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To the working-class bohemians.










But down these mean streets a man must go who is not himself mean, who is neither tarnished nor afraid . . . He is the hero; he is everything. He must be a complete man and a common man and yet an unusual man. He must be, to use a rather weathered phrase, a man of honor – by instinct, by inevitability, without thought of it, and certainly without saying it.


Raymond Chandler, The Simple Art of Murder










Part One










Chapter 1


Birmingham. Sunday, 4 June 1933


 


William’s footsteps sounded heavy on the bare linoleum. The lighting in the corridor was poor; a single bulb, covered by a pink glass shade, dangled unlit from the ceiling rose. There was a faint smell of disinfectant, and a large vase of silk carnations stood dusty on a console table under a mirror advertising Pale Ale. The tinny buzz of a wireless, played behind closed doors, hummed in the background and pricked at William’s nerves. Sweat trickled down his collar in rivulets, pooling at the base of his spine, and his camera – prized, weighty, metallic – bagged out his jacket pocket and was awkward against his hip.


Room ten was at the end of the hallway and close to the window. William looked outside. Hurst Street was Sabbath quiet. This part of the city was red with Warwickshire clay, the bricks of the buildings warm with it: drapers, bicycle shops, insurance offices: all with Victorian frontages a touch soiled with soot. An empty tram swayed past, creating clouds of hot dust in its wake, and across the road, modern signage flickered Ansell’s in electric blue on the hard tan tile of the Cross Keys pub. William glanced at his watch and waited in silence for the minute of the o’clock. This was well-planned, all solid and tactical, but the job gave him the wind up, always. And so his stomach lurched and fell heavy into his bowels as he unlocked the door. The fob swung like a pendulum, and he watched it spin until it steadied, and then he entered the room.


Lace curtains trembled against the open casement window like a bird’s wing. The couple were perfectly framed. The woman had not been given roses, but gladioli. Their long stems, pink-tipped in bud, were strewn across the counterpane. She was wide-eyed, her pretty, open mouth formed a near perfect ‘O’. Lipstick smeared red across her left cheek, and, in the late afternoon light, a halo of dust motes danced above her soft pale curls. William heard nothing but the perfect click-whirr of his camera. He wound the film on. On the floor, kneeling in silk knickers, her stockings half-mast on rounded, dimpled thighs, the blonde looked towards William and let out a low, guttural moan. Click, soft purr of a whirr. The man stood comic. The dark stuff of his trousers pooled about his ankles. Behind him, on the nightstand, a bottle of good whisky remained half-empty next to an unopened packet of prophylactics. Thigh muscles twitching and flexing, cock softening with shock, the man reached down to stroke his lover’s hair, but turned his face away from William’s camera. Click, whirr.


William dropped the room key and closed the door behind him. The woman, Winnie – yes, Winifred – had not screamed, but William heard her heavy sobs of panic as he descended the back stairs of the hotel. William never ran – experience taught him better – but instead walked at speed through passageways, drab brown and dark cool, towards the tradesman’s exit.


Outside, the day was too warm for William to gulp in air. He tried, but the tightness in his chest became worse with each breath. He slowed his pace, loosened his tie, and immediately felt his collar lose its sweaty grip on his neck. And he took the long way home, attempting to trudge away those shameful nerves. On Cherry Street, he passed a brewer’s dray whose driver tipped his cap towards the Wesleyan Chapel. The road then bent and widened and changed its name, and although William could still hear the rattle of the cart and the heavy pounding of hooves on cobblestones, he was now in a place of quiet order; of three-storey buildings; of Morris Oxfords; of sharp railings shining thick with black paint; nameplates and door furniture polished proud Black Country brass.


Then he turned again and was home. William smiled. Buried between the lawyers of Temple Row and the merchants of New Street, and always in shadow, for the street was so narrow and the buildings so tall, Needless Alley caught little passing trade. However, William did not need it. Those who required his services sought him out, and the only indication of William’s business was his own piece of shining Birmingham brass, a small plaque above the narrow door to his office which read: Mr William Garrett, Private Enquiry Agent.










Chapter 2


William unlocked the main door to the building. The army doctors had once called his nerves ‘neurasthenia’. They told him what could not be cured must be endured, and that his illness was a war wound which would flare in bad weather. And so, as he climbed the flight of stairs past his office, the inevitable, anxiety-driven nausea rose and surged until he was at the top of the house and at his digs. Once in the bathroom, William lingered over the lavatory and breathed deeply, waiting for his queasiness to peter out. It didn’t. He flushed the chain, then turned and filled the wash basin with cold water, splashed his face and stared at his reflection in the mirror. He inspected the incipient jowls, calculated the extent of grey in his five o’clock shadow and fingered the dark hollows under his eyes.


The small bathroom served as a makeshift darkroom. William glanced at the shelf of neatly stacked enamel basins and chemicals, his kit for developing photographs, closed his eyes and recalled Winnie Woodcock’s primal, rasping sobs. His camera still hung weighty in his jacket pocket, burdened now with exposures of Winnie, all intimate and softly vulnerable. He opened his eyes once more. He would not develop the pictures today. Shifty Shirley, Mr Woodcock’s solicitor, would have to sing for them.


William needed food to settle his stomach. He glanced at his watch. It was tea-time. A decent brew and a slice of toast would do the trick, and so he walked the few steps to the kitchen and filled the kettle. He left it on the gas ring to boil, watched the bread brown under the grill, sniffed at the heat-yellow butter, and calmed himself with domestic tasks and the thought of food. Suddenly, to his right, there came a theatrical cough. William turned to see Ronnie Edgerton enter the room like a film star.


