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Chapter 1

London, 15 May 1953

It was raining when Max came out of the news cinema but even this could not dent his good spirits. He simply adjusted his trilby and kept his head down as he crossed Piccadilly Circus. Rain in the town was not the same as rain in the provinces: memories of sleet-washed seaside promenades, of deckchairs sodden and flapping in the wind, of Sunday afternoons so grey and endless that they seemed like a foretaste of purgatory. But in London the red buses were still running, people were still darting through the traffic and somewhere – the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane to be exact – his name was spelled out in lights.

LONDON PREPARES FOR CORONATION. That was the headline on the newsstand and variations of it had been appearing all week. The newsreel he had just seen had been full of it: the processional route to include twenty-six miles of specially built stands, the flowers being grown, the dresses being made. All this optimism, all this romanticism, it was very un-English. Max thought he actually preferred it when the country was stuck in post-war austerity gloom. As anyone in show business would tell you: when people are depressed, the theatres are full.

Not that he could complain at the moment. He had a two-week run at the Theatre Royal, a Number One. Gigs like this were rare nowadays. Variety was dying. The old seaside theatres were closing and the pros were retiring or living out half-lives as dance professionals or bingo callers. ‘And it’s hard work being a bingo caller,’ The Great Diablo assured him, ‘you have to be bally good at maths.’ Drinking whisky from tooth mugs late at night in their digs, the pros searched for a culprit, looking for someone to blame for the collapse of their world. Was it that the British people had changed? They had unexpectedly turned their backs on Churchill and voted in a socialist government (though the old boy was back in again now). Were they simply turning their backs on the old entertainers and looking for something new? Or was it the new NAAFI performers, fresh from entertaining the troops, with their incomprehensible jokes and strange surreal humour? Max had his own bête noire in this respect: Tommy Cooper, aka Cooper the Trooper, a magician who mumbled and stumbled his way around the stage and – what’s more – deliberately got the tricks wrong. Yet people loved Tommy Cooper, more than they loved smooth, well-executed stage tricks, the kind that had made Max Mephisto a household name before the war.

But, in his heart, even as he knocked back the mugs of whisky, Max knew the real culprit. It was the enemy lurking in sitting rooms around the land. It was the smug grey box that had hypnotised America – Max’s old colleague Tony ‘The Mind’ Mulholland couldn’t have done it better – and was on its way to brainwashing Britain. Television. According to today’s newsreel more than half the homes in the country had purchased a set in order to watch the coronation. And television would eventually kill variety stone dead. Why go out to a theatre when you could stay in your armchair watching those flickering little figures? Comedians would be all right. They could go on the wireless or on the evil box itself. But magicians were done for. Who would watch a magic trick on television? You needed to be there, eyes fixed on the cabinet, seeing the swords splinter the wood, wondering how the girl could possibly survive but somehow knowing that she would. You needed to have colour, music, lights and two thousand people in the audience. None of that was possible on a tiny black and white screen. No, magicians would vanish as surely as the girl disappearing into the cabinet. Abracadabra. Goodbye.

But, in the meantime, Max was halfway through a two-week run in London, playing to full houses every night. He owed his good fortune to a successful pantomime in Brighton two years ago. The producer, Bert Billingham, owned a string of theatres and he had been so impressed by Max’s portrayal of Abanazar in Aladdin that he had immediately booked him for a tour of Number Ones, the top music hall venues. Now Max was enjoying a resurgence in popularity that had culminated in the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane. No, he couldn’t really complain.

The rain had almost stopped. Max strolled past the Criterion and the Cafe de Paris, thinking of leisurely pre-war days, of champagne and showgirls and dinner-jacketed audiences rising to applaud him. The Cafe de Paris had suffered a direct hit during the Blitz, Ken ‘Snakehips’ Johnson and his band dying as they had lived, performing on the stage. But, like so much else, the club had survived and reinvented itself and now the billboards were announcing a new band, live that evening. One of the new comedians too, Spike Milligan. Perhaps this was a sign that Max also could adapt to the post-war world. But, if he wasn’t a magician, what else could he do?

At Charing Cross Road he found a small but excited crowd outside a news theatre. They were queuing, an elderly woman told him, to watch a film about the Queen. It was called Happy and Glorious and was due to start at six. Max looked at his watch. It was five o’clock. He raised his hat and made his way towards Trafalgar Square and the Strand.

