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Needless Alley






Chapter 1

Thursday, 1 February 1934

 

William stood near the office window, tea tray in hand, and stared out onto Needless Alley. It was not quite eight o’clock, and Birmingham was bathed in a mucky morning light. February was a short but cruel month: a time of itching, preparatory greyness, with the whole world poised for something to bloom. It was only twenty-eight days until March, and yet burgeoning spring, with its daffodils in Cannon Hill Park and city dawn chorus of sparrows and pigeons, seemed far away.

Outside, two women teetered along a pavement slick with ice. The brims of their hats pulled fashionably over their eyes, and the collars of their coats drawn up against the chill air, William only recognised them as the shopgirls from the neighbouring Maison Chapeaux when the plump one craned her neck and flashed him a pretty smile. William balanced the tea tray on the corner of his desk, managed a tentative wave, and noticed how his shoulders ached from lack of sleep.

William had read through the night. A foolish act at his age, but he’d borrowed a book from Boots Library and was due to return it. The book, an account of German fascism, was full of chill, dispassionate detail on rising militarism, and university departments dedicated to creating poison gas, and rampant anti-Semitism fuelled by the popular press. William had woken, gritty-eyed, after a few hours’ sleep to the dark of a winter morning, knowing his fresh understanding of world politics had done nothing but sour his stomach.

He turned away from the window and cleared some of the detritus from his desk, so the tea things were no longer precariously balanced. And there he sat, waiting for Phyll and the start of their daily routine, a comforting, if unprofitable, round of tea drinking, smoking, trawling through the daily papers, and hoping the telephone might ring.

William didn’t have to wait long. Soon, he heard the familiar click of the Yale lock, the sound of Phyll’s soft, quick tread on the staircase, and the clatter of his office door. There she stood, in the doorway, smart in dark overcoat and trilby. Ruddy-cheeked, she was laden with both the newspapers and breakfast – bacon rolls from the café near her digs. ‘This place stinks like a navvy’s armpit.’ She wrinkled her nose and moved towards the desk. ‘Open the window and let in some air before we choke to death.’

‘I suppose it is a bit ripe in here.’ William tipped the contents of the overflowing ashtrays, and the greasy remnants of the previous night’s supper, into the wastepaper basket, but his shame-fuelled attempt at tidying up only served to disturb, and intensify, the stench. And so he did as he was told, opening the window a crack, propping the sash with a ratted copy of the News of the World. He sniffed decorously at his shirt. Clean on yesterday, he would pass muster, just. ‘We’ve done nothing but smoke like chimneys and eat chips since the New Year. If we don’t get a bit of honest toil soon, we’ll fall into ruin.’ He returned to his desk, and then lifted the lid from the teapot, inspecting the state of the brew. ‘Shall I be mother?’

‘Have you heard nothing from Mr Shirley?’ Phyll glanced at the silent telephone, placed the newspapers and rolls on William’s newly cleared, if not clean, desk, and took a seat. ‘I do prefer to take my tea with lemon, Billy.’

‘You’ll be demanding petits fours next.’ William handed her a cup of black tea. ‘Shifty’s still got the hump over the Morton business, but he’ll come round. Holding grudges is bad for business. We must give him time, though. I did hurt him in a very tender spot.’

‘His wallet?’ she asked.

‘Indeed.’

Since he and Phyll began their partnership, they had worked the sum of two cases. An errant husband found in the tender embrace of a buxom neighbour, and a lady bookkeeper, who had absconded with charity funds, discovered living in Bournemouth with a retired games mistress. Business was slow, and would continue to be so until Shifty Shirley, Birmingham’s most pragmatic man of law, was back on side.

William reached for his bacon roll, peered beneath the bread, took a bite, and flicked through a copy of the Birmingham Post. ‘Still up for the pictures tonight?’ he asked. ‘King Kong is on at the Select.’

‘No, thank you. I can’t seem to get behind this giant marauding ape you’re so wild for.’ Phyll opened Picturegoer Magazine and ignored her bacon roll. ‘You know what I like. German Expressionism, light comedy with plenty of dancing girls, gangster flicks, or pictures starring Fredric March. I find everything else is unbearable.’

‘What about Flying Down to Rio?’ William licked bacon grease from his fingertips. ‘They strap the dancers to the wings of an aeroplane and none of the girls are wearing brassieres.’

‘You seem terribly well-informed.’

‘I made a study of the poster when I was hanging around the lobby of the Odeon last Friday. I had nothing better to do since you’d ditched me.’ Immediately, William regretted the dig. Phyll had already apologised for standing him up. He picked at his friendships like a child worrying a scab. It was a bad habit, and it had thrown Phyll into a cool silence. William broke it. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Having no work is getting on my nerves. Christ, if things don’t pick up, I might have to go back to clerking, and I’m too old for all that adding-machine bullshit.’

‘Thirty-six is hardly geriatric.’

‘No one wants a middle-aged office boy. It’s embarrassing.’

‘What else can you do?’ she asked. ‘I mean, what other work experience do you have?’ There was something of the schoolmistress about her tone, but William chose to ignore it.

