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			Part 1

			April

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Tuesday, 12 April 1966

			Max Mephisto always dressed carefully for a rendezvous with a woman, even if said female was only two days old. Check suit with the new thinner lapels, white shirt, narrow tie. He paused in the hallway to select a trilby. Men were going out without hats now but Max, although he liked to think of himself as a modernist, could not quite bring himself to do this.

			He walked briskly down the stairs, ignoring the lift (he wasn’t in his dotage yet). In the entrance hall, light was glowing through the stained glass in the front door and Alf, the concierge, was dozing on his chair. He straightened up to a full salute when he heard Max approaching.

			‘Good morning, Mr Mephisto.’

			‘Morning, Alf.’ Max was grateful that the man didn’t know that he was also known by the frankly ridiculous title of Lord Massingham. He had a feeling that Alf would enjoy that one far too much. As it was he liked to salute and remind people that he’d been in the Royal Army Ordnance Corps (‘The Sugar Stick Brigade’).

			‘It’s a lovely one,’ said Alf. He gave Max an enquiring look as if to say, ‘off somewhere nice?’ but Max just responded with a vague smile. He liked to keep his life private and, besides, explaining his errand would involve saying the word ‘granddaughter’.

			Leaving a plainly disappointed Alf behind him, Max stepped out into the sunshine. He was about to walk towards Kensington High Street in search of a cab when someone shouted, ‘Max!’

			Max turned. Something about the voice seemed to drag him backwards, through velvet curtains, stage doors, vanishing cabinets and digs that smelt of rain and cigarettes. He had to rub his eyes before he could focus on the figure hurrying towards him: grey hair, threadbare suit, anxious expression.

			‘Max. Thank God I caught you.’

			‘Ted?’ said Max. ‘Ted English?’

			Max was proud of himself for remembering the man’s real name when it was his stage name that was clamouring to be heard. Ted was another magician. The Great Something. With a pang, Max thought of his old friend Stan Parks, also known as The Great Diablo, dead now for two years.

			‘I’ve got to talk to you,’ said Ted. ‘I’ve just come up from Brighton.’

			By the looks of him, he’d run all the way. But Max was intrigued, despite himself. He had a soft spot for Brighton. He often thought that he and the south coast town had a lot in common: both smart on the outside but with something steelier and less charming lurking backstage. Plus, many of his friends lived there.

			‘I was just on my way out,’ said Max. ‘My daughter’s had a baby.’ There, he’d said it. ‘I’m on my way to visit her in the maternity hospital.’

			‘Ruby Magic’s had a baby?’ Ted seemed temporarily distracted. Ruby would be pleased that he remembered the name of her TV show.

			‘Yes. A little girl.’ No name yet. Ruby said that she and Dex were still arguing over it.

			‘Please, Max. Just a few minutes. It’s . . . it’s a matter of life and death.’

			Now Max was definitely interested. He steered Ted past the gawping Alf and into the lift. He didn’t look as if he’d manage the stairs. As the iron cage creaked upwards, Max suddenly remembered Ted’s stage name.

			The Great Deceiver.

			 

			DI Bob Willis and WDC Meg Connolly stood outside the seafront house and breathed deeply. Sea air is good for you, Meg’s mother always said, but today the exercise was more to do with expelling the stench of death.

			‘You never really get used to it,’ said the DI after a few minutes.

			Meg was grateful that the DI acknowledged what they’d just seen. She had been involved in violent cases before. Just last year she had investigated the death of a show-­business impresario and had nearly got herself murdered for her pains. She had seen a dead body then but it had been recently deceased. She had never before been in a room where a body had lain for two days. The pathologist, Solomon Carter, thought that Cherry Underwood had been stabbed on Sunday night. It was now Tuesday and she hadn’t been missed because there was no show on Monday. But fellow lodgers in the boarding house had noticed the smell and, eventually, the landlady had used her skeleton key. She had fainted, right into the arms of Ida Lupin, strongwoman.

			‘We need to check everyone who was in the house on Sunday night,’ said the DI, still expanding his chest like someone in one of those advertisements on the back pages of the newspaper. Shamed by your poor physique?

			‘Yes,’ said Meg. It would be a long job because the boarding house was full of people performing at that week’s Old Style Music Hall show on the Palace Pier.

			‘What was her act again?’ asked the DI. Meg knew, from station gossip, that the DI’s wife had once been part of a troupe that performed naked tableaux. Perhaps this accounted for his embarrassment when discussing anything theatrical now.

			‘Magician’s assistant,’ said Meg. ‘The act was called The Great Deceiver.’

			DI Willis grunted. Meg thought that it was a noise of disgust but, a few minutes later, he said, ‘I once knew a magician called The Great Diablo. Lovely chap.’

			‘Was he a friend of Max Mephisto’s?’ asked Meg. This might be a gruesome murder case, but she still couldn’t get over her fascination with the famous magician.

			‘They were good friends once,’ said DI Willis. ‘Served in the war together. With the super too.’

			The fact that Max was a friend of their superintendent, Edgar Stephens, only added to his mystique.

