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         And so we came to Pancester, as vulgarly called Panster, once a good old town of great antiquity, but now a much decay’d port
               for vessels of no great burthen which lies, as it were, in its own ruins. Here’s no manufacture, yet good company may still
               be found, though much reduced of late.
         

         But I must not quit Pancester till I give some account of the fairs and queer festivals antiently executed there …
         

         Daniel Defoe, A Tour through the
Whole island of Great Britain, 1724
         

      

  

   
  

  
  
      
      


      
      With thanks to Ian Dicken and the Lancaster Musicians’ Coop, Stephen Grew and Kathryn Fahy, Jeff Woodman and Satori, Chrissie
         and Ben Gladwin, George and Adrienne Green, Cheeky and Ginger, Chas Ambler and dear Sir Gideon Vein, ECWM and Adam, Jill and
         Nell, Annette Green and David Smith, Mike and Sue and The Yorkshire House Quiz Team, Emi Manby and Monique Roffey. Without
         you crazy kids, this would have been a much shorter book.
      

   
  

  
  
      
      
      Dramatis Personae

 

      Terry Whittaker, a chef

      
      Alex Whittaker, a retired tube train driver

      
      Juliana Blezzard, a council official

      
      Dr Q Sandahl, a museum director

      
      Paolo ‘Taffy’ Gabatini, a record shop proprietor

      
      Dawn Gabatini, a housewife

      
      Gwyneth Gabatini, a restaurant manager

      
      Nicolo ‘Papa Nico’ Gabatini, a retired café proprietor

      
      Sally Gould, a social worker

      
      Edmund, a tramp

      
      Oliver Halton, a second-hand bookseller

      
      Dexter Halton, a local councillor

      
      Dolly Halton, a pensioner

      
      Mrs Jocelyn Innes, a donkey sanctuary owner and antiquarian

      
      Neil Winterburn, an archaeologist

      
      Steve Medlicott, a builder

      
      Sandra Medlicott, a hippy chick

      
      Sydney Montague-Forrester, a nurseryman

      
      Ursula Armistead, Aolderwoman and JP

      
      Penny Lester, an interior designer

      
      Emma and Gemma Robbins, schoolgirls

      
      Trevor Mallinson, a businessman and chair of Pancester City Council Planning Committee

      
      Professor Enoch Daggers, a naturalist

      
      Brian Carless, a solicitor

      
      Ash, a travelling metal-worker

      
      Phil the Painter, Ronnie of the Pink Bus, Tony the Tunneller, travellers

      
      Timmy Rubenstein, a television presenter

      
      Zahid Ali, a newsagent

      
      Frank Welford, a dairyman

      
      
      Ted Blezzard, a shopkeeper

      
      Francesca Salt, a food writer

      
      Martha Buck, a cook

      
      Dennis Alvey, a kitchen porter

      
      Sir Kenelm de Courtney, a landowner

      
      Donald McCracken, a police inspector

      
      Christopher Turner, a museum director

      
      Dame Margot Prosser, a Member of Parliament

      
      and countless hippies, ravers, chefs, waiters, council officials, secretaries, receptionists, musicians, museum officials,
         archaeologists, television producers, cameramen, tourists, Gabatinis, animal rights activists, telephone helpline workers,
         innocent bystanders, antiquarians, policemen, bailiffs, stage heavies, Alarumists, plummeteers, ring-divers, nick-hangers,
         clanghandlers and ringlers. By kind permission of the Mayor and Corporation of Pancester.
      

   
  

  
  
      
      
      Elver Day

      
      As Whittaker was well aware, as aware as you or I, throwing a large tin of pineapple chunks at your boss’s head is no way
         to get on in business. Throwing anything at your boss’s head is probably ill-advised, but tins hurt, and Whittaker was not
         really surprised when Ron Walton, owner of Rococo, the painfully modish mega-restaurant in Islington where Whittaker was head
         chef, rose from the kitchen floor, blood pouring from the wound on his forehead and said, ‘You can take your Michelin stars
         and bugger off, Terry, don’t you think?’
      

      
      So that was that.

      
      Whittaker had always thought of himself as the most even-tempered of the super-chefs, and he was almost as shocked by his
         tin-hurling as Walton. All Ron had done, after all, was to describe Terry’s Wild Boar Liver Pâté as ‘nice’. Terry’s staff
         were shocked too. They all loved him, loved him for his uncomplicated amiability, his quiet professionalism, his openness
         and vulnerability. They called him ‘Cuggles’.
      

      
      As he sat in his flat that evening trying to think it through, Terry Whittaker suspected that life was conspiring to tell
         him that things were wrong. It was a warning signal, that tin-throwing fit. All was not well, Terry decided.
      

      
      For one thing, he was bored, bored witless by London and the overheated world of London restaurants, bored by his occasional
         appearances on daytime television, bored by the series of recipes he had been preparing for the Independent on Sunday showcasing new English cooking, bored bored bored.
      

      
      And stressed. Stressed? Not many. Not only was he trying to keep his career running on track from success to success, the
         restaurant buzzing with happening hipsters night after night and the critics and pundits raving, but he was having to do it
         in the teeth of raging, rampant insomnia. He got home from work at two in the morning, and tried to sleep, his pulses ticking
         like Geppetto’s shop. He chased sleep, laid traps for it, lay in wait for it, and just as it came he was jerked awake, every
         morning at around seven, as his father phoned him from the hospice.
      

      
      ‘I loves ya, boy.’ His father’s voice, hard and commonplace, made Whittaker ashamed: ashamed of his father’s lack of class,
         ashamed of his own snobbish sensibilities.
      

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      ‘I loves ya, you soft wanker. You all right? I didn’t phone at a bad time, boy?’

      
      ‘Yes, Dad. You did.’

      
      ‘Why? Did I catch you on the job? Eh? Did I catch you on the vinegar strokes? Are you getting yours?’

      
      ‘No, it’s just that, like I say every morning, I work as a chef, very late, and this is early for me, and I’m finding it hard
         to sleep and could you please phone a bit later. About midday.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not early for me. I’ve been up all night. Thinking. And pissing. And coughing. I’m dying. I might be dead by midday.’

      
      ‘Yes, Dad.’

      
      ‘And what are you doing about it? Fuck all. My rich son, what does he do for his dying dad? Fuck all. That’s why you can’t
         get shagged, ’cos you’re a cruel heartless fucker. Even if you are on the telly. On the telly, and can’t get shagged? You’re
         pathetic.’
      

      
      ‘Well, Dad, it’s been nice chatting. Is there anything you want me to bring you this afternoon?’

      
      ‘You? What can you bring me that I want? Can you bring me health? Course you can’t. Bring my sweets.’

      
      ‘I always do.’

      
      ‘I know. I loves ya, boy.’

      
      ‘See you later, Dad.’

      
      
      ‘If I’m not dead.’

      
      ‘Sure.’

      
      Terry usually managed to fall asleep again, but on the morning of the tin-throwing he had found it impossible. His pulses
         were banging too insistently. He got up, made himself coffee, and showered. The radio played ‘Pretty Vacant’ while he was
         dressing, and Whittaker thrashed with unusual savagery at his air-guitar, his fleshy white thighs wobbling at him in the mirror.
      

      
      The song finished, and Whittaker put on his trousers while Wogan introduced the traffic report.

      
      My father is dying, and I’m listening to Radio Two. I’m middle-aged.

      
      He sat at his computer, and stared at the recipe for Lancashire Cheese Tartlets he was working on for the paper.

      
      And stared. And stared.

      
      On his way to work that morning, he had bought his father’s sweets, and had stopped by to visit the old man in the fanatically
         expensive St John’s Wood hospice which Whittaker was paying for. He was asleep, and Terry sat for an hour in his room, watching
         his lined grey face, listening to his snorting breath, smelling the decay from his father’s lungs, his bones, his colon, before
         heading for Rococo and the fateful tin. That was one reason Terry was stressed, he guessed. No sleep.
      

      
      And he was lonely. He shook his head in painful realisation of how lonely he was. His dad was right. He was pathetic. He tried
         not to think of it.
      

      
      But that was why he had attacked poor old Ronnie, no question. He was bored, he was wound up to breaking point by stress,
         and he was so lonely that thinking about it made him want to curl up in a corner and sob. He wanted out, and he hadn’t had
         the courage to face it. Well, now he was out, and it was going to have to be faced.
      

      
      But what to do?

      
      He was going to take a holiday. He hadn’t had one for three years, years in which he’d worked his spreading arse off to get
         those two Michelin stars for Rococo, those glowing reviews. That was it. A holiday. He must get away.
      