‘I was a decent soldier, I suppose.’ William added an extra sugar lump to his tea and watched it dissolve into the brew. ‘But there’s no way I can go back into the army. I’ve got flat feet, and I’m too knackered to fight another war. I might write a stern letter to Herr Hitler and tell him to fuck off out of it.’ He glanced at Phyll’s uneaten breakfast – a waste. ‘Besides, there’s the baby to consider. Queenie might be the richest unwed mother in Ladywood, but I want to stay alive and be a proper dad.’

In truth, William and Queenie had never talked about how they would care for their child. William associated his fatherhood with the terrible events of the previous summer and had, until now, let Queenie rule. However, he also knew that if he didn’t assert himself soon, his relationship with his son would devolve into that of indulgent, if infrequent, visits where he would behave like some nervous bachelor uncle. Tomorrow, at his son’s christening, William knew he would play little to no part, but he abhorred the idea of being on the sidelines of his own child’s life. His every instinct raged against it.

‘Look, Billy, I’ve found just the tonic to make you feel young again. The divine Marlene, double spread.’ Phyll placed the open magazine flat on William’s desk and prodded Dietrich’s creamy décolletage with such force William thought the star might bruise. ‘Isn’t she splendid? So very stylish. She has it in buckets. I don’t believe I shall ever get over seeing her in Morocco. What a film.’

‘I wish she’d come to Birmingham and lead me astray. That would take my mind off war. Me and Marlene indulging in a bit of Entente Cordiale.’

‘Ladies first, Billy. Ladies first.’

Outside, the distant hoot of factory sirens called the day shift into work. The draught from the open window caught the back of his neck. William wanted it shut, preferring a cosy fug, but Phyll was a fresh-air fiend. ‘Here’s a story just for you.’ He rattled the newspaper in Phyll’s direction. ‘Your lot are at it again.’

‘Sapphists?’ She didn’t look up from her Picturegoer. ‘Have we formed a political party? If we’re marching, I do hope our shirts are a nice lavender stripe.’

‘No, nudists.’

‘I’m not a nudist. I simply appear naked in the cause of art.’

Phyll had recently taken up life modelling at the art school. The bohemian milieu suited her personality, and baring all to a bunch of budding commercial artists paid the rent.

‘Listen to this.’ William began to read aloud, grinning. ‘The cult of nudism is spreading to the Midlands.’

‘Spreading? How vulgar.’ Phyll returned his smile, happy to play the game. ‘It’s a wonder such filth got past the copy editor.’

‘It gets better.’ William continued. ‘The cult of nudism—’

‘Did you say cult?’

‘I did indeed.’ He shot Phyll a music-hall wink. ‘The cult of nudism, firmly established in Germany and other Continental countries, is rapidly gaining followers in England with at least ten thousand believers in this country. There has been a practising colony near Coventry for some time. Plans are well advanced for the establishment of a camp at Four Oaks, Sutton Coldfield, next season.’ William took another bite of his bacon roll and shivered at the blast of February air hitting the back of his neck. ‘It’s not natural. Not even in Coventry. What are the people of Sutton Coldfield thinking? I’d rather get rickets.’

‘You are quite bandy-legged.’

‘No, I’m not.’ He flipped over the page, making small, greasy smudges on the newsprint with his fingers. ‘That northern bank job has gone from bad to worse.’

‘Is Stoke-on-Trent in the north?’ she asked.

‘Stoke-on-Trent is like Camelot; no one truly knows where it is.’

‘Staffordshire.’ Phyll yawned. ‘And that’s a Midlands county.’

‘The coppers finally found the lady bank clerk. Dead in a ditch outside of Lichfield. Christ.’ William placed his copy of the Birmingham Post on top of Marlene Dietrich, covering her louche, Teutonic glamour with a grainy photograph of an English rose, all mousy brown and respectably pretty. ‘Poor kid had been there for months. I feel for the parents. It was a frozen drainage ditch, you know, in a farmer’s field. She was under the ice. The coppers had to use a pickaxe to get her out. The ice must’ve preserved her body, though. They say she was raped and then beaten to death.’

‘These newspaper reports, they seem so prurient. I wonder how many copies this poor woman’s death has sold. She looks so kind and happy. The sort of girl who’d befriend the outcasts at school.’ Phyll reached for the newspaper, peered at the photograph, and let out a great sigh of exhaustion. ‘A woman goes to work in the morning, safe, boring, conventional work, and by the end of the day, she is raped and murdered. For all our talk of equality of the sexes, modernity, rationalism . . . Oh God, it’s horrific. It’s the twentieth century, and we’re still not safe.’ Phyll looked up at him, her honest eyes wide under her thick, unfashionable brows. ‘Why do men do it?’

‘Because they want to, and because they like it, and because other men let them.’ This was the truth, plain and simple. A pause came, akin to a two-minutes’ silence, and William used it to think about his dead.

Phyll placed her hand on his shoulder and squeezed, in a brief, but comforting, contact. William’s aching muscles relaxed at her touch. ‘Did you see this about the necklace?’ She pointed to a line of newsprint further down the page, and then handed the Birmingham Post back to William, whistling through her teeth.

