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Let the lamp affix its beam
The only emperor is the emperor of ice cream.

Wallace Stevens


 

Praise for The Unbearable Lightness of Being in Aberystwyth:

‘This is the third in Pryce’s series of Welsh-set, ironic black comedies packed with witty and original writing … Everyday life takes on extreme and absurd qualities, yet the bit of truth is never far from the surface … The quality of writing is to be relished on every page’ Irish Times

‘A baroque plot sees Knight struggling to find his missing girlfriend, who vanished after eating drugged raspberry ripple, while also trying to solve a 100-year-old mystery for an organ grinder and his monkey. Pryce has a talent for eerie, evocative prose’ Independent on Sunday

‘Welcome to Malcolm Pryce’s Aberystwyth, where the only preparation for reading is to expect the unexpected … this latest novel offers a deeper delve into the devilish imagination of this extraordinary writer. Sharpening the picture with every page, Pryce creates an Aberystwyth in which nothing is what it seems and even the nuns could be out to get you. A master of dry delivery he has an impressive ability to transpose the ordinary with the extraordinary, sweeping you away into a funfair mirror world of grotesque characters and absurd situations which keep you glued to the page at every turn. Inventive, funny and dark, Pryce packs more style into a sentence than most authors could hope for in volumes’ Big Issue

‘Pryce’s Aberystwyth is populated by the same hoods, crooks, heavies, conmen, liars, informers, dealers and bureaucrats that prop up the street corners of Raymond Chandler’s LA, Louie himself possessing the same unshakable idealism and acid tongue as Philip Marlowe. With a droll aphorism or astute observation never more than a sentence away, it’s the vivid characters which make Pryce’s world so intriguing’ Time Out


 

On the day Dai Brainbocs arrived in Shrewsbury prison, Frankie Mephisto sent for him and explained the situation. He told him they didn’t like bookworms and eggheads in prison and that without protection the frail schoolboy genius would be dead within months. And Frankie was the only man who could provide the necessary protection. That’s when he made the offer. He told Brainbocs he had one dream left in life, and that was to visit Aberystwyth before he died and hear Myfanwy sing at the Bandstand. But, as everyone knew, Myfanwy was dying and would never sing again. You must make her well, he said. You will be put in a cell at the top of the tower overlooking the railway station. You will not be disturbed. But neither, in accordance with a paradigm established by Rumpelstiltskin, will you be allowed to leave the cell until you have found a cure. Whatever books or scientific equipment you require will be made available.

Brainbocs accepted the proposal. He said the offer of scientific equipment would not at that stage be necessary. It was his opinion that in the matter of probing the ineffable mysteries of life, disease and death there existed no finer scientific measuring scope than a gentleman at stool. And so he ordered a new chamber pot – size seven – and went to his tower.


Chapter 1

‘HEY MISTER, wanna buy my sister?’

I stopped and turned. The kid was about twelve or thirteen years old and standing next to a discarded lobster pot, a tray of postcards slung from his neck. There were no shoes on his feet and his patched-up trousers stopped four inches below his knee in a comic zigzag hem. The sort of zigzag that never arises from wear and tear and must have been put there by his mum to elicit pity from the bank holiday tourists. Fat chance of that. He could have been standing there on fire and they wouldn’t have cared.

‘I’ll give you a special price. Wanna buy? She’s pretty.’

‘How do you get the boot polish off your cheeks when you go home at night?’

‘Who says it’s boot polish?’

‘It sure isn’t the sort of grime you get from honest toil. Or are they shooting a Dickens movie in Aberystwyth today?’

‘Never mock a man for being poor, mister. What are you looking for anyway? Maybe I can supply it.’

‘What makes you think I’m looking for something?’

‘In my experience there are only two reasons a man comes down the harbour wearing a face like yours. To throw himself in or because he’s looking for something he shouldn’t be looking for.’

‘I could do with a few clients.’

‘Me too. The time is out of joint, Jack. Here, take my card.’

It said, ‘Dewi Poxcrop. Facilitator. Reasonable rates. Discretion assured.’

I put a fifty-pence piece on top of the card tray and moved away. He placed his grimy hand on the cuff of my coat.

‘Are you sure I can’t interest you in my sister?’

‘Sorry, son,’ I said as I pulled free, ‘there’s nothing lonelier than the bought smile of a harlot.’

He stood still for a while and stared at me as I trudged down the avenue of lobster pots drying in the sun. And then he shouted just as I reached the main road, ‘Wash your mouth out, Mac, that’s my sister you’re talking about.’

During my years as Aberystwyth’s only private eye the client’s chair had seen just about every type of backside there was. Fat ones and bony ones; proud ones and pious; some clenched tightly in fear and others trembling with anger; some hot with indignation and some cold with hate. But only one had a tail.

She was a small monkey, and very old, with fur turning white around the muzzle and deep sad dark eyes, like two wishing wells that hadn’t seen a penny in years. She wore an airmail-blue waistcoat and a collarless grandpa shirt with dark rims of grime around the collar and cuffs – the sort of ill-kempt appearance that you get when you have been sleeping rough for a few days, and these are the first days. Inside the collar, loosely knotted into the fur of her throat, was an Ardwyn school tie. She jumped nervously as I walked in the room and flinched a few more times at the banging sounds coming from the kitchenette. I was no zoologist, but she looked like one scared old monkey to me.

I said good morning but she didn’t answer, just watched me closely and followed me round the room with her eyes. I took off my hat and coat and placed them with more than the usual amount of care on the hat stand. Entertaining monkeys was a new one on me but in one respect, at least, I was pretty sure they didn’t differ greatly from the other women of Aberystwyth and so I walked into the kitchen to put the kettle on. My partner, Calamity Jane, was already there, packing my belongings with an exuberance that accounted for the bangs I’d heard as I arrived. The noises made me flinch in sympathy with the ape who I sensed was still being spooked in the room next door.

I tousled Calamity’s hair in a good morning sort of greeting and said with as little surprise as I could muster, ‘We’ve got a monkey sitting on the client’s chair.’

‘Yeah, I saw that.’ She carried on packing. Normally, you are supposed to wrap the crockery in newspaper but Calamity was putting it straight into a box.

‘It’s quite unusual, isn’t it?’ I said.

‘Uh-huh.’

‘You don’t have to be so cool about it,’ I said.

When the kettle boiled I put teapot, cups, sugar and milk on to a tray and walked back into the office.

When she saw me walking in with the tray, the monkey curled the fingers of her right hand as if holding an invisible mug and then moved it up and down in front of her mouth. I nodded in encouragement. I wouldn’t go so far as to say she smiled – she was a capuchin monkey and they generally keep their cards close to their chest – but a look of heightened interest was evident. She changed position and made a squeaking sound because she was sitting on top of a pile of bubblewrap that had been left on the chair. The few other sticks of furniture I possessed were due to be wrapped in newspaper but the client’s chair, as source of all our income, was a totem that demanded a special reverence. We didn’t have any Gainsboroughs but we had the client’s chair. Although you could say that since we were moving because it had failed to perform the duties of a client’s chair it was a moot point whether it deserved to be propitiated like that.

