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LET’S BE CLEAR about it then: Aberystwyth in the Eighties was no Babylon. Even when the flood came there was nothing Biblical about the matter, despite what some fools are saying now. I spent the years before the deluge operating out of an office on Canticle Street, above the Orthopaedic Boot shop. And you know what that means: take two lefts outside the door and you were on the Old Prom. That was where it all happened: the bars, the dives, the gambling dens, the 24-hour Whelk Stall, and Sospan’s ice-cream kiosk. That’s where the tea-cosy shops were, the ones that never sold tea cosies; and the toffee-apple dens, the ones that never sold toffee. And that was where those latter day Canutes, the ladies from the Sweet Jesus League, had their stall. I saw a lot of things along that part of the Prom, but I don’t remember seeing any hanging gardens. Just those round concrete tubs of hydrangeas the Council put out so the drunks would have something to throw up in. I also spent a lot of my time at the Druid-run Moulin Club in Patriarch Street and I’m well aware of what the girls got up to there. Sure, you can call it harlotry if it makes you feel better, but I was there the night Bianca died and I’m just as happy with the word prostitution. And as for idolatry, well, if you ask me, the only thing men worshipped on a regular basis in the days before the flood was money. That, and the singer down at the Moulin, Myfanwy Montez. And I know that for certain, because although I never had any money in my office in those days, I did once have Myfanwy Montez …


Chapter 1

I can’t afford friends in this town, I lose too many working
days attending the funerals

Sospan, the ice-cream seller

THE THING I remember most about it was walking the entire length of the Prom that morning and not seeing a Druid. Normally when I made my stroll shortly before 9am I would see a few hanging around at Sospan’s ice-cream stall, preening themselves in their sharp Swansea suits and teardrop aviator shades. Or they would be standing outside Dai the Custard Pie’s joke shop, waiting for him to open so they could buy some more of that soap that makes a person’s face go black. But on that day in June there wasn’t a bard in sight. It was as if nature had forgotten one of the ingredients of the day and was carrying on in the hope that no one would notice. Looking back, it’s hard for people who weren’t there to appreciate how strange it felt. In those days, everything in town was controlled by the Druids. Sure, the Bronzinis controlled the ice cream, the tailoring and the haircuts; and the Llewellyns controlled the crazy golf, the toffee apples and the bingo. But we all know who controlled the Bronzinis and the Llewellyns. And, of course, the police got to push a few poets around now and again; but that was just for show. Like those little fish that are allowed to swim around inside the shark’s jaw to clean his teeth.

When I arrived at Canticle Street Mrs Llantrisant was already there swabbing the step. She did this every morning as well as tidying up in my office and doing a number of other things, all of which I had forbidden her to do. But she took no notice. Her mother had swabbed this step and so had her mother and her mother before that. There had probably been a Mrs Llantrisant covered in woad soaping the menhirs in the iron-age hill fort south of the town. You just had to accept the fact that she came with the premises like the electricity supply.

‘Bore da, Mr Knight!’

‘Bore da, Mrs Llantrisant! Lovely day?’

‘Oh isn’t it just!’

At this point the usual formula was for us to spend a few minutes pinning down exactly how lovely a day it was. We did this by cross-referencing it with its counterparts in previous years, the records of which Mrs Llantrisant kept in her head like those people who know all the FA Cup goal-scorers since 1909. But on this occasion she was distracted by an impatient excitement which made her bob up and down on the spot like a toddler aching to divulge a secret. She placed a white bony finger on my forearm.

‘You’ll never guess what!’ she said excitedly.

‘What?’ I said.

‘You’ve got a customer!’

Though rare, this wasn’t quite the novelty that her excitement suggested.

‘You’ll never guess in a million years who it is!’

‘Well, I’d better go and see then, hadn’t I?’

I stepped over the gleaming slate doorstep, but Mrs Llantrisant held on to my arm, her finger digging in like a talon. She glanced furtively up and down the street and then lowered her voice, as if there was a danger someone would steal the client if word got out.

‘It’s Myfanwy Montez,’ she hissed. ‘The famous singer!’

Bonfires of excitement burned in her eyes; you’d never guess that Mrs Llantrisant spent three nights a week outside the night club where Myfanwy Montez worked, handing out pamphlets and calling the singer a strumpet.

My office was divided into an outer waiting area and the inner office. But Mrs Llantrisant usually let clients straight into the main room even though I had told her not to. Miss Montez was already sitting in the client’s chair with her back to the door; she jumped when I entered then half stood up and half turned round.

‘I hope you don’t mind, the cleaning lady told me to come in.’

‘I know, she does that.’

