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Chapter 1

London, 15 May 1953

It was raining when Max came out of the news cinema but even this could not dent his good spirits. He simply adjusted his trilby and kept his head down as he crossed Piccadilly Circus. Rain in the town was not the same as rain in the provinces: memories of sleet-washed seaside promenades, of deckchairs sodden and flapping in the wind, of Sunday afternoons so grey and endless that they seemed like a foretaste of purgatory. But in London the red buses were still running, people were still darting through the traffic and somewhere – the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane to be exact – his name was spelled out in lights.

LONDON PREPARES FOR CORONATION. That was the headline on the newsstand and variations of it had been appearing all week. The newsreel he had just seen had been full of it: the processional route to include twenty-six miles of specially built stands, the flowers being grown, the dresses being made. All this optimism, all this romanticism, it was very un-English. Max thought he actually preferred it when the country was stuck in post-war austerity gloom. As anyone in show business would tell you: when people are depressed, the theatres are full.

Not that he could complain at the moment. He had a two-week run at the Theatre Royal, a Number One. Gigs like this were rare nowadays. Variety was dying. The old seaside theatres were closing and the pros were retiring or living out half-lives as dance professionals or bingo callers. ‘And it’s hard work being a bingo caller,’ The Great Diablo assured him, ‘you have to be bally good at maths.’ Drinking whisky from tooth mugs late at night in their digs, the pros searched for a culprit, looking for someone to blame for the collapse of their world. Was it that the British people had changed? They had unexpectedly turned their backs on Churchill and voted in a socialist government (though the old boy was back in again now). Were they simply turning their backs on the old entertainers and looking for something new? Or was it the new NAAFI performers, fresh from entertaining the troops, with their incomprehensible jokes and strange surreal humour? Max had his own bête noire in this respect: Tommy Cooper, aka Cooper the Trooper, a magician who mumbled and stumbled his way around the stage and – what’s more – deliberately got the tricks wrong. Yet people loved Tommy Cooper, more than they loved smooth, well-executed stage tricks, the kind that had made Max Mephisto a household name before the war.

But, in his heart, even as he knocked back the mugs of whisky, Max knew the real culprit. It was the enemy lurking in sitting rooms around the land. It was the smug grey box that had hypnotised America – Max’s old colleague Tony ‘The Mind’ Mulholland couldn’t have done it better – and was on its way to brainwashing Britain. Television. According to today’s newsreel more than half the homes in the country had purchased a set in order to watch the coronation. And television would eventually kill variety stone dead. Why go out to a theatre when you could stay in your armchair watching those flickering little figures? Comedians would be all right. They could go on the wireless or on the evil box itself. But magicians were done for. Who would watch a magic trick on television? You needed to be there, eyes fixed on the cabinet, seeing the swords splinter the wood, wondering how the girl could possibly survive but somehow knowing that she would. You needed to have colour, music, lights and two thousand people in the audience. None of that was possible on a tiny black and white screen. No, magicians would vanish as surely as the girl disappearing into the cabinet. Abracadabra. Goodbye.

But, in the meantime, Max was halfway through a two-week run in London, playing to full houses every night. He owed his good fortune to a successful pantomime in Brighton two years ago. The producer, Bert Billingham, owned a string of theatres and he had been so impressed by Max’s portrayal of Abanazar in Aladdin that he had immediately booked him for a tour of Number Ones, the top music hall venues. Now Max was enjoying a resurgence in popularity that had culminated in the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane. No, he couldn’t really complain.

The rain had almost stopped. Max strolled past the Criterion and the Cafe de Paris, thinking of leisurely pre-war days, of champagne and showgirls and dinner-jacketed audiences rising to applaud him. The Cafe de Paris had suffered a direct hit during the Blitz, Ken ‘Snakehips’ Johnson and his band dying as they had lived, performing on the stage. But, like so much else, the club had survived and reinvented itself and now the billboards were announcing a new band, live that evening. One of the new comedians too, Spike Milligan. Perhaps this was a sign that Max also could adapt to the post-war world. But, if he wasn’t a magician, what else could he do?

At Charing Cross Road he found a small but excited crowd outside a news theatre. They were queuing, an elderly woman told him, to watch a film about the Queen. It was called Happy and Glorious and was due to start at six. Max looked at his watch. It was five o’clock. He raised his hat and made his way towards Trafalgar Square and the Strand.

He was staying at the Strand Palace Hotel. ‘If you stayed at cheaper hotels,’ his friend Edgar told him, ‘you wouldn’t ever have to worry about money again.’ But Max had had his fill of cheap hotels, seaside digs with moustachioed landladies, soot-stained terraces in the north, faded stuccoed splendour in Bristol, Glasgow and Edinburgh. When he was in London and he could afford it, he stayed at the Strand Palace.

He stepped into the art deco lobby feeling, as he always did, that he was on board an ocean liner. Maybe he should do a transatlantic trip, performing card tricks at the captain’s table, entertaining bored widows as part of the cabaret. On second thoughts, maybe not.

