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This book is dedicated to Molly,
my very own mystery




Prologue


True friends stab you in the front


Brighton, 6.45 a.m., Thursday 19 April, 1956


Phil turned over in bed, pulling the sheet around his shoulders. The orange curtains his wife had bought were not lined and early morning sunshine leached into the room. From the garden the sound of birdsong punctuated his thoughts as he stirred and cursed silently. He found it difficult to block out the noise of the dawn chorus. It was worse than an alarm clock, though at least when he and Helen had moved out of their old digs near the front, they had left behind the gulls. Up here it was all blackbirds and doves. Still, there was something difficult to ignore about the noise and now the mornings were getting lighter it had begun to annoy him.


Phil didn’t want to open his eyes. It had been a disturbed night. He’d had strange dreams, which he couldn’t fully remember. Only half awake, he hovered like a bee over a flower, his consciousness suspended. If he was choosing, he’d go back to sleep, but how likely was that, what with the birdsong and the light? He’d have to get up for work soon anyway. Bluntly, he nudged Helen, hoping she might fetch him a cuppa. Usually she was good that way, but today she didn’t move. He couldn’t blame her. They were both done in last night when they’d fallen into bed.


Still groggy, he turned over, curling his arm around his wife’s sleeping frame. She lay on her side, facing the window. He smiled as he ran his fingers across her skin. She always felt like silk. Sleepily, he planted a hot, early-morning kiss on her shoulder and, feeling suddenly inspired, he continued kissing all the way to her hairline. She smelled of soap, perfume and deep sleep – a familiar combination. He nudged her again and slid his hand downwards, along the curve of her waist until it came to rest on her plump behind. Phil was an arse man. Always had been. The day he’d met Hel, she had been wearing a tight red skirt that framed her bottom perfectly. It had been a joy to behold – love at first sight. He remembered watching her dancing with her mate at the Palais, thinking this was the woman he was going to marry. She’d let him walk her back to her digs and, when he’d pulled her close for the first time, she’d smelled of cotton wool and lavender. He’d wanted to grow old with that smell from the moment he breathed it in.


Feeling frisky now, he snuggled closer, stroking her stomach and nuzzling her neck. Then it came to him that the bed was wet. She was wet. His fingers were sticky.


‘Hel,’ he tried, nudging her. Then, more urgently, ‘Helen.’


He pulled away, opening his eyes and staring at his hands as they came into focus. His fingers were covered in blood.


‘Hel.’ His voice was panicked.


He recoiled as he pulled back the sheet. She was hurt. A crimson stain spread from her stomach outwards. The blood had seeped into the mattress. Some had even dripped on to the thin carpet. She was deathly pale. Phil scrambled to the floor, tripping over his feet. His chest was heaving. A strange, animal-like sound emanated from his throat. His fingers fluttered as he shook his wife’s body, leaving a red handprint on her marble-white shoulder and a smear on the lace-edged strap of her nightdress.


‘No.’


The word came out strangled and very loud. Then he backed out of the bedroom and, barefoot, crossed the hallway, banging the front door as he burst outside wearing only striped pyjama bottoms and a white vest. He stumbled down the path, trampling a small line of daffodils that Hel had planted in February. His eyes darted, looking frantically for help. Far off, there was the sound of bottles rattling on a milk cart. Uniformly, all the houses along Mill Lane still had their curtains closed.


‘Help,’ Phil said, quietly, and then louder. ‘Help.’


This was a nightmare, surely. The thoughts came in a jumble and he couldn’t order them. ‘Help,’ he barked again. At first there was no reaction from the early-morning suburb. Across the road a curtain flickered in one window and then another. Old Mrs Ambrose appeared in the doorway opposite, at the same time as Billy Randall walked into the garden next door, pulling a brown woollen dressing gown round his frame and knotting it with a red cord.


‘What is it, mate? Are you all right?’


Phil held up his blood-smeared hand as if he was a child. ‘I don’t know what happened,’ he said.


Billy sprang over the low fence that separated the two gardens and, passing his friend, he walked straight into the house. He’d served in Italy. People used to say that he’d seen a thing or two, whatever the ins and outs of the Italian campaign. ‘Helen,’ he called. ‘Mrs Quinn.’ He checked the rooms one by one. The small kitchen smelled of dripping. A loaf of white bread had been left on a crumb-strewn board and the door to the larder was askew. Nothing there. He moved on to the living room where a half-drunk bottle of London gin lay open next to two smudged glasses. The wireless had been pulled out from its place against the wall. They’d been drinking and dancing the night before. It looked perfectly normal – not dissimilar to his own house.


Then, crossing the hallway and opening the bedroom door, he started when he came across her body. The room smelled bad – though only faintly. Still, a dry retch rose in Billy’s gullet. Then his training kicked in. He checked, hoping for a pulse, though he knew it was too late. Helen Quinn seemed too peaceful for what had happened to her. Her dark hair was curled in a loose bun and her hand was splayed awkwardly, like a child’s in sleep. The spill of blood was a shock. She’d been knifed, he reckoned. It must have been violent and it would have taken a while for her to bleed out. When you got hit in the stomach it was agonising. You could last for half an hour before finally slipping away. It was the acid that killed you. Once the stomach was pierced, it leached out and dissolved your organs. It was a horrible way to go. Mystified, he stared at Helen Quinn’s corpse as he consciously took in the scene. He knew he’d have to describe it later. Then he turned. The Penroses at number five had a telephone. Their house was closer than the public telephone box, which was four blocks away. He’d rouse them and call the police.