			‘Do you think Max knew Cherry?’ asked Meg.

			‘He wouldn’t be bothered with an act like that,’ said the DI. ‘Max is a Hollywood star now. He’s beyond all this.’ He waved at the building behind them, which was certainly looking shabby in the spring sunshine, the wrought-­iron balconies leaking rusty tears. ‘Come on,’ he said, as if Meg had been keeping him waiting. ‘Let’s go and find out who killed Cheryl.’

			‘Cherry,’ said Meg. It seemed very sad that you could be murdered and still people wouldn’t get your name right.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			‘Have you got anything to drink?’ asked Ted.

			Max glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece. It was only ten a.m. But he opened his drinks cabinet. It occurred to him that Ted must have taken a very early train from Brighton.

			He poured a whisky for Ted, who downed it in one gulp. Max refilled the glass, resisting the tempt­ation to have one himself. Nothing says ‘devoted grand­father’ like turning up at a maternity hospital smelling of alcohol.

			‘It’s Cherry,’ said Ted, after a few seconds. ‘She’s dead.’

			Max waited. He wondered if he was meant to know who Cherry was.

			Ted drained his glass. The whisky didn’t seem to have had much effect and Max thought he remembered rumours about Ted having a drink problem. It happened to lots of old pros but Max was determined that he wouldn’t be one of them. He stopped himself from offering Ted another drink. He didn’t want the magician to drink himself into a stupor. Not without telling his story first.

			But Ted suddenly seemed to pull himself together. He said, ‘Cherry was my assistant. A good one too. I went to see her in her digs on Sunday morning. Just to go through the act. Well, this morning her landlady telephoned. Cherry’s been murdered. Stabbed to death in her bedroom. They’ve just found her body today.’

			‘My God,’ said Max. ‘How terrible.’

			‘Yes,’ said Ted. ‘She was a lovely girl. And to think . . .’

			He produced a large handkerchief with a flourish, as if he was about to perform a trick, but, instead, blew his nose loudly.

			‘I’m sorry,’ said Max. He remembered when Ethel, who had once worked with him, had been brutally murdered. You become close to your assistants. You travel with them, rehearse with them, perform twice nightly. On stage, you need to be able to communicate without words. That was why Max had worked so well with Ruby.

			Ted emerged from his handkerchief and his voice changed, became businesslike.

			‘You know the head of the Brighton police, don’t you?’

			‘I do,’ said Max, suddenly wary.

			‘I want you to go and see him,’ said Ted. ‘Everyone will think I did it. Tell him I didn’t.’

			How do I know that you didn’t? Max wanted to say. Instead, he tried for a soothing tone: ‘I’m sure the police won’t jump to any conclusions . . .’

			‘Please,’ said Ted. ‘I didn’t do it. She was like a daughter to me.’ And he started to cry in earnest into the handkerchief.

			 

			Meg’s first interview was with the owner of the house, Linda Knight. She wasn’t anything like Meg’s image of a seaside landlady. She was quite young, for one thing, and rather stylish. Linda had dark hair, cut in a chin-­length bob with a heavy fringe, and was wearing a skirt that, if not quite a mini, still ended halfway down her thighs. Meg was conscious that her uniform skirt was slightly too short when she was sitting down and that, as usual, she had a run in her tights. But, thank goodness for tights. Meg still remembered the agony of stockings, the annoyance when a suspender broke, the chance that someone would see an inch of goose-­pimpled thigh when you sat down.

			‘Blimey,’ said Linda. ‘What a morning. That poor girl.’ She had a distinct cockney accent, which made Meg like her even more. Meg knew that her own voice betrayed the fact that she was born and brought up in Whitehawk, one of the poorest areas in Brighton.

			‘Can you take me through what happened?’ said Meg. ‘I know it’s hard. I’m sorry.’

			‘That’s OK, love,’ said Linda, ‘it’s your job. Shall I ask Annie to bring us some tea?’

			Meg had no idea who Annie was – the maid, perhaps – but she was all for the idea of tea. Linda went to the door and shouted downstairs, then came back to sit opposite Meg, knees neatly together. They were in what Linda called ‘the lounge’, a room with rather startling red walls. It had probably once been a grand drawing room but now the paintwork was peeling and the marble fireplace had been boarded up and replaced by a three-­bar electric heater. Two faded sofas faced a large television set. Only the sea view, displayed in the French windows, was unchanging and magnificent.

			‘When did you suspect something was wrong?’ asked Meg.

			‘I didn’t see Cherry on Monday,’ said Linda, ‘but that wasn’t strange in itself. I thought she was probably rehearsing. She didn’t come down to supper but I just thought that she might be out with friends or a boyfriend.’

			‘Did she have a boyfriend that you knew of?’

			‘No, but I didn’t know her that well. She’d only been here a few days. Some of the others – Bigg and Small, Ida – are regulars. But Cherry hadn’t been in the business that long.’ Linda dabbed her eyes with a small lace hankie.

			‘Do you know what Cherry did before becoming a magician’s assistant?’