‘Mr Mephisto?’ The commissionaire was approaching him, bearing an envelope on a silver salver. ‘A gentleman called for you this afternoon.’

A gentleman. That must mean it wasn’t one of the pros on the bill with him. Mildly interested, Max opened the envelope and found a note.

Can you please telephone me on the following number as soon as possible? It is a matter of the greatest urgency. There was a card too. Embossed. General D.N. Petre DSO.

It took a lot to surprise Max but, yes, he was surprised.

*

DI Edgar Stephens got the call at work. It had been a rather trying day. His team were investigating the death of Madame Zabini (real name: Doreen Barton), a gypsy fortune-teller whose body had been washed up near the Palace Pier two days ago. It was impossible to tell from the post-mortem whether Doreen had been pushed or whether she’d jumped. Her gypsy caravan was actually on the pier itself so, presumably, it would have been easy for her to climb onto the railing and jump to her death. But why? Her colleagues and family were unanimous in describing Doreen as a kind, contented woman, ‘salt of the earth’, according to the pier’s entertainment manager Lou Abrahams.

‘You’d think, being psychic, she’d know if someone was going to do her in,’ said DS Bob Willis.

‘“Do her in”,’ repeated DS Emma Holmes. ‘Are you trying to sound like a member of a razor gang?’

The razor gangs were hoodlums who had terrorised Brighton in the thirties and forties. Based mainly at the racecourse, they were famous for racketeering and organised violence. In recent years, though, there were signs that the gangs were losing their influence, or that the police were winning the battle against them. Edgar inclined to the former view, his boss Frank Hodges to the latter.

There was no sign that Madame Zabini had been the victim of a gang. Her sad, bloated body showed no sign of razor cuts or violence of any kind. Had Doreen, who ‘liked a tipple’ according to her daughter-in-law, simply had one too many and fallen into the sea? Edgar disliked unanswered questions but the family were pressing for a ‘proper gypsy funeral’ so he ought to conclude the investigation. He was just reading through the reports when the telephone rang.

‘DI Stephens? It’s Petre here, General Petre.’

The voice sounded as if Edgar should recognise it and, for a moment, he was swept back to the chaotic days at the start of the war when everyone seemed to have a job and a rank and licence to tell him what to do.

‘I’m investigating a matter of gravest national importance,’ the voice continued, ‘and it’s imperative I talk to you.’

‘To me?’ That was the best that Edgar could manage.

‘You’re the Edgar Stephens who served in Horace Gormley’s lot during the war? The so-called Magic Men?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then it’s you I need to talk to. I’ve contacted Mephisto as well.’

‘You’ve contacted Max?’

‘Yes. Dashed inconvenient, he’s doing some sort of show tonight and apparently it can’t be put off. He’s meeting me here at eleven o’clock.’

‘Eleven o’clock tonight?’

‘Yes.’ Impatiently. ‘Eleven p.m. at the briefing rooms, number twelve, Whitehall. Ask for me.’

Edgar was about to ask how he could get to London at eleven o’clock without a car but he suspected that General Petre was not one for the minutiae of life. Besides, he was almost bursting with curiosity.

‘I’ll be there,’ he said.


Chapter 2

Edgar set off for London that evening with a feeling of excitement which, though he hated to admit it, reminded him of the war. He didn’t want to turn into one of those bores who was always talking nostalgically about ‘their’ war but there was no denying that the prospect of imminent death did tend to throw the rest of your life into glorious Technicolor. Edgar had been called up in 1939, only two terms into enjoying his hard-won place at Oxford. In 1940, he had been sent to Norway as part of the Allied Expeditionary Force. That campaign – the cold, the exhaustion, the constant sense of failure and mismanagement – was still capable of resurfacing in his dreams. He lost a toe in Norway as well as most of his faith in the British army. And it was when he was recuperating that he was recruited into the Magic Men, a top-secret espionage unit. Or that was how it had been sold to him by the senior recruiting officer, at any rate. He had been sent to Inverness and there he had met Max and Diablo, had his heart broken and the rest of his illusions destroyed. Ironical really, because illusion had been the sole business of the Magic Men.

Driving to London along the dark, deserted roads also reminded him of the war years when – if you were lucky enough to get hold of a staff car – the streets were yours. Now it seemed as if half the world had a car. On sunny weekends the roads into Brighton were packed with them, nose to nose, bumper to bumper, entire families squashed inside, hot and excited. His own parents had never owned a car and his mother still saw driving as something slightly ostentatious, associated in her mind with Edgar’s flash Uncle Charlie and his purple Rolls Royce. Didn’t stop her making Edgar feel a failure for not having a car of his own though.

But feeling disappointed was Rose’s default position. Edgar didn’t know if it had begun with the death of Jonathan, Edgar’s younger brother, at Dunkirk. Rose had been devastated by his death; Jonathan was her favourite but then he was everyone’s favourite, including Edgar’s. No, Edgar thought that the disappointment was always there. The weather, the butcher’s cuts, the spring flowers; they were never quite what Rose wanted them to be. Her remaining children, Lucy and Edgar, were no exception.