‘Do I smell vomit?’ he asked. Handsome in a navy suit, fresh, for he was impervious to the heat, Ronnie had all of William’s height but none of his bulk. ‘It’s sort of permeating the flat like some medieval miasma.’ He leant against the door jamb and wrinkled his nose. ‘Why didn’t you tell me your nerves were playing you up?’


William shrugged, and then opened his kitchen window. ‘It just happens every now and then. Flares up like a rheumatic leg, or something. Do you want a cup of tea?’


Ronnie shrugged. ‘Did you know there’s a monster in Scotland, in a lake?’


‘It’s called a loch,’ said William.


‘It’s rather lovely though. A monster in the loch, in the gloaming. Did you see it in the newspapers? I read about it in the News of the World this morning. Absolutely fascinating, and an opportunity, I feel.’


‘It’s a fake, Ronnie.’


‘My dear, I know that.’ Ronnie lit a cigarette and blew practised smoke rings into William’s cramped kitchenette. ‘We could go up together. You with your expensive camera, me with my charming manners. Think of the cool Scottish breezes. We could monster-spot. Or monster-fabricate –’ he grinned – ‘and get some real doozies. Sell ’em to all the press. Make our fortune.’ There was a pause. ‘Neither of us would ever have to make beastly compromises again. Don’t you just hate being poor, Billy?’


‘I’m not poor. Not anymore. Not really.’ William had savings in the Lloyds Bank on Colmore Row, like a respectable businessman. A cushion, the manager had called it. If William fell, the money would soften his landing. But William didn’t want a cushion; he wanted a mattress. ‘Yes, Ronnie. I hate being poor.’


‘I’ve been thinking.’ Ronnie moved thick swathes of dark hair from his forehead. ‘A man like you should be an American; a self-made man. They’d love us over there. What do you think? It’s a good idea, isn’t it?’


William was deadpan. ‘I like Birmingham, Ronnie. I like the rain, the pubs, the pasty women, the canals.’


‘Don’t lie to me about the canals. You despise the canals.’


‘Yes, I hate the canals. Do you want tea or not?’


‘Sam Spade doesn’t drink tea.’ Ronnie grinned once more – beautiful, film-star chops. ‘And he manages to do our line of work without being so very vulgar and ordinary.’


‘He’s make-believe. I bruise easily and like my tea sweet.’ William added an extra spoonful to his cup and stirred. ‘Real detectives aren’t tough guys, you know that. We’re nothing but solicitor’s clerks with fallen arches.’


‘Shame, I’m rather fond of tough guys.’ Ronnie blew him a kiss. ‘I’m terribly sorry about your feet.’


‘Don’t worry yourself, I’ve got orthopaedic shoes.’ William glanced at his mug and toast. ‘Do you want a cup of tea or not? I’m getting really fuckin’ tired of asking you.’


Ronnie inhaled deeply and then flicked ash onto William’s clean linoleum. ‘Keep your wig on, Aunt Agatha. I know it’s half-past four, but I’m a red-blooded male, and I think I’d prefer a whisky.’


‘I’ve got a bottle of Glenfiddich downstairs, and your money, of course.’ William wiped the beads of sweat from his upper lip and glanced at the open window. He couldn’t feel a breeze. ‘Christ, it’ll be cooler in my office, anyway.’ They walked in companionable silence down the staircase, single file, William carrying his tea and toast, Ronnie bringing up the rear. The hallway filled with the sharp lime scent of Ronnie’s cologne. An expensive London brand, it was over-applied.


‘I made my excuses to poor Winnie, you know. I’m not a cad.’ Ronnie blurted it out, like a guilty child. ‘I could tell she wanted me gone. She became terribly panicked about her little boys. Conscience-stricken, I suppose.’


Winifred Woodcock’s children were lost to her the moment she and Ronnie entered the hotel bedroom. This was the plain fact of William’s business. However, furnishing Ronnie with plain facts often proved counterproductive. ‘It’s best just to scarper,’ William said. But he knew his own role in the business was one of detachment. He was a walking camera with a well-rehearsed courtroom patter, but Ronnie was intimate with the women. He knew them, biblically, and became fond of them. ‘Leave them to it. Don’t get involved.’


‘Did I mention my charming manners?’ Ronnie raised an admonitory eyebrow. ‘I can’t just scarper, as you call it. I have the ladies to consider. It has to feel real to them, Billy. If they’re nice, I want to give them a nice time.’


William unlocked the office door, and the Sunday newspapers, which were scattered across his desk, fluttered and then lifted. It was an unaired room, close and still redolent with the morning’s cigarette smoke. William put down his tea and toast and began the business of tidying. He fussed with the window, propping it open with a rolled copy of the Birmingham Post, and the resulting breeze was a small mercy. William stood for a while and inhaled. ‘I got some good photographs. You did a good job, Ronnie. Shifty Shirley will be pleased.’ He then retrieved the bottle of Glenfiddich and a glass from his filing cabinet, waiting until Ronnie was settled into his usual chair before pouring the whisky with a trembling hand. ‘But you don’t have to go so far with the women, you know. All I need is semi-nudity in a hotel room.’