I poured the tea. The phone rang and I sat down in the chair facing our visitor. Lying on the desk in front of me was the application form for the private detective’s provisional licence from the Bureau in Swansea. Calamity would soon be eighteen and was keen to get her badge: a big bright metal buzzer that she could stick in her wallet and flick out under the noses of the Aberystwyth villains. If that didn’t frighten them she could always go and buy one of those plastic pin-on sheriff stars from Woolworths. They were equally effective.

I pushed the papers aside, drew the phone over and picked up the receiver.

The voice on the other end had that Chicago-Welsh hybrid that the small-time hoodlums had perfected in this town: ‘What did the monkey say?’

‘What monkey?’

‘Don’t get cute. What did she say?’

‘That information is protected by client privilege.’

‘That’s good, that’s very good, just tell that to Frankie and see where it gets you. When Eli arrives tell him Frankie Mephisto says don’t forget about the book, the one Frankie Mephisto read from cover to cover and threw away because it was bollocks.’

‘Who’s Frankie Mephisto? Or am I being cute again?’

He hung up.

When I put the phone down, Calamity was in the room and she and the monkey were regarding me with a look of inquiry.

‘Just someone from the library,’ I said.

A loud, semi-musical clanging noise came from downstairs. The sort of sound you might get on a fairground ride if someone jammed on the brakes, or if you dropped a piano down a flight of stairs. Or, alternatively, the sort of sound you might get if you leant an old barrel organ up against the wall outside a private detective’s office. It was followed by the slamming of a door and footsteps that echoed up the wooden stairwell. The door to the office was ajar and soon there was a man standing in it with a suitcase in his hand. I guessed he had to be Eli but he said his name was Gabriel Bassett, and since that didn’t sound anything like Eli I didn’t tell him what Frankie Mephisto said about the book. I wasn’t sure why since it was obviously a book of some significance and Frankie Mephisto didn’t sound like the sort who read many books.

Gabriel Bassett looked over to the monkey and then raised his hand in a little wave and the monkey responded by mimicking it. Then he spoke to me. ‘This is Cleopatra, she’s always early.’ He let his gaze wander around the small office, appraising the packing cases, and said, ‘Looks like we came too late.’

‘We’re going to Stryd-y-Popty, across from the library. It’s not far,’ said Calamity.

‘You’re not closing down then?’

‘Nope.’

No, I thought. But if things got much worse we might have to. The new office wasn’t all that much smaller than this one, it was just in a less desirable neighbourhood. In the past few years Canticle Street had become increasingly gentrified since the Orthopaedic Bootery started specialising in Italian designs and the Rock Café started adding fluoride to some of the lines. There were no living quarters in the new place, just an inner and an outer office and small kitchenette for the tea and a fridge for the rum. For the time being I had taken a caravan out at Ynyslas which I had mixed feelings about. It would be a beautiful place at times but there was something about the all-pervasiveness of the taste of homogenised milk that depressed the heart. Still, the money we saved would be able to make a dent in the cost of keeping Myfanwy at the nursing home and that was an overhead that no private detective’s salary was ever meant to meet. Even one of the fancy ones from Swansea.

Gabriel Bassett looked down at his suitcase and then looked round the room for a suitable place to park it. I pointed to the hat stand.

‘You leaving town or just arriving?’ I said.

‘Neither. I always carry my suitcase around.’ He put it down by the hat stand, took a cup of tea and sat on a crate. He said he had a case for us to solve and we both gave him a look of polite inquiry but instead of continuing he sat on the crate making tongue movements against the wall of his cheek as if he was trying to dislodge a piece of gristle. I hadn’t seen this approach before and if it was meant to heighten tension it was good.

‘Is there anything more you think we should know about it?’ I asked.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a bundle of notes held together by an elastic band. It was the biggest bundle of notes I’d ever seen, but that probably didn’t make it all that big. He put it down on the table and it rolled back and forth under its own weight like a rocking chair.

‘I need it solved by a fortnight today. That gives you fifteen days if you count today. But since I’ll come round about noon it probably only means fourteen and a half. The roll on the table is five hundred in fives, twenties and fifties. Consider it a down payment. There’s another five hundred if you solve it. If you don’t, there isn’t.’

Calamity flicked open a notebook and picked up a pen. ‘What’s the job?’

‘Investigate a burglary. At Nanteos Mansion, end of May. A necklace was taken – it was in all the papers.’

‘We didn’t see it.’

‘Of course you didn’t. It was May 1849.’

I opened my mouth to say something but couldn’t think of anything. The monkey interjected. She did that by raising her hand and when Bassett looked at her she brought the left hand towards the right and there followed a little dance of fingers tapping palms and wrapping themselves round other fingers.

He turned to me. ‘She wants to know if you’ve seen Mr Bojangles.’

I paused for a second. ‘That looked like sign language.’

‘Yes. Have you seen him?’

‘Mr Bojangles?’

‘It’s her son, disappeared fifteen years ago. I’m sorry, I would have got to it but she always jumps the gun. Always jumps the damn gun she does.’

‘Tell her we haven’t seen him.’

‘What does he look like?’ said Calamity.

‘What do you think he looks like?’ snapped Bassett. ‘He looks like her, only smaller.’ He turned to Cleopatra and did some more signs. She gave a sort of deflated nod as if to say, ‘Well it was just a long shot.’

‘It’s pretty unusual for a monkey to use sign language,’ I said unnecessarily.

‘She used to work at the university, the department of linguistics. You know those research projects they do into primate language, see if they can get monkeys to talk and things? She used to be in one. I got her cheap after they stopped the funding.’

I picked up the bundle of notes and weighed it in my hand. It was about as heavy as a cricket ball. ‘Tell us about the necklace.’

‘Oval, flat-cut garnets set in gold with close-backed foil collets, concealed clasp and pear-shaped garnet drop. It belonged to Cranogwen Phrys-Griffiths from Nanteos. She was the squire’s daughter. Coming of age present. You know Nanteos mansion out by Capel Seion?’

‘I’ve driven past it a few times.’

‘Tell me what you know about it.’

‘Georgian country house, covered in ivy, nice-looking. There’s a ghost and a fragment of a wooden medieval drinking bowl called the Nanteos Cup – some people say it’s the Holy Grail.’

‘Do you believe that?’

I shrugged. ‘I keep an open mind.’

‘The ghost is real. It’s Cranogwen. She died in a fire, May 1849. They hanged the stable boy for it. It was a miscarriage of justice.’

‘You saying they got the wrong guy?’

‘The ghost says it was the stable boy. I say she’s a lying bitch. They found the kid halfway up the ivy. He said he saw smoke and was on his way up to rescue her. The peelers said he ravished her and knocked the bedside lamp over in the struggle.’

‘Maybe that’s how it happened,’ I said.

‘Whose side are you on?’

‘Nobody’s yet.’

‘It’s true the stable boy was sweet on Cranogwen, but he never laid a finger on her. It was all circumstantial. They found the necklace later in his stable, and a bridle under the girl’s bed. But what does that prove? And then this ghostly handwriting appeared on the wall above the bed saying, “comes stabuli”. It’s Latin, means “keeper of the stable”. That clinched it: the kid had to swing. And not even seventeen.’