She looked across to the coat stand in the corner of the room; there was a wide-brimmed straw hat hanging from it.

‘I used your hat stand.’

‘Did you take a ticket?’

‘No.’

‘Always insist on a ticket, Miss Montez – it could get confusing if another client turns up.’

She peered at me for a second puzzled, and then giggled.

‘Mrs Llantrisant said you would tease me!’

I sat down in the chair opposite her. ‘What else did she say when she should have been swabbing my step?’

‘Are you angry with her?’

‘Who?’

‘Mrs Llantrisant.’

I shook my head. ‘No point. It doesn’t work.’

‘How did you know my name?’

‘You know as well as I do it’s fly-posted on every spare wall between here and the station.’

She smiled at the compliment, if indeed it was one, and leaned forward with her hands placed palms down underneath her thighs. Her luxuriant hair cascaded forward and had the colour and sheen of conkers fresh out of the shell. Yes, I would have recognised her anywhere. Her features were a lot softer than the harsh black and white advertising images that were pasted around town, but there was one thing which marked her out instantly as Aberystwyth’s celebrated night-club singer: the mole which sat at the exact point where her lip ended and the cheek began. She was facing the window and squinting so I walked over and closed the blinds. The view looked out across the slate roofs of downtown Aberystwyth towards the iron-age hill fort on Pen Dinas; and beyond that to the four chimneys of the rock factory, now belching out pink smoke.

It didn’t usually take long for a client to lay the goods on the table, but Myfanwy seemed in no hurry. She sat in the seat like a child and looked wonderingly around the room. There was not much to look at: a battered chesterfield sofa, a mono record player, and a nineteenth-century sea chest. The connecting door to the outer office had a top half of frosted glass upon which were stencilled the words ‘Knight Errant Investigations’ and the name ‘Louie Knight’ in smaller letters. When I set up the practice a few years ago the name had struck me as a clever conceit, but now it made me wince every time I saw it. On the desk there was a pre-war fan with Bakelite knobs; a desk lamp from the Fifties; a modern phone and an answering machine … people thought the styling was deliberate and ironic but actually the whole office had been rented from the library and the furniture came as part of the deal; along with Mrs Llantrisant. The bathroom door still had the lock on the outside from the days when the room had been used to house sensitive items like the anatomy books and the Colour Atlas of Eye Surgery. There were two photos on the desk, in cheap stand-up frames. A black and white snap of my mother and father on a windswept promenade in 1950s Llandudno. My father, fresh-faced and Brylcreemed, leaning into the wind and shielding his new wife; and my mother the eternal bride with a smile that held no inkling that she’d be dead in a year. The other picture was a blurred Kodakolor image of Marty, my school friend who was sent on a cross-country run in a blizzard and never came back. The only other photo in the room hung next to the door: great-great-uncle Noel Bartholomew – the Victorian eccentric and romantic whose rogue gene for undertaking daft crusades had been passed on to me. On the walls either side of the door, facing each other and flanking uncle Noel, were two maps: one of Aberystwyth and environs; one of Borneo.

‘I’ve never been in a private detective’s office before.’

‘Don’t expect too much.’

‘What’s in the trunk?’

‘Some charts of the South China Sea, a Burmese tribal headdress and a shrunken head.’

She gasped. ‘Really?’

‘Really.’

‘Is that Caldy Island?’ she asked pointing at the map of Borneo.

‘No, it’s Borneo.’

She paused, bit her lip and said, ‘I expect you’re wondering why I’m here.’

‘It had crossed my mind.’

‘They say you’re the best private detective in town.’

‘Did they tell you about the others?’

‘What about them?’

‘There aren’t any.’

She smiled. ‘That must make you the best then. Anyway, I want to hire you.’

‘Have you got any job in mind, or do you just want to take me for a walk?’

‘I want you to find a missing person.’

I nodded thoughtfully. ‘Anyone I know?’

‘Evans the Boot.’

I didn’t say anything, just raised my eyebrows. Very high. I could have whistled as well, but I decided to stick with the eyebrows.

‘Evans the Boot?’

Myfanwy looked at me and fidgeted awkwardly.

‘Is he a friend of yours?’

‘He’s my cousin.’

‘And he’s gone missing?’

‘About a week now.’

‘Are you sure you want to find him?’

She sighed. ‘Yes, I know he’s a bad lad, but his mother doesn’t see it that way.’

‘That’s the great thing about mothers.’ I leaned back and folded my arms behind my head. ‘Have you been to the police?’

‘Yes.’

‘What did they say?’

‘They said it was the best news they’d had all week.’

I laughed but stopped myself as soon as I noticed her glaring at me.

