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 Foreword

Ophelia O.
and the Mortgage Bandits was my first book. It was conceived
while I was serving what was still commonly called articles with a
small firm of solicitors on the northern edge of Yorkshire in the
early 1990s. I qualified just in time to give birth to our second
son and wrote the story down as he nestled cooperatively into my
left shoulder. Reading it again now, it is very much a product of
its time: after the fall of Mrs Thatcher, in the pewter days of
John Major, Black Wednesday and the Cones Hotline. And yet there
are odd stirrings of déjà vu; again we have a Tory government with
unconvincing one nation rhetoric; then society was to be
'classless', now it is simply 'big', while the court privatization
which I envisaged is uncannily akin to David Cameron's 'right to
provide'. A few things have changed utterly, but not always what we
expected; who would have thought that Microsoft Windows would prove
more enduring than the Lord Chancellor's Department? One or two of
the jokes have a slightly sharper edge now: the work-shy Skates,
for example, are just as comic an invention as Deputy District
Judge Ranger or the East Lancashire Liberation Army, and yet
according to today's tabloid press they are alive and doing very
well out of the taxpayer. For the avoidance of doubt, they aren't
and they weren't. I notice that I tend to play devil's advocate;
leaning over backwards to sweeten those characters and causes, like
the anti-women's ordination NARCOF, with which I have little
sympathy while reserving my sharpest satire for Sister Hedwig and
her fellow environmentalists. Today I would certainly be there, at
the climactic (in many senses) scene at Gloriaux Abbey, along with
my own, fortunately unstringy, adolescent sons. And yes, we still
have a dog.




Tanya Jones,
December 2010



Chapter
One

He is gone, he is
gone

And we cast away
moan.

God a mercy on his
soul.

(Hamlet, IV.V.
194-6)



At five to nine
on an October Monday morning, Rambleton had not really woken up.
Ophelia had already made two circuits of the Market Square,
increasingly slowly as her feet pinched with cold and new shoes.
She had surveyed the fly-blown signs in the butcher's window,
cheerfully advertising beef and unbelievably orange Cheddar, the
matching beige cardigan and pleated skirt in Pam's Fashion Corner,
the domino and quiz fixture lists outside the Ram's Leg and the
blue and white polar bears, quite twenty years more modern than
anything else in the square, which clambered up the plate glass
splendour of Freezaland. Now Ophelia contented herself with hopping
up and down the three pigeon-dropped steps which led to Parrish,
Stanmore and Parrish, Solicitors and Commissioners for Oaths.

The church
clock, missing its minute hand, struck nine, but this obviously had
no particular significance for the Rambleton business community,
which continued to consist of a spotty youth carrying boxes into
Freezaland, a brown dog sniffing around the butcher's closed door,
and Ophelia.

Again she
clenched her icy toes and cursed Stephen Tindall, the sharp-suited
partner who had interviewed her eighteen months before at the
firm's Harswell office. Harswell was a prosperous little dormitory
town forty miles nearer to Leeds and therefore to civilisation as
Yorkshire knows it.

‘Do you know
Rambleton at all?’

‘No, I'm afraid
not.’

‘I see.’ Was
she imagining it now or could she really remember a look of relief
passing over Mr Tindall's carefully shaven face?

‘Well, it's a
very picturesque little market town, you know, the sort they use to
film the James Herriot programmes . . .’

‘I thought that
was somewhere further north.’

‘Yes, you may
be right, but we needn't be pedantic. It's the spirit of the place
I was trying to convey. Stone walls, rat-catchers, pints of bitter,
pinnies. Wonderful characters, you know, real Yorkshire folk, not
like the namby-pambies we get down here. I really look forward to
going over to the Rambleton office. Gets me back in touch with my
roots.’

‘Oh, you're
from Rambleton, then?’

‘Er, no.
Harrogate, actually.’

The
conversation had faltered a little until Mr Tindall, glancing
surreptitiously at the notes in front of him, remembered to ask
Ophelia how on earth she thought that she could do the job at the
same time as bringing up four children. As he spoke, his eyes had
flickered across her expanding girth and he hesitated upon the word
'four'. Ophelia had rehearsed a reasonably plausible version of the
truth, which was that any bringing up undergone by the children, of
which she could recall none, was carried out by their father, her
husband, Malachi. Unfortunately, this explanation, which had relied
upon the judicious placing of words such as 'partnership' and
'responsibility', had completely evaporated from her memory.

‘I don't think
there will be a problem. My husband is very feckless.’

‘I beg your
pardon?’

‘Flexible. My
husband is very flexible. His work is practically non-existent
. . . non er-restrictive . . . and so he, er,
does all the necessary with the children.’

‘What is it,
exactly, that your husband does?’

‘He's a
. . . computer dealer. And, um . . .’