‘So where do we come in?’

‘I need to clear his name.’

‘By a fortnight today,’ said Calamity with the matter-of-fact air of one crossing the t’s and dotting the i’s.

‘Yes.’

‘It’s a bit unorthodox,’ I said.

‘So is five hundred in cash up front.’

He had a good point there.

I saw them both out to the street. Gabriel Bassett loaded the suitcase on to the barrel organ, Cleopatra jumped up on top of that and they made ready to wheel away. I said to Basset, ‘Does the name Frankie Mephisto mean anything to you?’

And without a flicker of reaction he said, ‘No, not a thing.’

I walked over to the car and fetched the Michelin guide to Welsh country houses from the glove compartment. I looked up Nanteos Mansion. The ghost appeared periodically in the Cranogwen Suite, accompanied by moans and the smell of burning. There was also the ghost-writing, comes stabuli – keeper of the stable. Since they hanged him you had to wonder why she bothered. Maybe she was just mean. I could never quite make up my mind about ghosts. Most of the time I didn’t believe in them but I found them harder not to believe in when alone late at night in rambling old houses with ivy on the wall where the wind banged doors shut in empty rooms. Maybe, maybe not. Of one thing I was certain: if you own a country house and want to run it as a hotel then a ghost is about as essential as a kitchen. As for the Grail, it was the genuine article. No doubt about it. Just like the fragments of the True Cross you used to be able to buy in the Middle Ages, and the clay God had used to fashion Adam from, and that little bag of bones from the donkey that Jesus rode on Palm Sunday. All 100 per cent genuine.

There was no way I could take a case like this, but also no way I could turn down the money. I solved my dilemma by giving it to Calamity as her first solo case. She could use it to support her application for her detective’s badge. I dropped her off in the gravel forecourt of Nanteos and then drove to the nursing home to pick up Myfanwy and see which of her faces she would be wearing for our drive to Ynyslas. Usually it was the wooden one in which the features were carved and immobile, and in her eyes an uncomprehending stare. But on occasion whoever it was or used to be – or perhaps really just the shadow of whoever it was – would reappear in her eyes for a while, like a ghost in an upstairs window. On days like that Myfanwy could still smile and in the waters of her eyes something stirred from time to time, recognition or remembrance – like a fish flashing through a forest pool.

The nurse who helped get her into the front seat finished adjusting the seat belt and then took out a little scent bottle and put a dab on Myfanwy’s wrists. It was the stuff they sold in the gift shop out at the Waifery, made from the bluebells in Danycoed Wood. She could have saved herself the effort. By that time I already knew: no ghost was going to appear at the upstairs window today.

The absence of conversation hung heavily in the car as we drove and I turned on the radio. They were running a report of an escaped fugitive being sought by the police in the Aberystwyth area. He was a veteran of the old war in Patagonia and the public were warned not to approach him. That made me laugh. When was the last time anyone approached a Patagonian vet except to chase him off the land?

We drove on to the wide flat sands of Ynyslas and pulled up alongside a party of day-trippers. They were sitting in an old black Morris Minor, the doors wide open and the interior exuding a smell of hot engine, pipe smoke and children’s vomit. It looked like they had just arrived and were still drinking the first cup of tea, the one that always tastes of the inside of a flask. Mum and Gran were sorting out the picnic. Dad was stretching his legs after the drive. Two kids were already squabbling. And Granddad sat in the front passenger seat wearing the beatific smile of one whose demands on life are so modest that a day driving for three hours in the company of his grandchildren to stare at the water for a while and drink tea was a source of joy. And one that would never lose its savour. The old man looked across as we arrived and raised his hand in greeting, just a simple movement of the hand, like the Queen, because he hailed from a world where not to have done so would have been impolite. And I returned the greeting because I didn’t want him to know that world had passed. And because he reminded me of my dad, Eeyore, sitting there amid the clamour as calm as a castle moat on a moonlit night. Another half an hour and he would probably loosen his tie.

Myfanwy stared vacantly ahead across the estuary and beyond to the hills of Aberdovey. Away to the left were the dunes across which she had run once with such happiness and which now no longer possessed the power to enter the world into which she was slowly withdrawing. Somewhere from behind us, towards the entrance, came the tinkling xylophonic sound of an ice-cream van and I walked off to fetch two ices.

When I returned with two cornets smothered with ripple the family of day-trippers was now struggling to raise that three-sided wind-breaker of stripy canvas that people from the Midlands find such comfort in. I reclined Myfanwy’s seat and mine and lay back to stare through the windshield at the grey cloud-filled sky. It was knobbled with the texture and colour of kneaded dough. Clouds too heavy and too low in the sky, inducing a heaviness like a hand pressing down on one’s forehead, the lugubrious weight muffling all sound. The wind came in a soft roar with too much heat as if emerging from the baker’s oven, and blew across the open door of the car as if over a giant mollusc. The warm hot air and the distant cries of children, combined with the diffuse brightness of the light, tugged down on my eyelids and even as I licked my ice cream I could feel the lids lowering as if the weight of the day were too heavy to sustain.

When I awoke it must have been about three hours later. The sun was setting, still hidden by cloud but betrayed by the lengthening shadows. Granddad and family had packed up and left. My ice cream lay in my lap, melted and sticky. I had a thumping headache. A hint of bluebells hung on the air like a dying echo. And Myfanwy was gone.


Chapter 2

IT WAS WAY past their bedtime but Sister Cunégonde insisted on letting us have some waifs for the search. I stood and waited in a corridor. Feeble forty-watt light bulbs hung from the ceiling and were rendered insignificant by the moon outside. A row of doors led off with brass handles that rattled loosely in their sockets, like the hip joints of the mistresses who sat in the offices behind. Each door bore a name and a rank to indicate the degree of fear that should reside in the heart of whichever girl was sent to wait outside. At the end of the corridor, the assembly hall lay in darkness pierced by slabs of waxen moonlight. At the other end was another hall with a gallery where girls now ran to fetch gabardine macs and torches from bedside cabinets.

The girls started to gather in the hall, dark shapes like crows on a telegraph line, whispering and bobbing in excitement until one of the sisters said the next one to talk would be sent back to bed. So then silence fell like a guillotine blade but lasted only a few brief seconds before irresistible whispering broke the surface again. Two girls were sent back to their dormitory. Then they formed into pairs and followed Sister Cunégonde out into the night with their torches, like a phalanx of cinema usherettes lifting the siege of a walled city.

We passed through a door marked ‘Staff Only’ into a garden never normally visited by pupils, past shrubs that they could only appreciate through the window, and on through a door set in a high wall topped with vicious jags of broken glass. Beyond the wall, towards the edge of the estuary, lay the fifteenth-century ruins of the convent that the Sisters of Deiniol had once occupied. It threw shadows in the night like the broken teeth of a goblin. The chapel of rest was still in use and the candles inside threw a pale gleam that trembled like a reflection on the waters of a brook.

From the car, Myfanwy could have turned right and walked in this direction and perhaps got lost in the salt marsh; or turned left towards the dunes. Or gone straight ahead into the waters of the Dovey estuary. After an hour of searching, one of the girls found a locket on the dunes engraved with the word ‘Myfanwy’.

