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Chapter 1


14 December 1953


Monday


It was like being in a forest of frozen women. Max walked across the stage and the girls didn’t move, not even a twitch of a hand or an intake of breath. It was an odd feeling, walking fully dressed between naked women, none of whom paid him the slightest bit of attention. Their eyes were fixed on the back of the stalls, teeth bared in smiles, arms – variously – uplifted or on hips, feet poised in that curious position that is meant to be flattering to the leg, one toe forward, calf swivelled. There was a cold wind blowing from the wings but, apart from acres of gooseflesh, the only effect was to ruffle the feathers on the skimpy flesh-coloured pants that were the girls’ only clothing.


‘Didn’t I tell you?’ said Vic Cutler. ‘Didn’t I tell you that I had them well trained?’


Max had once shared the bill with a lion tamer called Bill Tilsley who used to boast about his total control over the frankly sad and moth-eaten creature. Max had been quietly pleased when the animal had turned on Bill at the Embassy Theatre Skegness, almost ripping the trainer’s arm off. He supposed it probably too much to hope that one of the frozen girls would maul Vic Cutler.


He looked back at the girls. They all kept their positions, staring straight ahead. This was not only good training; it was imperative under the law. The Lord Chamberlain allowed naked women on stage, as long as they didn’t move. The idea was that the performers created ‘tableaux vivants’, living re-creations of famous paintings or classical statuary. The reality was that it was a rather sleazy way to allow people to stare at half-naked women. If Max had known that the bill at the Brighton Hippodrome featured a tableaux act, he might not have accepted the gig, but his agent Joe Passolini had conveniently forgotten to mention this fact. And now Vic Cutler was actually suggesting that Max should use some of ‘his’ girls in his act.


As Max was thinking of a way to word his refusal, he noticed a slight movement in the serried ranks. The girl on the far right of the front row lowered her false eyelashes in a wink. This was unnoticed by Vic who was still boasting about his troupe: ‘At the Windmill I had them all in togas with nothing underneath, tasteful, you know . . .’ Max smiled at the girl who smiled quickly back. She had one of the best figures – he couldn’t help noticing that – and was tall, with dark hair piled up on top of her head. She also had a proud way of standing that transcended her surroundings, the cold stage, the empty auditorium. You could almost believe that she was a classical statue come to life.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Max, ‘it wouldn’t work. The girls would distract from the trick.’


‘I thought you wanted distraction,’ said Vic, his little eyes shrewd. ‘Misdirection and all that.’


‘There’s such a thing as too much misdirection,’ said Max.


‘I heard you were doing the vanishing box,’ said Cutler. ‘You need a good girl for that. One of my girls could do it.’


‘I’m performing that trick with my daughter,’ said Max. ‘She’s a magician too, you know.’


‘The lovely Ruby,’ said Cutler. ‘I’ve heard that the two of you are going to have your own television show.’


‘That’s right,’ said Max, though his heart sank whenever he thought of Magician and Daughter. Joe kept telling him that the show would make Max a star, not seeming to realise that he had been a star now for more than two decades.


‘I’ll let you get on with your rehearsal,’ said Max, preparing to take his leave. He didn’t want to stand around watching the girls form silent tableaux of the vestal virgins or Cleopatra’s handmaidens.


‘Stay,’ said Vic Cutler expansively. ‘You’re welcome.’


‘No, I must be going. Good day, ladies.’ If he had been wearing his hat, he would have raised it. As he passed the girl in the front row she gave him a quick smile, but back in his dressing room, Max put his hand in his pocket and found a piece of paper. ‘Florence Jones’ it said, with a telephone number. Max was impressed. With sleight of hand like that, perhaps it was Florence who should be a magician. He smoothed out the paper and stayed looking at it for some time.


*


Detective Inspector Edgar Stephens was looking at a dead body. He had seen death before, of course, in the war as well as in his police work but there was something about this corpse that made it especially disturbing. It wasn’t just the stench that sent his sergeant, Bob Willis, retching to the window. It wasn’t just that the deceased was young, blonde and – even in the late stages of rigor mortis – beautiful. It was the way the body had been found. Lily Burtenshaw was kneeling on a towel beside her bed, a strip from a white sheet tied around her eyes and one hand stretched out towards a box in front of her. In order to keep the body in this unnatural position, the stretching hand had been tied onto a towel rail and the body roped to the back of a chair. Lily’s blindfolded head dropped forward and her golden hair fell across one shoulder. She was wearing a white nightdress and her skin was also deadly white, except for the dark bruising around her neck.


‘Oh my God!’ cried a voice in the doorway, which Edgar identified as belonging to the landlady, Edna Wright.


‘Don’t come any closer,’ said Edgar. ‘Bob!’ Bob turned, his face almost as white as the corpse’s.


‘Have you got the camera?’ said Edgar. ‘Take some photos.’


