returns to its home port it is the end of a
trip.”
“Yes.”
“And what happens at the end of a trip?”
“All sailors have a discharge book. The captain signs the book,
and stamps ‘very good’ in the character report.”
“Always stamps ‘very good’?”
“Work or conduct would have to be extremely poor to merit any
other comment, and that would make the seaman almost
unemployable.”
“So what is the real test of whether a sailor is good or not?”
“If the captain invites him back for the next trip, you can be pretty
sure he’s a good seaman.”
“And this always happened with Mr Brand?”
“It did.”
“And on a more personal level, would you say Mr Brand was
fundamentally honest?”
“I would.”
“Not the kind of person to hire a contract killer?”
“Certainly not.”
“Thank you Captain Slater.”
Fester Cross got to his feet, with a quizzical look on his face, and
a piece of paper in his hand, which he perused at great length, before
eventually asking a question.
“Not the first time you’ve given evidence regarding Mr Brand is
it Captain Slater?”
“What do you mean?”
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“Wasn’t there a Board of Trade Enquiry into a collision between
the Thomas Carlyle, and the Freedom of the City.”
“There was.”
“And who was the quartermaster at the time of the collision?”
“Mr Brand.”
“And didn’t you give evidence regarding his actions on the
night?”
“I did.”
“How did you describe him?”
“I don’t recall.”
Fester Cross held his hand out, and his co-counsel handed him a
bound document. He opened it at the bookmark, turned it round so
the typescript faced Slater, and handed it to him.
“Does that refresh your memory Captain Slater?”
Slater read it for a moment or two.
“It does.”
“Perhaps you would be so good as to read the passage I have
marked, which are your own words at the time of the enquiry are
they not?”
“They are.”
“Please continue.”
“Able Bodied Seaman Brand was slow to react to my command.
Although inexperienced, I would have expected a sharper response,
and a more attentive attitude.”
“Is that code for drunk on duty Captain?”
“It is not.”
“One too many then?”
“No.”
“How much alcohol did Able Bodied Seaman Brand drink before
he came on watch?”
“I can’t say.”
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“And you can’t say because you personally authorised the chief
steward to provide a crate of beer for the crew because it was the
bosun’s birthday, is that not correct?”
“It is.”
“So perhaps Mr Brand is not the incorruptible, honest as the day
is long figure, you have sought to portray him as.”
“I stand by what I said.”
“What you said to this court, or what you said to the Board of
Trade Enquiry?”
“What I said to this court.”
“Ever known Able Bodied Seaman Brand get into a fight?”
“All seaman get into fights.”
“Not what I asked Captain.”
Slater sighed.
“Yes I have known him get into a fight.”
“According to the ship’s log, a fight ensued on the day after the
collision did it not?”
“It did.”
“Anything unusual about this fight?”
“Not particularly.”
“Anyone seriously hurt?”
“Depends on your definition of the word seriously.”
“Requiring hospital treatment.”
“In that case, yes.”
“And for what reason was this treatment required.”
“It subsequently transpired Efficient Deck Hand Gilbert had
sustained a cracked skull.”
“And how had he sustained this injury?”
“Mr Brand hit him with a marlin spike.”
“And what is a marlin spike Captain?”
“It’s a tool used in marine rope work.”
“How big is it?”
“Anything between six inches and two feet long.”
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“Made of?”
“Iron or steel.”
“And pointed at one end, am I not correct?”
“You are.”
“So in the wrong hands, a dangerous weapon.”
“I suppose so.”
“And in this instance, definitely in the wrong hands.”
“Objection my Lord.”
“Withdrawn.”
Fester Cross took a moment to compose his final question.
“So would you not agree that while under your command, Able
Bodied Seaman Brand was an incompetent, drunken, violent man,
who was prepared to use a weapon to settle an argument.”
Although Slater answered, he was drowned out by the loud
objection of Melville-White.
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I got a cab to the address I’d been given by Lady Lyndhurst. As
we made our way through the dark streets of north London I began
to recognise buildings and junctions. We passed through Holloway.
The nearer we got to Hampstead the more convinced I was that I
knew where I was going. There was only one person I knew who
lived in Hampstead.
Five minutes later I was in front of Pinky Slater’s front door. This
time I hadn’t been taken there by the goon squad. I was there of my
own free will.
The maid showed me through to the library again. Slater and Lord
Lyndhurst were waiting for me. When I went in neither of them
stood up. Slater smiled.
“Didn’t take my advice then son.”
“About what?”
“Poking your nose into Billy’s business.”
“Difficult thing about giving advice is not being offended when
people don’t take it.”
“Irrelevant now anyway.”
“Why’s that?”
“If Benny gets convicted tomorrow, it won’t matter what you do.”
I gave him a long stare.
“Nice trick you pulled this afternoon, to help him on his way.”
“Glad you liked it.”
“How did you manage that?”
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“You were kind enough to provide me with the address of
Benny’s solicitor. I thought I would offer myself as a character
witness.”
“And Mike Renbourn agreed?”
“Melville-White is a member of my club. He was very keen for a
character witness of substance.”
“The prosecution seemed very well prepared for the cross
examination.”
“Didn’t they.”
“You bastard.”
Lyndhurst decided to intervene.
“Now now. I thought we were here to discuss the Beckmann
print.”
“I’ve a good mind to keep it.”
“Money has already changed hands Mr Rafferty.”
“None of it came my way.”
“What would you like, a finder’s fee?”
“I know the market value. You want to buy it, that’s what you’re
going to pay.”
“What if we don’t want to buy it?”
“Your loss.”
“Might well be a loss we can live with.”
“Haven’t found a home for it then?”
“Now you’re fishing.”
“If you want it, I want to know where it’s going.”
Lyndhurst looked across at Slater.
“I think he just told us the information is more important than the
money.”
“He probably thinks it is, but Robertson Fester Cross tells me no
amount of information is going to get Brand off now.”
Lyndhurst turned back to me.
“Better settle for a little cash Mr Rafferty.”
I eyed up both of them.
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“Information and cash. That’s the deal.”
“Information is power Mr Rafferty. And even if it won’t make any
difference to your friend’s case, I don’t think we could allow that.”
“Why are you two so interested in seeing Benny go down for
something he didn’t do?”
“Big assumption Mr Rafferty.”
“Who are you protecting?”
“Don’t be difficult.”
“And why would you be protecting someone?”
“We really don’t want to take this any further.”
“Well I do.”
No one had invited me to sit down, but I decided to do it anyway.
I wanted them to get the idea that it wasn’t going to be an easy
negotiation.
“Yes, do sit down Mr Rafferty.”
“Thanks.”
“Something to drink?”
“Single malt?”
He rang for the maid.
“Same as last time?”
“Fine.”
The maid came in.
“Get Mr Rafferty an Old Fettercairn would you?”
“And for you sir?”
Slater looked at Lyndhurst, who nodded.
“Two more of those thank you.”
She went out.
Lyndhurst took up the negotiation.
“We seem to be at a bit of an impasse.”
“We do.”
“You have something we want, and we have something you
want”
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“I’m willing to give you what you want, but you don’t want to
reciprocate.”
“Are you sure there’s nothing else we have that would make an
acceptable substitute.”
“Such as?”
“Sex and money are always the great motivating factors in
literature.”
“I’m quite partial to both.”
“And success at almost anything would provide that. Wouldn’t
you agree?”
“Probably.”
“Ever thought of starting your own banjo band?”
“Don’t need your help for that.”
“We all need a little help Mr Rafferty.”
“What are you suggesting?”
“I think there’s now a gap in the market, which will almost
certainly turn into a gaping chasm tomorrow when the most famous
band leader is convicted of the murder of the second most famous
band leader. And the publicity will be considerable. Just the time to
launch a new band wouldn’t you say?”
“I’ve been a bit busy.”
“All you need is a new name. Rafferty’s Rapscallions perhaps.
We all know how the press love a bit of alliteration. Although I’m
sure you can come up with something better. The script and the
musical arrangements already exist do they not? And you would
have the pick of the banjo players, who are all now unemployed.”
“Where do you come in?”
“We know people at Moss Empires don’t we Pinky? I’m sure we
could arrange an exclusive contract.”
“Exclusive?”
“Yes. Guaranteeing they wouldn’t take on another banjo band for
say, five years. That should get you started. And do away with any of
the old petty rivalries. What do you think?”
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“It’s a good offer.”
“And I can certainly say the money and the sex would come your
way.”
“And what do you want in return?”
“We want the Beckmann print, and we want you off the case. No
questions asked. And if anyone were to ask, you haven’t spoken to
us about this, and you know nothing of Billy’s contacts. We want a
complete break in the chain. Nothing that can connect his contacts to
us.”
“Just one fly in the ointment I’m afraid.”
“What’s that?”
“A conversation I had with a second hand book dealer in
Southampton.”
They looked puzzled.
Just then the maid came back with the whisky. She put a glass
containing a good measure on the small table beside me. Then she
handed a glass each to Slater and Lyndhurst. They waited for her to
leave the room before continuing with the conversation.
Lyndhurst asked me the question.
“So Mr Rafferty. Just what is the fly in the ointment?”
“I was trying to follow up Billy’s contacts. One of the problems
was that he kept things close to his chest.”
Lyndhurst exchanged a look with Slater.
“I don’t know if you are aware of the route your pictures have
taken, but they originated in Germany, were imported through
Southampton concealed inside books, then delivered to an
antiquarian book seller for framing, before being picked up by Billy
and brought to London. Then I presume he passed them on to you
for supply to your wealthy pals.”
“And?”
“I eventually found the book dealer. Turned out he had a little
problem. He couldn’t continue trading, because he didn’t know who
Billy was selling to, so he wanted to find you. I told him who you
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were, in exchange for the name of the sailor who was importing the
paintings.”
Slater got out of his chair, walked over, and took a swing at me. I
stood up before he got to me, parried the blow, and punched him
hard in the solar plexus. He might have been tough with his crew,
but he clearly hadn’t spent any time in a boxing ring.
He lay on the carpet gasping for breath.
“I’ve waited a long time to do that.”
Lyndhurst didn’t get up from his seat, but looked mildly
surprised.
“What’s the matter Lyndhurst? Never seen a fight before?”
“Not much of a fight Mr Rafferty.”
I smiled.
“A good fight lasts about two seconds.”
“I have heard that said. Probably depends on whether one has
paid money to see it.”
Slater began to breathe more easily. I tried to help him up, but he
shrugged me off. Eventually he ended up sitting in my chair.
“Do you know why Captain Slater was so upset Mr Rafferty?”
“Something I said?”
“Have you ever heard of the clandestine cell structure?”
“Not that I recall.”
“It was used by the Chinese, and again by the French resistance.
We wondered if it could be, what shall we say, adapted for civilian
use.”
“Not for legal reasons I would guess.”
He smiled.
“You can think of it as a chain. Each person in the chain only
knows the person on either side.”
“Minimising risk I suppose.”
“Yes. But more specifically making sure nothing would lead back
to us. Naturally Captain Slater is not happy that you seem to have
penetrated it with ease.”
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“With a lot of hard work more like.”
“And now we must consider what to do to minimise the damage.”
“Killing anyone to cover your tracks wouldn’t seem to be a good
idea. If another body turns up the police might eventually put two
and two together. And if you think about killing me you’ll end up
well and truly penetrated.”
“I can see how you would think that Mr Rafferty, but you are
making assumptions. False assumptions.”
“Perhaps you’d like to fill me in.”
“Actually Mr Rafferty I don’t think I would. On balance I would
say the less you know about our business the better.”
“You don’t get the Beckmann print unless I know where it’s
going.”
“Why don’t you keep it. As a gift from us. We’ll accept the loss as
the price of doing business. But I would counsel you against trying
to sell it. Quite a number of German museums are now trying to
recover works of art misappropriated by the Nazi regime, and
disposing of it by way of the legitimate art market could get you into
very hot water indeed. Best just to hang it on your wall and enjoy it.”
“I don’t even like it.”
“Pity.”
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Ruthie was still up when I got back. She made me a cup of tea,
and we both sat in the lounge.
“Any progress?”
“Not so you’d notice.”
I told her what had happened.
“You think they did it?”
“No way to know.”
“But what do you think?”
“If you’d asked me a couple of hours ago I would have said yes.
Now I’m not so sure.”
“Why?’
“Lyndhurst reckons I’m making assumptions, and he says they’re
false.”
“Might just be saying that.”
“I don’t know. If he’d come up with some cock and bull story,
and tried to convince me then maybe. But he didn’t. He just said I
was wrong, and refused to explain. Wasn’t interested in explaining.”
“But what about Slater? He obviously wants to see Benny
convicted.”
“It goes round and round in my head Ruthie. It’s like a maths
problem I have to solve, but no one has bothered to give me the
formula.”
She put her arm round me. Gave me a big hug. It didn’t feel right.
Benny was on my mind. I could see him on his bunk in the Scrubs,
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unable to sleep, while I made love to his wife. Felt like a betrayal.
Felt worse because I hadn’t been able to come up with the evidence
which would clear him.
Ruthie pulled away from me slightly, and looked at me.
“What would happen if you took the Beckmann print to the
police?”
“Probably get the bookseller into trouble, because it’s got his
label on the back. He might give up Langsfeld, the sailor who
smuggled it in. Can’t see how it would cause much of a problem for
Lyndhurst.”
“Didn’t you give Lyndhurst’s name to the bookseller?”
“I did. But it’s just hearsay. It’s something the bookseller was told
by me. There’s no evidence to connect Lyndhurst to the print. It was
never delivered to him. He can truthfully say he’s never seen it.”
“What if you actually sell it to him, and then tip off the police.”
“Makes me guilty of something. Handling stolen goods,
smuggling maybe, and still doesn’t prove they had anything to do
with Billy’s death.”
She slumped back into the sofa.
“You think it goes further than Slater and Lyndhurst?”
“Could do.”
“Maybe you could find out who they were going to supply the
print to.”
“I’ve been trying, but they won’t give it up.”
“You think Lady Lyndhurst might come across.”
“Under normal circumstances maybe.”
“But?”
“We didn’t part on good terms.”
“Why not?”
“She didn’t exactly get what she wanted.”
“Which was?”
“Me.”
Ruthie laughed.
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“Nothing to laugh about.”
“That her thing is it? Well built sailors?”
“Seems to be.”
“So why don’t you give her what she wants?”
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Day three of the trial began with closing arguments for the
prosecution. Robertson Fester Cross began his speech at around tenthirty in the morning.
“Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, his Lordship will instruct you
on the burden of proof in his summing up, but I want to briefly
mention it now, for you to keep it in mind, while you listen to what I
have to say. The evidence the prosecution has presented must prove
to you, beyond a reasonable doubt, that Mr Brand killed Mr Ray. A
reasonable doubt is not just any doubt. It does not mean beyond a
shadow of a doubt. It means that it must be beyond the doubt of a
reasonable person. If you consider yourself to be a reasonable
person, and you believe the evidence shows Mr Brand is guilty, then
you must convict.
“And I would submit to you that the evidence is overwhelming.
Various witnesses who knew both the defendant and the victim have
given evidence of the dispute between them, regarding their music
hall act. On one occasion there was a violent confrontation. During
this confrontation Mr Brian Plummer gave evidence that Mr Brand
made a serious threat. Mr Brand said Mr Ray might not live long
enough for their dispute to be settled in court.
“Another witness, Mr Jack Rye, told you Mr Brand was
approached in a bar by someone who offered to kill Mr Ray for
money. That man wrote his number on a beer mat, and handed it to
Mr Brand. And what did Mr Brand do? Did he throw it away, as an
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innocent man might? No he did not. He put it in his pocket, and took
it away with him, presumably so he might consider the matter
further.
“We also learned that two days later Mr Brand made a trip to
London, where he visited his bank, and withdrew six hundred
pounds. But when he returned to London later in the day, he was
without funds, and yet he was not in possession of goods to that
value.
“A few days later Mr Ray was dead, and Mr Brand’s problem
with him was apparently solved.
“Now all of this is circumstantial evidence. But you are entitled to
convict on the basis of it, if you believe there is no other plausible
explanation.
“Mr Brand had the opportunity to provide a plausible explanation,
either to the police, or here in this court. But he did not do so. He
could have told you why it was so urgent that he access such a large
sum of money. But he did not do so. He could have told you what he
did with that money. But he did not do so. You are entitled to draw a
certain inference from this, and I don’t think I need explain what that
inference is.
“The defence has had the opportunity to offer some alternative
explanation. But they have not done so.
“Indeed the defence evidence has consisted entirely of character
witnesses. That is to say friends of the accused, who understandably
find it difficult to accept Mr Brand could commit such a crime. But
even Captain Slater, a witness for the defence I would remind you,
had to admit under cross examination that Mr Brand was a drunk,
who could be violent, and who on at least one occasion was known
to use a weapon to settle an argument.
“I put it to you that paying someone else to settle the argument is
only one step beyond the behaviour already demonstrated in the
testimony before you. When you consider this in conjunction with
all the foregoing evidence, of preparation for the crime itself, there
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is, I would argue, no other plausible conclusion you can come to.
You must conclude, Mr Brand is guilty of murder.”
When you heard it put so succinctly, it was difficult to argue with.
Ruthie and I had listened with our hearts gradually sinking. I had a
few questions for Benny myself, and they were largely the same as
the ones I knew the jury would have. I could not understand why he
had not taken the opportunity to defend himself.
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“Ladies and gentlemen of the jury. It, is, not, the responsibility of
Mr Brand to prove his innocence. It, is, the responsibility of the
prosecution to prove, beyond a reasonable doubt, that he is guilty.”
So began the closing argument of Graham Melville-White. I
couldn’t help but wish him good luck. He had a tough job in front of
him, and I willed him to do it well.
“There are many things the prosecution would like you to think
this trial is about. The dispute between Mr Brand and Mr Ray. The
money Mr Brand withdrew from the bank. The character of Mr
Brand. But there is really only one thing this trial is about. Only one
issue you need to consider.
“This trial is about circumstantial evidence. This trial is about the
fact that the prosecution do not have a murder weapon. It is about
the fact that they therefore cannot connect this weapon to Mr Brand.
They do not suggest Mr Brand pulled the trigger. But someone did.
And they don’t have that person. Consequently they cannot connect
that person to Mr Brand. They would have you believe Mr Brand
paid this person a substantial sum of money. And yet they have no
evidence of this payment being made. They have no evidence Mr
Brand knew this unknown person.
“Someone killed Mr Ray. It wasn’t Mr Brand. There is not one
shred of evidence connecting Mr Brand with the person who killed
Mr Ray. There cannot be. It is impossible to connect Mr Brand with
an unknown person. This is just logic.
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“How the case came to court is a mystery. How a case based
entirely on speculation could convince you I do not know. How they
can expect that it will result in a conviction is beyond me.
“But, nevertheless, we must diligently consider the meagre
circumstantial evidence put before you.
“First let us deal with the threat overheard by Brian Plummer. He
was present, and in the best position to judge the seriousness of a
comment made in anger. He himself thought it was, and I quote, ‘just
something you say without meaning to carry it out’.
“You may remember Mr Jack Rye, who described himself as Mr
Brand’s right hand man. He was in the bar when someone
approached Mr Brand regarding his broken finger. In his testimony
he said he did not, at any time, see or hear anything that led him to
believe Mr Brand contracted this man to kill Mr Ray.
“Mr Lock, the manager of Mr Brand’s bank, explained to you
under cross examination that the main reason for clients taking large
sums of cash from their accounts, in these days of rationing, is to pay
for black market goods. You may perhaps conclude that Mr Brand
does not want to give evidence about this to avoid incriminating
himself. Let us not beat about the bush. The purchase of black
market goods is an illegal act. But many of us have done it. And it,
is, not, murder.
“Now we come to Mr Zoot Crumb. Well known in the
entertainment industry I understand, and not for his integrity. He is a
convicted child molester, with a grudge against Mr Brand. Perhaps
the less said about his testimony the better. Even were you to believe
every word he said, it would add nothing to the meagre evidence
against my client. I would only add that it must demonstrate the
paucity of the prosecution’s case, that they should call such a man as
a witness at all.
“You have heard from a number of character witnesses, who all
find it incredible that Mr Brand could have been charged with such
an offence, let alone be guilty of it. Their universal belief in his
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innocence, should carry considerable weight. These after all are the
people who know him best.
“I will say again, Mr Brand is not required to defend himself. The
prosecution must prove him guilty. Their largely inconsequential,
and entirely circumstantial evidence, comes nowhere near the burden
of proof required.
“Under English law Mr Brand is innocent, until proven guilty
beyond a reasonable doubt. There is no proof, and so many doubts it
beggars belief. I urge you to find him, not, guilty.”
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Lord Justice Melbury began his summing up about an hour before
lunch. He instructed the jury on the burden of proof, which lay with
the prosecution. He clarified the standard of proof required for a
conviction. Then he came on to the central argument of the defence.
“Circumstantial evidence is certainly an issue in this trial. Despite
what you may instinctively believe, circumstantial evidence does not
change the standard of proof. If you believe the circumstantial
evidence convinces you of the defendant’s guilt, beyond a
reasonable doubt, you must convict. You should not say to yourself,
‘Because this is circumstantial evidence it must provide a higher
standard of proof. Because this is circumstantial evidence I must be
convinced beyond a shadow of a doubt.’ This would be wrong.
“It may be that circumstantial evidence leaves you with more
room for doubt. That is a matter for you. But if the evidence,
circumstantial or not, satisfies you, beyond a reasonable doubt, then
convict you must.
“You have heard from both the prosecution and defence regarding
both the interpretation of events by witnesses, and the credibility of
witnesses. I will briefly address both these issues.
“Where a witness has tended in their evidence to interpret events
for you, it is up to you how much weight you attach to that
interpretation. Of course the witness will have been present, and this
may put them in a good position to understand the nuances of a
conversation. But their interpretation may be wrong, and it is up to
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you to decide on these matters for yourselves. The interpretation of
events by a witness may be influenced by a number of things, not the
least of which may be their sympathy, or lack of it, to the situation
the defendant finds himself in. It might be for example that the
witness has known the defendant for a number of years, and
interprets matters in a way which corresponds with his knowledge of
the defendant’s behaviour up to that point. It is up to you to decide
whether this is reasonable, or perhaps lacking in clarity.
“Witness credibility is another issue which has been raised. I must
instruct you that just because a witness has been in trouble with the
law, does not mean his evidence is therefore unreliable.
Imprisonment does not impair the senses. A convicted criminal can
see and hear as well as you or me. And is just as capable of
recounting what he has seen or heard in this court.
“However if you feel someone may not be impartial, and perhaps
has been less than honest in the past, you are perfectly entitled to
take this into account when considering whether or not the witness is
credible.
“Witnesses give evidence. It is up to you to weigh and interpret
that evidence, and thereby come to a conclusion regarding the
defendant’s guilt or innocence.
“In conclusion. You do not have to believe the defendant to be
wholly innocent to find him not guilty. You simply have to conclude
the prosecution has not met the standard of proof required. On the
other hand, if you believe the prosecution has convinced you of the
defendant’s guilt, beyond a reasonable doubt, you have a duty to
convict.”
The jury was sent out to consider its verdict. Ruthie and I just sat
there. As the gallery cleared, we did nothing. I didn’t know what to
do. I didn’t know what to say. I had a strange feeling in the pit of my
stomach. A mixture of anxiety and fear. Within the next few hours
we would probably find out which way it would go.
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First there would be lunch, and then an afternoon of intolerable
waiting. I remembered what Mike Renbourn told me. Juries mostly
take a few hours at most to reach a verdict. Sometimes under an
hour.
Benny might be free by four o’clock. Or not. Or not, didn’t bear
thinking about.
Ruthie and I picked up our coats and left. We were the last out. I
took her to The Viaduct Tavern, and got her a brandy and a
sandwich. Then I went out to find a phone box.
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I went through the usual palaver to get Lady Lyndhurst on the
phone. When she answered I had to force myself out of the
despondency which had crept up on me, and assume the tone of a
would be suitor.
“Who is it?”
“Bob Rafferty.”
“I thought you and I had spoken for the last time.”
“Just shows how wrong you can be.”
“What now Mr Rafferty?”
“I’d like to see you again.”
“Seems to me you didn’t actually want to see me last time.”
“That’s not true.”
“You just wanted me to arrange a meeting with my husband.”
“I seem to remember we had a little disagreement, before you
discovered if I really wanted to see you or not.”
She didn’t say anything, so I didn’t know if she’d bought it or not.
“You still there?”
“Yes Mr Rafferty.”
“Look, I’m always after information, that’s just the way things are
at the moment, but I also want to see you. Do you think we can deal
with the first bit without getting into an argument? Then maybe we
can get to the second bit.”
“Maybe.”
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“Something tells me that’s as good as I’m going to get. Want to
meet and give it a try?”
“You shouldn’t mix business with pleasure.”
“I wish I didn’t have to.”
“Did you meet my husband?”
“I did.”
“Get what you wanted?”
“No.”
“Well I don’t know that I can help you.”
“Either way, I still want to see you.”
“Isn’t it a bit late now anyway?”
“For what?”
“Your friend. The trial’s over isn’t it?”
“Jury’s just been sent out.”
She was silent for a moment. I thought I’d try and force the issue.
“Coach and Horses? Eight tonight?”
“I don’t think I’m interested in drinking. Always seems like a
waste of time.”
“Where do you want to meet then?”
“There’s a hotel I sometimes use.”
“The New Georgian?”
“Not unless you’re a lot better off than I think you are.”
“That was where you used to meet Billy, so I thought...”
“His choice. Just round the corner from the Victoria Palace. And
he could afford it.”
“So?”
“The Sheringham.”
“Where’s that?”
“Gloucester Road. Walk up towards Kensington Gardens. It’s on
the right hand side. Very discreet.”
“Do I need to book?”
“I’ll do it. Ask for Helen Buckingham at reception. They’ll give
you my room number.”
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“Want me to bring anything with me?”
“Like what?”
“Sandwiches and a flask of tea?”
“I like a man with a sense of humour.”
“Wine then?”
“Brandy.”
“I’ll see what I can find.”
She put the phone down.
I wasn’t sure what I was getting into. I wasn’t sure what I would
have to pay for the information I hoped to get. But I was pretty sure
it wasn’t going to be an unpleasant experience.
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All afternoon we waited, and nothing happened. The minutes
dragged by. Reporters milled around with nothing to do except
speculate on the probable outcome. Ruthie and I tried not to listen. I
didn’t want to hear anything until the foreman of the jury got up to
say Benny was not guilty.
By three-forty five it looked as if we were all going to have to
come back the next day. Then suddenly there was a flurry of activity.
Doors opened and closed. Court ushers began whispering to one
another, and the gallery doors were finally opened.
We took our seats and waited. The judge, jury, and counsel all
took their places in the court. As the clerk of the court rose to his
feet, all the murmuring stopped. He turned to the jury.
“Will the foreman please stand.”
After a moment one of the jurors got to his feet.
“Mr Foreman, will you please answer my next question either yes
or no. Has the jury reached a verdict upon which they are all
agreed?”
“Yes.”
“Do you find the defendant Benjamin Arnold Brand guilty or not
guilty of murder?”
“Guilty.”
“You find the defendant guilty, and that is the verdict of you all?”
“It is.”
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Ruthie leaned against me, and lowered her head. I held her hand,
and gave it a squeeze. After a moment or two she sat up straight, just
in time to see the black cap being placed upon the wig of Lord
Justice Melbury. She instantly looked away.
Melbury looked grave. He left a little dramatic pause before
passing sentence.
“Benjamin Arnold Brand, you will be taken hence to the prison in
which you were last confined, and from there to a place of
execution, where you will be hanged by the neck until you are dead,
and thereafter your body buried within the precincts of the prison,
and may God have mercy upon your soul.”
Benny was taken down to the cells. He looked shaken. Even
though he may have expected it, hearing the actual words spoken
must have come as a real shock.
Knowing you can appeal is one thing. Knowing your life depends
on the outcome is something else entirely. I’d always known the
stakes were high. Now there was a time limit.
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The first thing I did was to get a cab down to Mike Renbourn’s
office. It was late, and the secretary had gone home. I just walked
straight in.
“Don’t start.”
“I haven’t said a word.”
“Benny has fired Melville-White already.”
“How could a barrister of his experience not realise he was being
set up?”
“No idea.”
“You know Slater belongs to the same club as Melville-White.”
“I didn’t.”
“Apparently Melville-White was very keen for a reputable
character witness, but managed to come up with Slater.”
“You know this how?”
“Talked to Slater and Lord Lynhurst last night. Trying to find out
what was going on with Billy’s picture smuggling business.”
“The defence was too well prepared for my liking.”
“I mentioned that.”
“Don’t suppose you got an admission of collusion.”
“Just a knowing smile.”
“Why would they want to stitch Benny up?”
“I don’t think they do want to stitch him up.”
“They’ve done a pretty good job of it.”
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“I think they’re protecting someone. Or they’re complicit in
something. But the bottom line is they don’t mind who hangs for it
as long as no one looks into their business deals. Benny just
happened to be a handy fall guy. He knew the victim, and had a long
standing grudge. Why not help the case along a bit? I think that’s the
logic.”
“We need to find out what they’re hiding.”
There was a little pause. I couldn’t resist asking the question.
“I’d like to know what Benny’s hiding.”
“I expect you would.”
“Why didn’t he give evidence in his own defence?”
“Can’t help you with that I’m afraid.”
“You don’t know?”
“That wasn’t what I said.”
“So you do know?”
“Didn’t say that either.”
“Must be one of the two.”
“Could well be, but I can’t discuss it. Everything which passes
between Benny and me is confidential.”
“But I’m trying to help here, and when I was watching that trial I
began to feel as if I was helping with one hand tied behind my
back.”
“I can understand that.”
“Why didn’t anyone bother to tell me about the trip to London,
and the money?”
“Not up to me.”
“Who is it up to then?”
“If you want to know, you’ll have to ask him yourself.”
“Get me a visiting order, and I will.”
“Between you and me I think that’s a good idea. I’ll see what I
can do.”
Mike offered me a cigarette, but I refused. He took one out of the
wooden box on his desk, and lit it with a small Zippo.
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“How long do I have?”
“We’ve got until the end of next week to appeal. If it’s turned
down, or not successful, then it’s letters to the home secretary.”
“What’s my deadline? After what point is it too late to save him?”
“Execution has been set for the twentieth of December. Eight in
the morning.”
“Christ, that’s what, three weeks?”
“And a couple of days.”
“Just before Christmas?”
“Nothing stops the judicial process I’m afraid.”
“They want it over fast then.”
“Not really. Three weeks between conviction and execution is
about average.”
“Not much time to turn up something useful.”
“One of the problems of being convicted of murder in this
country is that you can end up dead in fairly short order.”
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There was nothing I wanted less at that point than a rendezvous
with Lady Lyndhurst in a hotel bedroom. Any other time it wouldn’t
have been something to complain about. But after the day I’d had,
and with thoughts of Benny spending his first night in the
condemned cell, it was looking like a hell of a way to spend an
evening.
Leaving Ruthie when she needed me most was the hardest part.
But saving Benny’s life came first. And although I didn’t know if
Helen could help, I needed to find out.
I got the tube to Gloucester Road, and headed up towards
Kensington Gardens. A little way up on the right I saw the
Sheringham Hotel. Small but refined was how it looked from the
outside, although the reception desk looked a little more shabby than
I might have expected.
The desk clerk was friendly and straightforward.
“I’m here to meet Helen Buckingham.”
“Room eight sir. First floor, two doors down on the left. She
asked me to send you straight up.”
“Thanks.”
Seen it all before no doubt. But not a hint of disapproval, or any
indication that he knew what was going on, which I’m sure he did.
You had to hand it to him, he was a class act.
I knocked.
“Come in.”