‘Yes?’

‘Consultant!’
Ophelia cried in triumph, and Mr Tindall, knowing that no-one else
except a native Rambletonian boy with bad breath and severe social
difficulties had applied for the job, offered it to her with a show
of reluctant gallantry.

So Ophelia had
won the not-much coveted prize of assistant solicitorship at
Parrish, Stanmore and Parrish's Rambleton office, where she was to
assist the senior partner, Mr Wilfred Parrish, 'on the litigation
side'. Now, after completing her articles at an expensive Leeds
firm, she was ready to bring the same order and profitability to
the legal milieu of Rambleton. As yet, however, the heavy front
door, once sky blue, remained locked and there was no sign of Mr
Parrish nor of any legal activity, litigious or otherwise.

A bus wheezed
into the market square and six or seven people alighted. One, a
minute girl in purple leather jacket and high heels, clacked
purposefully towards Ophelia.

‘'Iya. I'n't 'e
in yet then?’

Ophelia vaguely
remembered a dialect joke told her by a Yorkshlre friend at
university of which the punch line was, mysteriously, 'Tin tin
tin', then pulled herself together.

‘No, there
doesn't seem to be anyone here yet. I'm Ophelia O., the new
assistant solicitor.’

‘Yeah. Hiya.
I'm Polly. Well, Pauline really, but my Gran always called me Polly
when I was little and it sort of stuck. It was horrible at school
though; they all called me Polly-put-the-kettle-on. I even tried
calling myself Paulette but then I met Gary and he said it sounded
like a stripper's name. And my friend Kim from Bradford, that lives
with an alternative newsagent, she says that all the reporters on
the posh papers are called Polly or Posy and that, so I've decided
to keep it. Go a bit upmarket, you know. And Mr Parrish, he likes
it 'cos it was his mother's name. He's really sweet sometimes;
you'll like him.’

Polly sighed
and after considerable rummaging in a handbag of slightly different
purple to her jacket drew out a large and old-fashioned key.
Unlocking the door apparently involved a complex percussion upon
various parts of the lock and woodwork, rounded off by an enormous
wrench, incredible in one so small and teetering as Polly.
Eventually she threw a tough little shoulder at the panels and the
door groaned open.

‘Wasn't locked
at all. Just a bit stiff with the weather. He must have forgotten
to lock up yesterday. He's always here on Sundays, even though he's
got nothing to do. Even worse at home by himself, l suppose.’

Ophelia
followed the secretary into a gloomy outer room, painted in
solicitors' dark brown, circa 1930. At the far end of the
room a strip of electric light showed under a badly fitting
door.

‘He's left his
light on again. He's always doing it. I tell him that's why he'll
never make money like Canards but I don't think he's really
bothered any more. Be retiring soon, now that you've come, I
suppose.’

‘Well, he won't
be able to for a while, not unless Mr Tindall comes over every day.
I'm not allowed to run an office by myself until I've been
qualified for three years. Law Society rules . . .’

Ophelia
realised that Polly was not listening to her. Polly was standing in
the doorway from which the light came, her mouth open in
preparation for a scream that had not yet arrived. As Ophelia
reached the doorway the sound erupted from Polly's mouth in
staccato bursts of shock, counterpoised by Ophelia's own gasp of
horror.

Wilfred Parrish
lay across his wide leather-topped desk, white, cold and
unmistakable, even to Ophelia, who had never before seen a
corpse.

She stepped
gingerly into the room and circled the desk. But there was little
more to be seen; no blood, bruises or blunt-ended weapons. There
was not even a crumpled note of passion or newly forged trust deed.
Mr Parrish had apparently died as innocuously as he had lived,
struck down by a heart attack across the pages of the Law
Society's Gazette.



Chapter
Two

What do you read, my
lord?

Words, words,
words.

(II.ii.
191-2)



However
blameless Mr Parrish's death, his corpse was not a reassuring sight
and the two women, facing each other across his balding head, were
both shaking violently. Ophelia edged around the desk, put her arm
across Polly's shoulders and led her back to the outer office. She
closed the door firmly and switched on a mottled electric
kettle.

‘Does
. . . did he have a family nearby? Who should we
contact?’ asked Ophelia, thinking irrelevantly (and irreverently)
that it should have been 'whom'.

‘No, he's not
got a family at all. That's what I was saying, about how he'd
rather be at the office. He was married, but they never had any
children and his wife died a few years ago. And he's not got any
brothers or sisters, either, he told me that. He lives, I mean
lived,’ Polly gave a long sniff and wiped her nose on a crumpled
pink tissue, ‘all by himself in a big house out on the Scorsdale
Road. Massive place, belonged to his grandfather, same as the firm.
He used to talk about it a lot, how there was no one to carry it
on. "Even a daughter would be something," he'd say. He used to talk
like that, I'm afraid. A bit old-fashioned. Pattyrarcal, Kim says.
Didn't matter in front of me but you wouldn't like it, being a
lawyer and a feminist, I suppose.’