Outside, old Mrs Ambrose had waddled across the road and was attending to Phil Quinn. She cast an accusatory stare at Billy that clearly said, I might have known. She had never given anyone an inch in her life, and she wasn’t starting now. It was Mrs Ambrose who had told Billy’s wife she thought Hitler had got away. ‘I don’t trust that one,’ she had said, ‘not even to die.’


Billy didn’t give anything away about what lay inside number fifteen. The old woman, after all, never thought a good thing when she could think a bad one. Still, however it looked, Phil was a nice bloke. Even with his fingers covered in blood, Billy didn’t want to believe Phil Quinn had killed his wife. Not Helen who always had a smile for everyone. Not Phil who kicked a football around in the street with the Harrison kids.


‘I’ll fetch the police. You stay here. Don’t disturb things.’


Mrs Ambrose shrugged and her housecoat shifted across her ample frame. She was a busty old woman and her clothes never seemed to fit. At the bottom of the path the latest addition to Billy’s household, a tabby cat he’d brought home, sat and watched with its head cocked to one side.


‘I don’t understand how it happened,’ Phil Quinn said again. ‘I was asleep.’


Billy wondered momentarily if he was leaving the old woman with a murderer, and if that was wise. But someone had to call in Helen’s body. He eyed his friend who, frankly, didn’t seem in any state to shoo the moggy at the bottom of his path, let alone hurt anyone.


‘I’ll come right back,’ Billy said sternly.


He headed down the pavement with only a glance behind him. It was too beautiful a morning for something so horrible to have happened. Cherry blossom spilled over the privet hedge at number ten and another cat, a ginger one, with its tail twitching, pawed at the flickering petals. Everything seemed too normal. Billy had encountered death before, but not like this. Nothing so domestic. Passing his own house, he noted the curtains upstairs were still closed. He’d raise his wife later. He didn’t like to scare her. Not in her condition.




Chapter 1


The wise are instructed by reason


Superintendent Alan McGregor took the stairs to the office at a lick, and burst into McGuigan & McGuigan Debt Recovery without knocking. Inside, Mirabelle Bevan and Vesta Lewis looked up from the paperwork strewn across their desks. Vesta smiled.


‘Good morning.’ She got up to put on the kettle.


Without indulging the niceties, McGregor launched himself in Mirabelle’s direction. He slammed down a copy of the Argus, the early edition. ‘They’ve given it to Robinson,’ he said. ‘I need to talk to you.’


Mirabelle cast her hazel eyes over the headline, which declared ‘Murder in Portslade’. Behind her, Vesta turned on the tap and let the water run.


‘I don’t want any damn tea,’ McGregor snapped. Vesta turned off the tap and, in the same moment, Mirabelle looked up in an icy stare. Poor manners were not acceptable in the Brills Lane office no matter what might have happened to get the superintendent worked up. ‘I’m sorry.’ He recovered his equilibrium. ‘It’s been a difficult morning. I walked out of the station and came straight here. You’re the only one who can help.’


He proffered the paper. Mirabelle nodded at Vesta to acknowledge the apology. Vesta fiddled with the buttons on her cardigan. Mirabelle shrugged off her friend’s inattention and leaned over to read the story – a young housewife stabbed in her sleep. Her husband had been taken into custody. There was a picture of a cosy-looking brick house and another of the couple, titled ‘Mr and Mrs Quinn on their wedding day.’ In it, Mrs Quinn gazed into the eye of the camera, her white dress framing her tidy figure, her hair coiffed elegantly in a chignon and her lips set in an easy smile. It struck Mirabelle that photographs of murder victims were always strange because they hadn’t a clue what was going to happen. With the hindsight of a dead body, it seemed odd that they had simply got on with their lives – taking holidays, attending christenings, or, like Mrs Quinn, clutching her new husband’s arm.


‘You’re the detective superintendent,’ she said. ‘If you don’t want Robinson on the case, can’t you ask for it to be assigned to someone else? It seems like you want it, Alan.’


McGregor’s eyes burned. ‘They won’t give it to me. And Robinson has hauled in Phil Quinn for questioning. Straight off on the wrong tack.’


‘Well, the husband is the most likely suspect.’ Mirabelle lifted the paper as if it underlined her point.


‘Quinn didn’t do it.’


‘How do you know?’


‘I know him. And, worse, I know Robinson. The lazy so-and-so won’t look beyond the obvious. Someone’s framing Phil, don’t you see?’


‘Why would anyone want to do that?’


‘If I knew . . .’ McGregor sounded exasperated.


‘And how can you be so sure that this friend of yours didn’t have a hand in the poor woman’s death?’ Mirabelle turned the page as she read the rest of the story. ‘According to this, he’d have had to have slept through someone stabbing the poor woman in the bed next to him. It doesn’t seem likely.’


‘Phil Quinn’s on the square.’


Mirabelle raised a quizzical eyebrow. She didn’t like Masonic terms. Both she and Superintendent McGregor had had a run-in with the Brighton Lodge a couple of years before and she still found the terminology Masons used, suspect. ‘How do you know Mr Quinn? Exactly?’