Edgar drove past Buckingham Palace and down the Mall feeling as if he was the only man left alive in London. What was going on inside the palace, he wondered? Frantic preparations for next month’s coronation? His mother was expecting him to spend the day with her and to attend a street party, something which in any other circumstances she would consider unspeakably vulgar. He felt a moment’s sympathy for the young Queen preparing, as she was, for a lifetime of doing things she didn’t want to do. On VE night the crowds had gathered outside the palace and shouted for the King and for Churchill. Edgar hadn’t been there. He had been glad that the war was over but, with his brother and a woman he’d loved dead, a party didn’t seem exactly appropriate. He had got drunk with Max in a pub in Golders Green accompanied by two German-Jewish violinists who hadn’t really felt like celebrating either.

As he neared Trafalgar Square he could see taxis and buses – signs that the West End was still alive and kicking – but as he turned down Whitehall the wide road was dark and silent. He could see a policeman standing outside Downing Street but otherwise the centre of government was as sleepy as a Sussex village. Even so, Edgar felt another twinge of excitement at the thought that he was entering a world where momentous decisions were made and people’s lives changed for ever. It was a change from investigating the death of a drunken gypsy woman, that was for sure. Edgar found number twelve (with difficulty because the solid town houses did not display anything as common as numbers) and parked outside. As he stood looking up at the shuttered windows in front of him, a taxi drew up and Max got out.

‘Hi, Ed,’ said Max, as if they had just seen each other yesterday. In fact, it was three months since they had last met. Max was in his stage clothes, dinner jacket and untied bow tie. His white teeth gleamed in the darkness and Edgar was pretty sure that he was still wearing greasepaint.

‘Hallo, Max. What do you make of all this?’

‘It’s a mystery.’ Max got out his cigarette case. ‘I know how you like mysteries.’

Edgar ignored this. ‘Did you get the same message? About the Magic Men and Major Gormley?’

Max took a long pull of his cigarette. For a moment his head was wreathed in smoke, like a stage effect.

‘That was the gist of it,’ he said. ‘I spoke to someone called Petre. Have you ever heard of him?’

‘No.’

‘Gormley’s dead, isn’t he?’

‘Yes. He died about a year ago. A stroke, apparently.’

‘Well,’ said Max, ‘we’d better find out some more.’ He spoke casually but Edgar knew that he too was excited by the strange summons, perhaps remembering his own army days. Max’s military career was still shrouded in secrecy but Edgar knew that he’d seen action in North Africa as well as masterminding the Magic Men operation which, even if it was ultimately a failure, certainly had its moments of glory.

Edgar didn’t know what he expected: the door to be opened by a liveried butler or to creak open on its own. Instead their knock was answered quickly by a tall man in military uniform who introduced himself as General Petre.

‘Edgar Stephens.’ Edgar resisted the temptation to salute.

‘Max Mephisto.’ Max made a small, semi-ironical bow.

‘I know who you are,’ said the general unexpectedly. ‘Saw you once at the Chiswick Empire. Did a hell of a trick with a levitating table. The gel disappeared and turned up again on the balcony. No idea how you did it.’

He looked at Max as if expecting him to come up with the trick. Edgar smiled to himself. Max had sometimes condescended to explain his illusions to Edgar but he would never divulge the secrets to a stranger.

‘I’m glad you enjoyed it,’ he said politely.

The general shot him a look under bushy white eyebrows and ushered them through a marbled hall and into an empty office.

‘Take a seat.’

They did so. Edgar, looking for clues, was disappointed. Apart from a map of Europe on the wall there was nothing to suggest that this was anything other than a small, commercial office. The desk was empty apart from a telephone and an in-tray containing a solitary sheet of paper. Edgar craned his neck to look at it. Max saw what he was doing and smiled. He, on the other hand, seemed to display no curiosity about his surroundings at all.

The general sat opposite them. ‘You’ll be wondering why I asked you to come here,’ he said.

Edgar assumed that this was a rhetorical question but Max answered, ‘We were a trifle intrigued, yes.’

The white eyebrows rose again at the word ‘intrigued’ but General Petre continued in the same brusque tone, ‘I understand you both knew Peter Cartwright.’

The ‘Peter’ threw Edgar at first but then he remembered: a train journey, a cryptic crossword and a tall, distinguished man saying, ‘Have you ever thought about the Secret Service?’ Colonel Cartwright had been the officer who had recruited him into the Magic Men. Edgar could see him now: a soldier of the old school, upright, patrician, utterly incorruptible. He’d won the VC in the first war, Edgar seemed to remember.

Max said, ‘Knew?’

‘What?’ The general’s eyebrows now seemed permanently suspended in the air.

‘You used the past tense. Is Cartwright dead?’

Max had put his finger on the salient point while Edgar was still wandering off down memory lane. Not for the first time he wondered which of them was the real detective.

‘Yes, Cartwright’s dead,’ said Petre. ‘Murdered.’

‘Murdered?’ Edgar sounded more shocked than he’d intended.

‘Well he was found last night with a bloody great knife stuck in his chest so I’d say he was murdered, yes.’ The general’s irony was as unsubtle as his eyebrow work. ‘That’s why I wanted to see you two so urgently.’