      
      
      He flicked through Teletext to see what trips were on offer, and speared a piece of pear from the tin on the arm of his chair
         with a fork. Strange how he still liked tinned fruit more than anything, after all those years of cooking sophisticated dishes
         for the well-heeled. The pineapple chunks, which he had been on the verge of opening when provoked, were to have been his
         lunch.
      

      
      Terry slowly worked through the pears as he studied the availability of flights. There was one in the morning for Bali, and
         he pictured himself lying on a golden beach, gamelans tinkling soothingly, while he ate tinned durians, scented like a lavatory
         door. Then again, there was another for San Francisco, and Terry thought of sea-frets ghosting around the Golden Gate, cable
         cars winding up into the sunshine, and succulent California prunes in a thick, dark syrup. Or there was lbiza – long nights
         of inappropriate E-fuelled partying and sexual adventuring, followed by languid days eating stewed apricots in the pellucid
         Mediterranean air. Nothing seemed quite to fit the bill. He dropped the empty pear tin on to the pile next to his chair, clicked
         off the TV, and ran himself a bath.
      

      
      The water was displaced higher up the tub with each passing year, as Whittaker got fatter and fatter. When he started as a
         chef he had been like a French bean – now he was just broad. His face, once described as looking like a cross between the
         young Peter Purves and a middle-period Donald Sinden, now looked Churchillian in the shaving mirror. If he squinted down at
         his ever-growing little tits, pert and expectant like a pubescent girl’s, it looked as though he was wearing a fur bikini.
         He rubbed his nipples with a bar of Neal’s Yard soap and considered which of the various flights he might take.
      

      
      No, thought Terry as he lay back in the warm water, no, none of the above. All he would do was pack a bag, get into the car,
         and drive off somewhere. He had always specialised in British cuisine – well, now was his chance to take off and find out
         something about his own country. A Londoner by birth and upbringing, the time had come to get out of town and up into the
         hills, to explore strange new dishes, to seek out new ingredients and new flavours, to boldly go where no chef had been before.
         It would be the equivalent of the Australian’s walkabout, except he would be in his new Subaru Impreza, rather than on foot,
         and would stay in four-star hotels instead of improvised bush bivouacs. He would go where his juices led him. It would be
         fun. After a couple of weeks, he’d come back, and see what he wanted to do then. There was no great rush. He emptied the bath,
         got into bed and fell easily into sleep. He dreamed of man-eating pineapples.
      

      
      When his father phoned in the morning, Terry told him he was going away on holiday.

      
      ‘A shagging trip, is it? Will you get your bell-end polished? Where you going? Hamburg? Bangkok?’

      
      ‘No, Dad. Just a driving holiday.’

      
      ‘Wish I could go on holiday. It would be nice to go on holiday, instead of dying.’

      
      ‘Yes, Dad. You’ll be all right. The sisters say you’re good for another six months yet.’ Probably, he muttered under his breath.

      
      ‘Fuck off then. Fuck off and leave me here to die.’

      
      ‘Sure. I’ve fixed it so the sisters bring you your sweets. See you in a couple of weeks.’ Terry hung up.

      
      As he packed a bag, he thought he might phone Francesca one last time. To say what? Let’s give it another try? I still love
         you? He had done it a hundred times before, and still she stayed with her husband and children. One more call might do the
         trick, or it might be the one to trigger a restraining order, forbidding him from contacting her. Face it, that was over too,
         a year ago now. A good thing, probably, thought Whittaker. Children need a mother. It’s time to be noble. God only knows I’ve
         tried everything else.
      

      
      He locked the door of his flat, and pointed his infra-red key at the car, which hummed and clicked into expensive life. A
         full-on lad-spec Impreza, and he’d never been further than Whitstable in the three months he’d had it. He’d been too busy,
         and still in bits over Francesca’s return home. The two things were related, he suspected, if he was looking for reasons for
         losing it with Ron Walton. It was time to get over them both, love and work, and time to start again. So he put his bag into the boot, started
         up the car, turned into Warwick Avenue, round the back streets of Paddington and on to the Westway, up the M40 and was gone.
      

      
      He didn’t drive fast, not as fast as the car was capable. He was out of practice, and cautious by nature. Before Oxford, he
         got off the crowded motorway, and stopped at a famous old inn in Thame for some lunch, a fairly creditable steak and ale pie,
         and then moved on again, always heading west and slightly to the north, always skirting around the big cities. By late afternoon,
         he had arrived in Ludlow. He parked the car, and walked around the little town. It was late February, cold but halogen-bright,
         and the setting sun sparkled on the river. This is nice, thought Terry. I’m a long way away from London here. What lovely
         architecture. He booked himself into the Feathers Inn for the night, and looked around for dinner. Every other building was
         occupied by restaurants, brasseries, trattorias, tapas bars, cafés, fast-food joints and pubs. Three of them seemed to have
         Michelin stars. He was reading the menu in the window of one of these, when a short lively woman wearing chef’s whites came
         bustling out.
      

      
      ‘Terry Whittaker! Cuggles! As I live and breathe! Come in, you fat old bastard, and tell me what’s been happening in Rococo!’

      
      ‘Hello, Ali,’ said Whittaker. ‘What are you doing here?’

      
      ‘I live here. This is my place, didn’t you know?’

      
      ‘No, I’m sorry. I thought I hadn’t seen you for a bit.’

      
      ‘I suppose I should feel complimented that you thought about me at all. Come in, come in. Dinner on the house.’

      
      Whittaker sat in the kitchen, eating Ali’s mucked-about, over-fussy, post-River Café neo-Italian cooking, while she pumped
         him for information. He told her that he had left Rococo, and was looking around for something new.
      

      
      ‘You should come here. Everyone else has. There are more Michelin stars per square mile in south Shropshire than anywhere
         else in Britain. It was you who earned them for Ronald Walton, everyone knows that. You’ll soon get more. Got mine just this
         year. You’d love it! All your friends are here. Alan Gregory has the Old Watermill, and Frank Kettle has just opened a post-imperialist Anglo-Indian. The Guardian have already given him an 8. It’s just like being in London, except you can park. And the rents! My God, you wouldn’t believe
         how low they are.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know, Ali. I don’t know if I really want my own place. I might. I might not. Besides, aren’t there enough restaurants
         in Ludlow?’
      

      
      ‘You can’t have enough, not here. Look at this place – packed every night. People are coming here from all over the country.
         Stay a few days. Have a look round. Think about it. Christ, if the worst comes to the worst, you can come and work with me.
         How’s Francesca?’
      

      
      ‘Gone back to her husband. A year ago. It doesn’t seem like home without her, really, Ali.’

      
      ‘Poor old Cugs. I loved Francesca. Everyone did. Only food writer worth reading.’

      
      Terry got up very early in the morning, so early that he was forced to go without his Full English in the hotel, and took
         the back way out of town, hoping Ali wouldn’t be too offended. London was what he wanted to escape, not re-create. He headed
         north now, up the Welsh border and towards Chester. It was still only nine when he arrived in the old city; he bought a road
         atlas from a newsagent, and sat in a greasy spoon, eating his missed breakfast. Looking at the maps, he saw that it would
         be the easiest thing in the world to get on to the M6 and hit Scotland. He’d never been. If he wound the car up a little,
         he could be in Dumfries by lunchtime, and then see where he wanted to go from there. The Scottish Islands, maybe. You couldn’t
         get much further away from it all than that.
      

      
      A rather distinguished gentleman in his fifties, a solicitor, or an architect perhaps, sat reading The Times and looking over at Whittaker. He cleared his throat.
      

      
      ‘Excuse me,’ he said, ‘I hope you don’t mind me asking, but aren’t you Terence Whittaker, the chef? I think I saw you on Junior Masterchef. Your fellow judge was Timmy Rubenstein, the comedy actor and Time Gang presenter. I like him, too. “I’ve got a wizard wheeze,” that’s him, isn’t it? The girl from Norwich won it.’
      

      
      Terry smiled and admitted it was true.

      
      ‘Well, then, I’d like to say thank you. My wife and I had dinner in Rococo last year, after we’d been to see Phantom for our anniversary, and, my God, your Arbroath Smokie Kedgeree will stay with me for a long time.’
      

      
      ‘Bit indigestible?’ asked Terry.

      
      ‘No, no, it was superb. And the breast of ptarmigan in balsamic vinegar! Marvellous. Worth every penny.’

      
      Terry thanked the man, and wondered if there was anywhere he could escape the past. He stopped at Asda on the outskirts of
         town, bought himself some tins of fruit and an opener, and made for the motorway. It was, Whittaker imagined, foot-down time.
      

      
      Four hours later, his fruit eaten, the syrup slurped, the empty tins rolling around the passenger’s footwell, and sitting
         in the mother of all tailbacks somewhere north of Preston, Whittaker sensed that he would probably not make Dumfries by nightfall
         now, after all. This was no fun. He hadn’t realised that it wasn’t just London that was gridlocked, it was the whole motorway
         network too. For the first hour or so of creeping along, he had amused himself by ringing the numbers on the back of wagons
         from his mobile phone.
      

