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places and events are either a product of the author’s imagination
or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living
or dead, events or locales is purely coincidental.


 


To Daniela,
Owain and Rhys


Thursday, 12th August,
1976

‘South Wales
enjoys a mean annual rainfall of forty inches,’ Garth
said.

‘How do you
know that?’ I asked.

Inclining his
head, Garth nodded towards a small transistor radio placed at an
acute angle on his desk. The radio was tuned to Radio 4, Garth’s
station of choice. On the radio, the announcer was talking
excitedly about the heatwave that had baked the country during the
summer and the fact that we had a minister for drought. Apparently,
the minister recommended that we should save water by soaking in a
bath with a partner though, personally, the summer had brought no
joy on that front.

‘Do you know
when we last saw rain?’ Garth asked, adjusting the radio, wandering
through the airwaves from the stereo broadcast about the weather to
the mono of long wave.

‘No, I
don’t,’ I said, ‘but I have a feeling that you are going to tell
me.’

‘It rained on
the 19th June and since then
the daytime temperature has averaged eighty degrees
Fahrenheit.’

‘Remarkable,’
I said. ‘I wonder if it will ever rain again.’

‘It will,’
Garth said pessimistically, ‘and when it does, it will pour
down.’

Garth
Shillingford was my associate and brother-in-law. Lean, tall and
nimble, he was in his mid-thirties. A quietly ambitious man, he had
dark, receding hair and dark eyes, which peered doe-like through
round, wire-framed spectacles. His default expression was serious,
bordering on the lugu-brious. However, when moved by humour, that
expression was transformed by his gleaming smile. Today, Garth was
wearing a simple white tee-shirt and stylish black flares. A silver
watch with a metal strap adorned his left wrist, while a silver
identity bracelet dangled from his right wrist.

Born in
Dominica, Garth had moved to Wales, settling in the steel town of
Port Talbot, after the Second World War. Garth’s father, now
retired, had worked in the steel works, in the heat of the blast
furnace. His labours and demeanour ensured that his son received a
sound financial and moral foundation.

After his
education, Garth joined the police force, one of only fifty
non-white policemen in a force of over one hundred thousand
officers. Although he did well, there was little prospect of
promotion and he was told bluntly that ‘black officers were not
wanted’.

By this point
in Garth’s career, we had become friends and I introduced him to my
sister, Rose. Three years later, they were married and four years
into the marriage, I became godfather to their two children, Grace
and Desmond. With the rungs removed from his career ladder, Garth
decided to leave the police force and for the past five years, he
had assisted me at the Rosebud Detective Agency.

As Garth
retuned the radio to Test Match Special, I stretched my arms above
my head and swivelled in my chair to glance out of the window, the
only source of natural light in our second storey, Victorian
office.

The view from
the window was spectacular. To the west, the flame-red and
sulphur-clouded skies of Garth’s town, Port Talbot, failed to
obliterate the sunlight blinking off the distant windows of Swansea
while, to the south-east and across the Severn Sea, the remote
rolling hills of Devon shimmered through the heat haze. Closer to
home, tourists wandered the streets and squeezed on to the baking
beaches of Porthcawl. With their ice-creams melting in the sun and
their skins, burning, peeling, sprawling out of skin-tight bathing
costumes, sagging and glistening with sun cream, the tourists
announced to the world that they were on holiday, that no one in
Porthcawl knew them and that for a fortnight they did not give a
damn.

On the beach
opposite our office, a bikini-clad woman draped a towel across the
sand before easing her sleek and bronzed body on to the towel,
while a portly man removed his string vest, revealing the
crosshatched pattern of sunburn imprinted on his skin. However,
away from the delights of sensual and sunburnt flesh a head of
auburn hair caught my eye, followed by a pair of shapely ankles as
a young woman disappeared under the awning of the gift shop
downstairs; was she about to buy a trinket, a souvenir of a summer
well spent, or was she about to climb the stairs and enter our
office?