He was staying at the Strand Palace Hotel. ‘If you stayed at cheaper hotels,’ his friend Edgar told him, ‘you wouldn’t ever have to worry about money again.’ But Max had had his fill of cheap hotels, seaside digs with moustachioed landladies, soot-stained terraces in the north, faded stuccoed splendour in Bristol, Glasgow and Edinburgh. When he was in London and he could afford it, he stayed at the Strand Palace.

He stepped into the art deco lobby feeling, as he always did, that he was on board an ocean liner. Maybe he should do a transatlantic trip, performing card tricks at the captain’s table, entertaining bored widows as part of the cabaret. On second thoughts, maybe not.

‘Mr Mephisto?’ The commissionaire was approaching him, bearing an envelope on a silver salver. ‘A gentleman called for you this afternoon.’

A gentleman. That must mean it wasn’t one of the pros on the bill with him. Mildly interested, Max opened the envelope and found a note.

Can you please telephone me on the following number as soon as possible? It is a matter of the greatest urgency. There was a card too. Embossed. General D.N. Petre DSO.

It took a lot to surprise Max but, yes, he was surprised.

*

DI Edgar Stephens got the call at work. It had been a rather trying day. His team were investigating the death of Madame Zabini (real name: Doreen Barton), a gypsy fortune-teller whose body had been washed up near the Palace Pier two days ago. It was impossible to tell from the post-mortem whether Doreen had been pushed or whether she’d jumped. Her gypsy caravan was actually on the pier itself so, presumably, it would have been easy for her to climb onto the railing and jump to her death. But why? Her colleagues and family were unanimous in describing Doreen as a kind, contented woman, ‘salt of the earth’, according to the pier’s entertainment manager Lou Abrahams.

‘You’d think, being psychic, she’d know if someone was going to do her in,’ said DS Bob Willis.

‘“Do her in”,’ repeated DS Emma Holmes. ‘Are you trying to sound like a member of a razor gang?’

The razor gangs were hoodlums who had terrorised Brighton in the thirties and forties. Based mainly at the racecourse, they were famous for racketeering and organised violence. In recent years, though, there were signs that the gangs were losing their influence, or that the police were winning the battle against them. Edgar inclined to the former view, his boss Frank Hodges to the latter.

There was no sign that Madame Zabini had been the victim of a gang. Her sad, bloated body showed no sign of razor cuts or violence of any kind. Had Doreen, who ‘liked a tipple’ according to her daughter-in-law, simply had one too many and fallen into the sea? Edgar disliked unanswered questions but the family were pressing for a ‘proper gypsy funeral’ so he ought to conclude the investigation. He was just reading through the reports when the telephone rang.

‘DI Stephens? It’s Petre here, General Petre.’

The voice sounded as if Edgar should recognise it and, for a moment, he was swept back to the chaotic days at the start of the war when everyone seemed to have a job and a rank and licence to tell him what to do.

‘I’m investigating a matter of gravest national importance,’ the voice continued, ‘and it’s imperative I talk to you.’

‘To me?’ That was the best that Edgar could manage.

‘You’re the Edgar Stephens who served in Horace Gormley’s lot during the war? The so-called Magic Men?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then it’s you I need to talk to. I’ve contacted Mephisto as well.’

‘You’ve contacted Max?’

‘Yes. Dashed inconvenient, he’s doing some sort of show tonight and apparently it can’t be put off. He’s meeting me here at eleven o’clock.’

‘Eleven o’clock tonight?’

‘Yes.’ Impatiently. ‘Eleven p.m. at the briefing rooms, number twelve, Whitehall. Ask for me.’

Edgar was about to ask how he could get to London at eleven o’clock without a car but he suspected that General Petre was not one for the minutiae of life. Besides, he was almost bursting with curiosity.

‘I’ll be there,’ he said.


Chapter 2

Edgar set off for London that evening with a feeling of excitement which, though he hated to admit it, reminded him of the war. He didn’t want to turn into one of those bores who was always talking nostalgically about ‘their’ war but there was no denying that the prospect of imminent death did tend to throw the rest of your life into glorious Technicolor. Edgar had been called up in 1939, only two terms into enjoying his hard-won place at Oxford. In 1940, he had been sent to Norway as part of the Allied Expeditionary Force. That campaign – the cold, the exhaustion, the constant sense of failure and mismanagement – was still capable of resurfacing in his dreams. He lost a toe in Norway as well as most of his faith in the British army. And it was when he was recuperating that he was recruited into the Magic Men, a top-secret espionage unit. Or that was how it had been sold to him by the senior recruiting officer, at any rate. He had been sent to Inverness and there he had met Max and Diablo, had his heart broken and the rest of his illusions destroyed. Ironical really, because illusion had been the sole business of the Magic Men.

