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Singer Dead—Child Missing


NOTHING COULD BETTER illustrate the depravity of the current so-called ‘psychedelic music scene’ in Britain than the gruesome recent demise of the pop singer Valerie Drummond, alias ‘Valerian’. Much has been written about this horrid occurrence (see lead story, pages 1–3) but not enough has been said about the fate of her infant son. True, he was an illegitimate child but that was not the little boy’s fault. He was let down by those around him, a clique of selfish, hedonistic thrill-seekers for whom reality is not enough. Not for them the honest glow of daylight. They need the disturbing glare of so-called ‘mind expanding’ drugs. These drugs are actually mind destroying. They are the same mind destroying drugs that have already claimed the lives of other pop stars, such as Brian Jones of the notorious ‘rock’ group, the Rolling Stones, and many of Drummond’s own intimate circle. When one contemplates the fate of that poor little boy, one can only shudder…
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1. THE DISCOVERY


My friend Tinkler is about my age, considerably more plump, and has a face that suggests he is a member of some disreputable rank of the cherubim.


Today was his birthday.


“I beg your pardon?” he said, staring at both of us, hand theatrically on his chest. “A present, you say? For me? You mean you knew it was my special day?”


“You only mentioned it about fifty times. Anyway, Nevada found a record for you in a charity shop.”


“What is it?”


“I don’t know. She hasn’t let me see it.”


“A rare record,” said Nevada. “A very rare record.”


“Well, give it to me, then,” said Tinkler.


She trotted into the bedroom to get the record—thoughtfully wrapped in elegant black and gold paper—and came back and handed it to me. “You can give it to him,” she said. “I found it and I’m responsible for the wonderful discovery and I did all the hard work and paid for it and



wrapped it and everything, but you can give it to him.”


As I took the package, through the gift wrap, I caught a whiff of something penetrating but faint—spicy and musty.


I sniffed it.


It was the aroma of an old record. In fact, it was what a cardboard LP cover smells like after about fifty years.


I felt my stomach go hollow. “My god,” I said. “I think it really might be something rare.”


Nevada was staring at me. “You can tell by smelling it?”


Tinkler saw the expression on my face and immediately took the record from me. He began to unwrap it. Actually, “unwrap” is a considerable understatement. He ripped into it like the degenerate lord of the manor tearing at the bodice of the innocent chambermaid in a cheap romance novel. Bits of paper were flying everywhere.


Nevada watched, eyes gleaming. “I knew you wanted it, Tinkler, because you have a picture of it hanging on the wall. A framed picture of the cover, hanging on your living-room wall. That’s how much you want this record.”


Tinkler was now standing there, holding the LP.


It was hard to say who was more surprised, him or me.


It was All the Cats Love Valerian, the final album by the great British 1960s rock band whom those cats were said to love. It featured a cover photograph of the eponymous singer. Valerian was a wild child and prototypical hippie chick, completely nude and sprawled on an old Persian rug in a room full of antique furniture with cats climbing all over everything. It was a great photo and indeed the album had been banned at the time because of this image of



Valerian’s provocative nudity—although some strategically placed antiques and the odd cat spared her modesty.


It was an incredibly rare item.


“Holy fuckaroo,” murmured Tinkler.


“The Bard could not have put it better himself,” Nevada said. Then, looking at me, “You didn’t think it was the real McCoy, did you?”


This was true. “Well…”


“Never doubt me,” she said complacently, picking up the cover and studying it. “Did the cats really love Valerian? She must have really loved them if she actually owned all this lot. I mean if they were her cats.”


I went over to her. “No, it’s just a photo shoot. It was a play on words.”


“What was?”


“The title.”


“How so?”


“Because all the cats do love valerian. It’s the name of a kind of herb, and apparently cats just love it. They go wild for it. Rolling in it. Sniffing it. Eating it.”


“Like catnip?” said Nevada.


“Exactly like catnip. Nip and valerian are the two drugs of choice for cats.”


“Speaking of drugs,” said Tinkler, “have you seen this?” He delved into his pocket and took out a scrap of newspaper. It was the front page of a tabloid with the headline STINKY STANMER COCAINE BUST across the top.


“My god,” said Nevada.


“He’s your neighbour, you know,” said Tinkler.


“What do you mean?”


“He’s in the Abbey.” He nodded towards the window, and the garden beyond. Just over our back wall were the elegant white battlements of London’s leading celebrity detox and rehab centre.


Nevada lowered the newspaper, which she’d studied carefully. “What? Why isn’t he behind bars? I mean behind proper bars.”


Tinkler shook his head. “I suppose no one was in a hurry to have a whimpering celebrity cluttering up the prison system.”


I said, “I can understand that.”


“What a shame,” said Nevada. “I’d have thought they would have slammed him in the… slammer.” She started striding back and forth. She seemed to be taking this personally. “Christ. He’s going to be right next door? We’ll never get rid of him.” She glanced at me. “He’ll be around here incessantly trying to chat me up and steal your ideas and generally making himself obnoxious.”


Tinkler grinned. “Newsflash. If he so much as sets one toe outside the grounds of the Abbey they’re going to rescind the deal and put him into a real, high-security prison complete with abundant scary cell mates and ample rape in the showers.”


This put a different complexion on things. Nevada stopped striding and smiled a big smile.


“I just love the word ‘rescind’,” she said.


* * *


I duly wrote a post about the epochal discovery of All the Cats Love Valerian the next day, giving Nevada full credit for the discovery. When I finished, I pushed the button and the blog went live. In the kitchen I heard Nevada grunting with approval as she read it on her iPhone. Then she put on her jacket in the hallway and peered around the door at me.


“Who don’t you doubt?”


“You.”


“That’s right.” She blew me a kiss and headed out, going shopping. Charity shopping.


In a way, this was my fault.


I had introduced Nevada to the world of charity shops in the first place. I routinely trawled every one of these in southwest London in search of rare records, which was my business. In the course of accompanying me on a portion of this perpetual quest, she had come to discover that the shops weren’t the malodorous quivering dens of parasitic insect life she had first supposed and, much more to the point, could be the source of some spectacular high-fashion but low-price acquisitions.