I returned to the caravan and brewed tea. Then I sat in the darkness and drank, waiting for dawn. All men, if they are honest, are scared of the dark. The arrival of light, even a glimmer under the edge of a door, lifts the spirit in a way that can’t be described, because it dates back to a time before language. Hope returns, night terrors evaporate. You smile at the childishness of it all, the demons who haunted your sleep. It was just a dream. But that morning I had a new companion. Dread. The light under the door was a passing car.

I drove to town and parked by the harbour and walked down towards the elbow where the Prom bent sharply and found Sospan already up and preparing his kiosk for the day. Word had already reached him about Myfanwy and when I asked which was best of all the many exotic flavours and combinations in his medicinal cabinet of ices he said in such a situation there was nothing better, no balm more soothing, than simple vanilla. And so, just like on any other day, I ordered a 99 with plenty of ripple.

I offered him one but it was still too early; and, besides, he said, leaning forward out of the booth to be closer to me in my hour of need, he needed to keep a clear head to help get to the bottom of what had happened and erase this terrible stain on the honour of the ice man’s profession. His sharp mind had already intuited what the forensic scientists would later confirm: the search last night and the more thorough-going one planned for this morning were pointless. It was clear that the ripple in the ices yesterday had been tampered with and whoever did it, given that I was asleep for at least three hours, had all the time in the world to drive up alongside our car, transfer Myfanwy and drive off without arousing suspicion. The clue, said Sospan, was the gelati man.

‘You must try, Mr Knight, try and remember what he was like.’

I shook my head. I couldn’t remember a thing. Whatever chemical had been added to the ripple to take Myfanwy away had also taken with it my memory.

‘Little details that are insignificant to you … you probably don’t think they are worth repeating but you never know …’

‘What’s there to say? He was just an ice man—’

Sospan hissed indignantly. ‘I am surprised to hear you, of all people, utter a sentiment like that. Imagine if I had been mugged by the postman and you asked me to describe him and I said “Oh he was just a postman”, imagine the harsh words you would rightly reproach me with. That’s like saying it was just another Fabergé egg. On the surface, I grant you, gelati men may all look alike, but each van and vendor are distinctive. Each vendor has a thousand distinguishing characteristics that contribute to his own personal style. The van will reveal clues to the initiated eye as to who owns it, where he comes from and possibly his philosophy of life.’

‘I honestly can’t remember much, but you are welcome to come down to Ynyslas and have a look. The gelati van has gone but you might find something. A Stingray wrapper or something.’

Sospan flinched and gulped as if a bluebottle had flown into his mouth and he had mistakenly swallowed it. A fugitive fear flickered in his eyes.

‘Oh … well … I couldn’t do that, Mr Knight, I … er … I’d love to, you know, but … but …’

I turned away from his look of pain and stared at the Pier, pretending to find something unusually fascinating in it this morning, and affecting not to notice the grave sin I had just committed. I had just tried to seduce him to an act of heresy. I had asked him to leave his box. How could I have been so tactless? No one could remember having met Sospan outside his box. All our lives he had been but a disembodied upper torso, like Mr Punch, who flapped his arms about exaggeratedly in order to compensate for the guilty secret that maybe there was nothing else of him below the wooden stage that served as his counter. The kiosk represented the limits and essence of his world like the metal body of a Dalek. Tongue and grooved together from planks of wood and gloss-painted in blue and white, it was the carapace from which, if he ever emerged, it was like a hermit crab to scurry about when no one was looking.

‘You see,’ said Sospan, ‘every ice man has his own particular way of doing things, his own style. I wouldn’t go so far as to say it is unique like a fingerprint or anything like that, but it can still help identify him. Take the ripple pattern for instance. Can you remember how he applied it?’

I grimaced in frustration. ‘I don’t know! That’s like asking how someone puts salt on their chips.’

A chill edge entered the tone of his voice. ‘That’s where you are wrong if you don’t mind me saying so.’

I shrugged defiantly.

‘Some of the more common trademarks of an ice man’s style include the pattern of the ice-whorl, the handedness of the scoop action and the depth to which he buries the Flakes. Does he stick them up proud as a Priapus or does he sink them like the eye sockets of a snowman? Where does he get his cones from? Every one has the mark of where he bought it, like a gun. But it could have been filed off. Did he have insignia on his breast pocket? All these things you could have noticed and yet you tell me he was just another ice-cream vendor. And we haven’t even got to the ripple pattern.’ He pulled a thick reference work out from under the counter and opened it to the contents page.

‘Each pattern can be classified according to the broad characteristics and then subdivided into various phyla.’ He turned the book round and pushed it towards me and ran his finger along the contents page.

‘Was it spotted like measles, or blotched like Caesar’s toga? Splattered in the style known as “Chicago barbershop”? Or more like “MacDuff’s counterpane”? Did it perhaps resemble a starfish, or a fairy toadstool? A goblin’s hat, a vampire’s tooth or a school-girl’s nipple?’

‘Schoolgirl’s nipple,’ I said.

Sospan smiled as if that were his favourite and then said, ‘I’ve just had a brilliant idea.’

Today was the first official day of business in the new office and my feet hesitated for a second outside the old one but I forced them on up Canticle Street to take the unfamiliar left at the top into 22/1B Stryd-y-Popty. The street where the Poptys live, whatever they were. Judging by the windows, popty was Welsh for twitching net curtain. As with the old office, I entered through a door at the side and climbed up stairs coated in a carpet thinner than gossamer. There were two flats at the top – 1a and 1b. I hadn’t met the occupier of 1a but judging by the wine bottles in the bin outside it was probably a student. Or the Mayor.

Inside, I found everything set up almost as it had been in the old place. My chair, the desk, the client’s chair, the picture of Noel Bartholomew on the wall. And there was one difference: along one blank windowless wall Calamity had pinned a vertical dividing line and on one side was her name and on the other was mine. There was a tea towel pinned to her side and an index card to mine. I peered to get a better look. The tea towel was a souvenir from Nanteos and bore the words comes stabuli in the authentic ghostly handwriting.

‘It’s the incident board,’ said Calamity. ‘It doesn’t mean we don’t work on each other’s cases or anything, it’s just to give us a handle on the bigger picture.’

I walked over to read the card on my side. It said ‘Brainbocs’.

‘It’s the list of suspects for …’

‘Myfanwy.’

‘It’s the only name I could think of. You can take it down if you like.’

‘No, it’s fine. It’s the only name I can think of too.’

She was sitting in the main chair, drinking tea and staring at something on the desk. She poured me a tea. I walked over and stood next to her, one hand resting on her shoulder. Laid out in front of her was a Cluedo set.

‘This is the stable boy,’ she explained pointing to one of the counters, ‘and this is Cranogwen. You have to pretend the board represents the first floor, so I’ve changed some of the room names.’

I pointed to a daffodil in a milk bottle that looked out of place on the desk. ‘Is that the ivy he climbed up?’

‘It’s only symbolic.’

‘Where’s Professor Plum?’

‘I knew you’d say that.’

‘Are you sure this will help?’

