
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]

      
   

      
      
      Also by Robert Rankin

      
      The Brentford Trilogy:

      
      The Antipope

      
      The Brentford Triangle

      
      East of Ealing

      
      The Sprouts of Wrath

      
      The Brentford Chainstore Massacre

      
      Sex and Drugs and Sausage Rolls

      
      Knees Up Mother Earth

      
      The Armageddon Trilogy:

      
      Armageddon: The Musical

      
      They Came and Ate Us

      
      The Suburban Book Of The Dead

      
      Cornelius Murphy Trilogy:

      
      The Book Of Ultimate Truths

      
      Raiders Of The Lost Car Park

      
      The Most Amazing Man Who Ever Lived

      
      There is a secret trilogy in the middle there, composed of:

      
      The Trilogy That Dare Not Speak Its Name Trilogy:

      
      Sprout Mask Replica

      
      The Dance of the Voodoo Handbag

      
      Waiting for Godalming

      
      Plus some fabulous other books, including:

      
      The Hollow Chocolate Bunnies of the Apocalypse

      
      The Witches of Chiswick

      
      The Brightonomicon

   




[image: image]





      
      
      FOR

      
      JAMES CAMPBELL
FRIEND AND MENTOR.

      
      Who inspired the writing of this book,
as with many others

      
      And who put me back together
when I had all but fallen apart

      
      No finer friend could any man have.

      
      Thank you Jim.

      



      
      Contents

      Also by Robert Rankin

      
      Chapter 1

      
      Chapter 2

      
      Chapter 3

      
      Chapter 4

      
      Chapter 5

      
      Chapter 6

      
      Chapter 7

      
      Chapter 8

      
      Chapter 9

      
      Chapter 10

      
      Chapter 11

      
      Chapter 12

      
      Chapter 13

      
      Chapter 14

      
      Chapter 15

      
      Chapter 16

      
      Chapter 17

      
      Chapter 18

      
      Chapter 19

      
      Chapter 20

      
      Chapter 21

      
      Chapter 22

      
      Chapter 23

      
      Chapter 24

      
      Chapter 25

      
      Chapter 26

      
      Chapter 27

      
      Chapter 28

      Copyright

      
   



      
      
      1

      
      The rain came down in great big buckets, emptied from the sky.

      
      The city’s population stayed indoors. Those of the clockwork persuasion greatly feared the rain, for rain brought on the terrible
         rust, the terrible corrosion. Those of fur dreaded sogginess, and those of wood, the stains. The rubber ducks were happy,
         though, but then they always are.
      

      
      The city was Toy City, formerly Toy Town, and it stood there, somewhere over the rainbow, just off the Yellow Brick Road and
         beyond the mysterious Second Big O. And it stood there at this present time a-soaking in the rain.
      

      
      The city’s population blamed the rain upon the recently deposed mayor. In fact, the city’s population now blamed almost everything
         upon the recently deposed mayor. And not without good cause for the most part, although blaming him for the inclement weather
         was, perhaps, pushing it a bit.
      

      
      Not that the city’s population were above pushing it a bit, for had they not risen up against the mayor and marched upon the
         mayoral mansion with flaming torches, pots of tar and many bags of feathers? And had they not dragged the city’s mayor from
         his mayoral mansion, performed unspeakable acts upon his person and cast him beyond the city’s gates, with the advice that
         he should never return, come wind or, indeed, come rain?
      

      
      Indeed they had.

      
      It had all been most unpleasant.

      
      And if the tarring and feathering and the endurance of unspeakable acts and the casting forth from the city had been most unpleasant for the mayor, these things were as nought when compared to those things that were done to him by the
         kindly, lovable white-haired old Toymaker, when the ejected mayor returned to the city under cover of darkness to seek sanctuary
         at his manse. Having cleaned up the ex-mayor, the kindly, lovable white-haired old Toymaker had demodified him. Which is to
         say that he removed all the modifications that he had made to the mayor in return for a great service that the mayor had performed
         for the city, in fact a great service for which he had been granted the office of mayor.
      

      
      The kindly, lovable white-haired old Toymaker did not demodify the mayor in order to add insult to injury. He did not do it
         out of cruelty. Rather he did it out of compassion, blaming himself, he said, for making modifications that should never have
         been made – playing God, as he put it. He apologised profusely to the ex-mayor as he put him through the process of demodification.
         He told the exmayor that it was all for the ex-mayor’s own good and that the ex-mayor would thank him for it one day, and
         then he had given the ex-mayor a nice cup of tea, patted him upon the head and sent him upon his way, offering his own words
         of advice, to whit, that the ex-mayor should in future keep within his remit and not aspire to a position above his natural
         station in life.
      

      
      ‘Now go and be good,’ said the Toymaker, slamming shut his front door behind the ex-mayor.

      
      The door of Tinto’s Bar hadn’t opened all evening. What with the rain and everything, business had been slack. Business, in
         fact, was no business at all and Tinto’s Bar was empty.
      

      
      ‘I blame it on the ex-mayor,’ said Tinto, to no one but himself, as he stood behind his bar, a dazzling glass in one dextrous
         hand, a bar-cloth in the other. ‘I remember the good times, me. Well, I would if there’d ever been any.’
      

      
      Tinto’s Bar was long and low, all patterned in black and white chequerboard. A long and low counter it had, with a row of chromium barstools. There were tables and chairs that were shabby, but served. A dolly called Nellie, who worked the
         weekends. A pot man called Henry, who didn’t.
      

      
      Tinto the barman was something to behold. He was of the mechanical persuasion, powered by a clockwork motor, his body formed
         from pressed tin and glossily painted, though much of the gloss was now gone. His head was an oversized sphere, with a smiling
         face painted on the front. His body was a thing-a-me-oid (a cylinder with a hemisphere joined to each end of it), painted
         with a dicky bow and tuxedo. His arms were flat, though painted with sleeves and shirt cuffs, and the fingers of his hands
         were fully and wonderfully articulated.
      

      
      Now, in the light of things that are shortly to occur, it might be well to mention that Tinto was a practising member of The
         Church of Mechanology, which was one of The Big Four religions in Toy City along with The Daughters of the Unseeable Upness,
         Big Box Fella, He Come and The Exclusive Brotherhood of the Midnight Growlers. Mechanologists held to the belief that the
         Universe was a vast clockwork mechanism, with the planets revolving about the sun by means of extendible rotary arms and the
         sun in turn connected to the galaxy by an ingenious crankshaft system, the entirety powered by an enormous clockwork motor,
         constantly maintained, oiled and kept wound by The Universal Engineer.
      

      
      The Universal Engineer was pictured in religious icons as a large and jolly red-faced fellow in greasy overalls and cap. He
         held in one holy hand an oily rag, and in the other the Church’s Sacred Writ, known as The Manual.
      

      
      Followers of The Church of Mechanology considered themselves special and superior to all other varieties of toy, in that being
         clockwork they were in tune and at one with the Universe.
      

      
      It could be argued that The Church of Mechanology was something of an End Times cult, subscribing as it did to the belief
         that, as individual clockwork toys enjoyed only a finite existence, due to the ravages of rust, corrosion, spring breakage and fluff in the works, so too did the Universe.
      

      
      Elders of the church spoke of The Time of the Terrible Stillness, when the great mechanism that powered the Universe would
         grind to a halt, the planet would no longer turn upon its axis, the sun would no longer rise and even time itself would come
         to a standstill.
      

      
      And at present, what with all the chaos caused by the exmayor when he was the then-mayor, there was much talk amongst the
         practising Mechanologists that The Time Of the Terrible Stillness was now rapidly approaching. In fact, the elders of each
         of The Big Four religions were presently preaching that The End Times were well and truly on their way, and everyone knew
         whose fault that was.
      