      
      ‘Well driven? Phone 0800 782642 and let us know!’

      
      A woman with a slight West Country accent answered.

      
      ‘Hello? Truckers’ Helpline. Can I help you?’

      
      ‘Yes, hello, I’m sitting in a traffic jam behind one of your vehicles, registration S for sugar 9er3er6er T for tortilla R
         for risotto E for extra virgin olive oil, and I’d just like to say that, as far as I can tell, it is being very well driven.
         A thoroughly professional job.’
      

      
      ‘Oh … er … thank you.’

      
      ‘No, thank you. You’re offering a very valuable service.’

      
      The woman sobbed. ‘No one’s ever said that to me before.’

      
      ‘Well, I’m glad to be the bringer of good news.’

      
      ‘You’re very kind … I didn’t catch your name?’

      
      ‘Terry. Whittaker.’

      
      
      ‘Well, thank you, Mr Whittaker.’

      
      ‘My pleasure. Goodbye.’

      
      ‘Goodbye, sir.’

      
      This had kept him amused for a while, so long as his tinned fruit lasted, but now he was going frantic with boredom, and to
         make the situation worse, the sun of the early morning had been obscured by a freezing February fog. The traffic inched through
         the icy vapour, which clung to the cars and made their windscreens opaque. He resolved to take the next junction, and see
         where he was. It didn’t matter too much if he didn’t make Scotland today. Nothing much mattered at all. The traffic crept
         for another five miles or so, and still there was no way off the motorway.
      

      
      When the junction eventually came up, it was one of those funny little ones that you never see anyone use, right out in the
         middle of nowhere. The signpost said Pancester and Laikley.
      

      
      I’ve never heard of either of them, thought Whittaker, as he took the sliproad. Funny how you can live on a little island
         your whole life, and never hear of places. At the top of the slip there was a brown heritage sign, pointing westward into
         the fog: ‘Historic City of Pancester. 17 miles.’
      

      
      ‘Might as well,’ said Whittaker aloud, and followed the sign.

      
      Even through the freezing fog, Whittaker could make out that he was in flat country, the fields drained by dykes skimmed with
         cat-ice. After a few miles, he flashed through a large but undistinguished village called Blackhampton, and then, for almost
         ten miles more, there was nothing at all, just more flat fields and stagnant ditches. The mist-wreathed road carried hardly
         any traffic, except that twice Whittaker passed two ghostly empty coaches, coming away from wherever it was that he was heading.
      

      
      Suddenly, as he came around a sharp corner, the fog in front of him seemed to stir and lift as a light salty breeze trembled
         the twig tips of pollarded willows along the field margins. The late afternoon sun lanced the gloom and he could see where
         he was. The flat fields were now divided by what looked like tidal creeks, and rising in front of him from out of the marshy
         country, a mile or so away, there was a walled stone city on a rocky hill, crowned by a huge castle, glowing orange as the sun dipped towards
         the horizon, which shimmered with the promise of the sea. Far away to the north scintillated high snow-topped mountains. It
         was the most beautiful place that Terry Whittaker had ever seen. It would be nice to report that Whittaker heard angelic voices
         going ‘Aaaah’ too, but he would insist on listening to Radio Two while he drove, so he had to make do with ‘Calling Occupants
         of Interplanetary Craft’ by The Carpenters instead. Strangely appropriate, thought Whittaker. This was another world. He would
         park up and find somewhere to stay for a night or two. He passed the sign which read ‘Pancester Welcomes Careful Drivers.
         Twinned with Brigadoon and Tilling’, and entered the one-way system.
      

      
      That’s some one-way system, as visitors to Pancester will no doubt remember. The signposts offered Whittaker two options:
         ‘Through Traffic’ and ‘City Centre’. Naively, he followed the City Centre arrows, which just took him right round the walls.
         The sun seemed to have brought out other drivers, and Whittaker felt that he was in a race. Cars whizzed around the orbital
         road; Whittaker became involved in trying to beat a disgusting old Maestro van, once white but now with a maroon bonnet and
         one green door, and forgot that he was supposed to be looking for somewhere to park. Whittaker had the better vehicle, the
         van had the better driver, and they were neck and neck on the twin-laned road. They crossed a sluggish estuarine river on
         a modern bridge; Terry was staring out the van driver, and so failed to notice the signs saying ‘Parking’ pointing up through
         a gate in the walls and into the city proper.
      

      
      As Whittaker and his rival came round to the side of the city which was hidden from view on first arrival, he could see that
         there was a fair amount of building that was not inside the walls – the railway station and a large, over-full coach-parking
         facility, some waterside warehouses tastefully and obviously fairly recently converted into a four-star hotel and conference
         centre, a couple of sports grounds, some thirties semis with an arcade of shops: a newsagent, a car spares place, a fish-and-chip
         shop – and behind them all a large council estate and a small industrial area. Next to some scrubby meadowland beside the river, a graceful
         medieval stone bridge arched over a loop of the river and up through yet another gate into Pancester. A sign said ‘Pack Bridge,
         Pedestrians Only’. The road divided, with a sign pointing to ‘Laikley, 3 miles’, and Whittaker’s rival peeled off, giving
         him a grin and the thumbs-up as the Maestro disappeared, leaving Terry to finish the circuit of the city on his own. He came
         back to where he had come in; the signs said ‘Blackhampton 11, M6 17’.
      

      
      He started again, somewhat more assiduously, and this time spotted the way through the walls. He drove through the ancient
         gate and into a warren of steep, narrow streets, shop-front lights shining on the smooth pavements, pedestrians (many of them,
         judging from their fluorescent fleeces and dangling photographic equipment, clearly tourists) spilling out into the roadway.
         The car crawled through the throng, and Whittaker found it difficult to concentrate on the undoubted beauty of the honey-coloured
         buildings and the uniquely unspoiled character of the city, as he tried to follow the parking signs. They took him up past
         the huge castle and its attendant church, round the ramparts, and down into more streets packed with pedestrians, until the
         signs finally spat him out again on to the ring road, through the gate by which he had come in.
      

      
      This place could do with a new car park, thought Whittaker, as he pulled up in front of the converted warehouses outside the
         city proper, but at least those fruitless circuits of the city had solved the problem of where to stay. He locked the car,
         took his bag from the boot and entered the lobby of the new hotel.
      

      
      Framed reproductions of ‘Spy’ cartoons showing famous gentleman golfers of the nineteenth century lined the walls. A pegboard
         informed visitors that the North-West Regional Meeting of the British Dental Association was being held in the Charter Room.
         Sales reps from central casting sat around in the lobby sipping lager and talking shop with their sharp-faced wives in chairs
         which looked inviting, but which Whittaker knew from long experience would be just slightly too narrow for his comfort. A Muzak version of ‘Why Does It Always Rain On Me?’ piped inoffensively from hidden speakers. A cheerful and pretty automaton
         greeted him from behind the reception desk. Her on/ off button indicated that she was called Stacy.
      

      
      ‘Good afternoon, sir. Welcome to the Panster Riverside Hotel. How can I help you?’

      
      ‘Yes, hello. I’d like a single room for the night, please.’

      
      A look of synthetic concern crossed her make-up. ‘I’m very much afraid that we don’t have any single rooms at present. The
         city is full of visitors for the ceremony, not to mention the dentists.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, well, a double will be fine.’

      
      ‘I’m afraid that we don’t have any doubles, or twins either. We do have a large family room, or the Lady Abigail Courtney
         Suite, if that would be of service. It is rather expensive …’ she said coyly, looking up at Terry from lowered eyes.
      

      
      ‘How much?’

      
      ‘Lady Abigail Courtney? That’s ninety pounds a night, I’m afraid, but it does include the continental breakfast, use of a
         sitting room, and full en suite facilities, obviously.’
      

      
      Ninety pounds a night? Expensive? A carafe of house white at Rococo was ninety pounds. Money, if I may be so vulgar, was the
         least of Terry’s concerns.
      

      
      ‘Could I take it for two nights?’

      
      ‘Of course, sir. A pleasure to have you stay with us. If you could just sign here? And here? Will you be requiring a morning
         paper …’ she extended her neck with a faint hum of servos, ‘… Mr Whittaker?’
      

      
      ‘Yes please, Stacy. Could I have the Christian Science Monitor and the Morning Star?’
      

      
      The creature smiled again. She had been on a course, ‘Recognising and responding to jokes in a hotel environment’.

      
      ‘Certainly, sir. I’ll call the boy for your bags …’

      
      ‘No need.’

