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SIDE ONE




1. THE DEATH OF THE DRAGON


The heating on our estate had originally been provided by a huge central boiler, which resided under the car park in a vast sealed concrete chamber. I used to imagine it curled there like a sleeping dragon, and when I eventually got a look at it, I found I wasn’t far wrong. It was like being in the engine room of a submarine: long gleaming steel cylinders receding into the shadows with a subdued hum of power.


I just walked in one day down the steps and through the door marked BOILER ROOM, which had been left ajar, and wandered around in the shadows until I found the guy who looked after it, an affable fat Geordie in blue overalls. His official title was Estate Environmental Domestic Heating Manager, but I didn’t hold that against him.


He let me look around because my cat had managed to get himself lost and I thought he might have wandered in here. But no feline fugitive. The boiler guy seemed to genuinely share my disappointment. I guess he could see how worried I was. As I left he wished me luck finding the cat.


I walked back up the steps from the boiler room into the daylight, blinking. As it turned out, luck was the one thing I didn’t have, eventually locating a small black and white corpse on the grass verge at the entrance to Abbey Avenue.


* * *


I took what was left of him home and buried him in the garden. It’s surprising how much comfort you can derive from knowing some bones are close by. Shortly afterwards, as if in a token of respect, the boiler on the estate also died. I blamed that on the succession of lowest-bid knuckleheads employed by the council who had failed to maintain it over the decades.


My dead cat I blamed on the clientele of the Abbey. Dizzy had evidently fallen foul of one of the luxury cars driven by the assorted Premier League football fatuities or ferally sculpted supermodels who sped along the road en route to London’s leading detox centre.


Once a genuine working abbey with its own bake house, stables and mill, the Abbey was an elegant old white structure, which I could see looming beyond my garden whenever I looked out the sitting room of what I called my bungalow—I actually lived in the lower half of a former two-storey house. It was now converted into separate dwellings and I had the ground floor rooms and the garden. The wall of my garden backed right onto the Abbey’s grounds.


Which is why I had occasion to meet one of the inmates.


It was a bright morning in an unseasonably warm September. The man had somehow managed to get into my garden and he was standing there, in a royal blue dressing gown with a gold monogram ‘A’ on the pocket and blue flip-flops.


He was staring at me as I drew back the curtain. I had been listening to music in the darkness, which is what I tend to do in the mornings while drinking coffee until my consciousness surfaces sufficiently to face the day. The man yelled something and I opened the back door and went to see what he was raving about.


“Max Roach,” he said. It took me a moment to register this. And by that time he’d also said, “Red Mitchell on bass. George Wallington on piano.”


“It’s the Gil Mellé Sextet,” I told him. I stepped out the back door and joined him in the garden. It was a little chilly. “Recorded in 1952.”


“On Blue Note, right?” The man frowned at me. He was deeply suntanned, completely bald, but heavily bearded. Which gave a mild impression that his head was upside down. He started searching the pocket of his blue dressing gown for something.


“That’s right,” I said. It was clear that the trespasser at least had a working knowledge of some rather esoteric jazz.


“It’s vinyl, of course,” he said, rummaging in his pocket.


“Of course.”


“Original Lexington Blue Note?”


“No, sadly. It’s a Japanese reissue.”


The man took his hand out of his pocket for a moment and made a curt, dismissive gesture. He shook his head with satisfaction. “I didn’t think it sounded like the original.”


I thought this was pretty rich considering he was standing in the garden. “I’ve got an original Blue Note pressing of this,” he announced. “With the Lexington Avenue address on the label.”


“Deep groove?” I said.


“Oh yes.” He reached into his pocket and triumphantly drew out an expensive-looking cigar. The cigar had the effect of making him look less like an escaped madman in a bathrobe and more like the denizen of an exclusive resort hotel who happened to have wandered away from poolside.


Which effectively he was.


“It’s a flat-edge pressing, my copy. You know what that is?” I had been trying to identify his accent, which was very faint but discernible. Something about the decisively didactic sound of the last sentence made me think Scandinavian.


“Yes,” I said.


“Those are electrostatic speakers you’re using?” he asked. I nodded. He took out a box of matches, struck one, let it burn for a moment, presumably to allow the sulphur to disperse, then ignited his cigar.


“You can always tell.” He exhaled a mouthful of smoke, shook the match out and threw it into my flowerbeds, which didn’t exactly endear him to me. Then he reached into his pocket again and took out the mangled butt of a previous cigar. Why was he carrying that around? Probably because he wasn’t allowed to smoke them in the Abbey and the discarded butt would have been a clue.


But he felt free to discard it here, in my garden. He chucked it into the pond.


That really was the last straw.


I said, “You have a flat-edge copy of this record?”


“That’s right.” He grinned. “All of my Lexington Avenue first pressings are flat edge.”


I had him right where I wanted him. I looked at the cigar butt floating in my pond and said, “You do adjust the vertical tracking angle, of course.”


“What?”


“When you play one of your flat-edge LPs. You adjust the tracking angle of the cartridge?”


He stared at me. “What do you mean?”


I tried not to overdo my look of wide-eyed innocence. “Well, your tone arm and cartridge will be set up to play standard records. And the geometry required for tracking properly on a flat record is completely different. But you know that, of course.”


He stared at me in silence. I said, feigning surprise, “You mean you don’t adjust the system every time? That means you’re getting distortion and groove wear. Your vertical tracking angle is way off. And that’s before we even start talking about the azimuth.”


That shut the fucker up.


He took his leave presently, loping back to the Abbey in his dressing gown.


I never expected to see him again. But I did. When his face turned up on the front page of the free local newspaper.


It had been jammed through my letterbox along with an assortment of pizza leaflets and taxi cards. I opened the newspaper and saw a headline that read ARCHITECT DIES IN FALL. Underneath was a photograph of the man, Tomas Helmer. He wasn’t wearing a bathrobe now, but a rather snazzy suit. Apparently he lived—or had lived—in Richmond, in a large house where he’d been having trouble with his guttering.


Fed up with the situation, he’d climbed onto the roof to do something about it—and had slipped to his doom.


The poor bastard. I switched on the valve amps and put the Gil Mellé Sextet on the turntable in his honour.


It sounded great. I picked up the newspaper again. The main thrust of the brief story was how ironic it was that, being a multi-millionaire and all, Helmer had proved too cheap to employ properly trained professionals to repair his guttering and had consequently paid the ultimate price.