185

I went in. She was sitting on the bed, champagne in her hand. But
the most striking thing was what she was wearing. It wasn’t much,
but it was effective. Racy underwear of a type I wasn’t used to, and
probably rarely seen outside of a French brothel.
“How many coupons did that cost you?”
She smiled.
“Very few.”
“Didn’t cost the lives of too many silk worms either by the look
of it.”
“Less than a yard of fabric according to my dressmaker.”
“I can believe it.”
“You like?”
“Hard not to.”
“Does it make you want to deal with the pleasure first, and leave
the business until later?”
There was only one possible answer to that question. I told myself
I was doing it for Benny.
A couple of hours later we got round to talking. I don’t like to
boast, but it really did take that long. In her case it seemed important
to make sure I finished one thing before moving on to the next. I also
thought it would be a good idea if she felt grateful.
I reached over and pulled the brandy from my coat pocket. You
shouldn’t really drink brandy from champagne glasses, but no one
was watching. Always seemed to me it had the same effect no matter
what you drank it from. I had been known to dispense with a glass
altogether.
“Your husband knows some right bastards.”
She laughed.
“I suppose he does.”
“Ever met Captain Pinky Slater?”
“Yes. I’m afraid he does sometimes invite his Merchant Navy
friends round to the house.”
“He stitched up Benny.”
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“How?”
“Appeared as a character witness, and then under cross
examination allowed himself to be pushed into saying Benny was a
violent drunk.”
“What happened?”
“Benny’s been convicted.”
“But doesn’t that mean...”
“Yes. They’re going to hang him five days before Christmas.”
She looked shaken.
“I’ve got three weeks and two days to save him.”
“What do you need to know?”
“Who was your husband selling the Beckmann print to?”
“Why do you need to know that?”
“Because I’ve traced the progress of that print from Southampton
docks to your husband, and so far I haven’t found any reason why
anyone would want to kill Billy. But I know it goes further. Billy
didn’t have the contacts. He didn’t know people who could afford
that kind of money for a print. So your husband either made the deal
himself, or made the introduction. From what I understand money
changed hands. But when I tried to get information in return for the
print, Slater and your husband refused point blank to tell me
anything. Add that to Slater stitching up Benny... Something’s wrong
with this deal, but I don’t know what.”
She shook her head.
“He doesn’t talk to me about his business deals.”
“Because you don’t ask, or because he’s secretive?”
“I don’t ask. But if I asked now, about this specific print, he might
be suspicious.”
“Can you think of any way I can find out?”
There was a little gleam in her eye.
“Maybe.”
“How?”
“I can think of a way I might be able to find out.”