Taking pictures of a crime scene was a relatively new police practice. Edgar’s boss, Frank Hodges, deplored it. ‘All an officer needs are his own eyes and ears.’ But Edgar knew that sight and memory could be tricky things. He remembered a Corporal Evans who swore that he’d seen a ten-foot angel beckoning to him over a frozen lake in Norway. Evans had tried to follow the apparition and had to be wrestled to the ground by his fellow soldiers. The point was that, even after he had been transferred to a field hospital on the grounds of complete mental collapse, Evans was still sure that he’d seen the angel, ‘All in white with a flaming sword.’ ‘People see what they want to see,’ said his friend Max and he should know, given that, as a magician, illusion was his profession. Far better to have solid evidence in the form of a photograph which could be studied and analysed later.


‘I notice Superintendent Hodges assumes that the investigating officer is male,’ said Edgar’s other sergeant, Emma Holmes.


Bob took out the box brownie and started snapping away, as instructed by Edgar. Edna, supported by her husband Norris, stayed sobbing in the doorway.


‘Why don’t you go downstairs?’ said Edgar. ‘We’ll meet you there in a few minutes. You’ve had a terrible shock.’


‘Come on, Edna,’ said Norris. ‘I’ll make you a nice hot cup of tea.’


Edgar heard their footsteps descending the stairs and hoped that Norris would make a pot that stretched to all four of them. The room was freezing with an icy wind coming in through the half-open sash window.


‘Did you open the window?’ he asked Bob.


‘No, it was already open.’


That possibly explained why the body wasn’t more decayed. Where was the police surgeon? He was usually almost unnaturally eager to reach the scene of death. But, even as he thought this, Edgar heard the sound of a throaty sports car pulling up outside. There were voices on the stairs and then Solomon Carter burst into the room.


‘What have we here? Ooh, a nice one.’


Now Edgar did feel like being sick.


*


Edna and Norris were sitting in a little room next to the kitchen. ‘The lodgers don’t come in the snug,’ explained Norris, ‘so we won’t be disturbed.’ The house, off Western Road in Hove, accommodated six lodgers over four floors. Lily Burtenshaw had been in residence for almost a year. She worked in a florist’s near the station.


‘Such a nice quiet girl,’ said Edna. ‘Paid her rent on Saturdays regular as clockwork.’


‘Did she pay this Saturday?’ asked Edgar.


‘Yes,’ said Edna. ‘Left the envelope on the table in the hall as usual.’


Edgar thought. It was now Monday and he believed that Lily had been in the room for at least two days. The cold had prevented too much deterioration but the body had started to decay and it was the smell that had led Norris to use his master key to open the locked door. One look at what was inside had been enough to send Norris running to the downstairs telephone to call the police. Edgar and Bob had driven round immediately. Edgar wondered why he hadn’t taken Emma, who had also been on duty. He thought it was because he had wanted to spare her the sight which he suspected would await them. He hoped Emma never found this out.


But, if Lily had been killed before Saturday, there was the chance that someone had paid her rent to make it look as if she were still alive. He asked if Edna had kept the envelope.


‘No,’ she said. ‘I put the money in my strong box and just threw the envelope away.’


‘Did it look like Lily’s handwriting on the envelope?’


‘I couldn’t say, I’m sure.’


‘When did you see her last?’


‘I think it was Friday afternoon. We exchanged a few words in the hall. Lodgers cater for themselves, you see. There are gas rings in all of the rooms. People come and go as they please.’


‘And did you see or hear anyone going into Lily’s room on the Friday or the Saturday night?’


‘No.’ Edna looked outraged. ‘This is a respectable house. We don’t have strangers letting themselves into rooms.’


Except someone did let themselves into Lily’s room, thought Edgar. What’s more, they had locked the door after them. But Edna was looking tearful again and he thought that he should back-pedal a bit. The landlady had seemed to be recovering her equilibrium, helped no doubt by the tea (Norris had thoughtfully made enough for four) and by the fact that she was three storeys away from the ghastly scene in the top bedroom. The last thing Edgar wanted was to have her in hysterics.


‘Tell me more about Lily,’ he said. ‘Do you know anything about her background? Did she have any family? We’ll have to inform her next-of-kin.’


‘There’s her mother, Cecily. She lives in London. I’ve got an address somewhere. Oh, poor lady. What will she think when she hears?’ Edna’s face crumpled and she held her handkerchief to her eyes.


‘Was Lily friendly with any of the other lodgers?’ asked Edgar, after a respectful pause.


‘There were a few of them that used to go out together sometimes. Lily and Brenda and Peggy. Brenda and Peggy work in a bank by the Clock Tower. Then there were the two new girls.’


‘The new girls?’


‘Betty and Janette. They’re in the show at the Hippodrome this week. It’s hardly decent, to my mind. But they seem nice enough girls. They’re only here for a fortnight.’


‘But Lily was friendly with them?’


‘I heard them talking and laughing a few times. Betty and Janette share a room on the second floor. I had to ask them to be quiet once because they were playing their wireless so loudly. Old Mr Entwhistle has the room below them and he’s a light sleeper.’