Nevertheless, I was sorry for the poor guy. It was a shame he was gone.


But I must admit my very first reaction was to wonder what had happened to his record collection.


* * *


Soon I had other things to worry about, though.


When the boiler died, the tenants on the estate were offered the choice of a new heating system provided by the council or installing their own. Both options cost money and, given the current state of my finances, I couldn’t afford either.


So I decided to just brace myself and tough it out that winter.


It was worse than I could possibly have imagined. For a start, I hadn’t realised that a large hot water pipe from the boiler had run under my house, heating in passing the slab of concrete on which the house rested. When the boiler was decommissioned this pipe abruptly ceased its regular cycles of cheery warmth and the concrete slab around it rapidly grew cold as a crypt. And my bungalow stood on it.


It now acted like a giant refrigerating unit, chilling the whole place. The floors were soon stingingly freezing and my little house as cold and damp as a cave. Sinister black mould took hold above the windows in the spare room.


My cats looked at me with matching appalled expressions, wanting to know what the hell I’d done.


After Dizzy had been run over, I’d ended up with two kittens, sisters, called Fanny and Turk. Now a year old, they had manifested very different personalities. But they looked at me with identical expressions of betrayal as the floor gradually transformed into a freezing slab of stone.


Turk took to spending all night outdoors, perhaps on the theory that it wasn’t any colder out than in. Meantime, Fanny took to climbing inside my duvet at night, a refugee from the cold. I mean right inside. She crept in through the slit in the duvet cover and curled up, a warm bundle at my feet as I slept.


Every morning as soon as I finished breakfast I went out for the day—there was no point staying in the freezing house. The cats followed me out through the door and took up their stations among the frost-struck stalks in my front garden.


I then spent the entire day outside, and so did they.


My one extravagance was a London Transport travel card, which allowed me—for an extortionate fee—unlimited use of buses and trains. I’d owned a car for a few years, but the novelty of sitting unmoving in traffic jams had rapidly worn off. So these days when it was too cold to stay at home, I took my trusty travel card and set out.


To hunt for records. This is what I did.


I went west then south, towards Twickenham. I spent the rest of the day working my way back home, seeking out every charity shop, junk shop or antique shop that might have a crate of old vinyl lurking somewhere.


I was wearing my crate-digging shoes, which were cut low and were therefore comfortable when I was crouching on the floor, as I so often was, going through a musty box of records. It’s largely a discouraging business—in the crates I’d find the usual mix of unconvincing rock and pop, leavened by the occasional brass band or church choir. Now and then you’d discover a dozen identical albums by some singer or group you’d never heard of, and realise they’d been donated by the artists themselves. You’d stumbled on the heartbreaking marker of a failed career.


Just as the low winter sun was sinking in the sky, in a little shop near the bridge in Richmond, I struck gold. An original Elvis RCA red label. It was in beautiful shape. My first impression was that someone had really looked after it. Or, better yet, never played it. I wondered what domestic upheaval—death, house move, existential crisis—had led to it being discarded here. When you thought about the series of coincidences that were required for this object to be right here and right now, in my hot little hands, it was dizzying.


The cover was immaculate. But what was the record going to be like? My hands trembled as I took a look. The LP crackled as it came out of the sleeve, the static electricity causing the hairs on my arms to stir. The black vinyl gleamed. Pristine, virginal and perfect. I could see my reflection in it, grinning foolishly.


I paid the pittance they wanted for it and headed out into the winter night with the carefully wrapped record tucked safely under my arm.


The best part was I could sell it without a qualm.


I recognise the virtues of Elvis. Like Sinatra, he has an enormously relaxed voice, which is consequently relaxing and pleasurable for the listener. Listening to these guys is like sitting in the most comfortable armchair in the world. But Elvis also had a glutinous and saccharine way with ballads, which, I felt, lumbered him with the same Achilles’ heel as Stevie Wonder. No more sappy slow numbers, guys.


Anyway, I already had the complete Leiber-Stoller recordings and that was enough Elvis for me.


I set off homewards, changing buses on the winter roads. Heading back to my icy house I felt like a trapper returning to his frozen cabin with a prime pelt.


Except, in this case, no animals had been harmed.


When I got home I would resume the usual winter routine, which consisted of making supper before retiring to my glacial bed, warmed only by a hot water bottle and, with any luck, an opportunistic cat. With the difference that, tonight, I’d first go online and flip the Elvis LP, scoring enough money for us to live on for a few more weeks.


* * *


When I got home I immediately knew something was wrong. Fanny was outside the front door, shivering, and she darted in after me. There was music coming from the living room. I hurried in there and froze in the doorway.


Sitting on my sofa was Stuart “Stinky” Stanmer, listening to my hi-fi. Turk cautiously emerged from hiding behind a speaker as I came in with her sister.


“I let myself in, sorry,” said Stinky. “I had to. The neighbours would have spotted me otherwise. You know, my fans.” I had known Stinky since university. Like me he had been an aspiring DJ, working his way up through college radio. But unlike me he had prospered, to such an extent that he had recently acquired his own radio show and even subjected the nation to an occasional appearance on television.


“Actually, Stinky,” I said, “my neighbours are quite blasé about the presence of stars around here. Because of the Abbey and all that.”


He looked out the window at the white shape of the Abbey against the dark winter sky. There were discreet floodlights that made it look moonlit, even on a night with no moon. “I suppose they would be,” he said wistfully. Painful as it was to accept, there were people more famous than he.


“To what do I owe this pleasure?”


“I was just in the neighbourhood and thought I’d drop by if you were at home.”


“And even if I wasn’t,” I said. The record he’d been so presumptuously playing had reached the end of the side. The cartridge was now riding noisily in the run-out groove. I went and rescued it, taking the LP off the turntable. It was a Japanese Godzilla soundtrack. I returned it to its sleeve. While I did so, Stinky leaned back on the sofa. Fanny, walking across the room, gave him a wide berth.


“So what are you up to?”


“Oh, this and that,” I said, filing the album away on the shelf. I was sure he knew damned well anything I might be up to. I suspected that, under a variety of pseudonyms, Stinky was one of the most avid followers of my blog, Facebook page and Twitter stream. He poked at the piles of CDs on my coffee table.


“Playing a lot of CDs, I notice.”


“I have to listen to something while I’m changing records.”