Swivelling in
my chair, I glanced at Garth. He appeared nervous, agitated, a
familiar look on the first morning of a Test Match. That said,
Garth had no reason to worry: the West Indies had dominated the
summer series against England and they led two – nil with one game
to play. This game would be all about pride, something we could
both identify with.

‘We’ve won
the toss,’ Garth said, his restless fingers gathering up copies
of Time Out, Private Eye and the Financial Times
before placing them neatly on his
desk.

‘It will be a
draw,’ I said. ‘Kennington Oval, August, no rain for three
months...the wicket will be dry and flat, a batsman’s paradise. Six
hundred will play six hundred; I fancy Clive Lloyd and Viv Richards
for centuries.’

‘A fiver says
the West Indies will win,’ Garth smiled.

I returned
his smile and offered my hand, which was accepted. ‘Not that I want
to take your money,’ I said, ‘but, it’s a deal.’

The radio and
the cricket faded into the background and then into silence as the
sound of footsteps climbing the stairs captured our attention.
Maybe the auburn haired lady was in need of our services after all.
The footsteps paused outside our main door. A note on the door said
‘please enter’. After opening the door, a client would step into
the annexe, a small room furnished with a coffee table flanked by
two two-seater settees. A note on the annexe door said ‘please
knock’ and this she did, the frosted glass in the door suggesting
that our potential client was indeed the auburn haired
lady.

‘Enter,’ I
said and with elegant strides, she walked into the room.

‘Is this the
Rosebud Detective Agency?’ she asked in a voice of
amber.

‘It is,’ I
said.

‘And you
are...?’ she enquired.

‘Max Gwyther.
This is my associate, Garth Shillingford. Please, take a seat. How
can we help you?’

As well as
her gleaming auburn hair, amber voice and shapely ankles she
possessed green eyes and an athletic, attractive figure, slim but
with curves in all the right places. I judged her height to be
around five foot six and the freshness of her skin suggested that
she was a post-war baby, probably born in the year after the war.
She was wearing a cream, pleated skirt, the hem reaching her knees,
and a printed blouse, resplendent in autumnal shades. A cream
shoulder bag hung from her left shoulder and she placed this bag on
to the floor before slipping into the seat in front of my desk. A
negligible amount of make-up adorned her face and she possessed a
modest amount of jewellery: gold stud earrings, a gold watch, but
no finger rings.

As she made
herself comfortable in the clients’ chair, her green eyes wandered
the length of our long, narrow office. First, she glanced to her
right, to acknowledge Garth’s presence, then she studied the line
of prints, local scenes from the Victorian era, positioned above
Garth’s head. Finally, her alluring eyes settled on me.

‘My name is
Dr Jesamine Garner,’ she said.

‘A doctor,’ I
said, stating the obvious.

‘Of
psychology,’ she added.

‘A head
doctor,’ Garth said, his eyes suddenly becoming wide and animated,
rolling behind the wire frames of his spectacles.

‘Of sorts,’
she smiled. Dr Garner had an easy, attractive smile enhanced by a
slightly crooked left eye-tooth, a minor flaw that offered the
imper-fection of humanity to her undeniable beauty. After crossing
her legs and smoothing the folds in her skirt, she said, ‘I want
you to help my friend.’

‘And your
friend’s name is...?’

‘Naomi
Parker.’

‘The
novelist?’ I said.

‘The science
fiction writer,’ she embellished. ‘Naomi writes a popular series
called the Guards of Magog.’

‘I have just
finished number three in the series, the Moons of Titan,’ Garth
said with a smile of satisfaction. ‘It was a very enjoyable
book.’

The science
fiction section of my bookshelf did not stretch to many titles,
although I did have time for Kurt Vonnegut and Ray Bradbury.
Returning to the matter in hand, I said, ‘What is troubling your
friend?’

Dr Garner
paused. She gazed into her lap and studied her fingernails; they
were neatly manicured and painted a pale shade of pink. Looking up,
she said, ‘Who is troubling my friend, is the pertinent question; I
think that someone is following her.’