      
      Tinto examined the dazzling glass and found it pleasing to behold. At least you knew where you were with a glass. If it was
         a beer glass, then you were probably in a bar. And as Tinto was in a bar, well, at least he knew where he was. Which was something.
      

      
      ‘I think I’ll close up early tonight,’ said Tinto to himself, ‘take a couple of bottles of five-year-old oil upstairs, watch
         the late-night movie, Rusty the Rotten Dog, drown my sorrows and pray for sunshine tomorrow. You have to make the effort, don’t you? And laugh, too, or so I’ve been
         told, because you’ll cry if you don’t. And crying really rusts tin toys, as salt water’s worse than rain.’
      

      
      Tinto had recently taken to the reading of certain ‘self-help’ books. It was all very well being a practising member of The
         Church of Mechanology, or rather, in truth, it was not, it was just too damned depressing, and although Tinto could not actually remember any particularly good times, he was generally
         of a cheery disposition. Or he had been until recently.
      

      
      Tinto was presently reading Become A Merry Old Soul in Thirty Days, penned by a certain O. K. Cole, a prominent Toy City Pre-adolescent Poetic Personality.* Tinto had even taken on The Fiddlers Three to play in the bar during Sunday lunchtimes. The Fiddlers Three had driven away his Sunday
         lunchtime clientele.
      

      
      ‘It never rains, but it damned well buckets down,’ said Tinto, ‘yet a smile costs nothing and brightens any day.’

      
      A noise of an unexpected nature drew Tinto’s attention towards the door of his bar. For this noise came from its creaking
         hinges.
      

      
      ‘Custom?’ queried the clockwork barman. ‘On such a night as this?’

      
      The hinges creaked a little more; some rain blew into the bar.

      
      ‘Who is there?’ called Tinto. ‘Welcome, friend.’

      
      The door, a smidgen open, opened a smidgen more. The brown button eye of a furry face peeped into Tinto’s Bar.

      
      ‘Howdy doody,’ called the barman. ‘Don’t be shy, now. Hospitality awaits you here. That and beer and any seat that suits you.’

      
      Smidgen, smidgen, smidgen went the door and then all-open-up.

      
      And then … and then …

      
      Tinto peered and had he been able Tinto would have gawped. And had his face been capable of any expression other than that
         which was painted upon it, there is just no telling exactly what this expression might have become. Tinto’s voice, however,
         was capable of all manner of expression and the words that now issued through the grille in his chest did so in what can only
         be described as an awed whisper. And those words were …
      

      
      ‘Eddie, Eddie Bear – is that really you?’

      
      A sodden teddy stood in the doorway, a sodden and dejected-looking teddy. It put its paws to its plump tummy parts and gave
         them a squeeze, eliciting a dismal groan from its growler and dripping raindrops onto Tinto’s floor.
      

      
      ‘It is you,’ said Tinto. ‘It really is.’
      

      
      Eddie Bear did shakings of himself. ‘I couldn’t borrow a bar-cloth, could I?’ he asked.

      
      Tinto’s head revolved upon his tin-plate shoulders. ‘You,’ he said, and his voice rose in volume and in octave also. ‘You! Here! In my bar! You!’
      

      
      ‘Me,’ said Eddie. ‘Might I have a beer?’

      
      ‘You!’ Tinto’s head now bobbed up and down, his arms rose and his dextrous fingers formed themselves into fists.
      

      
      ‘I’ll go,’ said Eddie. ‘I understand.’

      
      ‘Yes, you … yes, you.’

      
      Eddie turned to take his leave. Turned in such a sorrowful, forlorn and dejected manner, with such a drooping of the head
         and sinking of the shoulders, that Tinto, whose fists were now beating a rapid tattoo upon the highly polished bar counter,
         felt something come over him that was nothing less than pity.
      

      
      ‘No,’ said Tinto, his fists unfisting. ‘No, Eddie, please don’t go.’

      
      Eddie turned and gazed at the barman through one brown button eye and one blue. ‘I can stay?’ he asked. ‘Can I really?’

      
      Tinto’s head now bobbed from side to side. ‘But you—’

      
      ‘Were mayor,’ said Eddie. ‘Yes, I know and I’m sorry.’

      
      ‘And you were—’

      
      ‘Modified by the Toymaker. Hands with fingers and opposable thumbs, I know.’ Eddie regarded his paws and sighed a heartfelt
         sigh.
      

      
      ‘And—’

      
      ‘Eyes,’ said Eddie, mournfully, ‘blue glass eyes with eyelids. All gone now. I’m just plain Eddie Bear.’

      
      Tinto said nothing, but beckoned. Eddie crossed the floor towards the bar counter, leaving behind him little paw-shaped puddles.

      
      ‘Sit down, then,’ said Tinto. ‘Have a beer and tell me all about it.’

      
      ‘Could you make it something stronger than beer, please?’ Eddie asked, climbing with difficulty onto what had once been his
         favourite barstool. ‘I’m soaked all the way through and whatever I drink is going to get watered down.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve got a bottle of Old Golly-Wobbler,’ said Tinto. ‘It’s pretty strong stuff – even the gollies are afeared of it, and you know how those bad boys like to put it away.’
      

      
      ‘Make it a treble then, please,’ said Eddie.

      
      Tinto, who had been reaching up for the bottle, which stood upon a glass shelf between the Old Kitty-Fiddler and the Donkey
         Punch (a great favourite with male ballet-dancing dolls), hesitated. Tinto’s head revolved towards Eddie. ‘You do have money?’
         he asked.
      

      
      Eddie shook his sodden head and made the face of despair.

      
      ‘Thought not,’ said Tinto. ‘Then you’re only getting a quadruple measure.’ For Tinto had trouble with maths.

      
      ‘That will be fine, then.’ And the corners of Eddie’s mouth rose a little. But not any more than that.

      
      Tinto decanted a measure of Old Golly-Wobbler, which might well have been a quadruple, into the dazzling glass that had so
         recently afforded him a small degree of pleasure because he knew where he was with it, and pushed the glass across the bar
         top towards the bedraggled bear. The bedraggled bear took it up between his trembling paws and tossed it away down his throat.
      

      
      ‘Much thanks, Tinto,’ said he. And Tinto poured another.

      
      ‘It wasn’t my fault,’ said Eddie, when further Golly-Wobblers were gone and a rather warm feeling was growing in his tummy
         parts. ‘I tried my best, I really did. I tried as hard as.’*

      
      ‘And that’s where you went wrong,’ said Tinto, decanting a glass of five-year-old oil for himself and emptying it into his
         grille. ‘No one wanted change, Eddie. Folk hate change and they came to hate you for trying to bring it about.’
      

      
      ‘But things needed changing, still need changing.’
      

      
      
      ‘No they don’t,’ said Tinto, and he shook his head vigorously. A nut or screw inside came loose and rattled all about. ‘And
         now you’ve given me a headache,’ said Tinto. ‘When will all this madness end?’
      

      
      ‘Pour me another drink,’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘And you’ll pay me? That would make a change. And a pleasant one, too, I’m thinking.’
      

      
      ‘Things do need changing,’ Eddie said. ‘Toy City is a wretched dystopia, Tinto, you know that.’

      
      ‘I don’t,’ said Tinto. ‘What does dystopia mean?’

      
      Eddie told him.

      
      ‘Well, I’ll drink to that,’ said Tinto.

      
      ‘And so it needs changing.’

      
      ‘Doesn’t,’ said Tinto. ‘Certainly it’s grim. Certainly toys don’t get a fair deal. But if we didn’t have something to complain
         about, then what would we have to complain about?’
      