“Or while you’re turning them over—eh?” Stinky chortled. Now that he’d created a variation on the joke, he allowed himself to laugh at it. I noticed that he’d been looking through the stack of records I’d left on the armchair. They were in a different sequence to the way I’d left them. The armchair is where I’m in the habit of keeping the records I’m currently listening to. My top picks.


No doubt he’d been making notes.


Since Stinky had a radio show he also had a constant voracious need for new material. And because he had a virtually infallible tin ear himself, he needed to get ideas from people like me.


After some desultory conversation and much bragging—both professional and sexual—from Stinky, I finally managed to get rid of him, shutting the door behind him with a small moan of relief. He had let himself in by using the key I kept under the plant pot. I decided I would have to hide the key somewhere else. But if I did that, would I remember where I put it? I stood there, holding it in my hand, then I sighed and returned the key to its traditional place.


I got on the computer and listed the Elvis LP on my website. It sold within the hour and for slightly more than I’d hoped. I decided I would go out and celebrate. It so happened it was half-price burger night at Albert’s, my local gastropub. So I went there and had a meal and a glass of wine. It was a very good burger—they filled the beef patty with butter and herbs—but rather spoiled by Albert insisting on switching on the radio behind the bar. No one else in the pub seemed to mind, but I felt someone had to speak out against noise pollution.


“Can’t we have a bit of hush?” I said.


“Just want to catch this one programme,” said Albert.


“I thought there was a no-music rule in here.”


“This is the exception that proves the rule.” He tuned in the radio and as he did so three cute Eastern European au pairs, all with matching blonde hair, hipster jeans and discreet tattoos, drifted towards the bar to listen. A treacly, insinuating voice came on and I realised with a sinking feeling of inevitability that it was Stinky.


Of course. The Stinky Stanmer show.


“That was a CD,” said Stinky. “After all, I have to listen to something while I’m changing records. And turning them over, eh? Now here on vinyl is a little something I found.” The music started and, thankfully, he stopped talking. I recognised the music. Godzilla versus Anguirus by Akira Ifukube. It sounded great. It was, of course, the LP I’d had on my turntable when he’d come around. He must have raced out and bought a copy as soon as he’d left my place. Or, more likely, had one of his minions do so.


I reflected philosophically that at least he’d had the good sense to choose the best track on the record. Then I realised it was the first track on the record.


He probably hadn’t got any further.


All three au pairs were swaying their hips to the music. It sounded like Sonny Blount commissioned to score a sixties spy movie. As the au pairs began to bop around, Albert gazed worshipfully at the radio like Nipper in an old HMV advertisement and shook his head in admiration.


“Where does he find this stuff?”


I got very drunk.


* * *


The next morning I woke to a hammering hangover and the ringing of the doorbell. I jumped out of bed, displacing a scandalised Fanny, and pulled on my ratty old dressing gown. I shuffled to the door and opened it, blinking in the daylight.


A young woman was standing there. She was wearing jeans, a camelhair coat and black polo neck sweater. Her jet-black hair was cut short in the manner of the silent movie star Louise Brooks. She looked at me. Her implausible, almost laughable, physical perfection suggested she was a model or actress. I knew at once why she was here.


“I’m not the gatekeeper,” I said.


She brushed her hair out of her eyes. “Well, that sounds rather alarming.”


“This isn’t the gatehouse.”


“Just as well, since you aren’t the gatekeeper.”


“You want the Abbey. It’s the large white building behind my house. But this isn’t the gatehouse and I’m not the gatekeeper.”


“Well, maybe you should be. I’m sure it’s a nice job. There’s probably a uniform.” She gazed at me in my dressing gown. “And it might involve epaulettes. I like epaulettes. In fact, I just like the word.” She looked at me. “Epaulettes.” Her eyes were a disconcerting clear cornflower blue. I studied them for signs of blatant drug abuse, but could find none.


“To get to the Abbey,” I told her, “you need to go back onto the main road, drive about fifty metres and turn right.”


“Who said I was driving?”


“How else did you get here?”


“Perhaps a friend dropped me off.”


“Well, you can walk from here. It’s only two minutes. A minute and a half. The Abbey.”


“I don’t want the Abbey,” she said. “I want you.”


Despite the evidence of her clear blue eyes I decided she must be off her rocker on something. I said, “Me? Really? Why?” She took out a card and handed it to me. It was a cheap and rather gaudy business card and it was very familiar.


Because it was one of mine.


Underneath my name and address I’d printed the words VINYL DETECTIVE.




2. FIREBIRD


“Where did you get this?” I’d handed out a bunch of the cards, at record shops and gigs, pubs and clubs. But that had been years ago.


She looked at me and then at the card in my hand. “Is this you?”


“This is me.”


She took back my card and handed me one of her own. I felt like I was in a novel by Trollope. Her card read:


N. Warren
CONSULTANT | INTERNATIONAL INDUSTRIES GMBH


Unlike my card, it was printed on heavy cream paper stock and beautifully embossed. I gave it back to her. “The thing is, if you’re trying to sell me something…”


“I am not trying to sell you something,” she said, somewhat impatiently. She glanced over my shoulder. “Look, could we talk indoors?”


“Of course. But I have to tell you I really don’t have any money to invest in any… schemes.”


She turned in the narrow hallway to watch me as I closed the door behind us. “I told you, I am not selling you anything. I am not trying to get you to invest in anything. I don’t have any schemes.” She gazed at me.


I became suddenly very conscious of how scruffy I must look, wearing my ratty old black cotton bathrobe, my bony knees and hairy toes on display. Meanwhile there she was, poised, chic and flawless. Compared to her I was basically a Basil Wolverton cartoon.


She said, “I am here to offer you a job.” At least her mouth moved and words came out that sounded like that.


I clutched my dressing gown a little closer around me. “A job?”


“Yes. You are capable of doing what you claim here?”


“What do I claim?” I said. I’d printed up the cards in an airport once when I was between flights and very bored. Possibly also very drunk.


She sighed and handed me the card. It had my name and address and some nonsense about how I could find any record for anyone. For a fee. It was boastful trash—but perhaps not sufficiently boastful or trashy because it had failed to ensnare a single client.


Until now.


My heart began to beat a little faster. Maybe I was about to get a job. I told myself not to get too excited. Obviously this would turn out to be some kind of hilarious misunderstanding.


“You know what,” I said. “If you’re looking for a record, really the best thing to do is search on the Internet.”