      
      Terry took the keys, and made his way to the top floor. The last of the westering sun shone through the picture windows. He
         looked out at the city, high on its rocky hill beside the brown slow-moving river, and smiled at it. He showered and changed before setting out to explore.
      

      
      On his way back through reception, the android called, ‘Is this your first time in Panster, sir?’

      
      ‘Yes. Did you say Panster? I thought it was called Pancester.’

      
      ‘Yes, sir, it’s spelt Pancester, but pronounced Panster. Would sir like a brochure map?’

      
      ‘Yes, thank you. And did you say something about a ceremony?’

      
      ‘Oh, yes, sir. It’s Elver Day. If you cross the river by the Pack Bridge, through the West Gate, and up West Street, you’ll
         find the ceremony on the Guildhall steps, at about eight. Enjoy the spectacle, sir.’
      

      
      The brochure map was called Pancester – Where History Lives. On the cover was a picture of a plump, rubicund man, dressed in a red frock-coat and a black topper, standing on the city
         walls, sounding a great silver horn shaped like that of a ram. Whittaker opened the map and walked along the riverside ring
         road. He came to the unkempt meadowland he had passed earlier. There was a hand-painted sign by the gateway into the large
         field. It said ‘Dole Acre Donkey Sanctuary. Please Feed The Donkeys. Mrs Jocelyn Innes, Custodian.’
      

      
      Whittaker liked donkeys, and he always felt they liked him. Two of them were standing by the gate, and he leaned across and
         scratched one between the ears.
      

      
      ‘Hello, old donk. I haven’t got anything for you, I’m afraid.’

      
      The donkey nuzzled his hand, and Whittaker resolved never to serve mortadella sausage again.

      
      He took his leave of the old animals, and crossed into the city by the beautiful old bridge he had seen earlier.

      
      It was five-thirty and already dark, but the streets still teemed with life. Walking up the road that both Stacy and the map
         called West Street, Terry was forced off the York stone pavements into the cobbled gutter by the sheer press of numbers. The
         mullioned windows of the tall and elegant stone houses lit the way, as did the illuminated shop fronts and open doors of the
         crowded pubs. Here and there hot-dog carts did great business, one of them displaying an enigmatic sign written in marker pen on cardboard – ‘No Elvers until after the ceremony.’ The tourists made
         up a fair percentage of the crowd, but there were also large numbers of people dressed more conservatively, without cameras
         and camcorders, many of the men sporting Denis Compton hairdos, and many of the women with beehives. They looked very much
         like Khazak peasants, Terry thought – bad suits worn with migrainous Christmas jumpers, dresses and coats even the Queen would
         think twice about wearing. These Whittaker judged to be locals. He stopped a couple, and asked why there were so many people
         in the street.
      

      
      ‘Visitor?’ said the man suspiciously. ‘Visitors should visit the Tourist Information Office.’

      
      ‘Which is situated in the Castle Gatehouse,’ said his female companion. They moved on, laughing to one another.

      
      ‘Oh, thanks!’ shouted Whittaker at their retreating backs. They did not respond. He turned to Pancester – Where History Lives for guidance. It said:
      

      
      
  
         Pancester is renowned for the survival of many of its ancient traditions, ceremonies and rituals, including Wally Oop, Elver
            Day, the Pancester Dole, Burning the Midsummer Ring, Apple Plummeting, Eastering, and Hanging Nick. Visitors requiring more
            information should visit the Tourist Information Office, which is situated in the Castle Gatehouse, where they can also buy
            tickets for the National Museum of Crime and Punishment and the Lady Abigail Courtney Museum and Art Gallery. We hope you
            enjoy your stay.
         

      

  

      
      Both the map and Terry’s earlier experience of looking for a parking space showed that the Castle, now revealed by the brochure
         as the National Museum of Crime and Punishment, was right at the top of the town. He passed into the large square in front
         of the Guildhall, where a small brazier full of logs behind a roped-off area on the steps waited for ignition. Opposite the
         Guildhall were two black and white half-timbered buildings, the first Whittaker had seen in the stone-built city: one a huge
         and beautifully preserved coaching inn, called Ye Blacke Bull, the other a large, brightly lit and clearly very busy café, De’Ath’s.
         Heading up towards the castle, and passing more shops and pubs, Whittaker became uncomfortable. There was something missing,
         something not quite right. Whittaker realised that all the shops were small, family-run concerns, and that not one of the
         pubs was themed. The biggest shop he passed was a department store called Courtney’s. But where were Debenhams, BHS, Marks
         and Sparks, the Irish and Australian concept bars; where were all of the usual bland franchised businesses which stripped
         high streets across the country of their individuality? Not here. He stopped another local.
      

      
      ‘Excuse me …’

      
      ‘Visitor?’ said the man.

      
      ‘Yes. I wonder if you could tell me the …’

      
      ‘Visitors should visit the Tourist Information Office …’

      
      ‘Yes, which is situated in the Castle Gatehouse, yes, but could you possibly direct me to McDonald’s, please?’

      
      The man stared hard at Whittaker.

      
      ‘Macdonald’s? You need shoes repairing? He’ll be closed by now.’

      
      ‘Er … no, I mean McDonald’s, the burger place.’

      
      ‘There’s one in Laikley, I believe,’ said the man, with a superior smile. ‘If you require more information …’

      
      ‘Yes, thank you, I’m on my way there now.’ The man walked off. No McDonald’s. This wasn’t just another world, it was a whole
         new galaxy. Whittaker reached the castle, and walked around the walls, looking for the Gatehouse.
      

      
      He found it, adorned with a huge coat of arms, and a sign saying, ‘Welcome to the National Museum of Crime and Punishment’,
         and in smaller writing, ‘Abandon hope all ye who enter in’, and in tiny writing, ‘Director, Dr Q Sandahl’. In the Gatehouse,
         under the sign, was the Tourist Information Office, just as advertised.
      

      
      It was like the usual run of Tourist Information Offices, with one major difference, in Whittaker’s view, which was that Francesca
         was standing behind the counter helping an elderly American couple to book a hotel room. Why was she here, he wondered in shock, instead of reading a bedtime story to her spoiled brats,
         Satan and Beelzebub, or whatever they were called? Why wasn’t she having dinner with the untalented misanthropic flabby-minded
         pasty-faced mummy’s boy she’d preferred to Whittaker? Had she come looking for him, and somehow accidentally got a job in
         a Tourist Information Office?
      

      
      Of course, it wasn’t really Francesca, Whittaker saw after a moment’s open-mouthed incredulity. In fact, where Francesca was
         short, plump and bouncy, this woman was tall, slim and elegant; where Francesca was dark, this woman was strawberry-blonde
         and grey-eyed; and where Francesca was full-mouthed with a strong jaw, it would be fair to say that this thin-lipped woman’s
         weakest point was a slightly receding chin and a hint of over-bite, an impression that her teeth were perhaps slightly too
         large for her mouth. But there was something – or maybe, Whittaker thought, an absence of something – which they had in common,
         crucially so. Or how could he have mistaken this unknown woman for his mistress of three years? Yes, that was it. An absence.
         Both Francesca, and this … this … vision of glory, this goddess, lacked an awareness of how sexy they really were. It was
         something in the way they carried themselves. They didn’t know why men followed them around like slavering dogs. They were
         also both completely indifferent to Whittaker too, for different reasons. This was not going to deter Terry. Indifference
         from women convinced Whittaker that they were crazy about him and spurred him on to greater and greater heights of fevered
         devotion. Actually, active hostility encouraged him even more, as we shall see.
      

      
      Whittaker looked around him while Francesca Two dealt with the old couple. He picked up a few books, and turned the pages,
         watching her as her hands flickered over the keyboard of her computer. There were several colourful guides to Pancester, and
         a rather less well-produced pamphlet called Laikley, Crazy Golf Capital of England, which showed photographs of a muddy beach, a ratty zoo, and several crazy golf courses. He considered Bygone Pancester in Old Photographs, but as he leafed through it, and saw pictures of the Pack Bridge, the Guildhall, De’Ath’s café and the castle, all of which looked completely unchanged,
         he couldn’t quite see the point. But the ceremonies interested him, so he choose a facsimile book called An Account of the Antiquarian Customs and Curious Survivals of Pancester by the Reverend Clement Dadd, originally published in 1907, and took it over to the counter, where She, The Only Girl Whittaker
         Had Ever Really Loved, had just finished with her Americans.
      

      
      ‘Can I help you, sir?’ she asked, looking up at Whittaker. Her eyes, bright as bullets, seemed to drill into Whittaker’s flesh.
         She knew everything about him, Whittaker realised; everything he had ever felt and everything he had ever desired was all
         laid bare before her gaze. He found that he suddenly had a painful and potentially embarrassing erection.
      

      
      ‘Are you married?’ said Whittaker dreamily.