‘Of course! All stately home murders conform to a similar paradigm. It’s archetypal, betokening a quintessentially human need to conform.’

‘Who told you that?’

‘I read it in the instructions.’

It didn’t require a lot of sleuthing to put the name of Dai Brainbocs down as a suspect. The man – or boy, it was hard to know – who had competed with me over the years and played ping-pong for her love. Brainbocs, the frail schoolboy genius with the withered leg, who voluntarily stopped growing at the age of fourteen to channel his energy into his research. Once, more than a thousand years ago, Myfanwy sat in a caravan with me and described the scene when Brainbocs had removed his caliper to go down on one knee and propose. A lot of people in town said it was because of him that she got sick – because of his crazy attempt to win her heart with a love potion. Not something cooked up in a cauldron but in a test tube, based on rock solid scientific credentials and drawing on the latest neuro-physiological and neuropsychological research… Oxytocin and Phenylethylamine instead of the more traditional mandragora, henbane and eye of newt … She seemed all right at the time, but who could really say they understood these things?

‘Brainbocs is in Shrewsbury prison,’ said Calamity.

‘I know. I’ll talk to Meirion, the crime reporter on the Gazette.’

‘You got any other leads?’

‘I thought I’d take a look at the Journals of the Proceedings of the Myfanwy Society – see if any names spring out, people with an unhealthy interest – you know the sort of thing.’

‘Where you going to get them from?’

‘The library.’

She smirked.

‘Yeah, I know.’

‘You got a ticket?’

‘I thought I’d apply.’

‘You want me to come along?’

‘Not especially; what for?’

‘So I can pick your hat up for you when they throw you out.’

The National Library of Wales has four million books on a variety of subjects but not much on DIY. For that you have to go to the town library. They say it’s the town with the highest ratio of books to people in the world. And the smallest ratio of townspeople who are allowed to read them. The problem was, in order to become a reader you needed to be vouched for by a respectable member of society and that tended to eliminate most people in Aberystwyth. They had a lot of books there, they just didn’t like to lend them out. In fact they refused to lend them out. That’s what always tripped you up. People who go there are known as readers. Ask for a lender’s ticket and instantly you are marked out as someone who runs his finger under the words.

You could tell you weren’t invited just by looking at the outside of the building, a fabulous white stone edifice like a big wedding cake, perched halfway up Penglais Hill. It managed that rare feat of combining monumental grandeur, the sort Albert Speer used to specialise in, with architectural good taste. They didn’t actually ban normal folk. That was too unsubtle and raised the spectre of elitism. Instead, they did it the subliminal way the smart hotels do – by the glitter and polish of the door and that smile on the face of the doorman that, while appearing to be a genuine smile and employing the same muscle groups of the face, is really a warning and a challenge, one that says: Go on, I dare you. And the tasteful grandeur of the National Library said in the easily apprehended Esperanto of bricks that here was a proper library. One where you don’t borrow books but come and read them and if you don’t know in advance what you want you might as well not turn up. And don’t even think of bringing grease-proof paper to trace the pictures.

Calamity sat on the steps outside and waited for me, safe in the knowledge that I wouldn’t be long.

I climbed up and pushed through the revolving door and walked up to the first counter I saw.

‘Can I help you?’ The woman at the desk gave me a hotel doorman smile. Behind her glasses her eyes were conducting rapid saccades, appraising my social standing or lack of it.

‘I was looking for the periodicals.’

Her eyes narrowed slightly. ‘Periodicals?’

It was clear that I had caught her off guard.

‘Yes, periodicals.’

‘Not tropical fish? You strike me as being the sort who comes in looking for books on keeping tropical fish.’

I breathed in deeply and said, ‘No, not tropical fish. Periodicals.’

She thought for a second. ‘Any particular ones?’

‘Yes, I didn’t come on a generic quest for periodicals, I had a specific set in mind: the Journals of the Proceedings of the Myfanwy Society. It’s a quarterly publication.’

The woman made a token adjustment of her spectacles and said, ‘Are you a reader?’

‘When I get the time.’

‘No, I meant do you have a reader’s card?’

‘I thought I would apply for one.’

Another attendant sidled over in case assistance might be needed. ‘Is there a problem, sir?’

‘This gentleman was inquiring about applying for readership privileges.’

The new man made a harsh chip-frying sound as he sucked on his teeth.

‘I thought seeing how you have so many books you might be willing to let someone read them.’

‘Are you by any chance from Aberystwyth, sir?’ the man asked.

‘Yes, I’ve spent most of my life here.’

‘We don’t generally extend readership privileges to people from the town. However, there is an excellent public lending library there—’

‘Look, mister, I’ve read all the books in the public one. Now I want to read the books in this one. Do you have a problem with that?’

‘No need to raise your voice, sir.’

‘It’s my voice, I’ll raise it if I want to!’

The man reached under the counter and pressed a button that was supposed to be hidden from view.

‘And don’t bother calling the muscle. I’m doing nothing wrong, just insisting on my rights to use the library.’

‘I’m afraid the rights you refer to don’t in fact exist. The right of access is discretionary and is not normally extended to riff-raff.’

‘Are you calling me riff-raff?’

‘No, I’m just outlining our policy.’

The two attendants exchanged smirks, and one of them made a slight but noticeable snorting sound.

I took out a piece of paper and a photo. ‘I’m applying whether you like it or not. This is my photo. And this is the affidavit of my referee. He’s a man of substance in this town who enjoys universal respect and he is happy to vouch for my good character.’

The man picked up the piece of paper and read it. This time the smirk was broader, the snort more pronounced.

‘Your referee would appear to be Mr Sospan.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Would this be the same Mr Sospan who has a stall vending ice cream on the Promenade?’

‘That’s the one.’

The man snorted again.

‘Do you need some decongestant?’

I could see the two uniformed security guards hurrying over.

‘Ooh!’ said the woman joining in the fun. ‘That should cause a ripple of interest among our readers.’

‘Yes,’ added the man. ‘I fear the grandeur of our portico has caused this gentleman to mistake us for an opera house!’

They both burst into laughter and the woman sang a bar of ‘Just one Cornetto’.

I smiled. ‘I never knew it was so much fun being a librarian.’

The man wiped away a tear and examined the form again.

‘Your address would appear to be a caravan in Ynyslas.’

‘That’s right.’

‘I’m afraid we don’t normally issue tickets to people whose houses can be towed away.’

‘And why would that be?’

‘It leads to insoluble paradox. Imagine if you became liable to the library for some damage to the books. We would issue a summons but it might not reach you since you always have the opportunity to move your house somewhere else. This is of course strictly against the terms and conditions of library membership and yet you could truthfully claim that you hadn’t moved, that you had been living in the same place for the past ten years. You see the difficulty?’

‘What if I take the wheels off my caravan?’

‘We’d still be left with the difficulty of your profession. It says here, private detective—’

‘Ooh!’ squealed the woman, ‘A gumshoe! Watch he doesn’t slug you on the beezer!’

‘Yeah, Mac, check if he’s carrying any iron.’

‘Look you sons-of-bitches,’ I shouted. ‘This is my town, I went to school here, I spent my adolescence on the Prom and in the Pier; I kissed my first girl in Danycoed Wood, and had my first pint in the Castle. This is my town not yours and if you didn’t want me to read your crappy books why did you open a library here?’