      
      Eddie Bear put his paws to his head. ‘I saved this city,’ said he, ‘saved it from the Toymaker’s evil twin. He would have
         wiped every one of us out if it hadn’t been for me.’
      

      
      ‘And your friend, Jack,’ said Tinto.

      
      ‘Yes, Jack,’ said Eddie. And he made a wistful face. ‘I wonder whatever became of Jack. He travelled into the world of men—’

      
      ‘The world of men?’ said Tinto. ‘A world populated entirely by meatheads? There’s no such world. That’s a myth, Eddie. A fantasy.’

      
      ‘It isn’t,’ said Eddie, making imploring ‘more-drink-please’ gestures with his paws. ‘There is a world beyond this one. Jack
         met a man who came from there. And that’s where Jack went.’
      

      
      ‘Didn’t,’ said Tinto, and he poured another drink for Eddie.

      
      ‘Did too,’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘Didn’t,’ said Tinto. ‘A little bird told me that he changed his mind, decided it was more fun to stay in the city with his
         girlfriend – that Jill from Madame Goose’s bawdy house.’ Tinto made the sacred sign of the spanner over the portion of his chest where his heart, had he possessed one, would have been, out of respect for the late Madame Goose who had come to
         an untimely end. ‘That Jack hung around with that Jill for a while, but she soon spent all his money and he was reduced to
         working as a griddle chef in a Nadine’s Diner.’
      

      
      ‘He never was,’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘True as I’m standing here before you, large as life and twice as special. She left him, of course.’

      
      ‘And a little bird told you this?’

      
      ‘A robin. His name was Tom.’

      
      ‘I don’t believe a word of it.’ Eddie downed his latest drink and began to fidget about on his barstool.

      
      ‘Don’t do it,’ said Tinto.

      
      ‘What?’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘What you’re about to do.’

      
      ‘And what am I about to do?’

      
      ‘Try to balance on your head on that barstool.’

      
      ‘I wasn’t,’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘You were,’ said Tinto. ‘I know you well enough, Eddie. I know you’re all filled up with sawdust and that when you drink,
         the drink soaks down to your legs and so you stand on your head so the drink goes there instead. And then you get drunk and
         silly and I have to throw you out.’
      

      
      Eddie shrugged and sighed. ‘My legs are now rather drunk,’ he confessed. ‘But Jack, still in Toy City? I can’t believe it.’
      

      
      ‘Not his fault,’ said Tinto. ‘He was in love. Females will do that kind of thing to you. Put you off what you’re meaning to
         do. Confuse you, fiddle you out of your money, then run off with a wind-up action figure. I can’t be having with females,
         me.’
      

      
      ‘Have you ever had a girlfriend, Tinto?’ Eddie asked.

      
      ‘Loads,’ said Tinto. ‘And they all confused me, fiddled me out of my money and ran off with a wind-up action figure. Except
         for the big fat one.’
      

      
      ‘She was nice, was she?’

      
      ‘No, she ran off with a clockwork train. What was that all about? I ask you.’
      

      
      
      Eddie shrugged. ‘We all have a tale to tell,’ he said, ‘and most of those tales are sad.’

      
      ‘And that’s what bars are for,’ said Tinto, ‘so you can tell them into the sympathetic ear of a caring barman.’

      
      ‘Quite so,’ said Eddie, raising his empty glass between his paws. ‘Cheers.’

      
      ‘Cheers to you, too,’ said Tinto. ‘Now pay up or I’ll kick you out, you bum.’

      
      Eddie laughed. ‘Most amusing,’ he said.

      
      ‘No, I mean it,’ said Tinto. ‘It’s all your fault that it’s raining.’

      
      ‘It’s not my fault at all.’

      
      ‘ ’Tis too,’ said Tinto. ‘Everything’s your fault. Everybody knows that.’

      
      ‘Doom and gloom,’ said Eddie Bear.

      
      ‘Still,’ said Tinto, ‘you have to look on the bright side, don’t you? Or so I’m told. I’m reading this book, you see. It’s
         going to make me merry in thirty days.’
      

      
      ‘So how long have you been reading it for?’

      
      ‘Oh, more than four days,’ said Tinto. ‘It’s about forty-four, I think.’

      
      ‘It’s so good to be back here,’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘I thought I was throwing you out.’

      
      ‘I have some money coming soon.’ Eddie made encouraging motions with his glass.

      
      ‘I fail to understand the motions you’re making with that glass,’ said Tinto, ‘but what money would you have coming soon?’

      
      ‘I’ve gone back to my old profession,’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘Walking round the garden?’ said Tinto. ‘I never really understood the point of that. A “teddy-bear thing”, I suppose.’

      
      ‘Not that, nor taking picnics in the wood. I mean my profession as a private eye. I’m setting myself up in Bill’s office.’
      

      
      ‘Bill Winkie?’ Tinto made the sacred sign of the spanner again. ‘Have you noticed, Eddie, that folk who come into contact
         with you seem to come to very sticky ends?’
      

      
      
      ‘It wasn’t my fault, what happened to Bill. We were as close as.’ Eddie made a very sad face, for Eddie had loved Bill Winkie.
         Eddie had been Bill Winkie’s bear. Eddie had avenged Bill’s death, but Eddie still missed Bill. ‘I won’t be changing the name
         on his door,’ said Eddie. ‘It will still be “Bill Winkie Investigations”.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I doubt if you’d get too much business if you advertised yourself as “Ex-Mayor Eddie Investigations”.’

      
      Eddie made growling sounds. ‘In Bill’s memory,’ he said. ‘And I am confident that I shall soon have several wealthy clients
         on my books.’
      

      
      ‘But you haven’t yet?’

      
      ‘Not as such.’

      
      ‘Not as such?’ said Tinto.

      
      ‘Well, I haven’t managed to get back into the office yet. It’s padlocked up. And now I’ve only got these.’ Eddie sadly regarded
         his paws.
      

      
      Tinto made a sighing sound. ‘That was a pity,’ he said, ‘the Toymaker taking those hands he’d fitted you with. Spiteful, that,
         I thought, although—’
      

      
      ‘Although what?’

      
      ‘Well,’ said Tinto, ‘it wasn’t right, was it? A teddy bear with fingers and thumbs. That was all wrong. There was something
         really creepy about that. And I never liked those eyes he gave you, either. Teddies don’t have blinking eyes. It’s not natural.
         It’s—’
      

      
      ‘Stop it,’ said Eddie. ‘It’s all right for you. Try living with only paws for just one week, see how you like it.’

      
      ‘I’m sure I wouldn’t like it, but that’s not the point. We’re all here for a purpose. I’m a clockwork barman. That was what
         I was made to be. Not a fireman, or a clown. Or a train! The city functions because the toys who live in it do what they were
         intended to do.’
      

      
      ‘But the city doesn’t function. The city is in a mess.’

      ‘There you go again.’ Tinto shook his head once more and once again it rattled. ‘You can’t
         go trying to change things, Eddie. Things might not be to your liking, but things are the way they are and we just have to
         get on with it. Although not for much longer, it appears.’
      

      
      
      ‘Does it?’ Eddie asked.

      
      ‘It does, because The End Times are coming upon us. The Time of the Terrible Stillness draws near. Which, popular opinion
         agrees, is all your fault, by the way.’
      

      
      ‘End Times,’ said Eddie. ‘That’s as mad as. And it’s not my fault.’

      
      ‘I’m prepared to be reasonable.’ Tinto poured himself another five-year-old, but hesitated to refresh Eddie’s glass. ‘I’m
         prepared to say that you are only partially to blame.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not even partially to blame.’
      

      
      ‘You’re just in denial,’ said Tinto. ‘You need closure. It’s all in the book I’m reading. I’ll lend it to you as soon as I’m
         finished. Which should be in about fifty-three days, by my reckoning.’
      