William shook his head, and began, once more, to read aloud. ‘Police now believe the gang are not professional jewel thieves and intended to steal five hundred guineas kept in the safe deposit box. Our Northern Correspondent . . .’ He nodded to Phyll. ‘Stoke is north, then. Our Northern Correspondent,’ William repeated, ‘can confirm the necklace of sixty flawless blue-pink pearls and thirty rubies which was stolen in the heist is worth twenty thousand pounds. The anonymous owner of the safe deposit box has offered one thousand pounds as reward for the return of the necklace.’

The return of the necklace. Bringing the murderers to justice was immaterial to the man who offered the reward. William wondered why women didn’t go on the rampage at each outrage their sex suffered. He smiled, thinking of Queenie. She once abducted a notorious pimp and left him naked and trussed up like a loin of pork, rope cutting into his flabby, pale skin, outside a police station on the Coventry Road. If Queenie was the future of womanhood, every misbehaving fucker with a pair of bollocks ought to watch his back.

However, one thousand pounds would see him and Phyll right for a year, giving them breathing space to establish themselves as respectable private detectives. Then, of course, there would be the publicity. Perhaps he should get his arse up to Stoke-on-Trent and have a sniff about. William shook the thought from his head. This wasn’t the pictures. Who did he think he was, Bulldog Drummond? He had no connections in Stoke. Besides, he was fated to be universally hated by all coppers and most journalists – the men he would need on side if he was even to begin solving the case.

The shrill, insistent call of the telephone interrupted William’s hesitant dreams of wealth and fame. He stared at the machine, frowning, as if momentarily unsure how to deal with the thing. It was Phyll who answered, her manner formal, professional. ‘Garrett and Hall, private enquiry agents.’ Her slim body tensed at the male voice, an inaudible hum to William, at the other end of the line, and then she nodded sharply, twice. ‘Yes, speaking. Yes, I understand. Yes, of course.’ Perching on the edge of the desk, handset cradled between her shoulder and chin, she scribbled flowers on the blotting pad in thick, deep pencil marks. ‘What do you mean by an incident? . . . Has Freddy regressed in his treatment? . . . What exactly happened and when?’ With each question came another flower. Soon there would be a garden. ‘You don’t want to give details over the telephone. I understand, yes. We’ll come right away. Right away, Dr Moon.’ Phyll dropped her pencil and glanced at her watch. ‘Yes, we’ll be with you within the hour.’ William heard the decisive click of the call ringing off. Phyll replaced the handset on its cradle, her once ruddy cheeks now pale. ‘That was the psychiatrist who runs the residential home where my brother lives.’ She ran her finger over the blotting-paper garden and bit her lip. ‘There’s been some kind of problem, an intruder. The doctor wants us to investigate.’

‘Is he rich?’ asked William. ‘Can he afford us?’

‘Oh yes, Billy.’ Phyll seemed suddenly closed off to him, as if she were protecting some vulnerable core of herself. ‘He’s quite wealthy. I believe all our family money has gone in paying his fees.’






Chapter 10

Queenie was saying something, but he couldn’t hear a word. The downpour was deafening. Blinding, too, for little was visible beyond the immediate wall of rain, and the Rover’s wipers were ineffectual against the strength of both the water and the whipping wind. The fields and farmhouses familiar from the previous day’s journey were now blurred and distorted, each house and barn a warped, disconnected vision, as if seen through the bottom of a beer glass. They crawled along Watling Street, not stopping, but wading onwards through mucky rain, which at any moment threatened to cut the engine, and isolate them in the midst of the storm.

‘Hope for the best, expect the worst.’ Queenie’s voice came once more, but this time as a deep yell. William merely nodded. They had spoken little since leaving Phyll’s, as it turned out, deserted flat, but there was nothing to be said, even if they could make themselves heard. As the journey progressed, he had sensed Queenie’s usually soft body stiffen, and become poised, muscles taut, nerves on high alert, as if readying herself for battle. Boadicea in a Rover 10. And there was something about Queenie’s concern for Phyll, and her interest in Red Hollow, which worried at the edge of William’s consciousness. Queenie rarely paid attention to his business unless it turned out to be her business too. ‘Are we nearly there?’ she asked.

‘Five minutes to the turning, perhaps ten in this weather,’ William said. ‘Look out for the sign on your side.’

Queenie merely nodded and turned her head to the left.

‘Now,’ she called. ‘The turning is coming up.’

He flipped the indicator and drove down the lane which now seemed a shallow, fast-flowing brook. As they passed the village houses, William noticed a bulwark of sandbags protecting each front door from the rising water. Light shone as a dull distortion from the cottage windows. These were the only signs of life. He glanced at the patchwork of fields to his right and wondered if the drainage ditches continued to do their job, but saw, to his horror, that the river had burst its banks, and the spindling willow and beech were bent near horizontal by the brute force of the wind.