Now that we were living together she had taken to scouring them on a regular basis, and was always coming home with a bargain pair of Louboutin sneakers or a phenomenally inexpensive Dolce & Gabbana breechclout or something.


I returned to my blog and added a bit more detail. I gave some background about the band and Valerian herself, but I didn’t mention her unpleasant fate or what had happened to her little boy.


More than enough had been written on these subjects already.


The phone rang. It was Nevada. “It’s autumn,” she said.


“Yes. I’d noticed.”


“It’s just perfect.”


“What’s perfect?”


“I’ve got an idea. For Tinkler’s birthday party.”


“Well?” I said. “Spill the beans.”


“It’ll be a surprise. For you as well as him. And Clean Head. For everyone.”


I said, “I don’t think Tinkler can take any more surprises.”


* * *


I woke up in the middle of the night, instantly aware that something was wrong. Fanny moaned in complaint as I shifted under the covers. The little opportunist was huddled up to me, for my body heat. Which was odd, because she’d been favouring Nevada of late. I rolled over in bed and reached out for Nevada.


She was gone.


I fumbled for the alarm clock and held it close enough to my face to read. It was three in the morning. The godforsaken hour when hope fails, the frail and elderly die, and—apparently—your girlfriend goes missing.


I called her name and checked the bathroom and kitchen, but I already sensed that the house was empty. I pulled on some clothes as I searched the other rooms, increasingly anxious.


Then, suddenly, I knew where she’d be. I went into the kitchen again and opened the curtains, peering out. There



she was. I put on my shoes and a scarf—it was a cold night—and went out to join her.


My little house is in a small square of similar buildings on the raised concrete platform of a large housing estate, the kind London’s councils built before they knew better. It’s been much improved over the years, and what is now a large sunken basin adjacent to our houses, full of low buildings, fir trees and winding footpaths, was once an underground car park and the estate’s giant boiler room. You can look down into this basin over some railings at the edge of our square.


That was where Nevada was standing now.


I went and joined her. She glanced at me, then took my hand and resumed staring downwards. “I couldn’t sleep,” she said. Her hand was cold.


“Bad dreams?”


“Bad memories.”


The basin below was lit by high streetlamps. Their amber glow gave it a slightly eerie cast. It was the kind of light that would have made a puddle of blood look utterly black.


There was no blood down there now, of course. It had been washed away long ago—in an uncharacteristic burst of efficiency by the local authorities.


I looked at Nevada’s face and realised, with astonishment, that she was scared. This was doubly strange because she hadn’t been scared at the time. Indeed, she had saved both our lives.


Later, looking back at this moment, I couldn’t help wondering if perhaps it wasn’t the past that frightened



her. Not what had happened but in some inexplicable way, what was yet to come…


I felt her shiver and I wrapped my arms around her.


“Don’t worry,” I said, holding her tight. “It’s all over now.”


I didn’t know it was just beginning.









2. DINNER PARTY


While I did all our day-to-day cooking, Nevada liked to prepare the occasional elaborate dessert for a special occasion, and it turned out this was the birthday boy’s surprise.


“I’m going to do a tart. A tart for Tinkler,” she announced one morning. Shortly thereafter she started purchasing and assembling ingredients, which for some reason was a protracted and clandestine business. Finally she was ready to start cooking.


The tart, prepared under conditions of strictest secrecy, was smelling good by the time our guests showed up on the night of Tinkler’s party. First to appear was an elegant apparition in a white trench coat with a bottle of wine under one arm and a long thin cardboard tube under the other.


This was Agatha DuBois-Kanes, better known by her now firmly affixed nickname of Clean Head. We had met her, a beautiful mixed-race woman with a shaven head, in her capacity as a taxi driver, piloting one of London’s fleet of storied black cabs. But on this occasion she had got one



of her colleagues to chauffeur her to our place. No driving for her tonight.


“I fully intend to get blotto,” she said, handing me the bottle of wine as she kissed me. She smelled good. I was about to ask her about the cardboard tube when the doorbell rang again. It was the birthday boy himself, resplendent in a Hugo Boss jacket, Paul Smith sweater and Woodhouse trousers, all of which Nevada had found for him at various times in her charity shop excursions. I wasn’t surprised to see him dressed to the nines. Tinkler had a doomed passion for Clean Head.


Supper went well and, as usual, I began to relax as soon as people had hungrily cleaned their plates and asked for second helpings. “What is this cheese?” said Tinkler. “I think I’ve conceived an unnatural infatuation for it. Can a man love a cheese? Would we be happy together?”


As the evening progressed I provided the music, selecting the records. These were mostly jazz and Brazilian—sometimes Brazilian jazz—and Nevada made sure the wine glasses stayed full. We took a little break between the main course and dessert, allowing Clean Head to give Tinkler his birthday present, which of course is what the cardboard tube turned out to be.


It contained a poster of the Rolling Stones. A moody black and white shot of them in their surly heyday, circa 1968—Beggars Banquet era—by the great rock photographer David Wedgbury. It was a perfect gift for Tinkler, and so thoughtfully chosen that I began to wonder if his passion was entirely doomed after all.


Then, with much ceremony, Nevada carried in the tart.


It was a beautiful confection of almond pastry, with a glazed surface of sliced apricots. It was also oddly thick. “This is a very special tart,” she said coyly, setting it on the table.


“You’re a very special tart,” said Tinkler. For which he got kicked under the table.


“It is special,” persisted Nevada, taking out a pie cutter, “because it has an utterly unique ingredient.” She drew a careful line across the glazed fruit with the cutter, dividing the tart neatly in half. Then another line the other way, forming a perfect cross.


The tart was now divided into quarters. She set about subdividing each of these. When she was finished, it was divided into sixteenths.