      
      Eddie fidgeted some more. ‘If you won’t give me any more drink I will be forced to stand upon my head,’ he said.

      
      ‘And I will be forced to throw you out.’

      
      Eddie offered Tinto a bit of a smile. ‘It’s very good to see you again, Tinto,’ he said. ‘It’s as good as, it really, truly
         is.’
      

      
      Tinto poured Eddie another. ‘It’s good to see you, too,’ he said. ‘Even though you’ve brought The End Times upon us.’

      
      Eddie Bear was more than just drunk when he left Tinto’s Bar. He was rather full of bar snacks, too. Well, he had been rather
         hungry, and Tinto had become somewhat over-lubricated and somewhat generous in the process. As one will do if one is that
         kind of a drunk. He had also lent Eddie his copy of Become A Merry Old Soul in Thirty Days. Eddie was struggling to carry this, but at least it wasn’t raining any more.
      

      
      The streets were still deserted; street lamps reflected in puddles, gutters drip-drip-dripped. Eddie’s footpads squelched
         horribly, but as his feet were drunk he didn’t really notice.
      

      
      Eddie had no destination. He’d been sleeping rough for weeks, trying in vain whenever the opportunity arose to enter Bill’s office, slinking away at the approach of footsteps, hiding
         where he could.
      

      
      Just how he thought he could set himself up as a detective and actually find any clients who didn’t know and hate him was
         anybody’s guess. But Eddie was a bear of substance and although he was presently down, more down in fact than he had ever
         been before, he was far from out.
      

      
      Although, perhaps, not that far.
      

      
      Eddie stumbled and squelched and hummed a little, too. It had been very nice of Tinto to offer him a welcome. He would definitely
         reward the clockwork barman for his kindness sometime. Possibly even financially. Well, anything was possible. Eddie hummed
         and stumbled and squelched. And Eddie felt optimistic, for the first time in what felt like an age. He’d pull through, he
         knew he would. Pull through, somehow. Make good. Make the population of Toy City proud of him. Make the Toymaker proud of
         him. He’d do something. He would, he really would.
      

      
      And he would seek out Jack. Yes, he would definitely do that. Jack had been his bestest friend. They had been partners; together
         they had defeated the evil twin of the Toymaker. Together. He would seek out Jack and they would become partners once again.
         Do great things together. Jack could do things, great things. He could do things that Eddie could not, such as pick the padlock
         on Bill Winkie’s office. For Jack was a meathead; Jack had hands with fingers and opposable thumbs.
      

      
      ‘Jack and me,’ said Eddie, as he stumbled and bumbled along, ‘we were as close as. We were bestest friends. If Jack is still
         in the city I will find him. I will get on to that first thing in the morning. But for now I need somewhere cosy and dry to
         spend the night. An alleyway, perhaps.’
      

      
      An alleyway presented itself, as they will when you are in your cups. Especially if you are in need of the toilet. Eddie was
         in need of the toilet as much as he was in need of somewhere cosy and dry, and so the alleyway that presented itself was a
         sort of dual-purpose alleyway. Or triple-purpose alleyway, if one were to be exact. Or quadruple, if you were Tinto.
      

      
      The alleyway that presented itself to Eddie was of the type that was greatly favoured by 1950s American-genre private eyes.
         It had one of those fire escapes with a retractable bottom section, some dustbins and the rear door of a nightclub, from which
         drifted the suitably atmospheric tones of a mellow saxophone.
      

      
      Eddie bumbled and stumbled into the alleyway and relieved himself to the accompaniment of much contented sighing. Even though
         sighing wasn’t usually his thing. He lifted the lid off the nearest dustbin and then drew back in disgust. Bears have sensitive
         noses, after all. Another lid and then another, and then he found an empty dustbin and a new one, too. Eddie flung Tinto’s
         book into this empty dustbin and, after something of a struggle, followed it.
      

      
      ‘Hardly the most salubrious accommodation,’ said Eddie, drawing the lid over himself and preparing to settle down for the
         night. ‘I will probably laugh about this one day. But for all the life that’s in me, I cannot imagine what day that might
         be. But,’ and Eddie did further settlings, ‘that day will come.’
      

      
      And Eddie Bear, in darkness, settled down to sleep.

      
      And slept.

      
      And then awoke.

      
      With more than just a start.

      
      A terrible clamouring came to the ears of Eddie, a terrible rattling and jangling about. His dustbin bower was being shaken.
         Ferociously.
      

      
      ‘Give a bear a break.’ Eddie put his paws to his head. The din and the shaking grew fiercer.

      
      Eddie rose and gingerly lifted the lid.

      
      A great white light dazzled his vision. Sparks flew from somewhere and leapt all around and about.

      
      Eddie’s mismatched eyes took it all in. Whatever it was. There was a glowing orb of light, a sphere of whiteness. It grew,
         right there, in the middle of the alleyway, from nothing to something.
      

      
      
      The shaking and rattling and the jangling too grew and grew. And then, just like that, because there was no other way to it,
         it ceased. The shaking and the rattling and the jangling and the sparking and the light. It was gone, all gone.
      

      
      But something else was there.

      
      Eddie cowered and peeped through the gap between bin lid and bin. Something had materialised. Out of nowhere. Into somewhere.
         In this very alleyway.
      

      
      It crouched. And then it rose. And as Eddie looked on, he could see just what this something was.

      
      It was a bear.

      
      A toy bear.

      
      And this bear looked like Eddie.

      
      Just like Eddie.

      
      The bear rose, flexed its shoulders, glanced to either side.

      
      And then made off at the hurry-up.

      
      Eddie Bear sank down in his bin and gently lowered the lid.

      
      ‘I think I may just give up drinking,’ Eddie said.
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      The morning sun rose over Toy City. It was a big and jolly sun with a big smiley face and its name was believed to be Sam.

      
      So the sun of Sam* shone down and the Toy City folk awoke.
      

      
      The economy, for Toy City had such a thing, as everywhere seems to have such a thing these days, whatever the word might mean,
         was a little on the decline hereabouts. Wages were down and prices were up and the niceties of life seemed as ever the preserve
         of the well-to-dos, those who had, having more, and those who had not, less. The heads of the have-nots drooped on their shoulders as they trudged, or wheeled, or trundled to their places of
         work. Factory whistles blew, traffic lights faltered, trains were cancelled, dry-cleaning failed to arrive back upon the promised
         day and how come one is always in the wrong queue in the Post Office?
      

      
      A rattling and jangling and shaking all about awakened Eddie Bear, from a sleep without dreams, because toy bears do not dream,
         to recollection, then horror.
      

      
      ‘Oh my, oh dear. Whoa!’ Sunlight rushed in upon the bear as his bin bower was raised and upended. And, ‘No!’ shrieked Eddie,
         affecting that high-pitched whine of alarm that one makes when taken with fear.
      

      
      Up went the bin, and up and over and out came Eddie, down into the dustcart.

      
      As will be well known to those who know these things well, these knowers being those who watch movies on a regular basis, movie garbage consists of cardboard boxes, shredded paper
         and indeterminate soft stuff. When heroes fall, or are thrown, into such garbage they generally come up unsoiled and fighting.
      

      
      Oh that life should as a movie be.

      
      Eddie found himself engulfed in fish-heads, curry cartons, rotten fruit, stale veg and that rarest of all rare things, the
         dung of a wooden horse. Eddie shrieked and struggled and wallowed and sank and rose again and was presently rescued, lifted
         (at the length of an arm) and set down on the ground.
      

      
      Garbageman Four looked down upon Eddie. ‘What did you do that for?’ he asked.

