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‘I’ faith he looks much like a conjuror.’

Christopher Marlowe, Doctor Faustus




Part 1

The Build-Up




Chapter 1

‘Looks as if someone’s sliced her into three,’ said Solomon Carter, the police surgeon, chattily. ‘We’re just missing the middle bit.’

I must not be sick, thought Edgar Stephens. That’s what he wants. Stay calm and professional at all times. You’re the policeman, after all.

He looked down at the shape on the mortuary table. You couldn’t really call it a body, he thought, almost dispassionately. It was more like one of those classical statues, head and shoulders only, hacked through just above the breasts. The beauty of the face and the flowing blonde hair only heightened the sense of unreality. He could be looking at a model head in a milliner’s shop. Apart from the clotted blood and smell of decaying flesh, that is. Despite himself, he felt his stomach heave.

‘We can’t be sure that the head and legs are from the same body,’ he said, pressing his handkerchief to his lips.

Solomon Carter laughed heartily at that one. ‘There are hardly going to be two dismembered women’s bodies floating around Brighton at the same time.’

Edgar shifted his gaze to the end of the table, where the legs lay primly side by side, still clad in flesh-coloured stockings, cut off mid-thigh as if by a prudish censor. It occurred to him that, without the ‘middle bit’, it was impossible to prove conclusively whether the corpse was male or female.

‘Might not even be a woman’s legs,’ he remarked, just to say something really.

‘You’re joking,’ said Solomon. ‘Those are a woman’s legs or I’m a Dutchman. Beautiful pair. Long as a showgirl’s.’

No, you’re not a Dutchman, thought Edgar as he followed the police surgeon from the room. He’d met a lot of Dutchmen during the Norway campaign and they’d all been rather pleasant.

*

Later, in the pub, he managed to joke about this to his sergeant, Bob Willis. Bob never really laughed at Edgar’s jokes, but sometimes his ears went pink. Edgar thought that Bob considered laughter somehow lacked the dignity appropriate to a policeman. Bob was sensitive about being only twenty-one and not having fought in the war. He would never have been a sergeant at this age if it wasn’t for the men who did fight, of course.

‘Solomon Carter was just about to proposition the girl,’ he said. ‘I promise you, he wouldn’t be put off by a little thing like her middle section being missing. Probably likes his women like that.’

Bob’s ears reddened and he took a suspicious sip of his beer. They do a good pint in the Bath Arms, but it was part of Bob’s policeman persona to be suspicious of everything.

Edgar took a more generous swig of his drink. He knew that he shouldn’t really be drinking with his sergeant on a Friday night. His own father would have left work sharply at five, brisk walk home, whisky and soda, nice little mixed grill, evening listening to the wireless with the family. But Edgar had no one to make him a mixed grill and the thought of returning to his digs was too depressing. He wondered if Bob had someone to go home to, some clean-looking girl from the perfume department at Hanningtons, a doting mother frying spam fritters, desperate to hear of her son’s adventures on the dark side of the law.

But it appeared that Bob had been thinking. Always dangerous.

‘Where do you think the rest of her is, then?’ he asked, almost fretfully.

‘I don’t know,’ said Edgar. The legs and torso had been found in the Left Luggage office at Brighton station, individually concealed within plain black cases, the kind that house the less interesting orchestral instruments, a French horn, maybe, or a tuba. It had been the smell which had alerted station staff. It was a cold grey August, but still warm enough to make a dead body smell pretty bad after a few days.

‘Who would do a thing like that?’ said Bob. Again, he sounded personally affronted at the sheer cheek of a person who would cut a woman into pieces and leave them scattered untidily around the place.

‘Someone very strange,’ said Edgar. He thought of the mortuary room and the head and legs with the gap in-between, the sickly smell, the marble skin. ‘Tell you something,’ he said. ‘I was almost sick today just looking at what they’d done.’

Bob seemed shocked at his boss’s frailty. ‘Surely you saw worse in the war?’

‘I saw a lot of odd things in the war,’ said Edgar. ‘You wouldn’t want to know.’

Bob looked as if he heartily agreed with this sentiment.

‘I can’t believe nobody saw anything at the station,’ he said, sounding aggrieved again.

The two boxes had been deposited on Monday morning and it was now Wednesday. But it seemed that none of the station staff remembered who had left the boxes and why they didn’t pick them up again on Monday evening. The only description they had was pitiful in the extreme: ‘It was a man. I think he was wearing a hat.’ What sort of hat? wondered Edgar now. A pirate’s tricorn? An errand boy’s cap? A top hat? For some reason – perhaps it was because of the music case connection – Edgar could imagine a top hat.

‘We’ll go and see them again tomorrow,’ he said. ‘Ask at the shops around the station. Someone must have seen something.’

‘No one’s ever seen anything,’ said Bob. ‘It’s this town. It’s a hotbed of vice.’

Bob wasn’t from Brighton, and it showed. He had been brought up in a small village on the Kent coast. His parents were Methodists and sometimes that showed too.

‘It’s not too bad,’ said Edgar. He liked Brighton. When he first joined the police force, he had been stationed in Croydon. Brighton was definitely a step up. He liked the cheerful anonymity of the town although, as Bob said, sometimes that had its drawbacks. But surely a man who could cut a woman in two must have left a trail behind him.

‘In three,’ said Bob, when Edgar voiced this thought aloud. ‘He cut her into three. We haven’t seen the middle bit yet.’

That was the thing about police work, thought Edgar as he watched Bob go up to the bar to order more drinks. There was always something to look forward to.

*

As he walked home, Edgar thought again about his father and the mixed grill. What would his dad – long dead now – have thought about having a son who was a policeman? On one hand, the job surely deserved his parents’ most prized epithet, ‘respectable’, but on the other it hardly matched their other major criterion, ‘nice’. Edgar had spent the morning looking at dismembered body parts, the afternoon trying to trace someone – anyone – who might know how they came to rest in the Left Luggage office at Brighton station, and the evening drinking beer with a lad who should be looking up to him as a superior officer. No, nice it wasn’t.

Edgar’s digs were in Hanover, the steep hill that stretched from the Pavilion almost to the racecourse. The houses were mostly small and run-down, but on a clear day you could see the whole of Brighton spread out before you, a series of tottering white terraces until you reached the pier and the sea. As Edgar stomped up the worst part of the hill, he reflected how his mother would have considered the area ‘common’. Edgar’s parents had graduated from a terrace to a semi-detached bungalow in Esher and had thought themselves the most fortunate people on earth. Edgar’s father had not lived long to enjoy the suburban bliss. He had died barely a year after the move to Surrey. But Edgar’s mother, Rose, lived on, polishing her silver and ironing her tablecloths as if preparing for a banquet that never quite materialised.

Edgar thought of his childhood as being dominated by the pursuit of respectability. His father, Bill, had worked at the Post Office and, though it was a struggle at times, it was his boast that Rose had never had to go out to work. Edgar and his brother and sister were never allowed to play in the street with the other children. They had to stay inside, doing their homework and practising the piano. This joyless self-betterment had its results. All three siblings won places at the grammar school although, when Edgar later got into Oxford, this was considered rather showy and unbecoming. ‘People like us don’t get degrees,’ his mother said. ‘Just when Dad’s got you a nice little berth in the Post Office.’ But Edgar went to Oxford and enjoyed two delirious terms before Hitler spoilt it all and he found himself, almost without knowing it, on a troop ship bound for Norway. His younger brother, Jonathan, had further ruined the party by getting himself killed at Dunkirk. Lucy, his sister, was now the only regular visitor to the bungalow, where she reported that Jonathan and Edgar were both spoken of in the same hushed, regretful tones. They had both let their mother down. Jonathan dead on a French beach and Edgar in the police force.

Edgar’s flat was on the ground floor of a house painted a rather virulent shade of pink. As he let himself in, he smelt the familiar musty smell that never seemed to get better no matter how much he left windows open or tried to spring-clean. He had once gone as far as complaining about it to his landlady, who had sniffed the air and said ‘nasty, isn’t it?’ as if it had nothing to with her. Mice, Bob had said, when he’d mentioned it at the station, and he was probably right. Edgar frequently heard scurrying and squeaking in the skirting boards and, once, when he had left a biscuit out overnight, he had woken to find that it had been chewed by sharp rodent teeth.

Trying not to think about the mice, Edgar cut himself some bread and searched for something to spread on it. He thought he had some sardines somewhere, but a trawl through the larder produced nothing better than some rather mouldy jam and a half-open tin of spam which he hastily threw away (maybe that was responsible for the smell?). He scraped off the thin layer of green and spread the jam on the bread. Then he took the sandwich and a bottle of beer and repaired to the front room for the best part of the day. The cryptic crossword.

He didn’t know where his love for crosswords started. Maybe it was sitting at the kitchen table trying to do his homework and being distracted by the tempting black and white squares on the back of his father’s evening paper. His father never did the crossword and his mother could hardly even bring herself to touch a newspaper (news was rarely nice or respectable). All evening the clues would tempt and tantalise: ‘fare to be cooked over first part of Sunday … I, for one, am reflected … ruminate, stuck in ales perhaps.’ He couldn’t remember the first time that he had taken the discarded paper and tentatively filled in the blanks, but even now, even after completing a crossword had indirectly led him to the Magic Men and some of the worst experiences of his life, he still saw an unfinished puzzle as a treat, something to be savoured at the end of the day.

He sat down now and chewed his pen. ‘Turn to important person making a comeback.’ Five letters. ‘Comeback’ often meant that the word was reversed. Important person? VIP. Turn that and you get ‘piv’. Oh yes, ‘pivot’ – turn to – an anagram of ‘VIP to’. Edgar filled in the answer in neat black capitals. It was a point of honour never to use a pencil. Two down: ‘Christmas visitors include conjuror (8)’. Well, Christmas visitors are always ‘Magi’. Magi … Edgar stopped, looking down at the paper.

He heard Solomon Carter saying, ‘Beautiful pair. Long as a showgirl’s’. He thought of the boxes in which the body parts had been found: wooden, black, fastened with brass clips at the back, exactly the same size. And he saw, not the dingy walls of his flat, but a variety show at the end of a pier – the velvet curtains, the wheeled cabinet and the white face of the magician as he proceeded to saw a woman into three.




Chapter 2

Max Mephisto stared up at the damp spots on the ceiling. Five and two. Seven-card brag. Find the Lady. Hearts, clubs, diamonds, spades. The darker spots could be spades, if you gave them the benefit of the doubt. Queen of spades. The Dark Lady. One of his best table tricks. You could pluck the baleful-looking queen from a lady’s hair, from her evening bag, even from her cleavage if it was the right kind of club and she was the right kind of girl.

The girl beside him sighed in her sleep. Max had no idea what kind of girl she was and, as this show was only a weekly, he wouldn’t have a chance to find out. Vanda, he thought. Or was it Tanya? One of those Russian-sounding names. Their act was vaguely Russian, he seemed to recall, lots of squatting with arms crossed and legs kicking out. The costumes too had lots of unnecessary fur, though they were skimpier that those generally worn by peasants in the Urals. To be honest, though, the Majestic Theatre, Eastbourne, was probably colder than Siberia, even in August. Where was he going next? Southport, he thought.
Or maybe Scarborough. Somewhere beginning with S. Please God, don’t let it be Skegness.

‘Mr Mephisto!’

Mrs Shuttleworth’s bell-like tones. Did she suspect that he had a woman in his room? Well, she knew him so she probably did suspect. But her voice had sounded excited rather than reproving.

‘Yes?’ he shouted, unhelpfully. Vanda/Tanya pulled the pillow over her head.

‘Gentleman to see you.’

Gentleman must mean that he wasn’t a theatrical. Max rejected the idea of coming down in his dressing gown. It might be an agent, someone with news of a really good show, a Number One, somewhere like the Finsbury Park Empire or the Golders Green Hippodrome. He dressed in shirt and trousers, no tie, a respectable-looking tweed jacket. Before he left, he handed the girl her clothes.

‘Better get dressed,’ he said kindly. ‘Landlady’ll be up to do the rooms in a minute.’ Old Mother Shuttleworth never stirred herself to clean the rooms before midday, but the girl wasn’t to know that.

She sat up, trying to stretch in a seductive way. She was pretty enough, even in the daylight, a sort of cut-price Betty Grable. ‘Are you coming to the last-night party?’ she asked. ‘After the second house.’

‘Of course,’ said Max hoping that a better offer would come his way. Maybe he’d be dining with the agent at the Grand.

‘See you later, Max.’

‘Bye Vanda.’

‘Sonya.’

Sonya. That was it.

*

Mrs Shuttleworth had shown the visitor into the front room, rather than the dining room where some of the pros were still having breakfast. Coming softly down the stairs, Max could hear the unmistakable tones of Ronaldo the Sword Swallower and Walter Armstrong the Impressionist. He crossed the hall without looking round. Ronaldo was more than he could stomach in the morning – swords, it seemed, were the only things he could swallow without spraying the room with crumbs – and Armstrong was tediously devoted to imitating inanimate objects. Max felt that his day could quite comfortably start without hearing a cork being pulled from a bottle or a lavatory cistern gurgling.

Max prided himself on his double-takes, it was a classic way to distract the audience. Open the cabinet door and the girl is … gone. Stagger downstage, look wildly up at the royal circle, clutch throat. But stepping into Mrs Shuttleworth’s over-stuffed parlour, he did, in fact, take a genuine step backwards.