Two security guards grabbed me by either arm and frog-marched me to the door.

It wasn’t the first time I’d been thrown out of somewhere by two tough guys. But it was the first time it had happened in a library. As I emerged into the sunlight I shouted back, ‘You should have some sharpened sticks outside the door with skulls on.’

Calamity, appearing not greatly surprised to see me leave in this fashion, picked up my hat, slapped it against her thigh a couple of times to remove the dust, and then walked over. She handed it to me as I sat on the ground, and then she left her hand there to help me up. ‘Plan B?’ she asked.

‘Plan B,’ I muttered.


Chapter 3

THE WOODEN CAR groaned to a halt and I clambered out on to the steeply inclined platform and followed the straggle of tourists who were about to have the Cliff Railway revealed to them as a metaphor for life. You sit expectantly, creaking up the hill, heart filled with anticipation of what’s at the top. You can’t help noticing the ride itself is pretty unimpressive, and then you get out at the top and wander around for a while looking for something the purpose of which might justify the building of such an elaborate contraption. You meet other souls wandering around with that look of puzzled expectancy, the expression that conveyed the question everyone wanted answered: ‘Have you found it yet?’ Since no one has, whatever it is, you stop off for a cup of tea in a musty wooden shed that smells like the place the head groundsman at the golf club keeps his tools. After that, spirits slightly raised by the mahogany-coloured tea, you go to check out the camera obscura. On the way in you read with mounting excitement about the piercing clarity of the image you are about to see in which every detail for miles around will be laid before your eyes in supernatural splendour. And then you find yourself in another dark shed, on a raised wooden pathway walking round a grey glass dish in which can be faintly discerned, as if at the bottom of a very deep fish pond where the water has not been changed in years, an image that is Aberystwyth upside down. You stare for a while, as people whisper, ‘It’s clear, isn’t it?’ and then the realisation gradually dawns that the image outside, from the cliff top, is bigger, brighter, sharper and, best of all, the right way up.

*     *     *

Meirion was sitting at one of the picnic tables concreted into the summit and drinking from a styrofoam cup. I fetched one and joined him. He took out a stick of Llandudno rock, snipped the cellophane off the end with a cigar trimmer, and took a suck. He said how upset he had been to hear the news about Myfanwy and I said I knew it. He said no more for a while and we sat there drinking tea, staring out over Aberystwyth in the valley. Meirion was the crime reporter on the Gazette and had a lot of good contacts in the underworld, but so far, he said, no one had heard anything.

‘To tell you the truth, they’re all a bit taken aback. It doesn’t look like anyone local was involved.’

‘I thought Brainbocs might have something to do with it.’

‘He’s eating porridge in Shrewsbury.’

‘Do you know how he’s getting on?’

‘I hear things from time to time. There was some debate at first whether to put him in the cells with the adults. He gives his age as fourteen and has done for many years now. A bit like that chap Jimmy Clitheroe. There’s no birth certificate – his mother says she found him being cared for by wolves. He’s in the infirmary at the moment.’

‘So what’s wrong with him?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Whatever it is he’s probably faking it.’

‘Wouldn’t surprise me. Ask Mrs Prestatyn, she’ll know. I don’t suppose Myfanwy could have just wandered off?’

‘The ripple was drugged, Meirion.’

Meirion frowned. ‘Mmmm. The police will be looking for the gelati van?’

‘Of course. And I don’t doubt they’ll find it burned out in a field somewhere.’

‘Any mention of a ransom?’

‘But who would they send it to?’

‘I don’t know. I’ve heard nothing so far, but it’s early days. There was a bit of activity a while back on the stolen memorabilia front. An essay from her school days was stolen from a collector. It never made the news because often these sort of things don’t – the insurance guys like to keep a lid on it so they can come to a private arrangement with the thieves.’

‘What exactly was stolen?’

‘A spelling test she did when she was seven. Got four out of ten. Pretty rare, difficult to fence. There were a few other things.’

‘I’ll look into it.’

‘Talk to a fence. I’m not saying it’s connected, of course. But it could be a daft scheme to drive up the value – you know, get her name in the paper.’

‘Or kill her. That would drive up the value.’

‘I didn’t mean it like that.’

Meirion placed his arm on my shoulder and guided me back to the station. At the point where the ground falls away steeply we stopped and contemplated the town. The sea was pigeon-coloured today. I said, not really knowing why, ‘Do you know anything about a guy called Frankie Mephisto?’

The arm on my shoulder tightened slightly.

‘You heard the rumour then?’

‘No.’

‘They say he’s coming out this month. Should have done another five years. What makes you ask?’

‘I got a phone call from someone who mentioned his name.’

‘He was the mastermind behind the robbery here on the Cliff Railway in ’72. Ask your dad, he worked the case.’

‘Why Mephisto?’

‘The Welsh Mephistopheles. It was because of that play by Marlowe, Doctor Faustus. Frankie had been taken to see it as a kid and it made a great impression on him. Apparently, he came to see in Faust’s fate the expression of a universal human truth, namely, there is no such thing as a free lunch.’ Meirion took a long suck on his Llandudno. His face remained straight but there was the hint of a twinkle in his eye. I wondered if his little joke was from some piece written for the Gazette now lying gathering dust in his drawer, never printed because although the newspaper liked to maintain the fiction of a crime reporter on the staff, they didn’t like to impugn the image of the town by reporting any crime.

‘In fact,’ said Meirion, ‘Frankie had taken this human truth and made it central to his own operation. You see, he had a lot of contacts in the old days, and very often people approached him for help. And he was happy to oblige but he always warned them that, one day, he would come and call on them and ask them to return the favour. In fact he was very meticulous about this, pointing out that these were more than empty words and would ask them if they were familiar with the legend of Faust. And they would say, Faust, yeah, of course, nice bloke. Or something. And Frankie would tell them one day he would return just as assuredly as Mephistopheles. Hence over time they got to calling him Frankie Mephisto.’

Meirion finished his rock and screwed up the cellophane and threw it in the bin. Then slapped his hands to wipe away the stickiness.

‘He used to tell people “no” wasn’t a word in his dictionary and when he needed a favour he would send his boys round with a dictionary from which it had been cut out.’

There are two types of people who visit hospitals. Those who know someone there who is sick. And those who just pretend. Mrs Prestatyn belonged to the second group: the pros. She did a sweep of Bronglais once a week. No stethoscope or clipboard, just a hat and coat and a brazen attitude. The hospital administration knows all about such people but legally it is a grey area. You generally need a patient to make a complaint, but most people are too dumbfounded. Being in hospital is a confusing and disorientating experience. It’s not something you generally get much practice at and you tend to err on the side of being too trusting and defer to anyone in a uniform, even a porter. So if a smartly dressed woman whom you’ve never seen before breezes in, takes a look at your clipboard and says, ‘I see they’ve put you on the doxo-demaloline. That should loosen the phlegm’, what do you say? Most folk find themselves pouring forth all the details of their ailment. And in doing so they contribute to our collective understanding of the mystery of disease – or at least the understanding shared by those of us who go to bingo.