			‘She said something about working in a shop. She was from up north somewhere. Sorry, I’m not being much help. I try to chat to the guests but I don’t want to pry.’

			‘Let’s go back to Monday,’ said Meg. ‘When did you first start to worry?’

			‘It was the smell,’ said Linda apologetically.

			The miasma still pervaded the house, even though Cherry’s room was, at this very moment, being cleaned by two stalwarts sent from the police station. The sea breeze, which made the velvet curtains rise like sails, couldn’t entirely blow it away.

			‘I smelt something on Monday night,’ said Linda. ‘But I thought it was the drains. Sorry, I know that’s horrible . . .’

			‘When did you think it might be something else?’

			‘This morning the smell was still there. It seemed to be worst on the second floor landing and I thought it was coming from Cherry’s room. I knocked and there was no answer. I shouted Cherry’s name. There were a few of us gathered there by then. Me, Annie, Ida, Bigg and Small – the double act – Mario Fontana, the singer. Eventually I got my key and opened the door. She was on the floor . . .’

			Linda stopped and blinked.

			‘Take your time,’ said Meg.

			‘There was blood on the bed and on the carpet,’ said Linda, ‘and the smell . . . I almost fainted. Ida caught me. Mario brought me a glass of water. Then I pulled myself together and telephoned the police.’

			The call had come in at eight-­thirty. Meg and the DI had been on the doorstep at eight-­forty-­five. Now, according to the clock on the mantelpiece, it was half past ten.

			‘Did you telephone anyone else?’

			‘I rang Cherry’s partner, Ted. I thought he might know her next of kin but he said he didn’t. Then he rang off. Useless article. Probably drunk.’

			Ted English was top of Meg’s list of suspects. She asked when Linda last saw Cherry.

			‘It must have been Sunday lunchtime. I always do a roast. Cherry came to the table but she didn’t eat much. She said she had a headache and didn’t feel well. She went back to her room before dessert.’

			‘Did you see her again that day?’

			‘No. I put out sandwiches and cocoa at six but not everyone comes down for that. And, as Cherry said she was ill . . .’

			Solomon Carter thought Cherry had been killed on Sunday night, something about blood clots, room temperature and decomposition of the body. The DI had gone quite green listening to him. Meg asked if Linda had seen anyone strange entering the house.

			‘No, but people are free to come and go. I don’t lock the front door until about midnight. It’s not like some lodging houses. I mean, we’re not in the fifties now. Things have changed. I’m a modern woman. I don’t care who my guests have in their rooms.’

			Meg was all for being a modern woman but this liberal attitude was going to make the investigation more difficult.

			‘Can you make me a list of all your lodgers? Everyone who was here on Sunday and Monday?’

			‘Okey-­dokey,’ said Linda. Then, without warning, her face crumbled. ‘It’s just so awful . . . poor Cherry.’

			Annie, entering with the tea, looked accusingly at Meg.

			 

			‘She’s beautiful,’ said Max.

			The baby was still crumpled and cross-­looking but, even so, Max thought he could see Ruby’s perfect features there. He remembered when his son Rocco was born, finally being allowed onto the ward and seeing Lydia holding him like a Madonna. Max had cried then, for almost the first time since adulthood. Of course, he hadn’t been there for Ruby’s birth, hadn’t even known of her existence until she was twenty and applied to be his assistant. Back to magicians’ assistants again. Surreptitiously, Max crossed his fingers to ward off the evil eye.

			‘Has she got a name yet?’

			‘Poppy,’ said Ruby, reaching out to reclaim her daughter.

			‘Poppy?’

			‘Yes. It’s nice, isn’t it? Goes well with Ruby. Dex wanted Marguerite after his mother. Imagine!’

			‘Imagine,’ said Max. He would have preferred ­Marguerite. ‘How is Dex?’ he asked.

			‘Oh, fine. They don’t let fathers in until the next day but he stayed here all night, sleeping in the corridor. He whistled our favourite tune so I’d know he was there. When he saw her, he cried.’

			Max felt a wave of fellow-­feeling for the man who wasn’t quite his son-­in-­law. Dex Dexter might be divorced with two children but he loved Ruby. If it had been up to him, they would be married by now. He wondered how the nurses had treated Ruby, knowing that she was unmarried and that the father of her baby was a black jazz musician. Of course, Ruby was famous and fame trumped most things. Max wasn’t sure about prejudice though.

			He asked about the care in the hospital. ‘Oh, they’ve been nice enough,’ said Ruby. ‘Asking for my autograph and all that. I did hear two of the nurses speculating on how dark the baby’s skin would be though.’

			Poppy’s skin was the colour of weak tea. Her eyes were tightly closed but Max assumed they would be brown like Ruby’s. And like his. People had often speculated that Max – with his dark hair and Italian complexion – might have ‘black blood somewhere’. But Max’s blood was the same colour as everyone else’s.