‘Ed. Good God.’

‘Hallo, Max.’

Mrs Shuttleworth, hovering in the background, seemed to feel that this exchange lacked something.

‘This gentleman has come to see you specially, Mr Mephisto.’

‘So I see.’

‘I wondered if there was somewhere we could have a chat,’ said Edgar. It was nearly five years since he’d seen Ed. The last time they met was at the end of the war. The Magic Men had been disbanded and they had met at Victoria Station, each on their way to another posting. They had argued, Max remembered, some ridiculous conversation about whether Edgar should go back to university or become a policeman. Well, he had made his choice and here he was, unchanged as far as Max could see. Tall, thin, sandy-haired, looking about him with an air of expectant eagerness. Max knew that in contrast he looked old and seedy. He was ten years older than Edgar, but his eyes had never looked that trusting, even when he was young.

‘I’ll leave you in peace then,’ said Mrs Shuttleworth, after a moment’s pause.

‘No,’ said Max. ‘We can go out for a walk.’

‘But you haven’t had your breakfast yet.’

‘I’m not hungry, thank you, Mrs Shuttleworth.’

‘Breakfast smells terrific,’ said Edgar with a schoolboy grin that would earn him a fortune on the boards in best-friend roles.

‘We keep chickens,’ explained the landlady, though Max felt sure that Edgar could have smelt as much. ‘And it’s easier now bread’s not rationed. I can give you some eggs to take home,’ offered Mrs Shuttleworth expansively. ‘Your wife will be pleased.’

‘I’m not married,’ said Edgar, grin sagging a little.

‘Come on, Ed,’ said Max, ‘let’s get some air.’

*

Max had lit a cigarette before they had descended the porch steps. He offered his case to Edgar, who shook his head.

‘I’ve given them up.’

‘Whatever for?’

‘I just didn’t like being so dependent on something.’

They walked in silence along the promenade. A cold wind was blowing through the palm trees and the sea was a steely, uninviting blue. They stopped in a shelter so Max could light another cigarette. Breathing in the smoke, he said, ‘How did you find me?’

‘I looked in Variety magazine. “Max Mephisto appearing at the Majestic Theatre, Eastbourne.”’

‘Are policemen reading Variety magazine these days?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Edgar calmly. ‘But I looked because I wanted to find you.’

‘Why?’ Max squinted at him through the smoke.

‘Let’s walk on a bit and I’ll tell you.’

They walked as far as the pier. The floral clock made Max’s eyes ache – all those clashing ranks of Michaelmas daisies, yellow, purple and orange – he must have had more to drink last night than he realised. The wind was turning the deckchairs into mini sailboats, but there were still a few brave families setting up on the beach.

‘We’ve found a woman’s body,’ said Edgar. ‘Cut into three. The top and bottom were found in the Left Luggage at Brighton station. The middle part was delivered to me at the police station yesterday.’

‘The middle part?’

‘The torso. Breast to hips.’

‘Jesus.’ Max took a drag at his cigarette. ‘And you say this was delivered to you?’

‘Yes. In a black case addressed to Captain Edgar Stephens.’

‘Captain Stephens. Not PC?’

‘It’s Detective Inspector Stephens. But, yes. They used my army rank.’

They leant on the railings and watched as two children – hardy in striped bathing costumes – built a sandcastle. Max’s eyes stung. He hoped it was just from flying sand.

‘Well, what’s it got to do with me? You chose to join the police. Aren’t dead bodies part of the job?’

‘The way the body was cut into three, each part put into a black box, it reminded me of a magic trick. One you used to do before the war.’

Max was relighting his cigarette. ‘The Zig Zag Girl,’ he said. ‘Girl in a cabinet, blades cut through top and bottom. Pull the mid-section out to make a zig zag shape, open a door to show the midriff. Always a crowd-pleaser. The trick is that the cabinet’s bigger than it looks. Black strips down the sides make it look narrow and the middle part is actually bigger than the top and bottom.’

‘Well this man,’ said Edgar. ‘He actually cut her into three. I’ve seen the pieces.’

Max said nothing so Edgar continued. ‘The whole thing was so theatrical. The way the pieces were found, the middle part – the key part – being sent to me. I just thought it might be …’

‘You thought it might be a lunatic magician.’

There was a silence. The hurdy-gurdy started up on the pier. On the beach the children were laughing as they jumped over the waves.

‘Yes,’ said Edgar at last. ‘I thought it might be a lunatic magician. And, if you’re looking for a lunatic magician, where else to start?’

Max laughed. It felt like the first time he had laughed for years. He had certainly never laughed at Nobby ‘Crazy Legs’ Smith, the comedian on the bill that week.

‘It’s good to see you again, Ed.’

‘Good to see you too. It’s been too long.’

‘Do you see anyone else from the Magic Men?’

At that name, Max stopped laughing. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I don’t see anyone from those days. The war’s been over for five years.’

‘And you can’t think of anyone who’s performing The Zig Zag Girl now?’

Max shrugged. ‘I bet magicians are performing it up and down the country. People copy tricks all the time and it’s not particularly difficult if you’ve got a good cabinet-maker.’

Edgar brightened. ‘Well, that’s a lead for a start. Can you give me the names of the best theatrical cabinet-makers?’

Max turned and began to walk away. Edgar kept pace with him and, after a few moments, Max said, ‘All right. I can give you some names. There’s a good prop-maker near Brighton, as it happens. But I don’t want to get involved. I don’t like the police, remember?’

‘I remember.’

‘We live in different worlds, Ed. You’re on your way up and me …’ he gestured towards the town behind him, the stuccoed hotels, the flags of nations fluttering from the pier. ‘I’m on my way down.’

‘The Majestic isn’t a Number One then?’

Max laughed. ‘It’s a Number Three on a good day. Variety’s dying, Ed, and I’m dying with it. You should see the bunch on this week’s bill.’

‘I will,’ said Edgar. ‘I’ve got a ticket for tonight’s show.’

*

The show wasn’t as bad as Max made out, thought Edgar. He’d quite enjoyed the sword-swallowing and the impressions of doors opening and shutting had been mildly entertaining. Max had rightly characterised the comedian, Nobby Smith, as the least funny man in the world, but he seemed to go down well with certain members of the audience. Sonya and Tanya, the exotic dancers, were also popular, though Edgar thought this might be because Sonya’s fur bikini kept slipping. From his vantage point in the stalls, he could see their goose-pimples.

Max was the last act, as befitted his star billing. Max might say that he was on his way out, but it was clear that he was the one most of the audience had come to see. In the interval, as Edgar nursed his warm gin and tonic (a woman’s drink, Tony Mulholland used to say), there was only one name buzzing through the bar. ‘Saw him at the Hippodrome before the war. Incredible …’ ‘They say he escaped from a pyramid in Egypt.’ ‘Of course he was a spy, you know.’ ‘I heard he was a Nazi.’ ‘Touch of the tar-brush …’ Max was the sort of man who attracted rumours, thought Edgar. It was strange only that some of them were true.

Sonya and Tanya opened the second half with a dance that was vaguely Egyptian in aspiration. Edgar thought about Max and the pyramid. That, too, could be true. He knew that Max had been in Egypt at the start of the war. By the time the Magic Men unit was formed, most of its members had already seen enough action for a lifetime. Except Tony Mulholland, who had somehow managed to avoid the call-up, and The Great Diablo who was sixty-five if he was a day.

A ventriloquist followed the dancers. He was quite good if you accepted that the puppet had a speech impediment. The audience were charitable about his attempts to sing the national anthem whilst drinking a glass of water. Then there was a female impersonator, Madame Foo-Foo. His (her?) act was absolutely filthy and Edgar wondered how it had got past the Lord Chamberlain’s Office. But there was no doubt that Madame Foo-Foo had her fans, particularly in the gallery. She left to what was almost an ovation and the audience settled down to await the great Max Mephisto.

The silence seemed to crackle into expectancy and then almost impatience until, at the last possible minute, Max strolled onto the stage. Edgar hadn’t even realised that he was holding his breath until he exhaled with a sigh. Because, if anything was obvious, it was that there was nothing to be nervous about. Max was so clearly in charge. Effortlessly elegant in a dinner jacket with the bow tie undone, he grinned sleepily down at the audience. By the time that he had wandered down into the stalls and removed a watch from someone’s ear and a seemingly endless string of pearls from a woman’s handbag, the audience were in the palm of his hand. After a few complicated card tricks, enlivened by a stream of patter wittier than anything heard so far that evening, a trestle table was brought onto the stage and Max invited a girl from the audience to lie on it. A delicious tremor ran through the seats around Edgar. This was what they had come for. The faintly macabre sight of a man leaning over a woman and preparing to dispose of her. Edgar thought of the girl on the slab. This girl was blonde too, and Max solicitously tucked her hair under her neck as he pulled the cloth over her face. Edgar had done the same to the poor remains in the mortuary.

He told himself to keep watching the girl but, as usual, he was distracted by Max who, with a clap of his hands conjured two white doves from thin air. As the doves flew, cooing anxiously, towards the royal box, Max removed the cloth with a flourish. The girl had, of course, vanished. Thunderous applause, redoubling as a spotlight revealed the girl back in her seat looking both embarrassed and relieved. Max bowed, kissed his hand to the gallery and disappeared, not emerging even for the cries of ‘encore’.

Escaping while the anthem was still playing, Edgar made his way to the pass door, as instructed by Max. The doorman greeted him with a nod. ‘Max? Third on the left. Usually I tell his visitors to watch out for him, but you look like you can take care of yourself.’ Edgar smiled, guessing that Max’s visitors were usually younger and more female. He had never been backstage at a theatre before and he was surprised at how scruffy it was. The Majestic may have seen better days, but the front of house still had a veneer of glamour – red velvet curtains (only slightly moth-eaten), gilded cherubs on the balconies, a chandelier glittering up above the gods. But behind the pass door there were dusty floorboards and pipes running along the low ceiling. There was also a strong smell of damp. Edgar passed a dressing room which was obviously shared by the ventriloquist, the sword-swallower and the impressionist. He heard the sound of a champagne cork popping and wondered if that was Walter Armstrong at work. He couldn’t imagine champagne being drunk here otherwise.

Max did, at least, have a room to himself. He was drinking whisky and rubbing cold cream into his face. Edgar found himself staring. He’d never imagined Max using greasepaint somehow. He thought what his father would have said about a man wearing make-up. Well, he didn’t want to be like him at any rate.

‘Great show,’ he said. ‘You were brilliant.’

Max smiled and pushed the whisky bottle towards him. ‘Help yourself. Glad you enjoyed it.’

‘That last trick was incredible. How did you do it?’

‘I can’t tell you. I’d be kicked out of the Magic Circle.’

‘You told me that you’d been expelled from the Magic Circle years ago.’

‘Oh, all right then. Trapdoor. When I whirl the table round, it’s positioned over the trap. The girl just gets down and climbs through the hole. A few drum rolls and she’s back in her seat. You can do a version where you set the table alight, but that’s against fire regulations here.’

‘So the girl wasn’t just someone from the audience?’

‘God, no. She’s the stage manager’s daughter. Nice girl.’

Edgar took a sip of his whisky, watching Max carefully removing every trace of grease. What would it be like, he wondered, to do that show twice nightly. Always the same twirl and smile up to the gallery, the same fake surprise as the doves erupted into the air, the same dumb faces tilted towards you.

‘Where did the doves go?’ he asked suddenly.

Max looked surprised. ‘I gave them to Sheila. The girl. Easier to buy another pair when I get to Scarborough. Or I might try something else. A bunch of flowers bursting into flames is always good.’

‘Is that where you’re going next? Scarborough?’

‘Yes. Sunday’s changeover day. I’ve always hated Sundays.’

Watching him in the mirror, Edgar saw Max’s face change. A girl was standing in the doorway. She was one of the dancers, wearing a rather tatty peach satin wrap over her costume.

‘Are you coming to the party, Max?’ she asked. ‘You could bring your friend.’

Edgar watched as the mechanical smile spread over Max’s face. His audience smile.

‘Wish I could, sweetheart, but Ed and I have business to discuss.’

*

Max took Edgar to an Italian restaurant that he knew. It was a little place, tucked away in a back street, but the food was wonderful. Max’s mother had been Italian, Edgar seemed to remember. It was one of the few facts that he knew about him. Presumably it was from her that Max had inherited his dark good looks, the kind that made people speculate about the tar brush.

‘Bit better than the Caledonian Hotel,’ said Max, twirling spaghetti.

‘Bet they don’t do rock cakes though,’ said Edgar. But the mention of the Caledonian, the only bar in the Highland town where the Magic Men had their headquarters, had eased something between them. Edgar found himself telling Max about his job, about how hard he found it having to live up to his reputation as a brilliant ex-secret-service man. ‘And most of the time I know less than the lowliest PC. And they know it too.’

Max confessed that the endless parade of seaside towns was taking its toll. ‘I’d pack it in if there was anything else I could do.’

‘But you’re a brilliant magician.’

‘Yes.’ Typically, Max did not dispute this. ‘But the public don’t want brilliant any more. Have you seen all these new NAAFI comics? There was one on at the Palladium the other week. They don’t do jokes, they don’t do patter. This character – it was like listening to a mad man on the bus, but the audience loved him. Practically ate him up. Have you heard of a chap called Tommy Cooper? Cooper the Trooper?’

‘No.’