187

“Quickly?”
She gave me a wicked look.
“How would you feel about doing this again tomorrow?”
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At about eleven in the morning a taxi pulled up outside. The
driver got out and rang the bell. I watched it happen, and was
puzzled by it. Neither Ruthie or I had ordered a cab.
I went to the door and opened it.
“Are you Mr Robert Rafferty?”
“Who wants to know?”
“Don’t muck me about son.”
I nodded. He handed me an envelope.
“From Mr Renbourn.”
“Thanks.”
He turned and left. I went back into the flat.
The envelope contained a visiting order for that day. I’d got about
three hours to get some lunch and get down to the Scrubs. Ruthie
came into the room and glanced at the envelope.
“What is it?”
“Looks like I’m going to see Benny.”
“Maybe I should come too.”
“Doesn’t have your name on the order.”
“Can you tell him to send me one.”
“Will do.”
Although I wasn’t sure I would. I didn’t know if Ruthie still
planned to tell him about us. Personally I didn’t think it was a good
idea. But Ruthie was unpredictable. Within the next few weeks there
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was going to be a resolution to this one way or the other. Until then I
thought Benny had enough to worry about.
I got there half an hour early, and handed my visiting order to one
of the officers. For a while I sat around on some benches with all the
other relatives and friends. It was an austere place. Stone and wood,
green and grey paintwork. No comfort in it. But then there wasn’t
supposed to be.
Suddenly my name was called.
“Mr Rafferty?”
I went over to the desk.
“Come with me please.”
We walked down a long corridor, up a cast iron staircase, and
across a walkway to a separate building. It was warm in there, and
strangely it seemed more relaxed. But then I suppose it would be.
They were only guarding one prisoner.
I was shown into a room which was clearly a converted cell. But
all it had in it were a couple of chairs either side of a substantial
wooden table. The warder asked me to sit on the far side. After a
moment or two Benny was brought in, and took a seat opposite me.
He no longer had the splint on his finger.
“Finger healed up?”
“Yeah. The NHS mended my finger just in time for the prison
service to break my neck. Three cheers for the welfare state.”
“You’re in good spirits then.”
“Doc says it’s healed. Should take another six weeks to get all the
movement back. Might not get that far of course.”
“Don’t give up Benny. There’s some reason why Billy was killed,
and if I keep looking I’ll find it.”
“Tight schedule now.”
“Mike’s onto the appeal. You’ll have a new barrister in a couple
of days. See what he says.”
“How’s Ruthie?”
“Worried, but doing OK.”
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“She keeping you warm at nights?”
“Jesus Benny. What kind of a question is that?”
“Sorry. It’s a condemned man’s question. The stuff that comes
into your head you wouldn’t believe.”
“Maybe I would.”
“It’s just, I keep thinking to myself, anything you want to think
about you’d better think about it now. Any memory you have, you’d
better remember it now. Three weeks time and it’s too late. No
feeling, no memories, nothing.”
“You’ll frighten yourself if you think like that.”
“What other way is there to think? You know me. Never did
believe in anything. When it’s over it’s over. End of everything. For
ever.”
“Is there anyone to talk to?”
“The chaplain visits once a day.”
“Not your thing is it?”
“I told him it doesn’t matter what you believe. Same thing
happens whether you believe or not. Only problem with death is that
you won’t be able to tell the Christians, ‘I told you so.’”
“But if they’re right then they do get to do that.”
“Doesn’t seem fair does it.”
There was a pause. I think Benny knew there was a difficult
conversation coming. And it wasn’t going to be about Ruthie.
“Benny. I need you to tell me what you wouldn’t tell the jury.”
“What’s that then?”
“Why the journey down to London? Why the urgency to get six
hundred quid? And what was it for?”
“Doesn’t make any difference.”
“To what?”
“To what you’re looking into.”
“Must make a difference to something or you’d have come clean
about it. Might have stopped you from being convicted.”
“No. It wouldn’t have.”
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“So what’s the big secret?”
“I’ll tell you what it wasn’t for. It wasn’t for taking out a contract
on Billy Ray.”
“Did you tell Mike Renbourn what it was for?”
“Gave him a rough idea.”
“But you won’t tell me.”
“We had to decide what to use in court.”
“And he decided not to use it?”
“We discussed it.”
“And whose decision was it for you not to give evidence?”
“Mine.”
“And did he agree with it?”
“Look, you’ve probably never been in this position. You talk to
your solicitor and barrister about things. But in the end the decision
is yours. They work for you, not the other way round.”
“But what was his advice?”
“I didn’t ask for his advice, and he didn’t give it. We talked about
the pros and cons. Then I made my decision.”
I sat back in the chair. My frustration with him must have been
obvious.
“Look Chips, I promise you this had nothing to do with who
killed Billy Ray. I don’t have a clue who killed him, or why. But
trust me when I tell you my six hundred quid isn’t the issue. If you
find out the real reason he was killed, my six hundred quid won’t
matter, and if you don’t find out, same thing. The money won’t be
what killed me, and it won’t be what saved me. It’s six hundred
quids worth of red herrings is what it is.”
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After a shower and a change of clothes I made my way back to
South Kensington for Lady Lyndhurst round two. I had nothing to
lose, except perhaps a few more grams of bodily fluids, so it seemed
worth a shot.
Turned out she’d had a shower and a change of clothes too. I
couldn’t comment on the shower, but the change of clothes was
spectacular.
“How many of those outfits do you have?”
“Enough to keep you interested I should think.”
“Don’t feel you have to keep changing them on my account.”
“I don’t like to be boring.”
“Not going to happen.”
She smiled. Women like to be complimented on their dress sense.
Ruthie once told me that. I think what she actually said was,
“Flattery’ll get you everywhere.” And she was about to be proved
right.
Some considerable time later we got round to discussing what
should have been the main business of the evening. A week before it
certainly would have been the main business of the evening, and it
would have come before everything else. But I have to say my
perspective was changing.
“Got a name for me?”
“Got everything you could possibly want.”
“Hard to argue with.”
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“The buyer was Sir Richard Gilmore Hughes.”
“OK.”
“Heard of him?”
“Should I have?”
“Owner of one of the biggest galleries in London.”
“Wouldn’t mean anything to me if he was Keeper of the Queen’s
Pictures.”
“You are so dismissive.”
“Just don’t like the upper classes.”
“Present company excepted?”
“You married into it. That’s different.”
“So my chorus girl roots are showing are they?”
“Thought you were a dancer?”
“I was. Just a turn of phrase.”
“Well your home counties roots are showing, along with your
questionable judgement.”
“Thanks a lot.”
“Why did you marry him?”
“Why do you think?”
“Not for the sex apparently.”
“Don’t be so sure. I like a little variety, but that isn’t any
reflection on him.”
“I’d guess you did it for the money, even though he didn’t inherit
much from what I hear, and maybe the title. And the chance to do
things you couldn’t possibly have done without the position and the
cash.”
“Cynical too then.”
I shook my head.
“I married him because I loved him. And I still do love him.”
Now ordinarily I wouldn’t have given this much credence, but
something in the way she said it made me believe her.
“Sorry.”
“So you should be.”
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“Which means I’m just a passing phase am I?”
“Exactly. You are a musician after all. So who knows how long
you’ll be around.”
“And how long before you get bored with me?”
“Don’t know. When it’s over I’ll tell you.”
“Thanks.”
“Don’t mention it.”
I refilled her glass from the last of the brandy.
“That the end of that?”
“Don’t worry, there’s more where that came from.”
“Can we say the same about you?”
“If you’re not in too much of a hurry.”
She smiled.
“But in the meantime, what can you tell me about Sir Richard
Gilmore Hughes?”
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The Pendleton Gallery was on the Old Brompton Road, just a
stone’s throw from the Chelsea Arts Club. I walked in a few minutes
before mid-day. It was another one of those places where I’m sure I
looked like I didn’t belong.
There were pictures on the wall, but no prices. Although you
didn’t have to be genius to know they were expensive. The
surroundings were expensive too. A tastefully placed couch here and
there, good standard of decoration, and good standard of
receptionist. Tall, well dressed, middle aged, and elegant. I admired
her from afar. Some days I wondered if there were any women under
sixty that I wouldn’t be willing to spend the weekend with.
She came from behind her little desk, and walked across towards
me. It was an interesting walk. Unhurried.
“May I help you?”
I could see she already thought I’d wandered in by mistake.
“Is Dickie in?”
She was a little taken aback. But this question required a further
appraisal of my appearance. She looked me up and down.
“I’m afraid Sir Richard is not available just now.”
“Pity.”
“How may I help?”
“Not sure that you can. Unless he’s delegated acquisitions.”
“Acquisitions?”
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I couldn’t believe she didn’t understand the word, but I thought
I’d give it another try.
“Are you the buyer?”
“We don’t actually buy works of art I’m afraid, we sell on
commission.”
“Nice work if you can get it.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“No actual outlay, and you still get a big slice of the cake.”
“We have overheads.”
“So does a shopkeeper, but he still has to buy the goods before he
sells them.”
“Now look Mr...?”
“Bob Rafferty.”
“I don’t have time to get into an argument with you about our
business practices. I can assure you our clientele are very happy with
the services we offer.”
“I’m sure they are. And I think Dickie would be interested in the
services I have to offer.”
“I’m sorry but I can’t imagine that is the case Mr Rafferty.”
“Maybe he has a personal collection.”
“What business would that be of yours?”
“My information is that Dickie was in negotiations to buy a
print.”
“Do please stop calling him that.”
“OK. But I’ve got something he wants.”
“And what would that be?”
“Perhaps that’s something I should discuss with him.”
She gave me a hard stare.
“I am the doorkeeper Mr Rafferty, and at the moment the door is
firmly closed.”
“Well unfortunately the print he wanted to acquire changed hands.
But the good news is, I’m now in a position to supply it.”
“And what print would that be?”
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“The Max Beckmann.”
There was a pause.
“I’m not aware that he was trying to buy a print, but just give me
a moment.”
She looked reluctant to leave me in charge of a gallery full of
valuable art. But she went through to the back, and I could hear her
clip clopping up the stairs. Maybe Sir Dickie lived above the shop.
While she was gone I had a good look around. There was nothing
I wanted to buy, even if I’d had the money.
Firmer footsteps approached. A large man in an expensive suit
came in from the back. He had a friendly face, brylcreamed hair,
RAF moustache, and ruddy complexion. As he held out his hand, his
face broke into a smile, as if he’d known me for years.
We shook hands.
“What can I do for you Mr Rafferty?”
“I understand you were interested in buying a Max Beckmann
print.”
He looked puzzled.
“Really?”
“Not for the gallery. For your own collection.”
“Don’t collect Beckmanns I’m afraid.”
“I realise you might think this is rather sensitive, since the deal
has already fallen through, but I assure you I have the print in my
possession, and I’m in a position to supply it.”
“I’m sure you are. But it’s not of any interest to me.”
Now it was my turn to look puzzled.
“May I ask who supplied you with this information Mr Rafferty?”
“I can’t say who told me, but my understanding was the person
who arranged the transaction was Lord Lyndhurst.”
“I know Lyndhurst of course, but the fellow’s never offered to sell
me anything.”
“How do you know him?”
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“The art world’s a small world Mr Rafferty. You see the same
people at the opening of exhibitions, or receptions. He became well
known after the war because of the charity.”
“But do you actually know him?”
“I would say I do yes.”
“As a friend?”
“An acquaintance.”
“And what do you think of him?”
“Dangerous territory there I think.”
“Why?”
“Seems to have a pretty good reputation.”
“But what do you think?”
He paused. Thought about it.
“Not from the press are you?”
“I’m a banjo player.”
He laughed.
“Well, something’s not right with him. Can’t put my finger on it.
Might just be that he’s out to get what he can, and dresses it up as
altruism. But I wouldn’t want to have dinner with the man.”
“Thanks. No idea who would want to buy a Beckmann print have
you?”
“Legitimately?”
“Doesn’t have much provenance if that’s what you mean, but I’m
led to believe it’s genuine.”
“The funny thing is, if you’d asked me before we had this
conversation, I might have told you to approach Lyndhurst.”
“Really?”
“Most people buy works of art because they like them. Lyndhurst
is one of a new breed. He buys art as an investment. Probably never
sees the light of day after he gets his hands on it. Has them tucked
away in a warehouse no doubt. Once told me he thinks they might
appreciate in value by over a thousand per cent.”
“What do you think?”
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“Might be right if we ever get out of this bloody austerity and
rationing.”
“Or?”
“Might get his fingers burned. Can’t say I’d be sorry.”
“Bit of a risk isn’t it?”
“Nature of investment.”

200

54

I took Ruthie out to dinner. My funds were at an all time low, so I
thought I might as well spend what was left. Restaurants weren’t
rationed, so you could eat quite well. Anyone with enough money to
eat at the Ritz every night didn’t suffer from rationing at all. Another
reason not to like the upper classes. As if I needed one.
The Short House was on Stoke Newington High Street. It had
been hit by a bomb in the war, and the top two storeys had been
demolished. Now it was the only single storey building in the middle
of the street. Alfie Jackson had turned it into a small café after he got
his discharge papers. It was warm and comfortable and homely. The
food was good, but he didn’t have a licence.
We got to the coffee before I broached the subject.
“I’ve got a little job for you.”
“What’s that?”
“I phoned Mike Renbourn yesterday, and a visiting order is on its
way. So I want you to go and see Benny.”
“I thought you didn’t want me to go?”
“I didn’t want you to upset him.”
“And now?”
“I think we should talk about what you say.”
“About me and you?”
“That too, but there’s something which might be more important.”
“What’s that?”
“The six hundred quid.”