‘Not far to the hall. It’s to the left, but we need to cross the ford,’ he said. ‘And it might not be so low now.’ William was unsure if this commentary was for Queenie’s benefit or his own. She simply nodded.

He made the left-hand turn along the trackway, now thick with mud, and moved the Rover down to a crawl. Traction was already poor, the rear wheels sliding, unable to keep a grip on the slick red clay. Soon they would be upon the ford, and William knew he would be unable to gauge the depth of the water. He was unsure how fast he should take it. Yesterday Phyll had slowed down, and so William shifted the car into first gear.

They plunged into what seemed a river. He felt the power of its force against the pathetic efforts of the engine. Water, black and sliding, seeped in through the bottom of the car doors. William saw, in the rear-view mirror, a tree fall slowly, as if managing its own landing with grace, and he realised there was no returning to the village by car. They were cut off.

‘Put your foot down,’ Queenie yelled.

‘What difference will that make?’ William was unable to mask his panic. Water tickled his ankles. What if they became stuck in the ford, unable to get out of the motor? Trapped in this deluge, the water rising . . . And yet he did as Queenie said – that was his nature – and moved the car into second, accelerated but heard the agonising grind of gears above the heavy drumbeat of the storm. He felt Queenie’s grip on his left arm. The Rover spluttered forward and came to a halt.

William caught his breath. They had made it through the ford, but only just. He sat for a minute, watching the downpour, which came in sheets of silver against the gunmetal storm-grey sky, and then he turned the ignition, and to his horror heard nothing but a splutter and scrape of the waterlogged engine.

William pulled up the collar of his overcoat and turned down the brim of his hat. ‘Wait here,’ he said. ‘I need to see how far we are from the ford.’ He stepped from the car and out into a furious winter darkness. Icy rain, driven near horizontal by the wind, whipped at his cheeks, punctured the weft of his overcoat, entered his shirt, his underclothes. And then he lost his hat, and the rain became blinding.

The lane was ankle deep with fast-flowing water, and the Rover teetered mere inches from the edge of the ford. If they were to save the car, they would need to push it to the side of the road and as far as possible onto the high verge, and then make their way to the hall on foot. Neither he nor Queenie would contemplate turning back, even if they could. This he was sure of.

He tapped on the window on Queenie’s side. There was no use sitting in the car. Queenie opened the window a few inches, pulled her body away from the blast of rain that entered the motor. ‘We’re gonna have to walk it,’ he said, glancing at Queenie’s patent leather heels. ‘Have you got any rubber boots?’

She shook her head. ‘How many miles?’

‘No more than two.’ If they made it. The sky, the bare hedges, the trees, the whole country seemed in the grip of some ancient frenzy. Only the marshy fields, now shallow glassy lakes, were eerie in their stillness. He glanced to his left. Beyond the creaking oaks that bordered the lane hunkered the patch of woodland and the Red Hollow. Had the pool burst its banks? Was it the prospect of flood or superstition about the mermaid which made the villagers barricade themselves in their homes? He shook off the thought. ‘You got an electric torch in the glove box?’ he asked.

She shrugged. ‘Why should I?’

‘I dunno. It’s helpful when breaking and entering. You can wallop nightwatchmen with ’em.’

‘Don’t be like that,’ she said. ‘Can we manage without one? Is the road ahead alright?’

‘We’ll manage, but we need to try and save the car. Slip over to the driver’s seat and take off the handbrake. We’re going to steer the car into the passing place to the left. It’s about a hundred yards or so away and on higher ground. Do you understand what I mean?’ She nodded. ‘I’ll push and you steer, yes?’

He moved to the back end of the Rover, and saw her small, gloved hand give him the thumbs up from the window on the driver’s side. William put his shoulder to the rear of the car and began to push. At first, he couldn’t get traction, his feet slipping in the clay and the slaty gravel of the lane. Then it shifted, and off they went. For a moment, he was tempted to push the car for the two miles, simply to keep Queenie dry. There was a time when he would have broken his back for her, but William’s days of chivalry were now long gone. Suddenly, the car halted with a bump on the grass verge, and out came Queenie, slamming the door behind her, needing no white knight. She looked down the lane and fastened the top button of her coat. ‘Fuck it,’ she said. ‘We’ve got no choice.’ And she tottered forward, leading the way.

They trudged along for half an hour in bleak silence, soon becoming inured to the relentlessness of the weather. No more than a hundred yards or so down the lane, the gates to Red Hollow Hall were open a crack, the threatening cast iron spikes slick with water. William pointed towards them. ‘We’re nearly there,’ he said. ‘A quarter-mile at the most.’

Queenie nodded.

And all seemed devoid of life. No crows circled, and the sheep, grazing on the pasture only a day before, had disappeared; moved, William thought, to higher ground at the first hint of heavy rain. He did not see the house in the distance, but only the jaundiced light which glowed from each window. William gestured to Queenie. ‘Lights from the hall,’ he said. ‘Not long now.’

Queenie picked up pace, as a marathon runner gets a second wind when the finish line is in sight, and they soon neared the house, which proffered a blank, unblinking face against the rain. There was no movement behind the half-closed curtains. No sound other than the enveloping storm. No sign of life.