Ronnie feigned ignorance of William’s shot nerves and placed his well-shod feet on the desk. He flicked through the News of the World and lit a cigarette. He was chain-smoking, but this was usual. ‘Oh dear, these vicars are dirty dogs, are they not? They put you and me to shame. It’s probably all that tea they drink whilst visiting aged parishioners and whatnot.’ He folded the newspaper in such a way that William only saw the headline, stark with smut and outrage. ‘Tea must inflame the baser instincts.’ Ronnie gazed pointedly at William’s teacup and toast and then became silent. Eventually he said, ‘It’s rather sad to have such a name, don’t you think?’


‘Christ, man, what on earth are you talking about?’


‘Woodcock.’ Ronnie sipped at his whisky and blew more smoke rings.


‘Winnie Woodcock sounds alright to me. A bit common, perhaps. But who are we to talk?’ It was nearly five o’clock, and William considered joining Ronnie in a whisky. But drinking with Ronnie necessitated a full commitment to pissing his money away until the early hours; scrapping with every passing fellow on Broad Street who called Ronnie a nancy-boy, and spending the entirety of the following day sweating Scotch and shaking like a mad dog. At thirty-six, William realised he was getting too old to endure those booze-saturated lost weekends of his youth.


‘He can’t get it up,’ said Ronnie.


‘Who?’


‘Oh, Billy, do keep up,’ Ronnie sighed. ‘Mr Woodcock, that’s who. Winnie’s husband, it’s why she strayed. She told me.’


‘Oh yes, I see.’ William frowned. ‘Keep that bit of information to yourself. It might prejudice the case. I’ll speak to Shifty about it in the morning.’ Although William doubted Mr Shirley – solicitor, amoral, and Shifty to both his few friends and many enemies – would, after examining the photographic evidence, consider the Woodcock case to be anything other than a dead cert.


‘I don’t think you’re quite understanding me, Billy. There is a certain amount of pathos in being called Woodcock, and yet being fundamentally unable to perform your conjugal duties.’


‘Men like Woodcock are our bread and butter. Who’s to say who he can or can’t fuck? Perhaps he prefers brunettes –’ this time it was William’s turn for pointed speech – ‘or musclemen?’ Ronnie laughed. It was a deep, charming rasp, the kind women thought full of sex appeal. ‘Ours is not to reason why, old son,’ William said. ‘Ours is to provide photographic evidence for the divorce proceedings.’


‘And yet you heave your guts up after each job.’ Ronnie grinned hard and ferocious, holding William’s gaze. ‘I do believe you’re too principled for this sordid little business of yours. As your oldest and most intimate friend, I want to rescue you from it. Hence the rather marvellous money-making schemes I’ve been putting your way.’


‘I just keep my moral qualms where they should be, buried deep in my subconscious.’ William finished his toast and smiled. ‘At least until you come up with a money-making scheme that doesn’t make me want to shit myself with nerves or leave the city. I’m sticking with my sordid little business. It’s a good earner.’


‘The way I see it, is you’re either a moral man or a businessman. You can either live a quiet life of honest toil, or you can dedicate yourself to Mammon. The more money you want to make, the more immoral you must be. It’s rather simple, really. Those who have money live by this code. Gangsters, plutocrats, aristocracy, they all understand this.’ Ronnie, warming to his subject, waved his arm in the manner of a firebrand politician. ‘Those men don’t vomit and shake after factory fires or after they break a strike; they smokescreen their immorality by endowing a library or an orphanage or some such and carry on as usual. Charitable giving is just loose change to them and worth it for the good press. They understand what it takes to be rich.’


‘Christ, you sound like Queenie.’ William spoke without thinking. Beautiful Queenie, Ronnie’s little sister, was full of opinions. God, she had brains. William had once loved her.


‘Well, Queenie’s no fool.’ Ronnie’s deep voice quavered. ‘Apart from for you. She was a fool for you, as the song goes.’


William blushed in the heavy silence. The subject had got out of hand. The childhood William shared with Ronnie and Queenie hung over him like a storm cloud. But gradually, and with each passing year, the sky had begun to clear. William no longer needed his oldest friends; in fact, he wanted to be free of them, and this realisation terrified him. He glanced at Ronnie. He was acting the part of Man Reading Newspaper, and doing it poorly. ‘Do you want your money, or do you want to talk to me about love?’ William asked.


Ronnie looked up from the sports pages. ‘You mistake me. I have no interest in the state of your beastly romantic life. However, I am in rather desperate need of remuneration. The gentlemen of the turf have become impatient with me, I fear. But Billy, this was positively the last time. I find it all a bit sickening, especially when I quite like the mark.’


‘Christ, Ronnie. You like everyone, that’s your trouble. You have no discernment.’ William counted out six fivers from a wad of bills in his locked desk drawer and handed them to his friend. Ronnie resigned after each job. Then the bookies became predatory – circled, bared their teeth and howled for their dues – and Ronnie, penniless and luckless, returned to William and to Needless Alley. ‘How much do you owe?’


Ronnie pocketed the money. ‘Nothing, once I back a winner.’


‘It’s a mug’s game.’ William thought bookmaking to be a good business model and therefore never gambled. ‘I can help you out if you need it.’ Ronnie’s face was his fortune; he didn’t need it mangled by a bookies’ runner with a strong grievance and a knuckleduster.


Ronnie ignored him and continued to read from the News of the World. ‘Here’s a murder in Birmingham, look.’ He peered at the newsprint, too vain to admit the need for spectacles. ‘Another blonde, very young this time and strangled.’


‘Why is it always blondes?’ William preferred women with dark hair. ‘It’s all acid baths in London. The mental cases kill girls and dump their bodies in acid to get rid of evidence.’


‘This one was thrown in the cut.’ Ronnie helped himself to more Glenfiddich. ‘Poor little cow.’