      
      Eddie spat out something evil-tasting and peered up at Garbageman Four. Garbageman Four was part of a six-man matching clockwork
         garbageman crew, printed tin-plate turn-outs all. Garbageman Four considered himself to be a special garbageman, because only
         he had a number four printed on his back.
      

      
      ‘What did I do what for?’ Eddie managed to utter.
      

      
      ‘Scream and shout and struggle about,’ said Garbageman Four, rocking on the heels of his big tin work boots. ‘Garbage is not
         supposed to do that. Garbage is supposed to know its place and behave the way it should.’
      

      
      Eddie made growling sounds. ‘I am not garbage,’ he said. ‘I’m an Anders Imperial. Cinnamon-coloured mohair plush, with wood-wool stuffing throughout. Black felt
         paw pads, vertically stitched nose. An Anders Imperial. I have the special tag in my ear and everything.’
      

      
      Garbageman Four leaned down and viewed Eddie’s special tag. ‘That’s a beer cap, that is,’ he said. ‘And you’re a grubby rubbish
         old bear. Now back into the truck with you and off to the incinerator.’ But as Garbageman Four reached down towards Eddie,
         Eddie took off at the hurry-up.
      

      
      His stumpy legs carried him beyond both garbageman and alleyway and out into a main thoroughfare. Clockwork motor cars whirred by, along with cycling monkeys, woodentop children going to school and a teddy or two who viewed him with
         disgust.
      

      
      Eddie sat down on the kerb and buried his furry face in his paws. How had it come to this? How had he reached the rockiest
         of rock bottoms, sunk to the very depths of the pool? How, how, how had it happened?
      

      
      His woe-begotten thoughts returned to his time as mayor. He had tried so hard to make things better for the denizens of Toy
         City. He really, truly had tried. But no matter how hard he’d tried or what actions he’d taken, he’d always somehow managed
         to make things worse. Every bylaw, edict and new rule he’d put in place had somehow got twisted about. It had been as if someone
         or something had been out to sabotage everything he’d done with kindness in his heart-regions and the good of all in the foremost
         of his thoughts.
      

      
      Eddie groaned. And now it had come to this. He was a down-and-out, a vagrant, a vagabond. Ill-smelling and disenfranchised.
         An outcast. The garbage truck rumbled by, its tin-plate wheels ploughing through a puddle that splashed over Eddie Bear.
      

      
      Eddie added sighs to his groaning, then rose and squeezed disconsolately at himself. He was a mess and whatever optimism he
         might have felt the previous evening, optimism that had probably been buoyed up by the prodigious quantities of Old Golly-Wobbler
         he had imbibed, was now all gone and only pain remained.
      

      
      Eddie did doglike shakings of himself, spraying puddle water onto a crinoline doll who tut-tut-tutted and strutted away, her
         haughty nose in the air.
      

      
      ‘I need a drink,’ said Eddie. And his tummy growled. ‘I need breakfast,’ said Eddie. And his tummy agreed.

      
      As chance, or fate, or possibly both would have it, across the thoroughfare from Eddie stood a restaurant. It was a Nadine’s
         Diner, one of a chain of such diners owned by Nadine Spratt, widow of the now-legendary Jack Spratt, Pre-adolescent Poetic Personality. Jack, as those who recall the nursery rhyme will recall, was the fellow who ‘ate no fat’,
         whilst his wife ‘would eat no lean’, and so, in the manner of the happy marriage they had once enjoyed, between the two of
         them they had ‘licked the platter clean’ and started two successful restaurant chains, his specialising in Lean Cuisine and
         hers in Big Fat Fry-Ups. Hers had been the more successful of the two businesses.
      

      
      They had been going through a most colourful celebrity divorce at the time of Jack Spratt’s demise, when he was plunged into
         a deep-fat fryer.*

      
      Eddie gazed upon Nadine’s Diner: a long, low building painted all in a hectic yellow, with a sign, wrought from neon, spelling
         out its name, as such signs are ever wont to do.
      

      
      Eddie Bear sniffed, inhaling the smell of Big Fat Fry-Ups.

      
      Eddie had no pockets to pat, so Eddie did not pat them. Because the thing, well, one of the things, about pockets is that
         sometimes they have small change in them. Small change that you have forgotten about, but small change that is just big enough
         to pay for a Big Fat Fry-Up. But Eddie didn’t pat.
      

      
      Eddie Bear made instead a face.

      
      A face that had about it a multiplicity of expressions.

      
      The chief amongst them being that of determination.

      
      Eddie was determined that he should have breakfast.

      
      And now was the time he should have it.

      
      Being a bear well versed in the perils of stepping out onto a busy road without first looking one way and then the other,
         Eddie Bear did these lookings and when the way was clear of traffic crossed the road and wandered to Nadine’s Diner.
      

      
      Where he paused and pondered his lot.

      
      It was not much of a lot to ponder. It was a rather rotten lot, as it happened. But it did require a degree of pondering.
         He could not, in his present soiled condition, simply swagger into the diner, order for himself the very biggest of Big Fat
         Fry-Ups, consume same with eagerness and, when done, run out without paying.
      

      
      A subtler approach was required.

      
      Slip around to the back, nip into the kitchen and steal? That was an option. Slip around to the back, knock on the door and
         then beg? That was another.
      

      
      By the smiley sun called Sam! By the maker who’d made him! He’d once been the mayor of this city! Dined from plates of gold!
         Quaffed champagne with Old King Cole! Had his back massaged by a dolly with over-modified front parts! That he had sunk to
         this!
      

      
      Eddie squared what shoulders he possessed. There had to be some other way.

      
      Upon the door of Nadine’s Diner hung a sign: HEP WANTED, it said.

      
      ‘ “Hep wanted”?’ queried Eddie. ‘That would be “help” wanted, I suppose. As in the offer of employment. Hmm.’

      
      The dolly that leaned upon the countertop, a dolly with over-modified front parts similar to those of the masseuse who had
         once tended to Eddie, did not look up, or even down, at Eddie’s approach. She was doing a crossword. The dolly was a most
         glamorous dolly, golden-haired of hair, curvaceous of curve, long-legged of leg and all around glamour of glamorousness. She
         was, as they say – and folk did when they saw her – absolutely gorgeous.
      

      
      Now the question as to whether the absolutely gorgeous have very much in the way of brains is a question that in all truth
         does not get asked very often. Folk have a tendency to take other folk at face value. Well, at first, anyway. That thing about
         first impressions and all that. And that other question, ‘If you are very beautiful, do you actually need to have very much in the way of brains?’ is of course that other question. And in all truth, neither questions are questions
         that should be asked at all. To imply that because you are good-looking you are therefore stupid is an outrageous thing to
         imply. To think that you can gauge someone’s intelligence by how good-looking they are, and if they are very good-looking then therefore they are stupid!
      

      
      Outrageous.

      
      Because, come on now, let’s be honest here – if you are really good-looking, you don’t need to be really intelligent.

      
      And if that sounds outrageous, then how about this: there will always be a great many more ugly stupid folk in this world
         (or possibly any other) than there will be beautiful stupid folk.
      

      
      Which might mean that things balance themselves out somewhere along the line. Or possibly do not. It’s all a matter of opinion.
         Or intelligence. Or looks. Or …
      

      
      ‘Four-letter word,’ said the dolly in the prettiest of voices. ‘Cow jumped over it, first letter M, fourth letter N.’
      

      
      ‘Moon,’ said Eddie, smiling upwards.

      
      ‘What did you say?’ The dolly turned her eyes from her crossword and over the counter and down towards Eddie.*

      
      ‘Moon,’ said Eddie, smiling angelically.

      
      ‘Why, you dirty little sawdust bag!’ The dolly glared pointy little daggers.

      
      ‘I only said “moon”,’ said Eddie. ‘Go on. Moon.’