201

“That Benny got out of the bank?”
“Yes.”
“What do you want me to do?”
“I want you to ask him what he did with it.”
“I thought you already asked.”
“I did. But he wouldn’t tell me.”
“What makes you think he’ll tell me?”
“Nothing in particular, but you are married to him. Try and use
whatever leverage you’ve got.”
“My feminine charms you mean.”
“If he’s still susceptible to them.”
“Don’t know if he is or not.”
“Well you can try.”
“Why is it so important?”
“I see it like this. It must be something bad. Something which
would have set the jury against him. So since the rest of the evidence
was circumstantial he probably thought he had a better chance of
getting off by not mentioning it. Maybe he’s too ashamed to tell me,
maybe he’ll be less embarrassed about telling you.”
“What because I already know all his bad points?”
“I don’t know. Sometimes people share things with their wives
and girlfriends which they wouldn’t tell anyone else.”
“So I get him to tell me in confidence, and then I tell you.”
“Pretty much.”
“Nice.”
“Do you understand how important this is?”
“Not really.”
“I want to know if it relates in any way to the things I’m looking
into. If it does, maybe that’s useful. But whatever he spent it on, I
think we need to concentrate on finding hard evidence for what he
actually did. That way it might be possible to challenge what was
definitely a critical piece of circumstantial evidence on appeal.”
“OK.”
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“Could be a life saver Ruthie.”
She looked sad.
“And what about you and me?”
“In terms of what you tell him?”
“Yes.”
“My advice. Tell him nothing.”
“I feel like such a fraud.”
“If you open with you and me, you’ll have no chance of finding
out what we need to know. It’ll just disintegrate into a row.”
“I know.”
“Not to mention that he’s got enough on his plate already.”
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Lady Lyndhurst round three. There was always the danger of
dying from exhaustion, but on balance I decided it was a risk I was
willing to take.
I wondered if for the sake of discretion we might try a change of
venue. But she seemed happy with the Sheringham. The only
problem was the desk clerk now knew me by name. Not my real
name of course, and Helen checked in under her maiden name, but
any News of the Screws reporter worth his salt would drive a cart
and horses through that subterfuge in about ten minutes.
I was going to ask her about it, but she asked me.
“How did you get on with Sir Richard Gilmore Hughes?”
“Nice chap. Never intended to buy a Beckmann though.”
She gave me a questioning look.
“That’s all I know. He was puzzled that I should even be offering
it to him.”
“Hm.”
She lent back on the pillows. Thoughtful. I let a few moments
pass.
“How did you get the information out of your husband?”
“I began a conversation about art collecting. Then after about ten
minutes I asked him casually, ‘Who did you say was buying the
Beckmann?’”
“And he said?”
“Something like, ‘Chap at the Pendleton.’”
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“And there are no other chaps at the Pendleton?”
“No. Sole owner. Looked him up.”
“Where?”
“Who’s Who.”
“So your husband didn’t actually say the name?”
“No. He just mentioned the gallery, and then I looked it up, found
the proprietor, and then looked him up, and then told you.”
“Quite a detective aren’t you?”
“Believe me, if you’re a dancer who wants to marry into money,
you have to be prepared to do a little research. Can’t believe what
every stage door Johnny tells you.”
“So how come you married the only Lord in the land who didn’t
inherit any money?”
“He isn’t without money. He just didn’t get it from his family.
Believe me, we aren’t poverty stricken. My research was better than
that.”
She laughed.
“And you loved him.”
“I did. I do. Can’t believe he asked me really, but he did, thank
God.”
“Want to know what Sir Dickie thinks about him?”
“Not if it’s bad.”
“Well, he wasn’t particularly complimentary, but leaving that
aside, he also said your husband collects art.”
“He does. Just a few pieces.”
“Sir Dickie thought it might be a bit more than that.”
“Really?”
“Said he recalled a conversation where his Lordship indicated
investing in art was a good thing because it would appreciate
substantially in value after the end of austerity. Seemed to think your
husband had a warehouse somewhere full of art, which wouldn’t see
the light of day until it was sold, some years hence.”
“Any evidence for that?”
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“Don’t think so. But is it possible?”
She took a long time to think about it.
“He certainly buys and sells. Since the war, that’s how he makes
money. I know he sells, because I’ve sometimes been there when
he’s done it. But he doesn’t talk to me about his business dealings.”
“Is he secretive?”
“Not especially. If I ask he’ll talk about it. He probably thinks it
would bore me. And he’s almost certainly right.”
“How about this then. He buys and sells. Makes a profit. And
invests some of that money in the works he thinks will rise most in
value.”
“Could be so. But I don’t know so.”
“What about...”
“Chips?”
“Yes.”
“I’m bored now.”
“Want me to do something about that?”
“What I’m here for.”
When people say they are giving of themselves, they generally
don’t mean it. But in my case it was true.
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When I got back to the flat I found Ruthie had stayed up waiting
for me. Maybe she knew what I’d been up to, or maybe she didn’t.
“Been out with the posh tart again?”
“Yes.”
“Get anything useful?”
“Depends on your point of view.”
“Hm.”
She glanced up at me as if she knew what I meant.
“It seems that Lyndhurst is a collector of art. The only question is
to what extent. Her ladyship thinks it’s just a few pieces he likes. Sir
Dickie thinks it’s a warehouse full. No actual evidence either way.”
“Not much further forward then.”
“No.”
“And this is important because?”
“Be nice to know who the buyer of the Beckmann was supposed
to be. Something tells me that’s the missing piece of the jigsaw. Find
the buyer then who knows?”
“A link to Billy’s death?”
“Hope so. Truth is I won’t know until I get there. At the moment
the only thing I can do is chase information. And if it’s difficult to
come by I can’t help thinking, maybe it’s important.”
She got a couple of cups of coffee, and we sat at the kitchen table.
“Want to know what Benny said?”
I’d almost forgotten she’d been to see him.
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“Of course I want to know.”
“Nothing.”
“Nothing?”
“Wouldn’t discuss it.”
“The six hundred quid?”
“Told me it was none of my business.”
“Did you get anything?”
“Just a bad tempered conversation.”
“About?”
She suddenly looked sheepish.
“You didn’t tell him?”
She nodded.
“Jesus Ruthie. I thought we agreed about that.”
“I know.”
“How come?”
“Things haven’t been good between us for a while. He kept
needling me.”
“You did it to upset him?”
She closed her eyes. Screwed them up.
“You don’t think he’s got enough to worry about?”
“I couldn’t help it.”
“Yes, you could.”
Her eyes opened again. Fixed on me. A flash of anger.
“Do you know what it’s like when a marriage goes sour?”
“Never had the chance to find out.”
She turned away. I let her stew for a while.
“You’d better tell me what he had to say about this.”
“He said that grateful though he is for all the leg work, this is
something he’s going to take up with you when he gets out.”
“Great.”
“At least he thinks he’s coming out.”
“Got a real incentive now of course.”
“What’s that?”
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“Wants to beat the crap out of me.”
She smiled.
“That something you’d want to see?”
“Not particularly.”
We both sat there. I contemplated one of the things I found
hardest in life. You can’t control other people.
“Back to the six hundred Ruthie.”
“Nothing to tell.”
“Any reason you can think of why he wouldn’t tell you what he
spent the money on?”
“No.”
“You talk about this before or after you told him you were
sleeping with me?”
“Before.”
“At least you got that right.”
“Thanks.”
I started thinking aloud.
“I cannot imagine why, when his life’s at stake, he won’t explain
the most damning piece of evidence against him.”
She shook her head.
“Got any idea why Ruthie?”
“Might be something he’s ashamed of.”
“Can’t think you’d be so ashamed of something you’d rather die
than have it come out.”
“Or something that would get someone else into trouble.”
“Again, you’d think it wasn’t worth dying for.”
We puzzled over it for a while longer without reaching any
conclusion. Then we went to bed.
Luckily she wasn’t in the mood for anything other than an arm
round her shoulders. We lay there for some time. Close, but not
talking. Eventually she broke the silence.
“Chips?”
“Yes.”
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“I’m going back to Norfolk.”
“Why?”
“Can’t stand it here anymore.”
“Something I did?”
“No.”
“What then?”
“The waiting. Nothing to do while you’re out during the day.
Don’t know anyone. All I do is watch the clock, thinking each
minute is one minute less that he has to live.”
“Same for all of us.”
“But how many minutes are there in three weeks?”
I did a rough calculation in my head.
“About thirty thousand.”
“That many?”
“Approximately.”
She was quiet for a while.
“Still have to go.”
“When?”
“Tomorrow.”
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While Ruthie was on her way to Liverpool Street I was on my
way to the Pendleton. I couldn’t think of any other way to go. My
options were gradually running out.
As I went in through the door the good looking assistant looked
up from her paperwork.
“Mr Rafferty. Again.”
“You’ve got a good memory.”
“Let’s just say you made such an impression on me last time that I
haven’t forgotten.”
“Things are looking up.”
“And what can I interest you in this time?”
“Same thing as last time.”
“Something else for sale?”
“No.”
“What then?”
“Any chance of a word with Sir Dickie?”
“On what matter?”
“Saving a man’s life.”
“Not sure that’s something he would be interested in.”
“And he seems like such a nice chap.”
“He is. Which is why he needs me to help keep away all the riffraff.”
I faked a hurt expression. She didn’t budge.
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“Any chance you could let him make his own decision on this
one?”
“Unfortunately for you he pays me to do exactly the opposite.”
“I think he liked me.”
“Doesn’t necessarily mean he wants to see you again.”
By this time I’d made my way over to her desk. There was a chair
on my side, so I sat down.
“Looks like I’m going to have to tell you the whole story then.”
I’d just got as far as explaining the seriousness of the banjo wars
when she held up her hand.
“Please Mr Rafferty. I have work to do.”
“Me too.”
“I can’t sit here all day and listen to your life story.”
“I haven’t got to the good bit yet.”
“It seems hard to believe there is a good bit.”
“You’re a very hard woman to please.”
“I like to think so.”
“What if I told you it ends up with someone being convicted of
murder, and their last hope is me?”
“I would feel very sorry for them.”
“But you wouldn’t deny them the information they needed for a
successful appeal would you?”
“And Sir Richard has information which might help?”
“No. But he might know someone who does.”
“Seems a little tenuous.”
“Best I can do.”
She gave me a long look, before eventually getting up off her
chair and making her way upstairs. If this was a regular occurrence I
couldn’t help thinking it might have been better to have a phone put
in. But then maybe it wasn’t a regular occurrence.
Two minutes later she was back.
“Sir Richard wonders whether you would like to join him for a
cup of tea upstairs.”
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Once I was sitting comfortably, in what appeared to be the study,
with a cup of tea and a biscuit in my hand, I began.
“I need some information.”
“Fire away.”
“And I think I should tell you why I need it.”
“As you wish.”
“But I should warn you it’s a long story.”
“Bugger all else to do quite frankly.”
So I told him everything. Including the real reason for my last
visit, which I had neglected to explain properly at the time.
“And I can help how exactly?”
“There seems to be some discrepancy between what you told me
of Lyndhurst’s collection, and what his wife thinks he’s got.”
“In what way?”
“You think he’s got a warehouse full, and she thinks he’s picked
up a few pieces which he likes.”
“And?”
“Is there anyone, apart from Lyndhurst himself, who would know
for certain?”
He thought about it.
“How would that help?”
“I’m trying to follow the trail of the Beckmann print. If I can find
out who it was destined for, maybe I can make a link with Billy’s
death. If I find out who killed Billy, then Benny’s off the hook.”
“Tricky.”
“Why?”
“Most chaps keep that kind of thing close to their chest.
Particularly if the work is, what shall we say, imported.”
“Exactly the problem I’m up against.”
“Yes, I see that.”
He thought about it some more.
“Would you mind waiting downstairs for a while? In the presence
of the lovely Pamela.”
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“Of course not.”
“It’s just that before I point you in any particular direction I feel I
should make a couple of phone calls.”
I descended the stairs. The lovely Pamela looked up as I reentered the gallery.
“Sir Dickie says I should come and talk to you for a few
minutes.”
She looked sceptical.
“I’m sure that as an art lover Mr Rafferty you would be far
happier viewing our collection.”
“You seem to have the wrong impression of me.”
“Irony Mr Rafferty. Without which the day would seem long
indeed.”
“In other words you like to entertain yourself at my expense.”
“It is a temptation which few could resist.”
“I have a good mind to report your behaviour to your employer.”
“I fear it is something of which he is only too well aware.”
“I mean what if I were a potential client?”
“Ah now if you were a potential client Mr Rafferty I think you
might find things would be very different.”
“How so?”
“You would quickly understand what professional selling to rich
clients is all about.”
“And would that extend to having a drink with a rich client?”
“It might.”
“Or dinner?”
“Perhaps.”
“How rich would I have to be?”
“You would have to be able to do better than dinner at a Lyons
corner house.”
“I expect I could run to that.”
Just at that moment Sir Dickie appeared on the stairs.
“Everyone all right down here?”

214

“Mr Rafferty was just saying that if he were to take me out to
dinner he could afford something rather better than a Lyons corner
house.”
Sir Dickie chuckled.
“Good man, good man.”
“Do you think I should go?”
“You do what you want my dear.”
With the matter unresolved Sir Dickie and I wandered round the
gallery.
“Might have something for you.”
“Thank God. I’d come to a bit of a dead end.”
“Chap by the name of Mueller.”
I took out my notebook and wrote it down.
“You can find him at the National Gallery. He’s a curator there.
Did some work for Lyndhurst’s charity apparently. Might well know
what his collection consists of.”
“Thanks.”
“And how are you doing with the lovely Pamela?”
“Not very promising.”
He laughed again, and patted me on the arm.
“Don’t worry. I’ve been married to her for thirty years. Can’t say
for certain of course, but I don’t think anyone’s cracked it yet.”
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The possibility that Jack Rye knew more than he’d let on had
been nagging away at me ever since the trial. The other thing that
kept nagging away at me was the fact he had erroneously claimed to
be Benny’s right hand man.
He wasn’t exactly hard to track down. His wife had inherited
some money, and bought a little two up and two down in Peckham.
I’d been there once when we were playing at the Shepherd’s Bush
Empire.
I knocked. After a while she came to the door.
“Jack in?”
“Course he is. Nothing to do now the bands aren’t playing.”
She stood to one side and let me pass into the narrow hall. She
closed the door, and squeezed past me. We went through into the
back kitchen.
“I’ll give him a shout.”
She opened the back door and called out to him. A head appeared
round the corner of the shed door.
“Chips is here.”
He wandered up the path, wiping his hands on a rag.
“Doing a bit of maintenance Jack?”
“Got a lawnmower at the auction. Can’t get the bloody thing to
work.”
“What’s wrong with it?”
“Pulls the bleedin’ grass out instead of cutting it.”
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“Not much use for it in December I wouldn’t have thought.”
“Passes the time.”
He threw the rag in the sink.
“Make us a cup of tea will you.”
She gave him a look.
“I want to talk to Chips in the front parlour.”
We went through.
“Worst business I ever came across.”
“Know what you mean.”
“How long has he got?”
“Two weeks on Monday.”
He shook his head.
“Can’t believe they’ll actually do it to him.”
“They will unless I can find out who really killed Billy.”
“I heard you’d been nosing around. Come up with anything?”
“Quite a lot, but nothing we can use in court.”
I filled him in on Billy’s activities.
“Course he wasn’t the only one who had a few things going on
the side.”
“Don’t suppose he was.”
“I mean Benny was no saint.”
“Meaning?”
“Don’t know if he carried it on after the war mind you.”
“Carried what on?”
“You should know.”
“What smuggling a few bits and pieces through the dock gates?”
“And the rest.”
“What does that mean?”
“Pinky Slater’s global oil empire.”
“News to me.”
“You weren’t in on it?”
“Don’t know anything about it.”
“Slater owned a little garage on Allerton Road.”
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“And?”
“The petrol was off the ration, and I don’t suppose he paid any tax
on it.”
“Where did he get petrol during the war?”
“Traded oil for it.”
“Who with?”
“Don’t know. The docker’s were in on it, and so was Benny.”
“People died bringing oil in.”
“I know. Wasn’t something I would have wanted any part of.”
His wife brought in cups of tea. I recounted the events of the past
few days. And then we talked about the trial. Eventually I had to
address the issue which had been annoying me ever since.
“How come you passed yourself off as Benny’s right hand man?”
“Fester Cross just asked if I was, and it seemed easiest to say yes.
I know you was his right hand man. I wasn’t trying to make out it
was me. I didn’t know what I was to tell you the truth, so I couldn’t
think how to explain it.”
That sounded about right.
“How come they called you as a prosecution witness?”
“The police questioned me. Next thing I know I’m being called. I
didn’t want to say it. I knew it wasn’t good. But I thought I had to
tell the truth in case they had someone else who overheard that bloke
offer to knock off Billy. Didn’t fancy going down for perjury.”
Nothing I could say to that. In his position I’d have had to do the
same thing.
“Now you were there when we played Reading.”
He nodded.
“So when Benny was late back that night, what did he say to
you?”
“Same as to everyone else. He’d been in London on personal
business, and got stuck there. Something about the train being late I
think.”
“You didn’t know he’d taken out six hundred quid?”
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“No.”
“What about petty cash?”
“Not much in the pot as I recall.”
“Less than usual?”
“Maybe a bit less. Nothing out of the ordinary though.”
“So how come he told Zoot Crumb he was skint?”
“Don’t know?”
“Surely he could have just got some cash off you?”
“If he’d wanted.”
“So why didn’t he?”
“Search me. Might have just wanted to annoy Crumb. They didn’t
exactly like one another.”
“Why was that?”
He seemed reticent.
“Jack?”
“Dangerous ground Chips.”
“Dangerous ground is where I need to be.”
He shook his head.
“It’s nothing that would help him.”
“Why don’t you tell me, and we’ll let the solicitor decide?”
“Solicitor already knows I should think.”
“What?”
“You aren’t going to like it.”
“I’m going to like it a lot less if you don’t tell me.”
There was a long pause. I kept my mouth shut.
“Zoot Crumb knew stuff about him, which Benny didn’t want
him to know.”
“Like what?”
“Personal stuff.”
I leaned back in the chair in exasperation.
“What personal stuff?”
“You promise not to get upset?”
“I promise.”
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“It’s just that you sailed with him. I thought you’d know.”
“Know what for God’s sake?”
There was another break in the conversation. Again I remained
silent. Either he was going to tell me or he wasn’t.
“It’s difficult to say exactly. It’s one of those things that’s partly
true and partly not true.”
“I give up. Now I really don’t understand what you’re on about.”
“OK, now what I’m going to say, it’s not like he was this way all
the time. Just some of the time. You understand what I’m saying?”
“No.”
“Well, sometimes, but not all the time, Benny was a bit of a black
market butcher.”
“A what?”
“Someone who likes to take his meat round the back.”
I stared at him in disbelief.
“I never heard anything so ridiculous. Benny was like a dog after
a bitch in heat. You know what he was like. We were in the same
band.”
“All I’m saying is, sometimes he had other interests.”
“I don’t believe it.”
“Up to you.”
“You saw this?”
“Saw him on the job?”
“No. Saw him pick up a man.”
“Can’t say I did.”
“So where does this come from?”
“Zoot Crumb.”
“Not the most reliable source.”
“No reason to lie about it from what I can see.”
“So where did he get it?”
“Knew this man who Benny, you know...”
We sat there in silence.
“Know anyone who could verify this?”
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“You’re joking aren’t you. Tell anyone you’ve done it and you go
down for a few years.”
My head was spinning. First of all I couldn’t believe it. Second,
even if I did believe it, I couldn’t see how it was of any help. If
anything was likely to prejudice a jury against you, this was it. All
things considered, it was probably a good thing it had never been
mentioned at the trial.
Instead of being further forward, I felt like I’d just taken a step
back.
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Back to Billy’s agent, Davey Haines. In terms of information
about Billy I had just one way left to go. Billy’s band. Didn’t want to
do it. Didn’t think I’d get any help. But I had to try.
Every time I climbed those Soho steps they felt steeper. As usual
the door was open, and Davey was at his desk. No hostility this time,
after the drink in the Coach and Horses.
“Chips?”
“Me again I’m afraid.”
“Cup of tea?”
“Don’t mind if I do.”
He came round from the desk, put the kettle on, and leaned
against a table at the back.
“Not looking good for your man.”
“No.”
“Still think he didn’t do it?”
I shook my head. The kettle boiled, and he warmed the pot,
before putting some tea in, and leaving it to brew.
“Any hope for Benny?”
“Renbourn’s seeking leave to appeal.”
“How does that look?’
“Not good unless I come up with something.”
“Get anything on the paintings?”
“Nothing that would lead to murder.”
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He gave the tea a final stir in the pot, poured a couple of mugs,
and handed one to me, before going back behind the desk.
“How can I help?”
“Two questions. One is just curiosity.”
“OK.”
“Anyone ever mention anything to you about Benny’s sexual
tastes?”
“Only person ever talked to me about Benny was Billy, and he
wasn’t exactly complimentary.”
“What did he say?”
“Only that he couldn’t keep his flies buttoned. Not unusual in this
business.”
“One of the perks of the job.”
“Billy reckons even a good looking goat would have to watch
itself.”
“He was one to talk.”
Davey grinned.
“Tell me about it.”
“Billy never mentioned anything else?”
“Like what?”
I hesitated. Back in 1948 it was a difficult subject.
“That on occasion he might have had an interest in men?”
Davey blew the air out between his teeth, making a little
whistling noise.
“Something else that’s not unusual in this business.”
“I know, but did you ever hear it about Benny?”
“Can’t say I did. But even if it’s true, what does it matter?”
“No, I know. Can’t see how it would affect anything. But I sailed
with him, and if it’s true, I didn’t know. Makes you think he’s got
secrets.”
We both took a sip of our tea.
“Next question.”
“When we last spoke you said all his band were in the forces.”
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“Far as I know.”
“And one was in the Merchant Navy?”
“Sailed with Billy I think.”
“Who was that?”
“Don Hendricks.”
I took my notebook out and wrote it down.
“Need an address?”
“You gave them to me last time. Just didn’t know which one was
the seaman.”
“What are you after?”
“No idea. Just shaking the tree. See what falls out.”
“But why him?”
“One common thread seems to be the Merchant Navy. Billy,
Benny, Slater, and Lyndhurst were all MN. The pictures come in
through Southampton docks. Maybe Hendricks knows something
about Billy’s little sideline.”
“Clutching at straws?”
“All I’ve got left.”
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Mike Renbourn wanted to see me. I got the message when I
arrived back at the flat. Someone had put a note under the door.
The next morning I went to his office early. The secretary showed
me through.
“Got anything for me?”
“Not really.”
I told him what I’d been up to. Which didn’t include handing over
any useful evidence.
He fiddled with the pens on his desk.
“How about you Mike?”
“Me?”
“Yes. Any movement your end?”
“Day after tomorrow we seek leave to appeal. At the moment I
don’t have much to put before the court.”
“What have you got?”
“Legal arguments. But no new evidence.”
“Thought as much.”
“I was hoping you might have something.”
“So was I.”
“Two weeks and three days. Think you’ll come up with anything
by then?”
This gave me a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach.
“I’m chasing every lead I can get. Nothing suggests I’m even
close to finding who did it, or even finding a motive. Billy was
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certainly making a good few deals on the side. Benny was hiding
something. How I’m supposed to make sense of it I don’t know.”
Mike came round from behind the desk. He took the client chair
beside mine. After a moment he lent forward, elbows on knees, chin
in his hands. He gave a long sigh.
“Tell me what you think.”
“I think I don’t know what’s going on.”
“But if you had to place a bet on who did it?”
“Professional job. So the only question is who paid for it.”
“And who would that be?”
“That’s the problem. No suspect. If someone was in the frame I’d
have a definite line of enquiry.”
“You’re beginning to sound like the police.”
“Tell you the truth, my respect for them increases by the day. Not
on the basis of how they’ve handled this obviously. But it’s a hard
job.”
“If you had their resources, what would you do?”
I was stumped. Didn’t know what to say. I felt empty. Thought I
might burst into tears.
Renbourn patted me on the arm.
“It’s OK. I only asked in case there was something we could get
them to investigate. It’s not unusual to have the police check things
out in this kind of case. They’re reasonably sympathetic believe it or
not. No one wants to see an innocent man hang.”
“Pity they didn’t put a few more resources into chasing down
Billy’s activities in the first place.”
“You can see it from their point of view though. One clear
suspect. Why complicate things?”
“Because life is complicated. My view. Find out as much as you
can. Then decide if you’ve got a suspect.”
Mike went over to a cabinet by the wall. Opened the door to
reveal a few bottles and some glasses.
“Want a drink?”
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“Bit early isn’t it?”
“I’m having one.”
“Got a single malt?”
He took the top off a bottle, poured two glasses, and brought one
over to me.
“Does there ever come a point where you’d think about breaking
that confidentiality thing you have?”
“Probably not.”
“Not even to save his life?”
“You’re presuming he’s told me something which would help.”
“Hasn’t he?”
Mike hesitated.
“All I can tell you is that I’m not in possession of any
information, from any source, which in my opinion would clear my
client.”
“But he has told you what he spent the six hundred quid on.”
“I can’t answer that.”
“Let me try this. I’m going to tell you what I could investigate.
Maybe you could indicate if you think any of these things are a
waste of my time.”
“OK.”
“First there’s the Beckmann print. I’d like to know who was
buying it.”
“Seems like a useful thing to know. Particularly if it turns out
Billy’s sidelines caused his death.”
“Second there’s checking out Billy’s acquaintances to see if
anyone knows anymore about what he was up to.”
“Same reply.”
“Third, there’s checking out Benny himself, to see what he’s
hiding.”
“Probably not helpful to the defence.”
I took a moment to think about that one.

