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Friday, 10th March, 1978

I was driving
along West Road heading for Nottage. The place name suggested a
tangled ball of wool after a cat had played with it although in
truth no one was sure about its origins. Many locals believed that
the name “Nottage” derived from the Scandinavian or Norse, while
others championed the Old English hnot - a pollard ash tree - as a
more likely source. The original village was situated on a small
hillock, a defensive position overlooking a long-lost inlet. The
narrow, twisting lanes of the village would have tied the attackers
in knots and, indeed, they still tested the driving skills of the
modern motorist. For centuries, the fields of Nottage had been
allocated for arable farming. Of course, farming is thirsty work
and this probably explains why the village could boast five public
houses despite serving as a bastion of religious
non-conformity.

With the
image of a cat and a ball of tangled wool still fixed in the back
of my mind, I drove beyond a field and a school then turned right
into a maze of streets lined with neat, red-bricked, identikit
houses. Without exception, well-manicured lawns and exquisite
topiary adorned the houses. A love of gardening was not essential
to live on this estate but, clearly, familiarity with a spade and a
lawnmower helped.

After turning
left, then right, then left, then right, then left again, I parked
my Saab 96 and checked my notebook. Max the bloodhound had
triumphed again; I had arrived at my client’s address.

I locked the
Saab then walked up the drive, past the lush front lawn and its
border of yellow daffodils. The daffodils were all standing to
attention like a row of yellow-helmeted guardsmen. I paused beside
a car, a brown Ford Granada with its stylish vinyl roof. The
Granada gleamed in the bright spring sunshine while the soapy
water, splashed on the ground, revealed that its owner had recently
lavished some tender, loving care. On the back seat of the Granada,
I noticed a set of golf clubs, a Cardiff City football scarf, a
matching rosette and a DIY manual. I made a mental note of these
items - some habits are hard to break - then walked to the front
door.

I rang the
doorbell. Twice. On the second ring, a man answered. He looked at
me through tired, blue, bloodshot eyes, while the fingers of his
right hand ran through his tousled fair hair. His hair was touched
with grey and I placed my client in his early forties. Prominent
frown lines creased his forehead and a further deep fold ran
between his eyebrows. His face was clean-shaven, his body lean,
though offering the slight suggestion of a beer-belly.

He was short,
standing around five foot eight, and dressed in green slacks, a
green and white striped shirt and a green knitted tie. His socks
were also green, though largely hidden by flat-soled, brown shoes.
A gold tiepin adorned his tie while gold cufflinks, square and
solid, secured the cuffs of his crisp shirt. On the little finger
of his right hand, he wore a gold signet ring, his only item of
hand jewellery.

‘Mr Jeff
Marsh?’ I enquired.

‘Yes,’ he
frowned.

‘Max
Gwyther,’ I explained, offering my right hand. ‘The private
detective. You left a message on my answering
machine...’

‘Oh, yes,’
Jeff Marsh said, his left hand touching his forehead. Briefly, he
closed his eyes and shook his head, a gesture of annoyance, of
forgetfulness, then he accepted my right hand and shook it in a
weak, indifferent manner. ‘Come in,’ he added, holding the door
open, his right hand inviting me inside.

I followed
Jeff Marsh along a short passageway and into his living room. The
room was a paean to Victorian romanticism with floral wallpaper,
floral curtains and a patterned carpet festooned with large,
colourful, intertwining flowers. Floral throws decorated the
three-piece suite, adding a further flowering of foliage in amongst
the forest of teak, boxy, G-Plan furniture. A hostess trolley sat
in one corner, opposite a small bookcase. On the bookcase, I spied
novels by Hammond Innes and Desmond Bagley arranged haphazardly on
the top shelf while mysteries by Agatha Christie, Victorian
domestic manuals and romances by Barbara Cartland sat neatly on the
bottom shelf.