Queenie turned to him and frowned. ‘You didn’t tell me it was this house, Billy,’ she said. ‘Can you remember when we passed through here as kids? I loved this house. I thought it looked like a castle, like the ones painted on the cabin doors of the Little Marvel. I used to dream of owning it. Perhaps I still do. Can you remember when you and Ronnie stole those crates of jam from—’

‘I don’t want to talk about him, Queenie. I can’t take it.’

He had spent the walk worrying that she would remember Red Hollow, and the worst had happened. Ronnie’s name had been mentioned, and so the ghost materialised.

‘Why?’

‘Why? Are you mad? Because of what happened last summer.’ His childhood faith suddenly surfaced like flotsam; it was the christening and the biblical weather. ‘All that sin. All that mortal sin.’

‘But don’t you know? Divorce, perjury and fiddling with yourself, they’re all mortal sins.’ Queenie laughed. ‘I reckon that means you’re fucked, bab.’ She gestured towards the church tower. Red stone, liver-like in the strange light; it seemed a sunken island in the flood-land. ‘We’re all grave sinners, Billy. Sometimes I reckon Jesus is on his tod up there. He rattles about in heaven like a marble in a pop bottle.’

‘I told you, Queenie. I can’t take it.’ William marched ahead. Queenie saw the world differently, he knew. She wasn’t immoral, or amoral, she was simply a dangerous pragmatist.

‘Well, you’re gonna have to.’ She caught up with him, trotting at his side like a pretty, panting Shetland pony. ‘What we did was mete out justice. Think about what would’ve happened if we hadn’t cleaned up that whole bloody mess. We did a hard thing. But we did it because someone had to.’ To the right of Queenie, the mermaid weathervane spun, her golden tail flapping, frantic at the mercy of the wind and rain. ‘Make peace with God, Billy, if you still believe in Him. And if you don’t, make peace with yourself. We’ve made our bed. We just have to fuckin’ lie in it.’

William glanced heavenwards. A peculiar lavender shimmered between the crevices of the black storm clouds, as if the sky had dressed itself in Victorian mourning. Then he looked behind him, assessing the water’s incursion. On either side of the drive, the sleek surface of the flooded parkland reflected the overhanging branches of the oaks as monstrous curves. Soon, he knew, the pathway would be gone, and if a stretch of river upstream burst its banks, then there would be no escaping Red Hollow unless by boat. William blinked away the rain from his eyes, squinting at a patch of strange shadow beneath the trees. A bobbing hump of black, it bumped heavily against the thick, low branches. It wasn’t a shadow; it had heft. It was a dead sheep. No, it was the wrong shape. Longer, narrower and with what looked like trouser legs swaying in the shallow water.

A vision of Phyll, smart in a dark suit, surfaced. And then William ran.

The rain fell, vivid and lustrous against the darkening horizon as William skidded along the gravel drive. When he came to the lower ground of the park, the water became deep, pushing against his shins, and slowing him down in what seemed an act of deliberate frustration. Queenie was a few squelching steps behind him. He turned and called out to her, ‘It’s Phyll. It’s her. She’s under the trees.’

‘We’ve just come from there. How could we have missed her?’ Queenie’s panting, panicked voice came in fragments over the sound of pouring rain.

Because we were arguing, William thought. Wrapped up in each other, always, like a pair of cats scrapping in a bag.

William slowed, wading now as he neared the body. It floated face down, overcoat billowing on the water like the fins of a great, black stingray. William bent, and grabbed the waist, turning the torso upwards and away from the water. He worked in the dark, Queenie hovering gravely silent at his side, seeing none of the body’s features in his panic, but sensing the heft of the corpse and the hard muscle under the heavy tweed and the thickness of the abdomen. ‘It’s a man,’ he said. ‘It’s not her.’ And he let out something akin to a small yelp in relief.

William lifted the dead man’s head above the water and moved the snaking trails of mud from his wide forehead and bulging eyes and clogged nostrils. There was no saving the poor bastard. Confusion mixed with relief, as William had half-expected the face to be Freddy’s. He reached into the inside pocket of the unbuttoned coat, fingers clumsy with cold, searching for a wallet and some form of identification, found nothing, but saw the unmistakeable white strip of a clerical collar glimmering amidst the dark of the man’s sodden black suit.

‘It’s a priest. A dead priest.’ Queenie sprang upright and crossed herself. ‘All that talk of God, and mortal sin, and we’ve found a dead priest. Holy Jesus, I don’t like it. It’s bad luck.’

‘I doubt this poor bugger likes it much either.’ William wiped the mulch of dead leaves, grass and gravel from the pale, rabbity face. ‘And don’t get your superstitious knickers in a twist. He’s not a priest. He’s a Protestant. The parson no-one around here much likes. The Reverend Andrews, I reckon.’ He nodded to the church in the distance. ‘That’s his church. God only knows what he was doing all the way out here on a Friday afternoon in this weather. He must’ve had some very good reason for his visit.’