‘It’s not funny!’

‘No, sorry. I suppose not.’

‘Will you help me?’

What was I supposed to say? That she was better off going to the police, who would have the resources and the connections? That with missing persons you need a lot of patience because quite often they don’t want to be found? That Evans the Boot was almost certainly dead? Instead I said, ‘I don’t like Evans the Boot.’

‘I’m not asking you to like him, just find him.’

‘And I don’t like the sort of people he goes round with. If I go poking my nose into their affairs I could go missing too.’

‘I see, so you’re scared.’

‘No, I’m not scared!’

‘Sounds like it to me.’

‘Well I’m not.’

She shrugged. We glared at each other for a while.

‘I’ll admit that looking for Evans the Boot is not a healthy way to earn a living,’ I said, looking away, unable to hold her stare.

‘Fair enough.’ Her tone suggested I was a failure.

‘I mean, I’m sorry and all that.’

‘Don’t bother, I know what the real reason is.’ She stood up and walked over to the door.

‘What is that supposed to mean?’

She picked up her hat. ‘You just don’t want a girl like me as a client.’

I opened my mouth to speak but she carried on.

‘It’s OK, you don’t need to explain,’ she said breezily. ‘I’m used to it.’

I scooted across the room to the door. ‘What are you talking about?’

She flashed a look of scorn. ‘Moulin girls!’

‘Moulin girls?’

‘That’s it, isn’t it? You despise us.’

‘No I don’t!’

‘You wouldn’t want to be seen with me when you’re playing golf with the Grand Wizard.’

‘Hey hold on!’ I cried. ‘You think I play golf with the Druids?’

She stopped at the map of Borneo on her way out and said, as if her previous remarks had been about the weather, ‘What do the little red dots mean?’

‘Sorry?’ I said, still reeling.

‘These little red dots on the map?’

‘It’s the route taken by my great-great-uncle Noel on his expedition.’

‘What was he doing?’

‘He was looking for an Englishwoman rumoured to be lost in the jungle.’

‘Did he fancy her?’

‘No, he’d never met her; he’d just read about the case and it fascinated him.’

She traced her finger along the route – up the Rajang river and across the Bungan rapids, covering in two seconds what took Noel six months.

‘Where is this place?’ she said to the map.

‘It’s near Australia.’

‘He went all the way to Australia to help a woman?’

‘Yes. I suppose you could say that.’

She looked up at me and said slyly, ‘Are you sure he was your uncle?’

Before I could answer she had skipped through the doorway and was off down the stairs. I ran out and leaned over the balcony to toss a comment down, but I couldn’t think of anything to say. The front door slammed.

I walked back, put my feet up on the desk and contemplated the morning. As usual clients were thin on the ground and I had just turned down one whose cheques would probably be honoured by the bank. The framed sepia image of Noel Bartholomew stared down and chided me with an expression that many have described as enigmatic but which has always struck me as supercilious. Starched tropical whites, pith helmet, a dead tiger at his feet and jungle behind him. Even in 1870 the camera was busy lying: the tiger was stuffed, the jungle ferns picked in Danycoed wood and the whole scene composed in a studio before he left Town. I gave a wan smile and thought about Evans the Boot. I knew him of course. An opportunistic thief with an eye for a climbable drainpipe or an easily opened back door. Still in school but broad-shouldered and bearded. Capable of seducing the wives of his school masters and then boasting to them of it afterwards. A violent thug who invoked a tingling, visceral fear. That same fear you feel when in a strange town you enter an underpass and hear from up ahead the primaeval, ritual chanting of football hooligans. Yes, I knew him, we were both creatures of the same nocturnal landscape. But our paths seldom crossed. His evenings would be mapped out by the various intricate routes from pub to pub that characterised the night out in town. While I would be sitting in cold cars, clammy with breath and condensation, watching bedroom curtains. A professional snoop in a world where most people did it as a hobby. I looked again at Noel. It was obvious now what I should have shouted down the stairs to Myfanwy: uncle Noel never came back alive. That’s where misplaced chivalry gets you. But the thought didn’t comfort me; the morning’s peace had been disturbed, and there was only one place to re-establish it.

*

Et in Arcadia ego. The fibreglass ice-cream cone was five feet high and the Latin motto curved around the base in copperplate neon. Sitting on top of Sospan’s stall, and visible to the sun-parched fisherman from ten miles out to sea, it was as much an Aberystwyth icon as the Cliff Railway or Myfanwy’s mole. I too was in Arcady. I knew what it meant because I had once looked it up at the library; but if you asked Sospan he would shrug and say he found it in a book and thought it had something to do with the amusement arcade. That was his story and he stuck to it. But he knew better than anyone what strange demons brought the troubled souls to his counter.