‘Christ, I hate the canals. The Grand Union, or an acid bath, it probably amounts to the same thing.’ William rose and read the grim headline over Ronnie’s shoulder. The dead woman warranted two columns on page five. Her blurred photograph was nothing but a mess of grey dots: hard bobbed curls bright white, blonde; her face a distortion of newsprint.


Ronnie squinted at the page. ‘Does she remind you of anyone?’


Winnie Woodcock, Jean Harlow, the girl behind the bar at the Shakespeare; William shook his head. ‘No, they all look the same to me, that type.’ William read further. ‘Fay Francis. Don’t know her. The alias of a good-time girl, no doubt.’ He read on, wincing. ‘Sixteen, blonde, and strangled with her own stockings. No longer virgo intacta. Christ, why write that?’


Ronnie downed his second whisky and looked up from the newspaper. ‘God, Billy. Women really do have it rough, don’t they?’










Chapter 3


Monday, 19 June


 


At first sight, there was something of the funeral parlour about Shifty Shirley. Grey, gaunt and with a dowager’s hump, his conservative black suit was pristine, his gold watch chain was hefty but plain, his scent was carbolic, and his smile was a strange rictus. But this was a cultivated formality of dress, and one used to mitigate his natural inclination towards a speech peppered with both broad Midlands vowels and sharp con man’s patter. ‘Good morning to you, Billy old son. I was chipper at your news, I can tell you,’ he said. ‘I didn’t want this Woodcock case to get untidy. When things get untidy, I get the creeps.’ Shifty rose to shake William’s hand. ‘Did Delores offer you a cuppa?’ He motioned to the door by which William had just entered. Behind it, the exceptionally dour Delores typed at speed. William knew she made tea under sufferance, and it was a bitter, stewed brew.


He shook his head and handed Shirley a large manilla envelope. ‘No thank you, Mr Shirley. I’ve just had breakfast.’ And he sat and watched as Shifty spread the compromising photographs of Winifred Woodcock across the vast desk. Polished mahogany with fixtures of filigree brass, it reminded William of a rich man’s coffin. ‘I think you’ll be pleased with what I’ve got.’ William glanced over the pictures and felt a strange, shameful pride. He had done well in prettifying Winnie. In life, he thought her rather tough and flashy, but his lens had tempered her into Jean Harlow, all silk drawers and soft pale skin.


‘Quite nice. Oh, yes.’ Shifty peered above his spectacles. He had the blue protuberant eyes of a jackdaw. ‘Very nice indeed, Billy old son. Quite tasty.’ Shifty’s large black pupils glittered. He was now the impresario of some seedy burlesque assessing the potential of his latest girl. ‘You’ve got quite the gift, Billy boy. You’re an artist,’ he simpered. ‘If I want a job done with a bit of flair, I always come to you.’


Dirty photographs as evidence prima facie – yes, William did his job well. In a few months, the case would see court. The jury’s civic duty would be the appraisal of Mrs Woodcock’s moral fibre, and in the pub afterwards, the same gentlemen would share, with glee, the salacious details of Winnie – bottle blonde, town bike – in flagrante delicto with some pretty-boy gigolo. Proved to be a harlot in public court, Winnie was in for a rough ride.


Shifty fingered the picture of Winnie engaged in fellatio and became lyrical. ‘Sweet rosebud of a mouth,’ he said. ‘Just like a china doll.’ He offered William a seat and a fat cigar, and William accepted both. ‘What else do you have on the little lady?’ he asked.


‘She’s a fast mover. Didn’t waste any time. She’s living in sin with a used-car salesman out in Solihull,’ said William. ‘Met him in a dance hall way before we set her up with Ronnie. But she was keeping him at arm’s length back then. It was quite a chaste little romance. Mr Second Best wears a wig and breathes with his mouth open, but beggars can’t be choosers. And Winnie’s quite the beggar, these days. It’s all in my report.’ He nodded to the three sheets of foolscap on Shifty’s desk and thought about the adulterous Winnie. The last time he had seen her, she was holed up in a suburban bungalow sporting nothing but department store lingerie and a purpling black eye. That day, she had played Ray Noble’s dance band loud on her new gramophone, and it sounded out plaintive through the open French doors. William had watched her dance a solo waltz to ‘Love is the Sweetest Thing’. Women had it rough, no doubt, but they were survivors.


‘You really are the best, Billy boy.’ Shifty tugged at his desk drawer and produced a large, leather-bound chequebook, and then glanced at the invoice clipped to William’s report. ‘I see your rates haven’t changed.’ William remained impassive. ‘I don’t like this daily-rate business, Billy. You should be under my employment. I put enough work your way. It would be easier for me to have you on my books, and you know I’ll see you right.’ Shifty leant forward and whispered, as if to a lover. ‘I’d dearly love a more exclusive arrangement. You’re valuable to me, but I feel you drag these cases out.’ He paused, chomping at the Romeo y Julieta with his back teeth like a dog chewing a toffee. ‘And I’d appreciate a little more loyalty. Don’t take advantage of my good nature. It hurts my feelings.’


‘I’m thorough in my work, that’s why you like me. But thorough takes time.’ William hadn’t lingered over the Woodcock case for money. He simply couldn’t face Shifty’s chequebook until he knew that Winnie was safely away from her fist-happy husband and shacked up with her devoted used-car salesman. ‘And I like my independence,’ William added. ‘I can take my holidays when I please, refuse any case I don’t much fancy.’