‘I’ve known him for years.’


Mirabelle waited. McGregor hadn’t answered her question. Vesta leaned against the sink and slowly crossed her arms. The shocking pink of her nail lacquer stood out against her dark woollen cardigan. This discussion was highly irregular. She was enjoying it tremendously.


‘I know him from back home,’ McGregor admitted. ‘I’ve known him since I was a kid. In Scotland.’


‘And he ended up living in Brighton too?’


‘Phil was here when I came down. A friendly face. We were in the same year at school but we lost touch afterwards. He moved to the south coast after the war. He served in the Logistic Corps. He was an army mechanic. Once the fighting was over he went in with a couple of other guys. You know Hove Cars?’


‘The taxi company?’


‘That’s Phil.’


Mirabelle eyed McGregor. They had been involved with each other for, well, she couldn’t say exactly how long. The before and after of it seemed to have merged lately and it was impossible to pin down precisely when their affair had started. The superintendent had never mentioned this man.


‘If he’s such a good friend, how come I’ve never met him?’


McGregor shrugged. ‘We only see each other now and then. You know me. I’m hardly the sociable type. It’s like that, isn’t it, with old friends? You just pick up where you left off. And it’s not as if I’m the only one who knows him, I mean that’s what I said when they wouldn’t give me the case. Lots of blokes on the force know Phil. My old boss used to say hired cars were the pumping blood of the city. Taxis and coppers go hand in hand. Every man on the force knows Phil Quinn – from beat bobbies up.’


‘Are you saying your friend is a police informant?’


McGregor shifted. ‘Nothing so formal as that, Mirabelle, but yes, Phil always helps if he can. And Hove Cars don’t only run taxis. They’ve got a couple of Rollers for weddings. The Grand uses them as a chauffeur service. They’ve pretty much got Brighton tied up. Phil Quinn loved his wife. He was crazy about her. Can you imagine what it must be like, losing her like this and then being banged up, subjected to Robinson’s puerile interrogation?’


Mirabelle folded the newspaper smartly. ‘Well, I suppose our first stop will be his business partners, if you want to bring me along.’


McGregor shook his head. ‘That’s the trouble. I can’t be seen to be part of this. I’m sorry to ask you. I know it’s irregular. Wrong, even. But you’re so good at this kind of thing.’


A smile played around Mirabelle’s lips as she realised what he was asking. It wasn’t that she was gratified in any way by the murder, but still. ‘Alan, you’ve spent years shooing me away from police business. If I recall, once you locked me up to stop me continuing with an investigation.’ McGregor tried to interject. He always insisted that had been a mistake. Mirabelle raised a solitary finger. She had the air of a headmistress and wasn’t going to be diverted. ‘So, just to be clear, are you saying you want me to look into this case? You want me to undercut Robinson’s investigation? I mean, that’s exactly what you usually object to me doing.’


McGregor quailed. ‘I know. I’m sorry. Look, I’ll help. I just can’t be seen to help. Someone has to have a pair of steady eyes on this and Robinson’s eyes, well, they’re never steady. And you’ve got Vesta. I mean, if you would agree to be part of this, Vesta?’


Vesta nodded. ‘Sure.’


McGregor checked his watch. ‘I have to get back. The chief told me to keep my nose out. He insists I’m too close because of the childhood connection. It’s just nonsense. Like I said, everyone knows Phil.’ He looked sheepish. ‘I lost my rag up at the station. I’m sorry if I came in here at a hundred miles an hour. It’s been a horrible morning.’


Mirabelle paused. She wasn’t going to crow. ‘All right. I just wanted to be clear. Vesta and I will get going straight away. Why don’t I pop in later and let you know how we’re getting on?’


‘I’ll keep my eyes open,’ McGregor promised. Then he retreated. They listened in silence as his footsteps echoed down the stairs.


‘I’ve never seen him in a state like that,’ Vesta said. ‘He didn’t even take off his hat.’


Mirabelle kept her eyes on the door. McGregor had remained cool under pressure on a number of occasions that she would have thought were far more stressful. Vesta was right – it wasn’t like him.


‘We better nip up to Hove Cars,’ she said, pulling on her spring jacket and pinning her hat in place.


Vesta reached for her coat. Lately she hadn’t worn a hat. It messed her hair, which she seemed to dress higher every time Mirabelle took a moment to notice. Today the girl had teased it into some kind of extended bun, which was its tallest incarnation so far. Vesta always looked smart, but Mirabelle couldn’t help feel that no woman was properly attired without millinery.


‘I’m starving,’ Vesta enthused as she did up her buttons. ‘Maybe we could pick up lunch on the way back.’


Hove Cars was located in a scruffy set of mews garages that ran behind Hangleton Road. The condition of the garages was in sharp contrast to the gleaming, well-kept vehicles parked outside them, but then, Mirabelle thought, most customers probably never came to the premises. As the women hovered on the cobbles they took in the peeling paint and the smell of engine oil. Clearly on view through a set of open doors, a shiny black Ford was jacked up with a pair of legs sticking out underneath. Mirabelle was put in mind of her investigations into a smuggling ring the year before. The men in question had brought in African diamonds in the sump oil of a racing vehicle. The investigation had not ended well. She didn’t like to think about it.