She carefully insinuated the point of the pie server under one of these tiny wedges and began to prise it out. “You’ve got to be kidding,” I said. Nevada smiled triumphantly as she lifted out the first miniature serving of tart. “Tinkler isn’t going to settle for a portion that small,” I said.


She handed the plate to Tinkler. “It’s a very special dessert.”


“So you keep saying.” I was looking at the slice. I could see the inside of the tart now, and there was a curious brown layer under the yellowish apricot slices. “Those aren’t berries.”


“Who said anything about berries?” Nevada was smiling at me.


“Or apples. You weren’t picking berries on the common. Or apples.” I stared at her. I finally got it. “You were picking mushrooms.”


Magic mushrooms.


“That’s right.” She extracted another slice of the tart and put it on a plate. “It’s exactly the right time of year. And the common was positively dotted with them.” She handed the plate to Clean Head, who accepted it eagerly.


“So it’s that kind of party,” she said, lifting her fork.


Tinkler was staring at the minuscule slice of hallucinogenic dessert on the plate in front of him. Saying nothing, which was odd.


“That’s why I can only serve you these little teeny slices,” said Nevada. “Because larger ones would cause your skull to go ka-boom.” She selected a third slice, put it on a plate and handed it to me.


I stared at it. The brown layer underneath the apricots was disconcerting. Not to say sinister. “It’s going to taste a bit weird, isn’t it?”


“Magic mushrooms taste like shit,” said Tinkler, with the manner of a man who knew.


“Don’t worry, boys,” said Nevada. “I soaked them overnight in sugar and Cointreau.” She served herself a slice. Clean Head had already started, spearing dainty chunks of tart and devouring them with evident relish.


“I’m sorry,” said Tinkler, lifting his fork glumly, “but I have a confession to make.”


“You’re not going to say you can’t eat it,” said Nevada.


“No, of course I’ll eat it. But it won’t have any effect on me.”


“Do you want a bigger piece?”


“No.” He shook his head gloomily. “It won’t do any good.”


“What do you mean?”


“I’ve taken mushrooms, I’ve taken ecstasy, I’ve taken acid—”


“Tinkler, you dark horse!”


“And I’m immune to hallucinogenic drugs.”


“I’m sure it will be completely different when you try some of Auntie Nevada’s hand-picked fungi.”


Tinkler shrugged. “I’m not so sure.” He picked up his fork and started eating. I looked at my own serving with hesitation.


It wasn’t that I didn’t want to eat the dessert my own true love had prepared for me with her fair hands. It’s just that I don’t believe in tampering with my brain chemistry—numerous cups of high-end coffee aside.


I twirled my fork in my fingers, stalling for time.


The wedge of tart stared up at me, beginning to look very vivid against the bright red plate. It was like the emblem of some drug-crazed Mod. It looked positively lethal. I wondered if I could sneak it into the kitchen under some pretext and pitch it into the bin without anyone being the wiser. I glanced across the table at Nevada.


She knew me far too well for any such knavery.


Now she watched keenly as I pressed my fork into the tart and took the first mouthful. It was much better than I expected. In fact it was good. You could taste the mushrooms, just about, but they merely provided a kind of background meatiness to the flavour.


I found I was actually enjoying it and polished off the rest while Nevada watched with approval. I told myself that perhaps, like Tinkler, the mushrooms would have no effect on me.


* * *


I don’t know how long it took the drugs to come on, because the first thing that went was my sense of time. Indeed, my whole perception of time changed. Instead of a continuous flow, it began to arrive in discrete intervals. It was like the difference between a sine wave on a graph and a square wave. Separate moments arrived as individual snapshots.


I only realised just how far gone I was when I started talking to the cat.


Fanny had come in through the cat flap, evidently curious about what was going on with the grown-ups. She settled down on the floor and I went over and knelt beside her. My hand felt like it was sinking into her warm fur as I stroked her back. I could feel every individual hair, like a living filament with a delicate electrical charge.


She tilted her little head and stared up at me. Her eyes were enormous. I gazed into them and they were like the green and yellow landscape of an exotic planet. I could see details—oceans, mountains, plains.


And then she started talking to me.


Fanny spoke in a soft, attenuated, echoing voice. It was a pleasant enough voice, but strangely not in any way feminine. But then I realised, why should a female cat sound like a female human?


I hadn’t considered this before.


She didn’t move her lips when she spoke, of course. Cats don’t have lips like ours, anyway. The words just appeared



over my head, somewhere above my pulsing brow centre.


She said, “You know when you’re having a bath and I come and scratch on the side because I want to have a drink from the taps?”


“Yes?”


“Well, sometimes you don’t hop out of the bath right away, and I can’t clamber in and get my drink.”


“It’s not so simple,” I said. “I mean, I get out as quick as I can, but I still have to pull the plug and the bath has to drain. You can’t just clamber in while there’s still bath water in there. You’d get your paws wet.”


“Well, it just isn’t good enough,” said Fanny.


“What about this,” I proposed. “While you’re waiting I could turn on the tap in the bathroom sink and lift you up to drink from it?”


There was a snort of suppressed laughter and I looked up to see Tinkler standing over me holding a long cardboard tube to his lips. It was the tube his Rolling Stones poster had come in and he was speaking into it. The tube gave his voice an eerie, echoing tone.


So Fanny hadn’t been talking to me after all.


It had been a cruel hoax.


“You drug-addled halfwit,” he said.


* * *


According to what I’d read, there should have been no hangover with magic mushrooms. But like so much prodrugs propaganda, I found this was wildly wide of the mark. Or at least, I was the exception to the rule.


The next day I felt like the inside of my skull had been sand-blasted. And the world seemed a strange place. Everything looked normal, but slightly off, as if overnight the size and shape of familiar objects had been subtly altered.


I managed to make my morning coffee, deploying the familiar but somehow unearthly implements. Nevada joined me, chopped up some raw Aberdeen Angus beef with the kitchen scissors and served it to the cats as their breakfast. She moved to the sink to wash the scissors and suddenly stopped and gave a little cry.


I went to join her. She was looking at the metal pie dish that, last night, had still contained three quarters of the magic mushroom tart.