Shifty wagged his finger. ‘Now you’re just playing hard to get, Billy. Refusing cases indeed! It’s never been known.’ His pen hovered over a fresh cheque. ‘You’re not in the first flush of youth, you know. There are always young fellows itching to take your place, and I might lose interest. Grab my offer while you can.’


William smiled and stubbed out his unsmoked cigar. ‘I’m always flattered by your interest, Mr Shirley. Never stop asking.’ Sensible men did not enter permanent business relationships with Shifty Shirley. If you picked Shifty up and wrung him out, you would get enough oil to grease all the foundry presses in the city. ‘I’ll consider a full-time arrangement, but it’ll cost you.’


‘I’m generous, Billy boy, but never wasteful.’ Shifty grinned, and placed William’s unsmoked cigar back in the silver box on his desk. He paused for a moment, and then said, ‘I do have something else to put your way.’


‘Divorce job?’


‘No-no-no, not quite.’ Shifty shook his head a little too vehemently. ‘He’s not a client of mine, as such. He already has solicitors. A venerable London firm in an association which spans generations, I believe.’ Shifty spoke of the capital, and its lawyers, as if both were hallowed. He knew where the money was, and money, to Shifty, was sacred. ‘This gentleman is an acquaintance of mine. We attend the same clubs, same charitable organisations.’ Shifty smiled. ‘He’s very much of the right sort socially. He’s a manufacturer and a politician and absolutely top-drawer. Quite the connection to cultivate, I feel.’ His bird-like eyes shone once more. ‘Gentry family, Billy. I do so love the gentry. I have no time for these so-called radicals and revolutionaries. Where will the likes of you and I be if there were no more rich men with secrets?’


Shifty’s growing excitement made William’s sensitive gut grumble. Nonetheless he asked, ‘What’s the job about, Mr Shirley?’


Shifty shrugged his shoulders and held out his hands, still smiling. ‘I genuinely have no idea, Billy. All I know is that it’s terribly sensitive. He needs a quiet man capable of a gentle touch, so he tells me. I mentioned that you were a man of discretion. He will only deal with you directly. Delicacy must be your middle name on this one, Billy old son. Make the chap feel taken care of, like a waiter in one of those old London clubs.’ Shifty was prone to creative flights of fancy. ‘It would be good for both of us, if this was a gentleman we could cultivate as a friend, an associate. Yes?’


‘What’s his name?’


‘Morton. I told him you’d be available on Friday morning nine o’clock sharp at your office. Doesn’t do to keep that type waiting. I gave him your card.’


‘I only do divorce work, Shifty. You know that.’ William glanced at the cased, leather-bound law books. ‘I don’t like to mess about with anything that’ll cause me too much strife.’


Shifty, ignoring the informality, leant forward. ‘There’s a shit ton of money in it for you, lad.’ He tapped his nose. ‘And a shit ton of kudos for yours truly if you do a nice job.’ Rumour had it that Shifty ran a circus sideshow before the war. He travelled with a tattooed girl named Kitty La Marr. She sat in a darkened tent, smoking a cheroot and wearing nothing but her ink, whilst Shifty persuaded the punters that the lovely Kitty was the eighth wonder of the world. William knew this to be a rumour Shifty himself had started. ‘He’s worth a fortune and is a rising man politically. They say he’s in the middle of a deal with some Americans over manufacturing a new kind of artificial silk. He would need reliable men to protect his interests, I should think. Make sure he only makes the papers for subbing orphanages, that sort of thing.’ Shifty hummed, ponderous and low. ‘Like I said, quite a nice connection to cultivate.’ Morton was a sucker. He was not to be cultivated but shilled.


Shifty was still a flimflam man, but he was honest in his vulgarity and candid in his desire for money. William admired this dogged pursuit of cash and understood it as part of his own personality. This fellow Morton probably had a mistress in need of paying off – or a wayward daughter to manage – easy work. William ignored that cramping feeling in his stomach, that heartbeat he could hear which meant his body sensed danger, and said, ‘Alright, I’ll see him. I’ll sound him out.’


And as he said this, Shifty grinned and signed the cheque for the Woodcock case with a showman’s flourish. He handed it to William, saying, ‘Good man. I see great things ahead, Billy. Great things.’


William examined the cheque, making sure there were the requisite number of zeros, and that Shifty had signed it in his own name. It was best not to act like a gentleman around Shifty, but Shifty took no offence. ‘It’s a pleasure doing business with you, Mr Shirley.’


William rose and shook Shifty’s soft, clammy hand.










Chapter 4


William wiped his feet as he left Shifty’s office. Outside, Birmingham smelt of piss and beer. It was a Monday morning stink; the residue of weekend revellers drinking away their pay. William checked his watch. Eleven o’clock, and so New Street was no longer home to drunks, but to typists running errands and shoppers stepping off trams outside the Queen’s Hotel. Above the clatter of their chatter and the weekday traffic, William heard Winnie Woodcock’s sobs for her lost children and the heavy plaintive crooning of Al Bowlly. He shook his head at the memory, like a dog batting away a fly, and placed Shifty’s cheque snug in the breast pocket of his jacket.


The air was hazy, humming with petrol fumes and the threat of more heat. He was irritated, angry, and he longed for rain and wind, something to blow the stink off the town. There was a dissonance to the city – no, in himself – which made his skin itch, and instead of cashing the cheque directly, he avoided the bank and headed for the Lyons’ on Galloway’s Corner. The commonplace respectability of the tea rooms would offer a comforting contrast to the ponderous corruption of Shifty Shirley’s office. And besides, he had lied about having breakfast. Food would mellow his mood, calm the nausea.