Almost lost
within the forest of flowers, a woman sat on the three-seater
settee. The woman looked slightly older than Jeff Marsh and I
placed her in her mid-forties. She was dressed in light green
slacks and a light green floral blouse. She had short legs and
probably stood around five foot in height. Her hair was a knot of
tight poodle-like curls, which was apt because a short-haired
poodle sat at her side. Her eyes were brown and sad and
distinguished by heavy bags and deep crow’s-feet. A strong,
prominent nose dominated her face along with distinctive, arching
eyebrows and a sullen expression while a comfortable spare tyre,
middle-age spread, encircled her midriff. She wore small Creole
earrings and, upon her fingers, a multitude of rings. Her rings
were gold; some were plain, while others were set with rubies,
emeralds and diamonds.

‘My wife,
Valerie,’ Jeff Marsh said, his jaw jutting towards the woman while
he focused his attention on his wristwatch.

‘Pleased to
meet you,’ I said. I offered my right hand to Valerie Marsh and she
was about to accept it when the dog growled and leapt into her
lap.

‘Jasper,
don’t do that,’ Valerie said, but the dog continued to snarl at me
and stare at me through beady dark eyes. Valerie caressed Jasper in
an absent-minded fashion. She forced up a smile. ‘Thank you for
coming.’

‘No problem,’
I said. ‘How can I help you?’

‘It’s our
daughter,’ Jeff said. He adjusted his metallic watchstrap then
indicated that I should sit in one of the floral
armchairs.

‘She’s
missing,’ Valerie said.

‘For a year,’
Jeff said.

‘And a day,’
Valerie added sadly, her voice fading, her eyes, moist, wandering
across the room.

I followed
her gaze until my eyes alighted on a picture in a metal frame, a
young girl, barely a teenager. There was no strong family
resemblance to either her mother or father, although she did have
Valerie’s hairstyle and she was dressed in a floral outfit, similar
to the blouse that Valerie wore.

‘Is that your
daughter?’ I asked.

Valerie
nodded. She dabbed the end of her nose with a small, embroidered
handkerchief. ‘Laura.’

‘How old is
she?’

‘Twelve when
that picture was taken, eighteen when she ran away.’

I was about
to question Valerie further when Jeff’s agitated movements - his
constant pacing across the floral carpet, his furtive glances out
of the front window and his intense stares at his gold-plated
wristwatch - caught my eye.

‘Do you have
to be somewhere, or meet someone?’ I asked.

‘My factory,
Roderick and Marsh Plastics Ltd,’ Jeff explained. ‘We make fascia
boards, soffits, guttering, downpipes, wall panels, skirting
boards...’ His voice tailed-off as he stared intently at his
wristwatch. ‘We’re based on Waterton Cross Industrial Estate. The
union has called a strike,’ he added lamely.

I nodded,
then turned my attention back to Valerie. ‘Have the police been
informed?’ I asked.

‘About the
strike?’ Jeff interjected.

‘About your
daughter,’ I said through clenched teeth and a patient
smile.

‘Yes,’ Jeff
said. ‘The police were informed the day Laura
disappeared.’

‘Any leads?’
I asked.

‘A possible
sighting in Swansea, but that was eight months ago.’

‘Anything
else?’

In unison,
Jeff and Valerie shook their heads. They stared at each other,
their faces blank, devoid of any meaningful expression.

‘Any idea
where Laura might be?’ I asked.

Jeff
hesitated. His eyes became furtive as he glanced around the room.
He puckered his lips. Then he placed his left fist to his mouth to
smoother a dry cough. ‘A neighbour reckons that he might have seen
Laura in Cardiff. Walking the streets. At midnight.’ Jeff stared at
his wife, his cheeks incandescent, burning with rage. ‘She’s a
prostitute. My daughter has become a whore.’

‘Don’t say
that,’ Valerie said, jerking her head away from Jeff, as though he
had struck her.

‘Why not?’
Jeff glowered. ‘It’s the truth.’

A number of
questions leapt into my mind, chief amongst them, what was the
neighbour doing walking the streets of Cardiff at midnight? But I
let that question pass and asked instead, ‘Where in
Cardiff?’

‘Butetown,’
Jeff said. ‘Near the docks. She was dressed like a punk
rocker.’