It was now completely empty, except for a few crumbs.


Nevada spun around to stare at Turk and Fanny who were busy demolishing their breakfast. She said, “Do you think the cats could have eaten it?”


I went and looked. “Only if they used a fork and a plate and put them in the sink afterwards.” Nevada and I looked at each other.


“Tinkler,” we said, simultaneously.


Nevada picked up her phone and dialled his number. As soon as he answered she said, “Tinkler, how could you?” She put her hand over the phone and looked at me. “He said he was peckish.”


She resumed speaking into the phone. “Peckish or not, your fucking head will explode.” She checked her watch. “Will already have exploded. What? Christ.” She



listened for a long time then hung up.


“It seems that when he got home, late last night, his boss was waiting for him on his doorstep. Apparently there was some kind of crisis at work. Some sort of super important database had failed or something and they needed Tinkler to go in and fix it. So he did.”


“He did? He fixed it? After eating all those magic mushrooms?”


“Yes. And apparently he did such a great job his boss is now buying him a champagne breakfast.”


“I guess he really is immune,” I said.


* * *


I took my coffee outside and sat in our back garden. I was sitting there when the doorbell rang.


I heard Nevada go and answer it. There was a man’s voice and a woman’s voice—not Nevada’s—and then Nevada’s voice again. Two people at the door. It could only be the Jehovah’s Witnesses or some other equally enthusiastic sect, proselytising on the doorstep. I sighed and rose from my chair. Underneath, where she had been sheltering in my shadow, Fanny gave a little squeak of alarm at being suddenly and cruelly exposed to the fearsome naked rays of the brutal British autumn sun.


I went in to help Nevada. It seemed unfair to let her deal with these callers on her own. And there was always the terrifying possibility she might invite them in for coffee or something.


As I stepped through the back door I heard a woman’s



voice, soft and tentative, saying, “Is this the correct address for the Vinyl Detective?”


And a man’s voice; brusque, peremptory and brooking no opposition. “We want to hire him.”









3. THE CLIENT


Nevada had indeed invited our visitors in. She was standing with them in the sitting room in the uncertain configuration of strangers who have just met. The couple definitely didn’t look like any Jehovah’s Witnesses I’d ever seen.


The man had an abundant crop of grey hair so pale it was almost white, combed and styled with narcissistic care. His eyebrows were darker, thick charcoal hyphens above emphatic greyish blue eyes. He gave the impression of disciplined good health and carefully cultivated athleticism. He must have been at least in his sixties, but he seemed powerful, vigorous and forceful.


He was neatly turned out and was dressed, as Nevada would later remark, as if he had just looted a branch of L.L.Bean.


The woman was a quite different proposition. She was perhaps twenty years younger than him, but beefy and solid-looking. Despite being smaller she must have weighed considerably more. Her big amiable face was like a cylinder



on which various features had been stuck—jutting ears, a snub nose. She was dressed in grey and pink tracksuit bottoms and a matching sweatshirt with a large slogan that read YOUR SUSHI’S GETTING COLD.


The tracksuit was clean but very rumpled and, along with her brown hair, which hung down in irregular strands, gave an impression of disorganisation that contrasted sharply with the man’s chiselled neatness. His shoes were brown patent leather and polished to an improbable mirror gleam. Hers were white trainers, new but already muddy and scuffed, with the shoelaces loose and flopping in the currently fashionable manner.


He was buttoned down and squared away; she was shambolic.


The only common denominator between the two of them was the fact that strapped around their waists they both wore what we call a bum bag and the Americans call a fanny pack. Whatever you call it, it’s not exactly a fashion statement.


They had identical bright red ones.


The man looked at me as I came in. He said, “My name is John Drummond and this is Lucille Tegmark.” There was no offer of a handshake and he seemed to deliver this latter piece of identification reluctantly, as though unhappy about being associated with the woman, but making the best of it.


She smiled at me. “Lucy,” she said, correcting him. She had a trace of an accent that I couldn’t immediately identify. On the other hand, he definitely sounded American.


Fanny packs it was, then.


Nevada was grinning at me. “They’re looking for you.”


“I know. I heard.”


“They want to hire you.” As Nevada said this I noticed the man wince as if, having actually caught sight of the famed Vinyl Detective in the flesh, he was having second thoughts. That was fine with me.


“Won’t you sit down, please,” said Nevada, who had suddenly become hostess of the year. And, before I could stop her, she added, “I’ll get you some coffee. We’ve just made some. It’s nice and fresh.”


“Smells good,” said the man, as though reluctantly conceding a point in a negotiation. “Thanks.”


“Thank you,” said the woman, and promptly sank into one of our comfy leather armchairs. The man gave her a look of tired disgust, then walked to the dining table, pulled out one of the wooden chairs facing it and sat down. I noticed he’d chosen the least comfortable seat in the room. Even at this early stage in our acquaintance this struck me as absolutely characteristic of the guy.


I wondered if L.L.Bean manufactured any hair-shirts. If so, he would certainly be their top customer.


He sat in the chair stiffly, leaning back slightly, as if to place himself as far as physically possible away from the woman.


And from me.


Fanny had followed me in from the garden and instantly gone into concealment. Now she emerged from her hiding place under the unoccupied armchair, where she had been sheltering just in case our visitors had turned out to be, for example, a Mossad hit squad with the wrong address. She wandered over to the man and sniffed at his shoes.


Without looking at her, he lowered his powerful, hairy hand and tickled her under the chin. Fanny luxuriated in the attention, the treacherous little trollop. Meanwhile in the kitchen Nevada was clattering around, looking for cups and generally making coffee-serving sounds.


“Thank you for the hospitality,” said the woman—Lucy Tegmark.


“No problem.”


“We missed breakfast,” said Lucy, shooting a look at the man, who ignored her. “We were in such a hurry to get here.” She kept looking at him and he kept on ignoring her. “I’m certainly looking forward to lunch.”