The women paused and Mirabelle wondered if Vesta was thinking the same, but it seemed that the girl was simply unsure how to attract the attention of the fellow underneath the car. Eventually, Vesta cleared her throat. When this did not produce the desired result, Mirabelle leaned over. ‘Excuse me,’ she said, directing her voice at the man’s knees. The legs stirred and then a figure shuffled out, revealing a very young mechanic, most likely fresh out of school. The boy smiled as he dusted himself down – a useless gesture as the oil stains on his overalls could not be brushed away.


‘Can I help you, miss?’


‘I’m looking for the person in charge.’


‘Well, if you mean at the garage, I suppose that would be me, what with there being no one else here this morning. Though if you want a car there are a couple of drivers in the office.’


‘Someone left you in charge?’


The boy drew himself up. He skimmed six feet now he was upright. ‘Yeah. What about it?’


‘Is that because of the trouble?’


The boy sniffed and then nodded.


‘I suppose everyone got a terrible fright. A thing like that.’


Once he started, the child seemed eager to talk. ‘The police were here when we opened up. Mr Quinn! Who’d have thought? Mr Gleeson went to get a solicitor. I don’t know what happened to Mr Fourcade. He didn’t even get into his overalls.’


‘Are they the owners?’


‘Them and Mr Quinn. Mates, like, too.’


‘It sounds as if they’re close. I mean if Mr Gleeson is engaging a solicitor on behalf of his friend?’


The boy nodded. ‘I suppose,’ he said.


‘What are you doing to this car?’


‘Changing the oil.’ The boy rubbed his hands together. ‘It’s the only thing I can do. That and check the tyre pressure. It’s an apprenticeship, see. But I’ve only been here a couple of weeks.’


Mirabelle changed tack. ‘Tell me, did you know Mrs Quinn?’


‘I saw her,’ the boy said eagerly. ‘She came down with some sandwiches for her old man last week. She didn’t want him going short.’


‘How very kind of her.’


‘She was a looker. She had one of them fancy sweaters like in the glamour magazines – you know – the ones with shapes on. Do you think they’ll bang up Mr Quinn for it?’


‘That depends on the evidence. What do you think?’


The boy’s eyes burned. ‘I ain’t no grass.’


‘Which would suggest, if you don’t mind me saying, that you think that he did do it.’


A flicker of annoyance crossed his young face. ‘I’m just the apprentice. What do I know?’ He shrugged.


Mirabelle was about to push the boy further when a purring engine sounded and a red Jaguar drew up. A man in a tweed jacket got out and a whiff of aftershave cut through the dense smell of oil that hung around the garage door. He was clearly a more promising prospect, and Mirabelle and Vesta turned towards him as one.


‘Adrian.’ The man nodded as he eyed the women. ‘Go and sweep up inside. Can I help you, ladies?’


Mirabelle offered her hand. ‘I’m Mirabelle Bevan. And this is my business partner, Vesta Lewis.’


‘Tommy Fourcade.’ The man’s handshake was firm. He was patently a fellow who could handle himself. And he was well dressed – the tweed jacket was immaculately cut.


‘We’re here in connection with the murder of Helen Quinn,’ Mirabelle announced.


Mr Fourcade’s tone hardened. ‘What’s it to you?’


‘We’re private detectives,’ Vesta cut in with rather too much enthusiasm. She was silenced by a cold glare from Mirabelle who considered that kind of comment showing off.


‘I see.’ Tommy Fourcade’s green eyes danced as he decided these women were no kind of threat. ‘Lady detectives. Well, well. That’s a new one. You should be worrying about little kids lost on the Prom. Don’t you get your pretty heads in a state about this. We’ve got a bigwig lawyer on Phil’s case. He’ll be out before we know it.’


‘You think he’s innocent, then?’


‘I’ve known Phil Quinn for over ten years. You can take it from me, he didn’t kill his wife.’


‘Did you serve together? It was the Logistics Corps, wasn’t it?’


Fourcade’s jaw tightened. ‘You’re well informed. Look, Phil loved Helen. He wouldn’t have hurt her in a million years.’


‘Someone hurt her, Mr Fourcade.’


‘Well, whoever did it, they’ll pay. Don’t worry about that.’ His tone hardened again, only barely masking a threat. ‘Once we’ve got Phil out, we’ll find the bastard.’


‘Do you know who it was?’ Mirabelle pressed.


‘If I did I’d have told the police and Phil wouldn’t be in custody.’


‘Did Mr Quinn have enemies?’


‘No more than any of us. This business isn’t a cakewalk, Miss Bevan. But I’ve never known another firm to murder a fellow’s wife.’


‘Someone killed her. Someone had a reason.’


‘And you think there’s no smoke without fire?’


‘I didn’t say that.’


Tommy Fourcade bit his lip as he eyed the women up and down. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said, ‘if the police don’t catch whoever did this to Helen, we’ll find them. And, when we find them, we won’t hold back.’


Mirabelle let this comment hang. It was the second time he’d made a threat. ‘Let’s hope they find the murderer soon, then,’ she said.


Tommy nodded in the direction of the open garage door through which Adrian could be seen polishing a set of wrenches. ‘I’ve got to get to work. This ain’t nothing to do with you,’ he said.