‘It’s Candlemas. He’d be here to bless the candles.’ Queenie’s voice held a note of relief. She squinted through the rain towards the manor and winced. ‘It’ll take us ages to lug him back to the house. You grab the shoulders, and I’ll get the ankles. Did I tell you I lost a bloody shoe in this mud?’






Chapter 11

William shook the raindrops from his eyes and rang the electric doorbell. No one answered. He glanced at Queenie. Bent double in exhaustion, the hem of her fur coat caressed her mud-caked feet. William pressed his forefinger hard against the buzzer, then counted to ten, and listened for any sound of life coming from behind the door.

‘Try the handle,’ panted Queenie. ‘The lights are on, so someone must be home.’

William stepped forward and examined the door. Pockmarked with the scars of musket balls, it had no handle, only four wrought-iron hinges. He pushed against it, but the door held fast. ‘There’s no handle. It must be locked and bolted from the inside.’ He used his fist and hammered against the oak in five sharp raps. ‘Open up. It’s William Garrett.’ He knocked again, his gut now churning in alarm. ‘Open up!’

Suddenly, as if moved by the power of his own panic, the door swung open. William blinked dumbly against the sallow light emanating from the hall. Mr Brooke, a slight figure framed in the centre of the arched doorway, stood silent and assessing, as an actor does before a hostile audience. ‘This is a private residential home,’ he said. ‘And we are not open to casual visitors.’

If the greeting was designed to throw William off-kilter, it was successful, at least until he noticed the wicked glimmer of a smile in Mr Brooke’s dark eyes. But William was too exhausted to muster the outrage needed to play Brooke’s game. ‘We’ve found a dead body in the flood. We think it’s the Reverend Andrews,’ he said, gesturing beyond Queenie to the crumpled mass of black clerical wool lying bent on the porch steps. ‘Get Dr Moon, immediately.’ William stepped forward, toe-to-toe with the orderly. The rain, undeterred by his bulk, sleeted through the open door, spattered Mr Brooke’s brogues, pooled on the stone threshold. The orderly glanced at his shoes, and then blinked dumbly at William, but did not move. William resisted the urge to slap the man into action. ‘Now, Mr Brooke.’

Brooke’s face wrinkled into a disbelieving grin. He tiptoed, stretching his small, dark head to see over William’s shoulder, and then fell flat back on his feet, and frowned. Moving aside, he opened the door wide, and said, ‘Leave the corpse outside. He’s not going anywhere, is he? I’ll get Dr Moon. You pair can wait in here.’

The entrance hall was large, square, partly panelled, and crammed with country-house detritus. Umbrellas and shooting sticks had been shoved into a Victorian elephant’s foot, and a series of brass hooks held cracked oilskins, shapeless tweed jackets, and a decent, navy-blue overcoat. Huge taxidermy fish, mounted on oak plaques, were hung on the crumbling paintwork; the tail of a fox, its arse-end manacled in silver, dangled above a badger and her cubs in tableau; a glass case containing an adult swan, posed in such a stance to suggest it could break a human arm with a flap of its massive wing, stood on a refectory table. ‘I don’t much like this room,’ he said. ‘What is it about the landed gentry and killing stuff?’

‘Mastery.’ Queenie’s answer came quickly, naturally. ‘But who am I to talk? I’ve committed my sins.’ She glanced down at her muddied feet and shivered so powerfully William saw her body tremble beneath her sodden fur coat. ‘In all honesty, I’d give my eyeteeth to have been born one of them, and have a smidgeon of their class, breeding. I’d be kind to my servants, though. I’m a benevolent mistress. Ask Arthur.’

‘I’d rather shit in my hands and clap than ask Arthur Stokes anything.’ William nodded to the coat hooks. ‘Take off that fur before you catch your death of cold. I’ll get you another coat.’

Queenie removed her fox furs and ratted cloche. William placed the bits of ragged city glamour on the hooks amongst the country tweeds and ancient oilskins, and reached for the navy-blue overcoat. He twitched, and held his breath. Then, he ran his thumb and forefinger over the good wool, and, as he did so, that cold fullness, weighing heavy in his chest since the christening, lifted. William exhaled. Phyll. She was here, at Red Hollow. ‘This is Phyll’s coat, Queenie,’ he called out. ‘She must still be here. Unable to leave because of the flood.’

‘We live in hope, bab.’ Queenie nodded to the oak door, and the corpse beyond.

There came a polite cough from the doorway to the corridor. Dr Moon entered the hall and smiled frowningly at William. ‘Mr Garrett, I’m afraid we’re in disarray. Water has entered the kitchen. Disastrous in these old places, don’t you know.’ The doctor wore no shoes, and his trousers were rolled to the knee, exposing the thick scarring on his injured right leg. He held out his hand in greeting. ‘My dear chap, if you needed to speak with me, why not telephone through?’ The doctor shot Queenie a quick, clinical glance. ‘Is Phyll not with you?’