“There’s a place nearby we can recommend.” Nevada leaned around the kitchen door. She smiled at me. “Isn’t there, darling?” She was holding in her hands a tray that had leaned against the wall in my kitchen unused for approximately the last ten years. She was wiping it with a sponge, as well she might, since it was covered with the dust of ages.


Apparently she had decided that our guests were of such a calibre that they would be insulted if they weren’t served refreshments on a proper tray.


“Thank you,” said Lucy. “That would be great.” She looked at the man, who continued to ignore all her cues. “And thank you for the coffee,” she said. “Doesn’t it just smell delicious?”


It certainly did, because it was the pot I had just prepared and it was the good stuff—some of the last of my dwindling supply of ca phe cut chon beans from Indo-China. The one



time in my life when I’d actually had money, had in fact very briefly been extremely wealthy, I’d managed to treat myself to a few small luxuries before the shit had hit the fan and the money had vanished like the abstract fantasy it basically was.


One of those luxuries had been the coffee beans. If I’d been given any choice in the matter, I would have slipped into the kitchen and decanted the remainder of that pot of coffee into a thermos and hidden it from view until our guests had safely departed, all the while making them some instant. Come to think of it, even the jar of organic Ecuadorian shade-grown freeze-dried instant coffee was probably better than they deserved, particularly the man, who was now giving me a look with his cold little blue eyes, as if sizing me up as the slacker I so manifestly was.


He said, “We’ve come about that record. All the Cats Love Valerian.” The baroque title sounded strange coming out of his military mouth. “We read about it on your website.”


“Your blog,” Lucy Tegmark corrected him.


“I’m sorry,” I said, with an immense feeling of relief—maybe we’d be able to get rid of these two without even having to serve them coffee, “but that record’s not for sale.” Although the thought of the look of scandalised horror on Tinkler’s face did almost make the notion worthwhile. “In fact we gave it to a friend as a gift.”


“We’re not looking to buy the record,” said the man. “We want to talk to you about her.”


“Her?”


“Valerian,” said the woman.


“Valerie Anne,” said the man firmly. “Valerie Anne Drummond.” A faint little alarm bell began to ring in my head, a sense that I was missing something, or had forgotten something very important.


“Her and her son,” said Lucy. The man shot her a look of pure hatred. She couldn’t have been unaware of it, but she merely smiled complacently, as if it was what she had come to expect, and perhaps even enjoy. She just sat there letting his hostility wash over her.


I said, “The little boy who went missing?”


“We don’t need to get into that,” said the man tightly.


Lucy chuckled. “The Colonel here seems to think we can employ you to do a job for us without actually telling you what that job is.” She hitched around in the chair so she was looking at me. “We need your help,” she said simply.


I went and sat in the chair opposite her so she wouldn’t have to contort herself. I said, “We’re talking about Valerian’s son, the little boy who disappeared just after she died?” It had been a cause célèbre at the time, and a huge scandal.


“Or disappeared just before.” She looked at me. “No one knows exactly what happened. That’s why we want to hire you.” She glanced at the man. “If the Colonel here can bring himself to allow you a full briefing.”


I wasn’t sure I wanted to be fully briefed. She turned back to me. “We want you to look into his disappearance.”


“I find vinyl,” I said. “Rare records. Not missing persons.”


At this point Nevada, who had been eavesdropping in the kitchen, came hastily bustling through with four cups,



the sugar bowl and a petite jug of milk perched on the freshly washed and gleaming tray. She made a major production of serving everyone. The Colonel gave her a genuine flash of a smile as she set the cup down before him. He leaned over the cup and inhaled with pleasure and approval, as well he might. “Smells great,” he grunted. He looked up at her and his icy blue gaze actually seemed to warm for an instant. Nevada beamed proudly as if the making of the coffee had actually had something to do with her.


“I find records,” I repeated, before things got too cosy. “I don’t—”


Nevada came to me and took my hand. “Let’s just hear what the people have to say, honey.” Her tone was all sweetness, light and reason. She gave me her big eyes and, although I knew she was working me, I was putty in her hands. I sighed and sat back in my chair.


“All right,” I said. “Tell me about it.” Nevada smiled a delighted smile and perched on the arm of the sofa, legs crossed, elbow braced, chin attentively on her hand.


I sighed and looked at Lucy Tegmark. “So, tell me all about it,” I repeated.


She seemed suddenly uncertain. “Where should I start?”


“Well, why don’t you start by explaining how you come into it? You and the Colonel.”


“Don’t call me that,” said the man.


“What?”


“The Colonel. I’m not a colonel. I’m not in the army and I never was.”


Lucy smiled at me. “It’s true. But he’s always talking



about his father. How the old Colonel would do this, or do that—everything from the proper way to butter a slice of toast to the correct method of making sure you’re not short-changed by a taxi driver. Anyway, he talks about the Colonel so much I started calling him that. I suppose it’s a nickname. And it stuck.”


“No it didn’t,” said the man stubbornly.


I said, “So what do we call you, then?”


“John,” said Lucy merrily. “Johnny. Jack.”


“Mr Drummond,” said the man, tightly.


Drummond.


The faint alarm bell in my head got suddenly louder. Now I knew why it was ringing. I would have put it together a whole lot sooner if my brain hadn’t been addled by the magic mushroom tart my beloved had poisoned me with. I must have been staring at him because suddenly his cold little eyes were beaming directly into mine. I searched his face for a family resemblance. I could detect none, but I was certain all the same. “You’re a relative,” I said.


“She was my sister.”


Nevada leaned forward. She said, “Valerian was your sister?”


“Valerie Anne. Yes.”









4. VALERIAN’S BROTHER


“That’s why we’ve come to see you,” said Lucy Tegmark.


“That’s why I’ve come to see you,” said the Colonel. “She’s just along for the ride.”


She glared at him. “I am as much involved in this project as you are. I am just as committed to it. Just as emotionally invested.”


“I don’t think so,” he said dryly, and I had the sudden surprising impression that he might be right; that this apparently emotionless man sitting at my table, petting my fawning quisling of a cat, might be a hell of a lot more ‘invested’ in this than she was.