‘Morning, Mr Knight! Usual is it?’

‘Make it a double with extra ripple.’

He tut-tutted. ‘And not even ten o’clock! Heavy night was it?’

‘No, just something on my mind.’

‘Well you’ve come to the right place.’

His hands fluttered like seagull wings at the dispenser while he stared back over his shoulder at me, inscrutable behind that rictus of smarm the ice man calls a smile. A lot of people claimed to find in his face a resemblance to the notorious Nazi Angel of Death, Josef Mengele, but I struggled to see it myself. Although there was about him an air of moral neutrality that could on occasion be quite unnerving. He placed the ice cream down on the counter in front of me and stared edgily at the troubled expression on my face. For some reason the interview in my office had upset me.

‘You get that inside you, it’ll make you feel a lot better.’

‘What’s it all about, then, Sospan?’ I asked as I picked up the cone.

‘Search me.’

‘Don’t you ever think about things?’

‘What sort of things would that be then?’ he asked guardedly.

‘Oh I don’t know. What it all means. This town. The things that go on …’

He sucked in his breath, starting to get alarmed at the way the conversation was heading. I struggled to find the right words.

‘Moral things, Sospan, you know! Good and bad and the rôle you play in it. The sense that by doing nothing, or not enough, you might be a … a … I don’t know … an accomplice or something …’

‘I don’t have a lot of time for thinking about things,’ he said with a defensive edge creeping into his tone. ‘I just scatter my hundreds and thousands before the public. Philosophy I leave to the drunks.’

I could see that I had lost him. Or I had led the conversation in a direction which threatened the protocol. People came here to escape their cares, not to relive them. They came to buy his vanilla-soaked tickets back to a world where pain was just a grazed knee and a mother’s caring hand was never far away.

*       *       *

I took a slurp and then turned, leaning my back against the counter and staring out to sea. The surface of the water glittered like the shards of a shattered mirror. It was going to be a scorcher.

‘Seen much of Evans the Boot lately?’ I asked casually.

‘No. And I don’t want to.’

‘I heard he’d done a bunk.’

‘Has he? I don’t expect many people will be sorry to hear that.’

‘You hear anything about it?’

He scratched his chin in a pantomime of a man struggling to remember.

‘Can’t say that I have.’

I put a 50p piece on the counter and the smiling ice man removed it with a nonchalance that took years of polishing.

‘I didn’t hear anything myself, but they do say that the kid at the bingo parlour knows about these things.’

I nodded and walked off, flicking the remainder of the half-finished cone into the bin.

The mangled ironwork of Aberystwyth Pier points out across the waters of Cardigan Bay like a skeletal finger. In happier times it had been a brightly painted boulevard of kiosks and sideshows where the ladies and gentlemen of the day came to enjoy the restorative properties of the seaside air. Parasols were twirled, moustaches waxed and ships bound for Shanghai, Honolulu, Papeete and ‘Frisco’ could be embarked from the end of the jetty. But the intervening years had seen a sad, slow fall from grace. The ships had all been turned into garden sheds and the Pier now lay stunted and truncated like a bridge to the Promised Land that had run out of funds.

I walked under an arch of flashing, coloured lights past a cobweb-covered RSPCA dog who stood sentinel. He regarded me with a glazed look and a shocked expression on his fibreglass face and I patted him before entering. Inside it was bedlam: a flashing labyrinth of fruit machines at which boys, who should have been in school, stood chewing like cows in the late-afternoon sun and examining the reels with the concentration of chess players. Sullen girls slouched next to them with heavy kohl-rimmed eyes like handmaidens from Egyptian tombs. I walked quickly past to the back and through the fluttering door of plastic strips into Bingoland. Here the same girls, fifty years down the line, could be found wearing dishwater-coloured coats and peering intently at the electro-illuminated screens. Each searching in the depths of the TV tube for the string of numbers that would unlock the doors of the glass-fronted cabinet of prizes. Goblin Teasmades, picnic hampers, sets of wine glasses or, for those granite-hearted ones with the resolve to save up the vouchers, the Colt 45 and Roy Rogers hat. Any line from top to bottom, side to side or from corner to corner.

At the far end of the room, next to a window looking out on to a forlorn ocean, there was a player who differed from the rest. Dressed in school uniform, she looked about fifteen or sixteen years old, and had a turned-up nose, a mass of freckles, spiky blonde hair and a chocolate-rimmed mouth. Although she was sliding the plastic shutters across on her console, she hadn’t put any money in. Without the background illumination you couldn’t see the numbers, but she didn’t look like she needed to. I walked over to her. She gave me a brief glance and then returned her attention to the game.