The connection wasn’t at all clear to Edgar. He waited for Petre to say more and, with a sigh that seemed to imply that these were not words that he’d ever thought he’d have to say, the general continued, ‘There were things . . . things in the room that seemed to point to a . . . well, to a magic connection. That’s why I called you in.’

Now Edgar really was amazed. ‘Magic?’

‘Why don’t I take you to see the room,’ said the general. ‘Then you can see for yourselves.’

‘Seeing is believing, after all,’ said Max.

The general shot him a distinctly unfriendly look.

*

Colonel Cartwright had lived in Kensington Square. They drove there in an official car, gliding almost soundlessly through the empty streets. It was midnight when they reached the square, the tall houses dark except for a light outside one block of flats, Abbot’s Court, where a policeman was shining his torch. In silence, Max and Edgar followed Petre up the stairs. ‘Can’t use the lift, too noisy,’ he explained. Despite his grey hair the general climbed easily, taking the stairs two at a time. Edgar, who thought himself fairly fit from the hills in Brighton, was annoyed to find himself out of breath by the time they reached the third floor. Max, who did no exercise apart from lighting cigarettes, seemed to be breathing completely normally.

Petre took out a key and let them in. Inside, the flat had the high ceilings and black and white tiles that Edgar associated with apartments belonging to titled old ladies in Hove. They passed through a sitting room which showed signs of disturbance, tables knocked over and a velvet curtain hanging from its pole as if someone had grabbed it as they fell. Petre didn’t allow them long to look around. He crossed the corridor (chandelier, more chequered tiles), opened another door and switched on the light.

The room was dominated by a huge double bed. Edgar’s eyes were drawn immediately to the blood stain on the white eiderdown. If Cartwright had fought with his assailant in the sitting room, how come the blood was here?

‘That was how he was found,’ said Petre. ‘His body was here on the bed but, as you saw, there had obviously been some sort of altercation in the other room. Cartwright wasn’t the sort of man to go down without a fight. He had stab wounds on his hands as if he’d tried to defend himself.’

Max crossed over to the bed and bent to examine something. Edgar, following him, saw that what he had taken to be a large spot of blood was actually a playing card. Red on white. The ace of hearts.

‘The card was found on the body,’ said Petre. ‘Body laid out on the bed, knife still in chest. This card was next to the knife.’

‘The blood card,’ said Max.

Petre turned to stare at him. ‘What did you say?’

‘The ace of hearts,’ said Max. ‘Magicians call it the blood card.’


Chapter 3

‘The blood card.’ The general’s face was in shadow but his voice sounded odd, strained and fearful, nothing like his normal parade-ground rasp.

Max shrugged. ‘It’s just a superstition, that’s all.’

‘Did anyone take a photograph of the room as it was when the crime was discovered?’ asked Edgar.

‘Of course not.’ The general seemed to have recovered his scornful tones. ‘They had better things to do than take photographs.’

But it had occurred to Edgar that, if the playing card had been left as a message, then perhaps there were other messages hidden around the room, clues that the police and ambulance men could have destroyed as they rampaged through the flat.

‘What else was here?’ he asked. ‘You said there were several things that pointed to a magic connection.’

‘I found this in his bedside cabinet,’ said Petre. He produced a scrap of paper from an inside pocket and handed it to Edgar. It looked as if it had been ripped from a newspaper. Edgar went over to the bedside table and turned on the Tiffany lamp. The blue and green glass reflected eerily on the page.

Woman Faints at Mind-Reading Exhibition


Mrs Velma Edwards, 58, was taken to hospital after fainting at a mind-reading exhibition given by the celebrated mesmerist William ‘Wild Bill’ Hitchcock at the Albany state fair. ‘It was his eyes,’ Mrs Edwards told . . .



The rest of the article was missing but in the margin someone using a blue fountain pen had written HEmlock 5-1212. Edgar turned the scrap of paper over but the back only contained some sentences about a game Edgar guessed to be baseball.

Max looked over Edgar’s shoulder. ‘What’s this? A phone number?’

‘An American phone number,’ said Petre, with a certain amount of distaste. ‘Apparently it refers to a district in New York State, as opposed to the city.’

‘And do you know anything about this William Hitchcock?’

‘According to this he’s a small-time magician. He does a mesmerist act at state fairs and the like. Nothing very exceptional.’

Except that he made Mrs Velma Edwards faint dead away, thought Edgar. Aloud he said, ‘Was that all? Just this scrap from the paper?’

‘This was in the drawer with it,’ said Petre. He reached into his pocket and Edgar wondered what else was going to emerge. A white rabbit? A pair of doves? Instead the general unfolded and held out a piece of paper revealing red and blue lettering. Edgar looked at it curiously. It was a playbill, a flyer, the sort he had seen hundreds of times before, usually with Max’s name emblazoned across the top.

This time the name he recognised was halfway down the cast list.

Tony ‘The Mind’ Mulholland. He knows what you’re thinking before you do.

The bill was from the Liverpool Empire, dated May 1939.