I glanced
across the room to the picture of twelve-year-old Laura, her face
innocent, albeit surly, and wondered about the passing years, about
her changes in appearance and attitude.

‘Do you have
a recent photograph of Laura?’ I asked Valerie Marsh.

‘Yes, I do,’
she replied. ‘Wait a minute and I will get one.’

Valerie left
the room. Jeff stared at his wrist-watch. Jasper growled at me. I
whistled softly to myself while resisting the temptation to place
my legs on the smoked glass coffee table – Max Gwyther, private
detective, fully house-trained; you can take me anywhere. On the
coffee table, I noted a copy of the Daily
Telegraph, House
and Garden, Homes
and Gardens and Ideal Home along with a knitting
pattern and a bowl of pot-pourri, one of several dotted around the
room.

When Valerie
returned she was clutching a picture, an enlarged copy of a
Polaroid. ‘My princess,’ she said, offering the picture and a
hesitant smile.

‘Can I borrow
this?’ I asked.

‘Of course,’
Valerie nodded.

‘She’s a
drama queen,’ Jeff said while shaking his head and glaring at his
toecaps.

‘Don’t talk
about Laura like that,’ Valerie admonished. There was hurt etched
on her face, but no real aggression in her voice.

‘Like what?’
Jeff said, his eyes still fixed on his toecaps.

‘Like she’s
dirt.’

‘Well,’ Jeff
shrugged before straightening his tie, ‘she is dirt. She wasn’t
brought up to be a whore,’ he said, turning his attention to me.
‘Valerie and I, we come from good Methodist families, I would have
you know. Laura’s got too many fanciful ideas. She wants to become
an actress.’

‘And what’s
wrong with that?’ I asked.

‘Prancing
about on a stage is no way to make a living,’ Jeff said while
dramatically waving his hands in the air.

‘Laura’s got
talent,’ Valerie said. She returned to the sofa and Jasper returned
to her lap. ‘Laura loves acting. She was Mary in the school
nativity play,’ Valerie added with a note of pride.

‘I tried to
beat it out of her,’ Jeff said, ‘the ridiculous idea of her
becoming an actress.’

‘Beat her
literally?’ I asked.

Jeff clenched
his fists and thrust out his chin. He gave me a pugilistic look,
one charged with outrage and aggression. ‘I did not harm my
daughter. You know what I mean, I tried to persuade
her.’

‘But she
wouldn’t listen?’ I probed.

‘She never
listens,’ Jeff said, unclenching his fists. ‘I warned her that she
would end up in the gutter.’

With his
shoulders still knotted and hunched, Jeff walked over to a teak
cocktail cabinet. From the cabinet he removed a bottle of whisky
and a smooth whisky glass. Despite Valerie’s disapproving look, he
poured out a generous measure of the amber liquor.

As Jeff drank
thirstily from his whisky glass, I asked, ‘When did your neighbour
see Laura?’

‘Two weeks
ago,’ Jeff said, pausing between gulps.

‘Promising,’
I said. ‘Can I talk with your neighbour?’

Jeff paused.
He stared into his empty glass, turning it between his chunky
fingers. ‘Our neighbour...’ He hesitated. ‘Prefers not to be
involved.’

Understandable, I thought, although frustrating.

I leaned
forward in the armchair and addressed Jeff Marsh. ‘Why didn’t you
act on this information two weeks ago?’

‘It might not
be her,’ he said with a shrug.

‘Then again,’
I said, ‘it might.’

Jeff took a
deep breath, as though trying to control his temper. His fingers
threatened to crush the whisky glass. There was a fireplace in the
living room, equipped with a gas fire. I got the impression that if
coal had burned in the grate Jeff would have hurled the glass into
the flames.

After setting
his glass down on the cocktail cabinet with a thud Jeff turned to
me and asked, ‘Do you want to help us, or not?’

‘I’ll help
you,’ I said. ‘My rates are £4 an hour, plus expenses.’