‘He’s a magician. Ex-NAAFI too. And his thing is, he gets it wrong. He does the build-up and the patter and then the trick goes wrong. First time I saw it, I couldn’t believe it. The watch is under this cup, no this one, no – hang on – it’s this one. Brought the house down.’

‘Maybe he did just get it wrong.’

‘No, that’s his act. I’ve seen him a few times. He’s a good magician underneath, I can tell. But audiences don’t want good magicians any more. They don’t want smoke and mirrors and swirling cloaks. They don’t want girls in spangled costumes. They want to see how the trick works. Trouble is, once you tell them how it works, you’re done for.’

‘Speaking of spangled costumes, why don’t you have an assistant?’

Max refilled their glasses. ‘Assistants are too much trouble. I had a fantastic girl before the war, Ethel her name was. She knew exactly when to get the audience’s attention and when to keep still. Most of them never get it right. They’re twirling away when you want the spotlight on you and standing there like a bloody corpse when you want the audience distracted. But Ethel … she was a wonder.’

‘What happened to her?’

‘Got married, like they all do. Married a fireman and lives on the Isle of Wight. She still sends me cards at Christmas.’

Where does she send them, thought Edgar. Max told him that he hadn’t had a permanent address since being discharged. He wanted to ask Max about the dancer, about whether there was a woman in his life, but he didn’t have the nerve somehow.

But Max, it seemed, had been thinking along the same lines.

‘The thing about The Zig Zag Girl,’ he said, pouring the last of the red into Edgar’s glass, ‘is that it’s a trick that depends on the girl. You need a very good girl, one that can get into that middle section in double-quick time. She’s got to be fast and she’s got to be brave.’

‘Why are you telling me this?’ asked Edgar. The wine was making his head feel fuzzy. The picture of the Bay of Naples behind Max’s head was pulsing unpleasantly. Edgar hoped that it wasn’t about to erupt.

Max’s voice seemed to come from a long way away. ‘You wanted my advice about your murder. Well, this is it. Find the girl.’




Chapter 3

The station still hadn’t got over the shock of the box delivered to ‘Captain Stephens’. On the Thursday, the day after the discovery of the head and the legs, the duty sergeant had arrived at Bartholomew Square Police Station to find a black box waiting on the doorstep. None of the night staff had seen it being delivered but, as they had spent most of the night in the basement gathered around a primus stove, this was hardly surprising.

The sergeant, a solid individual called Larry McGuire, picked up the box and carried it to the counter. It was then that he had noticed the smell, a terrible, all-pervading miasma that made him back away, shielding his face. Handkerchief over mouth and nose, he had approached again, seen the typewritten name on the address label, and reached for the phone to call Edgar. By the time Edgar arrived, out of breath from running all the way, there was a small crowd in the reception area.

‘Bloody hell,’ he’d said. ‘What’s that smell?’

McGuire had pointed silently to the box. Edgar recognised it immediately – wooden, black, brass clips – the missing triplet that completes the set.

‘Get a camera,’ he said, ‘we should record this. And call Chief Inspector Hodges.’

When he’d opened it, the smell had sent him staggering backwards. He was dimly aware of Sergeant McGuire clicking away in the background and of the chief’s indrawn breath. A piece of flesh, roughly hacked at the top and bottom, greyish in colour but still, unmistakeably and horribly, part of a human body. Edgar had heard someone retching and the bile had risen in his own throat.

‘There’s something in there,’ said McGuire, his voice reassuringly matter of fact. ‘Looks like a rose. A red rose. It’s still fresh.’

So, on the Monday after his visit to Max, when McGuire told him that a flower-seller was asking for him in Reception, Edgar had thought immediately of the rose. The reception area, with its grand mosaic floor, still smelt strongly of bleach and, when Edgar escorted the woman to the interview room, he could see doors opening and people peering out to watch their progress. The weekend papers had been full of the Brighton trunk murders (though the full details hadn’t been released), and Edgar knew the pressure was on him, as the detective in charge, to make some progress with the case. Frank Hodges had already had strong words for people who spent their weekends gadding about in Eastbourne when there was a murderer to catch.

The flower-seller was a stout woman with a disconcertingly red face. She looked almost pityingly at Edgar as she said, ‘You’re the policeman in charge, aren’t you?’

Edgar agreed that he was.

‘You were asking at the stall about the man that left the packages last week. The ones with the bits of body in them.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Well, I think I saw him. The man.’

‘Really?’ Edgar leant forwards.

‘It was on the Monday. I saw a man carrying two boxes into Left Luggage. Then he came to my stall.’

‘Are you sure it was the same man?’

‘I think so. He was small, I remember that. The boxes looked too big for him. I remember thinking that he might be one of those theatricals.’

This was interesting. ‘Why?’

‘The boxes looked like they could have had instruments in them. And he was small, like I said. He looked foreign. Like one of those foreign musicians.’

‘He looked foreign?’

‘Yes. Dark.’ She gave the word a sinister emphasis.

‘Dark-skinned?’

‘No. Dark hair. Except I couldn’t see his hair because he was wearing a cap.’

Edgar sighed. ‘Witnesses,’ Frank Hodges always said. ‘You can’t trust a witness.’

‘He was wearing a cap? Like a sailor’s cap?’

‘No. More like an errand boy. A peaked cap.’

‘Can you remember anything else?’

‘He was wearing a long coat. I thought that was funny for August. Still, it’s been wicked weather for summer.’

‘What did he say to you? Did he buy some flowers?’

‘He bought a rose,’ said the woman. ‘A single long-stemmed red rose.’

*

Later that day, Edgar sought out the cabinet-maker recommended by Max. His workshop was in Hove, close to the cricket ground. ‘D. Fitzgerald,’ said the uncompromising sign, ‘Propmaker’.

D. Fitzgerald was engaged in putting the roof on what looked like a large kennel. On the side, the words ‘Cave Canem’ were written in italic script.

‘What’s that?’ said Edgar.

‘It’s a kennel,’ said D. Fitzgerald straightening up. ‘For a dog.’

‘Oh.’ Edgar was disappointed. ‘It’s not a magic trick then?’

‘No. Magic work is thin on the ground these days. I have to take what I can get.’

Edgar thought about what Max had said about variety dying and no one wanting the traditional magic tricks any more. It seemed a shame somehow that there would be no more girls stepping into cabinets and reappearing in the stalls. And, presumably, prop-makers would have to turn to kennels and wardrobes in order to make their living.

Edgar introduced himself. ‘I got your name from Max Mephisto,’ he said. ‘He said you’d made props for him.’

‘Ah, Max,’ Fitzgerald smiled reminiscently. ‘A real gentleman, is Max. A great magician too. Have you seen him work?’

‘Yes,’ said Edgar. ‘Once or twice.’

‘I made a few cabinets for him. The ghost cabinet. Have you seen that one? And a couple of sword cabinets too.’

‘What about The Zig Zag Girl? Ever make the cabinet for that?’

Fitzgerald looked at him curiously. He was a tall man with curly hair like a bull’s poll. There was something bull-like about his stance too. Edgar imagined that he would be a tough customer in a fight.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I’ve made the cabinet for that.’

‘I wondered if you’d take a look at this.’ Edgar got out one of Sergeant McGuire’s photographs. It showed the box – the third box – sitting on the station counter. The actual box was still in the Evidence Room, but the smell was still so strong that no one would go near it.

Fitzgerald looked up. ‘Is this to do with those murders? The body in the trunk?’

‘Yes.’ Edgar didn’t see any point in denying it. ‘Have you seen boxes like this before?’

Fitzgerald shrugged. ‘Don’t know. It’s just a box.’

‘What about this?’ Edgar showed him a picture of the three boxes stacked on top of each other. ‘Remind you of anything?’

The cabinet-maker scratched his head. ‘It looks like the cabinet for The Zig Zag Girl, but in that case the boxes would all have false bottoms. The girl would have to be able to stand up and the magician would need to be able to get the blades through. Have these got false bottoms?’

‘No.’ As far as Edgar could see, the boxes were just that – plain wooden cubes painted black. It was just their size and their absolute regularity that brought the trick to mind.

‘Have you any idea who could have made them?’ he asked.

‘Anyone could have put these together,’ said Fitzgerald. ‘You wouldn’t even need to be a carpenter. For a magic cabinet, now, that’s different. You need to be a real artist for that. Take The Zig Zag, for example, the middle box is actually bigger, but you wouldn’t be able to see that from the audience’s viewpoint.’

‘So you’ve no idea who could have made these boxes?’

Fitzgerald shook his head. ‘No. Like I say, they’re just boxes.’ He turned back to his kennel and, as Edgar walked away, he heard the staccato sounds of nails being hammered into wood.

Edgar set off southwards, walking briskly. It was a longish way back to the police station, but the good thing about Brighton was that you couldn’t get lost; you just had to head for the sea. He thought about magic tricks and the stage, about cabinets made to conceal bodies, about deception and artifice. The boxes may just be boxes, but the important thing was that someone wanted them to look like something else.

*

At Bartholomew Square, his boss was waiting for him. Chief Inspector Frank Hodges was a large man with a drooping moustache given to pessimistic pronouncements about the police force, crime and life in general. He was nearing retirement age, but frequently said that he expected to ‘die in harness’. ‘And with a knife in your back,’ Edgar had heard someone mutter when Hodges last made this comment. The Chief Inspector was not popular with the younger officers.

Today, though, he looked not so much gloomy as enraged.

‘Where have you been?’ he demanded as Edgar entered the Incident Room.

‘Following a lead,’ said Edgar. He tended to assume a calm, professional tone with his boss, knowing that this infuriated him still further.

‘What sort of lead?’

‘A cabinet-maker. Someone who may have known who made the boxes.’

‘And did they know?’

‘No,’ Edgar admitted.

Hodges’ face turned an alarming shade of red. Edgar hoped that this wasn’t the harness moment.

‘The boxes looked as if they might be theatrical props,’ he said soothingly, ‘so I went to see someone who specialised in that sort of carpentry.’

Hodges did not seem even slightly soothed, although his colour faded a little. ‘What’s this obsession with the stage?’ he said. ‘I hear you went to Eastbourne to see a magician, of all people. Get this straight, Stephens. This is a murder inquiry. The biggest murder case this town has ever seen. It’s not some bloody silly university review.’

Edgar’s two terms at Oxford were a source of never-ending irritation to Frank Hodges. Edgar both resented this and realised that it gave him a certain power over his boss.

‘The boxes reminded me of a magic trick,’ he said. ‘One where it looks as if a girl is cut into three. I saw it performed before the war and I know the man who invented the trick. He’s called Max Mephisto and he was performing in Eastbourne last week.’

‘Max Mephisto.’ Hodges chewed his moustache thoughtfully. ‘He’s quite a big name, isn’t he? Think I saw him in Blackpool once. Performed a hell of a turn with a burning table.’

‘He’s the best-known magician in Britain,’ said Edgar. ‘I served with him in the war.’

‘You served with him?’ Frank’s voice suggested that he thought theatricals should have been interned along with the Italians and Jews.

Edgar sighed. He had hoped not to have to go into the whole history of his friendship with Max. ‘You know I was seconded to MI5 in the war,’ he said. This was a pretty fancy way of saying that he was spotted by Colonel Cartwright doing the cryptic crossword on a train. ‘Well, I ended up in this special unit, based near Inverness. Our job was to create false trails for the enemy, to trick them if you like.’

Max, he remembered, had claimed to be able to make ghost fleets ride the north seas. The fact that he had ended up sailing into enemy waters in a dinghy, accompanied only by Edgar and an aged desperado called The Great Diablo, was nobody’s fault really.

‘Well, Max was part of this unit,’ he concluded. ‘He was an expert at camouflage. He’d worked in North Africa, in the desert. He created these decoy tanks made from wood and canvas. He even painted an aerodrome on canvas. From the air it looked like the real thing.’

Max had created tanks that folded up and could be stored in a suitcase. He had placed one on the front lawn at the Caledonian ready to greet Major Gormley when he opened his bedroom window.

‘This is all very well,’ grumbled Frank. ‘But it doesn’t get us much further with this case.’

‘I suspected that the killer had links to the theatrical world,’ said Edgar. ‘I asked Max if he knew of any specialist cabinet-makers. That’s all.’

‘And did you get anywhere?’

‘No, but I’ve got a possible description of the killer.’ He described the visit from the flower-seller.’

‘So we’re looking for a foreigner?’ Frank brightened perceptibly.

‘Not necessarily,’ said Edgar. ‘The florist just thought he might be foreign because the boxes reminded her of music cases – it’s that theatrical link again. But I asked if he had a foreign accent and she said no. She said he had a soft voice, soft and young.’

‘The man was small, though.’ Frank wasn’t letting that go easily. ‘Foreigners are often small.’

‘Smallish,’ said Edgar. ‘That’s all we have really. A small man wearing a cap and coat.’

‘Could be anyone. Could be bloody Max Miller,’ said Frank.

‘I suspect Mr Miller has an alibi,’ said Edgar.

Frank glared at him. ‘We’re no further forward at all then. Any luck with identifying the girl?’

‘No. I’ve been through the Missing Persons list. Nobody there answering to our girl’s description.’

Five foot ten, long blonde hair, a beautiful figure now cut into grotesque pieces. No, nobody like that had been reported missing in the Brighton area.

‘I’m making inquiries in private lodging houses,’ he said. ‘The sort used by theatricals.’