‘Tell me
about your friend,’ I said and, as I spoke, Garth picked up a pen
and searched for a notepad. Within seconds, he found a notepad on
top of our colour-coded files: black for insurance fraud, red for
bank assignments, yellow for missing persons, blue for searching
through criminal records, etcetera, into a rainbow of other
subjects.

‘You are
probably aware that Naomi lives locally,’ Dr Garner said, ‘and that
she was blinded in a car accident.’

‘In a car
driven by her husband,’ I said.

‘Ex-husband,’
Dr Garner corrected. ‘They are now divorced. Yesterday,’ she
continued, ‘Naomi joked that someone was following her. I sensed
that someone was walking in my shadow too; a man, slim, sunburnt,
with dark hair, dark sunglasses and a dimple on his
chin.’

‘Her
ex-husband?’ I said.

‘No, Patrick
has red hair. And, anyway, he has access to Naomi whenever he
likes.’

‘They are on
friendly terms?’

‘Most of the
time,’ Dr Garner said.

After placing
the top of his pen to the roof of his mouth, Garth drummed the
plastic against his teeth, beating out a thoughtful rhythm. ‘Do you
have any idea why anyone would want to follow Naomi?’ he
frowned.

‘None at
all,’ Dr Garner shrugged. ‘Since the accident Naomi keeps herself
to herself. She rarely ventures out or socialises. She devotes most
of her time to her books.’

‘Does Naomi
have any enemies, people she has annoyed?’ I asked.

In response,
Dr Garner shook her head and stated unequivocally, ‘Everyone who
knows Naomi loves her.’

Leaning
forward, I placed my elbows on my desk, my skin touching the cool
surface of a camera. An angled lamp, typewriter, telephone and an
open file also adorned the desk, along with a map, a pair of
binoculars and the morning mail.

‘We can look
into this for you,’ I said, my chin resting on a bridge shaped by
my fingers. ‘We charge £3 an hour, plus expenses.’

Whenever I
mentioned money Garth seemed to break out in a sweat and, true to
form, a few spots of perspiration appeared on his
forehead.

‘There are
cheaper enquiry agents around,’ Garth said defensively.

‘And more
expensive,’ I added hastily, playing the role of hard-headed
businessman. While staying in character, I continued, ‘I think it
is only fair to warn you that anyone can set up a detective agency
and out of three thousand private detectives in Britain, only five
hundred are members of the Association of British Investigators.’ I
smiled and retrieved a letter from the morning mail. ‘And we are
fully paid-up members of the Association of British
Investigators.’

If Dr Garner
was impressed, she did well not to show it. Instead, she gathered
up her shoulder bag, placed it in her lap and said, ‘I made a lot
of enquires before I came here. You were highly recommended. And,
as to your fees, I have some savings; I can afford
them.’

‘Naomi must
be a good friend,’ I said, sitting back, allowing myself a quiet
sigh of relief.

‘She is, from
our time at the University of Oxford.’

Glancing down
to her shoulder bag, Dr Garner opened the clasp. ‘Would you like a
payment now?’ she asked.

‘When the job
is done,’ I said, ‘we will send you a bill.’

‘I would like
this matter cleared up as soon as possible,’ she said, closing the
clasp, ‘before I return to the United States, next
week.’

‘You’re an
American?’ I said.

‘Sort of,’
she smiled.

‘I thought I
detected a slight accent,’ I added in rich Sherlock Holmesian
tones.

‘I have
travelled back and forth so much over the years, my accent has been
lost somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean,’ Dr Garner sighed. ‘My
mother is American, my father is British. They met during the war,
at Bletchley Park.’

‘Spies,’ I
said, and with delight, she laughed out loud.