Edgar was glad to see Bob writing down these names and sketching a rough floor plan. They’d have to interview all the residents as quickly as possible.


‘Did Lily have any . . .’ He tried to think of the best word. ‘Any gentlemen callers?’ He supposed that he was a gentleman caller at Ruby’s lodging house but no one there ever paid him any attention. He suspected that Edna would be a beadier presence.


Sure enough, Edna looked outraged. ‘I never allow anything like that here. Like I said, this is a respectable house. Peggy’s got a fiancé but he’s never been further than the front parlour.’


‘But do you know if Lily was seeing anyone?’


‘No. Like I say, she was a nice girl.’


There didn’t seem to be much more to say. Edgar needed to contact the mother of this nice, quiet girl and tell her that her daughter had been brutally murdered. He saw Solomon Carter hovering in the hall and took that as his cue to leave. On the way out, though, he was surprised to see a flyer for the Hippodrome on the hall table together with a couple of tickets.


‘Are you going to the show then?’ he asked.


Edna looked embarrassed. ‘I got free tickets because two of the girls are staying here. I don’t suppose I’ll go, what with everything that’s happened.’


Edgar sympathised but wondered whether Edna would go all the same. He too had complimentary tickets for tonight’s show but doubted that he’d get to the theatre. He hoped Ruby would understand.




Chapter 2


Max was still looking at the piece of paper when, after a peremptory knock, the dressing room door opened and his daughter Ruby came in. She was wearing green slacks and a white shirt knotted at the waist. Max still couldn’t get used to her wearing trousers but knew better than to say anything. He wondered what Edgar, her fiancé, thought. Probably didn’t give it a thought. Edgar was only ten years younger than Max but sometimes it seemed like a different generation.


‘I thought we were rehearsing at eleven,’ said Ruby, sitting on his dressing table.


‘The girls are still on stage.’


‘Honestly,’ said Ruby, ‘I don’t know why they need to rehearse at all. How hard can it be to stand still?’


You find it pretty difficult, thought Max. Ruby was moodily swinging her legs to and fro whilst fiddling with his tubes of greasepaint. He wanted to tell her to stop but as he hadn’t been a father for very long, he was not used to saying this kind of thing. Ruby was the child of Emerald, an ex-snake charmer turned respectable Hove citizen, with whom Max had once had an affair. Max had only found out about Ruby’s existence three years ago, and in that time, Ruby had been his assistant, his daughter and now his co-star. It all took a bit of getting used to.


‘We need to get the vanishing box right,’ said Ruby. ‘I thought it was a bit sticky last time.’


Max bit back his irritation. He had been performing the vanishing box for years. It had been a regular in his act when he had Ethel, his best ever assistant. But, though Ethel had twirled like a good ’un to mask Max getting the cabinet in place, when it came to the trick itself she disappeared through the doors like a ghost. Ruby insisted on bantering with him, ad-libbing and twinkling up at the boxes, which put his timing out. The trouble was that Magician and Daughter was meant to be a double act but Max was best working on his own.


‘Maybe if you don’t talk when the cabinet door is open,’ he said. ‘Then the audience won’t get a chance to see the false back.’


Ruby pouted. ‘Joe says I should talk more. He says audiences like the interaction between the two of us.’


Max sighed. Joe Passolini was his agent as well as Ruby’s and there was no doubt that Max owed his new television career entirely to Joe. On the other hand, he wished Ruby wouldn’t quote Joe as if he was an expert on variety. Joe was in his twenties, he hadn’t been born in the golden age of music hall, when Max Miller and Vesta Tilley were household names and when Jasper Maskelyne performed magic so incredible that it seemed almost satanic. Joe knew about television and about getting fat fees for his artistes (Max had to admit that he was a lot richer since he had met Joe) but he knew nothing about the stage, about the thrill of persuading some two thousand people in an auditorium that you were actually making a girl vanish in front of their eyes.


‘Well, just don’t talk when you’re getting into the cabinet,’ said Max. ‘We can interact all you like the rest of the time.’


‘Can we go through my trick again?’ said Ruby. ‘The bit where I make your hat disappear. I keep getting it wrong.’


Max recognised this as an olive branch.


‘Is Edgar coming to the show tonight?’ he asked.


‘He said he would,’ said Ruby. She looked at him under her lashes. ‘What about Mrs M?’


Max had been – what was the right phrase? Stepping out? Keeping company? Having an affair? – with Joyce Markham for nearly two years but Ruby still referred to her as Mrs M, which is how she was known as a theatrical landlady. Max wondered if this was Ruby’s way of distancing herself from the relationship although she always seemed to get on well with Joyce whenever they met.


‘She’s got tickets,’ he said. ‘All the landladies have free tickets for Monday.’ That was what made the Monday night audience so tough.


He might have said more but Toby, the ASM, banged on the door to say that the stage was free, so he and Ruby headed down the stairs to perform some magic.