He sat amongst the potted palms, hulking and single at his table for two, and ordered buttered muffins and strong tea. The waitress, too harassed and sardonic to be a natural nippy, brought him a bad tepid coffee and a good toasted teacake, but he didn’t complain. Instead, he smoked for a while, watching the place fill up with shoppers stopping by for elevenses. Women, mostly, in from the suburbs and the satellite towns, they were a jolly bunch, flushed with chatter and happy companionship, talking of silver gifts for godchildren, the sale on linens at Lewis’s, whether the double bill at the Odeon would be any good.


William shifted in his seat, increasingly self-conscious at his own solitariness. Yet he was not the only customer who ate alone. On the opposite table, and facing him, a redheaded woman, pale, demure in a blue suit, sipped tea and ate walnut cake. She had laid a large basket of fruit – oranges, lemons, pomegranates – on the place setting nearest William, so that he had to stretch his neck and peer over the handle to get a better look at the woman. She saw him watch her, and smiled and nodded as if he were a forgotten acquaintance. William blushed and returned the nod. He was struck by her eyes – large, heavy-lidded, and green. Sad eyes, like the girls in the paintings at the city museum. The waitress passed and the redheaded woman asked for her bill. The nippy returned, hovering with polite impatience as the woman felt in her handbag for her purse.


William watched the drama ensue as if it were a play.


‘It must be here somewhere.’ The redheaded woman rose sharply, tipping the contents of her handbag out amidst the uncleared tea things. ‘Oh, Lord. I can’t see it anywhere.’


The waitress peered myopically at the mess. ‘When did you last have it?’ she asked.


‘At the Bull Ring when I bought the fruit.’ The redhead nodded at her basket.


‘Well, I suppose it could’ve dropped out of your handbag there. Someone could’ve picked it up.’ The waitress sounded unconvinced at her own prognostications. ‘You should go back and ask the stall holder. Someone may have handed it in.’


‘Yes, yes. I should do that. It has my money, my return train ticket in it, everything, really. Yes, I should leave.’


‘Ooh, I don’t know about that. What about the bill?’ The waitress’s tone was sympathetic. She looked about the room as if checking for the manageress. ‘I don’t think I have the authority to just let you go without paying.’


‘I shall come back as soon as I have my purse. I shall leave you with my telephone number and my address. Once I have money, I shall settle the bill.’


‘I’ll have to ask the manageress. I can’t make that sort of decision by myself. I’m just a waitress. If it were up to me, I’d let you off. I can see you’re panicked.’


‘I can pay.’ William stood and patted his wallet. Both women stared at him, silent. William blushed, thinking now that he had interrupted a personal conversation. The waitress frowned as though she misunderstood what he was saying. ‘I can pay the lady’s bill,’ he repeated. ‘It can’t be much.’ He moved forward. For a moment, they became a curious theatricality, watched open-mouthed by the other customers. The waitress spoke first.


‘Well, if it’s alright with the lady.’ She turned to the redhead. ‘It wouldn’t half save a lot of bother.’


The redheaded woman flushed rose pink and stood to greet William, but as she did so, she knocked the basket of fruit onto the floor. Once more, a brief hush descended upon the diners. They glanced, curious, with craned necks for a scant second, and just as quickly returned to their teas. William bent and picked up an orange, and the redhead joined him. ‘Thank you, you are kind. But it wouldn’t be right for you to pay; we’re strangers.’


The waitress crouched with them. ‘Shall I put the lady’s sixpence on your bill, sir?’


‘Yes.’ William was decisive.


The waitress nodded towards the redheaded woman and said, ‘You should pray to St Anthony of Padua. He’s the patron saint of lost things. My mom swears by him.’ And then she left them to their fruit.


‘I shall pay you back as soon as St Anthony and I have found my purse. I would feel awful if I didn’t.’ A pomegranate rolled and settled beneath an empty neighbouring table. William reached for it, as did the redhead. He touched her hand. Her fingers were mucky with paint, or soil, and she had hands like a boy, nails stubby and bitten, the flesh creamy and soft. She noticed his glance and said, ‘I’m an artist.’


William withdrew and they both stood. ‘I’ve never met an artist before,’ he replied. ‘I like to take photographs,’ he added, improbably. He smiled and felt in his pocket for a business card. ‘Telephone me, or visit, when you’re ready,’ he said.


She took the card, read it and smiled. ‘You’re very good, Mr Garrett. I feel you’ve rather come to my rescue. It’s terribly kind of you. Thank you so very much.’  The redheaded woman gathered her things. ‘I really must get to the Bull Ring. I shall telephone you once I have my money.’


William remained standing and watched her leave. Then he paid the bill, tipping the little nippy well, and he too left. Buoyed by the redhead’s words, William felt momentarily virtuous, as if he truly were a terribly kind man.


Out on New Street, the crowd had changed. The city’s clerks headed, heads down, towards pub lunches or sandwiches with sweethearts in the cathedral close. And girls, buttoned up in black shirts and heavy serge skirts, handed out furious grins and fascist leaflets to stragglers off their guard. One made a beeline for William and offered him a slip of paper printed stark in red and black. Britain First. William worried that he looked the type, and his good mood faltered.










Chapter 5


Friday, 23 June


 


William sat at his desk and flicked through a book of modern verse. He’d been reading it all week, killing time until the redhead appeared with his sixpence. But by eight-thirty on Friday morning, he knew that the woman, the money, and having any understanding of the poetry were a write-off. 