‘Wouldn’t it be better if you put some money in?’

She answered mechanically without removing her gaze from the screen. ‘No point. This machine isn’t going to come up for another fifty games. Lady over there in the blue scarf is going to win this one.’

I looked across to the lady in question. She didn’t seem the lucky type.

‘She’d probably pay a lot of money for a piece of information like that.’

‘She already did. Why do you think she’s sitting there?’

‘How do you work it out?’

‘I got a system.’

‘Oh.’

‘Wanna buy into it?’

‘No thanks. I don’t believe in systems.’

She shrugged. ‘Suit yourself.’

‘How old are you?’

‘Old enough.’

The lady in the blue scarf shouted, ‘House!’

Twenty jaws dropped and the crack of Mintos hitting lower dental plates was like a Mexican firing squad taking aim. The compère walked over and started checking off the numbers as the rest of the room held its breath and watched through rheum-filled eyes of hate. Everyone prayed that there had been a mistake: a wrong number or maybe the lady would turn out to be one of those sickos who drifted in off the street to make hoax calls. The caller gave the ‘OK’ and the bubble burst. The lady in the blue scarf squealed with glee and twenty handbags snapped open in unison as everyone delved for more coins.

I looked at the kid with renewed respect.

‘Pretty good! What’s your name?’

‘Calamity Jane, what’s yours?’

‘Louie Knight.’

‘What can I do for you, Louie?’

‘Evans the Boot.’

The kid pursed her lips and shook her head.

‘Sorry, never heard of him.’

I took a 50p piece and laid it on top of the bingo console.

She reconsidered. ‘I’ve got a friend who might.’

I nodded.

Kelly’s eye, number one. They were off again.

‘I’d like to meet him.’

Calamity Jane tut-tutted at the enormity of the task.

‘That might not be easy, boss.’

‘Of course.’

‘Tough assignment.’

Two fat ladies, eighty-eight.

‘You look like a tough kid.’

She considered again.

‘Maybe I can arrange something. I’ll need some help to cover my bus fare.’

I put a 20p piece down on top of the 50p piece.

‘I live in Machynlleth.’

I put another 20p down.

‘And sundry expenses.’

‘Well, let’s just begin with the bus fare.’

Calamity Jane looked at the coins disdainfully.

‘Generally, my friend doesn’t get out of bed for less than two pound.’

‘Must be a big bed.’

‘Fills the whole room.’

I put another 50p piece down.

‘Always glad to help a man get out of bed.’

‘Looks to me like you want him to stay there the whole day.’

I sighed and took out my card. ‘I tell you what, why don’t you pin this to his teddy bear. If he’s got any information about Evans the Boot, we can discuss terms then.’

She picked up the card and examined it.

‘You’re a gumshoe!’ she said, her face lighting up. ‘That’s what I’m going to be when I grow up.’

‘Good for you!’

She slid the card into her breast pocket and slipped off the stool.

‘I’ll be in touch.’

Two things struck me when I got back to the office in Canticle Street: the light was flashing on the answerphone; and the office had been ransacked.


Chapter 2

THERE WAS NO sign to indicate the presence of Wales’s most notorious night club. Just a plain black door, standing quietly amid the Dickensian bow windows of Patriarch Street. On the one side were the shops selling Welsh fudge, slate barometers and paperweights made out of polished fossils from the beach. And on the other, the Salvation Army second-hand clothing store, ‘Army Surplice’. The door to the club itself was featureless except for a Judas window and the number six in scarlet and only if you looked closely at the doorbell on the right would you see the simple words: Moulin Goch, Boîte de Nuit. When I arrived shortly after 10pm Mrs Llantrisant and Mrs Abergynolwen from the Sweet Jesus League against Turpitude had just started setting up their stall.

‘Evening, Mr Knight!’

‘Evening, Mrs Llantrisant! You’re looking very glamorous tonight, new hair-do is it?’

‘Guess again, Mr Knight, new something else.’ She lifted her left heel and did a pirouette to show off her wares. I studied her keenly; what was new?

‘Go on! Can’t you tell? Honestly, you men!’

‘It’s those orthopaedic boots, isn’t it?’

She beamed and bent forward to look at them. ‘Got them this morning; imported from Milan they are: calfskin with sheepskin lining – hypoallergenic, as well, so’s the cat doesn’t get a cough.’

Mrs Abergynolwen came over. ‘Going into the Club, is it?’

‘I thought I might.’

‘Like a nice little sedative to put in your drink, Mr Knight? You’ll need it.’

‘Not with my luck, ladies.’