*


Edgar drove back to the police station in Bartholomew Square, stopping only to let Bob collect two portions of chips from a stall by the West Pier. They both felt slightly ashamed of feeling hungry after attending a murder scene, but that was often how it was. Life must go on. It was sunny but cold outside, the wind making the awning on the pier billow like a ship’s sail. People were hurrying along the promenade in fur coats and heavy jackets. Christmas lights were strung between the lamp-posts and there were posters for pantomimes (‘Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, featuring the Flying Fantinis’) and the show at the Hippodrome. He remembered Max appearing in Aladdin two years ago. Edgar had been hunting a killer then, too, the streets swirling with snow, the icy chill that struck to the heart. He hoped Ruby wouldn’t mind too much about him missing the show tonight.


Edgar parked on the pavement while they ate their chips. He felt self-conscious sitting in a Wolseley which had a police badge prominently displayed on the grille. Several passers-by gave them ‘Is this what I pay my taxes for?’ looks.


‘What do you think then?’ said Edgar, searching for the last crumbs in the folds of newspaper. ‘Was it an inside job?’


‘Could have been someone in the house,’ said Bob. ‘No signs of a break-in, the door was locked from the outside, landlady didn’t hear anyone coming in. Unless it was her, of course. Or her husband.’


In theory Edgar approved of Bob’s propensity to think ill of everyone but sometimes his cheerful misanthropy was a little wearing. But he was right. Edna and Norris were definitely suspects.


‘We need to interview everyone in the house, either today or tomorrow,’ he said. ‘You and Emma can start this afternoon. What do you think about the way the body was found, with the blindfold and everything?’


‘Weird,’ said Bob, scrunching up his newspaper. ‘Killer must be some kind of pervert.’


‘It reminded me of something,’ said Edgar.


*


When they got back to the police station, Emma Holmes had a lot to say on the subject. ‘If the victim was blindfolded it could imply that the murderer knew her. That he couldn’t stand to look in her eyes or for her to see him.’


‘Or maybe he was just a pervert,’ said Bob doggedly.


‘Maybe it wasn’t a he,’ said Edgar. ‘A strong woman could strangle a slight young girl like Lily.’ He had succeeded in tracking down Lily’s mother. A local policeman would be on his way to her house now. He wished he could stop thinking about that.


‘If Lily was tied to a chair then her pose must have been significant,’ said Emma. ‘I wish I could see the photographs. I couldn’t really work it out from your drawing.’


There was a darkroom at the station (actually, as the CID offices were underground, almost all the rooms were dark) but the only officer who knew how to develop photographs was out on another case. Edgar’s sketch had looked like a horse with six legs. He looked apologetically at Bob.


‘Do you think you could just show Emma . . .?’


Bob sighed but got up, turned his chair round and knelt in front of it. He extended one arm. ‘This arm was tied onto a towel rail thing.’


‘The pose was significant,’ said Edgar. ‘A lot of work obviously went into getting the position right and the window was opened so the body wouldn’t decay too much.’


Emma walked around the kneeling Bob.


‘What was she pointing at again?’


‘An empty crate,’ said Edgar, ‘with “King Edward Potatoes” written on the side. Must have been from a greengrocer’s, there was still some straw in it.’


‘Can I get up now?’ said Bob, sounding long-suffering.


‘Yes, thanks Bob.’


Emma was still pacing.


‘Have you got a photograph of Lily? When she was alive, I mean.’


‘No. I’ve asked the London police to ask her mother.’ Edgar wondered if the duty officer would have the nerve to make this request. It felt like an intrusion but it was vital that they had a good likeness to show visitors. Also, having a photograph staring down from the incident room wall did tend to focus the minds of the investigating team.


‘She looked pretty,’ said Bob. ‘Long blonde hair.’


It had been hard to tell, thought Edgar, given that Lily’s face was half covered by the sheet, but he was willing to bet that she was very pretty indeed and that this had something to do with her death.


‘Lily worked at the Rose Garden on Queen’s Road,’ he said. ‘You two go up there now and break the news. See if Lily had any admirers or if anyone was hanging round the shop recently. Lily would have been pretty conspicuous working there. Then we can go back to the digs and start interviewing the lodgers as they come home from work. I’d better wait here for Lily’s mother. The Clapham police are going to drive her down.’


‘Do you want me to wait with you?’ said Emma.


‘No, it’s all right,’ said Edgar. ‘You two go and start interviewing people. That way we might stop someone else being killed.’


Emma went red and Edgar wondered if he’d spoken too harshly. But it wasn’t like Emma to be oversensitive. She and Bob gathered up their things and left, leaving Edgar to break the news to Superintendent Hodges that there was another murderer on the loose in Brighton.


*


The cabinet had been made by a specialist carpenter in Hove. The vanishing box, also known as the rattle box, was usually a table trick. The magician would put a ring or another valuable object in a small box, rattle it so the audience can hear it inside, then open it to show an empty box. In their act, Max and Ruby were using a human-sized version. They competed to make larger and larger objects disappear until, at last, Ruby stepped inside the cabinet. Then, as Max stepped inside to show that the box was empty, Ruby appeared around the side, shut the doors and opened them again to show that the great magician had vanished. Cue applause, Ruby dimpling prettily and the doors opening again to show Max inside.