227

“Interesting. Because I think I might have uncovered something
which definitely wouldn’t be helpful to the defence.”
“Probably best if you don’t put me in a difficult position.”
“No evidence for it. Just hearsay.”
“Still pays to be careful.”
“OK.”
“Perhaps if you avoid specifics.”
“Seems Benny could have had certain interests which the jury
might not have regarded sympathetically.”
“Could be true of almost anyone.”
“Not me.”
“Present company excepted of course.”
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Despite the steer from Mike about what was worth investigating, I
still wanted to know what was going on with Benny. And I thought
there was one person who might shed some light on the situation.
And I wasn’t averse to seeing her anyway.
I knocked on the door of the timber bungalow in Norfolk, after a
longish train journey, and an uncomfortable ride on an Eastern
Counties bus.
There was no reply. I had that sinking feeling. When I’d been
sitting in London, a surprise visit seemed like a good idea. Now,
standing on the marshes at East Aldham, in front of an obviously
empty bungalow, I wondered how I could have been so stupid.
It was half a mile back to the village, along a public footpath
which doubled as a track for farm vehicles. The low December sun
was shining on a dip in the land, and mist was already forming, even
though it was barely lunchtime. As I walked through it the water
vapour swirled around my ankles.
I looked up, and saw a familiar figure in the distance. She was
walking towards me. I stopped, and waited for her to get a little
closer.
“Chips?”
“Hello Ruthie.”
“What are you doing here?”
“Thought I’d come and see you.”
“Not bad news is it?”
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“No. Don’t have good news either mind you.”
I turned when she got to me, and we began the walk back to the
bungalow. She was carrying some linen bags. I took them off her.
They were heavy.
“Been shopping?”
“Been to the farm. Got a few things off the ration.”
“Guess you don’t go hungry in the countryside.”
“Not if we can help it.”
Once we were inside I kissed her.
“Bedroom’s through there.”
She pointed.
“Never mind the bedroom Ruthie. I’ve been up since six, and I’m
starving.”
She laughed.
“Always knew the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach.
Didn’t realise that was the way to the other bits as well.”
“Now you know.”
She made me bacon, eggs, and fried bread, which I rounded off
with a couple of cups of tea.
We sat in the kitchen. Two in the afternoon, and the light was
fading. I got up and looked out of the window. Mist now covered the
whole of the marsh. It was only six inches or so above the ground, so
you could still see for miles, but you couldn’t see a single blade of
grass, just a white blanket concealing all living things.
“I have to ask you a difficult question. And I don’t know if the
answer will help me or not. Certainly don’t know if it will help
Benny.”
I turned round to look at her. She looked away for a moment, and
then looked back.
“Went to see a man called Jack Rye. He was in the band. He
reckons Benny had another interest, besides you.”
“Not exactly news Chips.”
“Well, another interest besides women I should say.”
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She didn’t say anything for a while. I waited.
“You think this is relevant?”
“No idea.”
She rubbed her forehead with her hand.
“I don’t feel comfortable talking to you about things Benny told
me in confidence.”
“Can’t imagine any other circumstances where I’d feel it was
appropriate to ask.”
“How could it possibly help?”
“Don’t know. But the problem is, Billy and Benny both seem to
have had secrets. I don’t know where to look. But I’ve got to look
somewhere, and I’ve only got a short time to do it.”
“How did this Jack Rye say he knew about this?”
“He said Zoot Crumb told him he knew a man who’d been
involved with Benny. I didn’t believe it. But then I talked to Mike
Renbourn, and although he couldn’t be specific, he did indicate he
knew something about Benny, which had it come out in court,
wouldn’t have been helpful to the defence.”
“So why would it be helpful to you?”
“Got to say Ruthie, I don’t know that it’s helpful at all. I’m just
asking questions, hoping one of the answers leads to something
useful. Hasn’t happened so far, but I’m going to keep doing it for a
couple more weeks.”
She shook her head.
“Jesus Christ Chips. I promised him I would never talk about
this.”
“Maybe you don’t have to. Maybe I know enough already. But I
wanted to know if I could trust Jack Rye.”
“The trouble is, if I just tell you he was right, I think that makes it
sound worse than it is.”
“Up to you Ruthie. I’m not forcing you.”
But in truth I was forcing her, and for no reason I could think of,
beyond simple curiosity. I had to know, but I didn’t know why. I
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could say maybe the case made me like that, but it wouldn’t be true.
I’d always been like that. Always had to know things people didn’t
want me to know.
She sat there for what seemed like an age.
“After he’d asked me to marry him...”
“While I was in Argentina.”
“Don’t start that again.”
“Sorry.”
“After a few days he said there were some things he should tell
me about himself. And I should feel free to back out if I wanted to.
First he said he was bad tempered, or at least moody. But I knew that
already.
“Then he said he’d had a bit of a past with women. Wasn’t
exactly inexperienced. But I knew he’d sailed all over the place, and
I didn’t think for one minute I was marrying a virgin. But he said it
was worse than that. He’d been quite promiscuous. However he was
going to stop that, once he’d made a commitment.”
“And you believed him?”
“At the time. He made it sound like he was making a new start,
and I was helping him. Made me feel like I was doing a good thing.”
“But that didn’t work out?”
She shook her head.
“He then said there was something I shouldn’t tell anyone else,
whether we got married or not. Made me promise.”
“OK.”
“He said he was sexually attracted to himself.”
“What?”
“I know. But he said he didn’t need anyone else to get aroused.
His own body was enough. So I said well that’s a male body, does
that mean you’re attracted to men? And he said he could be, but that
wasn’t the point. It was the idea of sex that aroused him, anything to
do with sex.”
“Did you ask him if he’d been with men?”
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“I did, but he said that wasn’t a question I should ask, because it
was a new beginning with me, and he didn’t want to say anything
which would get him or anyone else in trouble with the law.”
“And that didn’t sound like an evasion to you?”
“Of course it did.”
“But you married him anyway?”
“I was in love. What other reason is there. And he was going to
change. I just knew it.”
In my more lucid moments I knew she found Benny more
exciting than me. And I was jealous of that. I hated it. So the bottom
line was, even if I hadn’t been in South America at the time, there
was nothing I could have done. Sometimes you want to fight, but
there’s no point.
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I went into the front entrance of the National Gallery and grabbed
an attendant.
“Know where I can find Gert Mueller?”
“Never heard of him pal. Who is he?”
“One of your curators apparently.”
“Try the side entrance in Whitcomb Street.”
It was a good walk. All along the front, and then down the side,
almost to the back. Finally I came to the staff entrance. No one was
on the door, and it was locked. I knocked. After a couple of minutes
a rather dour looking young lady came to the door.
“Can I help you?”
“I’m looking for Gert Mueller.”
“Do you have an appointment?”
“No. But Sir Richard Gilmore Hughes suggested I should talk to
him.”
“Concerning?”
“A little research I’m doing.”
“Well I think he’s rather busy at the moment. Perhaps I can make
an appointment for you to see him.”
“It’s rather urgent.”
“An urgent matter of research in the arts. Not something I’ve
come across before.”
“The research concerns a living person. And I promise you I’m
not exaggerating when I say someone’s life may depend upon it.”
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She looked sceptical.
“Perhaps you would like to wait here a moment.”
She closed the door. I waited. Eventually the door opened, and
she invited me in. I followed her down a rabbit warren of corridors,
and up two flights of stairs. Finally I was shown into a small office.
Behind the desk was a gaunt looking middle aged man, wearing a
good suit, which nevertheless didn’t quite fit properly.
“Mr?”
“Bob Rafferty.”
“Do sit down Mr Rafferty.”
I sat.
“How may I help?”
Not a hint of a German accent. Definitely educated in England I
would have said.
“Sir Richard Gilmore Hughes suggested you might be able to
give me some information.”
“I think I’ve heard of him.”
“The Pendleton Gallery.”
“No, can’t place him I’m afraid. But one meets so many people.”
“He told me you were a friend of Lord Lyndhurst.”
“I most certainly am not.”
“Really?”
“Not my kind of fellow at all.”
“Oh. I thought he was a patron of the arts.”
“He runs a small charity which aims to keep some minor British
paintings in the country, but I can’t say it’s of much concern to us.”
“Would have thought that was a shared interest.”
He raised an eyebrow.
“We do it on a rather larger scale. And the paintings we save for
the nation form part of our collection.”
“As opposed to?”