William’s anxiety welled at the note of bewilderment in Dr Moon’s voice; he let go of Phyll’s overcoat, and said, ‘This is Miss Maggs, my associate. Phyll is—’

‘Birmingham seems awash with lady detectives.’ Lady Pike’s smile, thin-lipped and achingly polite, was directed at Queenie. ‘What progress we women have made since the war.’ Rubber-booted, the hem of her tweed skirt sodden, she entered the room with Mr Brooke hovering at her side.

‘Lady Pike, I’m afraid we found a dead man, and Phyll Hall is—’

‘The telephone lines are down, Dr Moon,’ interrupted Mr Brooke. ‘I’ve been trying to get through to the Coventry agency since midday, and the night nurse hasn’t arrived for her shift. I doubt she’ll be with us tonight. You’re going to be horribly short-staffed. What with Miss Moore calling in sick, and, you do remember, it is my evening off.’

‘Dead? Who’s dead?’ Dr Moon held up a silencing hand and looked at Brooke. ‘Why on earth didn’t you tell me about this in the kitchen?’

‘I couldn’t mention stray corpses in front of Mr Irwell.’ Brooke shrugged. ‘The silly boy’s nerves are already quite ragged because of the flood.’

‘It’s the body of a clergyman. I believe it’s the Reverend Andrews. Miss Maggs and I found him in the floodwater on our way to see you.’ William gestured to the shoeless, trembling Queenie. ‘He’s outside. We carried him here.’

Queenie shuddered, violently. Pale and exhausted, she remained silent.

‘My dear lady, please sit down.’ The chivalry of Dr Moon’s class – passed, William supposed, from father to son, like power – kicked in, and he took Queenie’s arm. ‘Mr Brooke will fetch some hot water, clean towels and blankets.’

‘Oh, shall he now?’

‘And the lady shall have my bedroom slippers, Brooke,’ said Dr Moon.

‘She’s got you all hot under the collar, hasn’t she?’ Mr Brooke grinned, and indicated to Queenie, bobbing his head towards her like a young crow. ‘In all your ardour, you seem to have forgotten about the poor dead vicar.’

Before Dr Moon could reply, Mr Brooke, practised at theatrical exits, left through a door so discreet it could hardly be distinguished from the wainscoted wall.

The doctor rose from Queenie’s side. ‘Mr Garrett, you say it’s the Reverend Andrews?’

‘It’s probable, but I’ve never met the man. We left him on the front steps. You need to identify him, and then take a proper look at him.’ William spoke the last words with emphasis, not wanting to say out loud what he feared.

Dr Moon broke out into a nervous smile. ‘On the steps?’

The doctor, William realised, was momentarily useless.

‘No, we must bring him inside. You’ll need light to examine the body.’

Freddy and two other men appeared in the doorway, peering into the entrance hall like children spying on a grown-up party. One man was young, barely out of his teens, with a mop of fair, curly hair. The other was a man William’s own age. All moustache and sideburns, he looked like the hero in a novel by Thomas Hardy, but his rural handsomeness was undercut by a complexion the wrong side of ruddy; the man was a drinker’s pink.

William crooked his finger, and the men inched into the room.

‘Freddy, you and Curly clear the refectory table of the dead swan.’ William barked his orders like the sergeant he once was. ‘Then, move the table so it’s directly underneath the light.’ He waved towards the wrought-iron chandelier, modest but electric, dangling from the ceiling. ‘We’ll put the body there for Dr Moon to take a look at. The light, at least, seems decent.’

‘Body?’ Freddy blinked, twice.

William nodded. ‘A clergyman. Drowned in the floodwater.’

‘The mermaid. She’s struck again.’ The youth crossed himself, and his skin blanched to a delicate parchment against his bony skull. ‘We must close up the house. Stop the water’s ingress.’

‘We must do as we’re told, Mr Irwell.’ Freddy grabbed the boy by the jacket sleeve and nodded towards the cased swan.

‘You.’ William pointed to the drinker. ‘I need help getting him inside.’

‘Alright.’ The man stepped forward, wiping his hands on the sides of his trousers. ‘But my name’s Tom Sherbourne, and the bloke you call Curly is Vincent Irwell.’

Outside, the sparse light from the entrance hall cast a sallow sheen on the stone steps. There, face down, lay the Reverend Andrews. His fingers, waxy, pale and poignant, stretched out of the cuffs of his grey shirt; his bent left leg dangled in the flooded drive, so the clergyman appeared, for one appalling moment, as if he were crawling out of the water with his last breath.

‘Whereabouts did you find the poor bastard?’ asked Tom Sherbourne.

‘Over by the oaks on the other side of the driveway.’

Tom squinted through the sheeting rain. ‘Christ almighty. What on earth was he doing out there?’ He turned to William. ‘You and the woman carried him?’ William nodded. Tom bent and readied himself to lift the Reverend Andrews by the shoulders. ‘I’ll take the weight. You look knackered out.’

William stepped down into the water, wincing at the cold, and grabbed the parson’s bony shins. They heaved on ‘three’ and hauled the corpse into the entrance hall. A few slick steps in, and William skidded, his city shoes no match for flagstones treacherous with water. He bumped, floundering, into Lady Pike and dropped the dead man’s leg, so that his heavy brogue thudded against the glass case of the mute swan. The sound wobbled, echoing through the room like a dinner gong. William and Tom stood for a moment, catching their breaths before they hoisted the Reverend Andrews, finally, and face upwards, onto the refectory table.