‘So who’
(Ophelia ruthlessly repressed any further thoughts about 'whom')
‘should we tell?’

‘Well, just Mr
Marrow, I suppose. He's the undertaker and he's one of Mr Parrish's
clients so I expect Mr Parrish would have wanted Marrow's to bury
him. Milk and three sugars, please. I'm trying to give up but it is
a shock, isn't it? He was always careful like that, to give his own
business to his clients. That's why I told our Gary to use Mr
Parrish when he was in that bit of trouble at the butcher's. I told
him that maybe when he'd got his own shop then Mr Parrish would buy
his sausages and that from Gary instead of from Presto's, like he
does now. Did, I mean. I used to see him there on Saturday
afternoon sometimes. Always got a Battenburg cake for his Sunday
tea.’ Polly sniffed again, retrieving the tissue from the
wastepaper basket. ‘Gary says these multinationals are the kiss of
death to the small business man-’

Ophelia
interrupted this flow of economic exegesis, not, as she would have
preferred, to discuss whether or not Presto was a multinational,
but to return to the matter distressingly at hand.

‘What about Mr
Tindall at the Harswell offce? Surely we should ring him before we
do anything ourselves?’

‘Slimy Steve?
He's not with the firm anymore. Didn't you know? He bought out the
Harswell office in March. Gary says he only paid a quarter of what
it was worth, too, but Mr Parrish wasn't really bothered. Gary's
got a mate with a butcher's in Harswell and he says property there
goes for a bomb, even with the rescission.’

‘What? So
there's only this office?’

‘Yeah. Just me
and Mr Parrish. There was another secretary, Mildred she was
called, but she retired last year and Mr Parrish said he thought I
could cope with the work. Wasn't very much, really, mostly wills
and that. We were really looking forward to you coming, though.
Neither me nor him could really get the hang of this court stuff.
Look at this medical report. "lt is of course essential in this
type of case to consider the effect of functional overlay." Poor Mr
Parrish was worrying about that all last Thursday. It might have
killed him, you know. Consecutive stress. Do you know what it is,
Ophelia?’

‘Consecutive, I
mean, executive stress?’

‘No, that
functional thingy?’ Polly seemed to be cheering up. Some of the
colour was returning to her small round cheeks and now she took out
a compact of blusher and completed the task.

‘Yes, it's the
extent to which the litigation itself slows down the recovery
process. But look . . .’

‘Be quite fun,
anyway, just me and you,’ continued Polly. ‘My friend Kim, that I
told you about, works for a women-only solicitors' firm in Bradford
and they go on marches and have cream cakes whenever one of their
clients gets her husband sent to gaol for breaching an
injection.’


‘Injunction.’

‘Oh yeah. Mr
Parrish never got many of them. We don't have many marches in
Rambleton either, only the Mayor's Pageant. Kim went on a good one
called "Retrain the Knight". That's a good idea, isn't it? I don't
suppose they've much to do with there being no dragons and virgins
and that.’

Ophelia's own
quirky thought processes were rapidly being outclassed by Polly's.
She took a deep breath and retaliated.

‘Look, none of
us will have much to do now Mr Parrish is dead. I was trying to
tell you before, I can't run an office on my own and I certainly
can't take over the firm.’

‘Oh, I'm sure
you could. You seem ever so clever to me.’

‘No, I'm not
allowed to under the solicitors' rules. It's the end of my job, and
probably of yours as well, unless another firm takes over this
office and us along with it.’

‘Not much
chance of that, I think. Mr Parrish offered it to Canards, you
know, the big firm in Rambleton with the posh premises on Church
Lane, but their Mr Bottomley just laughed. I was bringing in the
coffee and I heard it all. Well, I heard it all once I'd finished
scrubbing the carpet outside the door. I had to keep an eye on him,
you know.’ The pink tissue made a brief reappearance. ‘I used to
have to stick fifty quid on to his bills just so's he'd break even.
He never realised. Anyway, Gary says that he wouldn't want me
working for Mr Bottomley, I mean. Too pretty for his own good, he
said. And he is dead handsome. Mr Bottomley, I mean. Gary's
more, sort of, down to earth. More like a knitting pattern than a
pin-up, if you know what mean.’

‘Well that's
that then. I'll just get back to my husband and five children and
tell them we won't be eating this month after all.’

‘Aahh. Have you
really got five children?’ Polly tried not to look as though she
was inspecting Ophelia's figure.

‘Six, to all
intents and purposes. You might as well include Malachi.’ Ophelia
picked up the telephone directory and began to search for Rambleton
Police.