Max was still reading over Edgar’s shoulder. ‘Tony! Why would Colonel Cartwright have one of his playbills? From before the war too.’

‘That’s what I was hoping you might tell me,’ said the general. ‘Is this Mulholland still around?’

Edgar and Max exchanged glances. ‘Tony died three years ago,’ said Edgar. ‘He was murdered. Did you ever hear about the Zig Zag Girl case? The Conjurer Killer?’

‘Was he involved in that affair? I remember reading about it.’

‘Tony was one of the victims, yes.’

‘Was he one of your lot in the war? The Magic Men?’

‘Yes,’ said Edgar. ‘He was.’ As he said this, he could see Tony sitting at the bar in the Caledonian, wearing his pinstriped spiv’s suit. Heard his voice too, as loud and clear as if it was transmitted by radio waves: I was only the top of the bill at the Liverpool Empire. Well, he hadn’t been top of the bill, not by a long chalk. Judging by the size of the names on the piece of paper in his hand, the top of the bill had been a double act called Roman and Renée. Where were they now, he wondered?

‘Have the police seen this?’ he asked.

Petre hesitated for a moment before replying. ‘I did a quick search of the room before they arrived. There were reasons why I felt it better that the police did not know about the possible . . . theatrical connection. That’s why I contacted you.’

That seemed to leave a hell of a lot of questions unanswered, thought Edgar. Specifically, what did the general mean by ‘theatrical connection’? And why was General Petre consulting an obscure detective inspector from Brighton rather than Scotland Yard? More to the point, why involve Max, who was now examining the playbill with a rather sardonic expression on his face?

‘I suppose I’d better explain,’ said the general. ‘Let’s go into the sitting room. This room gives me the heebie-jeebies.’

Max headed to the door but Edgar stayed to look around one more time. As he bent to turn off the bedside light, he caught sight of something white under the bed, half hidden by the eiderdown. He pulled it out. It was the Evening Standard from two days ago, folded over at the cryptic crossword. Half the clues had been filled in, using the blue fountain pen that had scribbled down the phone number. Edgar took the page with the crossword and put it in his pocket.

*

In the sitting room General Petre turned on the centre light, as if determined to chase away the shadow of death. Then he sat heavily on the sofa without bothering to right the coffee table which lay on its side in front of him. Max and Edgar took armchairs on either side of the general. Edgar put the table on its feet; it was a flimsy wooden affair with a carved top, rather oriental in appearance. Edgar had noticed a few other Chinese objects around the room. Had Cartwright served in the East? Well, maybe they were about to find out.

But the general’s opening line surprised them both. ‘As you know, it’s the coronation in two weeks’ time.’

Edgar stared at him. Was there anyone in the country who didn’t know? The papers had been full of nothing else for weeks. Sweets were going to be taken off ration to celebrate. His sergeant, Bob Willis, was counting down the days.

‘For some time MI6 has been aware that there are certain anarchist groups who would like to . . . well, disrupt the occasion. Peter Cartwright was on the trail of one such group. The day before he died he telephoned me to tell me that he thought he’d made a breakthrough. We made an arrangement to meet at number twelve the next day. When he didn’t arrive, I came round here, found the sitting room disturbed and Cartwright on the bed, dead. As soon as I saw the card I thought of the Magic Men. Then, when I saw the playbill, I knew there must be a connection. I did some digging, found out that Stephens had joined the force, so I contacted you. I asked Mephisto because Cartwright always spoke so highly of him. I thought you might be able to help me make sense of it all.’

Cartwright had been a fan, Edgar remembered, and it sounded as though General Petre was one too. Still, that didn’t altogether explain why they had been summoned to London in the middle of the night.

‘But why me?’ said Edgar. ‘Surely Scotland Yard are the ones to handle it?’

Petre took out a large white handkerchief and unfolded it so slowly and deliberately that Edgar thought, for one wild moment, that he was about to perform a magic trick. Instead he wiped his brow and then carefully refolded the handkerchief. But Edgar knew that the white linen square was performing the same role as the magician’s cape; the general was buying time.

‘In situations like this,’ he said at last, ‘you have to be very careful who knows what. For security reasons, you understand. The fewer people that know about this American angle the better.’

‘So do you think that the cutting about the American mesmerist had something to do with why Colonel Cartwright was murdered?’ Edgar had to fight to stop the incredulity creeping into his voice.

‘It’s a line of enquiry,’ said Petre, ‘and one that I want you and Mephisto to follow, discreetly, mind you. After all, presumably Mephisto can use his show business contacts.’ He said this as though he was referring to the mafia. Which, after all, maybe he was.

‘I don’t have many contacts in America,’ said Max.

‘It may be nothing,’ Petre continued, although the late-night trip, the ransacked room and the bloodstained bed hadn’t exactly felt like nothing, ‘but the playing card, the cutting and the playbill do point to a theatrical connection. That’s what I want you two to investigate. You’ll report directly to me. The password is Lorgnette.’

Edgar thought long and hard afterwards about the meaning of the password but, to his disappointment, he was to find out that all MI6 code words were picked at random from the shorter Collins dictionary.