It was a simple illusion really. The cabinet had a false back that swivelled round, the person inside had to cling to the back until the doors were closed and then swivel themselves back inside. The trouble was that it was a manoeuvre best suited to a slight, athletic girl like Ruby and not to a man of over six foot. Max found it hard to stay attached to the back, clinging by his fingernails to the frame, until Ruby closed the doors again. The trouble was that she always strung out this bit of the show, enjoying her moment alone on stage, and a couple of times Max had fallen off, causing gales of laughter from Ruby and the backstage staff. He tried to laugh too but actually he hated being the butt of the joke, the stooge, leaving Ruby to win the last round. He was the magician. It was his job to fling open the cabinet doors with a perfectly timed double-take, grinning up at the royal box as he demonstrated his total control over time and space. ‘That great magician stuff is old hat now,’ Joe told him. ‘You’ve got to turn the trick on its head, bring the audience into the joke, the way Tommy Cooper does. This act shows that you can perform great magic but that you don’t take yourself too seriously. That’s what the public wants to see.’ The trouble was that Max suspected that he did take himself, or at least his magic, rather seriously. The reference to Tommy Cooper, an ex-NAAFI magician who was becoming famous by getting the tricks wrong, irritated him too.


But the rehearsal went well. The objects disappeared easily (the box had a false bottom too) and Max and Ruby walked in and out of the cabinet with perfect timing, laughing and exchanging backchat all the while. About halfway through Max noticed laughter coming from the stalls and wondered if the theatre manager, Dick Billings, had come front of house to watch the rehearsal. But, when the lights went up, he heard clapping and saw the familiar sallow features of Joe Passolini, the shoulders of one of his ridiculous suits up around his ears as he sat in the front row.


‘Great stuff.’ The agent got up, still clapping.


‘Joe!’ Ruby ran to the edge of the stage. ‘Was it all right?’


‘Perfect, beautiful. You’ll kill them tonight.’


Max was irritated that Ruby had asked Joe for his opinion. He spent his time double-checking the cabinet before climbing down from the stage and joining the others.


‘I didn’t know you were coming to Brighton, Joe.’


‘Always try to catch the first nights,’ said Joe briskly. He was carrying a Homburg hat and looked, as usual, like an American gangster on holiday. ‘That’s when the press will be here.’


‘The Evening Argus perhaps,’ said Max.


‘Don’t knock the local press,’ said Joe. ‘They want to do a feature on you and Ruby. “How I found my vanishing daughter.”’


Max groaned silently.


Joe offered to take them to lunch and Max agreed because Ruby obviously wanted to go. In the foyer, Joe stopped to ask about box office receipts and Max tried to avoid a huge poster of Vic Cutler’s ‘girls’, all legs, teeth and feather boas. If they were sold out, it was probably because people had come to gaze at half-naked women, not to watch finely judged magic tricks.


‘A note was delivered for you, Miss French,’ said the front-of-house manager, blushing slightly.


Ruby opened it and her face darkened. ‘Edgar can’t come tonight. He says something has come up at work.’


‘Shame,’ said Joe, slipping his arm through hers. ‘A copper’s work is never done.’


Max, following them, wondered what had happened to stop Edgar keeping his promise. Murder, at the very least, he thought. He’d been involved in a few murder investigations himself. He’d met Edgar in the war when they’d both been seconded to a secret service group called the Magic Men. The aim of the mission was to use magic tricks – sleight of hand, camouflage, misdirection – against the enemy. Max had already been using these tactics successfully in North Africa. Edgar was regular army, a captain with a good war record, brought in to provide respectability and military discipline. Despite this, Max and Edgar had formed a close friendship which had faltered after the war and strengthened again when Edgar, now a detective, had asked for Max’s help in catching a murderer who became known as the Conjuror Killer. Max was surprised to find himself wishing that he knew more about the case that was stopping Edgar meeting Ruby tonight. It would be something big, he knew that much.


‘Are you still with us, Maxie boy?’ Despite many attempts, Max had not been able to break his agent’s habit of calling him by this name.


‘Sorry,’ said Max. ‘Where do you want to go?’


‘What about Il Teatro?’ said Joe, indicating the Italian restaurant next to the theatre. ‘They do good meatballs.’


‘Oh no,’ said Ruby. ‘They always make so much fuss of me in there.’


‘We could go somewhere where the waiters would ignore you,’ offered Max.


‘No, it’s all right,’ said Ruby, her hand on the door. ‘We’re here now.’




Chapter 3


The Rose Garden was full of holly wreaths and pine branches sprayed gold and silver. The owner, a plump woman in her fifties, was alone in the shop. She greeted them cheerfully but her smile sagged when she saw their warrant cards.


‘Is there somewhere we can talk?’ said Emma.