‘The bloody stage again,’ said Frank. ‘What makes you think the girl was … well, that type?’

Edgar hesitated. He didn’t like to admit that it was Solomon Carter’s phrase about the girl having legs ‘as long as a showgirl’s’ that first put the idea into his head.

‘It’s just a theory,’ he said. ‘But actors live a nomadic life, here one week, gone the next. It’s possible that someone could disappear and not be missed for a while.’

Frank chewed the end of his moustache. He didn’t like the word ‘nomadic’, it had a slippery, foreign sound.

‘Solomon Carter said there were marks around her head which could be consistent with wearing a headdress of some kind,’ said Edgar. ‘The kind worn by an exotic dancer.’ He thought of Sonya and Tanya in their fur bikinis and Sonya’s face when she had looked at Max. He thought of Max saying, ‘You need a very good girl.’

Frank made the snorting sound again. ‘She could have been a prostitute. Have you thought of that?’

‘Yes,’ said Edgar. ‘We’ve made inquiries in the red light district.’

‘Well, make more inquiries. The press are onto it. We don’t want to look like idiots.’

‘We certainly don’t, sir,’ agreed Edgar.

*

Max enjoyed the drive to Scarborough. Sometimes it felt as if his Bentley were the only thing in his life to have escaped from the war unscathed. It (however much he loved the car, he refused to think of it as ‘she’) had passed the war years hidden in a barn on a farm belonging to an ex-girlfriend. Max would never forget the moment when Joan pulled back the tarpaulin to reveal his treasure, covered in straw but still with tyres and headlamps intact. He could have kissed her. He would have kissed her had not her husband, a taciturn farming type, been hovering with a pitchfork.

He had left early, in order to avoid saying goodbye to anyone at the digs. Thank God, none of them were going on with him to Scarborough. He tried to remember who was on the bill with him there. One of the new comedians, he thought, and a singer who had made it big with patriotic numbers during the war. ‘There’ll Always Be an England’, that sort of thing. Still, the Alexandra was a nice theatre and he was going to stay with an old friend, a girl who had once been part of a double act and now ran a boarding house. What was her act called again? Sometimes he saw the names on a never-ending playbill in his head: the Great Supremo, Leandra’s Feats with the Feet, Lou Lenny and her Unrideable Mule, Raydini The Gay Deceiver, Petrova’s Performing Ponies. He’d got it. The Diller Twins. Though they hadn’t even been sisters, let alone twins. They didn’t even look alike. Pretty enough girls, though. He and Brenda had enjoyed one memorable summer in Scarborough and had kept in touch even after Brenda had married a man who could rip telephone directories in two. What was his name? The Mighty something or other. He could never remember the men.

He made good time and reached Scarborough just before eight. As he drove along the seafront, he saw the towers of the Grand looming over the town. Once he had stayed in the Grand for a whole season. Now he was reduced to boarding houses and he could see a time when he’d be sleeping in the Bentley, a shambling figure standing on street corners taking flowers out of his hat and begging passers-by to choose a card. He shook his head, irritated at this self-pitying theme. He needed a holiday, that was all. After Scarborough he was back down in Brighton, then he had a two-week break. He’d go away, somewhere civilised like Le Touquet. There was still some money for that. He wasn’t quite reduced to busking yet.

Brenda met him at the door. She was still attractive, with creamy skin and red hair, but marriage to the strong man and the birth of two children had enlarged her contours somewhat.

‘Max!’ She kissed him on the cheek. ‘You look exactly the same. You’ll never get older.’

‘I feel a hundred,’ said Max.

‘That’s just the drive. You’ll feel just dandy after a rest and a glass of sherry.’

‘You’re a wonderful woman, Brenda.’

And he did feel better after a hearty meal and two glasses of (disgustingly sweet) sherry. Larry, the strong man, turned out to be an affable fellow and they spent a pleasant hour reminiscing over old names.

‘Raydini! What happened to him?’

‘Heart attack at the Wood Green Empire.’

‘What a way to go.’

‘What about your twin?’ Max turned to Brenda, who was looking quite alluring in the light from the gas fire. ‘The other Diller girl?’

‘Peggy? I don’t know. I lost touch with her. Last I heard, she was down in Brighton.’

‘I’m there next week,’ said Max easily. ‘I’ll look out for her. Is she still in the business, do you know?’

‘Yes.’ Brenda gave her full-throated laugh. ‘Actually, last I heard she was following in your footsteps, Max. She was a magician’s assistant.’ Larry opened the door to let the cat out, but this wasn’t the only reason for the small, cold chill that ran through the room.




Chapter 4

‘What makes you think it was her? Peggy?’

Edgar heard Max sigh down the phone.

‘I just thought it might be a possibility. She was last heard of in the Brighton area.’

‘What did she look like?’

‘Tall, blonde, good legs.’

‘How old?’

‘Mid to late twenties, I suppose.’

Edgar stared at the wall opposite, which was dominated by a poster telling him to put on his lights while driving at night.

‘Have you got a photo?’ Max was saying.

‘We took pictures, but I can’t show them to you. I’d need special permission.’ He could just imagine what Frank Hodges would say.

‘You never used to care so much about the rules, Ed.’

This was below the belt. Edgar remembered that Max always fought dirty.

‘The pictures are pretty disturbing,’ he said at last.

‘I’m a big boy. I can cope.’

‘All right. I’ll put a photo in the post tomorrow. Ring me as soon as you get it.’

‘Aye, aye, Captain.’

There’s nothing more annoying, mused Edgar, putting the phone down, than being addressed as ‘captain’ by someone who technically outranks you.

It was nearly the end of the day. Edgar sat at his desk listening to the now-familiar haunted-house noises as the old building settled down for the night. The police station at Bartholomew Square was built in the classical style. Outside it was imposing, with monstrous pillars two storeys high. The reception area boasted an Italian mosaic floor and marble busts of Brighton luminaries. But, as you descended the steps to the CID headquarters, you entered a different world. Tiled walls dripped with moisture and sometimes, turning a corner in one of the subterranean corridors, you could hear mice – or worse – scuttling ahead. Frank Hodges had told Edgar that this part of the building had actually been condemned in the 1930s, but the police stuck stubbornly to their gloomy suite of rooms.

Naturally, the police station had its resident ghosts. The site was once a medieval monastery – St Bartholomew’s – and it was said that sometimes a monk could be seen moving casually through the thick stone walls of the basement. The monastery well was still under the floor somewhere, you could hear it gurgling away on stormy nights. But Edgar usually found himself thinking of a more recent spectre. Brighton’s first chief of police, Henry Solomon, was murdered at the station in the eighteenth century, killed by a petty thief he had brought in for questioning. Edgar often imagined the scene. Apparently Solomon had seated the man in front of the fire, attempting to calm him down. He had turned his back and the felon picked up a poker and battered him to death. The room where it happened was cold, even in summer, and a dark figure was sometimes seen standing by the marble mantelpiece or descending the steps to the cells. Edgar didn’t believe in the ghost, but he did think that the story contained a few important policing lessons. Don’t be too nice to suspects was one. Don’t turn your back on them was another.

The Incident Room was empty, so Edgar was able to find the file marked, uncompromisingly, ‘Mutilated Girl’, and extract a photograph. Despite his words on the phone, Edgar decided to spare Max the worst. He selected a picture that showed the girl from the neck up. He was struck again how, despite the pallor and the closed eyes, it could be a glamour shot. Her face was symmetrical and perfect, full lips closed in what was almost a smile. In life she must have been a very beautiful woman. He put the photo in a brown envelope addressed, as instructed, c/o The Alexandra Music Hall, Scarborough.

He decided to post the letter on his way home. After an overcast day, the evening was soft and mild. When he got to the top of the hill, Brighton was already lost in the summer smog. It was like walking through the clouds. Edgar thought about Max’s telephone call. Was the dead girl really Peggy Ollerenshaw, once part of a double act known as The Diller Twins? He wondered why he was so sure that the girl had theatrical connections. Partly it was the way the body had been found – presented was the word that came to mind – cut into three like a macabre version of Max’s famous trick. Partly it was her appearance, the long blonde hair, the legs. She wasn’t that young, though. Late twenties, Solomon Carter thought, which would tie in with Peggy again. Had this girl fallen on hard times, no longer young enough for the chorus line, desperate enough to become involved with a dubious character who turned out to be not so much seedy as murderous?

When he reached his digs, his neighbour, Mrs Finneghan, was standing in her front garden. Having once seen Edgar talking to the traffic policemen on the seafront, she had become convinced that this was his job.

‘How are the cars, Mr Stephens?’

‘There seem to be more of them every day, Mrs Finneghan.’ He had given up trying to tell her his real profession and, besides, it was soothing to think of a parallel existence where all he had to do was stop cars crashing into each other.

‘There ought to be a law against it,’ said Mrs Finneghan comfortably. She went back to feeding the seagulls.

Edgar let himself in and went straight for the whisky. One of the benefits of living on the ground floor was the use of a dusty square of garden. Edgar took his drink and sat on the back step, watching the birds swooping down to avail themselves of Mrs Finneghan’s soup kitchen. Seeing Max again had brought back all sorts of memories; memories that, for five years, he had sought to expunge by working his way through the police ranks and trying not to antagonise Frank Hodges. Now he knew that if he let them, they would take him over and he would be there again, drifting on the open sea with Max and Diablo, watching Charis die.

It had been odd seeing Max in his own milieu. He had known, of course, that Max was a magician and it was the memory of seeing him on stage that had sparked the idea about The Zig Zag Girl. But it had been strange seeing him in his backstage world of greasepaint and showgirls and men doing sword-swallowing impressions. Seeing Madame Foo Foo in the corridor, dressed in basque and stockings and smoking a pipe, he hadn’t been able to stop himself trying to imagine what his mother would have said. He wondered if he was drawn to Max because he was the antithesis of everything his parents stood for. Max, who had thrown off his upper-class background and replaced it with a showman’s cape. What would have shocked his mother most about Max? The Italian mother (reputedly an ex-opera singer), the titled father or the life spent in seedy boarding houses, a different woman in his bed every night and the same woman disappearing on the stage every evening? ‘Rich people are all very well,’ his mother had said once, ‘as long as they keep in their proper place.’ Max, performing on stage at the Alexandra Music Hall, was about as far from his proper place as you could imagine. Or perhaps he was in it? Edgar couldn’t imagine Max stalking grouse or taking tea in drawing rooms (he admitted that his view of upper-class life was rather limited). Even during the war, in the wilds of Inverness, there had been a showbiz glamour about Max.

Who had taken him to the end-of-the-pier show where he had seen Max perform the The Zig Zag Girl trick? It couldn’t have been his parents. Maybe it was his rather raffish Uncle Charlie, who had grown rich from the black market and now drove a purple Rolls-Royce. He did remember that they had eaten fish and chips afterwards and Jonathan had been so excited that he’d been sick. ‘Things always go to Jonny’s stomach,’ their mother said when they got home. When Edgar heard that Jon was at Dunkirk, his first – ridiculous – thought was to worry that he would be seasick. What wouldn’t he give to have him here now, his smiling, sensitive brother who had never lived long enough to have a job or a woman or even a proper shave?

That was the problem with whisky. It made you maudlin. He wouldn’t think about Jon or the war and certainly not about Charis. That part of his life was over. Edgar went back indoors to search in the cupboard for a tin of corned beef.

*

When Max arrived at the theatre on Wednesday, the letter was waiting for him. At first he didn’t recognise the handwriting and the brown envelope looked ominous. He put it aside and carried on with his make-up. Wednesday first house was always tough. Max knew he’d get them in the end, but they were sticky. He had to work hard to get the laughs and the gasps and the ‘how did he do that’s’. When he finally pulled the cloth away revealing the empty table and Brenda’s cousin’s daughter was discovered smiling back in her seat, the audience applauded with a kind of groan as if they resented being impressed. Back in his dressing room, Max took off his greasepaint and drank cold coffee (whisky would have to wait until after the second house). It was only then that he remembered the letter, propped up against the mirror.

He opened it carelessly, getting a smudge of five and nine on the envelope. The photograph fell to the floor and he had to scramble for it in the dust (the dressing rooms at the Alexandra were filthy). Eventually he held the picture under the bright mirror lights. What he felt was a kind of lurch, as if he’d missed a step or had opened the cabinet to find the girl still there, staring at him. He put a hand to his head and realised that he was shaking. The room spun like the Wall of Death at a fairground, but the girl stayed at the still centre of it, eyes closed, pale as death.

‘My God,’ said Max aloud.

The years were spinning too. Max was back in Hastings before the war and his assistant was twirling in the footlights, knowing exactly when to divert the audience’s attentions to her charms.

Ethel.




Chapter 5

Brighton had always been one of Max’s favourite towns. In some vague way, he thought they were alike. Like him, the town was classless, raffish, slightly secretive. The hotels on the seafront (he was staying at the Old Ship) presented a smooth, well-bred façade, but at the back, where the kitchens spilled out into the alleys, all was chaos and decay; rats scuttled past overflowing bins and tramps fought the seagulls over the remains of flounder fillets à la moutarde. Edgar said there was a lot of crime in the town.