235

“From what I gather many of the paintings saved by the charity
remain in private galleries. There is some debate about whether it
should be considered a charity at all.”
“But you do know Lord Lyndhurst.”
“Yes. He seems to think that because he runs this Mickey Mouse
outfit, he should be entitled to use the services of our curating and
restoration department.”
“My particular interest was in his personal collection.”
“Don’t think he has a personal collection.”
“Really?”
“Not to my knowledge. I’m not saying he doesn’t have a few
things on the wall, but...”
“I was told he was an investor.”
“I doubt it. Takes more cash than he’s got.”
“It’s just possible he doesn’t pay full whack.”
He looked at me curiously.
“My assistant told me this was a matter of life and death. Doesn’t
sound like it.”
I gave him the bare bones of the story. As it progressed his face lit
up.
“Fascinating.”
“So the bottom line is, I want to know who was buying the
Beckmann print. Then see if there could be any connection to Billy’s
death.”
He considered this.
“Could be wrong, but my gut feeling is it’s not Lyndhurst. The
man’s not backward in coming forward. If he was collecting I think
he would be attempting to make use of my expertise.”
“And he isn’t.”
“Only asks about his charitable acquisitions as far as I know.”
“Any idea who would want to buy a dodgy Beckmann?”
“Difficult to know where to begin. Since the war there are so
many black market deals to be done you’re spoilt for choice.”
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“No further forward then. Except that it’s probably not
Lyndhurst.”
“Best I can do.”
“Trouble is I’ve only got a couple of weeks.”
He sat there considering this for a while. But he didn’t have any
other suggestions. Before I went I thought I should ask one last
question.
“Just out of interest, why don’t you like Lyndhurst?”
“Apart from the bogus charity?”
“It sounded more personal.”
“It is.”
“And?”
He seemed hesitant.
“I shall deny ever having said this.”
“Won’t go any further.”
“The man’s a degenerate.”
“Really?”
“Just because I’m a Wykehamist he seemed to think there was no
harm in propositioning me in the lavatories at the Courtauld
Institute.”
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It wasn’t hard to find out what Don Hendricks was up to. But it
was hard to get to speak to him.
Once Billy’s band wasn’t playing anymore, he was out of work.
Banjo players weren’t much in demand, so he did the only thing he
knew how to do, and went back to sea. When I caught up with his
wife she told me he’d already completed one trip, and was currently
on his way back from Hamburg.
Since by this time I had no other leads, I wasted three days
waiting for him to show up. Don sailed out of Southampton. So I
was back in the bed and breakfast at Lee on the Solent. Nice place,
but a frustrating wait. You can sometimes feel time running out. And
this was one of those times.
On the third day I knocked on the door again, and it was Don who
answered.
“Chips Rafferty. Who’d have thought?”
“That’s me Don.”
“Trying to save that murdering bastard from the gallows from
what I hear.”
“Only true if you think he did it.”
“I think he did it. I think he’s the reason I’m back at sea.”
“Want to tell me why?”
“From what I read in the papers there’s not much doubt.”
“I sailed with him, and I think there’s plenty of doubt.”
“I sailed with him too.”
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This puzzled me. He certainly hadn’t sailed with us during the
latter part of the war, when Benny and I were together, and I’d never
heard Benny mention him. He must have seen the questioning look
on my face.
“The Thomas Carlyle. When we were in collision. I saw what he
did to that poor sod Andy Gilbert the following day.”
“Little provocation there from what I heard.”
“No doubt about it. But that’s no reason to cave someone’s skull
in with a marlin spike.”
“Can’t have been quite like that, or Slater would have had him
arrested as soon as they reached dry land.”
“You’re joking aren’t you. Benny and Slater were like that.”
He indicated how close they were with two fingers.
“Want to invite me in Don, and tell me your side of it?”
“Don’t know as I do.”
“Because it’s bloody freezing out here.”
Just at that point his wife called out to him.
“Close that door Don. You’re letting all the heat out.”
Reluctantly he indicated with his head that I should come inside.
We went through to the back kitchen.
“Cup of tea would be nice.”
“Don’t push your luck.”
Nevertheless he put the kettle on.
“Let me tell you my position Don, because I think you’ve got the
wrong end of the stick.”
Nothing like trying to finesse the story to get what you want.
“If he did it, I’m with you. Let him hang. But I’m not sure, and
until I’m sure, I’m going to talk to everyone I can, and see what I
can find out. Whichever way it comes out, I’m going to do the right
thing.”
“Which means what exactly?”
“I’ll pass on whatever I find, good or bad.”
“And what have you got so far?”
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I gave him a run down. By which time we’d had two cups of tea,
and moved into the lounge, so his wife could begin cooking the
dinner.
“You’ve been digging away all right.”
“I have.”
“And what do you think?”
“Can’t see how it fits together in any way that would help. Billy
had secrets, and so did Benny. All seems to link together, but there’s
no suspect, and no motive.”
“Except the obvious one.”
“Except that.”
“So if you haven’t come up with anything better, why don’t you
accept Benny did it, he had a reason, and it looks like it convinces
everyone but you.”
“Maybe he did do it. Benny had a temper on him for sure. And if
they’d found Billy dead with an axe in his head, I’d be more
convinced. But the thing that’s bothered me since the beginning is
that it looks like it was contracted out. Someone was paid to do it.
Now that requires cold blooded premeditation. I don’t think he had it
in him.”
Don thought about it. I let him think.
“So you’re looking into Billy, to see if someone else had a
motive.”
“Exactly. And there’s plenty going on, but it’s like trying to do a
jigsaw puzzle with some of the pieces missing.”
He looked like a man on the verge of a decision. Not much you
can do in those circumstances except shut up and let him make it.
“You know how you and Benny were close?”
“Yes.”
“Same with me and Billy.”
“OK.”
“Me giving you information feels like a betrayal.”
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“I can understand that. But it’s better the right person swings for
it.”
“As long as someone does.”
“No argument from me on that one.”
“Don’t hold your breath though.”
“Meaning?”
“I might be able to fill in some of the blanks, but I don’t know
that it helps one way or the other.”
“Anything you can tell me...”
He leaned back in the chair.
“There was a lot going on during the war. Didn’t know if we’d
live to see the end of it. Changes your perspective. Better get what
you want now. Better not wait to do the things you want to do. Every
leave was short. I used to cram in whatever I could. I wanted to do
something, I did it.”
“Same for all of us.”
“I know. Some people took it further than others. Some couldn’t
keep their flies buttoned. Others started a family, had children, all in
short order. One bloke I sailed with went on ten days leave, came
back married, and with the wife knocked up. Some tried to get as
much cash as they could as fast as they could.”
“How did Billy fit into this?”
“Billy and Benny were like two chips off the same block. Money
and sex. Couldn’t get enough of either. Slater too. And if you’ve got
a skipper who’s not just going to look the other way, but wants in on
it, you’re pretty much set up.”
“Oil?”
“And the rest. Anything you could sell. Oil was a real money
spinner. Everyone desperate for petrol. Hardly any available except
for official purposes. But food, clothes, you name it. If they could
get their hands on it, they brought it in. Slater paid off the marine
supervisors. The marine supervisors paid off the shore bosuns. The
shore bosuns paid off the union convenors. The union convenors
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paid off the dockers. The local TGWU officials arranged transport.
Everyone got their cut. Slater bought a garage on Allerton Road, and
a shop in Aigburth. Made money out of both ends.”
“Was this a joint enterprise, or three separate businesses?”
“Joint during the war I think. After that, they went their separate
ways. But they stayed in touch. Always useful to have friends in the
same business.”
“And you were in on it?”
“Yes and no. Sometimes I helped Billy out. Didn’t have a stake in
it though. Just got paid for what I did. I was never one for taking
risks.”
“And the banjo band?”
“Couldn’t have been more pleased to hear from him. We’d played
a bit during the war as you know. Your mob were pretty much all
MN. I was sorry not to have been asked by Benny, but by the time he
was starting up I’d lost touch with him. Then when Billy started out
on his own, he more or less pulled me off a ship and said he needed
me as second in command. Me and him we found banjo players from
all over the place. We had an act ready to go in less than a month.”
“Yes, I know. It was our act.”
“I had no idea. Never seen your lot perform. Billy just used it as a
stop gap really, until he got his own material sorted out.”
“Someone else said that.”
“True I think. He was always working on new arrangements. Paid
a couple of the comics to come up with some banjo related material
for the patter. We were on our way.”
“How much did he involve you in his other little business?”
“The paintings?”
“Or anything else.”
“He used to tell me what was going on, but it didn’t involve me.”
“Davey Haines got him a contract where he had one week off in
three. What did you do then?”
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“Bit like being at sea. Do a trip, have a week’s leave, then you’re
away again. Keeps the wife happy.”
He winked at me. A voice came through from the kitchen.
“I heard that.”
“You were meant to.”
“Dinner’s ready. Are you inviting him to stay for lunch?”
He looked questioningly at me.
“Never been known to turn down home cooking.”
“Lay another place Martha.”
We went through to the kitchen, and sat at the table. The smell hit
you as you walked through the door.
“Roast lamb?”
“Amazing what you can get in Germany. We won the bloody war,
but the meat’s more available there than it is here.”
“Not on the open market is it?”
“No I grant you that. But not hard to find.”
We tucked into roast lamb, potatoes, and three veg.
“Anything you can tell me about the paintings?”
“Nothing you don’t know. Smuggled in from Wilhelmshaven in
books, framed locally, then taken up to London and sold to the
nobs.”
“You don’t know the German source?”
“No I don’t. Funny story about the London end though.”
“What was that?”
“Before I tell you I have to ask, you know Benny was half way to
being a Rear Admiral don’t you?”
“Actually I didn’t know. Not until about ten days ago.”
“I thought you’d have got wind of that. After all you sailed with
him.”
“Kept it to himself. And I don’t blame him.”
“No. I suppose there’s no point in being put away just because
you like it a little different.”
“How did you find out?”
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“Billy of course. He was the one who told me the story.
Apparently before Billy left the band, him and Benny went to see
Slater in London for a few drinks. Billy was already dealing the
pictures, and Slater introduces them to some nob and his wife who
take an interest in art. Turns out Billy had met her before, and they
was kind of friendly, know what I mean, and Billy was pleased to
make her acquaintance again. Anyway, also turns out the nob himself
was partial to a bit of the same as Benny. So by a week later Billy’s
doing the wife, and Benny’s doing the husband.”
“Language Don!”
“Sorry dear.”
It was funny. But I wasn’t laughing.
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Something occurred to me, and I didn’t know why I hadn’t
thought of it sooner. So I made my way down to Miller’s
Antiquarian Books, on my way to the station.
Colin Miller was at his desk, just inside the door. He recognised
me the moment I walked in.
“Mr Rafferty. Didn’t expect to see you again.”
“Can’t say I expected to be back.”
“And what brings you to Southampton?”
“Still chasing up information.”
“Getting anywhere?”
“Not far enough that’s for sure.”
“May I offer you some refreshment?”
We retired to the office upstairs, and he made some tea. There
was still paperwork all over the place. A secretary didn’t seem to
have materialised.
“From what I read in the papers Mr Rafferty, things don’t look
too good for your friend.”
“I have to be honest and say they don’t.”
“It must be most disheartening.”
“That isn’t quite the word I would use.”
“What then?”
“It’s a kind of rising tension. And a fear that I won’t find what I’m
looking for. Or at least not find it in time.”
“Is there an appeal?”
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“We’re seeking leave to appeal.”
“Surely that will delay proceedings?”
“Only if we’re successful, but we have no new evidence. So it’s
legal grounds only I’m afraid, and not being a lawyer I have no way
of knowing how likely we are to succeed.”
“You don’t think Mr Ray’s business activities were the cause of
his death?”
“Nothing to indicate that.”
He sat and looked at me sympathetically.
“Any way I can help?”
“I don’t think there is really. I just popped in on my way to the
station. Thought I’d see how you were getting on.”
“Fine, fine.”
“How’s your little sideline?”
“Going quite well I have to say.”
“Same modus operandi?”
“More or less. Thanks to your contact.”
“Glad to hear it worked out.”
“Wasn’t quite what you thought, but Lord Lyndhurst pointed us in
the right direction.”
“You don’t sell direct to him?”
“No.”
That was what I’d hoped. I wondered if Mr Miller had got further
up the chain than I’d managed. He, after all, had something to sell,
and was in a good position to discover what was going on.
“I know you will probably think me inquisitive, but could you tell
me who you deal with?”
“A man by the name of Slater.”
“Captain Pinky Slater?”
“Yes.”
I must have looked puzzled.
“Something worrying you Mr Rafferty?”
“My understanding was that Lyndhurst was selling prints on.”
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“Depends on the print. I believe Captain Slater sometimes passes
items on, and they are sold to Lord Lyndhurst’s wealthy friends, but
Captain Slater is quite a collector.”
“Is he now?”
“I have to say I don’t think he knows much about art, but Lord
Lyndhurst advises him. When something comes up which his
Lordship thinks will appreciate in value, then Captain Slater buys it
personally.”
“And how do you come to know this?”
“After I made contact with Lord Lyndhurst he invited me to
London. We had drinks at Captain Slater’s house, and they explained
the kind of things they would like to invest in.”
“Which you are able to supply?”
“One does one’s best. Mr Langsfeld’s connection in
Wilhelmshaven is as accommodating as he can be, given the limited
number of items he has access to.”
“Slater must have a considerable amount of cash available.”
“He would seem to be quite a wealthy man.”
“Think he’d still like to get his hands on the Beckmann print?”
“I know he was most disappointed when that deal fell through.”
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Mike Renbourn looked grim. It was only nine thirty in the
morning, and he already had a drink in his hand. Not that I was in
any position to criticise. I had a drink in my hand too.
He sat at the desk and scratched his forehead. Then he leaned
back in the chair, took another sip of whisky, and put the tumbler on
the desk.
Leave to appeal had been turned down.
“They give a reason?”
“No grounds.”
“That a surprise?”
“Not really.”
“Any way to buy more time?”
“Not exactly. We take it to the home secretary as a matter of
course, but it doesn’t buy time.”
“What can he do?”
“Commute the sentence, order a retrial, show clemency.”
“Realistically?”
“Might normally stand a one in ten chance of commutation
depending on the circumstances. Seems unlikely in this case
though.”
“Because?”
“If you believe the evidence, it was murder for hire. That’s a more
serious offence than a murder committed in the heat of the moment.
Shows clear premeditation. Something they don’t like.”
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“So what can you do?”
“Go for a retrial on the grounds the evidence was all
circumstantial.”
“What are the chances?”
“Not good. No one likes to second guess the jury.”
“What do you need?”
“Some solid evidence that someone else did it. Something that
casts serious doubt on the verdict.”
“By when?”
“No particular time limit, except the obvious one. New evidence
can be considered at any point. No one wants to hang an innocent
man. But normally the home secretary makes his decision on the
evening before the execution.”
“Seven days.”
“Six really. Don’t have it by next Sunday, it probably isn’t going
to matter.”
Food for thought. The rising fear I felt was getting worse.
Renbourn sat back in his chair, and took another drink.
“Did you discover anything in Southampton?”
“Nothing useful.”
“Anything at all?”
“Pretty much confirmed the hearsay which you don’t want to
know about.”
“Probably better if I avoid knowledge of my clients other criminal
activities.”
“Doesn’t seem relevant.”
“Still against the law though.”
“Hard to believe what someone likes to do in the privacy of their
own home should be against the law.”
“Have to work with the situation as it is, rather than what we
would like it to be.”
“Does it matter now though?”
“Meaning?”
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“There isn’t going to be a jury prejudiced against him, so why
worry.”
“Might yet go to a re-trial, depending on what you discover. But
even if we end up relying on the home secretary, it’s still important
for him to be of good character, apart from the conviction. Makes
people inclined to believe he might not have done it. Any hint of
scandal, illegal activities, deviancy of any kind, tends to muddy the
waters. Makes an acquittal much less likely.”
“Point taken.”
“Think you can keep a lid on it?”
“Can’t think why not. Anyone involved isn’t going to want to
stick their head above the parapet. No point in going to jail if you
don’t have to.”
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It might have seemed like a distraction to the casual observer, but
there was a purpose in what I decided to do next.
Getting Lady Lyndhurst in a room by herself wasn’t the most
difficult part of the job. Keeping my focus once I’d got her there was
a lot harder.
The Sheringham in Gloucester Road fulfilled its usual function.
And as usual she was decoratively turned out. With silk and satin
and lace in such short supply her dressmaker obviously had to be
inventive. It was surprising what you could do with so little. I hoped
they didn’t end rationing just yet.
“Long time no see.”
“Had to make a little trip.”
“Where?”
“Southampton.”
“Learn anything that would help your friend?”
“Not in and of itself. Might be something I can use as leverage
though.”
She looked interested, but maybe not in what I had to say.
“You want to talk about that now or later your ladyship?”
“What do you think?”
I took half a bottle of brandy out of my pocket. A couple of
glasses always seemed to make things go smoothly. She didn’t drink
a lot, and she didn’t need it to help get her in the mood, but it did
loosen her up a bit.
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As for me, I can’t say. No inhibitions that I know of. But that
warm feeling you get after a drink or two doesn’t do any harm.
After a while I managed to give us both a warm feeling. Not
difficult, and not unpleasant. Then I had another drink, in preparation
for what I had to do next. She lay back on the bed, and lit a cigarette.
I knew I wasn’t going to like myself in the morning, but it had to
be done.
“Still interested in what I found out in Southampton?”
“Mildly.”
“Involves your husband.”
“Really?”
She sat up a bit. Propped herself up on a pillow so she could look
straight at me.
“Looks like the person who wanted the Beckmann print was
Slater.”
“For what?”
“Seems he’s the actual collector. Not his lordship.”
“He’s stashing away works of art?”
“Seems so.”
“Why?”
“As an investment.”
“But he doesn’t know anything about art.”
“Apparently not. But he has a good advisor.”
She blew out a plume of smoke.
“Also learned something else.”
“What’s that?”
“Seems you husband has another little hobby besides art.”
“And what would that be?”
“Men.”
She took a moment before she reacted.
“I wondered how long it would be before that came up.”
“Looks like it’s now.”
I didn’t say anything. I just waited.
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“What do you want me to say about it?”
“Anything you want.”
“Don’t know that I have anything to say.”
“Did you know when you married him?”
“Of course.”
“But you went ahead anyway?”
“You say that as if I would have regarded his other interests as a
problem.”
“Weren’t they?”
“No.”
“It is against the law.”
She laughed.
“That, is definitely a bloody nuisance, but if they want to lock up
every homosexual in the country they’ll have to build a thousand
new jails. Not to mention that it would ruin the theatre, and probably
show business in general.”
She was almost certainly right.
“So tell me about it.”
“No. That’s my husband’s concern, not yours.”
“I meant, tell me how it affects you.”
“Doesn’t. Or at least only in a positive way.”
“A positive way?”
“We both have our freedom, and that’s what we want. It was part
of the attraction. We love each other, and we have a good private life
together, but we don’t want to be tied to one another for the rest of
our lives. He has his other interests, and I have mine.”
“Wouldn’t suit me I don’t think.”
“Who cares if it would suit you? Although you’re happy to take
advantage of the situation aren’t you?”
I had to concede the point. But if she didn’t like where I’d gone
with it so far, she was going to like the next bit even less.
I took another drink.
“Want to know something else?”
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“Don’t know that I do.”
“Your husband and Benny were... I can’t seem to think of a polite
expression.”
“Lovers?”
“Yes.”
“And?”
“Makes him involved in a more serious way than I thought.”
“Can’t see what difference it makes.”
I took another sip of the brandy.
“Makes this kind of a difference actually. I think there’s
something not right with Billy’s art dealing. And I think it might
have something to do with his death. Your husband and Slater have
stonewalled me over this. But now your husband is going to talk.”
She stared at me. Not exactly open mouthed, but with a degree of
surprise and resentment.
“Or?”
“Don’t know what the deadline is for the Sunday papers, but I can
find out.”
“This is over.”
“Thought it might be. But maybe you should give him this
message.”
“What would that be?”
“You made a mistake. You mistook me for someone else. You
didn’t realise that when it came to my friend I would be willing to do
whatever it takes.”
“That apply to him or to me?”
“To both of you.”
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Rather surprisingly it was the first time I’d been to the Lyndhurst
residence. It was a nice house, a mile or so down the road from
Slater’s. But it wasn’t as big, or as well appointed. Contrary to what
I’d previously thought, it was obvious Slater was the one with the
cash.
Lyndhurst answered the door himself. Either there was no maid,
or he didn’t want her to meet me. He didn’t have a friendly look
about him, but in the circumstances perhaps that was understandable.
He showed me through to his study. Naturally I took the guest
chair, and he sat behind the desk. This might have been designed to
put him in charge, but this time I was the one with the firepower.
“What can I do for you?”
“I’m sure your wife has outlined the position.”
“Why don’t you tell me yourself. One always likes to hear a
threat delivered directly. Gives one a sense of how to handle it, and
of the likely consequences.”
“Not the first time you’ve been in this position?”
“I would say this particular position was definitely a first for me.”
“But you would prefer me to threaten you, when you could just
decide to do the right thing, and we could have an amicable
conversation.”
“I like to know what I’m dealing with. Why don’t you at least put
your cards on the table Mr Rafferty?”
“Want to see what I’ve got?”
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“Indeed. Sometimes people overplay their hand.”
“Not me.”
“Nevertheless I think you should tell me what it is exactly that
you want.”
“Everything. You see I don’t know what it is I need to know. But
something isn’t right here. So I want everything. All about Billy, the
paintings, you and Benny. I want you to tell me a story, and it had
better be a good one.”
“Or?”
“I will shake the tree until something falls out. I will tell everyone
I can, everything I know. The police, the press, the lawyers, the
appeal court, the home secretary.”
“While I can see the attraction of that from your point of view, I
have to tell you that I believe such an action would inevitably seal
your friend’s fate.”
“Hard to make matters worse than they are at the moment.”
He sat back in the chair, and considered what to say.
“It’s difficult to know where to begin Mr Rafferty. And I think
you know much of the story already.”
“Try starting with what you think I don’t know, and if I need you
to explain something I’ll tell you.”
“I can’t exonerate your friend I’m afraid. If anything, what I
know, had it come out in court, would almost certainly have helped
the prosecution, and made his conviction inevitable.”
“Tell me anyway.”
“Where would you like me to start?”
“Start with Billy.”
“Billy was a spiv. He was a black market dealer of the worst kind,
without any scruples, and with a ruthless streak which was not
immediately apparent. He would make money in any way he could,
regardless of who might be hurt. He would swindle anyone if he
thought he could make a fast buck, even his friends.”
“Nothing new there. Tell me about the Beckmann print.”
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“We took a big risk with the German art. We had to put up money
so the prints could be purchased in Germany. But we had to buy on
the basis of the artist’s name, and a description of the work.
However it turned out to be a risk worth taking. Everything we
acquired was genuine. So we were keen to import as much as we
could, as quickly as we could, before the source dried up.”
“I understood there were more than a thousand art works saved
from the fire.”
“Indeed there were. But we were not the only buyers. And for the
time being we could only import smaller easily concealed works,
until Billy sorted out another means of transportation.”
“Who were the recipients.”
“Some friends of mine. And I understand from Helen that you
know Captain Slater was building a private collection with his share
of the proceeds.”
“Who was getting the Beckmann?”
“Slater.”
“Think he still wants it?”
“Probably.”
“Why did you tell Helen it was destined for the Pendleton
Gallery?”
“First thing that came into my head. I had a good idea who the
information was destined for. And for what must by now be obvious
reasons I didn’t want you sniffing round me, or my business.”
“Thought you’d throw me off the scent.”
“The further the better.”
“So come back to Benny. What do you know that would have
helped to convict him?”
“When I first met Billy and Benny they were friends. Slater
introduced us. After Billy started his own band, and after Benny
started the legal action, Billy was spitting blood. He was out to get
Benny in any way he could.”
“Benny never mentioned it.”
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“Not the kind of thing he would have shared with you that’s for
sure.”
“Meaning?”
“Blackmail.”
“Billy was blackmailing Benny?”
“Tried to anyway.”
“Over?”
“Take a wild guess.”
“His relationship with you?”
“Of course.”
“I need more than that.”
“Can’t say how he found out, but I understand he told Slater he
could kill two birds with one stone. He could get a pay off from
Benny, and he could stop the legal action.”
“How did you find out about it?”
“Benny told me.”
“What did he say he was going to do?”
“Said he would deal with it. Couple of days later Billy was dead.”
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The only thing I could think of was to go and see Mike Renbourn.
Benny’s options were running out. It was Friday. Last day of
business before the weekend. Three complete days left. Seventy-two
hours.
For the first time I couldn’t see a way to save him. Everything I
turned up made it more likely he would hang. Now I’d come across
a motive that even convinced me.
Mike sat behind the desk as usual. The news wasn’t good.
“The door isn’t completely closed, but I have it on good authority
that the home secretary is not minded to intervene.”
“No clemency?”
“No. For the reasons I gave you last time. The evidence seems to
suggest clear premeditation.”
“Can’t help but agree.”
Mike sat up in his chair. They weren’t words he expected to hear.
“You think he’s guilty?”
“Don’t know. But it doesn’t look good.”
“What doesn’t look good?”
“Something you don’t want to know about.”
“I’d like to know if I’m clearly wasting my time.”
“Couldn’t say that.”
“What then?”
“Sure you want to know?”
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He didn’t answer. Leaned back a little. You could almost see his
mind working.
“Any way you could be certain?”
“Can’t think how. But it’s beginning to look pretty clear cut to
me.”
He shook his head.
“I’d have put money on him being innocent, despite how it
looked.”
“Me too.”
“Maybe we’ll never know.”
“Maybe. It’s something I can’t see him coming clean about.”
“Sometimes, in the last hours, when they’ve accepted their fate is
inevitable, people feel the need to confess.”
I thought about it for a while.
“Can you get me in to see him?”
“If he’s willing.”
“Good.”
“What have you got in mind?”
“There’s one thing. The thing you don’t want to know about. He
did his best to prevent me from finding out. But now I know, there’s
no point in evading the issue anymore. He might as well tell me
what happened.”
“Or he might clam up.”
“Nothing to lose at this stage I don’t think.”
“Have to agree with you.”
“You want me to tell you?”
“I think I want to be cautious.”
“The one thing I don’t want is that we have this conversation on
Monday morning, and you spot something I missed.”
“Sunday morning then, after you’ve talked to him. We’ll decide
then.”
“Cutting it a bit fine aren’t you?”
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“Last representations won’t be made until Sunday night. Might as
well blitz them with whatever we’ve got then. Get our ducks in a
row first. Sound like a plan?”
“Near as we’re going to get.”