			The private room was full of flowers. Max could see a gigantic bunch of lilies and wondered if they were from Dex. Max didn’t like lilies. He liked to boast that, unlike most pros, he wasn’t superstitious, but lilies were ill-­starred flowers. By dint of squinting, Max read the card on some pink roses. All love, Mummy and Daddy. Gavin French wasn’t Ruby’s father, Max thought, with a surprising stab of anger. But he was pleased that Ruby’s mother had sent flowers. She hadn’t been wild about the whole illegitimate baby thing either.

			‘Has Emerald been to see you?’ he asked.

			‘Yes,’ said Ruby. ‘She came yesterday. She said that Poppy looked like her.’

			‘I think that’s a good sign.’ Emerald wasn’t Max’s biggest fan, something to do with getting pregnant by him at the age of twenty-­two, but Max hoped that the slight rift with Ruby would be healed.

			‘I think so too,’ said Ruby, but she didn’t seem too concerned. There was something self-­sufficient about Ruby, sitting up in bed in her gorgeous dressing ­gown trimmed with swansdown, cradling her baby in her arms. Max sensed that she didn’t care much what he, Emerald or even Dex thought. It was Ruby and Poppy now.

			Feeling awkward, though he couldn’t have said why, Max said, ‘Do you remember an act called The Great Deceiver?’

			‘Magician?’ said Ruby. ‘A bit seedy? I think I met him in Hastings once, when I was working with Ray. I remember, because that was the first time I met Pal.’

			‘I saw Pal on the television recently.’

			‘Please,’ said Ruby, with a sudden shiver. ‘Not in front of my daughter.’

			On cue, Poppy opened her eyes and started to cry.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Superintendent Edgar Stephens looked at the list in front of him.

			 

			Linda Knight – landlady

			Ida Lupin – strongwoman

			Geoffrey Bigg – comedian

			Perry Small – comedian

			Mario Fontana (aka John Lomax) – singer

			Annie Smith – live-­in maid

			 

			The names, with their aliases and job descriptions, brought on an unexpected wave of nostalgia. They evoked the glory days of variety: playbills, ‘Sold Out’ boards outside theatres, Max Mephisto’s name in lights. Those acts had almost disappeared now, existing only in nostalgic TV programmes like The Good Old Days. Even the show on the pier was billed as ‘Old-­fashioned family fun’. It claimed to be touring the country. Edgar wondered if Cherry’s death would end the run before it had begun.

			‘Bigg and Small were the same size,’ said Meg. ‘It was a bit of a shock.’

			WDC Meg Connolly could never remember that, when she was with superior officers, she was not meant to speak until spoken to. Edgar didn’t mind much but Bob’s ears went red, always a sign of embarrassment. But Edgar was always interested in what Meg had to say and besides, if they followed protocol, she wouldn’t get to speak at all because everyone in the room outranked her, apart from her fellow DC, Danny Black. The other officer present was an older sergeant called Barker. He’d once been part of a team with DS O’Neill, a relic of the bad old days of policing, who was rumoured to enjoy beating up suspects as well as leering at all the women in the station. Thank goodness O’Neill had retired at the end of last year, not without some persuasion from Edgar. Barker was far less objectionable without him.

			‘Are these all the people resident in the Marine Parade house?’ asked Edgar.

			‘Yes,’ said Bob, ‘but the landlady said she didn’t keep tabs on who came and went. She said she was modern that way.’ Bob sniffed. Although he was only thirty-­seven, nine years younger than Edgar, Bob clearly disapproved of the modern world. The sixties had come too late for him. He was set in his ways now.

			‘What about Cherry’s partner, Ted English? Have you been able to contact him?’

			‘DC Black went to his digs,’ says Bob, ‘but Mr English is apparently in London for the day.’

			‘He went to London as soon as he heard that his assistant had been murdered,’ said Edgar. ‘That sounds suspicious to me.’

			‘He’ll have to be back for tonight’s performance,’ says Bob.

			‘The show’s still going on?’ Edgar knew that pros were a tough breed but this seemed to be bordering on the tasteless.

			‘Apparently so.’ Bob at his most wooden.

			‘We’ll send someone to the theatre,’ said Edgar.

			‘Can I go?’ asked Meg.

			Edgar approved of Meg’s keenness but this sounded a bit too much like she wanted a treat. Besides, it might be dangerous for her to go on her own. Edgar remembered sending Emma to watch a variety show once, in similar circumstances. She had nearly died as a result.

			‘No. DS Barker can go.’ To soften this snub, he asked Meg to summarise her interviews with the occupants of number 84 Marine Parade.

			‘They were all in the house for Sunday lunch,’ said Meg. ‘Then Bigg and Small went for a walk. Ida Lupin went to see her mother in Worthing. Mario Fontana – he’s not Italian, by the way – took a bus to Beachy Head. To see the view, apparently. They were all back in the house by six p.m. when Linda Knight served sandwiches. Cherry didn’t appear but Linda didn’t think that was odd because she’d said she had a headache earlier.’

			‘And no one saw a stranger entering the house?’

			‘No. Mario said that he heard voices in Ida’s bedroom but that could have been the wireless. I checked and she has a set.’

			‘Might be worth following up all the same,’ said Edgar. ‘What time did Ida get back from Worthing?’