*

The general dropped them back at Whitehall. It was nearly two o’clock in the morning but somehow the thought of trundling tamely back to Brighton didn’t appeal to Edgar. It was Saturday tomorrow (today!) and there was no reason for him to go into work. So, when Max mentioned that he knew an all-night cafe in Covent Garden, Edgar offered to drive them both there and, after another glide through the dark streets, they found themselves eating bacon and eggs as the market traders set up their stalls outside.

‘I thought you never ate breakfast,’ said Edgar, taking a swig of dark brown tea.

‘This isn’t breakfast,’ said Max. ‘It doesn’t count if I haven’t been to sleep.’

‘Of course, you’re always awake at two a.m.,’ said Edgar. ‘It’s an unusual experience for me.’

‘That was when I was young,’ said Max. ‘These days I’m asleep by midnight. Alone.’

Edgar said nothing. He knew that Max had what he called an ‘understanding’ with a Brighton landlady called Joyce Markham (Mrs M), but he didn’t know how this relationship operated when the two were apart. Edgar didn’t really want to talk about love affairs with Max for the very good reason that he, Edgar, was planning to marry Max’s daughter, Ruby. Max didn’t exactly disapprove – he didn’t really have the moral high ground when it came to love affairs – but Edgar thought that it was safest to keep off the subject for now.

Luckily, Max’s thoughts were still on Colonel Cartwright.

‘So who’s going to make the trunk call, you or me?’

‘It had better be you. If I telephone it’ll become official police business. You can find some show business excuse.’

‘Help! I need a mind reader urgently.’

‘That sort of thing.’

Edgar took a last delicious mouthful of fried bread. ‘What do you make of it, Max? The ace of hearts and all that. What did you call it? The blood card?’

Max sighed and pushed his food away. There was still some bacon left on his plate, Edgar had to stop himself eating it.

‘The ace is the highest card,’ said Max, ‘so some people say it’s lucky but it’s also unlucky. An ace is the highest score and the lowest. If the ace is high it scores eleven. K is the eleventh letter of the alphabet, so ace means kill.’

‘Is the ace of hearts particularly unlucky?’

‘No. It’s the ace of spades that’s known as the death card, supposedly because an ace of spades was found in Wild Bill Hickok’s hand when he was shot during a card game.’

‘Wild Bill Hickok?’

‘I thought of that immediately. Wild Bill Hitchcock of Albany must be a fan.’

‘Then why not an ace of spades?’

‘The ace of hearts is the magician’s favourite card. When you do a trick, you usually end up with the ace of hearts because it’s showy. When you ask people to think of a card, any card, it’s usually the ace of hearts. That’s why it’s the blood card, because it’s the most important.’

‘Is that the only reason?’

Max sighed again. ‘There’s a card trick that involves blood coming out of the ace of hearts. It’s a variation on the Whispering Queen.’

‘The Whispering Queen?’

‘It’s very simple. Look.’ Max took a deck of cards from his pocket. Edgar had long ago stopped being surprised at the way Max could summon playing cards from anywhere. He remembered the first time he saw Max, on Inverness station, the way the magician had shuffled the cards in his hand without looking at them once.

‘Pick a card.’ Max was grinning at him.

Edgar took a card, hardly thinking about it. He had given up trying to second-guess Max in this kind of trick. Three of diamonds. He put the card back, face down. Max shuffled and reshuffled. Then, from the centre of the pack, he took the queen of hearts.

‘The queen is going to whisper to me,’ he said, ‘tell me what to do. Of course you’d make a lot more of this on stage. What are you saying, Your Majesty? Cut the cards again, Your Majesty? Of course.’ He cut the cards once and again, separating them until just one card lay on the table between their egg-smeared plates.

‘Now I’m going to slide the queen under the card so she can see it.’ He did so, then held the card to his ear again. ‘The queen tells me your card is the three of diamonds. Is that right?’

‘No,’ said Edgar.

‘Crap. You know it is.’

‘OK. It is.’

‘Now, if I was playing the blood card, I’d say that the queen represented the girl who broke my heart. I’d take the ace of hearts and put a pin through the card. Then, I’d make you pick out the ace of hearts and, when it was in your hand, I’d make it bleed.’

‘How the hell would you do that?’

‘It’s the easiest thing in the world. Blood capsule in your hand. But if you want to take it further, you can make the punter himself bleed. All you have to do is get him to hold the card to his chest. Then, when he takes it away, it looks as though he’s been stabbed in the heart.’

Edgar stared at him.

‘It’s a nasty little trick,’ said Max, ‘totally lacking in finesse. I never do it.’

‘Did Tony perform that trick?’

Max looked up as he passed the cards from hand to hand. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘It was one of his favourites.’

*

When they left the cafe, the stallholders were unloading fruit and vegetables from cars and lorries and even from a couple of horse-drawn carts. Trolleys were being trundled to and fro, sacks of potatoes, wooden crates of apples and pears. There was a brazier at one end of the covered market and some traders were gathered around it drinking mugs of tea. Edgar thought it looked rather convivial but Max shivered as they passed. ‘What a life.’