A driver walked out of the office, sucking the last smoke from his cigarette before throwing the butt into the gutter. He nodded at Fourcade, got into an Austin and, after pulling on to the road, accelerated in a cloud of exhaust fumes. Vesta lifted her fingers to shield her nose but Mirabelle didn’t move as Mr Fourcade removed his jacket and headed for his overalls. He meant what he’d said, she thought. This murder must be especially awful for someone like him – someone who wanted to feel in control. No wonder he wanted them out of there – women asking questions must be difficult, particularly competent women. But, then, perhaps he was the kind of man who always decided when conversations started and finished. Either way, she and Vesta had been dismissed. Vesta was clearly more accepting of the arrangement. She had already turned towards the street and Mirabelle fell into step behind her. As they mounted the pavement, the sun came out. Further along, a grocer’s boy polished apples and laid them carefully in a neat pile on display. A whiff of hyacinth snaked towards them from the florist’s, mingling with the fresh smell of the fruit. It would be a lovely morning if someone hadn’t died.


‘He seemed very decisive, didn’t he?’ Mirabelle pondered.


‘He was just being loyal to his mate.’


It occurred to Mirabelle that Phil Quinn seemed to inspire tremendous loyalty in his friends. First McGregor and now Tommy Fourcade.


‘Why don’t we pop into that café we passed?’ Vesta suggested. ‘We can chat about it over lunch.’




Chapter 2


Everyone is made for some particular work


Fortified by gammon, white bread, dripping and tea, Mirabelle and Vesta hopped on to the bus for Portslade, asking the conductor to let them know when they reached the nearest stop to Mill Lane. It wasn’t far.


‘You wanted the stop for that murder, ladies?’ the man announced loudly as the bus pulled up. ‘Here you go. They’ll have a tourist service up here in no time. Non-stop from the front.’


‘Well, really,’ Vesta tutted, feeling the eyes of the other passengers alighting on her as she and Mirabelle stepped on to the pavement. It wasn’t that she cared what other people thought, but it wasn’t pleasant that the other passengers were under the impression they were rubbernecking. A lady in a straw hat as good as sneered as the bus pulled away.


‘Oh well,’ Mirabelle rejoined. ‘I expect they think we’re thrill seekers.’


Vesta looked dubious. She regarded the beautifully fitted skirt of Mirabelle’s peach, glazed-cotton dress and decided that her hem would need to be higher.


As the women turned off the main road, a scatter of small boys in grey shorts kicked a dilapidated football around, making for two bashed-up bins they had set up as goalposts.


‘Excuse me,’ Mirabelle accosted the nearest. ‘Which way is Mill Lane?’


The boy stopped and crossed his arms. ‘You here for the murder? They won’t let no one in the house.’


‘Which way is it?’


‘Just up there and left.’


Mill Lane was quiet as the women turned the corner. The houses on either side ran to two storeys. Each had a wooden gate painted either red or black, the glossy colour echoed by the window frames. The gates opened on to small front gardens, some of which were laid out to vegetables. In one, an apple tree was coming into blossom. It seemed too pleasant a place for a murder to have occurred. There was no question, however, in which house Helen Quinn had died. Three-quarters of the way up, on the left-hand side, the front door of number fifteen was open and a police photographer was clearly visible. As Mirabelle and Vesta approached, a plump old woman, wearing a floral housecoat, opened the door of the house opposite and carefully carried a tray of tea things across the street and straight into the scene of the crime. Immediately, she backed out again, shooed by a bobby, who, it would appear, had mistakenly abandoned his post at the front door.


‘You can’t come in, love.’ The officer held up a hand as if he were directing traffic. It struck Mirabelle that the woman reminded her of one of those vans – wide at the axle and thick of tyre, the sort that made deliveries around town. She seemed to steer from the bust.


‘I brought some tea, that’s all,’ the woman insisted. ‘I thought you’d be parched. You and the other boys.’


‘That’s very nice.’


‘Mrs Ambrose. Number fourteen.’


‘Thank you.’ The policeman relieved Mrs Ambrose of her tray. He was a big man with a stony expression. Momentarily, even from quite far off, Mirabelle was distracted by his shoes, which must have been twice the size of her own. She’d bet he always ended up on door duty. It was as if he had been built for the business of obstruction.


‘So—’ the woman tried to peer past the uniformed giant ‘—any ideas yet?’


To his credit the policeman humoured her. He might be large but he was even-tempered. ‘Who do you think did it?’


The woman sucked her teeth as if not only was this quite some consideration but as if she was speculating for the first time. ‘Well, they say each murderer has their own way. I mean a woman will kill very differently from a man,’ she postulated. ‘I couldn’t say without knowing exactly how poor Helen died. I mean, exactly what happened to her.’


The policeman put the tray on the doorstep and turned his attention to pouring the tea. He added milk and three sugar lumps and stirred thoughtfully. The mug looked like a teacup in his hands, and the teaspoon was simply ridiculous, like a child’s toy.


‘Stabbed,’ he pronounced, and then, seeing Mirabelle and Vesta loitering at the gate, he turned his attention to them. ‘Don’t tell me, you ladies have brought biscuits,’ he said flatly. The nicer suburbs were always like this when there was trouble – nosy neighbours pretending to be helpful.


The old woman did not take the intrusion so easily. ‘I don’t know you.’ She rounded on them. ‘What are you doing here?’