‘Cryptographers,’ Dr Garner corrected. ‘My parents divorced
when I was twenty-one. My father stayed in Britain, but my mother
returned to Palm Springs. I was close to my father, so I remained
here with him. He died recently so now seems like a good time to
return to the States.’ Frowning, she lowered her eyes and gazed at
the carpet, her expression contrite, contrary. ‘I had no intention
of telling you all this,’ she mumbled.

‘When people
enter this office,’ I said, ‘they tend to unburden themselves and
the words flow.’

‘Max’s
couch,’ Garth said, pointing his pen in the general direction of
the clients’ chair.

‘Is Naomi at
home?’ I asked, keen to get the wheels in this case
turning.

‘I have just
come from Naomi’s,’ Dr Garner said. ‘I have sold most of my
possessions and moved out of my flat and so I am staying with Naomi
until I leave for the States.’

‘Then what
are we doing here?’ I said. ‘Let’s go and meet Naomi
Parker.’

 


* *
*

 


We travelled
east, along the coast road, out of Porthcawl and into the nearby
village of Newton. I had recently acquired a bottle-green Saab 96.
A two-door car with a - fairly - reliable Ford V4 engine the Saab
had many dynamic qualities, though the drive was slightly hampered
by a cumbersome gear change mounted on the steering column.
Nevertheless, the car transported me from A to B in a reasonable
amount of style.

Garth followed
in his rusty, trusty, Fiat 124, while Dr Garner completed the
convoy in her Triumph Vitesse Convertible. Needless to say, the top
was pulled down on the Triumph and needless to say, I was
impressed.

Newton was a
picture-postcard village that could trace its roots back to the
Norman invasion of Glamorgan in the twelfth century. Situated on
the coast, the village could boast a Norman church, a picturesque
pool, a range of sand dunes and a village green. Meanwhile,
holidaymakers made use of an extensive caravan park, part of the
largest caravan complex in Europe. The village also contained a
‘magic’ well that emptied itself when the tide came in and filled
when the tide went out.

Dr Garner led
us past the Norman church and along Beach Road until we arrived at
the seashore. Naomi lived in a converted barn with decorative
stonework, timber panelling and large windows to the fore. On the
house, ivy was creeping up one of the walls, threatening to reach
the chimney, while, in front of the house, a short drive led to a
modern garage. A well-kept lawn, bordered by a variety of flowers,
caught the eye and a low hedge served as a boundary
marker.

A car sat in
the drive, a blue Ford Cortina, carrying an R registration, which
suggested that the vehicle was brand-new. A tall man in a denim cap
was cleaning the car. He had hazel eyes, a well-chiselled jaw and a
drooping moustache. The hair that escaped from his cap was long,
wavy and tinged with grey. In fact, I judged that his hair was a
touch too long to compliment the wrinkles on his face and the bags
under his eyes, though maybe I was expressing the prejudice of
someone brought up with a short back and sides. His middle-aged
body was running a little to fat. However, he appeared to be in
good condition. Certainly, he was into fashion because he was
wearing plaid slacks, a striped, short-sleeved shirt and platform
shoes.

As we climbed
out of our cars, I enquired, ‘Who is that?’

‘Jack
Trahearne,’ Dr Garner explained, ‘Naomi’s boyfriend.’

Trahearne duly
approached us with a frosty look on his face and an iniquitous
glint in his eyes. As he strode towards us, the sun flashed off his
jewellery: an ostentatious gold watch, a square gold ring set with
a small diamond and worn on the index finger of his left hand, and
a pendant, a miniature gold ingot, which nestled in his
salt-and-pepper chest hair.

‘Hello,
Jesamine,’ Jack Trahearne said with a hint of suspicion in his
voice. ‘I thought that you were going out for the day.’

‘We need to
talk to Naomi,’ Dr Garner said, ‘about her stalker.’

‘Naomi hasn’t
got a stalker,’ Trahearne said firmly.

‘These
gentlemen are private detectives,’ Dr Garner explained, ‘and I
would like their expert opinion. I would like them to identify the
stalker before I leave for Palm Springs.’