261

69

There were no other visitors. I had to knock on the small wooden
door, and wait for one of the warders to come and answer it. I
showed him the visiting order, and was taken through the corridors
to a room in the same annexe as the condemned cell. I waited an age.
Finally they brought Benny in. He sat opposite me, across the desk
with the green leather inlay, where we’d previously sat about ten
days before.
“Couldn’t keep away huh?”
“Something like that.”
He smiled.
“Got a bone to pick with you.”
“Ruthie?”
“Nice timing Chips.”
“Wasn’t my idea.”
“Wasn’t your idea to tell me, or wasn’t your idea to do it?”
“Both.”
“You couldn’t wait?”
“For what?”
“Come Monday I won’t be standing in your way.”
“Just because you’ll be dead doesn’t mean you won’t be standing
in my way.”
He laughed.
“You made me think I was being paranoid.”
“What would you prefer?”
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“The truth.”
“Like you told me?”
“I never lied to you.”
“Really?”
“You doubt it?”
“You lied by omission.”
He looked defeated.
“You too?”
“Me too what?”
“You think I did it?”
“Not exactly.”
“What then?”
“I think you didn’t tell me what I needed to know. And I think it
makes you look guilty. Whether you are or not, who knows?”
“What was it you needed to know?”
“About you and Lyndhurst.”
His face reddened slightly.
“Don’t see the relevance of that.”
“Actually you do see the relevance of it. But you didn’t want me
to know about it, either because you were embarrassed, or because
you knew it didn’t look good.”
“Both.”
“But now I know, there’s not much point in holding back is
there?”
“About what? My sexual deviancy?”
“Interesting you think of it that way. But just for the record, I
don’t think about it like that, and I don’t think that part of it is any of
my business.”
“What then?”
“Might have been helpful if you’d told me about the blackmail.”
He put his head in his hands, and took a deep breath.
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“So how would that have been helpful Chips? That was the one
thing that made me look even more guilty. What do you think a jury
would have thought about that?”
“Never mind the jury. Try and put yourself in my position. What
should I think about it?”
“You think what you want.”
“If you’d told me, I would have thought you were being
straightforward, and I would have thought there was some
explanation. But you hid it. Now I don’t know what to think.”
He became frustrated and angry.
“Renbourn didn’t want to know about anything which might
make me seem guilty. Code for not implicating him I assumed. He
also said I should be careful what I told anyone else, because there
was a danger they could be called to give evidence.”
“Too late for that now.”
He held his hands up in surrender.
“Granted.”
“So tell me about the blackmail.”
“What do you want to know?”
“All of it.”
“Not much to tell. Billy and I weren’t exactly on good terms.
He’d had my finger broken, and after that I was even more
determined to get the little bastard into court and watch him squirm.
He saw an opportunity and went for it.”
“How did he find out?”
“Who knows? My money’s on Zoot Crumb.”
“So then what did you do?”
“What could I do?”
“Pay someone to solve the problem?”
His face wrinkled up in horror.
“What? I had two choices I could go over there and beat the crap
out of him for even trying to blackmail me, or I could pay up.”
“And you paid up?”
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“What do you think the six hundred quid was for? He wanted a
grand. I said I could only afford five hundred. In the end he settled
for six and some change.”
“He would have kept coming back for more.”
“If he’d lived.”
“And you didn’t have anything to do with that?”
“Not a thing.”
“Why pay up if you knew there would probably be no end to it?”
“If someone’s got their foot on your neck, you get out of it the
best way you know how, and wait for an opportunity to get even.”
“Which would have been what?”
“No idea. Someone else dealt with him before I even had time to
think about it.”
We sat there for a moment or two. It didn’t seem like he felt the
need to defend himself. I took that as a good sign.
“Tell me again why you paid up.”
“Chips, it was the thing I’d kept secret my whole life. They put
you in jail for it, they beat you up for it, you never have another
normal friendship with a man once they find out. And I’m not some
theatrical type. I couldn’t see my future with them. Not to mention I
also like women.”
“Good cover.”
“Not cover. It’s real. What can I say?”
“I know.”
“Ruthie?”
“I heard a rumour from Jack Rye, who’d heard it from Zoot
Crumb. Ruthie filled in some of the details, when I needed to know.”
“Never tell anything to a woman. They can’t keep their bloody
mouths shut.”
“Not true. I had to virtually prise it out of her.”
“Be sure to give her my apologies.”
I smiled. Benny looked sad.
“So, any idea who did it Benny?”
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“None. It was as much a shock to me as it was to everyone else.”
“Solved your problem though.”
“Doesn’t look like much of a solution from where I’m sitting.”
He did have a point.
“No possibility someone could have thought they were doing you
a favour.”
“If they did I’d like to meet the bastards.”
“I couldn’t find any hidden resentments or outright hostility in
Billy’s other little business.”
“Hard to think that all went smoothly. Given his nature.”
“Looks like it did.”
Benny leaned back. Gave me the longest look.
“It’s Saturday afternoon Chips. If you haven’t found it by now, I
don’t think you’re going to. I’m grateful for all the leg work, but I
think it’s time to give up.”
“I can’t.”
“I’m telling you to.”
“Still can’t.”
“What else are you going to do?”
He had me there. I shook my head.
“I’ve got a favour to ask.”
“What’s that?”
“When it happens, I want you to be with Ruthie.”
“At the time?”
“Before, during, and after.”
“OK.”
“Where is she?”
“Back in Norfolk.”
“Go up tomorrow.”
“Got to see Mike Renbourn tomorrow. We have to go over the
material which goes to the Home Secretary.”
“Go up tomorrow evening then. Make sure you’re there through
the night and into Monday morning.”
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I nodded.
“You’ll do it?”
“I will.”
He looked relieved. There wasn’t much left to say.
“I hope this isn’t the last time I see you Benny.”
“Not as much as me.”
“But if it is, I want you to know I enjoyed all of it. Playing
together, sailing together, the whole thing.”
“Me too pal. Me too.”
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It was a quiet Sunday morning. All the shops were closed. I
walked in the snow down Lamb’s Conduit Street. You could see
decorations in all the windows. Christmas was only a few days away.
The outer door was slightly open. I went inside and knocked on
the inner door. Mike opened it, and invited me in. The desk was
covered in papers. Not like the normal well ordered office I’d visited
before.
“Had breakfast?”
“Yes.”
“Coffee?”
“Thanks.”
“Camp coffee I’m afraid. Coffee and chicory mix. Probably
mostly chicory. Best I could get this week.”
“Fine with me.”
It was a thick brown liquid in a tall bottle. He poured a little into
each cup, before topping them up with boiling water.
We both sat in the client chairs. I warmed my hands on the hot
cup.
“What did Benny have to say?”
“Not much that would help. But if you want me to talk about it,
there’s no way of avoiding his sexual inclinations.”
“Go for it. Nothing to lose at this stage.”
“Benny was involved in a relationship with Lord Lyndhurst. Billy
found out, and decided to blackmail Benny. Two things to gain from
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that. It would put an end to Benny’s legal action against him, and
would generate some cash.”
“The six hundred?”
“Yes.”
“So he says the six hundred was a pay off. And not used to have
Billy killed.”
“That’s what he says.”
“And do you believe him?”
“Yes I do. That’s my gut reaction, contrary to all the evidence.”
We drank our coffee in silence. He considered what to do.
“What makes you think he’s telling you the truth?”
“He was pretty open about it, once he realised I knew about the
Lyndhurst relationship. Didn’t spend a lot of time trying to convince
me he didn’t do it. Answered any questions, but wasn’t desperate to
make me believe it.”
“Good to know, but I need something that would form an
argument to put in front of the Home Secretary.”
“The trouble is if you’re sceptical it all makes him look more
guilty. The affair with Lyndhurst, Billy’s blackmail, the six hundred
quid, the fact Billy’s dead. All circumstantial, but even more likely
to convict him than the evidence at the trial.”
“That’s my problem.”
He went across to the desk, and started searching through some
papers.
“Must be here somewhere. In the police report.”
“What?”
“When Billy was found, how much money did he have?”
“Because?”
“If Benny paid him off, he might have have had the cash on him.”
“Would have been bulky. The bank manager said Benny was
given the money in fivers.”
He pulled a large file out, and began systematically looking
through it.
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“Here it is.”
His face dropped.
“What is it?”
“Billy didn’t have anything on him. Empty wallet. Just some
small change.”
“Robbery?”
“Hm.”
“Or made to look like a robbery?”
“Maybe.”
“Do contract killers worry about that kind of thing?”
“No idea.”
He shook his head.
“Anyway, not conclusive one way or the other.”
The room was cold. Apparently the heating for the building was
only operational on weekdays, to save on fuel. To try and warm up
we had more coffee.
“Let’s think this through Chips. Let’s do some what ifs?
“OK.”
“What if Benny is telling the absolute truth?”
“Then Billy was killed by someone else, or the contract was put
out by someone else.”
“And on the basis of your investigations, it would not appear to
be connected to his black market deals.”
“Correct.”
“But he did blackmail Benny, and preventing blackmail is a good
motive for murder.”
“So?”
“Was he blackmailing anyone else?”
The question hung in the air. There was only one other person I
could think of who Billy might have been blackmailing. Mike said it
before I did.
“Lyndhurst.”
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“When I went to see him he told me Billy was blackmailing
Benny. He never mentioned anything about being blackmailed
himself.”
“Not going to put himself in the frame is he.”
Then it came back to me. The thing I was told by the doorman at
the New Georgian. I shook my head.
“What?”
“Billy was giving it to her ladyship six nights in a row at the New
Georgian. On the seventh night, she doesn’t turn up, and Billy get’s
killed by someone who obviously knows where he is.”
Mike began leafing through the file again.
“The police looked into that.”
He lifted a piece of paper out.
“She said Billy knew they weren’t meeting that night. She and
Lord Lyndhurst and Slater were going to the opening of an
exhibition.”
“Makes for a good alibi. They’re with thirty or forty people when
he gets it.”
We both stared at one another. It didn’t prove anything, but if you
added in the blackmail motive, it certainly didn’t look good.
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Mike took me to a small pub in Holborn for lunch. Not much of a
lunch actually, but then neither of us felt like eating. We got a pie
and a pint, and that was all we wanted.
We took a seat in the corner, away from the other regulars.
“What happens Mike?”
“I put together the best case I can, in the hope of getting the
investigation reopened. Then I get a cab to the Home Office. Got to
be there by six.”
“Not what I meant. If it goes ahead. What happens?”
“If they execute him?”
“Yes.”
“Sure you want to know?”
“I’d rather know than not know.”
I haven’t had to witness a hanging, but I once talked to a prison
chaplain.”
“And?”
“It’s quick if that’s what you’re worried about. Or at least it is if
Pierrepoint’s doing it.”
He looked at me to see if I was satisfied with that. I wasn’t.
“Thirty seconds before eight the chaplain, the governor, and a
couple of warders are in the cell. The wardrobe is moved to one side,
revealing the door to the scaffold. Pierrepoint comes in, and walks
the prisoner a matter of ten feet or so. They pinion his arms and legs,
put a white cloth bag over his head, secure the noose, and drop him
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through the trap door. Takes about ten seconds, from when
Pierrepoint comes through the door.”
“Jesus.”
“No time to think about it. Just a quick burst of activity and it’s
over.”
“They don’t leave you standing on the drop while they read the
sentence, or ask for any last words?”
“No.”
“Any danger of strangulation?”
“Not using the British method. The Home Office has a table of
drops based on size and weight. Ensures a clean break of the
vertebrae.”
I took a sip of my beer.
“What are his chances?”
“I’ll put the alternative theory of the case. I’ll stay in the office
tonight in case of developments. But...”
Mike didn’t say anything else. He just gave a slow shake of the
head.
“I’d offer to stay with you, but Benny asked me to be with
Ruthie.”
“Best thing to do. You’ve done all you can here. Just got to leave
it to me now.”
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It wasn’t a good journey. The trains on a Sunday afternoon were
sporadic, and the bus service almost non existent. I got to Norwich
without too much trouble, but then waited an hour for a bus which
only took me part of the way. After a walk of about a mile and a half
I finally ended up at Ruthie’s front door.
She opened it and let me into the warmth of the kitchen.
“Any news Chips?”
“Mike is sending a file to the Home Office. What time is it?”
“Nearly seven.”
“It’ll be there by now. I know he was getting a cab over there.
Had to be in by six.”
“What’s in it?”
I filled her in. First I told her what I’d found out from Lyndhurst
and from Benny. Then I explained what Mike was suggesting in his
arguments to the Home Secretary.
“Is all that as tenuous as it sounds?”
“Yes in one sense. Doesn’t seem very convincing when you look
at it objectively. But I believe him. I don’t think he did it. And if I’m
right then the Lyndhurst angle is the only other thing that makes any
sense.”
“Doesn’t sound like it’s going to convince anyone else though.”
I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t want to give her false hope.
But I couldn’t believe they would go ahead and hang someone if
there was any doubt. Once it was done, that was it. They couldn’t
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give him his life back. A posthumous pardon is the most useless
thing in the world. It changes nothing, and the condemned man
doesn’t even know about it.
“What do you think Chips?”
“I’m still hoping Ruthie, but I don’t have anything to hang it on.”
We had a late supper. Bread and jam, followed by some home
made scones. Jam had come off the ration earlier in the month.
Later we listened to the midnight news on the Home Service.
Benny was the second item. First they reported that Dutch airborne
troops had seized Jakarta, and arrested leading members of
Sukarno’s regime. Then they told us what we already knew.
“A final appeal has been made to the Home Secretary James
Chuter Ede, on behalf of Benjamin Brand the well known band
leader, who is due to be hanged in Wormwood Scrubs prison
tomorrow, for the murder of fellow band leader Mr William Ray.”
Once the news was over the station closed down until six the
following morning.
Ruthie and I went to bed. I just lay there. I wondered what Benny
was doing. Maybe he couldn’t sleep either. Maybe he didn’t want to
sleep. I wondered if he would try and keep himself awake. Would he
want to sleep through his last hours? What would he want to
remember? What would he want to think about?
Someone told me they don’t turn the light off. From the time
you’re sentenced, to the time they hang you, there’s no darkness.
And someone is watching you the whole time. They don’t want you
to save them the trouble. No one wants you to jump the gun. Due
process is what it’s all about.
At some point I must have nodded off despite myself. The next
thing I remember was Ruthie waking me. It was nearly six. We got
out of bed, to face the cold of the morning.
Ruthie lit the fire in the kitchen. There was no electricity. The
lighting and cooker were Calor Gas, supplied from a couple of large
cylinders by the back wall. The radio ran from an accumulator,
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which was charged up once a week by the local garage. According to
Ruthie you had to be careful how much you used it. But it had been
fully charged the previous day, so we didn’t need to worry.
The first reports on the early news didn’t tell us anything. Just
that the execution was imminent. No news of a last minute reprieve.
We listened again at seven. Still the same thing.
Ruthie made some toast. Neither of us felt like eating. Around
quarter past seven it began to get light outside. By quarter to eight it
was light enough to turn off the Calor Gas lamps. Standing at the
window, I could see the mist covering the meadows. I began to
understand why Benny had bought the bungalow. It wasn’t just
desperation for somewhere to live. It was a haven from everything.
Gave you the same feeling you got when you were on holiday.
Except that I wasn’t.
The Home Service alternated between music, and news bulletins
on the hour. The last one was at eight o’clock. Then there was no
news until one.
I watched the hands of the clock edge closer to eight. It seemed to
take forever. I went over in my head what Mike had told me. There
would be a sudden burst of activity just before eight. Benny didn’t
know the procedure, so it would take him by surprise. By the time he
realised it was all happening much faster than he expected, it would
be almost over. And by the time I heard the pips it would certainly be
over. Except that I didn’t know if it was happening or not.
There was a moment of silence before the pips began. Ruthie held
my hand. Then we heard them counting down to eight o’clock, and
the news began. I felt in my heart it was all over, but I didn’t know.
Once again they didn’t tell us what was happening. Only that
Benny was due to be executed at eight that morning. I wanted to
shout at the radio that it was eight o’clock then, at that precise
moment. But then I realised the script must have been written in
advance. By the end of the bulletin we were none the wiser.
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Ruthie grabbed the Radio Times from the shelf. The idea of
having to wait until lunchtime was unthinkable. She flipped the
pages. The Light Programme, on the long waveband, went on the air
at nine. And it began with a news bulletin.
We did drink tea, but we didn’t do much else. It was the longest
hour I can remember. Ruthie retuned the radio, getting the little
pointer lined up with a wavelength of fifteen hundred metres.
Eventually the radio came to life. After the station identification, and
the pips, the news began.
“It has just been announced from Wormwood Scrubs prison that
Benjamin Brand, the former band leader, was executed this morning,
for the murder of Mr William Ray. The execution was carried out at
eight o’clock. Later today Mr Brand will be buried within the
precincts of the prison, as required by law.”
Tears began to form in the corners of Ruthie’s eyes. I held her.
She cried for a while, and then she stopped. I didn’t feel a thing,
except empty. That hollow feeling, when you don’t know what to do,
or what to say, or what to think. I never was one for crying in front
of other people, and I didn’t do it then. I did cry for Benny, but not
until I was on my own.
Later in the day I decided to go back to London. There were a few
loose ends to tie up. Ruthie watched me walk away, down the garden
path, and onto the track which led to the village. She wasn’t to know
it, but I wouldn’t be back.
She always preferred Benny to me. Only came knocking on my
door if Benny wasn’t available, or latterly if Benny was in trouble. I
loved her, but I wasn’t playing second fiddle to a dead man. Not in
my nature.
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I had no money left. Eight and a half weeks with no wages had
left me skint. I wondered if I could kill two birds with one stone.
Two phone calls got me the information I wanted. I dialled the
number.
“Slater.”
“Bob Rafferty.”
“What do you want?”
“Thought you might like to do a little business.”
He didn’t say anything.
“Got a problem with that?”
“Thought you’d be the one with the problem Rafferty.”
“Why’s that?”
“Didn’t work out well for your boy.”
“Did my best. Didn’t find anyone else to pin it on.”
“Still think he didn’t do it?”
“No way to tell. He said he didn’t, but we won’t know now.”
“Well, sorry it turned out the way it did.”
“Me too.”
“What business did you have in mind?”
“Still got that Beckmann print if you want it.”
“Don’t fancy having it on your wall?”
“That’s my second choice. Anyone comes up with the right
money gets a bargain.”
“I’d have to see it.”