			Meg consulted her notes. ‘She said she got back about five but Mario heard voices at around four, he said.’

			‘And no one heard a girl being murdered?’ said Bob, sounding personally offended, as he often did when confronted with terrible events. ‘When did Carter think the attack occurred?’

			‘Between nine and midnight.’ Edgar looked at his notes. ‘I think that’s as specific as he can get. It does seem strange that no one heard anything.’

			‘Most of them watched television after supper,’ said Meg. ‘That was probably quite loud. My dad always turns the volume all the way up. And there’s the wireless too.’

			‘If the assailant took the girl by surprise,’ said Barker, ‘she might not have had time to cry out.’

			This was a valid, if unsettling, point.

			‘Let’s check on them all again,’ said Edgar. ‘Mario’s bus trip sounds a bit odd too. Talk to the bus company. See if there are any witnesses. Anything from the scene, DI Willis?’

			Edgar knew that his team teased him for his preoccu­pation with the ‘scene’. He always insisted on taking photographs and dusting any available surface with fingerprint powder. ‘One day,’ he told his sceptical officers, ‘we’ll be able to identify a murderer by a single hair.’

			‘A couple of fingerprints were found,’ said Bob. ‘We’ll match them against the files.’

			Edgar had watched the fingerprint experts at work, leaning over the black-­and-­white photos with a magnifying glass, examining loops, whorls and arches. It was fascinating but, unless they had a match on file, ultim­ately pointless.

			‘Murder weapon?’

			‘Carter thinks it was a kitchen knife. Not found at the scene.’

			‘I checked with Annie, the live-­in maid who does the cooking,’ chipped in Meg, ‘and she said nothing was missing from the kitchen.’

			‘Any news on next of kin?’ Edgar asked Bob.

			‘The cleaners found a letter from her parents in Cherry’s room,’ said Bob. ‘They live in Cheshire. The local police will be with them now.’

			‘Poor people,’ said Edgar. He could just imagine the encounter. ‘You’re too sensitive,’ his mother used to tell him and, sadly, this trait didn’t seem to improve with age.

			 

			When his officers had left the room, Edgar’s secretary, Rita, told him that Max Mephisto had telephoned. Edgar was mildly intrigued. He wondered if Max was calling to tell him that Ruby had had her baby. That didn’t seem likely though. Edgar had once been engaged to Ruby but this episode was rarely mentioned by any of the people involved. Edgar was happily married to Emma, his former DS, with whom he had three children. Ruby had become a star and now seemed to be having a baby without the complication of a husband.

			‘Max. Sorry to miss you.’

			‘Your secretary said you were in an important meeting.’

			‘Rita likes to make everything sound dramatic.’

			‘Was your meeting about the murder of a girl called Cherry Underwood?’

			‘How the hell did you know that?’ People often said that Max had magic powers but Edgar had never seen proof of it before.

			‘Cherry’s stage partner, a man called Ted English, came to my flat today. He’s convinced that he’s the main suspect.’

			‘I’m certainly anxious to speak to Mr English,’ said Edgar.

			‘That’s why I’m calling. Ted said that he was getting the one-­thirty back to Brighton from Victoria.’

			Edgar looked at his watch. Two o’clock. ‘I’ll send an officer to the station.’

			‘Are you going to arrest him?’

			‘Not immediately. As I said, I’d like to talk to him. What sort of a man is he?’

			‘Inoffensive, I’d say. Got a reputation for drinking a bit too much. Ruby described him as seedy. I saw her this morning. Did you know she’d had her baby? A girl called Poppy.’

			‘I didn’t know. Do pass on my congratulations. Mine and Emma’s.’

			‘I will. She seems very happy. But Ruby reminded me that Ted – his stage name is The Great Deceiver – was part of a group of magicians that worked the south coast circuit. The Great Raymondo was another one.’

			‘They all like to call themselves “the great”, don’t they? Like dear old Diablo.’

			‘He was great, in his way. Have you ever heard of a man called Gordon Palgrave? Known as Pal?’

			‘That rings a bell.’

			‘He’s reinvented himself as a television presenter but he used to be a magician. And he’s a very nasty piece of work. Lots of rumours about forcing himself on young girls, promising to make them famous if they slept with him. That sort of thing.’

			‘He sounds vile.’

			‘He is. I just thought, if Ted was part of that set, he might not be as innocuous as I thought.’

			‘I wonder why Ted came to you? It seems like he took the train to London as soon as he heard about Cherry.’

			‘Misdirection,’ said Max. ‘He is a magician, after all.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Meg was disappointed with her first sight of Ted English. He came into the station flanked by Danny and DS Barker looking, whatever the DI said, very much like he was under arrest. English was a thin man with sparse grey hair. His nose was dripping and he looked too scared of his escort to wipe it surreptitiously on his sleeve. Barker hustled the magician into the interview room. Meg hoped that they let him have a handkerchief.

			Meg was still in the incident room, typing up the morning’s interviews, when English was ushered out, this time escorted by Danny alone, who winked at Meg as he passed. She hoped that she wasn’t blushing. It wasn’t that she fancied Danny, she told herself, it was that her fair skin coloured very easily. ‘You’re a typical Irish colleen,’ DS O’Neill used to say, before moving on to other, more personal, remarks. Meg, along with every other female in the building, was delighted when he retired.