‘Okay,’ Jeff
said after a pause and a glance at the whisky bottle. Clearly, he
was tempted, but commonsense prevailed and he decided that one
glass of whisky before lunch was enough. ‘I’ll hire you,’ he
continued, ‘but go easy on the expenses.’

‘I’ll do my
best,’ I said.

‘Please find
her,’ Valerie said, her arm outstretched, as though reaching for
salvation.

‘I’ll do my
best,’ I repeated.

‘Bring her
home,’ Valerie said.

‘I’ll see you
out,’ Jeff said without glancing at his wife.

I followed
Jeff Marsh out of the living room into the front garden. Jasper
followed us and proceeded to sniff around the lawn, as though
searching for a hidden bone.

‘Don’t go
away with the wrong impression of me,’ Jeff said. ‘I know what you
must be thinking, but I’ve been under a lot of pressure, under a
lot of stress.’

‘The strike,’
I said.

‘Bastard
unions,’ he muttered sotto
voce.

‘Do you want
Laura back?’ I asked.

‘What sort of
question is that?’ he growled, his hands resting on his hips, his
face flushing with indignation.

‘A legitimate
one,’ I said.

‘Listen,’ he
said, his eyes following the dog, his glazed look suggesting that
they did not see. ‘Let me talk to you man-to-man. Just poke around
a bit. Report back. Tell Valerie that Laura is safe and leave it at
that.’

‘Even if I
don’t find her?’

‘My wife wants
some reassurance. Give her that reassurance. Where’s the harm in
that?’

‘So,’ I
reasoned, ‘you don’t want Laura back.’

‘My wife is
drugged-up to the eyeballs on tranquillisers. She’s become a
zombie. I want her back. As for Laura, she left of her own free will. She knows
where we are. If she wants to come home, she knows where to find
us.’

I thought
about that, but before I could conjure up a reply, I felt something
warm, wet and sticky permeating my lower trouser leg. Glancing
down, I observed as Jasper cocked his leg. The deed done, the dog
barked at me then scampered into the house. I shook my leg and,
staunchly, I walked towards my car wondering if I could place dry
cleaning on my inventory of expenses.

 


* *
*

 


From the Marsh
household I travelled west along West Road heading for home. With
my wife, Dr Jesamine Gwyther, I lived at Lilac Cottage in Kenfig
overlooking a vast expanse of sand dunes.

I parked my
Saab beside Jesamine’s Triumph Vitesse Convertible Mark II and
entered the cottage. I found Jesamine in the kitchen, standing
beside the Welsh dresser, eating a trifle. Jesamine was nine months pregnant, carrying twins and she had
craved trifle throughout the pregnancy. She
looked radiant in a red turtleneck sweater and navy blue dungarees.
During the pregnancy, Jesamine had allowed her auburn hair to grow
past her shoulders and today a tortoiseshell hairgrip held her hair
in place at the nape of her neck. She glanced at me between
spoonfuls of trifle, her green eyes displaying a hint of mischief,
which alternated with compassion as her archetypal look.

I walked over
to Jesamine, tilted my head down and kissed her on the lips. They
tasted sweet, of strawberries. ‘How are you?’ I asked.

Jesamine ran
her left hand over the sizeable bump in her dungarees. X-rays had
confirmed that she was carrying twins and, for some reason, we were
convinced that they were boys. We had even decided on their names:
Geraint and Gareth. From the early days of the pregnancy, women of
a mature age had passed Jesamine in the street, nodded sagely and
announced ‘you are carrying twins.’ With a polite smile, Jesamine
would nod in agreement and the women of a mature age would state
that ‘they are boys; I can tell by the size of you; our
Doreen/Ellen/Anne was that size when she was pregnant, and she was
carrying twin boys.’ This happened on such a regular basis that,
consequently, we had come to accept their wisdom.

‘The twins
were practicing their kicking this morning,’ Jesamine said, pausing
to finish her trifle, ‘but they have settled down again
now.’

‘Well, tell
them to wait; I’m off to Cardiff.’

‘What for?’
Jesamine frowned.

‘Missing
person.’ I delved into my houndstooth jacket and removed Laura’s
picture, handing it to Jesamine.