278

“Since when did you know anything about art?”
“Very funny. You know what I mean. Lyndhurst would have to
see it.”
“Don’t have a problem with that. Got to be a public place though.
I don’t want to be relieved of it prematurely.”
“Prematurely?”
“Before money changes hands.”
“Don’t you trust us?”
“Just being careful.”
He was quiet for a moment.
“All right. How about where you used to meet Lyndhurst’s wife.”
“The Coach and Horses? How did you know about that?”
“Didn’t think she was discreet did you?”
“Fine with me.”
“Make it middle of the evening, upstairs, while the theatre crowd
are otherwise engaged.”
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I took Jack Rye with me. He was someone Slater would know,
and someone I could trust to keep his mouth shut. I offered him
twenty quid for a couple of hours work, but he had to come
equipped. And I made it clear it was payment by results. I didn’t
have any cash to give him up front, so it was all dependent on the
sale going through smoothly.
We got there early to case the joint. Turned out there was nothing
to case. Just the usual barman, but no punters. He was sitting behind
the bar reading the evening paper.
“Mind if we go upstairs? Got a little business to discuss.”
“Help yourself. But you’ll have to get your drinks down here. We
don’t open the top bar on a Monday.”
Jack and I got a couple of beers.
“Couple of friends will be joining us, they know we’ll be up
there.”
“Fine.”
The mooring rope was across the bottom of the stairs. We
unhooked it to let ourselves through, and then put it back. I humped
my rather large bag up the stairs. I’d wrapped the print well, in clean
towels, but it was in a glazed frame, so it wouldn’t come to much
harm unless I dropped it.
Jack took a seat in the corner where he had a clear view of the
door.
“Expecting any trouble?”
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“Not really, but it’s worth a couple of grand minimum, so safety
in numbers.”
“And I’m the numbers?”
“That’s correct.”
“Let’s hope they don’t have the astonishingly simple idea of
coming in mob handed.”
“Don’t worry. They’re evil bastards, but that’s not the way they
operate. But if they do try anything, don’t try and spike them, spike
the print. Once you’ve done that, it’s over.”
Half an hour later the evil ones turned up. I made the
introductions. Slater already knew Jack, but Lyndhurst didn’t.
“What have you got for us?”
I opened the bag, unwrapped the print, and handed it to
Lyndhurst. He examined it closely. Slater caught his eye. He nodded,
and handed the print back to me.
“Happy?”
“I’m happy it’s authentic. Don’t know if I’m happy or not until I
hear the price. What do you want for it?”
“Five grand.”
Slater and Lyndhurst both laughed. It was a genuine laugh, so I
guessed I’d pitched it far too high.
“OK, make me a counter offer.”
“We’ve already parted with some cash for this.”
“As I told you last time, none of it came my way. You’ll just have
to write that off. This is a new deal.”
Slater turned to Lyndhurst.
“What’s it worth?”
“Can’t sell it openly. Given the limited market it might be worth
five hundred.”
This time I laughed. I began wrapping the print up again, and
putting it back in the bag.
“We’re too far apart to make a deal on this. I’ll find someone
else.”
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Slater put his hand on my arm.
“Cool down lad. It’s not over yet.”
He turned to Lyndhurst.
“What were we going to pay for this?”
“Fifteen hundred.”
He looked at me.
“Sorry. I can get a better offer.”
“Just wait there a second.”
He signalled to Lyndhurst, and they went across to the bar. I could
just about hear what was said.
“If I sell this a few years from now, with provenance, what are we
looking at?”
Sadly I couldn’t hear the response.
They came back to the table.
“Seventeen fifty.”
“I wouldn’t want to go below two and a half.”
“Two. Best I can do.”
“Split the difference.”
“An extra two fifty?”
I nodded. He thought about it.
“I might split the difference between seventeen fifty and two and
a half.”
“I make that two one two five.”
“Me too.”
I pretended to think about it.
“Done.”
We shook hands.
He lifted a wad of cash out of his coat pocket, and took the elastic
band off. I thought Jack was about to feint. He counted it out. When
he’d finished there was still some left. Whether I could have got him
higher I didn’t know. But I didn’t care. I stuffed the money in the
case, and handed over the print. Lyndhurst had a bag with him, so
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we put it in that. I donated the towels I’d wrapped it in, since they
didn’t seem to have thought of that.
I whispered to Slater.
“Wouldn’t mind a word with you alone.”
He looked mildly surprised, but nodded his agreement. I turned to
Jack, and handed him some cash.
“There you go Jack.”
Giving him twenty seemed mean, when I’d just got my hands on
over two grand, so I slipped him fifty. He looked duly grateful.
Lyndhurst got up to go. He looked at Slater who remained sitting.
“Think I might stay behind and have a drink with my old
shipmate. I’ll catch up with you later.”
Jack gave me a questioning look.
“I’m fine Jack. You go.”
We watched the unlikely couple go down the stairs. I turned to
Slater.
“Like another drink?”
“Don’t mind if I do.”
“Shorts? In celebration?”
“See if he’s got a good single malt.”
I went down to the ground floor bar. When I got back with two
doubles, Slater had taken his coat off, and looked as if he’d settled in
for the night.
We reminisced for a while, and then I hit him with it.
“Now it’s all over, let me tell you how far I got.”
“Feel free.”
“Found out Benny was having a little fun with your friend. Also
found out Billy was blackmailing Benny over it.”
“You did well. Didn’t think you’d get that far. Not something you
can normally get people to talk about.”
“It was a bit of a slog.”
“I can imagine.”
“Might have got some work out of it though.”
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“How’s that?”
“Mike Renbourn, Benny’s solicitor, reckons there’s always
investigation work to be done for the legal profession. And the pay’s
not bad from what I hear.”
“Sounds like you’d be good at it.”
“Only one thing though.”
“What’s that?”
“I didn’t really get to the bottom of it did I?”
“I think you got as far as you could expect to get.”
“You see, what I did manage to dig up just made Benny look
more guilty. But I still don’t think he did it. I think Billy had more
people on the hook than just Benny.”
“Could be.”
“And my money would be on Lyndhurst.”
He didn’t answer.
“I think Billy was a greedy little sod, and I doubt if he would take
a cut out of one end, when he could easily take them both.”
He gave it some thought before answering.
“This just an academic discussion?”
“Of course. Too late to save Benny now.”
“Young Billy got a bit too big for his boots. I think he believed he
should be running things. Didn’t have a clear idea of his position in
life. Thought Lyndhurst should have him on a retainer, given what he
knew about him. I tried to explain to him that you can’t shake down
people you’re in business with. But he didn’t get it. To him it was
just more business.”
“He ever try and shake you down?”
“Not exactly. But when I told him Lyndhurst had asked me to talk
to him he told me to back off. Said I probably wouldn’t want the
police sniffing round my basement.”
“The paintings?”
“Hard to conceal if you get raided.”
“Anyone decide to take care of the problem?”
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“Someone did.”
“Not you?”
“The Lyndhursts and I were at an opening at the Pendleton the
night Billy was killed. Don’t think anyone’s going to pin it on us.”
He smiled.
“Didn’t think they’d pin it on Benny either mind you. Pity about
the six hundred quid. No one thought he’d be stupid enough to pay
the little bastard off. Once he’d done that, there wasn’t much anyone
could do.”
“Did Benny know Billy had tried to shake down Lyndhurst?”
He shook his head.
“Don’t think so. Lyndhurst certainly didn’t tell him.”
And by then I knew what I needed to know. But I didn’t see the
point in telling him that. So we whiled away the rest of the evening,
in a friendly manner. No point in letting someone know what’s
coming.
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Revenge is a dish best served cold.
In my view Lyndhurst didn’t have the bottle. But Slater did. If
anyone had contracted it out, it was Slater. The alibi meant nothing. I
didn’t need to look anywhere else.
And as far as I knew no-one other than me, Mike Renbourn, and
Benny, knew the six hundred quid had been used to pay off Billy.
Benny had kept that pretty close to his chest.
So if Slater knew, it must mean Billy told him. And if Billy told
him, he must have known about it before he had Billy killed. And if
he knew about it before he had Billy killed, he would have a pretty
good idea Benny would take the heat.
I kept most of the money from the sale of the print. Carried it
around in the bottom of my suitcase for a couple of years, while I
was touring the halls with Bob’s Banjo Band.
Jack and I took the old material, took on some new blood,
persuaded Davey Haines to get us a contract, and took up with Moss
Empires again.
It was a declining market by 1950. Theatres were closing left,
right, and centre. But there were still enough left to earn a reasonable
living.
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We were back at the Hackney Empire in October 1950. And I
judged enough time had passed. It wasn’t hard to find someone who
could point me in the right direction.
I paid for the contract on Slater with his own money.
One sunny autumn afternoon, while he was walking his dogs on
Hampstead Heath, he was clubbed to death, and robbed, by person,
or persons unknown. No one witnessed the attack. No one was ever
convicted of the crime. No one mourned his passing.
I took the balance of the money, and gradually paid it into a bank
account. Each month I sent a cheque to Ruthie. I still loved her, and I
didn’t want to see her go hungry. But after that...
My job was done.
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