      
      ‘Sorry?’ said the woman.

      
      ‘No! Hahahaha! Are you married?! Hahaha. No, what I mean is … hello,’ said Whittaker.

      
      The woman raised her eyebrows, and a frisson of pleasure ran up Terry’s spine.

      
      ‘Ohh, my God, I mean … that is … I wonder if you can help me …’ He looked at the name button pinned to her dress. ‘Juliana.
         What a lovely name. Juliana. Anyway, Juliana, I’m a visitor, and whenever I ask anyone for directions, all they do is send
         me here. To see you. So here I am, seeing you.’ He gulped, and tried to be cool.
      

      
      ‘Well, where do you want to go?’ said Juliana.

      
      ‘Well, Juliana …’ He leant forward again. ‘Blezzard. Oh, that’s not as nice, is it? Blezzard? Well, Juliana, I don’t really want to go anywhere in particular, but what I would like to know is
         why are all these people here? It’s so crowded. It’s like Piccadilly Circus.’ His attempt at cool was not succeeding, he felt.
      

      
      ‘Are you not here for Elver Day, sir?’

      
      ‘Don’t call me sir. I can’t bear it. Terry. Whittaker. No. Never heard of it. I’m not really here for anything. I’m just …
         you know … passing through.’
      

      
      
      ‘Passing through? On your way from where to where?’ said Juliana with some bitterness.

      
      ‘Oh, you know, heading on the highway, looking for adventure. Footloose and fancy free. Single.’ Whittaker raised his eyebrows
         and laughed. Ms Blezzard frowned and did not.
      

      
      ‘Well, Mr Whittaker, Elver Day is when the City Alarumist, who is this gentleman here,’ she said, indicating the red-coated
         man on the cover of Pancester – Where History Lives, ‘gets paid by the Mayor and Aoldermen of Pancester for his exertions on the Ramstheng with a silver bowl full of freshly
         netted elvers from the Athon, which he then cooks on a brazier on the Guildhall steps. To celebrate this, all the children
         under eleven march in torchlight procession through the streets, culminating in a feast inside the hall itself. A feast of
         elvers, of course. After the ceremony, elvers are available in the pubs and from street vendors for those unfortunates without
         a ticket for the Guildhall.’
      

      
      Whittaker was entranced by her voice. It was one of those Northern voices, most often found in Lancashire and Cumbria, where
         the ‘R’ is rolled at the back of the throat, as if the speaker is gargling with saliva. Perhaps you remember the old Hovis
         advert? The one with the brass band, and the old geezer going on about ‘rrreal brrread’? Like that. Whittaker’s own voice,
         what you might call a kind of Received Estuary, or default generic Southern English, sounded in his ears pale and anaemic
         by contrast.
      

      
      ‘I see,’ said Whittaker. ‘Pretty obvious really. Is that horn the Ramstheng?’

      
      ‘Yes, sir. The Alarumist sounds the Alarum with it every morning on the city walls. At six. In the morning.’ She winced.

      
      ‘How marvellous,’ said Whittaker.

      
      ‘Lots of people think so, yes. That’s why all the tourists come. For the ceremonies. We’re the seventh most popular tourist
         destination in the UK.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I never knew that.’

      
      ‘Oh, yes … London, Stratford, Edinburgh, York, Bath, the Lake District, Pancester.’

      
      ‘I never knew that.’

      
      ‘No. So you said.’

      
      
      ‘And are you going down to see the ceremony, Juliana?’

      
      ‘I’m afraid I’m allergic to elvers, sir. Will you be wanting the book?’

      
      ‘Yes please.’

      
      She took the details from Terry’s AMEX card, put the book in a ‘Pancester – An Older, Better England’ plastic carrier bag,
         and hustled him out of the door, while he tried, and failed, to think of a legitimate way to ask for her phone number.
      

      
      ‘Thank you for calling, you fat-arsed blob of slime,’ she said as he stood in the doorway, opening and closing his mouth like
         an impotent goldfish.
      

      
      ‘Sorry?’ said Whittaker.

      
      ‘I said, have an interesting time at the ceremony. Good night, Mr Whittaker.’

      
      She slammed the door shut, put up the ‘Closed’ sign, and drew down the blind.

      
      ‘Good night … Juliana,’ said Whittaker to the door. He turned down the hill to look for dinner, his heart full of undying
         love.
      

      
      He looked around for a chi-chi little eatery where he would feel at home, but could find none. There only seemed to be pubs
         and De’Ath’s, and De’Ath’s was packed, so he fought his way into the crowded dining room of Ye Blacke Bull.
      

      
      He managed to attract the attention of one of the surly waiting staff, and asked him for the menu.

      
      ‘We don’t have a menu. It’s Brown Windsor Soup, baked cod, and treacle tart or cheese. £4.95.’

      
      ‘Good God. Are you kidding?’

      
      ‘Take it or leave it.’

      
      ‘Well … I’ll take it, I guess.’

      
      The soup was cold and smelt of diesel, the fish was lukewarm and gelatinous, the vegetables villainously overcooked and the
         treacle tart hard as the waiter’s eyes. Whittaker was charmed. He hadn’t had a meal so bad since he was a teenager in the
         seventies. The service set new low standards. He paid his bill, taking care to leave an ironically large tip, and wandered
         out into the square to find a good place from which to watch the ceremony.
      

      
      
      The square in front of the Guildhall teemed with life, both visitor and local. The vapour of their breath hung in the freezing
         night air. By standing on the steps of Ye Blacke Bull, Whittaker found he could see right across the square to where the Alarumist
         in his red frock-coat stood holding the gleaming Ramstheng next to the newly lit brazier. The Guildhall steps were covered
         with children, all holding unlit torches. The Alarumist raised the Ramstheng to his lips and blew one long blaring, braying
         note whose ancient tones rattled the windows around the square. The crowd fell silent as the Mayor, leading the Aoldermen,
         emerged from the hall, carrying a large silver dish. They all wore red robes and large black hats with feathers in them, the
         Mayor’s dyed yellow and the Aoldermen’s green. The Alarumist bowed to the Mayor, who bowed in return. The Mayor then turned
         to the crowd and shouted something – Terry was too far away to hear what. The mayor turned again and presented the dish to
         the Alarumist, who bowed once more, and shouted something else. There was a ragged cheer from those at the front who could
         hear what was going on. Then Terry watched as the Alarumist poured what looked like water out of the silver dish into a bucket,
         which he placed on top of the brazier. This was the cue for the children to start singing, and to come forward to light their
         torches from the brazier. There were at least a hundred children giving voice, but still Terry could only make out one or
         two words – ‘Elvers’ and ‘Athon’, nothing more. Their torches lit, they processed down the hill, still singing, while the
         Mayor and the Aoldermen watched as the Alarumist tipped the contents of the bucket, cooked now and no longer transparent,
         back into the silver dish. He began to eat his wage of elvers with a gold fork. More cheering started, and many of the crowd
         set off to follow the children round the town. Terry noticed he was standing next to the American couple from the Tourist
         Information Office. The woman smiled at him with expensive orthodontics while her husband sucked the scene into his camcorder.
      

      
      ‘Wasn’t that the cutest thing you’ve ever seen?’ she said.

      
      ‘I had a chinchilla called Barry when I was a kid. He was very cute indeed. Big floppy ears. But this came close.’

      
      
      ‘Does the fat man in the red coat really eat the elvers, do you think?’

      
      ‘They’re very nice. I had them once at a hotel in Bath.’

      
      ‘Really? Do you think I should try some?’

      
      ‘Oh, yes. You’ll probably never get another chance. I recommend them.’

      
      ‘Really? You hear that, Zbigniew? This guy says we should try the elvers.’

      
      ‘Well, they can’t be worse than dinner. Jesus, I’ve never had anything like it.’

      
      ‘Where did you go?’

      
      ‘That place there. Deaths. I should have known from the name.’

      
      ‘It’s strange,’ said the woman. ‘This place is fulla tourists, but there don’t really seem to be any facilities.’

      
      ‘Somebody should do something,’ said Zbigniew. ‘Anyone who opened a decent place would clean up.’

      
      Whittaker smiled a goodbye and started down the hill, pausing at one of the hot-dog carts to buy a paper cone full of steaming
         hot, freshly cooked elvers.
      

      
      ‘Do you serve elvers all year round?’ he asked the vendor.

      
      ‘No, sir, just this one week when they runs up the river. I wish I could, they sell like hot cakes.’

      
      ‘Why not sell hot cakes the rest of the year?’ suggested Whittaker helpfully.

      
      ‘No, I only sells hot cakes for Hanging Nick,’ said the man, with a puzzled look.