I walked up Penglais and through the car park to Bronglais and into the cafeteria. She was sitting at a table sipping a tea and peering over the rim of the olive-green hospital china at a paperback novel. It was a ‘Doctor and Nurses’ romance. I watched her for a while before approaching: she read with a frown of concentration and ran her finger under the words to make sure she didn’t miss one. At two pound a book they were expensive. Her head had a slight bobbing motion as if nodding in rhythmic agreement with the text and every so often she would stop in mid-nod and her frown would deepen. Then she would put the tea down, take out a pen and scribble notes in the book, in her throat a soft strangled squeak of triumph. Perhaps one of the few people in the world who read this genre and wrote marginalia. The rim of the cup was imprinted with lipstick.

I pulled the chair opposite out from under the table and sat down. Mrs Prestatyn raised her eyes briefly from the page in a quick darting movement before returning to her reading. She winced slightly and scribbled something, saying with a tut-tut, ‘She’s put him on twenty ccs of tripanazetramol, previous nurse gave him sulphadextranaphase – he’ll lose his leg if they keep that up.’ She paused and added, ‘Come to empty some bedpans have you?’

‘I was thinking about it, why do you ask?’

‘Well, you’re not here for your health now are you, if you’ll pardon the pun.’

‘Anyone can visit a hospital.’

She snorted. ‘Try telling that to the security guard.’

She carried on reading and I said nothing more for a while. If I was ill in hospital I might resent the intrusion of someone like Mrs Prestatyn. But, as editor-in-chief of that loose-knit confederacy of gossips and tittle-tattlers known as the Orthopaedia Britannica, she was an indispensable source of information for me. As such, a professional relationship existed between us that was complicated and difficult to define, like that between the copper and his nark. And it was hard to despise a woman whose obsession derived from a time, long ago, when she had served with the St John’s Ambulance Brigade. Her recurring visits now were as pitiful as the dog who returns to the house of a dead man who years ago had given him a bone.

‘To tell the truth,’ she said, seemingly addressing the page, ‘I’m surprised you’ve got the nerve to show your face.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘Muriel at the nursing home is beside herself. I told her Myfanwy wasn’t safe with you.’

‘What did I do?’

‘Not much by the sound of it.’

‘I took her for an ice cream. If it hadn’t been for me she would never have got out at all, would have been stuck in that nursing home, staring at the wall all day.’

‘At least we’d know where she was.’

I winced.

‘Of course,’ she added, taking a mint toffee from her bag, ‘if it wasn’t for you she might never have ended up there in the first place.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘If you and that Brainbocs boy hadn’t been squabbling over her. Making a love potion – never heard anything so ridiculous …’

‘He made it, not me. I was the one who saved her.’

‘In my day we gave a girl roses.’

‘She was fine afterwards.’

‘I seem to remember she was fine before, not after.’

She put the toffee in her mouth and continued to turn the pages, but too quickly now in the manner of one not really reading the words.

‘There’s no reason to believe her illness had anything to do with that. These things happen sometimes, people get ill, no one knows why, if we did …’ My words petered out, stopped by the look on her face – that particular breed of sardonic disdain that specialists adopt when amateurs venture an opinion in their field.

‘I’m sure you’re right,’ she said, meaning no such thing.

‘And anyway, I spoke to the new doctor, he said—’

‘I know what he said,’ she snapped. ‘He said you ask for certainty but I cannot give it. We are like little children lost on the shore of a dark mysterious ocean called disease, paddling in the shallows and imagining we understand the profound mysteries that lie beyond the horizon.’

‘He said that to you, too?’

‘They all say it. It’s the latest fashion. In the old days they just said you’d got mumps.’

I took out a handkerchief and dabbed the sweat on my neck. It was hot and stuffy in the cafeteria, or maybe it was just the knack Mrs Prestatyn had of making me squirm. From far away I could hear the dull click, thud and whirr of crockery being loaded into an automatic dishwasher. The air was hard to breathe, a fug filled with the faint smell of disinfectant, and industrial laundry soap, the stale scent of boiling cabbage and Mrs Prestatyn’s minty breath. Maybe it was just too warm. Hospitals were always like that, heated to keep sick people in pyjamas from shivering, like orchids in a hothouse. Mrs Prestatyn continued to feign reading. Finally she said, without looking up, ‘So now I suppose you’ve come to ask about Brainbocs.’

‘Meirion says he got sick.’

‘Royal Salop Infirmary. Top floor. Moved him off the cell block in February.’ She carried on reading her book, or pretending to. After a while she said, ‘You know my rates, Mr Knight. It’s not January so there’s no sale.’

I unfolded a five-pound note and put it on the table and she put her book down on top of it and said the single word, ‘Glossolalia.’

I waited for her to amplify but she didn’t even though she knew I hadn’t a clue what that was, so I said finally, ‘Do I get any more for my five pounds?’

She looked up. ‘You’ve never heard of glossolalia?’

‘You’d be mortified if I had.’

She grunted and said reluctantly, seemingly having already forgotten that I had paid for the information, ‘Glossolalia is the term used to describe people who create their own private language. Or, if you’re more of the Pentecostal persuasion, you might call it “speaking in tongues”. In Brainbocs’s case attended by intermittent dissociative auditory hallucinations.’

‘A private language?’

‘Won’t talk to anyone except in his new language. It shows clear signs of coherence and well-defined grammatical structures, possibly derived in part from the Finnish-Hungarian family. Dr Molyneux is transcribing it but progress is slow.’ She paused and added, ‘Also draws dinosaurs on the wall – makes his own ink from rennet and bird droppings.’

I stood up to leave and Mrs Prestatyn lifted her book and shoved the five-pound note across the table. ‘There, take it.’

I hesitated and she twitched. ‘Go on, take it before I change my mind. Or if you don’t want it there’s a box for the guide dogs by the door.’

‘What’s wrong?’

She forced herself not to look at me, lifted the book and said from behind it, ‘Just find Myfanwy and we’ll say no more.’

*     *     *

By the water’s edge, rendered colourless by the mist, were some policemen on hands and knees searching the sand. Occasionally one of them would put something into something else that looked like a sandwich bag. If I hadn’t known better I would have said they were collecting shells.

Drops of rain darkened the already damp sand like new stain on old wood. They fell on Calamity’s sou’wester with soft percussive thuds like someone learning to type. The outfit wasn’t new but I hadn’t seen it before.

I said, ‘Not much chance of seeing Paddington Bear this afternoon.’

‘Which way?’ asked Calamity.

I pointed in the direction of the marsh and the Waifery and we started walking away from the car with the same reluctance of people who have broken down in the desert and decide to abandon the vehicle.

‘If you feel like telling me why we won’t be seeing him, that’s fine, but I’m not going to ask.’

‘Who?’

‘Paddington Bear.’

‘He never goes out without his coat and hat, specially on a day like this. And now someone’s stolen it from him, poor guy.’

‘If you must know, my mum made me wear it. Why this way anyway?’

‘My instinct about these things says this way.’

‘You tossed a coin more like.’

‘Seventh rule of being a private eye: when faced with only two possibilities, both of which are hopeless, it doesn’t make a lot of sense to agonise over the decision.’