“The Internet will be of no help in this situation.”


“I see.” I didn’t.


She tapped the card on her thumbnail. “What we need is someone who can do what you say you can do. Well, can you?”


“Can I do what I say I can do?”


“Yes.” Her impatient blue eyes were steady on mine. A cold draught was blowing up under my dressing gown, probing my nether regions with icy tendrils.


“Yes,” I said. “Look, let’s go into the kitchen where it’s warm. Can I make you a coffee?”


“I don’t know. Can you?”


* * *


Stung by her remark, I got out the good coffee beans and commenced the whole elaborate ritual of making it properly. While the kettle was gasping and sputtering in its battle with its no doubt horrendously calcified heating element, I managed to dart into my bedroom and put some clothes on. I might also have sparingly applied some expensive aftershave. I got back just before the water boiled and switched the kettle off.


If you’re making tea you want the water boiling, but if you’re making coffee you want the water just short of boiling. It’s an article of faith.


My guest was sitting in the orange plastic Robin Day chair which resided in my kitchen, chiefly so I could hang the tea towel on the back of it to dry. She seemed quite relaxed. At home, almost. Which was galling because at the moment even I didn’t feel at home, and it was my home.


When I commenced grinding the beans she put her iPod on. I didn’t entirely blame her. The unearthly scream of the coffee grinder always caused my cats to flee and hide, only to emerge and give me scandalised looks after I’d safely silenced the evil thing and put it away again. When I finished grinding the beans I had a nasty moment, remembering I didn’t have any filters. Then I recalled there were some stored with my German record cleaner. I took down the box from its appointed place, lurking above the kitchen cupboard. She switched off her iPod and looked up.


“What in god’s name is that?” she said.


“A record cleaner.” I unpacked the box and took out every component: the record bath, the drying rack and drip tray, the bottle of cleaning solution, the funnel, the label protector and spindle and finally the coffee filters that were lurking at the bottom. “I use it for cleaning records.”


“I see. That would follow. And it comes complete with coffee filters?”


“No, I substituted the coffee filters, which in my humble opinion work just as well but are considerably cheaper than the paper filters specifically designed for use with it. The record cleaner, that is.”


“How thrifty of you.”


I fixed the filter above the coffee pot and poured in the dark brown, fragrant grounds. At last. We were almost there. “In fact, they work slightly better. What are you listening to on your iPod?”


“‘Gloria’.”


“By Van Morrison?”


“By Vivaldi.”


I shut up at that point and got on with making the coffee. It was soon smelling so good I began to feel glad I’d embarked on the whole marathon. The cats didn’t quite see it that way. Turk was only now emerging from her hiding place behind one of the big Quad speakers.


As I started clattering through cupboards, looking for the good cups, N. Warren rose from her chair. She said, “Do you mind if I snoop?” She didn’t wait for an answer. My bungalow is mostly open plan, so you wander straight from the kitchen into a large sitting room and dining area. From the sitting room further doors lead off to the bedroom, bathroom, a spare bedroom and a small area which had once contained the hot water tank but now housed shelves filled with, perhaps not entirely unexpectedly, records.


I poured her coffee and followed her into the sitting room. She was staring at the records. She glanced at me. “Maybe you are the right man for the job,” she allowed. “How many vinyls do you have here?”


I put her cup down on the table by the sofa. “We don’t say vinyls, plural.”


“What do we say?”


“LPs or albums. Records, if you like.”


“Well, how many do you have here?”


“In this room? I don’t know. A few hundred. Those are just the ones I’m currently listening to. There’s plenty more scattered around the house.”


“Currently listening to,” she said. She gave me a look and then went and sat down on the sofa and picked up her coffee. She was evidently entirely unaware of the cat’s presence nearby as she sat there, warming her hands with the cup.


Turk silently stole up and jumped onto the back of the sofa behind her, landing lightly and without a sound. I’d once had a female visitor who reacted rather badly when a cat unexpectedly hopped into her lap. She had jumped out of her skin and commenced screaming in a manner that had rather raised my stock with the neighbours.


Now, as my new guest sat leaning forward, sniffing her coffee with suspicion, Turk took the opportunity to stride silently behind her back. Then she eased down, one slow paw at a time, onto a cushion beside our guest, who still showed no sign of having registered her presence.


I was beginning to think I should issue a warning, to prevent a terrible accident involving hot coffee, when she reached out absent-mindedly with one hand and began stroking Turk.


“Who’s beautiful then, who’s lovely then, who wants to be rubbed under the chin then? Do you? Do you? Under the chin? Oh yes, oh yes. That’s right, you do, you do, you do, don’t you? Who’s lovely then? Who’s lovely then? Who likes having his chin rubbed then?”


“Her,” I said.


She paused and looked at me. “Sorry?”


“Her chin. She’s a girl.”


She resumed rubbing Turk’s chin while Turk exalted. “What’s her name?”


“Turk.”


“Funny name for a girl.”


“Short for Turquoise.”


“Because of her eyes.” She got it immediately. “They’re gorgeous eyes. Who’s got gorgeous eyes? Gorgeous-gorgeous turquoise eyes?” She stroked Turk’s head, gently pinning the cat’s ears back then releasing them. “It is you? Yes, I think it is you. It is. It is you, isn’t it?”


“That’s her sister.” I pointed at Fanny who’d emerged from under a chair at the sight of Turk getting all the attention.


“Oh, I didn’t realise there were two of them.”


I felt it was time to get down to business. “So you want to hire me to find a record?”


“My employer wants to hire you.”


“Can I ask who your employer is?”


“No.”


“No?”


“If he wanted to get acquainted with you he wouldn’t have sent an emissary. To wit, me.” She sipped her coffee. “Besides, he’s very busy.”


“So you’re not going to tell me who I’m working for?”


She looked up. “For all intents and purposes, you are working for me.”


“And you’re not going to tell me who you are working for?”


“A businessman.”


“A very busy businessman?”


She sighed. “The senior head of a very large corporation. Who wishes to remain anonymous. However I can tell you that he, like you, is a vinyl devotee.” She looked at the shelves of records. “And he has the money to indulge his pastime.”


It’s more than a pastime, I thought. But I didn’t say anything. She looked at me. “And he is willing to pay you to find a particular record for him.”