But, as Max walked through the Pavilion Gardens towards the Theatre Royal, he wasn’t thinking about Brighton or about the week’s show. He was thinking about Ethel. How had she ended up here, the victim of some random sadist? He had been sure that Ethel was living in married bliss on the Isle of Wight. But now he saw that the Christmas cards, ‘with best wishes from Ethel and Michael’, concealed a darker truth. Because, if one thing was for certain, it was that happily married women didn’t end up chopped into three and their body parts scattered around seaside towns. Something must have happened to Ethel and, given their past connection, he couldn’t help wondering if he was somehow to blame.

He was meeting Ed after band call. Would Edgar the supersleuth be able to solve the mystery? He had his doubts. He knew Ed was clever (apparently he had scored off the scale on the intelligence tests for MI5), but Max had always felt that Edgar was somehow too innocent for police work. If ever a chap had been suited to going back to Oxford after the war and finishing his degree, it was Ed. Max had fought hard to convince him of this, but Edgar seemed fixated on some stupid public service ideal, probably connected with his brother’s death and what had happened to Charis. They had argued in a bar in Victoria station, Ed protesting almost tearfully that Britain had to change and everyone had to ‘do their bit’. ‘Suit yourself,’ Max had said. ‘I’m going back to my old life and I’m never going to think about anyone else ever again.’ Except that his old life – champagne, dancing girls, delirious audiences – didn’t exist anymore and now here he was, not only thinking about his old partner but coming damn close to vowing to track down her murderer. Steady on, Max, he told himself sternly, you’re not Dick Barton, you’re a stage magician. Ethel’s killer was probably some down-and-out who got his thrills from mutilating beautiful women. Except, said the voice in his head, she was your assistant and her torso was sent directly to your friend.

The pillars and archways of the Theatre Royal were sparkling in the sun. It was a snug little venue, somehow managing to be both grand and welcoming at once. ‘Max Mephisto’ screamed the billboards. Max pulled his hat down over his eyes and headed off to find the stage door. The last thing he wanted was to be spotted looking admiringly at his own posters.

The stage door was in a side street. It was open and the narrow hallway full of boxes and trunks. Max recognised his own stage kit and some boxes labelled AM. Who the hell was AM? He tried to remember who was on the bill with him this week. A comedian, but then there are comedians everywhere these days. A juggler that he last saw – pissed out of his head – trying to get off with a waxwork in Blackpool. Some girls, of course. After a while all the girls merge into one – feathers and headdresses and lipsticked smiles. All except Ethel. She was different.

He saluted the commissionaire (a huge man who seemed wedged into his booth) and made his way towards the auditorium. He was slightly late and knew he’d have to wait his turn. Monday band calls operate on a strictly first-come-first-served basis. Max might be top of the bill, but as he hadn’t got his music in front of the orchestra first, he would be condemned to a morning of listening to ‘The Chocolate Soldier’ played (fortissimo) by a gaggle of amateur musicians. As he made his way through the stalls, he saw that the process had already started. A sharp-suited young man stood on stage tapping his foot and from the pit came the sound of two violins and a cello tuning up half-heartedly. A voice behind Max said, ‘Lot of bloody upstarts in the business these days.’

Max turned and looked into the watery eyes of Geronimo the Juggling Genius, aka Bert Hoskins from Hartlepool.

‘Hallo, Bert.’

‘Good to see you, Max, you old bastard.’

‘Likewise, Bert.’

‘Do you know smarty-bloody-pants up there?’ Bert gestured towards the stage with an unlit cigarette.

‘Yes. I’m afraid I do.’

He had recognised him immediately. Tony Mulholland. And he remembered almost the last time he’d seen Tony, standing on a beach watching Max’s great invention burn to ashes. With Charis inside.

*

Max didn’t get a chance to speak to Tony until after the band call. Tony took a long time going through his music, speaking in a low, expressionless voice that didn’t carry into the auditorium. When he had finished, he didn’t go into the stalls to join the other pros. He stalked out, watched resentfully by the orchestra. Max too viewed his retreating pinstriped back with dislike. What the hell was Tony doing here? They all thought that he had given up the stage. Besides, Max had a clause in his contract saying that he would always be the only magician on the bill. Tony had quite a name before the war. He specialised in card tricks and mesmerism, ending his act by hypnotising a member of the audience. It was a different kind of magic from Max’s, but there was no doubt that Tony was an extremely polished performer, smooth and slightly dangerous. Max had seen him work once and there was something chilling about watching Tony staring into a young woman’s eyes and then leading her onto the stage where she would bark like a dog at his command. Tony had been brought into the Magic Men to concentrate on what Major Gormley called ‘mind-games’. And in this he had certainly succeeded.

After Tony, a comedy dance troupe practised tap-dancing to ‘Colonel Bogey’. Then a woman with a voice like a corncrake trilled her way through ‘Cherry Ripe’. Max took the stage still shaking her top notes out of his ears.

‘Hello, Max. Good to see you again.’

‘Hello, Franz. How are you?’

The musical director at the Theatre Royal was a once-famous violinist, a German Jew who had been interned during the war. He had always been good to Max (a conductor can ruin a young pro’s act – starting too late or too early, drowning out his gags) and now seemed genuinely moved to see him again. Max felt a stab of guilt. He had always meant to write to Franz on the Isle of Man, but had got no further than buying a postcard of a Stradivarius, which he had never got round to sending.

‘The usual tab music, Mr Mephisto?’

‘If you would, maestro.’

Max always came on to a slow arrangement of the ‘Danse Macabre’. It was slower than ever here as one violin seemed to be lagging behind the others. Franz grimaced up at Max. ‘Vienna Philharmonic it isn’t.’

‘It’s fine. Thank you.’

Max went through the music for each trick – the build-up, the misdirection, raising the stakes, the reveal. He was aware that he was rushing, half his mind on Tony Mulholland. Why was he in Brighton? He must have known that Max was on the bill, given that his photo was plastered all over the theatre. Was it possible that Tony actually wanted to see him again? But, if so, why disappear like that? That was the problem with magicians, thought Max, thanking Franz and exiting stage left: they always knew how to disappear.

Max made his way towards the entrance hall. He was meeting Edgar at a cafe in the Pavilion Gardens and thought he could do with a walk and a smoke first. He passed the bar (which had a convenient hatch that opened onto the stage) and pushed open the swing doors. The foyer at the Theatre Royal sloped steeply downwards. It was like being onboard ship. The little gold chairs on either side of the fireplace seemed almost to be moving, sliding slowly southwards. Max had a sudden vision of the Titanic tilting into the sea while the orchestra (hopefully in better tune than this one) played on. As he stood, disorientated for a moment, a man stepped out from behind a potted plant.

‘Max. Long time no see.’

‘Hello, Tony.’

‘Still the same. The Great Max Mephisto.’

Max noted the mockery behind the words, but elected to take them at face value. ‘Thank you. I’m surprised to see you here. I thought you’d given up the business.’

Tony shrugged. He looked older, thought Max, thinner and more wary. It suited him though, and the sharp suit hung elegantly on his spare frame. His voice had changed too. When Max had met him, Tony had been working hard to eradicate his Cockney accent. Now it was back with a vengeance, almost a swagger.

‘Well, you can’t get the business out of your blood. You know that, me old china.’

Me old china. Was this some kind of a nightmare?

‘Are you doing a magic act?’ If so, Max added silently, I’ll sue you.

‘Magic. Nah!’ Exaggerated shudder. ‘Magic’s old hat, mate. I’m a comedian now.’

‘You must tell me some jokes some time,’ said Max, edging his way past Tony and towards the daylight.

Tony put out a hand to stop him. For the first time, his voice lost its exuberant edge, in fact now it sounded almost pleading.

‘Why don’t we get together after the show tonight, Max? Talk about old times.’

Max couldn’t think of anything he’d like less, but one thing was certain: he wasn’t going to suffer alone.

‘All right. We can ask Edgar too. Edgar Stephens. Did you know he was living in Brighton?’

Now Tony looked quite delighted. ‘No! Good old Ed. What’s he doing these days?’

‘He’s a policeman,’ said Max and, as he walked through the swing doors, he was still smiling at the look of sheer incredulity on Tony’s face.

So Tony Mulholland had reinvented himself as a comedian. That explained a lot. It explained why Tony could share the bill with him, it explained the Cockney accent and the sharp suit. It even explained the boxes at the stage door (AM for Anthony Mulholland). But it didn’t altogether explain why Tony was in Brighton in the first place.




Chapter 6

Edgar watched Max walking across the grass towards him. You’d know he was a theatrical at once. Was it the well-cut jacket or the fact that he was wearing a cravat rather than a tie? Perhaps it was just his height and general air of well-being. Men in 1950s England didn’t, in general, look tanned and healthy. There was something un-English too about Max’s jet-black hair and the gleam of his white teeth. He strolled through the picnicking families like Moses crossing the Red Sea. Moses in Italian shoes.

Max sat opposite Edgar and ordered coffee from the hovering waitress.

‘Guess who I’ve just seen.’

‘The Theatre Royal ghost?’

‘Tony Mulholland.’

‘My God.’ Edgar leant back in his chair. ‘What was he doing?’

‘He’s on the bill with me.’

‘No! I thought he’d left the stage. I thought he was busy being a captain of industry somewhere.’

‘He informs me that he’s become a comedian.’

Edgar pulled a face. ‘Can’t say he’s ever made me laugh.’

‘No, nor me. But, like I was saying in Eastbourne, the money’s in comedy these days. And Tony always wants to be where the money is.’

‘Wonder what his act’s like?’

‘You can see it tonight if you like. Tony suggested that we all go for a meal after the show.’

‘A Magic Men reunion. Very jolly.’

‘Very.’ Max lit a cigarette. ‘So, what have you found out about Ethel?’

‘I contacted the husband,’ said Edgar. ‘He said that he hadn’t seen her for a year. He identified her from the photographs.’

‘She didn’t mention anything on her Christmas card about being separated.’

‘Well, it’s not the sort of thing you put on a card, is it?’

‘I suppose not. Have you any idea why she was in Brighton?’

‘I tracked down her lodgings. She was staying up near the station. We searched the rooms and found this.’

He smoothed out a crumpled piece of paper torn from a newspaper and pushed it towards Max.

It was an advertisement, carefully cut out. ‘Girl Wanted’ was the headline.



Girl wanted for magic act. Must be supple and strong. Contact PO Box 4700.

*

Max looked at it in silence for a moment. ‘Is this from Variety?’

‘That’s the interesting bit,’ said Edgar. ‘It looks as if it’s from a paper, but we checked Variety and the advertisement never appeared there. If you look closely, you’ll see that the typeface is different.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means that this advertisement was specially written for Ethel. Probably pushed through her front door. We didn’t find an envelope. Doesn’t mean there wasn’t one though.’

‘What about the PO Box?’

‘We contacted the Post Office,’ said Edgar. ‘The PO box was arranged and paid for by letter. Signed Hugh D. Nee.’

‘He’s a class act, our bloke.’

‘We don’t even know that it is a bloke.’

‘Come on. You have to be pretty strong to cut a girl in three. And Ethel would have put up a fight, believe me.’ Max was silent for a few minutes, shielding his eyes with his hand. Then he said, ‘Girl Wanted. She was better than that. She was a star, Ethel.’

‘Whoever wrote this advertisement must have known that she’d been in a magic act.’

‘Who would want to kill a girl from a magic act?’

‘That’s what we’re asking ourselves,’ said Edgar dryly. After a pause he said, ‘We think she may have been drugged. Our medical chap said her eyes were dilated. He thought she could have been given drops containing deadly nightshade. Belladonna.’

‘Belladonna,’ repeated Max. Then, almost pleadingly, ‘If she was drugged, she wouldn’t have suffered, would she?’

‘No,’ lied Edgar. They sat in silence for a few minutes as the pigeons pecked the crumbs around their feet. Outside the theatre someone was playing the accordion. ‘The Rose of Tralee’. Then Edgar said, ‘We found this in her room too.’ He took out another newspaper cutting, this time carefully folded, and offered it to Max.

It was a newspaper review, dated November 1949. The yellowing paper showed Max grinning as he pulled roses from his hat. ‘Max Mephisto Mesmerises in Manchester.’

*

Back at the Old Ship, Max was informed that ‘a lady was waiting for him’. He wasn’t surprised. He needed a new girl for his act and a fellow magician had suggested someone who had once worked as his assistant, a Miss French. It struck Max that he could so easily have placed a ‘Girl Wanted’ advertisement in Variety. This thought didn’t exactly put a spring in his step as he walked towards the lounge where the girl was waiting. No, not a girl, a ‘lady’. That was what had surprised him.

His first glance corroborated the porter’s judgement. Well-cut suit, good shoes, tasteful hat. She looked like a conventional well-brought-up girl: convent school, Pitman’s typing course, perhaps even a year in Switzerland. In short, not at all the sort of girl who usually applied to be a conjuror’s assistant. Ethel, for instance, had been a fishmonger’s daughter. Like Molly Malone. Another waif who came to a tragic end.

‘Miss French?’ Max doffed his hat.

‘Yes. Are you Max Mephisto?’

‘At your service.’ To his own ears he sounded like a parody of himself.

‘You look older than in your posters.’

‘That’s magic for you.’

She smiled, a wide grin that suddenly made her look much younger. She seemed to regret this unbending because she composed herself again immediately, eyes downcast.

‘May I?’ Max took the seat next to her. Good hands too, he noticed. Well-kept nails.

‘I understand that you’ve had some experience with Ray Fellows.’ Aka The Great Raymondo.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I did a season with him in Hastings.’