      
      The dolly’s eyes narrowed. ‘Just because I’m beautiful,’ she snarled, ‘just because I have blonde hair that you can make longer
         by turning a little thing-a-me-bob on my back – which makes me special, I’ll add – you think I’m some stupid slutty bimbo
         who’s prepared to moon for any scruffy …’ she twitched her tiny nose ‘… smelly bear who comes in here and—’
      

      
      ‘No,’ said Eddie. ‘You have me all wrong.’

      
      ‘I don’t think so, mister. I have you all right. Men are all the same – see a blonde head and a pair of big titties and they think they’re on to an easy one.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ said Eddie. Well, yes, he thought. ‘Well, no,’ said Eddie, with emphasis. ‘I meant the word in your crossword – the cow jumped over the moon.’
      

      
      ‘What cow?’ asked the dolly.

      
      ‘The one in your crossword clue.’

      
      ‘And did you see this cow?’

      
      ‘I know of it,’ said Eddie. ‘It lives on Old MacDonald’s farm.’

      
      ‘Oh,’ said the dolly.

      
      ‘EIEIO,’ said Eddie. ‘As in “Old MacDonald had a farm”.’

      
      ‘Brilliant,’ said the dolly.

      
      ‘Excuse me?’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘That was another of the clues – “Where does Old MacDonald live?” ’

      
      ‘Glad to be of assistance,’ said Eddie.

      
      The dolly took to studying her crossword once more. Then she made a frowning face again and turned it back upon Eddie. ‘Doesn’t
         fit,’ she said. ‘Too many letters.’
      

      
      ‘Eh?’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘Where Old MacDonald lives, “EIEIO” doesn’t fit.’

      
      ‘I’ve come about the job,’ said Eddie. ‘Help wanted.’

      
      ‘It’s HEP wanted,’ said the dolly. ‘Can’t you read?’

      
      Eddie sighed inwardly. ‘Well, I’ve come to offer my HEP,’ he said.

      
      ‘You don’t look very HEP,’ said the dolly, giving Eddie the up-and-down once-over. ‘In fact, you look very un-HEP and you
         smell like a drain with bad breath.’
      

      
      ‘I had to dive into a cesspit to save a drowning dolly,’ said Eddie. ‘At no small risk to my own safety.’

      
      ‘Can you play the saxophone?’

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ said Eddie. ‘I’ve never tried.’

      
      ‘You’re not tall enough anyway.’

      
      ‘I grow larger when fed.’

      
      ‘We were looking for a golly.’

      
      ‘Typical,’ said Eddie. ‘Discrimination again. Because you’re a teddy everyone thinks you’re stupid. Only good for cuddling and picnicking in those damned woods.’
      

      
      The dolly cocked her golden head upon one side. ‘I know how it is,’ she said. ‘Folk just see the outer you, never the person
         who dwells within. Perhaps …’
      

      
      ‘Yes?’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘No,’ said the dolly. ‘You’re ugly and you smell. Get out.’

      
      Eddie sighed outwardly and turned to take his leave.

      ‘Eddie!’

      
      Eddie ignored the voice.

      
      ‘Eddie! Eddie, it’s you.’
      

      
      Eddie turned and Eddie stared and Eddie Bear said, ‘Jack.’

      
      Jack stood behind the counter next to the golden-haired dolly. He wore a chef’s hat and jacket. And even to Eddie’s first
         glance, he wore them uncomfortably.
      

      
      ‘Eddie,’ said Jack. ‘It is you. It is.’
      

      
      ‘It is,’ said Eddie. ‘And it’s you.’
      

      
      The kitchen of Nadine’s Diner was grim. But then such kitchens are always grim. Such kitchens are places of heat and conflict,
         with shouting chefs and stress and panic and lots of washing-up. There was lots of washing-up to do in this particular kitchen.
      

      
      Eddie sat upon a grimy worktop surrounded by many unwashed pots and pans. A rat nibbled on something in a corner; a cockroach
         crossed the floor. Jack stepped on the cockroach and shooed away the rat.
      

      
      ‘That’s Barry,’ Jack told Eddie. ‘He’s sort of a pet.’

      
      Eddie munched ruefully but gratefully on the burger Jack had fried for him.

      
      Jack leaned on the crowded sink and wiped his hands on a quite unspeakable dishcloth. ‘I thought you were dead,’ he said.

      
      Eddie looked up from his munchings and wiped ketchup from his face with a greasy paw. He was very, very pleased to see his
         friend Jack.
      

      
      
      Jack smiled at Eddie and Eddie saw that Jack hadn’t changed: he was still tall and spare and lithe of limb and young and pleasing
         to behold.
      

      
      ‘I really thought you were dead. I heard what they did to you. I would have come to your rescue.’

      
      ‘Would you?’ Eddie asked.

      
      ‘Well, no, actually,’ said Jack. ‘Not at that particular time.’

      
      ‘What?’ Eddie spat out some burger bun. Jack wiped it from his apron.

      
      ‘You weren’t exactly in my good books at that particular time,’ said Jack. ‘You’re not exactly in them now.’

      
      ‘Eh?’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘Edict Five,’ said Jack, ‘the one about abolishing the monarchy. Your Edict Five. And me an honorary prince. Did you forget that?’
      

      
      ‘I thought you’d gone off to the other world. The world of men. That’s where you told me you were going. To sort out the clockwork
         President.’
      

      
      ‘Well,’ said Jack, and he made an embarrassed face, ‘I was going to go, but the Toymaker had given me a castle to live in, and there was Jill …’ Jack’s voice trailed off.
      

      
      ‘I heard about Jill,’ said Eddie, packing further burger into his mouth. ‘I’m sorry about that.’

      
      ‘There’s no trusting women,’ said Jack. ‘At least I’ve learned that whilst still young.’

      
      ‘Don’t be too cynical,’ said Eddie. ‘I know she hurt you, but that doesn’t mean that all women are bad. You’ll find the right
         one, and when you do she will make you happy every single day.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, right,’ said Jack. ‘But let’s talk about you, Eddie. I am glad that you’re alive, truly I am, but your—’
      

      
      ‘Hands?’ said Eddie. ‘Eyes? The Toymaker took them away. He said that he blamed himself for what happened. That you shouldn’t
         tamper with nature, which was pretty hypocritical coming from him, as he created me. He said I should go and do what I was
         created for.’
      

      
      ‘And you’re not keen?’ Jack took up another cloth to wipe his hands upon, as the first cloth had made them ever dirtier.
      

      
      ‘Was I ever?’ Eddie asked. ‘I am a bear of superior intellect. I am a special bear.’

      
      ‘You are certainly that.’

      
      ‘Jack,’ said Eddie, ‘how would you feel about teaming up again? The old team, you and me, back in business together.’

      
      ‘The old team?’ Jack laughed and his laughter was not pleasing to Eddie’s ears, especially to the one with the special tag
         in it. ‘The old team? How many times did I come close to being killed?’
      

      
      Eddie shrugged.

      
      ‘Nine times,’ said Jack. ‘I counted.’

      
      ‘You enjoyed the adventure. And we saved the city.’

      
      ‘Yes, and I’d still be living grandly if it hadn’t been for you fouling it up with your Edict Five.’

      
      ‘I was just trying to make things right.’

      
      ‘You’re a very well-intentioned little bear.’

      
      ‘Don’t patronise me, Jack. Never patronise me.’

      
      Jack shook his head. ‘You’re unbelievable,’ he said. ‘Look at the state of you. Sniff the smell of you. Go back into business
         together? What business?’
      

      
      ‘If we build it, they will come,’ said Eddie. ‘We have Bill’s office. Well, we will as soon as you have picked the lock and
         we can get inside. Then we’ll set up. We can call ourselves “Jack Investigations” if you want.’
      