At the arrival of the corpse, Freddy took three efficient steps back but remained alert, standing guard, his shoulders erect and ready to assist; the army training was never forgotten. Mr Irwell hovered near the doorway to the corridor. He chewed his nails and shot hungry glances at Queenie’s now stocking-free legs.

‘God have mercy.’ Lady Pike bent tentatively over the corpse, and then glanced upwards to the returning Brooke. ‘It really is him. It really is the Reverend Andrews.’

Brooke raised his eyebrows but didn’t reply to Lady Pike. Blankets and towel slung over his shoulder, a pair of bedroom slippers snug in his armpit, he carried a basin full of steaming water, which he laid at Queenie’s feet. Then, he turned to Dr Moon, and said, without his usual air of disdain, ‘I’ll fetch your bag.’

William was grateful for the decorous hush that descended on the group. Up until now, the Reverend Andrews had been an inconvenient dead weight, a distraction from the search for Phyll. But now, inside and laid out before a doctor, he had been transformed into some mother’s son. Dr Moon also understood the age-old etiquette surrounding the treatment of the dead. Tenderly, he shifted the body on its side, and squinted at the gore-matted dent at the base of the parson’s skull.

‘He’s terribly caked in mud, isn’t he?’ Freddy wiped his nose with his forefinger and thumb – a tic, William thought; a war wound. ‘Wretched stuff gets everywhere.’

‘Steady on, old chap. This is the Reverend’s tragedy and not yours.’ Dr Moon spoke with the tone of a kindly, yet essentially unworried schoolmaster soothing a pupil’s examination nerves. ‘All will be well.’

‘How can you tell us that?’ Mr Irwell’s voice was a skittish northern whine. ‘When he’s obviously been got by the mermaid. Oh Christ, she’ll have us all before the night is out.’

‘Don’t talk rubbish, Irwell,’ said Tom. ‘The bloke never had a sniff of a barmaid’s apron. And besides, I carried him in, and he’s intact.’ He screwed his face, glancing first at Lady Pike and then Queenie. ‘Not that I’ve been fiddling about with his flies.’

‘He was a terrible, tub-thumping woman-hater, though.’ Freddy’s fingers fluttered against his temples. ‘I’ve never known a man use the word whore so often. This could be the mermaid’s work. Yes, quite easily.’

‘The poor bastard obviously tripped and drowned, Freddy,’ said Tom. ‘Don’t fill Irwell’s head with any more of this mermaid tripe. It’s just a story meant to keep little boys away from floozies and booze. Christ, it never worked on me.’ He peered at the dead body and frowned. ‘I just can’t understand what the fellow was doing here. He was hardly a friend of Red Hollow.’

‘He was here for Candlemas,’ said Lady Pike. ‘He never liked the rite and told me it was popish. We often have – had – these tussles. I assumed he had used the flood as an excuse not to conduct the service. Now I feel terribly guilty that he should’ve braved the storm and met such an end.’

William considered, and then discounted, the likelihood of an evangelical parson traipsing two miles in a raging storm to conduct a service he thought too Catholic. And surely, with Red Hollow’s villagers secure in their houses, sandbagged against the storm, there would be little to no congregation to preach to.

‘The Reverend Andrews wouldn’t be the first to drown himself in a flood, would he now?’ Mr Brooke had returned; he handed a battered medical bag to Dr Moon. ‘There’s plenty of precedent.’

‘Mostly drunkards, though, Mr Brooke, and the Reverend Andrews could hardly be called that.’ Lady Pike turned and addressed Queenie. ‘My husband drowned in similar circumstances during the great flood of 1921. Poor Redvers; his name meant place where the rivers meet. I haven’t quite got over the irony of his death.’

‘You mean tragedy, Lady Pike,’ said Freddy.

‘No, she don’t.’ Queenie, wrapped in blankets, her feet in a bath of warm water, had rallied. Besides, she was no respecter of death, or anything other than God and money, and had perhaps recognised a like mind in Lady Sabrina Pike. William suddenly longed for Phyll and all her decency. His panic swelled at the thought of losing her.

‘We must telephone for the police immediately.’ Dr Moon looked up from the corpse and spoke directly to William. ‘This is all rather serious, I’m afraid. The head wound is large, deep. Blunt force trauma. A police surgeon will be needed to determine the cause.’

At Dr Moon’s words, the electric light above the muddied, bloodied body of the Reverend Andrews flickered and blew with a static fizz. The chaotic chatter of the small group ceased, so that in the dense, sloshing blackness, William heard nothing but the rattling storm, and the squelch of rubber-booted feet fidgeting on wet flagstones.

The silence lasted for a scant second.

‘Oh God. I can’t take much more of this.’ Mr Irwell’s nasal voice rang out in the echoing dark. ‘The mermaid is coming to get us. Just like she did
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