The air in his office was heavy with heat, so William propped the window open with a stiffly rolled newspaper. Perspiration began to pool in the crevices of his shirt. He wiped his forehead and looked out onto the old red brick of Needless Alley. Printers, early shift finished, streamed out of the back of the Post and Mail, taking the short cut up to the tram stops on Colmore Row, discarding their flat caps and jackets. A couple of shopgirls traipsed towards the milliners, fanning themselves with copies of Woman’s Weekly.


And then a Daimler sailed down the alleyway. The printers and the shopgirls parted in its wake. It parked a short way along the street, skew-whiff and odd-looking like a liner in dock. A big man sat in the back seat, but it was a tall, slim man in a peaked cap who did the driving. The rear door of the Daimler opened with a smooth, wide swing and out stepped William’s client, without the aid of his chauffeur. Mr Morton, then, was both rich and eager for help, just as Shifty had described him.


And it wasn’t long before William heard his client, tread weighty and breathing laboured, tap on the glass of the open door and enter. Heavy and in his late forties, well-suited, hatless, and sweating from both the short climb up the stairs and the heat of the day, Morton patted his face with a large white handkerchief. William crossed the room and offered Morton his hand. And when they shook, Morton pressed his thumb hard on William’s second knuckle. William motioned for his client to take a seat opposite his desk, and Morton did so with what looked like relief.


‘Mr William Garrett, I assume?’


‘I am he.’ William believed it best to remain formal towards a man who probably shared a tailor with the King.


‘I understand from Mr Shirley that your discretion is guaranteed, Mr Garrett.’


By his own admission, Shifty Shirley was a member of many clubs and associations – the secret kind with funny handshakes, no doubt. William knew such men valued discretion only slightly more than they valued gossip.


‘My business relies on it.’ William settled in his chair, lit a cigarette and waited.


‘My name is Morton.’ The man continued to pat his great sweaty face. William thought it a gesture borne from nerves rather than heat. ‘I’m in hosiery, ladies’ stockings and undergarments.’


William grinned. ‘Don’t worry about that, Mr Morton, I’ve seen it all.’ There was a fat pause, and William immediately regretted this lapse into frivolity.


‘That’s a very tired joke. I dislike low comedians.’ He offered William his card. ‘I manufacture artificial silk.’


William glanced at it. ‘And what do you want from me, Mr Morton?’


‘I imagine you’re not a romantic, Mr Garrett. In your line of work, it must be difficult to maintain a confidence in the rectitude of the fairer sex. I am a romantic. It’s my chief failing. Ladies can be, should be, superior. Therefore, my current predicament is quite concerning.’


‘Rectitude?’ he asked.


‘It means virtue.’


William knew what it meant. ‘Please go on, Mr Morton.’


‘My wife is a young woman, some years younger than I. She is girlish and rather naive. Not stupid intellectually, in fact she’s rather bright, but socially gauche, backward even. I once thought her an innocent.’ Morton paused and squinted his eyes against the hard morning sun. ‘I believe she is easily led.’


‘By other men?’


‘I don’t know. Although I should very much like to know it, to be sure. I have, quite recently, received letters.’ Mr Morton pulled a bag of boiled sweets from his jacket pocket, and sucked on one, slowly, his forehead creasing. ‘I have low blood sugar and am prone to fainting.’ He offered the packet to William, who refused. ‘Poison-pen stuff. The writer accuses my wife of enjoying sexual relations with other men. Handsome men, much younger than myself. Filthy female nonsense, probably. They say it’s women who write such tripe, do they not?’


‘I honestly don’t know. It tends to be a plot device in cheap novels, but that’s not real life. What makes you think they’re written by a woman?’


‘Spite. They are dripping with it.’ Morton paused. ‘And a certain florid tone.’


‘And you’ve brought them with you? May I read them?’


‘No. No, you may not. I destroyed them.’


‘I don’t think that was wise.’


‘I’m not here for you to pronounce judgement on my wisdom, Mr Garrett.’


‘Then what are you here for, if not my advice and expertise?’


Beads of sweat formed on Morton’s forehead. ‘I want you to find if there is some semblance of truth with regards to the content of the letters. In short, I would like to know if my wife is cheating on me.’


‘You have spoken to your wife about your concerns? Shown her the letters and so forth?’ said William.


‘I’ve tried many times. We are not enemies. We are not estranged. I’m in an uncomfortable position. To accuse her without proof would put an unbearable strain on our marriage. May I talk frankly?’


‘It would be best if you do.’


The man breathed deeply and then arranged himself, as though preparing to give a performance. ‘I am a weak man, Mr Garrett.’ Morton paused and lowered his eyes. ‘No, there’s no need to contradict me.’ This was not William’s intention. ‘I am weak and full of pride, but I am not stupid.’ Morton looked William in the eye and smiled. ‘In a marriage, a man must have the upper hand. I’m not talking of cruelty but of mastery. A man must always have control of his marriage. To accuse my wife of adultery without proof would be a pointless act. She would simply deny it and maintain her innocence, regardless of the truth of the matter. She would control that truth whether she is innocent or not, don’t you see? I would never know. I would be constantly on the back foot. It would give her the upper hand. And the natural order of the holy estate of matrimony, which I hold in the greatest esteem, would become unbalanced.’ Sermon over, Morton preened at his own rhetoric, and was every inch the budding provincial politician.


William remembered Shifty’s description of Morton: gentry, manufacturer, a rising man politically. ‘Are you hoping to run for Parliament, Mr Morton?’