The owner, Mrs Catherine Edwards (‘Call me Cath, everyone does’), led them into a back room. It was crowded with buckets full of Christmas roses, half-finished wreaths, ribbons, coloured paper and shiny baubles. It felt too cheerful a place for the news that they were about to impart.


Cath couldn’t believe it at first.


‘Lily was such a lovely girl. Her parents had a flower stall in Covent Garden. That’s why she was called Lily. Oh, her mother will be heartbroken.’ She reached for a handkerchief.


‘Would you like a glass of water?’ said Emma. There was a sink in the room but it was full of roses. They smelt opulent and slightly sickly.


‘Yes please.’


Bob filled a mug and silently handed it over. Emma waited until Cath had taken a sip.


‘Would you mind if we asked you some questions? I know you’ve had a shock but we need to find the person who did this terrible thing. That means we have to move as quickly as possible.’


‘What do you want to know?’ asked Cath. The colour was slowly coming back to her face.


‘How long had Lily worked for you?’


‘Almost a year, I think. Yes, she started in January.’


Lily was nineteen, Emma knew. She wondered what had prompted the girl to leave London and move to Brighton, living on her own in a rented room.


‘Do you know where she worked before?’


‘On her parents’ stall. Then her father died and I suppose they had to close it down. She knew a lot about flowers though. You could tell she’d been brought up in the business.’


‘Why did she come to Brighton?’ said Emma. ‘Did she have friends or family here?’


‘I don’t think so,’ said Cath. ‘I think she just liked the place. The sea,’ she added vaguely.


‘When did you last see Lily?’ asked Bob.


‘On Friday. She came to work as usual. She was very reliable. That’s why I was a bit worried when she didn’t come in today. It was almost as if I knew.’ She took a meditative sip of water, marvelling at her psychic powers.


Emma made a note. That meant that the earliest Lily could have been killed was on Friday night.


‘How did she seem on Friday?’ This was Bob, doing his best to sound sensitive.


‘The same as always,’ said Cath. ‘She was a quiet girl but we used to have some lovely talks. I’ll miss her.’ She dabbed her eyes.


‘What did you talk about on Friday?’ asked Emma. ‘Can you remember?’


‘The usual sorts of things,’ said Cath. ‘Christmas coming up. She was going to London to see her mother. We talked about making her a Christmas wreath. I’m famous for my wreaths.’


‘Did Lily have any brothers or sisters?’ said Emma.


‘I think there was a married brother,’ said Cath, ‘but it was really just her and her mum. Oh, poor lady.’


It occurred to Emma that Lily’s mother would have her wreath now. Her eyes pricked but it was probably just the overpowering smell of pine leaves and roses.


‘Did Lily have a boyfriend?’ she said, trying to make her voice sound cosy and all girls together.


‘Not that I knew of,’ said Cath. ‘She was a very pretty girl but reserved, you know. In her looks too. You wouldn’t necessarily look at her twice. She dressed modestly. She wasn’t covered in make-up like some of the girls.’


Emma wondered who these girls were. She never wore make-up at work, no matter how many times her mother tried to foist lipstick on her, and she hoped that her scrubbed face was winning her brownie points with Cath.


‘What about girlfriends?’ she asked. ‘Did anyone call for her at the shop?’


‘She had a couple of friends who worked at the bank,’ said Cath. ‘Nice girls. They used to have lunch together sometimes.’


‘What about the other girls in her digs?’ asked Bob. ‘The ones in the show at the Hippodrome?’


‘Oh, them.’ Cath’s mouth pursed. ‘They came in one day last week, covered in face paint. One of them was smoking openly in the street. And that show. Well, it’s not decent, to my mind. The girls are practically naked. There ought to be a law against it.’


‘Was Lily friendly with them?’ asked Bob. Emma noticed his ears redden at the mention of the nearly naked girls.


‘She was too nice,’ said Cath. ‘She thought the best of everyone. I told her, “You’ll get taken advantage of.”’


Well someone had taken advantage of Lily, thought Emma, as they made their way out through the golden branches. She didn’t think that this was the fate that her employer had had in mind though.


*


By the time Emma and Bob reached the digs on Lansdowne Road, Edna had obviously broken the news to some of the lodgers. An elderly man sat on the sofa in the front parlour with his head in his hands. Two girls, whom Emma identified immediately as the over-painted hussies from the Hippodrome, sat either side comforting him.


‘I only saw her the other day,’ the man was saying. ‘She said, “Good morning, Mr E” as nice as anything.’


‘We saw her on Thursday night, didn’t we, Bet?’ said one of the girls. ‘She was going to come to the show this week.’


Emma and Bob took the sofa opposite.


‘We’re trying to build up a picture of what happened,’ Emma told the lodgers. ‘I know it’s difficult and that you’ve had an awful shock but Sergeant Willis and I really need to talk to you all individually.’


‘Where’s that other policeman?’ said the landlady, Edna, who was standing in the doorway looking rather belligerent. ‘The detective inspector?’


‘Detective Inspector Stephens will be along soon,’ said Bob, exchanging a glance with Emma. ‘He’s asked us to conduct these interviews.’