‘We’re friends of Superintendent McGregor,’ Mirabelle said, as she opened the gate. It was the tactic most likely to elicit cooperation from the constable, no matter what McGregor had said. Sure enough, the policeman stood a little straighter as the women walked up the path.


‘Well, I’m glad you’re not just here to gawk.’ Mrs Ambrose tutted. ‘You wouldn’t believe what it’s been like. When they brought out poor Helen’s body, there was a crowd. People came up from the other side of the main road. “Get a picture,” I said. And them journalists from the paper. Cheeky beggars. On such a beautiful morning as well.’


The policeman stared at his mug of tea mournfully.


‘It seems odd that nobody heard,’ Mirabelle said, looking round. ‘I mean, if Mrs Quinn was stabbed, you’d think she’d have screamed. It said in the newspaper that she was murdered in the small hours of the morning. Someone must have heard.’


‘This neighbourhood isn’t what it was. I mean, before the war, but not now.’ Mrs Ambrose’s eyes sneaked around the officer as she spoke.


The policeman meditatively turned the mug around in his hand before he took another sip. He knew his frame was big enough to fill the doorway and there was no point in trying to stop the old lady when her cause was so patently hopeless. That was the thing about big men, Mirabelle thought, they had a lot of confidence.


‘What do you think about the issue of noise, Officer?’ Mirabelle asked. ‘I mean, Mrs Quinn must have screamed.’


‘The detectives will be worrying about that,’ the man pronounced. ‘Now, Mrs Ambrose, why don’t I bring back your tea things later? Civic duty aside, we don’t want to hold you up.’


Mrs Ambrose hovered, not wanting to go but realising she had been dismissed. She eyed Mirabelle and Vesta. ‘I was first on the scene,’ she said. ‘I was here before anyone.’ The police officer kept his gaze steady. ‘Just pop it back when you boys have finished,’ Mrs Ambrose continued as she turned. The three figures waited on the doorstep as the old lady walked down the path and closed the gate.


‘As for you ladies, I’m sorry but I can’t let you in either,’ the policeman announced. ‘Superintendent McGregor or not.’


He was not the kind of man with whom you argued, so Mirabelle turned her efforts to the business of extracting information.


‘Is it an interesting crime scene, Officer?’ she enquired.


‘There’s not much to see now.’ The man’s expression remained stony. ‘And what there was before they took her away, well, I wouldn’t describe it as interesting. Mostly we’ve been looking for the knife.’


‘Have you found it?’


‘Not yet. We checked the house, but the lads are doing the drains now and seeing if the blighter maybe buried it in the back garden or chucked it into one of the hedges.’


‘Mr Quinn, you mean?’


‘Yes, miss.’


‘So Inspector Robinson thinks Mr Quinn stabbed his wife, let her bleed to death, hid the weapon and then calmly waited for a few hours before raising the alarm?’


The policeman didn’t rise to the bait. ‘It might not make sense to you or me,’ he said, ‘but you never know. Most murderers are just normal. Half the time they don’t mean to kill anyone – they just lose their rag. And for the ones that are premeditated, the story usually makes sense, you know. But now and then there’s an odd case.’ The man raised a thick finger to tap the side of his head.


‘Did Mr Quinn seem odd?’


The policeman shrugged. ‘More groggy. If my wife was dead I expect I might be fully awake. Paying attention. The inspector reckons he drugged the woman. Most likely in her gin the night before.’ He leaned in, continuing in a whisper. ‘That’s how come she didn’t struggle. The bottle’s gone to the lab to see what the eggheads make of it. You’re right about her not calling out, see.’


Vesta’s eyes were burning. It was clear that the idea of poisoned gin lent a certain glamour to Mrs Quinn’s death. Mirabelle tutted. She disliked this modern vogue for glamourising violence. Cheap paperbacks at the railway station were full of it and in the last few years it seemed there had been a spate of well-dressed gentlemen killers who covered their tracks with war medals and respectability. People wanted to forget what they’d seen during the war, what they knew about death. It was easier, somehow, to cover things up with nice outfits or cocktails. It made crime easier to gawp at it. But the truth was that death, or at least murder, was always the same shoddy business, no matter how you tried to gloss it over.


Mirabelle took Vesta’s arm. If the policeman wasn’t going to let them in, they might as well try something else. ‘Thank you, Officer,’ she said.


As they closed the gate behind them, a heavily pregnant woman was making her way up the street. Mirabelle squinted. It seemed the poor woman was unravelling. In one hand she carried a loosely wrapped brown paper parcel and in the other she clutched a crumpled linen handkerchief. The top buttons of her coat gaped, as if she couldn’t summon the will to fasten them, and her eyes were pink. Mirabelle glanced back towards the policeman, who had taken Mrs Ambrose’s tray into the house and was pouring tea for the rest of the men. Turning back, she caught the woman’s eye.


‘Oh dear. You knew Mrs Quinn?’ she said gently. ‘I’m so sorry.’


The woman sniffed. ‘I won’t talk to the papers,’ she said, trying to push past Mirabelle and Vesta and through the gate of number thirteen.


‘We don’t work for the press,’ Mirabelle assured her. ‘We work with the police. If you don’t mind, Mrs Lewis and I would like a word.’


The woman paused as she held the gate open, her eyes darting. ‘You don’t have a camera?’


‘Nothing like that.’


‘I talked to an officer already.’