      
      Whittaker carried on down the hill, eating his elvers. They were superb, a little like whitebait, but with a faint aftertaste
         of seaweed. These would be nice seared in bacon fat, he thought, with a little puréed fennel.
      

      
      On the Pack Bridge, the children were throwing their torches into the river and calling:

      
      
  
         ‘Here be the torches to light the way,
Elvers come back another day.’

      

  

      
      Whittaker watched the extinguished torches swirl in the outgoing tide for a moment, before walking back along the river to his hotel.
      

      
      The robot had gone off duty, to be replaced by a cadaverous night porter whose badge said ‘Hi, I’m Dennis. How can I help
         you?’
      

      
      ‘Hello, Dennis,’ said Terry. ‘Can I have the keys to the Lady Abigail Courtney Suite, please?’

      
      ‘Nice Elver ceremony, sir?’ said Dennis, as he handed them over. ‘Not like it was in my day, of course.’

      
      ‘I’m sure nothing is, Dennis. Good night.’

      
      ‘You’re right enough there. Good night, sir.’

      
      Back in his sitting room, Whittaker drew the curtains and turned on the TV. He flipped through the channels, and couldn’t
         find anything to arouse his interest. He wondered about taking advantage of the free five minutes of the adult channel, but
         wasn’t in the mood. He hardly ever was these days. He clicked the TV off and reopened the curtains, to look at his view of
         the old city glowing on its hill. He rubbed his belly, and wished he had a nice tin of something fruity.
      

      
      But still, he just couldn’t stop smiling. Zbigniew had a point.

      
      ‘I could clean up,’ he said aloud to the world outside his window. ‘I could bloody well clean up.’

   
  

  
  
      
      
      An Account of the Antiquarian Customs and Curious Survivals of Pancester

      
      The dining room of the Pancester Riverside was full of visitors for breakfast. Whittaker didn’t fancy the continental; he
         contented himself with some grapefruit segments, and set off to explore the city with the Reverend Clement Dadd’s book for
         company. The tide was out, and extinguished torches from the night before were washed up on the mudflats. Terry had remembered
         to pick up some apples from the restaurant, and he stopped by the gateway to the Dole Acre to feed them to the grizzled old
         donkeys. Over the Pack Bridge and inside the city walls, more torches lay discarded in the cobbled gutters, along with abandoned
         elver cones. A fat old tramp dressed in a greasy duffel coat, with a mouldy pipe sticking out from his full and filthy grey
         beard, was picking up the cones and scooping the remains of cold elvers from them into an old Courtney’s carrier bag. He looked
         up and grinned through blackened teeth at Whittaker as he passed. Terry smiled back and made his way up through the town and
         into De’Ath’s, where he ordered a pot of coffee and a plate of toast. He took out his book, and started to read.
      

      
      As he read An Account of the Antiquarian Customs and Curious Survivals of Pancester, Terry learned of the origin of Elver Day and of the various functions of the Alarumist; and of how Sir Alexander Honeyball,
         the greatest of Pancester’s mayors and the architect of the city’s eighteenth-century renaissance, had courted controversy
         by replacing the ancient practice of having the Alarumist sound the curfew on a set of ancient handbells, known as the Clangers, with a modern, and somewhat more melodious carillon, which can still be heard, even today, each evening at
         nine. He read of the founding of the Pancester Dole by Sir Kenelm de Courtney in 1503, whereby pensioners from the city’s
         two almshouses collect a dole of bread each morning in the parish church, in return for prayers for the soul of their benefactor.
         He learned that the Dole was paid for by the rent of a piece of land just outside the city walls, called Dole Acre. He remembered
         the donkey sanctuary, and wondered how much rent it brought the city. It couldn’t be much. He read of Wally Oop, the great
         medieval street football game which engulfs the city each Candlemas; of how the city is divided into two perpetually warring
         factions for the game, the Ringlers and the Clanghandlers, and of how every able-bodied man is expected to take part in what
         is really little more than a vast and bruising street fight. And he read, with quickening pulse, of the courtship rituals
         of Pancester; of the Eastering, when the women of Pancester sleep out for the night and light candles on the Dole Acre, the
         unmarried in order that they might dream of their husband-to-be, their married sisters in order that they might fall pregnant;
         and of Apple Plummeting, the potentially lethal practice of girls throwing apples from the Pack Bridge into the Athon for
         their lovers to dive after; and of how, if the boys caught the apples, the girls would bake them into elaborate pastry cases,
         known as plummettys.
      

      
      As he read, Whittaker couldn’t help noticing that each of the practices had a feast or a dish of some kind attached to it.
         All these buggers do is eat, thought Whittaker. There’s a whole traditional cuisine just waiting to be marketed. Elvers, traditional
         breads, hog roasts, puddings, the lot. This place needs a first-class modern restaurant dedicated to reinventing regional
         dishes for a sophisticated twenty-first-century clientele. This place needs me.
      

      
      I’ll tell Juliana. He had dreamed of her all night. Just thinking her name sent a quiver through Terry’s body. Those eyes.
         She knows everything already, deep inside. She knows, just as well as I do, that we’re meant to be together. I must find her.
      

      
      
      He put the Reverend Dadd’s book into his pocket, paid his bill, and hurried up to the Tourist Information Office. Juliana
         wasn’t there, Whittaker quickly realised as he entered the office.
      

      
      ‘Where’s Juliana?’ asked Whittaker of the very attractive but not the love-of-his-life woman behind the counter.

      
      ‘Do you mean Ms Blezzard, sir? Ms Blezzard is the Chief Tourism Officer, and not likely to be staffing the desk, sir.’

      
      ‘She was here last night.’ From his pocket came the sound of a mobile phone. The screen showed that it was his father.

      
      ‘Hello, Dad.’ Terry grinned apologetically at the assistant, who turned to her computer.

      
      ‘Didn’t catch you at a bad moment, boy? Didn’t catch you about to make a pearly deposit over the thighs of a dusky maiden?’

      
      ‘How are you, Dad?’

      
      ‘Still fucking dying, what do you fucking think? When are you coming home?’

      
      ‘Um … not sure, Dad.’

      
      ‘Where are you?’

      
      ‘Er … Pancester.’

      
      ‘Pancester? Is that on the Central Line?’

      
      ‘No, I’m not in London, Dad. You remember. I’m on holiday in the north of England.’

      
      ‘If you cared, you’d come home.’

      
      ‘I … well, yeah, maybe you’re right, Dad. If I did, then I would. The sisters giving you your sweets?’

      
      ‘They steal my money. My fucking pension I’ve worked all my life for, and those old bitches steal it.’

      
      ‘Good. Well, Dad, it’s always a pleasure to talk. I’ll give you a bell in a few days.’

      
      ‘I’ll be dead in a few …’ Whittaker cut off his father, and turned off the phone.

      
      ‘Sorry about that,’ he said to the Tourist Office assistant, who looked up from her computer screen, ‘but as I said, Ms Blezzard
         was here last night.’
      

      
      ‘We were a little short-handed yesterday, sir. Is there anything I can help you with?’

      
      
      ‘Yes. Where can I find her?’

      
      ‘I believe she’s in meetings all day, sir. Her office is in the City Hall, if you’d care to make an appointment for another
         day?’
      

      
      ‘No thank you.’

      
      Whittaker left the office, and continued his exploration of the city. He’d keep the idea of coming here to open a decent restaurant
         as a surprise for her. Imagine how pleased she’d be, Whittaker thought.
      

      
      He decided to save the National Museum of Crime and Punishment for another day, but he did visit the Lady Abigail Courtney
         Museum and Art Gallery, where he saw the Clangers and the Charter of 1503 which established the Pancester Dole. He stared
         at some fine portraits of Sir Kenelm de Courtney and Sir Alexander Honeyball. He saw a display of wax apple plummettys, and
         was amazed by the intricate basket-like pastry cases.
      

      
      One of them, drop of crème fraîche, eleven quid, thought Whittaker.

      
      He learned that Lady Abigail, who had died in 1952, had spent a great part of her personal fortune on restoration work in
         the city, not just on the museum, but also on the Pack Bridge, which had been in danger of falling into the Athon. The museum
         had been renamed in her honour after her death. There was a portrait of her too. She was very thin, with a pointed nose and
         a sharp chin, and was dressed in tweeds. A toy poodle sat on her lap.
      

      
      He visited St Gilbert’s, the fine old parish church which stood next to the castle. He marvelled at the Anglo-Saxon foundations
         and apse, the Norman porch, the Early English nave, the Perpendicular steeple, clerestory and Lady Chapel, the exquisite carved
         reredos, and the unusual piscina. He also visited the Roman Catholic cathedral, the Holy English Martyrs, down by the Great
         Gate, but it was Victorian Gothic, the most modern building inside the city walls, and not to his taste. He visited the Banqueting
         Room in the Guildhall, and wondered at the array of silver billhooks that hung from the ceiling, one presented to the city
         by each of its mayors since 1493. He was hungry.
      