			The DI, who’d been sitting in on the interview, came out to say that Ted English hadn’t been charged with anything but had been advised not to leave the area.

			‘He can’t,’ said Meg. ‘The show’s on the pier this evening.’

			The DI gave her a look. ‘I’m aware, WDC Connolly. DS Barker will be attending.’

			Barker looked smug. ‘He seemed a shifty individual to me, sir,’ he said.

			‘And English had no real alibi for Sunday night,’ said the DI. ‘Said he went back to his lodgings but no one there could vouch for that. We’ll have to keep an eye on him.’

			‘Surveillance?’ Danny sat up straighter.

			‘Let’s keep him under observation,’ said the DI. ‘No need to make it a secret operation either. If we station a panda car outside his lodgings, it’ll make Friend Ted nervous and nervous men make mistakes.’

			‘I wonder who’s going to stand in for Cherry tonight?’ asked Meg.

			‘I’ll let you know,’ said Barker with a wink that felt very different from Danny’s earlier.

			But maybe Meg had misjudged the older man. When the DI had left, Barker leant over Meg’s desk. ‘Want to come to the show tonight? I know the manager. I could get another ticket.’

			Meg did want to. Very much.

			 

			Edgar arrived home to find his wife and three children in front of the television. Edgar had initially been against buying a set but, last year, a stint of enforced babysitting had convinced him of the benefits of children’s TV. But it was unusual to see the whole family – Emma, ten-­year-­old Marianne, eight-­year-­old Sophie and Jonathan, not yet three – watching together at seven p.m. Even the baby was staring transfixed at the screen as a man with a startling white quiff was shouting, ‘Hug or Hit!’

			‘Hallo,’ said Edgar.

			Only Emma turned and smiled.

			‘Hit!’ shouted Marianne.

			‘Hug!’ yelled Sophie in the falsetto that meant she was on the verge of laughter or tears.

			‘Hit! Hit! Hit!’ chanted Jonathan.

			As Edgar watched, the man with the quiff approached a nervous-­looking woman in a miniskirt. He was carrying a large rubber hammer. The studio was full of people yelling and strobe lights flashing on and off. The man turned and faced the camera. He smiled and, to Edgar’s mind, it was the most sinister facial expression he had ever seen. A scroll appeared in the background saying, ‘HUG’. The man advanced on the woman and wrapped both arms round her. The audience cheered.

			‘What on earth’s this?’ said Edgar.

			‘Hug or Hit,’ said Marianne, in the world-­weary tone she had recently perfected.

			‘It’s Pal’s show,’ said Emma, standing up. ‘There’s a singer – usually a woman – and the audience decides whether Pal hugs her or hits her with the hammer.’

			The name Pal was striking its own hammer peal in Edgar’s head.

			‘He looks an odd character,’ he said. The man still had one arm round the woman as the credits rolled.

			‘Oh, he’s foul,’ said Emma equably. ‘Do you want your supper? We’ve had ours.’

			Emma bribed the girls to give Jonathan his bath and went downstairs to heat up the leftover hotpot. Watching his wife moving, slightly abstractedly, around the basement kitchen, Edgar remembered where he’d first heard of Pal. He was the ex-­magician that Max had called ‘a nasty piece of work’. He told Emma as she put the gravy-­stained plate in front of him.

			‘Careful. It’s hot. Pal certainly seems a bit odd. That hair, for one thing. It’s snow white, you know. He dyed it so that it looks better on TV.’

			‘Max said he was part of a rather seedy group of magicians.’

			‘Is this linked to the murder?’ said Emma. ‘The one in Marine Parade. Sam was telling me about it.’

			There had been nothing about Cherry’s death in the papers yet but Sam, Emma’s partner in the detective agency, was a freelance journalist who always knew the stories before they made it into print.

			‘Possibly.’ Edgar couldn’t see any point in denying it. ‘The dead girl was a magician’s assistant.’

			‘Like Ruby was,’ said Emma.

			‘Oh, Ruby’s had her baby,’ said Edgar. ‘Max told me. A girl. I’ve forgotten the name.’

			‘That’s wonderful.’ Emma looked genuinely pleased. Whatever her past feelings towards Edgar’s ex-­fiancée, the two women now got on rather well. ‘We must send flowers.’

			‘Max is a grandfather,’ said Edgar. ‘I wonder what he thinks about that?’

			‘He’ll hate it but he’ll carry it off all right,’ said Emma. ‘I wonder whether Ruby will get a nanny. I’m sure she’ll want to go back to acting and I know she’s not living with Dex.’

			Edgar often wondered whether Emma secretly wanted a nanny. She’d had one herself and, while she always insisted that she wanted to bring her children up without live-­in help, Edgar noticed that references to ‘Dear old Brownie’ were more frequent these days.