‘Just in case now. Keep the lid on those raging hormones. Better safe than sorry.’

‘Honestly, it would be like locking the stable door when you haven’t got a horse!’

The Club was a dimly lit basement made up of adjoining cellars knocked into one. The theme was nautical: fishing nets hung from the ceiling and other maritime bric-à-brac littered the room. To one side there was a small dais that acted as the stage. It was edged with sequins that glittered in the spotlights, and an unattended microphone stood in the middle. Nearer to the stage there were closely packed wooden tables, each with an oil lamp on top, while further back there was more elaborate seating made up of coracles and rowing boats sawn in half and padded to form intimate sofas. In the far corner there was an entire fishing boat washed up behind a crimson rope, accessible only to Druids and high-ranking party functionaries. Between the tables a sea of dry ice billowed, dyed blue and turquoise by the luminous plastic fish entangled in the ceiling nets. The effect was wonderful and outshone only by the club’s most famous assets of all: the Entertainment Officers, or, as we all affectionately knew them, the Moulin girls. Their job was to keep everybody happy; their uniform, anything to do with the sea that they could dig up from Dai the Custard Pie’s fancy dress basement. There were cabin boys and pirates; captains, smugglers and mermaids. And also, inexplicably, a girl in Welsh national dress and two Marie Antoinettes.

I was shown to a table near the front by a door officer in a dinner jacket. Myfanwy was advertised as coming on at 8pm, but never appeared before 11pm, so I ordered a rum and pondered the significance of my ransacked office. The man from the Orthopaedic Boot shop said he’d seen a group of men leaving the premises hurriedly and driving off in a mauve Montego with blacked-out windows. Only one group of people drove cars like that – the Druids. I thought of how completely the tentacles of their organisation now encircled our town; how they reached into every nook and crevice, and controlled all aspects of life – the public affairs and those goings-on that dare not show their face to the sun. How they organised the crime and also those people put in office to stop it; and how they took a cut from both. It was so familiar now it was easy to forget that it hadn’t always been like this. There was a time when they just organised the Eisteddfod, licensed the application of spells and judged the poetry. When I was in school we would eagerly push ourselves forward outside assembly to have our hair tousled by the Grand Wizard when he came from the temple to deliver an address. When did it change? When did mothers start pulling their kids into shop doorways as the men of the shroud passed? When did they become gangsters in mistletoe? Was it the time they started wearing the specially tailored surplices? That day when the usual sheets, pillow cases and Wellington boots painted white with emulsion no longer sufficed? Or was it when Lovespoon the messianic Welsh teacher became Grand Wizard? And the high-ranking officers started staining their cloaks red and black to distinguish the hierarchy like the Daleks on TV? Now, of course, they eschewed sheets altogether in favour of sharp Swansea suits and silk handkerchiefs.

I ordered another drink and pondered the damage to my office. What had they been searching for? Did it have something to do with Myfanwy’s visit? Nothing had been stolen. Admittedly there wasn’t much to steal, but there were a few things in the attic that I didn’t want disturbed. The attic still connected to the main building of the public library and I had secreted a store of cash and a disguise up there as an emergency escape route.

*       *       *

And then there was the message on the answerphone. Short and to the point: a boy with an Italian accent claimed to have information to sell about Evans the Boot and told me to go to the 24-hour Whelk Stall tonight at 1am.

The girl in the Welsh national dress appeared in front of me, blocking off the light.

‘Hi, handsome!’

I looked up warily. ‘Hi.’ At close quarters I could see her outfit was only a faint echo of Welsh national dress: a basque, fishnet tights, a shawl and a stovepipe hat sitting at a jaunty angle on a mass of black curls.

She held out her hand. ‘I’m Bianca.’

It would have been ungracious not to shake her hand, but I knew that once shook, that arm would act like a drawbridge enabling her to gallop across and sack the citadel of my wallet whenever she pleased. I hesitated which made her wiggle her hand impatiently in front of my face, grinning. Reluctantly I took her hand and shook. There was no resisting these girls, and if you wanted to – went the unvoiced accusation in their mocking smiles – why bother coming in the first place? She grinned and spun round excitedly before seating herself on the empty chair opposite me.

‘Myfanwy told me to look after you.’

My heart fluttered unaccountably. ‘She did?’

‘Mmmm,’ she giggled. ‘She’ll be along later, so she made me her deputy; only she didn’t give me a star – boo hoo!’

‘Are you sure she meant me?’

‘Of course. You’re Louie aren’t you?’