Maybe it was just the residual psilocybin in my system, but it seemed for an instant that he’d spoken a profound truth, and everybody sitting here listening to its echo in the quiet morning sunlight knew it. He had somehow put us all to shame.


But especially Lucy.


She turned to us, apparently eager to make up lost



ground. “Of course I’m not family, but I am passionately interested in this story. In discovering the truth of it and putting it in the public domain.”


I said, “You’re a journalist?”


The Colonel snorted. She shot him a look of unadulterated hostility; for the first time he’d managed to get under her skin. “I’m a writer,” she said. “I don’t know that I’m qualified yet to be called a journalist. My father was a journalist. Monty Tegmark.” She sounded proud.


The Colonel grinned mirthlessly. “Journalist is stretching it a bit,” he said. “He was a stringer for a sleazy Fleet Street tabloid.” Suddenly, under the American accent, I could detect English tones and intonations. He must have grown up here if he was Valerian’s brother. A local boy, after all.


Lucy Tegmark shook her head. She had regained her composure and didn’t seem stung by the remarks. It was as if she was on firmer ground here. “My father was a very respected professional. He was held in high esteem by all the national dailies.”


“The point is,” said the Colonel, growing impatient at this encomium, or perhaps just nettled that he hadn’t been able to rile her sufficiently, “he left behind a cache of useful information. Documentation.”


“About what?” I asked.


“Valerian,” said Lucy. “My father knew a great deal about her. He went on tour with the band, wrote a whole series of articles.”


“During the period when…” I was going to allude at



this point to Valerian’s grisly demise—but then I realised that her brother was sitting right here at my table, looking at me. Near enough to reach out and touch, in the unlikely event that anybody would want to touch him.


So instead I said, “When her boy went missing.”


“During and before,” said Lucy. “Dad was one of the first newspapermen to discover Valerian, to discover the band. So he had access to them from the start. He was writing about them when they were still on the pub circuit. He followed their rise to fame, charting it, writing profiles of all the band members, interviewing them…”


“He was working on a book,” said the Colonel.


“And now I’m working on that book,” said Lucy Tegmark. “I want to write the masterpiece my father never completed. But I want it to go further than just being a mere biography of Valerian, a tale of her music and her band and how she lived and died.” I noticed a barely perceptible tremor go across the Colonel’s face at the word died. I knew what he was thinking and I didn’t blame him.


It wasn’t just the fact of her death. It was the way it had happened.


Lucy hadn’t noticed. She was still droning on about this hypothetical book she was planning to write about Valerian, concluding by saying, “But the most important single thing I want to do is to resolve the question of her son’s disappearance.”


Yes, I thought, that’s going to be easy.


I looked at the Colonel and said, “And she’s interviewing you for the book?”


“No. I’m bankrolling the operation.”


“So how do I come into it?” I said. “You’re bankrolling her and she’s researching it. What do you need me for?”


Lucy shifted in her chair. “I’m not an investigative journalist. I see myself as pulling the book together from a rich diversity of sources and writing it in a single authorial voice, once we have all the facts we need in front of us.”


“So you want me to do the investigating?”


“They want you to be their legman,” said Nevada happily. “He’ll be a very good legman. He’s got nice legs.”


* * *


Lucy and the Colonel went out to have a bite of lunch while Nevada and I talked.


“I’m not sure I want to do this,” I said.


“Did you hear her say money is no object?”


“Did you see the look he gave her when she said it?”


“Well, look or no look, we need funds.”


I said, “I find records. I don’t find people.”


“You did a pretty good job of finding somebody last time.”


“That was just a side effect of looking for a record. It was a happy accident.”


“So why shouldn’t there be another happy accident?”


I shook my head. “That little boy didn’t just vanish into thin air. Somebody took him.”


“Who?”


I shrugged. “Presumably the sort of people who take little boys. He was probably dead within twenty-four hours of being abducted. And that’s if he was lucky. Any accidents



in this situation aren’t going to be happy ones.”


“Poor kid,” said Nevada. She stood up. “Well, just think about it. They won’t be back from lunch for a while.”


She smiled at me and then went out into the garden to use the phone, which was suspicious in itself. I went to the window. I could faintly hear her out there, just the buzz of her murmuring confidentially as she occasionally glanced my way. She was obviously up to something. She came in looking pleased with herself and walked through to the kitchen.


A minute later Turk came clattering in through the cat flap. She hurried over to the sofa to say hello to me. I held my hand in the air and she put her front paws on my knee and stretched up and brushed her head against my palm. She studied me for a moment, her extraordinary turquoise eyes gleaming on either side of her scarred nose. She was more of a roughneck than her sister, and that scarred muzzle gave her a piratical look. After a moment she turned away and hopped up onto the coffee table. She loved to lie stretched there for hours on end like a very large and furry ornament. Now she looked at me and flopped over on her back, legs akimbo and the white fur of her belly exposed for rubbing.


Only I wasn’t looking at her fur. I was looking at the red plastic collar fastened around her neck. “Honey,” I called.


“Yes?”


“Honey, you know we agreed that we wouldn’t give the cats collars, because they’re probably uncomfortable, and there’s the remote hazard of them getting snagged on something?”


“Yes, yes, yes,” said Nevada, coming in. “I remember all that. What on earth are you talking about?”


I pointed at the table. “Well, then, why did you put a collar on Turk?” She stared at the cat, and I stared at her.


I said, “You didn’t put the collar on Turk, did you?”


“No.”


Nevada bent down swiftly, examining the collar. “There’s something under it,” she said.


“Something under it?”


“A piece of paper,” she said. “A note.” She caressed Turk’s head and then slipped her hand down to the collar and carefully extracted a folded square of white paper. She opened it and examined the other side, which was covered with writing.


“What is it?”


Nevada handed it to me. It read:


GREETINGS HIPSTER!