      
      Jack shook his head. ‘And what will we investigate?’

      
      ‘Crimes,’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘I thought the police investigated crimes. Those jolly red-faced laughing policemen. And Chief Inspector Bellis.’

      
      ‘As if they care about what happens to the likes of us.’

      
      ‘The likes of us?’ Jack raised an eyebrow. ‘I don’t think it’s us, Eddie. You are a toy and I am a—’
      

      
      ‘Meathead,’ said Eddie. ‘I know.’

      
      ‘Man,’ said Jack.

      
      ‘And so you are one of the privileged.’ Eddie had finished his burger. But as he was still hungry, he made the face of one
         who was.
      

      
      
      ‘I’ll fry you up another,’ said Jack. ‘But, no offence, you know what I mean.’

      
      ‘And you know that that was what I was trying to change. The injustice of the system. The way toys are treated as if they
         are nothing at all.’
      

      
      ‘They are treated as if they are toys,’ said Jack, applying himself once more to that Hellish piece of equipment known as
         a griddle. ‘No offence meant once more.’
      

      
      ‘Toys have feelings, too,’ said Eddie.

      
      Jack turned from the grill and gazed upon Eddie. The two of them had been through a great deal together. They had indeed had
         adventures. They had indeed had a relationship that was based upon trust and deep friendship. A lad and a toy bear. Absurd?
         Maybe. But then, what isn’t?
      

      
      ‘Eddie,’ said Jack, ‘it really is truly good to see you once more.’

      
      ‘Thanks,’ said Eddie. ‘The same goes for me.’

      
      ‘Eddie?’ said Jack.

      
      ‘Jack?’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘Would you mind very much if I were to give you a hug?’

      
      ‘I would bite you right in the balls if you ever tried.’

      
      ‘Thank goodness for that,’ said Jack, ‘because you smell like shit.’

      
      Jack really didn’t need that much persuading. He put up a spirited, if insincere, struggle, of course, citing the possibilities of promotion in the field of
         customer services and the pension plan and putting forward some unsupportable hypothesis that young women found griddle chefs
         sexy. But he really didn’t take that much persuading and, come ten of the morning clock, with Sam shining down encouragingly, Jack took what wages he felt he was owed
         from the cash register, plus a small bonus that he considered he deserved, and with it his leave of Nadine’s Diner.
      

      
      ‘It’s spoon,’ he told the crossword-solving dolly as he made his departure. ‘What the dish ran away with.’

      
      
      ‘Does this mean you’re running away from me?’ asked the dolly.

      
      ‘Not a bit of it,’ said Jack. ‘I’ll pick you up at eight. Take you to the pictures.’

      
      Outside in the encouraging sunlight, Eddie said, ‘Jack, are you doing it with that dolly?’
      

      
      ‘Well …’ said Jack.

      
      ‘Disgusting,’ said Eddie. ‘You should be ashamed.’

      
      ‘I am,’ said Jack, ‘but I’m trying to work through it.’

      
      ‘And succeeding by the look of it.’

      
      Jack tried to make a guilty face.

      
      ‘You’re a very bad boy,’ said Eddie.

      
      The building hadn’t changed at all, but then why should it have changed? It was a sturdy edifice, built in the vernacular
         style, Alphabet brick, with a tendency towards the occasional fiddly piece, which gave it that extra bit of character. Bill
         Winkie’s office was on the first floor above the garage, which might or might not still house his splendid automobile. Eddie
         did ploddings up the stairway. Jack did long-legged stridings.
      

      
      ‘It feels a bit odd,’ said Jack as he followed Eddie, who with difficulty had overtaken him, along the corridor that led past
         various offices towards the door that led to Bill’s, ‘being back here again.’
      

      
      ‘We did have some adventures, though.’

      
      ‘All of them life-endangering.’

      
      ‘But we came through, Jack, and—’

      
      ‘Look at us now?’ Jack asked.

      
      ‘We’ll get back on top. Somehow.’

      
      ‘I’ll give it a week,’ said Jack.

      
      ‘You’ll what?’ And Eddie turned.

      
      ‘I’ve a week’s money in my pocket. I’ll give it a week with you. That’s fair.’

      
      ‘It’s not fair,’ said Eddie. ‘Give a month at least.’
      

      
      ‘Well, we’ll see how it goes. So where’s this padlock that needs picking?’

      
      ‘It’s here,’ said Eddie. But much to his surprise it was not.
      
      
      ‘It was here,’ said Eddie, ‘only yesterday, but now it seems to have vanished.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps someone else has moved in.’ Jack viewed the door of Bill Winkie’s office, BILL WINKIE INVESTIGATIONS etched into the glass. There were some holes in the woodwork where the hasp of a padlock had been. The door was slightly
         open. Jack did not feel encouraged by this turn of events.
      

      
      ‘The door’s open,’ said Eddie. ‘That’s as encouraging as.’

      
      ‘No it’s not,’ said Jack. ‘it’s suspicious.’

      
      ‘Depends on how you look at it,’ said Eddie. ‘It’s like the glass of water that is either half-full or half-empty, depending
         on how you look at it.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure there’s wisdom in your words.’

      
      ‘I’m sure there isn’t,’ said Eddie. ‘You’d best go first, I’m thinking.’

      
      ‘And why would you be thinking that?’

      
      ‘Well,’ said Eddie, ‘you’re bigger than me and have about you an air of authority. And should there be anyone in that office
         who shouldn’t be there, you can shoo them away, as it were.’
      

      
      ‘I see,’ said Jack. ‘And that would be your considered opinion, would it?’

      
      ‘Well, actually, no,’ said Eddie. ‘I hardly gave it any consideration at all.’

      
      Jack shook his head and pushed open the door. It squeaked a little on its hinges, but it was a different squeak from the door
         hinges of Tinto’s Bar. An octave higher, perhaps.
      

      
      Jack and Eddie peeped into the office.

      
      The office hadn’t changed at all.

      
      Light drifted through the half-opened blinds, falling in slanted rays upon the filing cabinet, which contained little other
         than empty beer bottles; the desk that Jack had broken and inadequately repaired; the carpet that dared not speak its name;
         the water cooler that cooled no water; and all of the other sparse and sundry bits and bobs that made a private detective’s
         office a private detective’s office.
      

      
      
      ‘Ah,’ sighed Eddie, ‘home again,’ and he sniffed. ‘And don’t it just smell good?’

      
      Jack took a sniff and said, ‘Rank.’

      
      ‘Rank,’ agreed Eddie. ‘But it’s a good rank, don’t you think?’

      
      ‘I do.’

      
      ‘And it’s great to be back.’

      
      ‘It is.’

      
      ‘And we will have great times, Jack, exciting times.’

      
      ‘Will we?’ said Jack. ‘Well, yes, perhaps.’

      
      ‘We will,’ said Eddie. ‘We will.’

      
      Jack looked at Eddie.

      
      And Eddie looked at Jack.

      
      ‘There’s just one thing,’ said Jack.

      
      ‘One thing?’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘One thing,’ said Jack.

      
      ‘And what would that one thing be?’

      
      ‘That one thing,’ and Jack now glared at Eddie, ‘that one thing would be that thing there. That one thing that you are so studiously ignoring. That one thing right there, lying on the carpet that dares not speak its name. Are you following me, Eddie? I’m pointing now, pointing to that one thing
         – do you see it?’
      

      
      Eddie followed the pointing finger. And, ‘Ah,’ said Eddie. ‘You would be referring, I suppose, to the dead body that is lying
         there upon the floor.’
      

      
      Jack nodded slowly and surely. ‘That would be it,’ he said.
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      ‘It’s a monkey,’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘It’s a dead monkey,’ said Jack.
      