      
      He didn’t fancy De’Ath’s or Ye Blacke Bull, so he walked through the labyrinthine streets, looking for somewhere at least bearable that he hadn’t tried. Out of one corner of the Guildhall
         Square he saw an archway, with a sign saying Shy Street. He passed under the arch, and found himself in a small street which
         opened out into a little square, and which led down to the walkway around the city walls. There were several shops and a café.
         He looked in the window of a second-hand bookshop called Heavily Foxed. The door tinkled as he went in, but the shop was empty,
         although Whittaker could have sworn that he saw a figure scuttling through into the back as he entered.
      

      
      Whittaker looked around at the shelves. All the Pancester favourites were represented: Warwick Deeping, Jeffrey Farnol, Howard
         Spring, Edgar Wallace, Green Dolphin Country by Elizabeth Goudge; but there were also works by great thinkers (such as Reflections by C. E. M. Joad and Colin Wilson’s radical The Outsider), and the great travel writers (In Search of England by H. V. Morton, and The Lake Country by Arthur Mee). There was history (Corn Law Reform in Maidstone, 1835–1846 by Prof. Qu Ziang Lee), religion (It’s Very Blue Here – more voices of Doris Stokes), ethnography (Betel Chewing amongst the Pava-Pavas of East New Guinea by Bishop Edwin Blastover), architecture (Bus Stops of Huntingdonshire by E. W. Pugh), art (Bulgarian Watercolourists of the Nineteenth Century by Crispin Tolby) and science (Pass School Certificate Physics by J. C. W. Hemmery). Yet, despite this pantheon of literary giants, Heavily Foxed clearly lay largely undisturbed from one
         week to the next, the stale air smelling slightly of urine.
      

      
      Whittaker called, and called again. The dust hung heavy in the room.

      
      ‘Hello!’ bellowed Whittaker one last time, and a man’s head popped out from round the corner of the door to the back room,
         eyebrows raised in query. It was the most handsome head that Terry had ever seen. It looked as though it was the head-child
         of Clint Eastwood and Audrey Hepburn. It was a head which would have been remarkable in Hollywood, and which in Pancester
         made Whittaker strangely flustered. The body might have been good too, but Whittaker couldn’t see it, as it stayed hidden in the back room.
      

      
      Whittaker said, ‘Oh … hello. I’m … sorry to disturb you. It’s just that, I was wondering if, by any chance, you had any books
         of local recipes, anything of that sort.’
      

      
      The head shook, and disappeared again.

      
      ‘Thanks!’ shouted Whittaker as he left. ‘Sorry to disturb you!’

      
      Now Whittaker stood outside the bookshop, and turned his attention to the café next door. It was brown. The paintwork was
         brown. The windows were brown with nicotine and tar. A brown sign above the window announced that it was called ‘The 4i’s
         Coffee Bar’. There were steps down into the basement where there was clearly a small shop of some kind. Another more colourful
         sign announced it as ‘The Rock Cave, Pancester’s Top Pop Platter Stop!’
      

      
      Whittaker went inside the coffee bar. It was brown. Yellowing signed photographs of Vince Eager and Terry Dene hung from brown
         walls. A young woman, almost orange with fake tan, stood at the brown counter, a fly-blown glass display cabinet full of sweets
         beside an ancient boiler and an antediluvian cash register. Whittaker ordered coffee and a bacon sandwich. The coffee was
         largely froth, and was served in a shallow glass cup.
      

      
      Authentic, thought Terry. Sound thumped through the floor from the Rock Cave.

      
      The bacon sandwich, when it came, was rather good. The only other customer, a youth of eighteen or so who was dressed like
         a teddy boy, chatted to the waitress.
      

      
      It was a long room, three tables wide by seven long, with the counter at the back, and the kitchen behind. Well proportioned,
         Whittaker thought. Easy to work. Fifty, sixty seats maybe if you took out these old tables. Through the unwashed windows at
         the front, Whittaker noticed again that it opened on to the courtyard.
      

      
      You could put tables out there in good weather, thought Whittaker. He settled down to read some more selections from Dadd’s
         Account.
      

      
      This time, he read of the medieval Pancester Mummers’ Play, which is produced every Plough Monday by the losers at Wally Oop, largely unchanged from at least the late fifteenth century; and of the fire festivals: Burning the Midsummer Ring and
         Hanging Nick, with its traditional Nick cakes. But his concentration kept wandering, and he found himself watching passers-by
         through the grubby windows of the café. Everyone walks much slower here than in London, thought Whittaker, locals and tourists
         alike. And everyone looks much less worried, somehow. And people know one another. He watched as, time and again, people would
         stop and talk to one another. OK, so the locals might not be wholly welcoming to the tourists at first, but there’s a rhythm
         in Pancester that’s relaxed and easygoing. No wonder visitors flock here, thought Whittaker. This city is a cash cow, waiting
         to be milked.
      

      
      He went back to the counter, to order some more coffee-scented froth, and, with a lurch in his stomach, realised that there
         was a handwritten notice stuck inside the display cabinet, almost obscured by grime.
      

      
      It read:

      
      ‘Business for Sale. Apply within.’

      
      ‘Excuse me,’ said Whittaker, ‘but is this business really for sale?’

      
      ‘Aye,’ said the waitress.

      
      ‘Is it really? Is it? Look … are you the owner?’

      
      ‘Noh.’

      
      ‘Well, who is?’

      
      ‘Taffy.’

      
      ‘And where can I find Taffy? Is he here?’

      
      ‘Noh. He’s downstairs.’

      
      ‘In the Rock Cave?’

      
      ‘Aye.’

      
      ‘Thank you for all your help.’

      
      Whittaker looked around him again, and then stood outside the coffee bar, looking at the building. Georgian, Whittaker thought.
         He smiled, and walked down the steps into the Rock Cave.
      

      
      The basement room was built to the same proportions as the café upstairs. It had a low ceiling, and Whittaker had to duck
         as he came through the door. The room was lined with hundreds of second-hand records and CDs, and the walls were covered with
         more signed photos: ‘All the best, Taffy, Helen Shapiro’, ‘Taff, don’t stop the rock, Billy Fury’. Eddie Cochran’s ‘Twenty
         Flight Rock’ was playing over crackling loudspeakers. An odd-looking man, of medium height, dressed, like the boy upstairs,
         in a drape coat and drainpipe jeans, was behind the counter at the back.
      

      
      ‘Can I ’elp you, bach, or are you just browsing?’ he said cheerfully, in a strange accent which he clearly felt was Welsh.

      
      ‘I’m looking for Taffy. I’m sorry, I don’t know the surname.’

      
      ‘Gabatini. Taffy Gabatini, that’s me. What can I do you for?’ He stood up, and Whittaker realised that he had been kneeling
         behind the counter. He was actually almost seven foot tall, and he had to twist his head and stoop his upper body as he reached
         down to shake Terry’s hand.
      

      
      Now Taffy Gabatini had seen better days. In 1957, Taffy had discovered a hairstyle which he felt suited him; and who is to
         say he was wrong? A District Attorney, as they still call it in parts of Pancester, was the great haircut sensation of its
         age. The twenty-one-year-old Taffy, fresh from two years’ National Service as a cook at RAF Valley, his head stuffed full
         of Cliff Richard and Joe Brown and The Bruvvers and Wee Willie Harris, had left the Air Force to work as a barman in the Butlin’s
         on Barry Island, and by a strange twist of fate, had ended up playing the drums for the camp rock and roll band, Bill Zee
         Bubble and The Helltones. Clearly, in 1957, if you were working class, ex-RAF and a drummer in a holiday-camp rock and roll band to boot, a DA was pretty much de rigueur, if not actually compulsory. When
         the season finished, and Taffy came back to his parents’ café in Pancester with his newly acquired Welsh accent and his DA,
         the Pancester Mail (known as the Mail in Pancester, where the Mail is known as the London Mail) had sent its teen correspondent, Dawn Etherington, along to ‘do’ Taff (or Paolo, as he was then called) for the ‘What’s
         Hot’ column. So struck was she by Taff’s hair that she almost instantaneously fell pregnant with twins, Dai and Bethan, earning
         herself the envy of every teenage girl in town.
      

      
      
      Over forty years later, no one envied Dawn Gabatini any more, and she felt that the time had come for a new look for Taff.
         The DA, she had to admit, no longer did it for her in the same kind of way. Perhaps this could be attributed to the undoubted
         fact that of all the great innovations in men’s barbering of the post-war era, the DA is the least able to withstand the ravages
         of male pattern baldness. Hair resources have to be marshalled from right across the whole surface of the scalp in order to
         muster the wherewithal for a quiff at the front; any remaining hairs must be viciously trained with industrial-strength Brylcreem
         to produce the famous Duck’s Arse effect; little or nothing remains for the top or sides. This was Taff’s fate, and if he
         hadn’t lost most of his hair, then the scarring to his head caused by his prodigious height wouldn’t have been so obvious.
      