I opened my mouth to speak but only managed a croak. She reached across and tousled my hair. As she did so, her basque slipped forward and I stared into the shadowy abyss of her cleavage. I groaned unintentionally before finally dragging my eyes back up to the safety zone of her face. But the damage was done: the cheeky expression poised halfway between a grin and a smirk made it clear she had registered the kill.

‘Naughty boy!’ she said and flicked my nose.

She moved her stool closer so we were sitting side by side, arms touching and her hair spilling out on to my shoulder, tickling my face. Her skin was hot next to mine and the moist animal scent of hair filled my nostrils like incense.

‘Mmmm, I can see why she likes you!’

‘But how did she know I was coming?’ I said weakly.

‘I don’t know, I suppose you told her.’

‘No I didn’t.’

A waiter appeared.

‘Did you tell her you weren’t coming?’

‘No.’

‘Well, same thing then.’ And then looking up at the waiter, ‘Brandy-coke and another of whatever he’s having.’ The waiter nodded and moved off.

In a panic I shouted after him, ‘Hey wait a minute!’ He stopped and turned, but only slightly.

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Bianca, her brow clouding.

I wanted to ask how much a brandy-coke cost, but thought better of it. Bianca waved the waiter away.

‘Don’t you want to have a nice time?’ she cooed.

‘Yes of course, but …’ The words were lost as I considered the implications of what Bianca had just said. Myfanwy knew I would come. I hadn’t said I was going to, and she hadn’t invited me or anything; we hadn’t even discussed it. In fact, I didn’t even know myself until this afternoon. But she had known. Not just assumed it, which was bad enough, but had been so confident of it she had even appointed a friend to look after me. And damn it, here I was.

As the minutes ticked away after 11.15 the Club filled up quickly. Just before Myfanwy came on, one of the Druids from the roped off section got up and made for the gents and I followed him. I stood next to him in the stall and looked at him, but made no attempt to piss. After a few seconds he looked over. I smiled.

‘That your Montego outside?’

‘What the fuck’s it to you?’

‘Some people driving a car that like smashed up my place this afternoon. Wondered if you knew anything about it?’

He shrugged. ‘Nothing to do with me.’

‘It looked like they were searching for something.’

‘You don’t say.’

‘Well tell your friends if they want anything from me, they should come and ask. It’s more polite.’

‘Dunno what you’re talking about.’ He shook his dick and walked out. I went back to my table.

By the time I returned to my seat, a change had come over the room. As if reacting to an unseen signal, the private conversations started to fizzle out, one by one, until in just a few seconds there were only three or four people talking. Then two, then none. We all looked to the stage like children who have scented that Father Christmas is in the building. A wave of restlessness then swept through the gathering like a breeze through a field of corn. A man appeared on the stage, clutching a microphone and holding out a supplicatory arm, admonishing the restless crowd into silence.

‘All right, settle down, settle down!’

There was an outbreak of chair-squeaking as people turned their seats to face the stage.

‘Settle down. We’ve got a long show ahead of us tonight, we can’t start until you let us.’

The compère paused, as if to leave a respectable gap between his persona and the new one he was about to adopt. He adjusted his bow tie and then spoke in a voice borrowed from the days of Old Time Music Hall.

‘My Lords, ladies, gentlemen!’ he began to a huge roar of delight. ‘Bards and High Priests, it’s time once again to welcome our sweet little songstress from St Asaph …’

The audience went ‘Ooooh!’

‘The little lamb chop from Lampeter … the farmer’s favourite and Druid’s delight …’

The audience went ‘Aaah!’

‘The babe that makes the bards bubble at the brim with the basest beastliness …’

The room thundered a delighted ‘Whooah!’

‘Ladies and gentlemen I give you the cute, the candy-coated, the coracle-sized crackerjack from Cwmtydu! The legendary, leek-scented lovespoon from Llanfihangel-y-Creuddyn, the one and only legendary Welsh chanteuse – Myfanwy M-o-n-t-e-z!’

It took a full three minutes for the applause to die down. During that time, the already dim lights were dimmed further, until nothing could be made out in the room except the cigarette ends in the faces of the audience and shadowy movements on the stage. Then, all of a sudden, dawn broke in the form of a single spotlight trained on Myfanwy, shimmering in an evening gown of pale blue silk.

She sang all the old favourites: ‘David of White Rock’; the ancient Welsh hymn ‘Calon Lan’; ‘Una Paloma Blanca’; and, of course, ‘Myfanwy’. Everyone had heard it a thousand times before, and no one cared. It was a class act and lasted for well over an hour. Towards the end she came down from the stage and wandered like a minstrel among the tables, teasing the men who made good-natured grabs for her. I tried not to catch her eye, but it was impossible. For the final chorus of ‘Myfanwy’ she came and stood at my table. I looked slowly up from my glass, our gazes locked, and to the everlasting grief of the yearning audience, she delicately plucked the rosebud from her hair and threw it into my lap. Then the lights went out.