I sat down in the only one of the armchairs that wasn’t covered in records. It was a modernist black leather chair that matched the sofa. I’d bought leather furniture because I thought it would prove cat-proof. One of many fondly held theories that had fallen by the wayside over the years. As if to demonstrate this point, Fanny stood up on her hind legs and began to diligently scratch the leather with her front claws, scoring and gouging it.


I said, “Okay. What’s the record you’re after?”


She set her coffee aside and took out an iPhone. Studying the screen, she said, “Have you heard of Everest?”


“The record label?”


“No. The mountain. Yes, of course the record label.”


I smiled happily. She could be as sarcastic as she liked; I was on my home ground here. I said, “I know it quite well. Everest was founded in the late 1950s by Harry Belock, an American who’d spent the Cold War running a company that manufactured precision components for intercontinental missiles. He decided that instead of dreaming up better ways to blow up the world, his talents would be more happily employed finding better ways of recording music. Which he proceeded to do. One of his innovations was to record onto 35mm film.”


I could see that, despite herself, I’d got her attention. “Why on earth would he do that?”


“More bandwidth.”


“But it’s film. Surely it’s for recording pictures, not sound?”


“It’s all information,” I said complacently. This was my specialist subject.


“And it sounded good, did it, this 35mm film?”


“It sounded great. Belock knew what he was doing. He spent a fortune on making custom-built recording decks that could handle the film and he hired a terrific engineer, Bert Whyte, who used them to record music with a classic three-microphone configuration.”


“Ah, yes,” she said. “The classic three-microphone configuration.”


“They recorded good repertoire using top orchestras and conductors in acoustically ideal locations like Walthamstow Town Hall.”


“Of course. Good old Walthamstow Town Hall.” She consulted the screen of her iPhone. “Well, my employer is looking for a recording of Stravinsky’s Firebird Suite on the Everest label, conducted by Eugene Goossens with the London Symphony Orchestra.” She gave me the catalogue number.


“Have you got the matrix number?” I said.


“What’s a matrix number?”


“It’s written in the dead wax,” I said.


For the first time I saw a trace of hesitancy in her. “No.”


“Doesn’t matter,” I said and wrote down the information she’d given me on the back of an envelope. Fanny came over and attacked the pen as it moved in my hand. When I finished writing I gave her the pen to play with. “All right,” I said, looking up at my visitor. I tried to keep my voice normal. “Now, about money…”


“There’s a thousand-pound finder’s fee.”


I tried not to let the happy astonishment show on my face. With a thousand pounds I could install underfloor heating and finally build shelves for the records I’d had lying around in crates ever since I’d bought them from an unhinged clergyman who lived in Barnes.


I forced myself to speak. “I’ll need a daily fee as well.”


“What? A daily fee? Why?”


“I’ll be spending all day looking for records.”


“I see. And what would you normally be spending all day doing?”


She had me there. “But I may not be able to find your record.”


She gave me a lopsided smile. “You’re not exactly selling yourself as the best possible man for the job here.”


“Still, the fact remains that I may not be able to find it. And if I’m not getting some kind of payment for looking I’m wasting my time.”


“Well, we wouldn’t want you to waste your valuable time.” She looked around my little house, making it very obvious just how valuable she thought my time was.


“A per diem of fifty pounds would do.”


“Per diem. A bit of Latin. Nice. But sorry, no.” She smiled.


“But I’ll need travelling expenses,” I persisted. I didn’t, of course, because I already had my travel card.


She said, “That might be possible.”


I shook my head and spoke in what I hoped was a firm and confident manner. “It’s non-negotiable.”


“How much do you want?”


“Thirty pounds.”


“Sorry, no.”


“Twenty-five.”


“You can have twenty.”


“Done,” I said. With my travel card, the twenty quid every day would be pure profit, put straight into my pocket. Or, more likely, converted into cat biscuits.


She smiled broadly. “What do you know, it turned out to be negotiable after all.” Putting down her iPhone, she reached into her pocket and took out a large bank roll and peeled off a twenty-pound note. She put it on the table with her business card, gave Turk one last caress, then stood up. “Well, happy hunting. When you have some news, get in touch. You have my details on the card.” She started for the door.


“Wait a minute,” I said. “What do I call you?”


She paused by the door. “You’ve got my card.”


“Miss N. Warren?”


“Yes.” She opened the door.


“All right, N. Warren.”


“Miss,” she said, and went out, closing the door behind her.


* * *


The first thing I did was get online and search the Internet. Like I’d told her, this was usually the best and simplest way of finding a record. If she chose to ignore my advice and I happened to find a copy lurking somewhere in cyberspace for five quid and resold it to her at an enormous profit, that would serve her right.


But I didn’t find a copy. Not for five pounds or five hundred. There were some images of the record—it had the usual wacky Everest cover art—but no copies for sale. And no information about copies having ever been sold, anywhere, in recent memory. It was obviously a very scarce item. There were various mentions of it on vinyl chat rooms; sundry losers talking about how they’d love to find a copy, and speculations about how much money it might change hands for.


But no hard facts.


So I put my coat on, told the cats to expect me back in a couple of hours and went out. I tramped across the common through the long wet grass and caught a train to Waterloo and then got the Tube, the Northern Line, to Goodge Street. Between Goodge Street and Charlotte Street there is a warren of narrow back alleys, although the word “alleys” doesn’t really conjure up the scrubbed and gleaming affluence of the neighbourhood.


The area is a mixture of upmarket shops and narrow terraced residential buildings. I walked down some whitewashed stairs to what looked like the gleaming red front door of somebody’s basement flat until you read the brass plate on it, which read STYLI in a discreet typeface.


There was an illuminated doorbell on the left but I pushed through the door and walked straight in. A short hallway led to a staircase on the left and a door on the right. I went through the door. It led into a small lounge, carpeted and full of handsome but mismatched armchairs with green shaded reading lamps.


The walls were shelved from floor to ceiling and lined with records, CDs, and a few DVDs.


On the wall there were small, framed pictures of conductors and opera stars whom I couldn’t have named if my life depended on it.


The room was empty at the moment except for Jerry, who was sitting in his favourite chair near the window reading a book about Bernard Herrmann. “Hello there,” he said, putting a pencil in the book to mark his place and setting it aside. “I haven’t seen you for a while.”


“Cash flow problems.” I sat down in the chair nearest to him.