‘It’s the detail, you see,’ Mirabelle said vaguely. If she was going to get anywhere, she needed people to talk. ‘And you live next door.’


‘I suppose it’ll be all right,’ the woman decided. ‘I’m Violet Randall,’ she said, as she turned up the path and opened the front door. ‘It’s good they have you. I’d far rather talk to a woman.’


The Randalls’ house was full of flowers. Milk bottles with sprigs of blossom peppered the hallway and further in Mirabelle and Vesta could see empty tins arrayed with daffodils and bluebells. The place was spotless, if a little threadbare. A tabby cat lazed in a patch of sunlight by the window.


‘I’m sorry for the mess,’ said Mrs Randall, as her coat almost fell off her shoulders and on to the chair. ‘I’m not terribly domestic.’


‘It’s lovely here,’ Vesta declared with a grin. Mrs Randall looked taken aback as if she couldn’t quite believe what Vesta had said. ‘You haven’t introduced yourselves,’ she pointed out, hovering by the door.


‘Oh yes, of course.’


They shook hands solemnly. Mirabelle and Vesta gave their names and Mrs Randall said to call her Vi and nodded them towards an old sofa patched with squares of faded hounds-tooth. Between the tins of flowers on the mantel, Mirabelle just made out last year’s Christmas cards. Mrs Randall clearly hadn’t read the Good Housekeeping guide to the seasons, but the room was bright and the house immediately had the feel of a home. A novel lay open on the chair. Mrs Randall closed it. ‘I need to take that back to the library,’ she said.


‘I’m sure they’ll understand if you’re late, after what’s happened,’ Mirabelle reassured her.


Mrs Randall nodded. ‘You want to know about it. We all want to know. My husband, Billy, spoke to the policeman. He found Helen’s body. The thing is, we didn’t see anything. We were asleep. Billy got up first. By the time I came downstairs your colleagues were here and Helen was gone.’ She raised the handkerchief to her nose.


‘We’re just mopping up,’ Mirabelle said. ‘Sometimes it’s the small things. I wondered if you’d heard anything in the night?’


Vi shook her head. ‘I sleep like the dead at the moment.’ She placed her hand on her baby bump. Then she remembered. ‘Oh no,’ she said. ‘Sorry.’ Tears began to well. ‘It just makes you tired, that’s all. I didn’t hear anything.’


‘You were close to Mrs Quinn?’


‘Helen was a friend. We used to have a cuppa most days. There was no side to her. She and Phil had everything. You should see their place. But she wasn’t snooty. I was going to ask her to be godmother to the baby.’


‘When are you due?’ Vesta leaned in.


‘Next month.’ Vi sniffed. ‘And now I don’t know who to get to do it.’


‘Mrs Randall, do you know the police have arrested Mr Quinn?’


Vi sat up. She sniffed once more but the crying stopped. ‘No,’ she said. ‘What for?’


‘They suspect him of the murder.’


‘That’s ridiculous. Phil wouldn’t hurt Helen in a million years. He adored her.’ Vi got to her feet and, with her hands supporting the arch of her back, she began to pace up and down the thin carpet. ‘I don’t know why anyone would even think that.’


‘Well, for a start, he was in the house with his wife’s body for a long time – several hours – and didn’t seem to notice she was dead. He can’t account for that. The police suspect he drugged her, then stabbed her. After that it would appear he waited till morning before he alerted anyone.’


‘And they reckon he thought he’d get away with that? I mean, that was his plan?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Miss Bevan, I was a nurse in the war. I was in the Voluntary Aid Detachment. If you want to kill someone there are lots of ways to go about it that would give you a better alibi. I mean, if Phil drugged Helen it was premeditated, wasn’t it? If you premeditate a murder you generally plan to get away with it. In that respect the theory you’re suggesting was a terrible plan. And besides, Helen was stabbed in the stomach. That’s painful. It takes a long time to die. Phil would never have been able to watch her suffer.’


‘Does Mr Quinn have any enemies that you know of?’


‘Apart from the idiot policeman who came up with that cockeyed theory?’ Vi’s eyes flashed. ‘I can’t think of anyone. The Quinns were nice people. I’ll say that in court.’


‘How long have you known them?’


Vi shrugged. ‘I know them perfectly well,’ she said.


‘Not long then?’


‘We moved here last autumn. Billy’s aunt died and left him the house.’


‘And the Quinns?’


‘They got married last year. It’s almost their anniversary.’


Mirabelle thought of the wedding photograph in the Argus. Was that only a year ago? The Quinns really hadn’t had much of a chance. She got to her feet. ‘Who had you thought of for the godfather?’ she enquired.


‘Oh, Billy’s brother, I expect. In Portsmouth.’


‘Not Phil Quinn?’


‘You’re supposed to spread it around, aren’t you? In case . . . well, something like this happens.’


‘If you were friendly with Mrs Quinn, was your husband friendly with Phil too?’


‘They got on. I mean, Helen and I saw each other every day. The boys only got together now and then in the pub. On a Friday, you know. I can see what you want me to say, but there’s nothing in it. Phil Quinn is a good man. He’d lend anyone a hand.’


‘Had you noticed anything between Mr Quinn and his wife? I mean, anything unusual? Anything that was different recently?’


‘They were trying for a baby. But that’s just normal, isn’t it?’