I HOPE YOU DON’T MIND ME USING FANNY TO SEND YOU MY LITTLE MESSAGE. FANNY MAIL! HA HA. SOUNDS A LOT MORE FUN THAN FAN MAIL! ANYWAY, NOW THAT I AM STAYING NEXT DOOR TO YOU I THOUGHT IT WOULD BE RUDE NOT TO SAY ‘HI’. I CAN SEE YOUR HOUSE FROM HERE, AS THEY SAY. THAT’S RIGHT, I AM STAYING IN THE ABBEY. JUST A SHORT STAY FOR A BIT OF R R. I NEEDED A BREAK, SO HERE I AM. IT’S A GREAT PLACE. THE FOOD IS FANTASTIC. AND MY FELLOW GUESTS ARE AMAZING. SO MANY MUSIC GREATS. IT’S LIKE THE MERCURY AWARDS BUT WITHOUT THE CHARLIE,



HA HA! WHICH IS WHY I’M WRITING TO YOU. YOU WOULDN’T BELIEVE THE STORIES I’M HEARING IN HERE. THE GOSSIP, THE TIPS. AND THE CONTACTS I’M MAKING ARE MIND-BLOWING. IT’S THE MOST VALUABLE NETWORKING EVENT I EVER ATTENDED. I’VE GOT SCOOPS, EXCLUSIVES, INTERVIEWS THAT ARE SOLID GOLD. ENOUGH FOR A DOZEN TELEVISION PROGRAMMES. BUT I CAN’T USE ANY OF THEM! THERE’S NO INTERNET ACCESS HERE, NO PHONES, NO LETTERS ALLOWED IN OR OUT. THAT’S THE RULES. AND THERE’S NO CHANCE OF SMUGGLING ANYTHING OUT WITH THE STAFF. THEY’RE REALLY STRICT ABOUT THAT. SO I’M WRITING TO YOU, OLD CHUM. HERE’S THE DEAL. YOU BECOME MY PIPELINE! I SEND THE STORIES OUT TO YOU ON FANNY HERE (DO YOU LIKE HER COLLAR? I CHOSE THE NICEST COLOUR, HAD MY PA SEND IT TO ME) AND THEN YOU PASS THE STORIES TO MY OFFICE. I WILL MAKE IT WORTH YOUR WHILE. YES, MONEY AT LAST. I’LL SEND MY PA’S DETAILS ON THE NEXT NOTE. THANKS FOR YOUR HELP.


YOUR FRIEND, STINKY


P.S. GIVE NIRVANA MY LOVE.


We stared at each other. Nevada said, “Nirvana?”


“Apparently he thinks that’s your name.”


“The fucking halfwit. He can’t even tell Fanny from Turk.”


“He just guessed about the cat’s name. He knew he had a fifty-fifty chance of being right. And he’d look smart if he got it right.”


“He could never look smart.”


I took out a pen.


“What are you doing?”


“Composing a reply.” I turned the note over and wrote: My cats hate you. How did you get close enough to one of them to put a collar on her?


Nevada read over my shoulder and snorted with amusement. We folded the note up again and tucked it back under Turk’s collar. Just then the doorbell rang, causing Turk to jump up, leap off the table and flee out of the cat flap in the back door—perhaps to relay our message to Stinky in the Abbey. While the cat was hastily absconding Nevada went and let our visitors in. “How was your lunch?” she said, ushering them into the sitting room.


“The burger wasn’t bad,” allowed the Colonel.


“The burger was fantastic,” said Lucy Tegmark. “I saw how delicious it looked—I’d ordered the fish—”


“She likes to think she doesn’t eat meat,” said the Colonel, “but she eats more meat than any apex predator.”


“He refused to even let me try a little piece of his burger.”


“I’m not letting her eat the food off my plate,” said the Colonel truculently, as though she was some kind of vile household pet.


“Well, so you liked your meal,” said Nevada, pouring oil on the troubled waters.


“Yes. It was good. Thanks for the recommendation,” said the Colonel. He looked at me. “I understand you’re concerned because we haven’t got a record for you to find?”


I could feel Nevada’s gaze boring into the back of my head like a laser beam. “Well,” I said, “I suppose, you see, it’s normally my—”


“We’ve got a record for you to find,” said the Colonel.


“What?”


“Don’t misunderstand us,” said Lucy Tegmark, interrupting the Colonel. “We still need you to discover what happened to little Tom Drummond. That’s our ultimate objective. To discover the fate of the missing child. But the first step in doing this involves you finding a record.”


“Oh, does it?” I said, glancing at Nevada. “It suddenly involves me finding a record, does it?” Nevada didn’t meet my eye. She was too busy looking studiously innocent.


“It’s a very rare and difficult to find record,” said Lucy earnestly.


“I’m sure it is. What is it?” I was entirely certain this was something Nevada had cooked up on the phone with them, to make the deal more amenable to me.


“The 45rpm single,” said the Colonel, “the one that was released to coincide with All the Cats Love Valerian. Do you know about that?”


I stared at him. Of course I knew about it. But I was surprised that he did. “Sure,” I said, “it’s even rarer than the LP. There’s probably only a handful of copies still in existence.” Despite myself I felt a familiar excitement stirring.


“Why is it so rare?” said Nevada.


“Because it was withdrawn from sale,” I said. “Suppressed. They pulled it off the market before it even hit the shops.”


“That doesn’t sound like a particularly clever marketing strategy.”


“They’d abandoned marketing strategies at that point. Valerian was dead and her son had gone missing and the record company was in damage limitation mode.”


“What damage were they trying to limit?” said Nevada.


“Well, there was a rumour that Valerian had recorded a hidden message on the A-side of the single.”


“What sort of a hidden message?”


I opened my mouth to say something about black magic, child sacrifice and ritual cannibalism, but I suddenly shut up.


The Colonel was staring at me hard.


It struck me for the first time in a non-abstract way that this was actually Valerian’s brother, sharer of her flesh and blood, standing here in front of me. I felt a fleeting, enormous aftermath of the hallucinatory drug in my system. It burst on me like a giant flashbulb going off, lighting up everything in the room.