			A yell and a splash came from upstairs. Emma went to investigate and, almost immediately, the telephone started ringing from the hall. Before Edgar could swallow his scalding mouthful, Marianne had galloped downstairs and Edgar heard her say, ‘Brighton 28097.’ Marianne loved answering the phone.

			Edgar cooled his mouth with some water and stood up. But Marianne was shouting, in a very different voice, ‘Mum! It’s Sam!’

			That meant the call would take a long time. Edgar finished his supper and went into the kitchen to wash up. He’d just finished when Emma appeared in the doorway.

			‘What did Sam want?’ Edgar dried his hands on a tea towel.

			‘Cherry Underwood’s father has just rung her. He wants us to take the case. To find her murderer.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Meg sat in the bedroom she shared with her sisters, Aisling and Collette, and surveyed their joint wardrobe without enthusiasm. What on earth could she wear to the theatre tonight? Eighteen-­year-­old Aisling was more fashionable but she was quite a bit shorter than Meg, who was almost six foot. Aisling’s minis would look downright indecent on Meg. Collette was only twelve so she didn’t count and, anyway, all her clothes were hand-­me-­downs from her sisters. Meg’s third of the wardrobe was full of slacks and boring skirts, most of which had their hems hanging down or needed dry-­cleaning. The only outfit that was even slightly smart was the black dress she’d worn to her grandfather’s funeral four years ago. She wished that she could go to the show in her uniform but that would rather defeat the object of being undercover.

			Meg got out the black dress. It was wool with a high neck and long sleeves. ‘You can’t go wrong with black,’ Meg remembered Emma saying once. Emma had been the first woman detective sergeant in Sussex and was still a legend at Bartholomew Square station. But she was also undeniably posh and presumably had rooms full of theatre-­going clothes. It wasn’t that Emma looked exactly stylish. Not like Ruby Magic, whom Meg had met once and who often appeared in Aisling’s fashion magazines. It was just that Emma always looked like she was wearing the right clothes for the right occasion. Maybe that was just upper-­class confidence, something that was in short supply in the Whitehawk council house Meg shared with her parents and three siblings. Before Marie had married and Declan and Patrick moved out, there had been nine of them there. The youngest, Connor, had shared with his brothers but now had a room of his own, aged only ten. ‘It’s so unfair,’ his sisters wailed. ‘He’s a boy,’ their mother had replied inexorably.

			The dress seemed a lot tighter than it had four years ago. Meg didn’t think she’d got fatter but maybe she’d ‘filled out’ as the woman in the brassiere-­fitting department of Hanningtons once put it, causing Aisling to collapse into giggles. Meg thought of herself as flat-­chested – unlike Aisling – but maybe she wasn’t really. Still, at least the dress was long enough. Meg had already reached this height at the age of thirteen, which had made her last years at school rather trying.

			Meg added black tights and her flat, everyday shoes. She wished she had a brooch or one of those scarves that women like Emma are born wearing. She compensated by putting her hair in a bun and using some of Aisling’s mascara and lipstick. Her face, in the bathroom mirror, didn’t look too bad but she couldn’t see the rest of herself. Her mother regarded full-­length mirrors as self-­indulgent, if not actually sinful.

			‘That’s my lipstick,’ said Aisling, when Meg presented herself in the kitchen.

			‘You shouldn’t be wearing make-­up at your age,’ said Meg’s mother, Mary, from the gas stove. ‘I like to see young women as God intended them.’

			‘Naked?’ said Aisling. ‘Like Adam and Eve before the Fall?’ She was the clever one and went to the grammar school. She was about to take her A levels, which in itself seemed an amazing achievement.

			Connor and Collette laughed. Padre Pio, the budgerigar, joined in. Mary waved her spoon at all of them, spattering a few drops of gravy like holy water.

			‘If that’s how you’re going to talk at university, Aisling,’ said Mary, ‘you’d be better off entering a convent. The Little Sisters of Mercy have a vacancy, I believe.’

			‘God forbid,’ said Aisling.

			‘Aye,’ said Mary. ‘Very likely He does. Leave Meg alone. She looks very respectable. You can borrow my good green coat, love. It’s still cold in the evenings.’

			Respectable, thought Meg, hunting for the coat in the cupboard under the stairs. She hadn’t thought she looked that bad.

			 

			DS Barker didn’t comment on the dress, or the coat, but it would have seemed strange if he had. Barker didn’t wear uniform for work so he looked the same as usual, tall and thin with teeth that always looked slightly too big for his mouth. His nickname at the station was ‘Chubby’ but Meg had never asked why. Hers was ‘Long Meg’, which was apparently the name of an ancient witch who got turned to stone. Could have been worse, she supposed.

			At first they stood in the lobby, not speaking, and Meg wondered if they were going to spend the whole evening in silence. Then Barker turned and walked away. Just when Meg decided that he’d abandoned her, he appeared again, carrying a programme and two red drinks.

			‘Thank you very much,’ said Meg. The programme was a pound so this was surprisingly generous. She thought of a music hall song her dad used to sing about a ‘dirty dog’ stealing a man’s girl while he went to get the ‘nuts and the programme’. She giggled and Barker asked what was funny.