This word seemed to inflame Edna still further. ‘Interviews?’ she said. ‘No one’s interviewing me, thank you very much.’


‘It’s not an interview,’ said Emma, trying for a soothing tone. ‘It’s just a chat. After all, we need to find out who did this.’


‘Yes,’ said the girl addressed as Bet. ‘To think that someone came into this house and murdered her in her bed. I’ll never sleep again.’


Emma noted that Bet didn’t seem to know any details of how Lily was found. ‘In her bed’ sounded almost gentle when compared to the reality. She also didn’t mention the rather more terrifying scenario. That the killer had come from within the house.


‘You’re quite safe here, Betty,’ said Edna, bristling. ‘Norris will sleep downstairs.’


Quite how Norris, who was half Edna’s size, would deter a ruthless killer was not explained. Emma said, ‘We can send police protection too. A constable can keep watch outside the house. Try not to worry too much, Miss . . .’


‘Smith. Betty Smith.’


The other lodgers identified themselves as Janette Duvall (which Emma suspected was a stage name) and Peter Entwhistle. After a brief discussion, Betty volunteered to take Emma to her bedroom for their chat, while Peter and Bob repaired to the room on the floor below. Edna and Janette remained in the parlour, sitting at opposite ends of the sofa.


*


The room Betty shared with Janette was large and depressing. It contained twin beds covered with grey blankets, several items of utility furniture and a fine crop of mould blossoming in the corner of the high ceiling. The girls’ attempts to cheer the place up – a bunch of artificial flowers on the dressing table, a framed photograph of Errol Flynn – only served to make it seem sadder.


‘Here you go,’ said Betty, pointing Emma to the only chair. ‘Home sweet home.’


Emma sometimes fantasised about leaving her parents’ house and getting a bed-sitter. Now, breathing in the scent of damp and cheap perfume, she thought of her bed with its patchwork quilt, her bookcase, her white-painted furniture. Her mother might drive her mad trying to make her wear skirts and go to tennis parties, but what would it be like to come back to a room like this every night?


‘I suppose you have to move around a lot in your profession,’ she said to Betty, who was sitting on one of the beds filing her nails.


‘This is fortnightly rep,’ said Betty. ‘It’s not so bad. One week rehearsing, one week performing. A place can get to seem like home in two weeks. We’ve got a wireless and that makes a difference, though the old cat downstairs makes a fuss about the noise.’


‘What do you do in the show?’ asked Emma.


‘It’s a tableaux show,’ said Betty, offering Emma a cigarette and then lighting one herself. ‘We go into these poses – you know, Cleopatra, Boadicea, Elizabeth and Raleigh, Hiawatha and Minnehaha – and we have to stand completely still. That’s because of the censor, you see. It’s harder than you think, staying completely still.’


‘I’m sure it is,’ said Emma. ‘How did you get into doing that?’


‘I started as a dancer,’ said Betty, ‘chorus line and that. I joined Vic Cutler’s Victories when I was sixteen. That was during the war, patriotic stuff, “There’ll always be an England” and all that. But there aren’t the bookings any more. People don’t want dancers. Apparently what they do want is to stare at naked girls standing still.’


‘Naked?’ said Emma, remembering Cath’s thin-lipped disapproval.


‘As good as,’ said Betty cheerfully. ‘Just a few feathers and that. It’s not bad work really. The other girls are mostly good fun and it’s money in the bank.’


‘How long have you been doing it?’


‘A couple of years. I don’t want to do it for ever. I’m twenty-five now and I don’t want to be taking my clothes off when I’m thirty.’


That made Betty Emma’s age. She looked older, or maybe it was just the sophisticated way she was smoking the cigarette.


‘How well did you know Lily?’ asked Emma.


‘Not that well,’ said Betty. ‘Like I say, we’ve only been here for a week. But we got talking on the landing, you know how it is in digs. Janette and me, we tried to cheer her up a bit, get her to see a bit of the world. We’d got her tickets for the show. I suppose we wanted her to make a bit more of herself. She was a beauty, Lily, really, but she didn’t have the first idea what to do with her face. I offered to lend her some powder and rouge but she said her employer wouldn’t like it. That old biddy at the flower shop. We called in to see Lil once and the look that woman gave me!’ Betty blew an eloquent smoke ring.


‘Did Lily ever mention a boyfriend or even someone hanging around bothering her?’


She fully expected a variation on the theme that Lily was a quiet girl who kept herself to herself. Instead, Betty gave a short laugh.


‘Well, there was the person who left flowers outside her door.’


‘What?’


‘Yes, little bunches of flowers. Carnations and roses. We used to tease her about them.’


‘Did she have any idea who sent them?’


‘No, but it must have been someone who knew how to get into the house.’


It must indeed, thought Emma. ‘What about the other lodgers?’ she said, looking at her notes. ‘Brenda and Peggy. Were they friendly with Lily?’