‘Looks all right to me.’

‘Getting up at two a.m. to dig potatoes out of a frozen field. No thanks.’

Max always claimed to hate the outdoors. Edgar thought that this was because his father, Lord Alastair Massingham, was a typical hunting and shooting aristocrat. Max had escaped the landed gentry to join the secret world of the theatre, a life without mornings, two shows a night, a different town every Sunday. Along the way he had shed his title and become Max Mephisto. Pursuing his own train of thought Edgar asked Max if he’d seen his father recently.

‘Not for over a year, thank God.’

‘Ruby says he’s coming to the wedding.’

Max stopped by the opera house steps to light a cigarette. In the darkness his face was hard to read. ‘So you’re still getting married then?’

‘Yes,’ said Edgar. ‘I’m hoping we’ll be married by the end of the year.’


Chapter 4

Max reached the Strand Palace Hotel just as the boot boys were scurrying along the passages delivering freshly polished footwear. The night porter was still at the desk. Max was tempted to ask for a black coffee but he knew that would stop him sleeping and he wanted to get in a few hours before the Saturday matinee. When he got to his room he hung a do-not-disturb sign on the door, undressed (hanging up his suit carefully because he’d have to wear it again on stage), put on a dressing gown and ran a bath. As he waited for it to fill – it was one of those huge old-fashioned tubs that took for ever – he thought about the events of the night.

Max had always liked Colonel Cartwright. He remembered the first time they had met, in an army camp in Cairo. Max had been seconded to a camouflage unit and was working on creating dummy tanks that would convince Rommel, currently camped only a few miles outside the city, that the British army was bristling with reinforcements. Max was in the repair shed putting the finishing touches to a Matilda tank.

‘Do you really think that’ll take Rommel in?’ asked a voice behind him.

‘From the air it will,’ Max answered. He didn’t look round, he was used to his work being questioned and criticised by anonymous members of the armed forces.

‘It’s all in the shadows,’ piped up Stan Parks (aka The Great Diablo) who was at work on the undercarriage.

‘And in the colour,’ added Max. ‘We use camel dung.’ This was true.

Colonel Cartwright had walked into the shed and inspected the tank from all angles.

‘What’s the chassis?’ he asked.

‘A truck,’ said Max.

‘Trucks don’t move like tanks.’

Max remembered turning to face the colonel, a tall figure in battle fatigues. ‘The thing is,’ he said, ‘our tanks will be with the real thing. That’s the best way to disguise the fake card, put it in the middle of the pack. We’ll have real tanks at the beginning and end of the cavalcade.’

‘So it’s a card trick then?’

‘All tricks are the same,’ Max had said. ‘You have to make the punter – in this case Rommel – look where you want them to look. Misdirection. Our only chance of victory is in surprise. These little fellows —’ he gestured at the disguised truck — ‘might just give us time to spring a surprise.’

Cartwright had left then and Max didn’t know if he ever got to see the Western Desert Force spring their surprise. But, a month later, Max received a summons to join a secret unit based in Inverness. ‘The aim,’ Cartwright explained to him over dinner at his London club (a London so bruised and battered as to be almost unrecognisable), ‘is to convince the Germans in Norway that we’re ready to invade. The only problem is that we’ve got no troops and no armaments. So we need a bit of – what did you call it? – misdirection.’

So Max, accompanied by a thoroughly overexcited Diablo, had travelled to Scotland to set up the Magic Men. And now Cartwright was dead, killed with a playing card left next to his heart.

After his bath, Max lay on the bed waiting for sleep. Outside he could hear London waking up but he’d always found the sounds of the city soothing rather than otherwise. He had asked to be called at midday. The matinee was at two and he could make the call to Albany before the evening show; he calculated that it should be midday in America then. He’d never been to America but suddenly he longed to be in the New York that he had only seen in films. Now that was a city, if you like. He wondered about the mesmerist, William Hitchcock, the man who had copied the name of an outlaw killed with cards in his hand. He thought of Tony Mulholland, whom he had disliked intensely. What linked the two men who claimed to be able to read minds to the death of a senior army officer? He thought of the room in the Kensington flat, the upturned tables, the curtain pulled from its pole. It was carefully staged, perhaps too carefully. Was it misdirection? What did the killer not want them to see?

He sighed, got up and drank some water from his tooth glass. Why couldn’t he sleep? Was it the thought of the man he had admired being brutally murdered? Was it the crime scene, the clues so carefully displayed? No, not if he was honest. It was the thought of Edgar and Ruby getting married. He realised that he wasn’t in any position to object. He had only found out that Ruby was his daughter three years ago and, though he had tried his hardest, he wasn’t sure that the heavy father was a role that he was born to play. He was surprised at the wave of love and protectiveness that overcame him when he learnt that his lovely assistant was, in fact, his lovely daughter. But Ruby was a modern girl who would not brook any interference from him. Besides, she had a stepfather who, much as Max hated to admit it, had fulfilled the paternal role perfectly adequately for twenty-three years. She wasn’t going to start taking advice from a showbiz roué who had seduced her mother and then vanished into the ether. And, anyway, what advice did Max want to give? He couldn’t advise her not to marry Edgar, who was a good and decent man. No, when Max thought of Ruby and Edgar together, it wasn’t Ruby that he worried about. It was Edgar.