‘Rule number seven.’

‘I hope you’re writing these down.’

‘I’m sure rule number seven was something else.’

‘If you wrote them down you’d know.’

‘So this is Sospan’s brilliant idea.’

‘Yep.’

‘Are you sure you heard him right?’

‘I made him repeat it three times. He said to look for a sleeping gull.’

‘You could have misheard.’

‘If you can think of something that sounds like that we’ll start looking. But it has to be something you’d be likely to find at the seaside.’

‘Seeping hull.’

‘That’s good but I don’t think he said that.’

‘But you’re not sure.’

‘He said sea gulls always eat ice cream that’s melted on the pavement, it’s part of the evolution of their foraging habits, like foxes coming to the edge of towns to scavenge from litter bins.’

‘Polar bears do that too. In some parts of the world.’

‘Well, there you are, you see. They also scavenge from the bin next to an ice-cream van. Sure as eggs, he said, if the gelati man was using drugged ripple you’d get snoozing birds everywhere.’

‘Well, I don’t see any. In fact I don’t think I’ve ever seen a sea gull asleep, have you?’

‘No, but then I’ve never looked. And they must do it, I can’t believe they never go to sleep.’

‘Albatrosses can stay out at sea for seven years without ever touching dry land.’

‘They sleep on ships.’

The ground was spongy like a mattress, pools of water formed around our shoes wherever we stepped. We continued to walk, without heart or belief in our quest. After half an hour of aimlessly squelching about, Calamity spotted a gull. It was sitting in the gutter of the peat cutter’s cottage. And after a couple of minutes squabbling during which I was forced to pull rank, I gave Calamity a ‘bunk up’ and she peered at the fat grey bird that gave all the signs of being asleep in the gutter. Then she poked it and it produced a beak that was vaguely s-shaped from within its feathers, made an angry sound and snapped at Calamity. She squealed and fell backwards and I took a step back to counterbalance her fall and she stood on me like a trapeze artist and we stood there wavering like Laurel and Hardy at the circus. And then the sun found a hole in the clouds and drenched the wet landscape with liquid silver. The roof of the peat cutter’s cottage flashed like a heliograph, sequins littered the grass, and beyond the hills of Aberdovey the crescent of a rainbow appeared, sharply outlined against the still brooding clouds.

‘Looking for eggs?’ said a voice from behind me.

I tried to turn but the jittery movement above my head as Calamity struggled to maintain her balance made me stop. The owner of the voice walked round and stood in front of me and I squinted down at a girl of about fifteen or sixteen. She was wearing wellingtons and a navy blue gaberdine mac buttoned at the throat. On her head she wore the distinctive chimney hat with the yellow ‘W’ insignia of the Waifery. Bright blond hair fell from beneath the brim down to her shoulders smearing the wetness of her coat like a dusting of pollen on a bee’s wing.

‘We’re looking for a sleeping gull,’ I said.

‘That’s a funny thing to be doing in the rain.’

‘Pretty funny in the dry as well.’

‘Rain’s worse. Although I like it really, but it’s hopeless for looking for things.’

‘We’re doing it for a bet.’

‘Oh I see. I don’t think I’ve ever seen one asleep.’

‘We were saying the same thing.’

She reached out her hand to shake, and then realising that I couldn’t take the hand stopped the motion halfway. ‘My name’s Seren.’

I crouched slowly and allowed Calamity to jump down.

‘I’m Louie and this is my partner, Calamity.’

Calamity shook her hand and said, ‘Pleased to make your acquaintance, ma’am.’

A shovel tingled on the silver air like a tuning fork and we all turned at the same time towards the cottage. The peat cutter was standing in the doorway. He was wearing brown corduroy trousers tucked into wellington boots, a tweed jacket and had a tough dark face surrounded by thickly curled blue-black hair, lightened here and there with tufts of silver like a badger. He might have been forty-five or fifty-five. He spoke to Seren in Welsh and walked off, carrying a spade.

Seren invited us into the cottage and we sat at a wooden kitchen table and waited for her to brew a pot of tea. I could see the peat cutter though the window walking off across the marsh. There was a book on the table: a scholarly tome about soil geology. I flicked through the pages, it was mostly tables and formulae and diagrams representing the various shapes of the ponds in the marsh and how they came to be formed by the wind and rain and tidal action.

‘Is the peat cutter interested in all this?’

‘He wrote it.’

‘Really?’

‘Well, he did the pictures – I mean he dug them. Some bloke from the university wrote the book and sent it to him.’

‘Is Mr Meredith your dad?’

‘No, I’m from the Waifery. I don’t have a dad, I was a foundling. But I come here quite a lot and Meredith lets me do what I like. I saw you the other night.’

‘Really?’

‘I was the one who found the locket. I’m sorry about your girlfriend.’

‘That’s nice of you.’

‘You won’t tell Sister Cunégonde you saw me here, will you? She’d be furious.’

‘Do holy sisters get furious?’

Seren looked at me in astonishment. ‘Are you kidding! They never do anything else. Specially old Cunybongy. It’s because I’m a category A Waif. They’re the worst, you see. I need special attention to stop me straying from the path. That’s why I’m not allowed to come here. She says I don’t understand how easy it is for a young girl to stray from the path and be lost. But that’s silly, I could find my way around here with my eyes shut.’

‘Maybe she means it in a different way.’

‘Don’t be daft, what other way could there be?’

Later, as we trudged back to the car and were about to get in, I heard a cry and the sound of someone running.

‘Louie! I’ve got one!’ It was Seren and she was carrying a shoebox. Inside was a sleeping gull.

There was a barrel organ leaning against the wall when we got back and upstairs in the office was a man, a suitcase and a monkey.

‘Just came to see how you were getting on with the investigation,’ said Gabriel Bassett.

Cleopatra was sitting on the desk; she gesticulated and Gabriel added, ‘She says good afternoon.’

We smiled at her and she made an impatient ‘reminder type’ of gesture.

‘And also,’ said Gabriel sheepishly, ‘she asked whether you’ve seen Mr Bojangles.’

‘Tell her, no, but we’re keeping our eyes peeled.’

‘That’s good, she’ll like that.’ He translated and she did, indeed, look pleased.

‘We’ve been working flat out on the case,’ lied Calamity. ‘And we’ve made a lot of progress.’

‘Anything you’d like to share with me?’

We both struggled not to follow his gaze which was directed at the wall bearing nothing but a pinned up tea towel with the words comes stabuli. It was fairly clear that we had not been flat out or making a great deal of progress. I made a mental note to move the incident board into the kitchen.

‘I see you bought the tea towel,’ he said.

Neither of us could think of a suitable response to that and he said, ‘You do understand, don’t you, it is very important to me that you solve this case by the deadline I gave. There can be no question of further payment if you don’t.’

‘We understand.’

He stood up and Cleopatra leaped across from the desk and climbed on to his shoulders. They walked to the door. When he picked up the case I said, ‘Do you really carry that around with you all the time?’

He stopped and looked down as if checking that I meant the case and not the monkey.

‘Oh yes.’

‘What’s in it?’

‘I don’t know.’
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