‘Yes,’ said Betty. ‘They were quiet types too but Lily sometimes went to the Lyons’ or to the flicks with them. Oh God,’ she looked at Emma, her eyes suddenly round with horror, ‘they don’t know yet, do they?’


Emma looked at her watch. It was three o’clock. Brenda and Peggy wouldn’t be home from the bank yet. She imagined that she and Bob would be at the house for a good few hours yet. They would probably have to break the news to the two bank clerks. When would the DI arrive? He was probably still with Lily’s mother. Emma knew that he would consider it his duty to take Mrs Burtenshaw to see her daughter’s body.


‘When did you last see Lily?’ she asked.


‘Thursday night,’ said Betty. ‘Me and Janette had been to the flicks and, when we came back, we saw that Lily’s light was on. We asked her down for some cocoa and a chat.’


‘What did you talk about?’


‘The show. Vic Cutler’s latest temper tantrum. Variety. Max Mephisto.’


‘Max Mephisto?’ said Emma, more sharply than she’d intended.


‘Yes, you know, the magician. He’s top of the bill at the Hippodrome.’ Betty looked at her curiously. ‘You have heard of Max Mephisto, haven’t you?’


‘Yes,’ said Emma. ‘I’ve met him a couple of times.’


‘Really?’ Emma thought that Betty looked at her with new respect. ‘Well, he’s a gent, Max. Not like some. Janette thinks he’s stuck up but he offered me a cigarette the other day, as nice as anything.’


‘Was Lily interested in the show?’


‘Yes. She came in to watch a rehearsal last week. She used to go to variety shows with her mother in London. I think she said that her mother had been on the boards herself once.’


‘And when did you say goodnight to Lily?’


‘Not that late. About ten. She said she had to be up early to sort out the flowers from the market. I didn’t think there were any flowers in winter but she said that they were making Christmas decorations.’


Emma thought of the shop with its glowing branches and decorated wreaths. She imagined Lily working away in the back room, twisting flower stalks onto a frame. Who would want to kill her, this shy hard-working girl?


‘Thank you,’ she said to Betty. ‘Do you think you could send Janette up now?’


*


Peter Entwhistle gave his age as seventy which surprised Bob, who had thought it was nearer ninety. To him, the man seemed the epitome of old age: shaking, liver-spotted hands, quavering voice, ill-fitting false teeth. I hope I never get that old, thought Bob, without pondering too much on the alternative. He was twenty-five, he was never going to die.


Mr Entwhistle told Bob that he was a retired bookkeeper. He had no family and, unlike the other lodgers, he was a ‘half-boarder’ at Lansdowne Road. ‘That means I get my breakfast and evening meal,’ he explained. ‘Edna’s what my mother would call a good plain cook so I don’t starve. I usually go to the Lyons’ for my lunch.’


‘How well did you know Miss Burtenshaw? Lily.’


‘Not very well but we always chatted when we met in the hall and suchlike. She was a lovely girl.’ Peter’s voice shook more than ever.


‘Do you want a glass of water?’ said Bob. He didn’t want the old boy keeling over on him.


‘No. I’ll be all right. Worse things happen at sea, eh?’


There was no answer to that so Bob prompted gently, ‘When did you last see Lily?’


‘I think it was Thursday or Friday morning. We met in the hall. I was looking to see if I had any post – there’s a niece who sends me postcards sometimes – and she was reading a letter. I said, “Good morning, my dear” and she said, “Good morning, Mr E.”’


‘Can you remember if this was Thursday or Friday?’


‘I think it was Friday because I remember the smell of kippers. Edna always does kippers on a Friday.’


‘Can you tell me anything about Lily?’ said Bob. ‘Did she have any friends? A boyfriend?’


‘No.’ Peter looked quite shocked. ‘She was a nice quiet girl. An old-fashioned type. Reminded me of girls when I was growing up.’


Did they have girls when Peter was growing up? wondered Bob.


‘Was she friends with the other girls in the house?’ he asked.


‘Yes, I think she was friendly with the two girls who work in the bank, Peggy and Brenda. She knew the others too. They’re a bit fast.’ He breathed the last word.


‘In what way?’


‘Oh, playing the wireless, running round the house in their petticoats, that sort of thing,’ said Peter. ‘And they’re in that show at the Hippodrome. Have you seen the posters?’


‘Yes,’ said Bob.


‘Disgusting,’ said Peter. Then, on a ruminative note, ‘I’d love to see it.’


*


Janette was not as pretty as Betty but there was a certain elegance to her that reminded Emma of girls in French films. She sat on the edge of her bed and smoked a cigarette, her legs wrapped round each other, one arm across her lap. Defensive, thought Emma, making a note of the pose. Janette had only been in the tableaux show for six months but had immediately ‘teamed up’ with Betty. ‘Most of the girls share in twos. It’s cheaper and more fun. Safer too if you get a landlord with wandering hands.’


‘Does that happen often?’ said Emma.


Janette shrugged. ‘It happens a bit. The landlord here’s all right though. He’s too terrified of his wife to try anything.’


‘What did you do before the tableaux?’
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