*

Edgar had no such trouble with sleep. The roads were clear and he was back in Brighton by five a.m., driving along the seafront as the fishermen were pulling their boats onto the beach. He drove up Albion Hill to his lodgings on one of Brighton’s most vertiginous streets. The house was silent. He let himself into his flat, took off his jacket and shoes, lay on the bed and was asleep in seconds.

It was afternoon when he woke up. He could hear the seagulls outside and the cars labouring up the hill. He lay there, looking at the crack in the ceiling and wondering if it was getting wider. The flat was not the most salubrious of dwellings, the rooms were both cold and damp and there was a strange smell, winter and summer, that never seemed to go away no matter how often he opened the windows. At one time Edgar had thought about getting new lodgings, in Hove perhaps or in one of the nicer Brighton mews, but somehow he had never got round to it. Ruby didn’t seem to mind the flat, the few times she had been there. She wasn’t the sort of woman who had the urge to rearrange her surroundings. She had cooked meals in his tiny kitchen and slept in his bed. Ruby was a show-business girl through and through, digs were just digs to her. Nevertheless, Edgar would have to find them somewhere else to live when they were married.

The tiny bedroom window showed only the sliver of back garden. He went into the sitting room and looked out. He could see the green and white buses trundling to and fro along the terraces that led to the sea, like one of those games on the pier where you put your penny in the slot and watched it roll backwards and forwards along the painted slats. The sea was a line of blue against the horizon, the sun high and pale. It was just after two o’clock. Ruby would be on stage now. She was appearing in a show in Bournemouth. He would try to ring her in her lodgings later but it was difficult with two shows a night. He was seeing her tomorrow though. Sunday, changeover day, was the chance for a snatched few hours before Ruby was off to her next gig. Worthing, Blackpool, Scarborough. Ruby was determined to make it as a magician despite the fact that there hadn’t been a woman conjurer since Eusapia Palladino in the 1890s. Ruby had the advantage of being Max Mephisto’s daughter but also the disadvantage of being so pretty that directors only saw her as an ingénue or chorus girl. But she’d had a few bookings for her magic act and, whenever Edgar watched her, she seemed disconcertingly poised and skilled on stage. She would make it to the top, he was sure of it.

He went into the kitchen in search of food. Stale bread and fish paste seemed to be about the sum of it. He put two slices of bread onto the grill and made himself some black tea. He didn’t have a refrigerator so there was never any milk. Was she really going to marry him, the glamorous starlet who had men queuing for her at the stage door? In some moods, she said she would. She had made that comment about her grandfather coming to the wedding, after all. In some moods she told Edgar that she loved him. In others she talked only about her career, her future on films and TV, the days when she’d be bigger than her errant father, called by some people the greatest magician in the world.

It must be difficult for Max to see his daughter being courted by his best friend. But he’d have to get used to it, Edgar told himself, scraping mould off the toast crust, once he and Ruby were married. Edgar wanted to marry Ruby more than anything in the world but at times it was hard to believe it would ever happen. He had proposed to her on the night they first slept together, a night branded on his soul. ‘You don’t have to marry me,’ Ruby had said, innocently tousled in one of his old shirts. ‘I want to,’ Edgar had assured her and he had repeated this desire many times over the last two years. He had given her a ring which she wore on a chain around her neck. One day she’d put it on her finger.

What would Ruby say if she knew about the strange trip to London and about the man found dead with a playing card on his chest? She’d have a theory – she was an expert on card tricks – but he always tried not to tell her too much about his working life. He wanted to shield her from the sordidness of crime and from the sheer mind-numbing slog of police work. He didn’t talk about Ruby at work either. He’d never even told Bob or Emma that he was engaged, though somehow they knew.

He wondered if Max had managed to call the strange foreign-looking number. What if Wild Bill himself had answered? And what was the link with Tony Mulholland, the man murdered on Edgar’s own patch, just a mile or so from this flat? He felt the same rush of excitement that had surged through him as he had driven past the dark offices in Whitehall. He knew that he would telephone Max, as well as Ruby, before the evening was out.

Edgar went back into the sitting room with his toast. He was just looking for yesterday’s cryptic crossword when he remembered the half-finished crossword taken from Colonel Cartwright’s bedroom. He found it in his overcoat pocket and flattened it out on the table in front of him. Cartwright had filled in the answers with the same blue pen that had jotted down Bill Hitchcock’s telephone number. He had got half the clues. He was stronger on conundrums than anagrams. Edgar filled in one of these almost without thinking (orchestra = carthorse) and tried to puzzle out the others. Cartwright had done some workings of his own in the margins and seeing the letters and the spaces made Edgar feel suddenly close to his old commanding officer, who had shared his passion for word games. Edgar too liked the Evening Standard cryptic crossword but he would have thought that Colonel Cartwright was more of a Times or Telegraph man.
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