He shook his head. “That should never be a problem,” he said. “You know your credit’s good here. If there are things you want, just take them home. Pay me later, or whenever.” He smiled. Jerry Muscutt was a small, contented man with enquiring grey eyes. Despite his considerable age he had an unlined face and sleek red hair and a pointed beard. The hair and beard at least were the products of artifice. Some wag had once left a package of Tints of Nature red hair dye in the kitchen unit to tease him. It hadn’t bothered Jerry in the least and the hair dye packet had remained proudly on display for months, on a high shelf beside a boxed set of Gounod.


“We’ve just bought a large collection, including a lot of jazz,” he said. “Haven’t got it sorted yet. I’m still going through it at home. But when we bring it into the shop I’ll let you know. You can have a sneak preview. I think there will be some items to interest you.”


“Thank you.”


“In the meantime you want to pop upstairs.” Upstairs is where they kept the jazz. “We’ve got some Spanish Fresh Sound reissues on vinyl that you’ll want to see. Tell Kempton I put them behind the counter for you.”


“Thanks, Jerry. That’s great. But actually today it’s the classical department I wanted to explore.”


He looked at me shrewdly. “Classical music? That’s not like you.”


“I’m on commission,” I said. “Looking for a record.”


“Well, if it’s classical, I’m your man.”


“It’s an original Everest pressing.”


He smiled. “The turquoise and silver label, then.”


“I imagine so. It’s the Goossens Firebird Suite, recorded here in London.”


His smiled widened. “Ah, really?” he said. “Why don’t you make us both a cup of tea—coffee for you, of course—and I’ll tell you all about that record. Fascinating story.”


* * *


She was waiting for me in the café behind Denmark Street where I’d arranged for us to meet. It was a cramped place with chipped green linoleum floor and scuffed metal tables. She’d chosen a seat at the back, as far as possible from the bellowing hiss of the coffee machine. She had a notebook and pen on the table in front of her and looked in a bad mood.


“What is this place?” she demanded, as I sat down. “Couldn’t you have found somewhere a little more squalid?”


“Wait until you try the coffee.”


I went and bought two cappuccinos and took them back to the table. She sniffed cautiously at her cup, took a sip, and nodded as if confirming a long-held theory. No more complaints about the venue, though. She took a few more sips then she set her cup down and squared her little red notebook and pen on the table. She opened the notebook, all business.


“Now, about finding this record.”


“We won’t be.”


“What? We won’t be what?”


“Finding this record.”


She closed the notebook and looked at me. “Why not?”


“Because it doesn’t exist.”


She looked at me for a long time. “What makes you say that?”


“I asked a man who knows about such things.”


“And you trust him? You trust his judgment?”


“Yes. Because he knows about such things.”


She put the pen and notebook away very slowly, as if to give herself time to think. To fill the silence I said, “The record was scheduled and it was announced. The musicians and the hall were booked. They even printed copies of the sleeve, which is why you can see pictures of it online. But there was never a recording. It all fell through, due to some kind of contractual dispute.”


She nodded thoughtfully and said, “Well, that was incredibly honest of you.”


“What was?”


“Telling me, instead of just stringing me along endlessly and collecting your twenty pounds a day from now until god knows when. Your per diem.”


“Travelling expenses, actually.” I tried to conceal my delight at the implied praise.


She looked at me shrewdly and said, “Actually it’s probably more likely that you just couldn’t resist smugly showing off the knowledge you’ve just acquired.”


“I prefer the incredibly honest theory,” I said.


She laughed and then reached in her pocket and put a neatly folded twenty-pound note on the table. “Well, I suppose this is goodbye, then.” She gave me a polite smile and took out her phone. I had been dismissed. I got up and considered leaving the twenty there. I felt hurt and insulted and wanted to return the hurt and insult. But the brutal fact was I couldn’t afford the gesture. I took the money and left.


I was halfway out the door of the café when she called. “Wait.” I turned and looked at her. “Come back and sit down,” she said. I went back inside and sat down opposite her. “Well done,” she said.


“For what?”


“You passed the test.”


“I see,” I said, not entirely truthfully.


“We knew the record didn’t exist.”


“Did you?”


She nodded. “We just wanted to find out if you knew your stuff.”


“So you’re saying you do have a job for me?”


“Yes, my employer would like you to work with me.”


“Because we’ve built up such a foundation of mutual trust.”


She laughed. “That’s right, yes.”




3. SNOWFALL


“So who is this chick, then?” said Tinkler.


“She works for the head of some big corporation. In Germany, I think.” I handed him her business card.


He sniffed it. “Hmm. N. Warren. She smells nice. What does the N stand for?”


“I don’t know, but I intend to make it my life’s work to find out.”


He handed the card back to me. “Sounds like you should make it your life’s work to find this record of hers first. What was it again? Disraeli Gears?”


Disraeli Gears is a classic album by Cream. My friend Tinkler was more of a rock specialist, though he did know a bit about jazz.


“No, you deaf idiot,” I said. “Easy Geary.”


“Oh yes,” Tinkler nodded, his hair swaying across his face. In the glow of the lava lamp his plump face was that of a depraved Sistine cherub. We were in the upstairs room of his narrow little Victorian house in Putney, in the spare bedroom he had converted into a listening room. It was a small cosy room stuffed with records and hi-fi equipment. In pride of place on the wall was a framed Valerian album cover, the gatefold with the naked young woman and all the cats on it.


Tinkler said, “The Beatnik poet of the tenor saxophone.”


“He was a pianist, actually,” I said.


Tinkler snapped his fingers, anxious to regain lost ground. “That’s right, I remember, a pianist. Easy Geary. Mid 1950s, West Coast. Sounds a lot like Monk.”


“A lot more like Elmo Hope,” I said.


“He was interesting.”


He was more than interesting. A considerable composer as well as a pianist, Easy Geary had died the traditional tragically premature jazz death, long before he had revealed the full flower of his true potential. His music was raw, primitive, abstract and urgent, always hinting at a profound underlying complexity, as if he knew much more than he was letting on.


Tinkler was nodding and smiling. “His arrangements were something else. So what’s this record?”


“It’s called Easy Come, Easy Go.”


“Cute. Never heard of it.”


“There’s a good reason for that. It was released on an obscure little label called Hathor. They were a West Coast outfit like Nocturne or Mode or Tampa. Except Hathor went under in their first year of operation.”


“Gee, why am I not surprised?” said Tinkler. “Nocturne and Mode and Tampa are all great names for a record label. And Hathor is a fucking terrible name.”