‘There is no
stalker,’ Trahearne insisted, grinding out his words through
clenched teeth. ‘These men would be wasting their time.’

‘Maybe we
should be the judge of that,’ I said, offering my hand, an offer
that was not accepted. Withdrawing my hand, I added, ‘You must be
Jack.’

‘Jack
Trahearne, owner of Trahearne Travel and Leisure Ltd,’ he said,
jutting out his jaw and thrusting out his chest.

‘The holiday
company,’ I said.

‘You’ve heard
of us?’ he frowned quizzically.

‘I have now,’
I said.

‘Well I
haven’t heard of you. And we don’t need your help. I can look after
Naomi. I used to be in the army, you know,’ he added, as if that
explained everything.

‘What’s going
on?’ a female voice said and we turned to gaze at Naomi
Parker.

At least, I
assumed that the woman walking carefully from the house was Naomi
Parker. Large dark glasses on her face and a white cane held in her
right hand suggested that I was on the ball.

Using her cane
as a guide, Naomi walked into her front garden. Her footsteps were
assured and I guessed that she was counting the paces as she
walked, with each stride firm in familiar territory.

Naomi was
slightly taller and older than Dr Jesamine Garner. She had a
finely-boned, delicate face with high cheekbones and smooth skin.
Her hair was long and frizzy, crimped and highlighted with blonde
streaks. She possessed a slim, shapely figure, although there was
room for an additional intake of calories in my humble opinion.
Naomi was wearing a spotted short-sleeved shirt that exposed her
midriff and a pair of sunshine-yellow shorts. A coral necklace
garlanded her neck and a coral bangle dangled from her left wrist.
Small, scallop-shaped earrings adorned her ears while her
fingernails and toenails were painted a bright shade of red. As she
approached and joined us at the hedgerow, I detected a faint aroma
of patchouli.

‘Hello,
Naomi,’ Dr Garner said. ‘This is Max Gwyther and Garth Shillingford
from the Rosebud Detective Agency. I would like you to talk to them
about the stalker.’

‘There is
nothing to say,’ Trahearne said, stepping in front of Naomi. ‘There
is no stalker.’

‘Please,’ Dr
Garner pleaded, ‘just a few words.’

After pausing
for thought, Naomi sighed. ‘Very well,’ she said. Then she turned
towards the house and raised her cane. ‘We will talk out the back,
on the patio.’

Trahearne
emitted a groan of protest, but I ignored him. Walking past his
car, I noticed that the back seat was littered with travel
brochures depict-ing continental holidays, a tin of fishing bait, a
shooting magazine, an Airfix model of a Spitfire and a Second World
War novel, The Guns of
Navarone, by Alistair MacLean.

Naomi led us
through her house and into her back garden. The garden was neat,
tidy and well maintained. A high stone wall offered a degree of
privacy and a large oak tree provided a modicum of shade. A
sunlounger and a nest of tables adorned the patio. A soft drink sat
on one of the tables along with a professionally typed manuscript,
a cassette player and a number of cassettes. Furthermore, a
transistor radio occupied the smallest table. The radio was playing
the ‘Boston Tea Party’ by the Sensational Alex Harvey Band, so I
tapped my foot and got in the groove.

As Naomi
walked towards the sunlounger, a dog waged its tail in greeting.
The dog, a golden Labrador, was bedecked in a leather collar and a
gold identity tag.

‘A lovely
dog,’ I said, caressing the animal’s ears and head.

‘Apollo,’ she
said. ‘Since the accident, he has become my eyes.’

After placing
her cane against the nest of tables, Naomi adjusted the sunlounger
into a sitting position. This was done with a degree of trial and
error. However, eventually, Naomi was able to sit in her newly
fashioned chair. As a reward, she reached for her fruit juice and
took a satisfying sip.

Then Dr Garner
appeared with a set of folding chairs. We placed the chairs on the
patio and, with the exception of Trahearne, we sat in a circle
around Naomi.