‘What did you do?’

‘Various box tricks. Sawing in half, disappearing, that sort of thing.’

‘The Selbit?’

‘Yes and The Bowsaw.’

‘Selbit was the first person to use a girl, you know. Before him, assistants were always men.’

A glimmer of that smile again. ‘Girls bring in the crowds. That’s what Ray used to say.’

‘Ever do The Zig Zag Girl?’

‘No. Is that what you’re going to do in your act?’

‘No.’ If Max was sure of one thing, it was that he’d never do that trick again.

‘What are you going to do?’

‘It’s a version of The Blade Box. Have you ever done anything like that?’

‘No. Ray steered clear of knives.’

‘Very sensible. Essentially, it’s just another box trick. The cabinet is deeper than it looks. You flatten yourself against the back. I put the swords in one by one and take them out one by one. It can be very tedious, but my way’s a bit different.’

‘Ray said you always had a special way of doing things.’

‘Very kind of him. Well, Miss French, are you interested?’

‘Oh yes,’ she said composedly.

By now he was definitely intrigued. ‘Tell me a bit about yourself. What’s your first name?’

‘Ruby.’

‘How old are you, Ruby?’

‘I’m twenty.’

‘Unlike me, you look younger than your years.’

He had wanted to make her blush, but she continued to meet his gaze calmly. Her eyes were brown with very white whites.

‘What have you been doing since you left school?’

‘This and that. I lived in France for a while. Now I’m a secretary for an insurance company.’

I was right about the Pitman’s, he thought.

‘And you want to be a magician’s assistant?’

This time the colour did flood her cheeks and she lifted her head defiantly. ‘No. I want to be a magician.’




Chapter 7

Max couldn’t bring himself to watch Tony’s act. From his dressing room he could hear some fairly decent laughs, but with satisfyingly long pauses in between. The audience obviously didn’t know quite what to make of Tony’s cheeky chappy persona. Max half-expected Tony to appear at his dressing room door, boasting of how well he had done, and was very glad when his solitude remained undisturbed. He heard the music for Geronimo start up (loud enough to drown out the sound of crashing clubs), and went back to playing Patience.

Once again, Max was the last act on the bill. Waiting for his entrance, he watched the chorus girls high-kicking their way through the can-can. The stage was small, so the end girls were almost completely hidden from the audience. A good thing too, from what Max could see. The girls clattered past, panting and giggling. As they ran up the stone stairs, Max could see Tony standing in the shadows watching them. He was just the sort of man to stare at chorus girls. The ‘Danse Macabre’ started up,
floating hesitantly across the footlights. Max waited for his bar and then strolled on stage, adjusting his bow tie. They were the same as any audience anywhere, an amorphous mass who could be made to breathe and think as one. Monday first house was notoriously tough because that was when the landladies got their free tickets. An audience full of landladies was enough to reduce seasoned pros to tears. But in Brighton it was always a slightly more cosmopolitan and forgiving crowd. Certainly, Max felt himself riding on what was almost a cloud of goodwill. He knew that he was working well. The laughs came easily and, when he pulled the pearls from the handbag of a stout dowager in the front row, there was a genuine ‘ooh’ of delight.

He had decided that the girl in the audience trick had become a bit tired. If people came to more than one show, they would be sure to notice that it was always the same person pulled from the audience, a ‘stick’ they were called in the trade. So he had asked Ruby to come on stage with the cabinet. She still had her old costumes, she said. They had run through the act that afternoon with Ruby in her little blue suit, as efficient as the secretary she claimed to be. So Max’s double-take as the sequinned, fish-netted figure pirouetted onto the boards was completely unstaged. And she was good. As Max twirled the cabinet round and plunged the swords into the floorboards, she was always in the right place. A wiggle of feathers disguised the moment when the false back was facing towards the audience, a sidestep allowed Max to place the cabinet exactly on its mark. She knew the trick, Max realised. Was she planning to perform it herself one day?

Max had seen The Sword Cabinet performed in Italy when a magician cut through a melon to show the sharpness of his blade. It worked very well, the texture of the fruit and the fact that it was about the size of a human head added to the fear factor. But melons were in short supply in England, so Max used an apple. He liked the whole Adam and Eve connotation, but it did mean that you had to get your slice right. Ruby placed the apple on the stage and Max raised his sword. He saw the blade flash in the lights and then it came fizzing down through the apple to crash into the boards. ‘No drum roll,’ he told Franz. ‘I need the sound of the sword on the wood.’

Ruby pranced into the cabinet. Her last smile to the audience was nine-tenths composure and one-tenth fear. Max didn’t know if the apprehension was acting or not, but it was very effective. Now the drums rolled and Max plunged in the swords one by one. He knew Ruby was in place because she had tapped twice on the side of the cabinet (inaudible beneath the crashing timpani). Even so, he felt a sudden unreasonable fear for her, thinking of Ethel – so trusting, so desperate – offering herself to a man who actually did cut her into pieces. Glancing into the wings, he saw that Tony Mulholland was still there, watching. What was he playing at? It was an unspoken rule that you never watched a magician work from backstage. Was Tony trying to steal his act after all? When all the swords were in place, Max spun the cabinet, showing that the long foils had gone all the way through. The tips at the back were fakes, added from the inside by Ruby. The audience gasped, the orchestra reached a crescendo and Max started to withdraw the swords, one by one, stretching the moment to breaking point. When Ruby emerged, smiling and waving, she caught his eye and winked. For a second, just for a second, he felt completely at a loss.

*

‘I like your new assistant,’ said Tony. ‘She’s cute.’

‘Cute?’ said Max. ‘Did you make that trip to America after all?’

‘She was good,’ said Edgar hastily. ‘Where did you find her?’

‘She worked with another magician,’ said Max. ‘He recommended her. She’s not a permanent fixture though. Just for this week.’

‘Love ’em and leave ’em, eh, Max?’ Tony downed his drink. ‘You haven’t changed.’

They were in a small French restaurant. It had been recommended by Franz, the conductor at the theatre, so, predictably, the food was bad but the band was good. Tony hardly seemed to notice what he was eating. He was knocking back the wine and boasting about his prowess on stage and off. Though from what Edgar had seen of his act, Tony wasn’t quite ready to storm Hollywood just yet. Tony declared himself ‘in the vanguard of comedy’, and certainly the audience at the Theatre Royal hadn’t known quite what to make of the angry young man in the American suit who refused to tell them any jokes. The most successful part of his performance had been when he had performed mind-tricks on members of the audience. ‘What colour are you thinking of?’ That sort of thing. Max looked irritated and said that this was classed as magic, but Edgar thought that it was more like being stuck with a bore on the train. Tony was asking the questions, but he was only really interested in his own responses. ‘Red!’ he cried out triumphantly. ‘He’s thinking of red.’

‘It’s always red with the men,’ he told them, ‘blue with the girls.’

‘But what if it wasn’t red?’ asked Edgar. Green was his favourite colour.

‘Oh, they always agree,’ said Tony. ‘The trick is making them think that they were thinking of red.’

‘What if they say something surprising?’ asked Edgar.

‘Ah,’ said Tony, ‘you must never show you’re surprised. That’s the magic of it.’

‘It’s not magic,’ Max said grumpily.

The band segued into another little Hungarian number. They were the only diners left in the place and the waiter looked as if he couldn’t wait to see the back of them. Tony, though, called for more wine.

‘It’s a reunion,’ he said. ‘A Magic Men reunion.’

‘Why so nostalgic about the Magic Men, Tony?’ asked Max. ‘You didn’t seem so keen at the time.’

Tony didn’t seem to hear him. ‘Do you see anything of Bill these days? And what about Major Gormley?’

‘Major Gormley’s retired,’ said Edgar. ‘Lives on the south coast somewhere. Bill’s married. Lives in London, I think.’

‘So old Bill got married,’ Tony filled Max’s glass, spilling some in the process. ‘I thought he’d never get over Charis.’

Edgar didn’t look at Max. He watched the wine stain spreading on the tablecloth. It had started as roughly the shape of Italy, but now seemed to be forming the rest of Europe, like one of the maps at the start of the war showing the Nazis advancing.

‘None of us will get over Charis,’ Max said roughly. ‘Let’s talk about something else.’

‘But Bill really loved that girl,’ Tony was saying, his voice thickening with claret-sodden emotion. ‘He really loved her. You know, I still can’t believe that she’s dead.’

I loved her, Edgar wanted to say. I loved her and she loved me. But it had been Bill that she had chosen in the end. Bill who, when Charis was killed, had had the status almost of widower. Now he was a husband.

‘It was a long time ago,’ said Max. ‘A lot has changed since then.’

‘Yes,’ said Tony, ‘I’m a comedian and Edgar’s a policeman. But you’re still a magician.’

‘I’ll always be a magician,’ said Max, lighting a cigarette. ‘I don’t know how to do anything else.’

‘You’ll have to think of something soon,’ said Tony. ‘Variety’s on its last legs. When I was in the States …’ He shot a sidelong glance at Max. ‘It was all about television. Have you heard of Milton Berle? He’s a comedian, a huge television star. That’s where the money is these days, believe me. But magic would never work on television. People need to watch magicians up close. No, you’re finished, my friend.’ He lapsed in silence.

‘Television will never take off in Britain,’ said Edgar. ‘I can’t imagine people gathered round one of those boxes watching fuzzy little shapes. It’s not like the wireless.’

Tony’s burst of eloquence seemed to have exhausted him. He slumped in his chair, ash from his cigar dropping on the floor. Max gestured for the bill.

‘Let’s get the great television star home,’ he said. ‘I’ve got a hard day’s magic ahead of me tomorrow.’

Edgar got out his wallet, but Max waved him away. ‘I may be finished,’ he said dryly. ‘But I can still pay the bill.’




Chapter 8

The view from the cemetery was spectacular: gently rolling fields, a perfectly positioned windmill, the houses making a soft smudge in the valley. And the sea, the picture-postcard sea, encircling them, making the outskirts of Brighton feel like Amalfi or some Caribbean island. Max was pleased that Ethel would rest in such a lovely place, a location suited to her mysterious exoticism, so unexpected in a fishmonger’s daughter from Margate. It was less fitting though that her only mourners should be Edgar and Max. Max who hadn’t seen Ethel in twelve years and Edgar who never knew her at all.

It was Wednesday morning, halfway through the run at the Theatre Royal. In only a few days, thought Max, I can leave this place and never come back. I can leave England and never come back. He had forgotten that he identified with Brighton’s raffish glamour. Just at this moment, Brighton was the town where Ethel had died. And who would visit her grave, up here on the lonely hillside?

Max had paid for the headstone. ‘I haven’t the money to spare,’ said her husband, when Max had telephoned him. Nor the time, apparently. It was from the husband, though, that Max had obtained the bare biographical details inscribed on the stone.


Ethel Williams (née Townsend)

1920–50.

A Shining Star.



He had added the ‘née’ because he wanted to remember her before she had met Michael Williams and buried herself in the Isle of Wight. Why had she left Williams? Why had she ended up in Brighton, answering ‘Girl Wanted’ advertisements? If she was in trouble, why didn’t she come to him? She’d kept the cutting from Manchester, she must have known that he was still on the circuit. Maybe she thought that he had lost interest in her. That was what hurt most of all.

‘Maybe she was ashamed,’ said Edgar as they stood looking out over the sea. The entire service and burial had taken less than half an hour.

‘Ashamed of what?’

‘That her marriage failed, that she wasn’t a success. All sorts of things.’

‘She was only thirty,’ said Max. ‘What a waste.’

‘My age,’ said Edgar.

‘Thirty’s still young,’ said Max, lighting a cigarette. ‘Believe me, I’d kill to be thirty again.’

He wished he hadn’t put it quite like that, but Edgar didn’t seem to notice anything amiss. He was breathing in the hill-top air like a man who spent his life indoors. For his part, Max could never see what was so great about the countryside. Give him a London club any day, a whisky in his hand and the promise of a show in the evening. And mornings were overrated too. Like all pros, he was a creature of the night.

They walked back towards Max’s car, looking absurdly opulent beside the vicar’s rusty Morris.

‘Where to?’ asked Max, getting behind the wheel.

‘The station,’ said Edgar. ‘We’re following up possible sightings of the man who left the boxes at the station.’

‘Do you think you’ll find anything?’

‘No.’ Edgar sighed. He was fiddling with the window handle. Max wished he would stop. ‘Too much time has gone past. They can all remember a tall, short, thin, fat man who might or might not have had a German accent.’

They were passing the racecourse, two horses jogging along by the side of the road, their quarters swinging out as if they couldn’t bear the slow pace for a moment longer.

‘Ah, the old German accent,’ said Max. ‘Some things never change. What about the handwriting on the letter, the letter to the Post Office? The one signed Hugh D. Nee.’

‘It was typed. We can even track down the make of typewriter, but it doesn’t get us very far.’

‘Did Ethel have any visitors at her digs?’

‘No. The neighbours all said that she was a very respectable lady. Kept herself to herself. No gentleman callers.’

Max felt oddly relieved to hear this. Ethel may have fallen, but not into the abyss. Yet, if she had been a prostitute, maybe she would have had someone to protect her. Maybe it would have been better if she wasn’t respectable to the end.

‘What about the husband?’ he asked. ‘Does he have an alibi?’

‘He was the first person we thought of,’ said Edgar. ‘It’s usually the husband, that’s what my boss always says. But he’s got an alibi. He was on duty that day.’