      
      Taff bumped into stuff, inevitably, and it showed. His poor head was covered in scars like the surface of Mars. His eyes were
         horrifyingly close together in some lights, and insanely far apart in others. His nose and ears were good, so far as they
         went, but critics pointed out that there was perhaps a little too much of both. In 1957 Dawn the soon-to-be Mrs Gabatini had
         found Taff’s slightly protruding milk-white teeth sweet; now they were just sticky-out, and yellow and brown and silver. His
         Italianate chin was still his best feature, everyone agreed, attractively cleft like Kirk Douglas’s, yet firmly self-assertive
         like Jimmy Hill’s. He stooped, of course, which made him cough, and the coughing brought on his knees. He suffered from housemaid’s
         knee, from kneeling in the Rock Cave all day.
      

      
      And for three years, since his father had retired from running the café upstairs and had gone to live in the Hospital of St
         Homobonus, he had dreamed that one day some idiot like Terry Whittaker would come through the door, attracted by the notice
         upstairs, and make him an offer he couldn’t refuse. So when Whittaker told him that he had seen the notice, and could Taffy
         tell him more, his face lit up like Christmas in Las Vegas.
      

      
      ‘Boy bach …’

      
      ‘Terry. Whittaker. Call me Terry.’

      
      ‘Call me Taffy. Boy bach, once I show you round, I won’t be able to get rid of you. You’ll be smitten. If you’re looking for a business opportunity in Pancester, you’ll not find a better,
         I guarantee. Now, I’m looking to sell the whole building. You get this place, and the café upstairs … come and have a look.
         Ow.’ He had banged his head on the door of the Rock Cave. Whittaker waited while he rubbed his head and locked up.
      

      
      ‘Now you’ve been into the café, obviously. You’ve seen its potential. A nice area, too. What do you have in mind?’

      
      ‘A restaurant.’

      
      ‘A restaurant, is it? Ideal! This place would make an ideal restaurant! It’s almost like a restaurant already! Come into the
         kitchen. Barry,’ said Taffy to the Ted who was still leaning on the counter, ‘look after the Cave for me for ’alf an ’our
         or so, will you?’ He threw the keys at the lad, who caught them, blew a kiss at the waitress and sauntered out.
      

      
      A fat woman in her late forties with despairing eyes and a greasy pinafore sat in an armchair in the kitchen, watching TV.

      
      ‘Martha! This is Martha Buck, the cook. Martha, this is Mr Whittaker, who wants to buy the 4i’s and turn it into a restaurant.’

      
      ‘Hello,’ said Martha dully, her eyes glued to the set.

      
      ‘Hello, Martha. That was a nice bacon sandwich you did me earlier. And I’m just looking, you know, Taffy.’

      
      ‘Nice big old kitchen, though, isn’t it?’

      
      It was. Lit by a skylight, which showed up a superficial tattiness in the large room, Whittaker nonetheless liked it at once.
         He did some sums in his head as he worked out how much he’d have to invest to bring it up to his standard. Anything too much
         over 250K for the building, and he’d have to look at a mortgage, which he didn’t fancy. Twenty grand should see both the kitchen
         and the dining area completely modernised. Call it 275 to be safe. Not bad. Can find that all right. Whittaker’s heart started
         to beat a little faster.
      

      
      ‘There’s a flat upstairs too. Come and see the flat.’

      
      Taffy opened a door in the back of the kitchen and revealed a staircase which led up into the flat above the café. It was
         huge and dusty, and lit by large sash windows.
      

      
      
      ‘Grew up here, I did. My parents’ place, till my mam died, and my dad went into St Homobonus’ a few years back. Four bedrooms.
         My youngest, Gwyneth, had it till she went to work in London. All right, isn’t it?’
      

      
      Whittaker had to agree. There was an electric fire in the sitting-room fireplace. Whittaker imagined it taken out, a real
         fire blazing in the Georgian hearth, and a smiling Juliana, her belly heavy with Whittaker’s child, knitting as he came home
         at closing time. The bedrooms were just right. One, overlooking the small yard at the back, Whittaker earmarked as the nursery.
         A few grand spent up here, and you had the perfect family home.
      

      
      ‘Shall we go and have a drink, boy?’ said Taff.

      
      ‘I’d like that,’ said Whittaker.

      
      They went downstairs, and out into Shy Street.

      
      ‘Why’s it called Shy Street, Taff?’ asked Whittaker.

      
      ‘Ah, now. It used to be called Bum Alley. But the ladies, you know, didn’t like it. So the Victorians changed it. It’s still
         Bum Alley to the locals, of course.’
      

      
      ‘Why don’t you live in the flat?’

      
      ‘No, too gloomy for me. Never did like it. I live in a lovely great big council house on the estate with my lovely great big
         wife. Been there since the sixties, we ’ave. Raised five kids.’
      

      
      Taffy navigated them through narrow streets and passages. Every other passer-by hailed Taff.

      
      ‘Everyone knows you, Taffy.’

      
      ‘Course they do. Born and bred here. Lived and worked here all my life, ’cept for when I was in Wales.’

      
      ‘So what will you do if you sell the Rock Cave?’

      
      ‘Ah. Thought it all out, I have. You didn’t by any chance notice the bookshop next door to me?’

      
      ‘I did, yes. There was a very beautiful man who didn’t speak.’

      
      Taffy laughed. ‘Oliver Halton. Chased by all the ladies of Pancester. My best mate. He don’t speak to no one, even me, least
         not often. Well, old Olly’s business isn’t going too great, to be honest, so we thought we might go in together, share his
         shop, do it up a bit. He’d keep the flat above the shop, though look. We thought we might get some new stock in, do new records,
         and graphic novels, books about oppressed Indians and things like that. Twelve-inch singles for DJs. We’d sew up the whole youth
         slash alternative market in Pancester.’
      

      
      ‘Is there a youth slash alternative market in Pancester?’

      
      ‘I don’t know, reely. Bound to be. Anyway, if I ’ad a partner, I’d be able to spend more time with my band, The Knightwatchmen.
         Barry, the lad in the café, he’s the bass player. Here we are.’ They had arrived at the Holly Bush, Taffy’s local. The walls
         were lined with grainy photographs from Wally Oop, the faces of the players crumpled with effort, as the two sides locked
         in mortal combat.
      

      
      ‘Are you a Clanghandler or a Ringler, Taff?’

      
      ‘Clanghandler, I am. Everyone here is. This is the Clanghandler pub. Two pints please, Sue.’

      
      ‘How did you do this year?’

      
      ‘Lost. As bloody usual.’

      
      They took their beers and sat down.

      
      ‘Well now, Terry. Tell me honest. What do you think?’

      
      ‘Taff, to be honest, I like it. I’d have to have a survey done, have a word with my accountant. But I like it. How much were
         you thinking?’
      

      
      Taffy’s palms were sweating.

      
      ‘Well now, Terry. It’s a very well-established business. A lot of goodwill. And that’s a roomy old flat. Let it out, you could.
         So what with one thing and another, and prices being what they are, and what with me having to move next door, I thought …’
         he paused, his throat constricted with tension, ‘… forty thousand pounds!’
      

      
      Whittaker spat beer over the table.

      
      ‘Forty thousand pounds!’ he gasped.

      
      ‘All right, thirty-seven. But not a penny less.’

      
      Whittaker smiled.

      
      ‘Taff. Taffy, my son. If forty is what you want, forty is what you’ll get. I’ll write you a cheque.’

      
      ‘Whoa, hold on, Mr Whittaker. What about the survey? Your accountant?’

      
      
      ‘No, I’m sure it will be fine. You were right, I’m smitten. Who should I make it out to?’

      
      ‘Me,’ said Taffy weakly. ‘Paolo Gabatini.’

      
      ‘There you go, Taff,’ said Whittaker, handing over the cheque. ‘A pleasure doing business with you.’

      
      ‘And with you, Terry. And with you. By Christ, we’re in for some exciting times! Welcome to Pancester! Welcome indeed! And
         here’s to … what’s your restaurant going to be called?’
      

      
      ‘I like the 4i’s.’

      
      ‘So … to the 4i’s!’

      
      ‘The 4i’s!’

      
      So Whittaker had a place of his own, after all, without really stopping to think. At least it was a long way away from his
         dad, from Francesca, from London.
      

      
      And all he needed now to complete his happiness was the love of a good woman.

      
      Juliana, he felt sure, was one lucky lady.
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