“It was an ill-omened one, anyway. When they went bust the owner killed himself. They only ever issued fourteen LPs and this was the last one. They produced records in steadily decreasing print runs as the company slowly failed. By the time they got to Easy Come, Easy Go, they were only pressing tiny quantities.”


“So that’s why it’s so rare. How much will they pay you if you find it?”


“They’re offering me at least a five-figure finder’s fee.”


“A five figure… I can’t even say it.” He went over to the mantelpiece and took down a small yellow enamelled box. It had a colourful swirling design of dragons on it.


I said, “When the drug squad busts this place that will definitely be the last place they look for your stash.”


“Don’t be snippy. Listen, if you find this record what’s to stop you just selling it yourself?”


“What do you mean?”


He sank back on the sofa and opened the dragon box. “If you find it, they’re offering to pay you a percentage of the market price, correct?”


“Yes, I guess so.”


“So why not sell it yourself and keep everything? The whole market price.”


“Because that’s not what I agreed to do.”


Tinkler chuckled as he started to roll his joint. “So the Vinyl Detective has a code of honour?”


“Well, if you’re going to be sarcastic…”


“Down these mean crates a man must dig,” he said. “Sorry, that was a little sarcastic. It’s all highly theoretical anyway, though, isn’t it? I mean, if this record is as rare as you say it is, you’re never going to find a copy.”


I thought carefully for a moment about how much I should tell him. But Tinkler’s my friend and I knew I could trust him. “They’ve got some information,” I said.


He paused in the process of licking the cigarette papers. “What sort of information?”


“They have reason to believe someone has recently got rid of a copy. Put it on the second-hand market.”


“Where?”


“Somewhere in London.”


“Oh well, best of British luck.”


“Somewhere in south London.”


“Like I say, best of luck.”


“Southwest London.”


He paused in assembling the joint and scrutinised me. “You know, that might actually be doable.” He grinned. “Have you heard this record?”


“Never on vinyl. Just CDs. And never the whole thing. The CD reissues always omit one track.”


“That’s kind of mysterious. Not to mention annoying. Why do they do that? Copyright problems?”


“No, the master tape is missing.”


“That’s a major bummer. What was the track?”


“A vocal number. Just for this one track Geary was joined by a singer called Rita Mae Pollini.”


“Rita Mae who?”


“Pollini. For my money the greatest jazz singer who ever lived.”


“Never heard of her.”


I shrugged. “A lot of people have never heard of June Christy or Betty Carter or Lucy Ann Polk.”


“I’ve got some Betty Carter here, somewhere,” said Tinkler. He rose from the sofa and went over and checked the amp, which was warming up. Tinkler’s hi-fi system consisted of a vintage Thorens TD 124 turntable, some mammoth Tannoy horn-loaded speakers, only slightly smaller than prehistoric elephants, installed on either side of the chimney breast, and an amplifier using valves from obsolete television cameras that looked like the control panel of a flying saucer in a 1953 movie.


It all sounded pretty good, though.


While he was checking the bias and DC offset on each output valve—a finicky business but necessary if he didn’t want his speakers bursting into flame—I went over and looked at the fitted shelves that filled an entire wall except for a narrow strip where the Valerian picture hung.


The shelves were mostly crammed with records, of course, but there was also a narrow section devoted to books about music. I reached up and took down Wilson’s Singers of America. I’d sat back down and found the page I was looking for before Tinkler finished fiddling with the valves.


When he finally concluded his task he came over and frowned at the book. “What’s that?”


I showed him the picture I’d found of Rita Mae Pollini. Taken in 1958 it showed a stunning beauty with dark hair and wide dark eyes. It was hard to tell in the black and white photo, but her skin seemed to be a beguiling olive shade. A Mediterranean beauty who might have gazed out of a Renaissance painting.


Tinkler stared at the book. “Good Christ, my underpants are exploding. Why have I never heard of this woman?”


“Well, she only recorded a handful of albums before vanishing into obscurity. It seems she married a dentist, did her last—and best—recordings, and then retired to raise a kid.”


“Yes, that will do it every time. Particularly marrying a dentist.” He offered me the joint.


“No thanks. I’ve got an early start tomorrow.” Coffee was the only drug I really approved of.


“Yes, the first day of your quest.” He parked the joint in a blue crystal ashtray on the coffee table. “I’ll be back in a minute.”


“Where are you going?”


“To get some provisions from the kitchen.” He went out the door.


I called after him. “Got the munchies already?” There was no reply, just the familiar sound of Tinkler falling down the stairs.


I went out to take a look. “Are you all right?” I stood at the banister, peering down. His pale face smiled tentatively up at me from the shadows below.


“Fine. Just took a little spill. One of the stair rod screws is a bit loose.”


“One of your screws is a bit loose,” I said.


He came back a few minutes later with a big white ceramic bowl full of Kettle Chips and placed it on the coffee table. While I helped myself, he went over and rummaged through his records. “You know what I found the other day, at a record fair? A copy of Beggars’ Banquet. Red label. Original unboxed Decca mono.”


“Nice,” I said. Although I primarily listened to jazz, I shared Tinkler’s fondness for the Rolling Stones.


“Yes, and it was in great nick. Near mint. I paid for it with trembling hands, got it home and went to put it on the shelf, and you know what?”


“You found you already had a near-mint mono Decca copy of it with unboxed red labels?”


“I already had five of them,” said Tinkler.


* * *


I had been looking for an excuse to avoid smoking dope with Tinkler, but I hadn’t been lying—I really did have an early start the following day. I got up as soon as the cats woke me, fed them, had a quick shower and then caught a train into town. Styli wasn’t yet open when I arrived, but I knocked on the window and Jerry let me in. “Put the kettle on while I finish opening up.” I made myself a coffee and a tea for Jerry and then went back into the front room and sat down opposite him. Jerry had a pile of The Absolute Sound magazines beside his chair. “A little light reading,” he said.


“How’s that new collection you bought?”


He nodded happily. “Very nice. Some very fine stuff.”


“And you say there’s some jazz?”


“Some rather excellent items, as it happens. I think you’ll definitely be interested. But I haven’t finished sorting them yet. The whole collection is still sitting at my house and it will be a few days before we can take the van around and bring the records back here.”


“That’s all right. No hurry. I actually didn’t come here to talk about that. I want some information about an obscure record label. It’s called Hathor.”