‘Still a fireman then?’

‘Yes. Calls himself Leading Fireman Williams.’

‘Idiot,’ said Max. He had never met Williams, but this didn’t stop him from disliking him cordially. He disliked him even when all he knew of him was his name scrawled on Christmas cards.

‘I’m going to see him tomorrow,’ said Edgar. ‘See if he can tell me anything about Ethel’s last movements. He was pretty reluctant to meet me.’

‘So he might have something to hide.’

‘Maybe just doesn’t like talking about his private life. He seemed the taciturn type.’

‘They’re just the types that become murderers,’ said Max.

*

They drove down Bear Road, back into Brighton. There was another crematorium here and they stopped to let a hearse go by. ‘The dead centre of town,’ Bob Willis called it.

Max crossed himself, a gesture that suddenly made him look completely alien. He saw Edgar looking, and grimaced. ‘Catholic reflex.’

‘I didn’t think you believed in God.’

‘The question is,’ said Max, putting the car into gear, ‘does he believe in me?’

‘I’m sure he does,’ said Edgar. ‘Everyone believes in you.’

Max grinned, registering the irony. ‘Well, we did get good reviews last night.’

‘So the Brighton Evening Argus believes in you. That’s something.’

‘It certainly is. Did you see what they said about Tony?’

‘I didn’t read it.’ Bob had shown him the review that morning, but for some reason Edgar didn’t want to admit this.

‘Mr Mulholland clearly believes himself to be psychic,’ quoted Max. ‘It’s a pity that he couldn’t have predicted the audience’s reaction at the Theatre Royal last night.’

‘Gosh. Do you think Tony saw that?’

‘Of course he did. All pros read their reviews, even if they say they don’t.’

As Edgar remembered, the paper had rhapsodised over Max’s ‘thrilling stage presence’ and his ‘effortless manipulation of the audience’. He felt sure that Max must have read the piece several times over.

‘What’s next?’ he asked. ‘Where are you going next week?’ He wondered what it was like, not having a real home, changing your backdrop every week, like stage scenery. To be honest, it sounded pretty damn enticing at the moment.

‘I’m going to take a holiday,’ said Max. ‘Go abroad for a few weeks.’

‘It’s all right for some.’

‘Come with me,’ said Max lightly. ‘See something of the world.’

‘I can’t,’ said Edgar. ‘I’ve got to make some progress on the case. According to my boss, no woman in Brighton can sleep safely until he’s caught.’

‘Oh, he won’t kill again,’ said Max, accelerating smoothly. ‘A trick like that, it’s a show-stopper. What an earth can he do for an encore?’

‘I don’t like to think,’ said Edgar.

*

Max dropped Edgar back at the station. After the air up on the race hill, descending the stairs to the CID offices felt like entering a tomb. Bob was sitting at Edgar’s desk, doing a crossword.

‘Haven’t you got anything better to do?’ asked Edgar.

‘It’s my lunch hour.’

Edgar itched to have a go at the crossword. It was only the quick version, but it seemed to be giving Bob some trouble. He was stuck on one down, ‘devil of a cut’, four letters.

‘I’m going to the Isle of Wight tomorrow,’ said Edgar. ‘Can you get someone to look up the ferry times for me?’

‘All right,’ said Bob.

‘Yes, sir,’ Edgar corrected him, but silently. Somehow people never seemed to call him sir.

He could see Bob wanted to ask him why he was going to the Isle of Wight. Was it just a day trip, or something to do with the case? The silent scrutiny was starting to get to him.

‘I’m going out,’ he said. ‘Get some fresh air.’

You’ve been out all morning, said Bob’s body language.

At the door, Edgar paused. ‘Nick,’ he said.

‘Pardon?’

‘One down. Nick.’ And he made for the stairs.

Edgar walked briskly through the Lanes. Then he remembered that it was his lunch hour too and stopped at a Lyons Corner House for a roll and a cup of tea. The place was packed and he had to share his table with a holidaying family, complete with buckets, spades and quarrelsome mongrel. The children were arguing about whether they could go on the Volks Railway. ‘But you said …’ Edgar couldn’t remember arguing with his parents, though he supposed it must have happened. Lucy went in for occasional explosions and stompings upstairs, but he and Jonathan had been quieter, more secretive about their emotions. Anyway, theirs had not been a family that talked much about its feelings. He could barely remember any holidays, come to think of it. There had been a trip to a bed and breakfast in Weston-super-Mare, but his mother had been so worried about them ‘being in the way’ (they had to leave their rooms after breakfast and not return until supper-time), that this too had been an oddly furtive affair. Trips with Uncle Charlie had been more fun. He would have allowed them to go on the railway and eat candyfloss too. Edgar smiled apologetically at the family, removed his trouser leg from the dog and made his way out of the cafe.

He walked back along the seafront. He still couldn’t get used to the daily miracle that was the sea, its rushings and rustlings, the white-topped breakers in the winter, the days when water and horizon merged into one. Today, the beach looked almost inviting, the tide out to reveal a thin band of sand. Children were paddling in the shallows and adults sat in deckchairs, trying not to notice the wind that sent the occasional newspaper flying into the air like a demented seagull. Edgar had been swimming once since coming to Brighton, an icy plunge from the breakwater. He had emerged almost paralysed with shock, wondering if he was going to have a heart attack. Was that what it had been like for Jonathan in Dunkirk? he wondered. Had the cold numbed the pain? He hoped so.

As he stood looking out over the scene, he was aware of a young woman standing near to him. Something in her pose, straight back, head tilted slightly, seemed familiar. He had actually started to walk away before he realised who she was. He backtracked.

‘Ruby?’

She turned. She obviously didn’t recognise him, but she was smiling all the same. For some reason this struck him as incredibly endearing.

‘Ruby? We met on Monday after the show. I’m Edgar Stephens. Max’s friend.’

‘Oh yes,’ said Ruby, smiling more widely. ‘The policeman.’

That wasn’t quite how Edgar wanted to be remembered. PC Plod, eternal figure of fun. But he smiled and said yes, he was a policeman.

‘Max said that you’d served in the war together.’

Was it his imagination or did she blush when she said Max’s name?

‘That’s right. It seems a long time ago now.’

‘I can’t imagine Max in the army.’

‘He was exactly the same then as he is now.’

People said that actors were chameleons, all things to all men, but what always struck Edgar was their ability to remain unchanged whatever the circumstances. Put Max or Diablo in the desert or the jungle or adrift on the open sea and they would always remain exactly themselves.

‘Are you walking that way?’ said Ruby. ‘I’ll go with you.’

Edgar was surprised at the rush of pleasure that came over him at the thought of walking with Ruby. He hastened to fall in with this plan and was only slightly disappointed when, skipping along at his side, she proceeded to talk about Max.

‘Is it true that his father is a lord?’

‘Yes,’ said Edgar. He didn’t think that this could be a secret, it was common knowledge in the press after all (‘The Hon Max swaps stately home for a life on the boards’).

‘What does he think about Max being on the stage?’

‘I don’t think he’s too keen.’ Edgar had never met Max’s father, but from Max’s occasional comments he gathered that Lord Massingham was not a fan of showbusiness.

‘It’s funny,’ said Ruby, looking up at him in a way that made Edgar wish that they could change the subject. ‘Max isn’t what I expected. People in the business talk about him as if he’s some sort of dark genius, as if he’s Count Dracula or something. There are all these stories going round. I was terrified at the thought of working with him. But he’s really nice, so polite and considerate.’

Polite and considerate. At least it didn’t sound as if she were in love with him.

‘How long have you been on the stage?’ he asked. He hadn’t missed the self-conscious pause before ‘in the business’.

Ruby laughed. ‘This is only my second job. I worked with a magician called The Great Raymondo before. He wasn’t that great, to be honest, but I’ve always been fascinated by magic. I used to do card tricks for my mum. I sent away for this conjuring set, exploding cigarettes, handkerchiefs tied together, that sort of thing. I’m sure I drove everyone mad.’

She said this with the breezy confidence of one who has been adored all her life.

‘So you want to be a magician.’

‘Yes.’ A defiant tilt to the head. ‘You probably think it’s impossible for a girl to be a magician.’

‘No, I …’

‘There was this woman called Eusapia Palladino in Italy at the end of the last century. She was married to a magician, but she became famous in her own right. She could levitate tables and play instruments without touching them.’

‘Amazing,’ said Edgar politely. He imagined that evenings at Eusapia’s house were a riot.

‘But she did all this mediumistic stuff. I wouldn’t do that. I’d concentrate on pure magic.’

Pure magic. It sounded both innocent and rather terrifying. Edgar imagined Ruby in the world described by Max; a different boarding house each week, changeover on Sunday, the endless round of dressing rooms and band calls.

‘It’s a tough life, being on stage,’ he said.

‘That’s what my mother says.’ Ruby was silent for a moment. She was so much smaller than him that he could look down on the top of her head. It made him feel protective.

They had reached the Grand, where Edgar usually crossed the road. He hesitated, not wanting to end the walk, but Ruby said, ‘Are you crossing here? I’ll walk on a bit further.’

‘Goodbye then.’ Edgar went to raise his hat and realised that he wasn’t wearing one. ‘Good luck for the rest of the week.’

‘Thank you,’ said Ruby. ‘It’s not easy, being stabbed to death every night.’

Something in the way she said this made Edgar feel suddenly afraid. He wanted to tell her not to go back to the theatre, not to enter the cabinet and face the shining swords. But Ruby was smiling so he had to smile too, raise his non-existent hat and say that he hoped they’d meet again some day.

It was only as he was nearly back at the station when he remembered that, in the theatrical world, the words ‘good luck’ are considered extremely unlucky.




Chapter 9

Edgar enjoyed the ferry crossing. It was a bright day, but the wind was strong. He stood on deck and felt the salt spray on his face, forgetting everything except the still surprising pleasure of being alive. After Jonathan died, he had assumed that he was next. Even when he was sent up to Scotland, to the sinecure that was the Magic Men, he had thought that a stray bullet would get him. An exploding top hat perhaps, or a man-eating rabbit. To have survived the war still seemed wrong somehow. Why should he be out in the sun and the wind when Jonathan and Charis were buried? Actually, he didn’t have a grave for either of them, which somehow made the whole thing harder to believe. Edgar gripped the deck rail and tried to forget the past.

Leading Fireman Williams had given him an address in Newport. Edgar was surprised to find that it was quite a big town. His view of the island was coloured by a long-ago school trip, and he remembered only stripy cliffs, a gift shop and a house that belonged to Queen Victoria. He remembered trailing around the house and gardens with a lot of other bored schoolboys: rooms with high ceilings and glittering objects in glass cases, formal gardens and a fountain where Tomkins Minor took an impromptu bath. The place seemed frozen in the nineteenth century. Hadn’t Tennyson lived on the Isle of Wight too? He imagined them all drifting about, in their frock coats and crinolines, writing poetry to each other. So Newport, with its bustling high street, was a shock. There was even a policeman directing traffic around a statue of Queen Victoria (at least she was still in residence).

The Williams lived above a haberdashery. Edgar climbed the narrow stairs wondering about Ethel. He knew nothing about her, this woman he’d known only in death. Max had said that she was a star. Would a star have been happy, living above a shop in Newport High Street? And what about the man who’d lived there with her?

Michael Williams, a short belligerent-looking man with a high colour, was waiting for him in the spotless sitting room. He may have missed his wife, thought Edgar, but he’d obviously got someone else in to do the cleaning.

‘I’m sorry,’ Edgar began. ‘I know it must be difficult talking about Mrs Williams.’

Williams shrugged. ‘She left me, didn’t she?’

Edgar got out his notebook. ‘I wonder if you could tell me when she left? I’m trying to account for Mrs Williams’ movements up until the time of her death.’

‘Mrs Williams,’ said the fireman. ‘Can’t believe she was still using my name. Wanted to forget all about me, that’s what she said.’

‘When did she say that?’

‘A year ago. It happened last summer. When he came to the island.’

‘He?’

‘Him,’ Williams glared at Edgar as if he were being deliberately obtuse. ‘Max Mephisto.’

‘Max came to visit Ethel?’ Edgar was shocked into first names, but Williams didn’t seem to notice. He was clearly being driven mad by Edgar’s stupidity.

‘No, of course not. Why would he come here? A man like that. No, he was appearing at the Pavilion on Sandown Pier. We went to see him. That’s what a fool I was. I didn’t know.’

‘What didn’t you know?’

‘About her and him. Oh, I knew she’d been in the theatre. I knew she’d been his assistant. I was prepared to overlook that. We’ve never had anyone showbusiness in the family. My family are chapel, very respectable. But Ethel was young. She would learn, my mum said. She’d learn to be a good wife.’

‘And did she?’

Williams snorted. ‘What do you think? She hadn’t the faintest idea about keeping the place nice. I did all that.’ He looked round the room complacently. ‘It’s a darn sight cleaner now than when she was here, I can tell you. But she was a pretty little thing. She didn’t have much of a childhood. Never knew her mum, her dad threw her out when she was sixteen. I thought I’d give her a proper home.’ For the first time his voice softened.

‘How did you meet Ethel … Mrs Williams?’

‘I was on holiday, staying at a place just outside Brighton. Butlin’s Ocean Hotel. Ethel was the pro.’ He saw Edgar’s look of enquiry. ‘The professional dancer.’