Driving to London along the dark, deserted roads also reminded him of the war years when – if you were lucky enough to get hold of a staff car – the streets were yours. Now it seemed as if half the world had a car. On sunny weekends the roads into Brighton were packed with them, nose to nose, bumper to bumper, entire families squashed inside, hot and excited. His own parents had never owned a car and his mother still saw driving as something slightly ostentatious, associated in her mind with Edgar’s flash Uncle Charlie and his purple Rolls Royce. Didn’t stop her making Edgar feel a failure for not having a car of his own though.

But feeling disappointed was Rose’s default position. Edgar didn’t know if it had begun with the death of Jonathan, Edgar’s younger brother, at Dunkirk. Rose had been devastated by his death; Jonathan was her favourite but then he was everyone’s favourite, including Edgar’s. No, Edgar thought that the disappointment was always there. The weather, the butcher’s cuts, the spring flowers; they were never quite what Rose wanted them to be. Her remaining children, Lucy and Edgar, were no exception.

Edgar drove past Buckingham Palace and down the Mall feeling as if he was the only man left alive in London. What was going on inside the palace, he wondered? Frantic preparations for next month’s coronation? His mother was expecting him to spend the day with her and to attend a street party, something which in any other circumstances she would consider unspeakably vulgar. He felt a moment’s sympathy for the young Queen preparing, as she was, for a lifetime of doing things she didn’t want to do. On VE night the crowds had gathered outside the palace and shouted for the King and for Churchill. Edgar hadn’t been there. He had been glad that the war was over but, with his brother and a woman he’d loved dead, a party didn’t seem exactly appropriate. He had got drunk with Max in a pub in Golders Green accompanied by two German-Jewish violinists who hadn’t really felt like celebrating either.

As he neared Trafalgar Square he could see taxis and buses – signs that the West End was still alive and kicking – but as he turned down Whitehall the wide road was dark and silent. He could see a policeman standing outside Downing Street but otherwise the centre of government was as sleepy as a Sussex village. Even so, Edgar felt another twinge of excitement at the thought that he was entering a world where momentous decisions were made and people’s lives changed for ever. It was a change from investigating the death of a drunken gypsy woman, that was for sure. Edgar found number twelve (with difficulty because the solid town houses did not display anything as common as numbers) and parked outside. As he stood looking up at the shuttered windows in front of him, a taxi drew up and Max got out.

‘Hi, Ed,’ said Max, as if they had just seen each other yesterday. In fact, it was three months since they had last met. Max was in his stage clothes, dinner jacket and untied bow tie. His white teeth gleamed in the darkness and Edgar was pretty sure that he was still wearing greasepaint.

‘Hallo, Max. What do you make of all this?’

‘It’s a mystery.’ Max got out his cigarette case. ‘I know how you like mysteries.’

Edgar ignored this. ‘Did you get the same message? About the Magic Men and Major Gormley?’

Max took a long pull of his cigarette. For a moment his head was wreathed in smoke, like a stage effect.

‘That was the gist of it,’ he said. ‘I spoke to someone called Petre. Have you ever heard of him?’

‘No.’

‘Gormley’s dead, isn’t he?’

‘Yes. He died about a year ago. A stroke, apparently.’

‘Well,’ said Max, ‘we’d better find out some more.’ He spoke casually but Edgar knew that he too was excited by the strange summons, perhaps remembering his own army days. Max’s military career was still shrouded in secrecy but Edgar knew that he’d seen action in North Africa as well as masterminding the Magic Men operation which, even if it was ultimately a failure, certainly had its moments of glory.

Edgar didn’t know what he expected: the door to be opened by a liveried butler or to creak open on its own. Instead their knock was answered quickly by a tall man in military uniform who introduced himself as General Petre.

‘Edgar Stephens.’ Edgar resisted the temptation to salute.

‘Max Mephisto.’ Max made a small, semi-ironical bow.

‘I know who you are,’ said the general unexpectedly. ‘Saw you once at the Chiswick Empire. Did a hell of a trick with a levitating table. The gel disappeared and turned up again on the balcony. No idea how you did it.’

He looked at Max as if expecting him to come up with the trick. Edgar smiled to himself. Max had sometimes condescended to explain his illusions to Edgar but he would never divulge the secrets to a stranger.