He nodded immediately. “A jazz label, of course—since it’s you that’s asking. Small West Coast firm. Mid 1950s. Named after the Egyptian goddess of music and beauty.” Well, that explained the stupid name. Come to think of it, there was an Egyptian look to the design of the label.


“It was run by a fellow called Bobby Schoolcraft,” said Jerry.


“Who committed suicide,” I said.


“That’s right.”


“Because the label went bust.”


Jerry shook his head. “Not quite. There was more to the story than that. I seem to remember reading something…” He frowned thoughtfully. “I’ll look it up when I go home tonight.” He had an extensive library of music-related books and journals in his house in Primrose Hill. I had never seen the place but I’d heard it was huge. It had to be, to house his record collection.


“But Hathor went bust because their records didn’t sell?”


“Oh no. On the contrary, their records sold very well indeed, at least initially, and for a while it looked like they were going to turn into a major jazz label.” Jerry sipped his tea.


I said, “They’re definitely an intriguing outfit. Danny DePriest was their engineer, wasn’t he?”


He nodded. “Ron Longmire was his mentor and the senior engineer. And I think Bones Howe might have worked there too.” Bones Howe was another great sound engineer of jazz in the fifties. He had gone on to fame in the rock era and memorably produced some classic Tom Waits albums. “I’ll check on all that when I get home,” he said.


I tried my coffee. It was instant but I could drink it. I said, “So if their records were selling so well, why did they go broke?”


Jerry set his teacup aside. “Legal problems. Rather nasty legal problems. They were being sued by some very heavy people.”


“Heavy in what way?”


“People who owned a major piece of the American entertainment industry. Have you ever heard of the Davenports?” I shook my head. “They were teenage impresarios. Second-generation show-business exploiters. Very unpleasant.”


“And they sued Bobby Schoolcraft.”


“It was a protracted and nasty—and costly—business and apparently the pressure got too much for poor old Schoolcraft. He put an end to himself and, along with him, one of the most promising record labels in America.”


* * *


I got back to my house mid-morning, just in time to make a sandwich and be greeted by the cats before my rendezvous with Miss N. Warren. It had turned cold and wet and she arrived wearing a dove-grey raincoat and white knit hat with a large red strawberry embroidered on it. On anyone else it might have looked ridiculous. On her it looked elegant and fetching.


I came out of the house and joined her. “How did you get here,” I said. “Taxi?”


She shook her head. “No, I got a lift with a friend. Well, I say friend. He’s actually this barrister I’m sleeping with.” I felt like I’d been stabbed in the heart. I turned away from her and locked the door. The cats came out through the cat flap to watch us leave. She waved goodbye to them.


“We shall catch a taxi now, though,” she said. We walked to the main road and flagged one down. There was always a black London cab cruising in the area thanks to the proximity of the Abbey. This one was driven by a striking young mixed-race woman with a shaved head. I gave directions.


“So, where are we going?” said N. Warren.


“Every charity shop between here and Chelsea,” I said.


“God, I don’t think I’ve ever been to a charity shop. I’m not sure I want to. Do they smell funny?”


* * *


She followed me into the first charity shop contentedly enough and waited patiently while I looked through about half the records in the first crate. But then she said, “Are you going to look at every single one?”


I was crouching over the box of records, squatting comfortably on my heels in my crate-digging shoes. I smiled up at her. “I don’t know any other way of doing it.”


She tapped her foot. “Can’t we go to another shop?”


“Not until we finish in this one.”


“You really are going to scrutinise every record?”


I looked up at her. “I could stop right now and we could leave the shop. And the very next record I was about to look at might be it, the one we’re looking for. And we’d have missed it.”


That shut her up. She turned away and began taking a pointed interest in the rest of the shop’s wares. She started going through a railing of women’s clothes. I could still feel her impatience weighing on me, though, as I looked through the records. I’d found a nice old Philips pressing of Anatomy of a Murder by Duke Ellington, but that was about it. Behind me I heard the impatient squeaking of coat hangers on a rail as she went through the clothes.


The squeaking gradually slowed down and then stopped. After a pause she came over to me and whispered excitedly, “There’s a Nicole Farhi linen biker jacket there and it’s exactly my size and it’s only twelve quid!”


“So, why are you telling me?” I said. “Do you want me to lend you the money?”


“Very funny. But it is exactly my size.” She gazed wistfully at the clothes rail. “And my colour.”


“So, go and buy it.”


She hesitated. “Do you think there will be a problem with insects?”


“Insects?”


“You know, vermin.”


I felt like informing her that the underclasses had got a lot cleaner since indoor plumbing had become the norm, but instead I just said, “I think they steam clean the clothes.”


She turned back to the clothes rack with a glint of determination in her eye. “Do you suppose they take credit cards?”


“I’m sure they do. You really haven’t ever been in a charity shop before, have you?”


“Why would I have wanted to?”


Now things were reversed. I would finish searching through the crates of vinyl in a shop and have to wait impatiently around while she combed through the clothes. She rapidly acquired a cluster of bags of purchases and soon had me carrying them. By the time we’d exhausted the charity shops, working our way back from the King’s Road, the light was fading.


“I suppose we should call it a day,” she said. She took out her phone and a business card.


“What’s that?” I said.


“It’s from our driver this morning. Was she or was she not the coolest taxi driver in London? I got her business card.” The woman was obsessed with business cards. “She can be our official driver.”


“I’m sure the two of you will be very happy together.”


“Ha ha, very funny.” She called the number and we waited in a coffee shop until the taxi came and picked us up. We sat in the back, headed home, tired after a long day of failing to find the Easy Geary album. We were surrounded by the bags containing our purchases—well, her purchases. We had just turned off the North End Road when she suddenly announced, “We are being followed.”


I had been going through the few records I’d found, trying to study their covers in the glow of the passing streetlights. She was sitting opposite me in the dark back of the cab, perched on the fold-down seat and peering intently out the rear window, watching London go past in the night.


“Oh, come on,” I said.


But she turned to the driver. “Excuse me, but I think that car is following us.” This was greeted with silence. She added, “Can you take some evasive manoeuvres, please?” More silence. “I’ll make it worth your while.” A disgusted sigh, then the clicking of the indicator as we took a sharp turn, then another turn, then another.


Then our driver said, “You’re right. We’re being followed.”


I felt a cold irrational chill on the back of my neck. We were streaking along dark streets through Fulham Broadway. The brightly lit shop windows looked inappropriately cheery.
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