‘There is no
need for this,’ Naomi complained, placing her fruit juice on the
small wooden table. ‘Private detectives must cost a lot of money; I
will not allow you to go to all that expense.’

I assumed that
Naomi was talking to Dr Garner, although her words were addressed
to everyone seated in the garden. Was she aware of this? Or was it
a case of out of sight, out of mind?

‘The police
ignored us,’ Dr Garner said.

‘Because I am
blind.’

‘Maybe,’ Dr
Garner shrugged. ‘But from my experience the police are reluctant
to act when stalkers are mentioned. I doubt that they will assist
us. Besides,’ she added, ‘I have sold all my possessions and I have
some spare money. I leave in a week and I want to travel with peace
of mind. Travelling with peace of mind, knowing that you are safe,
will be worth the expense.’

At that, Naomi
smiled. She extended her right arm, searching for Dr Garner and her
friend duly accepted the gesture, embracing Naomi’s right
hand.

‘Thank you,’
Naomi said. ‘But I will not allow you to spend any money on me.
Instead,’ she insisted, ‘I will meet the expense.’

Through her
auburn fringe, Dr Garner turned and looked at me askance. She
sighed, her face a mixture of amusement and
exasperation.

‘The expense
might not be great,’ I said. ‘Maybe you can argue about the bill
when it arrives.’

‘I will pay
your bill,’ Naomi said. ‘Now, how can I assist you?’

Edging forward
in my seat, I said, ‘Have you sensed anyone suspicious hanging
around your home? Dr Garner said...’

‘Jesamine,’ Dr
Garner interrupted. ‘I am Dr Garner at work, Jesamine amongst
friends.’

I nodded and
accepted her comment. ‘Jesamine said that you are being
followed.’

‘I am not
sure,’ Naomi said, her fingers toying nervously with her coral
necklace. ‘I think that someone is following me, but how can I be
sure...’

‘What about
you, Mr Trahearne,’ I asked, ‘have you noticed anyone with
suspicious intent?’

‘No one,’ he
insisted. ‘There is no stalker. Now leave us in peace.’

‘It might be a
good idea if we spend the rest of the day with you,’ I said, ‘just
to get a feel for the situation.’

‘What harm
could that do?’ Jesamine said before Trahearne could intervene
again.

With a frown,
Naomi released her necklace. It was impossible to see her eyes
behind her dark glasses and, of course, it was impossible for her
to see me. Nevertheless, I got a sense that she was trying to
assess me, to judge my character, which is what I would expect of
any client. Eventually, while absent-mindedly caressing her dog,
Naomi said, ‘Do you think that we can trust him?’

‘I think that
we can trust him,’ Jesamine said with a degree of confidence that
made me smile.

‘Okay,’ Naomi
agreed. ‘You can spend the rest of the day with us.’

With a face
like thunder, Jack Trahearne glowered at me. Then he pushed past
Garth and stormed into the house.

‘It’s another
lovely day,’ I said to Naomi. ‘I don’t know about you, but my
thoughts tend to clear when I walk on the beach.’

‘You want to
see if someone is following me,’ Naomi said astutely.

‘Got it in
one,’ I said. ‘And the beach at Newton is public, but not too
crowded, the ideal place to view anyone who harbours any disturbing
intent.’

Patting her
guide dog, Naomi said, ‘Come on, Apollo, let’s go for a walk.’
Then, gathering up the neatly typed manuscript, she added,
‘Jesamine, will you put this in the fridge for me?’

‘In the
fridge?’ I frowned.

‘My latest
book,’ Naomi explained. ‘My typist delivered these pages this
morning. I place all my manuscripts in the fridge in case of
fire.’

‘Interesting,’
I said, and Jesamine disappeared into the house to add the
manuscript to the salad.

‘And one more
favour,’ Naomi pleaded.

‘You name it,’
I said.

In a dramatic
fashion-conscious gesture, she swept her hands over her petite
body, tracing its outline. ‘Let me change into something more
suitable.’
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