			‘Nothing. What’s the drink?’

			‘Bloody Mary. Get it down you. The show’s about to start.’

			Meg’s mother said ‘Bloody’ was a wicked swearword because it was a shortening of ‘by Our Lady’. Also, ‘Bloody Mary’ was the disrespectful title Protestants used for Good Queen Mary, who’d restored the Catholic faith after Henry VIII. All these factors made Meg a little nervous of the drink but she took a cautious sip. It tasted awful, like juice that had gone off. Should she say something?

			‘What’s in it?’ she asked.

			‘Just tomato juice. Drink up, there’s a good girl.’

			It must be on the turn, like the NHS-­supplied welfare orange juice Meg used to have as a child when it got left in the sun. Meg tried not to breathe in as she drained the glass. She didn’t want to appear rude.

			‘Let’s go,’ said Barker, putting his empty glass on a nearby ledge.

			Meg followed him, feeling slightly unsteady. Declan was always saying that the piers would collapse into the sea one day. She hoped it wouldn’t happen tonight.

			 

			Meg had been to the Palace Pier Theatre before. When she was six, a Catholic charity called the Knights of St Columba had organised a trip to the pantomime for local children who might not otherwise have afforded such a treat. Meg, Declan and Patrick had actually been driven into Brighton by their parish priest, Father Costello. Aisling was too young and Collette and Connor hadn’t even been born yet. The show was Aladdin, starring Max Mephisto as Abanazar. Meg could still remember the delicious thrill of fear when the wizard appeared on stage, firecrackers exploding from his voluminous sleeves. Perhaps that was why she was still a bit scared of Max.

			The theatre was imposing too, with its intricate metal archways – now rather rusty – and minarets designed to echo the famous Pavilion. Inside, it was easy to forget that you were suspended over the sea. It was a proper auditorium, with balconies and gilt carvings and velvet curtains. Meg and Barker made their way through the excited crowds. They were in the first row of the circle. ‘Lou said we’d have a good view here,’ said Barker. ‘It’s wonderful,’ said Meg. She was pretty sure that the Knights had been in the cheaper seats.

			The orchestra was playing ‘Sussex by the Sea’ and Meg found herself swaying to the music. She really must get a grip and behave more like a policewoman. Barker didn’t seem to mind though. ‘They play this at Albion matches,’ he said. ‘It’s a grand tune.’

			But soon the lights dimmed and a voice off­stage intoned, ‘And now – courtesy of Larry Buxton Enterprises – a night of good old-­fashioned entertainment. Please welcome the stars of the show!’

			The curtains opened and the stage was suddenly full of people, waving as the band played ‘Happy Days Are Here Again’. Meg thought she saw Bigg and Small but the other stars were unrecognisable under the lights. They trooped off, still waving, and a more soulful tune began. Meg opened her programme and managed to make out the first act: The Dancing Snowflakes.

			It was very pretty, thought Meg. The stage was dark apart from shapes like lace doilies projected onto the backcloth. The dancers, in white floaty ballet skirts, swayed and twirled. Meg clapped enthusiastically at the end but Barker remained slumped in his seat. Perhaps ballet wasn’t his thing. Aisling had once longed for ballet lessons but it was an ‘extra’ at school so their parents couldn’t afford it.

			Next to perform was Mario Fontana. He had a loud, operatic voice and, when not singing, spoke in what was obviously meant to be an Italian accent. Meg, who had interviewed John Lomax yesterday, found this rather disturbing. Lomax was from Birmingham, he’d told Meg, and he’d spoken in a flat adenoidal way that reminded Meg of Liverpool, a town she’d visited last year. Fontana got a big hand for his final number ‘O Sole Mio’ and departed blowing kisses and shouting, ‘Bella! Bella!’

			Next, a large cabinet was wheeled onto the stage and, accompanied by a drum roll, the off­stage voice announced: ‘And now, for your delectation and wonderment, The Great Deceiver!’ When the small man in a dinner jacket appeared, there was a ripple of laughter. Did Ted English mean his appearance to be an anticlimax? wondered Meg. There was no sign that the act was meant to be funny. She watched closely. After all, the magician was their number one suspect. Next to her, Sergeant Barker also sat up straighter.

			The Great Deceiver started off with a few card tricks that were visible only to the front rows. Then he juggled with some balls before making them disappear one by one. This was quite clever but the flashes of light and clashing of cymbals distracted Meg, making it hard to concentrate on what was happening. Then, to another drum roll, the magician asked the audience to applaud his ‘lovely assistant’. Meg leant so far forward that she was peering over the edge of the parapet. A woman marched onto the stage. She had long blonde hair and her figure, in a spangled dress, was curvaceous, but she was at least a head taller than English. Another ripple of laughter. Something about the woman seemed familiar to Meg. But where would she have met such a glamorous creature?

			After a few twirls, the woman went into the cabinet and Ted, with obvious effort, revolved it. Then – drums again – the door was opened to show that it was empty. This time there was genuine applause, generous enough to get the man and his wardrobe offstage. There was no sign of his assistant.
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