Morton smiled. ‘You are a very astute fellow. Yes, sir. Indeed, you are.’ He reached into the inside pocket of his waistcoat and pulled out a political newspaper limp with sweat. ‘If there is any doubt about Mrs Morton’s moral standing, it would put me in a very difficult position with the party. Yes, quite difficult. Mosley is not a backward man.’ He placed the paper on William’s desk and ironed out the creases with his pudgy hand. William saw the lightning strike of the BUF. The Blackshirt. Britain First. ‘The lawful dissolution of a failed marriage is a mark of civil society. But to be a cuckold, well, it just wouldn’t do.’


Fascism was a modern fad, like nudism and vegetarianism. William, old-fashioned, hated all three. ‘And you’ve been married for how long?’


‘Quite ten years, now.’


William took his notepad and pencil from the desk drawer. ‘Did the letters contain names, places, dates of assignation? Anything one might call proof. Anything to spark your concern?’


‘No, only vague filth. Explicit. The letter writer was no frustrated spinster, I can tell you that. Unnatural acts were mentioned.’


‘Unnatural acts?’


Morton held up his hand, in the manner of a traffic policeman, gesturing that William should halt. ‘Please do not press me on the subject matter, Mr Garrett.’


William stubbed out his cigarette and sighed. ‘Your reticence will only hinder a quick and discreet resolution of your case. You speak of unnatural acts. It’s an old-fashioned legal term for buggery, bestiality, incest.’ He watched as Morton reached for another boiled sweet. ‘Other offences would be rape, indecent assault, or having carnal knowledge of a girl under twelve years old. Even a married woman of some sexual experience would have little understanding of such things unless her husband was a brute. It would suggest that your letter writer, if female, was a prostitute –’ William paused and smiled – ‘or perhaps a lady solicitor who dealt with sexual crimes. If these acts were mentioned in the letter, I would suggest the writer were a man. A voluptuary and obsessive. It is important, therefore, that you are specific. Of what unnatural act is your wife accused?’


‘Men and women together, all at once in what one might call a bacchanalia of sexual congress.’ He sucked at the boiled sweet with violent force, and his small lips pursed and puckered. ‘It would be personally disastrous for me if Clara were involved in such activities, yes . . .’ Morton paused. ‘It would be a tragic thing.’


‘Has the writer threatened to go to the newspapers? Have they demanded money?’


Morton crunched at his sweet and swallowed. His jowls and Adam’s apple quivered slightly. ‘No, the letters are purely informative, although somewhat grotesque. However, you are missing the point. The identity of the letter writer is of secondary importance to me. I simply want to know if the content is true. I simply want you to find out if my wife is still a woman of good standing, of virtue.’


Rectitude.


William’s hackles rose. Morton, the manufacturer and budding politician, had strangely skewed priorities. ‘Alright. Have it your way, Mr Morton. However, the letters are an obvious line of enquiry, and one I must pursue if we are to find out if Mrs Morton is still virtuous.’ The word cloyed in William’s mouth. ‘There are other ways to investigate, but the letters are an obvious starting point.’


‘Yes, I do understand.’ Fat droplets of sweat gathered on Morton’s upper lip. ‘It is not my intention to be obtuse. It is only that, as a gentleman, I find the subject matter a little offensive.’


William smiled. ‘It’s fortunate for us both that I am no gentleman.’


‘Sir, I meant no disrespect. I can see that you are a man of discretion and intelligence –’ Morton gestured to the shabbiness of the office and wrinkled his nose – ‘despite appearances.’ William wondered if the man had caught a whiff of damp.


‘My business relies upon both my discretion and my intelligence, Mr Morton.’ William stopped taking notes and lit another cigarette. ‘Let me put the case to you as I see it. Would that help?’


Morton nodded.


‘You are a man of wealth and good standing in your own district and soon hope for a more national influence.’ Morton nodded at William’s implied question. ‘Your wife is beautiful and young, and up until recently you have been quite content in your marriage.’ Again, Morton nodded. ‘Lately, you have been receiving obscene letters, typewritten and through the post.’ Morton nodded once more. ‘When did you receive the first letter?’


‘The twelfth of June, and then daily ever since.’


William paused; his war-honed nerves sensed danger. Daily pornographic letter writing spoke of obsession and vendetta. Finally, he said, ‘The letters tell of unusual and adulterous, but not necessarily illegal, sexual relations between your wife and a series of men and women. You say your wife is intelligent but naive. Tell me about her friends.’


Morton frowned in concentration. ‘She is a quiet woman, solitary and very much a homebody and, how can I put this?’ Morton frowned further. ‘Rather nervous, socially. She can be reclusive around our friends. She attends dinner dances and so forth, the more formal political and business events, but is not one of these women for lunching out. She is an amateur artist and paints watercolours. Sometimes landscapes in oil. Much of her time is spent in this hobby. Although I must be truthful, I spend little time at home nowadays. My business, my political duties . . . well, perhaps I have neglected Clara rather. She relies on me so.’


This was not the portrait of an orgy-lover. William wondered if Morton was a neurotic obsessing over being cuckolded. And then he wondered if Morton was a liar. ‘It would be very out of character for a woman such as you describe to suddenly become promiscuous. Has there been any event, a shock, an argument, which may have precipitated a change in character?’


‘Event? Whatever do you mean? Event?’


‘Like I said, an argument, or an accident, perhaps.’ William watched as Morton dabbed at his forehead. His large handkerchief had become sodden. ‘Pardon my bluntness, but have you ever raised a hand to your wife in temper?’
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