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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.’
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