Mirabelle noticed Vesta shift in her chair. Vesta had been married to Charlie for two years. They were a happy if, by most standards, unconventional couple. She ignored the girl’s awkward movement and continued. ‘And you never heard them arguing? Not about anything?’


‘Billy and I argue now and then, but, honestly, Helen and Phil weren’t like that. They were properly lovey-dovey. They had it easy, I suppose – they were newly-weds. Phil makes a lot of money too. That gives you less to squabble about, doesn’t it?’


Mirabelle couldn’t comment. She had never married. During the war she and Jack had shared digs but they had been separated for weeks at a time, and even though she and Superintendent McGregor had become close, they didn’t share a place of residence, let alone a bank account. Being married seemed completely out of reach, but that wasn’t something to think about now.


Mrs Randall continued to rub the small of her back. ‘Do you think they’ll let Phil go? He couldn’t have killed her. I won’t believe it.’


‘His business partners have secured the services of a solicitor,’ Mirabelle said. ‘The nub of it is if Mr Quinn didn’t kill his wife then who else would want to, let alone have the opportunity?’


‘I thought the law was innocent till proven guilty.’


‘That’s what Inspector Robinson will be looking into. Trying to prove him guilty, I mean.’


‘And what are you going to do?’


‘We’re going to see what we can turn up. Honestly, this doesn’t make sense to me either. For the reasons you pointed out for a start.’


‘And beyond that?’


‘It’s a vicious crime. It feels like there’s more to it. If Phil Quinn didn’t kill her, then I’d like to find something – just a trace – of the person who did.’


Vi sighed, but she seemed to relax a little. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘at least you’re on the case . . .’


Mirabelle’s eye was caught by a forsythia bush outside the window. She momentarily wondered why Vesta had been so quiet. The girl had hardly asked a single question. Now, she was sitting back in the chair with her eyes on the floor, or, more accurately, Mirabelle realised, with her eyes on Mrs Randall’s ankles, which were slightly swollen. Beside the fire there was a knitting basket with a storm of white 3-ply wool attached to a pair of wooden needles – like a flurry of snow piled against a wall. As she raised her eyes from the pregnant woman’s ankles, Vesta noticed the knitting and seemed momentarily stumped. Whatever the girl was pondering, it was not Helen Quinn’s murder.


‘Thank you, Mrs Randall. We mustn’t take up any more of your time,’ Mirabelle said, getting to her feet. ‘Come along, Vesta, let’s get going.’




Chapter 3


A cat in gloves catches no mice


The women proceeded down the road. Around the corner, the footballing boys had disappeared and the rubbish bins they had used as goalposts were abandoned, knocked over on the pavement. Vesta bent to pick them up and replace the lids. It was the deciding factor. Mirabelle folded her arms.


‘How long have you known, Vesta?’ she asked, as the girl pushed the bins back into place.


Vesta blushed. ‘What do you mean?’


Mirabelle eyed her and said nothing. Vesta’s forehead creased with both guilt and worry. ‘Does it show?’ she asked. The words came out garbled.


‘You refused pudding at lunchtime. You can’t bear the smell of exhaust fumes. You were transfixed by Mrs Randall. And her knitting. And you’re clearing up after children in the street. Of course it shows.’


‘I meant my stomach.’


Mirabelle shook her head. ‘I made an educated guess based on your behaviour. That’s far more reliable. Have you told Charlie?’


Vesta’s fingers twitched. ‘They say you should wait three months. You know, just to be sure. Before you tell anybody.’


‘I don’t expect they mean your husband to be included in that embargo.’ The girl didn’t respond. ‘Congratulations, silly. Aren’t you excited?’


‘Yes.’ Vesta’s reply was knee-jerk, her tone, more tellingly, was uncertain. ‘Of course I am.’


Mirabelle smiled. ‘We have to celebrate.’


‘I could murder a gin and bitter lemon,’ the girl admitted. ‘I don’t know why, but I could really murder one.’


They continued back to the main road in silence. Mirabelle tried to imagine what it must be like, knowing there was a baby growing inside you. Those days were long gone for her. No woman had her first baby at forty-three and, besides, Superintendent McGregor was always careful. Vesta clutched her bag with an unaccustomed tenacity as they headed down the main road. ‘I don’t know,’ she said out of the blue. ‘Maybe everyone can tell.’


‘Let’s chat about it when we sit down,’ Mirabelle said, her tone soothing.


As they passed the turn-off for Hove Cars, she came to a halt outside the off-licence next to the florist’s with the hyacinths outside. ‘Do you mind if we just check in here?’ she asked.


‘Of course.’ Vesta nodded as she pushed open the door.


A bell sounded as the women walked into the gloomy interior. It was so dark inside the shop it felt like being swallowed. Mirabelle shuddered as her eyes adjusted. Vesta rubbed her arm as if she was trying to keep warm. Inside, an elderly man stood in front of the long mahogany counter. He wore a suit made of material so thick that the creases at his elbows looked like folded cardboard.


‘Rabbit again,’ he said mournfully. ‘Why she can’t get duck, I’ll never know. I ask for duck but she doesn’t listen. A nice juicy breast.’


Halfway up a ladder that reached from the floor to the top of the fitted shelves, a far younger man in a brown apron perused the stacked bottles. He was impressively steady on his feet.
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