‘She wasn’t working with Max Mephisto then?’

‘It was the summer. She was going to go back to do the Christmas season with him, but I got there first.’ There was a real sound of triumph in his voice. ‘I asked her to marry me and she said yes.’

‘How long had you been married when … when she left?’

‘Ten years.’ He gave a bitter laugh. ‘Ten years. Bloody tin anniversary, according to my mum. Things hadn’t been easy. There was the war. We were totally cut off here on the island. I wasn’t called up.’ He shot a look at Edgar. ‘Reserved occupation.’

‘Can’t be an easy job being a fireman.’

Williams seemed to relax slightly. ‘You can say that again. The things I’ve seen. I was in London in the Blitz.’

‘So Ethel was here on her own?’

‘Yes. My mum was always good to her, but I think Ethel was a bit lonely. Like I say, she wasn’t the domestic type.’

‘And after the war?’

‘We tried to start again. That wasn’t easy either. We wanted to start a family. When Ethel got pregnant, I really thought things were going to be better for us. Then she lost the baby.’

‘That must have been hard.’

Williams looked away. ‘Ethel was really cut up about it. That’s why I took her to the show on the pier. I thought it would cheer her up. That’s how much of a mug I was. There was no travel during the war, you see, so there were no shows on the island, just amateur stuff. When the restrictions were lifted, the big names started to come. I thought it’d be a treat for Eth. She kept in touch with him. Mephisto. She used to send him cards every Christmas. Put both our names on them, sweet as pie, but you have to ask yourself, why’s your wife sending cards to another man?’

Edgar thought that he’d better not answer this. Instead he said, ‘So you went to see Max Mephisto on Sandown Pier.’

‘Yes.’ Williams sat back and crossed his arms, looking more pugnacious than ever. ‘He was a fair magician, I’ll give him that. Very fair indeed. He did this trick where he put a girl into a box, just an ordinary cardboard box, then he stuck swords through it.’

Edgar thought of Ruby on the stage at the Theatre Royal. He was glad that Max had used a traditional cabinet and not a box. He didn’t think he could stand the thought that it was only cardboard that protected Ruby from the blades.

‘It upset Ethel,’ said Williams.

‘Seeing the swords go into the box? That upset her?’

‘No.’ Once again that jeering note. ‘It upset her to see another girl performing with Mephisto. She kept saying, ‘That used to be me. I used to be his girl.’ That’s what she actually said. “I used to be his girl.”’

Despite himself, Edgar felt sorry for the angry little man. He had tried to cheer up his discontented wife, only to have her hankering after the man on the stage. Williams had loved her, he thought. He hadn’t missed the significance of the ‘Eth’. He thought of Ethel, the glamorous showgirl imprisoned on the Victorian island, like a princess in a tower. What must it have been like for her, stuck on the Isle of Wight for the duration of the war with only her mother-in-law (who sounded a bit like Edgar’s own mother) for company? Then to lose a baby and, maybe, her last grasp at a happy marriage. What would have happened if Ethel hadn’t seen Max on stage and been reminded of her other life? Maybe she would have had another baby and settled down with Williams. It was impossible to tell. But Ethel had ended up in Brighton, the victim of a sadistic killer. Brighton was the place where she had met her husband. What had drawn her back there?

‘She left the next day,’ said Michael Williams. ‘Left a note saying that she was going back to the stage. Said she wanted to forget all about her life here.’

‘Did you hear from her again?’

‘No. Not till you telephoned to tell me she was … to tell me that you’d found her. I assumed she was with him.’

‘She wasn’t.’

‘But there was something between them, wasn’t there? He paid for the headstone and everything. Why would he do that if he didn’t feel guilty?’

Max did feel guilty, thought Edgar. He knew that he was to blame, even if he didn’t know the details of it. He knew that Ethel had died because of her connection to him.

‘Max Mephisto isn’t a bad man,’ he said. ‘He didn’t even know that Ethel had left you. He was terribly upset when he found out that she was …’

‘That she was murdered,’ finished Williams grimly. ‘There you are again. People like us just don’t get murdered.’

‘Anyone can get murdered,’ said Edgar. ‘Believe me.’




Chapter 10

Edgar thought about Ethel a lot over the next few days. The trip to the Isle of Wight, though illuminating in some ways, hadn’t really got him much further in the investigation. Ethel Townsend had met Michael Williams at Butlin’s Ocean Hotel in the summer of 1938. The next year war broke out, and Williams went to fight fires on the mainland. Ethel had stayed on the island in the company of her religious and disapproving mother-in-law. After the war, she and Williams had tried to ‘start again’. Ethel had got pregnant, but had lost the baby. In a doomed attempt to cheer her up, Williams had booked tickets to see Max Mephisto perform on the pier. The next day, Ethel had left him. A year later, she turned up in Brighton again, cut into three.

‘She never got in touch with me,’ said Max, when they met for a quick drink before the first house on Friday night. ‘I wonder why.’

‘We don’t know what she was doing between leaving Williams and answering that advertisement. We’ve checked and there’s no record of her appearing in any shows.’

‘How long had she been in Brighton?’

‘Just a few weeks, her landlady said.’

‘And you’ve no idea where she was before?’

Edgar bristled slightly at Max’s tone. ‘It’s harder than you think to trace someone. We contacted her father in Margate, but he said he hadn’t seen her for years.’

‘No. They weren’t close.’

‘Her landlady thought she might have been up north somewhere. And there was that clipping from Manchester.’

‘You think she was there in the audience? Watching me?’

Edgar thought about how Max put this. Watching me. Was that what he thought it was all about, Ethel watching him? Perhaps he thought that was what everyone in the audience was doing, watching him to the exclusion of everyone else. And he could be right at that. Certainly, Ethel had left her husband the day after seeing Max on stage. Had she spent the next year following him around the country? It was possible, but Edgar didn’t think that Ethel was in love with Max. Because, if so, wouldn’t she have contacted him before? She certainly would have contacted him once she had left her husband. No, the truth was more complicated than that.

‘The clipping was from November,’ he said. ‘She turned up in Brighton at the beginning of July. We’ve no idea what she was doing between those dates.’

Max sighed and drained his glass. ‘I’d better go. Are you coming to the show tonight? I could get you a comp.’

Edgar shook his head. ‘I’m exhausted. I’m going to head home.’

‘I don’t blame you. Life’s too short to watch Tony Mulholland trying to guess people’s star signs.’

As he walked home, Edgar wondered why he hadn’t accepted Max’s invitation. All he knew was that the last few days had given him a slight distaste for the theatre. Its lure had led Ethel to her death, that much was certain. Also, he felt obscurely irritated that Max was disappearing off to France in two days. There was nothing to stop Max going on holiday, but it just felt rather callous in the circumstances. It was all very well Max paying for a headstone and standing beside it looking sad for ten minutes, but, when all was said and done, it was business as usual. Another week, another town. Edgar had often felt, during his Magic Men days, that pros were the hardest-hearted creatures on earth and, now, here was more proof. Ethel was dead, but the show went on. Edgar had an uneasy suspicion that the only person to visit the grave on the hill would be DI Edgar Stephens. PC Muggins himself.

As for Tony, he certainly never expected to hear from him again. He and Max had poured him into his digs on Monday evening and Max reported (rather gleefully) that a vicious hangover had not improved his act. He wondered if Tony was regretting his return to the boards. Would he now fix his sights on America and television, the ultimate magic box? Edgar didn’t know. He doubted whether Tony would bother keeping in touch with him. Max was one thing; Tony still courted his approval, wanted to surpass him. But Edgar, he was a nobody, a provincial policeman. He would probably appear in a future Tony Mulholland monologue as a creature of monumental stupidity, saying ‘well, well, well’ and bending his knees a lot.

So, all in all, he was surprised when, on Saturday morning, he was greeted by Bob with the news that a Tony Mulholland had called in. ‘He wants you to meet him at his digs at one-fifteen,’ said Bob, in the wooden voice he used for official messages. ‘He said that he wanted to talk to you about the Magic Men.’ Lapse into his normal voice. ‘Who are the Magic Men?’

The precision of the timing struck Edgar as odd. He knew from Max that pros are punctual to the second when in the theatre, but are otherwise casual about time. One-fifteen was a businessman’s appointment, the choice of a person so important that they measured their hours in quarters. He determined to be slightly, but pointedly, late.

*

Max spent Saturday lunchtime with Ruby. They had got into a routine of eating at a different restaurant every day, Max choosing places that he thought Ruby would appreciate, places off the tourist trail – or off the trail of the respectable secretary. They had eaten minestrone in subterranean Italian restaurants, sauerkraut and dumplings in Franz’s kitchen and cockles from a stall by the West Pier. But today, their last day, Ruby had said there was only one thing she wanted to do. ‘Eat fish and chips on the Palace Pier.’ So that’s what they did, sitting in deck-chairs, Ruby in her neat green dress and Max in his best summer suit, taking care not to get grease on his trousers. Seagulls perched hopefully on the railing in front of them but, in Ruby’s case, they were unlucky. She ate every last mouthful, popping each chip carefully into her pink-lipsticked mouth and even moistening a finger to chase the last crumbs from yesterday’s Argus. When Max threw a piece of fish in the birds’ direction, she rebuked him. ‘I would have eaten that.’

‘Are you starving, Miss French?’

She smiled, folding the newspaper into a perfect square. ‘I have to keep my strength up, you know. It’s hard work having swords stuck into you every night.’

Max didn’t respond. He was looking out towards Newhaven and Seaford. In two days’ time he’d be on a ferry heading to France, the seagulls chasing in his wake. And, the way he was thinking, he might never come back.

He turned to Ruby. Her hat had blown off and she hadn’t put it back on. It was a sunny day, but the wind was strong. The sea was navy-blue with white-crested waves.

‘What will you do now?’ he asked.

She smiled. She had one slightly chipped front tooth. ‘Try to find another booking. I can’t see myself going back to typing and making tea.’

‘What do your parents think about that?’ Max was yet to meet these mythical beings. They had a house in Hove, but Ruby didn’t live with them. She shared a flat with another girl. Max had never met her either. Now she shrugged. ‘I’m over eighteen.’

Ethel was thirty, he thought, but that didn’t stop her being murdered.

‘I’ll try to help you find work,’ he said, ‘but promise me one thing. Promise me you’ll never answer an advertisement in Variety.’

She laughed, not really listening, and the wind blew her dark hair around her head.

‘Promise me,’ he said and his tone made her look at him in surprise.

‘All right,’ she said. ‘If it means that much to you.’

*

Edgar really was late by the time that he left the station. He had been held up by a woman who claimed to remember a sinister man carrying a black box into the station. The man, who was apparently small and dark, bought a bunch of flowers from the woman’s stall. Edgar promised to look out for a murderous flower-loving midget and set off for Tony’s lodgings at one-thirty.

He took the most direct route, along the seafront, but soon regretted this as the promenade was absolutely packed. It was a Saturday lunchtime in August and the world seemed to have come to Brighton for the day. Edgar pushed his way through the strolling, aimless bodies. He envied them. They knew nothing of murder or mutilation, these smiling, happy people. Families ate ice creams, lovers posed for photographs and an eccentric with a billboard handed out leaflets prophesying the end of the world. As he forced his way through the crowds, Edgar found himself more and more in tune with the doomsayer: ‘The world will end in 1951. This is a FACT.’ He wondered why the man had fixed on 1951 instead of the neater 1950. It seemed oddly arbitrary, like Tony’s appointed meeting time. As he turned the corner by the Albion Hotel, another swarm of people seemed to be crossing the roundabout by the aquarium. The policemen directing the traffic had white helmets – a sure sign that it was summer – and they were having trouble clearing a space for cars. An open-top bus floundered amidst the sea of humanity. As Edgar watched, he saw a couple running across the road. They stood out, even amongst the throng. The man wore a cream-coloured suit – lighter and smarter than any other suit on the seafront – and the woman’s green dress fluttered against her legs. Max and Ruby, laughing, hand in hand. Edgar watched them until they passed under the archway welcoming visitors to the Palace Pier and were lost from view.

For a moment he forgot his appointment as he stared after them. Ruby and Max. They worked together, there was no reason on earth why they shouldn’t be sauntering along in the sun together. He thought of Ruby walking beside him talking about that woman magician who could levitate tables. How far would Ruby go to further her career? Polite and considerate, that was how she had described Max. He certainly looked more than polite now, holding her hand, smiling down at her. He remembered what Max had said that evening with Tony: She’s not a permanent fixture. Just for this week. Like Ethel, like all the other girls. Edgar stood so long that the man with the billboard was able to walk right up to him and thrust a leaflet into his hand. The world will END. We are all going to DIE.

Edgar remembered Tony’s lodging house from Monday night. It was in a row of fisherman’s cottages leading up from the Steine. Tony might be destined for great things but, in terms of digs, he was still mid-way down the bill. The door was opened by a young girl – barely fifteen – who told him that Mr Mulholland’s room was upstairs. ‘Third on the left. But I don’t think he’s in. I haven’t seen him all day.’

She seemed to have no objection to Edgar’s climbing the stairs and opening Tony’s door, which wasn’t locked. The room was small, just a single bed, a desk and a large wardrobe. This last was remarkable only for the large sword which had been thrust through the wood.

Edgar and the girl stood in the doorway. As they watched, blood seeped through the wardrobe door and ran along the uneven floorboards until it formed what was almost a lake around their feet.
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