Outside, much later, the night had turned cold and the air was full of that moisture that hangs halfway between drizzle and rain. It was about five or so minutes to one and the streets were deserted except for the occasional lone figure lurching drunkenly home. I pulled up my collar and walked along the Prom past the old university building and towards Constitution Hill. Above my head, illuminated cartoon figures shone with electric smiles in the night, and on the other side of the road, high up on the wall of the old college, Father Time sat preserved in a mosaic. His long white beard and hour glass warning everyone who looked up – and in a language they could all understand – that, for every man alive, the hours left before closing time were short.

By the time I reached the Whelk Stall the drizzle had finally made up its mind and turned into rain, driving full and hard off the sea and into my face. The booth was quiet: no one there except the kid in charge – a pimply adolescent in a grubby white coat and a silly cardboard hat. I ordered the special and waited, as the youth kept a wary eye on me; trouble was never far away at this time of night. Some instinct had long ago told me that the kid on the answerphone was not going to turn up, but I had to stay just in case. So I waited, grimly crunching the gritty pickled delicacies. After half an hour, and soaked to the skin, I gave up and left.

When I got home there was someone in the office, standing at the window with his back to me. It was Detective Inspector Llunos. Short and portly with a permanent look of weary sadness.

‘You keep late hours,’ he said without turning.

‘Is that a police matter?’

‘Depends what you get up to during them.’

I went into the kitchenette, picked up two glasses from the draining board and poured us both a rum. By the time I returned he was sitting in the client’s chair, just like Myfanwy had done earlier in the day. It seemed like last year.

‘What did you get up to?’

I waited a few seconds and let the fire of the rum chase out the late-night damp.

‘I was at the Moulin.’

‘I know. What did you do after that?’

‘Went for a walk.’

‘A walk?’ He pretended to consider my answer. ‘That’s nice. Anywhere in particular?’

‘No, just around.’

I wondered what he was getting at; he wasn’t here for a chat.

‘With a girl were you?’

I shook my head.

‘Or was it little boys?’

I poured another drink and looked at him sleepily.

He sighed. During his years on the Force in Aberystwyth he’d seen everything there was to see and had long ago lost the energy to be offended by it. Just as the man who cleans up after the donkeys on the Prom no longer notices what it is he sweeps up. I’d run into him a number of times before. There was a sort of uneasy truce between us. Like any cop he didn’t like having private operatives sniffing around on his turf. I didn’t blame him for it; when I was walking the beat in Swansea I didn’t like them either. But I had a right to operate, as long as I kept within certain limits; and as long as I did, he tolerated me. The key requirement was that I dealt straight with him; if I did, things ran smoothly enough. But if I played what he called ‘silly buggers’, he could be very, very hard. Sadly, my instinct was telling me that on this case I was going to be playing silly buggers.

He drank his rum slowly and then started again.

‘Did you have an appointment with anyone tonight?’

I shook my head.

‘An appointment with Giuseppe Bronzini?’

I paused for a second, and then said, ‘Who?’

He laughed. The hesitation had been for the tiniest fraction of a second but the wily cop had seen it. I didn’t like where this was heading.

‘We spoke to his mother earlier; he told her he was going to meet you this evening. Know anything about that?’

‘Llunos, what the fuck do you want?’

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the business card I had given Calamity Jane in the afternoon.

‘Recognise this?’

‘It looks like one of my cards.’

Llunos examined it as if he’d only just noticed it. ‘Yes it does, doesn’t it?’ He flicked the card with his thumb. ‘We found it on Bronzini earlier this evening. I don’t suppose you can explain that?’

‘Bronzini?’

‘Yes. He was dead, by the way.’

I stared at him across the desk, fear starting to flutter in my stomach. He raised one eyebrow, prompting me to explain.

‘I went to the Moulin, I left and went for a walk. I had some whelks and came home. I had no meeting arranged. And I’ve never met this kid.’ It was silly buggers time.

‘Any idea how he came to have your card?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe he picked it up off the floor.’

The tired detective stared at the ceiling and considered my reply with an air of sarcastic thoughtfulness.

‘I see,’ he continued. ‘So you’ve never seen the dead boy. You didn’t have any arrangement to see him this evening, you were just out walking. Hmmm.’ He examined my story like someone trying on a hat they know doesn’t fit, just to be fair to the hat. ‘And you say he probably picked your card up off the floor. Hmmm. Any idea why he stuck it up his arse?’
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