‘I’m glad you enjoyed it,’ he said politely.

The general shot him a look under bushy white eyebrows and ushered them through a marbled hall and into an empty office.

‘Take a seat.’

They did so. Edgar, looking for clues, was disappointed. Apart from a map of Europe on the wall there was nothing to suggest that this was anything other than a small, commercial office. The desk was empty apart from a telephone and an in-tray containing a solitary sheet of paper. Edgar craned his neck to look at it. Max saw what he was doing and smiled. He, on the other hand, seemed to display no curiosity about his surroundings at all.

The general sat opposite them. ‘You’ll be wondering why I asked you to come here,’ he said.

Edgar assumed that this was a rhetorical question but Max answered, ‘We were a trifle intrigued, yes.’

The white eyebrows rose again at the word ‘intrigued’ but General Petre continued in the same brusque tone, ‘I understand you both knew Peter Cartwright.’

The ‘Peter’ threw Edgar at first but then he remembered: a train journey, a cryptic crossword and a tall, distinguished man saying, ‘Have you ever thought about the Secret Service?’ Colonel Cartwright had been the officer who had recruited him into the Magic Men. Edgar could see him now: a soldier of the old school, upright, patrician, utterly incorruptible. He’d won the VC in the first war, Edgar seemed to remember.

Max said, ‘Knew?’

‘What?’ The general’s eyebrows now seemed permanently suspended in the air.

‘You used the past tense. Is Cartwright dead?’

Max had put his finger on the salient point while Edgar was still wandering off down memory lane. Not for the first time he wondered which of them was the real detective.

‘Yes, Cartwright’s dead,’ said Petre. ‘Murdered.’

‘Murdered?’ Edgar sounded more shocked than he’d intended.

‘Well he was found last night with a bloody great knife stuck in his chest so I’d say he was murdered, yes.’ The general’s irony was as unsubtle as his eyebrow work. ‘That’s why I wanted to see you two so urgently.’

The connection wasn’t at all clear to Edgar. He waited for Petre to say more and, with a sigh that seemed to imply that these were not words that he’d ever thought he’d have to say, the general continued, ‘There were things . . . things in the room that seemed to point to a . . . well, to a magic connection. That’s why I called you in.’

Now Edgar really was amazed. ‘Magic?’

‘Why don’t I take you to see the room,’ said the general. ‘Then you can see for yourselves.’

‘Seeing is believing, after all,’ said Max.

The general shot him a distinctly unfriendly look.

*

Colonel Cartwright had lived in Kensington Square. They drove there in an official car, gliding almost soundlessly through the empty streets. It was midnight when they reached the square, the tall houses dark except for a light outside one block of flats, Abbot’s Court, where a policeman was shining his torch. In silence, Max and Edgar followed Petre up the stairs. ‘Can’t use the lift, too noisy,’ he explained. Despite his grey hair the general climbed easily, taking the stairs two at a time. Edgar, who thought himself fairly fit from the hills in Brighton, was annoyed to find himself out of breath by the time they reached the third floor. Max, who did no exercise apart from lighting cigarettes, seemed to be breathing completely normally.

Petre took out a key and let them in. Inside, the flat had the high ceilings and black and white tiles that Edgar associated with apartments belonging to titled old ladies in Hove. They passed through a sitting room which showed signs of disturbance, tables knocked over and a velvet curtain hanging from its pole as if someone had grabbed it as they fell. Petre didn’t allow them long to look around. He crossed the corridor (chandelier, more chequered tiles), opened another door and switched on the light.

The room was dominated by a huge double bed. Edgar’s eyes were drawn immediately to the blood stain on the white eiderdown. If Cartwright had fought with his assailant in the sitting room, how come the blood was here?

‘That was how he was found,’ said Petre. ‘His body was here on the bed but, as you saw, there had obviously been some sort of altercation in the other room. Cartwright wasn’t the sort of man to go down without a fight. He had stab wounds on his hands as if he’d tried to defend himself.’

Max crossed over to the bed and bent to examine something. Edgar, following him, saw that what he had taken to be a large spot of blood was actually a playing card. Red on white. The ace of hearts.

‘The card was found on the body,’ said Petre. ‘Body laid out on the bed, knife still in chest. This card was next to the knife.’

‘The blood card,’ said Max.

Petre turned to stare at him. ‘What did you say?’

‘The ace of hearts,’ said Max. ‘Magicians call it the blood card.’
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