      
      ‘It might only be sleeping,’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘It is dead,’ said Jack.
      

      
      ‘Or run down,’ said Eddie, approaching the monkey on the floor. ‘Its clockwork might just have run down – and run down is
         a small death, you know, amongst clockwork folk.’
      

      
      ‘Look at its eyes,’ Jack approached Eddie, who was approaching the monkey. ‘Those eyes are dead and staring.’

      
      ‘They’re glass eyes,’ Eddie said. ‘They always stare like that.’

      
      The monkey lay upon the carpet that dared not speak its name. It was one of those monkeys that clap little brass cymbals whilst
         bouncing up and down. That is all they do, really, but children, and indeed adults, seem to find them very, very entertaining.
         Indeed, they can never get enough of those monkeys that clap their cymbals together and bounce up and down. Very popular,
         those monkeys are.
      

      
      Although this one, it appeared, was dead.

      
      Eddie looked sadly upon the monkey. It lay there, on its side, frozen in mid-clap. This was clearly a monkey that would clap
         and bounce no more.
      

      
      ‘Wakey-wakey, Mister Monkey,’ said Eddie. ‘You can’t sleep here, you know.’

      
      ‘It’s dead, Eddie – look at it.’

      
      ‘Perhaps if I were to give its key a little turn?’

      
      ‘Good idea, Eddie,’ said Jack. ‘You give its key a little turn.’

      
      
      ‘You think I should?’

      
      ‘No, I don’t.’
      

      
      ‘Stay put, Jack,’ said Eddie, and he plodded slowly about the fallen monkey. Eddie leaned over the monkey and sniffed, then
         stepped back from the monkey and viewed it, his chin upon his paw. He dropped to his knees and examined the non-speaking carpet,
         then glanced at the ceiling and grunted.
      

      
      Jack looked on and watched him. He’d seen Eddie go through this performance before and he’d seen Eddie draw conclusions from
         such a performance. Significant conclusions.
      

      
      Eddie climbed to his paw-footed feet and looked up at Jack. ‘There’s been dirty business here,’ he said. ‘This monkey is certainly
         as dead as.’
      

      
      ‘Murdered?’ Jack asked.

      
      ‘Something more than that.’

      
      ‘Something more?’
      

      
      ‘This monkey is something more than just as dead as.’

      
      ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Jack said.

      
      ‘Nor do I,’ said Eddie. ‘Stand back a little further, Jack, if you will.’ And Jack stood back accordingly.

      
      Eddie reached out a paw and lightly touched the monkey.

      
      There was a sound, as of a gentle sigh. And with it the monkey crumbled. Crumbled away to the accompaniment of the whispery
         sigh. Crumbled away to dust.
      

      
      Jack looked at Eddie.

      
      And Eddie looked at Jack.

      
      ‘Now that isn’t right,’ said Eddie.
      

      
      They swept up the dust of the monkey. Well, not so much they as Jack. Well, Jack had hands with opposable thumbs after all. Eddie did hold the dustpan.
      

      
      ‘Pour what you can of him into this beer bottle,’ said Eddie, fishing one with difficulty from the filing cabinet. ‘There
         might be something significant to be learned from the dust.’
      

      
      ‘Did you know this monkey?’ Jack asked as he tried to do what Eddie wanted.

      
      
      ‘Hard to say,’ said the bear. ‘Your cymbal-playing monkey is a classic toy, of course, an all-time favourite, but telling
         one from the other … I don’t know. There was one called Monkey who was with the circus. He used to drink in Tinto’s, but Tinto
         threw him out because he was too noisy. I knew another one called Monkey, who was also with the circus, did this act where
         he played the cymbals and bounced up and down. And—’
      

      
      ‘So they all look the same, do the same thing, are all with the circus and are all called Monkey?’

      
      ‘That’s about the strength of it.’ Eddie struggled to cork the beer bottle, then set it down on Bill’s desk.

      
      ‘I’ve got a lot of Monkey left over,’ said Jack.

      
      ‘Put it in the bin,’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘Shouldn’t we cast it to the four winds, or something?’

      
      Eddie grinned at Jack. ‘See what a nice fellow you are,’ said he. ‘How caring. What was it you said about toys only being
         toys?’
      

      
      ‘That wasn’t what I said. Or I hope it wasn’t.’

      
      ‘There’s been dirty work here,’ said Eddie. ‘Strange, dirty work. It would seem that we are already on a case.’

      
      ‘Oh no.’ Jack shook his head. ‘That’s not how it works and you know it. Someone has to offer us a case. And pay us to take
         it on. Pay us, Eddie, you know what I’m saying?’
      

      
      Eddie nodded thoughtfully. ‘So what you’re saying,’ he said, ‘is that we should ignore the fact that a dead monkey crumbled
         into dust on the carpet of this office and wait until we get some meathead client to offer us money for finding their lost
         dog or something?’
      

      
      ‘Well, I’m not saying that, exactly.’
      

      
      ‘So what are you saying, then?’

      
      Jack gave some thought to an appropriate answer. ‘I’m saying,’ said Jack, ‘that perhaps we should give this some thought.
         Perhaps over a drink.’
      

      
      ‘At Tinto’s?’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘At Tinto’s,’ said Jack.

      
      Eddie took a shower, because Bill’s office owned to a bathroom. And Jack squeezed Eddie dry, which Eddie didn’t enjoy too much, although it made Jack laugh. And Eddie unearthed his old trenchcoat and fedora, and so too did Jack,
         and so they both now looked like private detectives. And they took themselves down to the garage and, much to their joy, found
         Bill’s splendid automobile just waiting to take them away.
      

      
      And so they took themselves away in it, with Jack driving.

      
      As ever, too fast.

      
      It was early yet at Tinto’s, so trade was still slack. Some construction-worker figures with detachable yellow hardhats and
         gripping hands gripped beer glasses and engaged in theoretical discussions on the good-looks/intelligence dialectic. Eddie
         had no trouble getting served.
      

      
      ‘Howdy doody,’ said Tinto. ‘Eddie Bear, come to pay off his tab, by Golliwog. Joy and gladness are mine, to be sure, all praise
         The Great Engineer.’
      

      
      ‘The beers are on Jack,’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘And howdy doody, Jack,’ said Tinto.

      
      ‘Nine beers, please,’ said Jack, lowering himself onto a barstool and speaking from between his now raised knees.

      
      ‘Nine, eh?’ said Eddie. ‘This should be good.’

      
      Tinto poured a number of beers. Eddie disputed this number and Tinto poured more. Then Jack and Eddie got into the thirteen
         beers.
      

      
      ‘Just like the good old days,’ said Jack, raising his glass and emptying it down his throat.

      
      ‘What days were those?’ asked Tinto. ‘I must have missed them.’

      
      ‘Eddie and I have temporarily renewed our partnership,’ said Jack. ‘And there were great days and will be again.’
      

      
      ‘Bravo,’ said Eddie, raising his glass carefully between his paws and emptying a fair percentage of the beer into his mouth.

      
      ‘Enjoy your great days while you can,’ said Tinto, taking up Jack’s empty glass and giving it a polish. ‘The End Times are
         upon us and they won’t prove to be so great.’
      

      
      
      ‘End Times?’ said Jack.

      
      ‘Don’t get him going on that,’ said Eddie.

      
      ‘Doubter,’ said Tinto to Eddie. ‘If you were of the faith you’d understand.’

      
      ‘I have my own faith,’ said Eddie, struggling with another glass. ‘I am a member of The Exclusive Brotherhood of the Midnight
         Growlers.’
      

      
      ‘A most exclusive brotherhood,’ said Tinto, ‘as you are the only member.’
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