This bitter, hard and hardened man staring at me… he had once been a child and had grown up with her.


So I’d better steer clear of any off-colour remarks about how his sister was rumoured to have killed her only begotten son in a satanic ritual and then eaten him. Luckily, I was saved by Lucy Tegmark. She said, “At this point Valerian was being accused of witchcraft, of black magic, all kinds of occult nonsense. She’s supposed to have recorded some



kind of incantation or black mass or something. If you play the record backwards you can hear it.”


“That’s just one of the stories,” I said. “There’s a load of urban myths. No one knows the truth of it. The one persistent theme is that the hidden message alludes to the little boy’s… disappearance.”


“So it could be a valuable clue,” said Nevada.


“Yes.”


Nevada shook her head impatiently. “So, why don’t we just listen to it and find out?”


“The single was recalled and destroyed. The record company panicked and snatched them back from the shops and melted them all down.”


“Not all of them. Surely.”


“All right, not all of them,” I said. “Not every copy.”


Nevada went over to the only shelf in the room that wasn’t covered with books, records or cushions for the cats. It was the shelf where I kept my laptop and the wireless router. “Then surely someone somewhere has put a recording of it online.”


“Oh, yes,” said Lucy Tegmark. “There are plenty of them.”


Nevada hesitated, turning away from the laptop. “Plenty?”


Lucy nodded. “Dozens. All different.”


Nevada came back and sat down beside me. “So they’re all fakes?”


I said, “Well, there’s a maximum of one that might not be a fake.”


“But no one knows which one that might be?”


“Exactly.”


Lucy smiled. “So you see, the only way we have of finding out the truth is by getting a copy of the record and playing it ourselves.”


Nevada grinned happily and turned to me. “And that’s where you come in.”


I looked at her. She had me. I looked at the Colonel and Lucy. They had me, too.


This is what I did.


And the truth was, I actually wanted to hear this record myself.


I wanted to find it.









5. MERCY KILLING


Lucy Tegmark handed me a sheet of paper. “These are details of people from my father’s research. People who knew Valerian well or who were present at the time of the little boy’s disappearance. Names and addresses and phone numbers.”


I glanced at the sheet. There were only eleven people listed on it. Something of my disappointment must have registered in my face because the Colonel said, “Don’t worry. There’s more where that came from.”


Lucy nodded. “There’s a wealth of information in my father’s papers.”


“Well, it would be useful for me to have it,” I said. “All of it. Anything you’ve got.”


She kept nodding, all the more emphatically. “We’re getting the papers copied for you.”


“We’re having them scanned,” said the Colonel. “Onto a USB memory stick for you. And for us. It will be a damned sight easier than carrying around a huge wad of photocopied pages.” He gave Lucy a look. “What would have made sense



would have been to scan all the documents onto a USB memory stick in the first place.” He really loved using that technical designation; I guess it made him feel young and with it. “Instead of photocopying all the damned things.”


I could see that he’d managed to get under Lucy’s skin. “How did you expect me to get them scanned in Morocco? They don’t have the facilities there.”


He snorted with contempt. “Of course they do.”


“They’re not as readily available.”


“Of course they are.”


“It was difficult enough getting the papers photocopied.”


“Difficult for you,” said the Colonel. “For you everything is difficult.”


“You were in Morocco?” said Nevada hastily, the dove of peace flying bravely into the crossfire, olive branch firmly clutched in beak. She smiled dazzlingly at Lucy. “I bet it was beautiful.”


“I live there,” said Lucy Tegmark, staring coldly at the Colonel. “I’ve lived there virtually all my life. So I ought to know how problematical it is to get a large cache of documents digitally scanned.”


“Nonetheless,” said Nevada, still bravely trying, “it must be beautiful.”


It went on like that for a while, with the Colonel and Lucy at each other’s throats and Nevada doing her best to keep things civilised and calm. It was a relief when the two of them finally left. As soon as they were gone, Turk came trotting in.


She was a little shy of visitors and often lurked outside



until the coast was clear. She entered warily and then, as soon as she was certain it was just us here, she hopped up and lay down on the coffee table.


It was Nevada who spotted that she had a note under her collar.


She gently teased it out and showed it to me. It was the same note we’d sent back to Stinky, but with a new annotation. Just under where I’d written My cats hate you. How did you get close enough to one of them to put a collar on her?


It read:


Fresh salmon.


And, pathetically:


Please help.


Nevada read it with me then said, “Hang on just a minute.” She went and rummaged in a drawer in the kitchen and came back clutching a thick-tipped red marker pen. She took the note and wrote across it in large letters, FUCK OFF STINKY. “Should I sign it Nirvana? Oh dear, I don’t seem to have left enough room.”


She folded the note and slipped it back under Turk’s collar. Turk seemed to be getting used to the routine. “Good girl,” said Nevada. “What a good girl. Our little postal pussycat.”


* * *


I immediately got busy. I made some phone calls about the record, Valerian’s great lost 45. Despite its enormous rarity I had a pretty good idea of someone who might have a copy—Freddie Fentyman, known universally in the record-collecting community as Freddie Forty-Five.


Having arranged the earliest possible visit to Freddie and his frankly huge collection of singles, I got on with the list of names Lucy and the Colonel had prepared for me. They included Valerian’s publicist, her business manager (a woman—unusual back in those days), her lead guitarist, and a famed 1960s photographer who’d done a lot of work with the group.


This list had been compiled from sources long before the days of the Internet. Indeed, the London area codes on some of the telephone numbers were obsolete by decades. This didn’t fill me with confidence about the up-to-date accuracy of the document as a whole, and sure enough it turned out that three of the people on it were long since dead and four had vanished. Of the remaining four I managed to track down some kind of contact number for three of them.


The first one I tried was Nic Vardy, the photographer who had shot the original cover for All the Cats Love Valerian. He had been one of the great photographers of the 1960s and I’d always admired his work. I was looking forward to meeting him, regardless of whether he had any useful information about the disappearance of Valerian’s son.
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