‘Very pretty,’
Jesamine said after studying the picture. She returned the
photograph to me, placed her empty trifle pot in the bin, then
walked over to the sink to wash her spoon.

‘Her name is
Laura Marsh,’ I said. ‘She disappeared a year ago. There was a
possible sighting in Cardiff two weeks ago. She might have drifted
into prostitution.’

‘That’s sad,’
Jesamine said, drying the spoon, placing it in the Welsh
dresser.

‘It is,’ I
agreed.

‘And you’re
going to find her.’

‘I’m going to
try.’

‘Do you know
where to look?’

‘Butetown. I
know one or two people in the area. They should point me in the
right direction.’

Jesamine
nodded. She walked over to the window and a worktop. Jesamine had
arranged a row of ingredients on the worktop: breadcrumbs, leeks,
cheese, parsley, seasonings and mustard, and now she placed those
ingredients in a mixing bowl.

As Jesamine
mixed the ingredients, she said, ‘When you find Laura, will you
bring her home?’

‘That
depends.’

‘On
what?’

‘On her
circumstances. On whether she wants to return home.’

‘Right now,’
Jesamine said while taking three eggs from the fridge, ‘she prefers
the streets to her parents.’

‘It would seem
so.’

‘What are they
like, her parents?’

‘Her father is
indifferent to put it mildly. I get the impression that he would
like to wash his hands of Laura. Her mother is upset and drugged-up
to the eyeballs on tranquillisers.’

‘It’s
difficult to be assertive when you’re on tranquillisers,’ Jesamine
said. She beat two of the eggs together then added the yolk from
the third egg, along with a little milk.

‘So,’ I said,
‘you think the father’s force of personality will
prevail?’

‘Tranquillisers dampen emotions, suppress the spirit. In most
cases, the tranquillisers will ensure that the partner will
dominate and that his opinions will prevail.’

‘His opinions?’

‘More women
than men are prescribed tranquillisers.’

‘Because men
are more macho?’ I asked, resisting the temptation to squeeze my
biceps.

‘If men feel
the need to smother their emotions,’ Jesamine said, ‘they turn to
alcohol.’

‘Pills for the
girls and booze for the boys.’

‘As a
generalisation,’ she shrugged, ‘yes.’

Jesamine added
the beaten eggs to the mixing bowl and proceeded to stir the
mixture. My stomach rumbled, although I guessed it would be
suppertime before I could sample Jesamine’s Glamorgan
sausages.

‘Laura wants
to become an actress,’ I said, easing myself on to a kitchen
chair.

‘And she ran
away to realise her dream?’

‘That is one
scenario.’

‘Another is
that she ran away from her father and his indifference?’

‘Or Laura ran
away from her mother and her desire to mould her in her own
image.’

Jesamine
paused. She looked up from her mixing bowl and frowned. ‘It sounds
like a complex family situation.’

‘Ripe for a
psychologist,’ I said.

‘I’m on
maternity leave,’ Jesamine laughed, putting her shoulder into her
mixing. Suddenly, she stopped. ‘Besides, your boys are dancing on
my bladder.’

Jesamine left
the kitchen and I turned my attention to the local newspaper,
the Glamorgan Chronicle, which was resting on the kitchen table. The front-page
splash concerned a bank robbery in Cardiff; £200,000 had been
stolen, but the police had quickly captured the bank robbers. ‘Ah,’
as my old Chief Inspector used to say, ‘the value of a good
grass.’

From the front
page, I turned the newspaper over to the back page and read a
feature on the forthcoming rugby international, Wales versus
France. This was a Grand Slam decider, a match that would determine
the champions of Europe. Furthermore, I had two tickets for the
game. In preparation for the match, during idle office moments, I
had been selecting my all-time Wales XV. I had the front row inked
in: at loose-head prop, Jehoida Hodges, a player from the Edwardian
era, the first Golden Age of Welsh rugby. Jehoida had played in
three Triple Crown teams in the 1900s, and against New Zealand in
1905, a game that established Wales as the world champions.
Furthermore, he was
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