‘Ooh, it is a
shame. It's a pity we have to tell people that Mr Parrish is dead,
isn't it? I wonder . . .’

‘What?’ Ophelia
had her hand on the telephone but had been distracted by the
discovery that some unfortunate Scorsdale inhabitant was actually
called Pouface.

‘Well, he's got
no relations; no one would really be bothered, would they? He never
went out very much anyway, and you could see his clients. I can
tell you all about them. I've been doing most of the litigating
myself anyway. Go on, Ophelia.’

‘Just a minute,
Polly. Are you suggesting that we shouldn't tell anyone Mr Parrish
has died? You want me to take over the firm and pretend that he's
still alive?’

Polly wasn't
sure whether to forestall possible practical, moral or legal
objections.

‘It wouldn't be
a lie, would it? I mean, no one's going to come up to us and ask
"Has Mr Parrish died?" are they? And I need the money as well. I
won't get another job around here and me and Gary want to get a
house for when we're engaged. You're bound to be as good as Mr
Parrish was, so the whatever - Solicitors' Complaining Burrow -
won't really be able to say anything.’

‘Well, it would
be a sort of lie of omission.’ As a former First Communion
catechist Ophelia felt obliged to correct Polly's moral theology.
‘But if you're sure that you want to take the risk . . .
It is a crime, you know, concealing a death and probably theft of
the firm's assets as well.’

‘Assets!’
scoffed Polly, looking around the miserable two rooms, and Ophelia
was inclined to agree with her. ‘I don't mind about any risk. I can
cope with trouble, Ophelia. I stood right by our Gary when he got
that bit of ham on the side and it turned out to have mad cow
disease.’ Under the pasted foundation Polly's face was suffused
with an unearthly glow and there was a light in her black-lined
eyes like that of Joan of Arc riding into battle. She opened her
mouth again, and Ophelia, fearing more tales of Kim and the
Bradford feminists, interrupted with authority.

‘Well, if
you're sure that's what you want to do. But Mr Parrish must have
made a will.’

‘Oh yes.
Lots.’

‘Lots?’

‘Well, not at
the same time. He'd always make sure that I tore up the last one
before he signed the latest. "Terrible troubles I've seen with two
existing wills," he'd say. "Inter-nicotine warfare isn't in it."
But yes, having no family, he didn't know what to do with his
money, so he'd change his mind every couple of months. Sometimes
he'd leave it to a charity then decide that they were run by a
bunch of anchorites . . .’

‘Anchorites?
Hermits?’ Ophelia had a sudden vision of Desert Fathers rattling
collection tins at passing camels.

‘No, those
people that wear black and don't believe in government. My brother
was one before he was a New Romantic.’

‘Anarchists. Go
on.’

‘Or sometimes
he'd leave it to someone he knew, couldn't really call any of them
his friends, but he'd worry that the firm and everything might be a
burden to them, so he'd change it again. I can't remember what the
last one was. Hang on, I'll have a look.’

Polly stood on
her chair and took down an old cornflakes packet from a high shelf.
Wills and deeds were jammed into the packet in no discernible order
but she eventually found what she was looking for.

‘Here it is. He
only made this one in August. I remember now, the B wasn't working
on my typewriter so I had to write them all in by hand. "I, Wilfred
William Parrish, blah, blah, devise and bequeath all my property
both real and personal . . ." How can you have property
that isn't real? I've always wondered that. Shouldn't it say, "both
real and imaginary"? ". . . after payment of my just
debts, blah, blah, unto the Roman Catholic diocese of Scorsdale for
the establishment of a fund, to be known as the Wilfred Parrish
Fund, such fund to be used for the education of the young of the
diocese as to the life and work of St Wilfred, ishop of Ripon and
York . . ." "Bishop" I mean, I missed that one,
". . . and for the encouragement of the veneration of the
said St Wilfred. And further, blah, blah . . ." That's
about it.’

‘Good grief. He
must have been pretty desperate for a worthy legatee. Okay, you've
convinced me. St Wilfred was a good enough chap by all accounts, if
a bit hard on the poor old Celts at the Synod of Whitby, but I'm
sure that his need for veneration isn't as great as our need for
sustenance. We're bound to be found out sooner or later, you know.
But I got this job lined up eighteen months ago, and there won't be
another one. Do you know how many newly qualified solicitors there
are this year?’

‘Twenty-five,
thirty?’

‘More like
three thousand. All looking for jobs, all desperate, all falling
over themselves to work even for the ridiculous twelve thousand a
year I was offered here. And most importantly, most of the other
two thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine of them don't have
children. So if it keeps us afloat for a month or two then that's
something. Maybe my husband will have cracked the computer business
by then.’

‘So you'll do
it?’ Polly removed the telephone book from Ophelia's hand and put
it firmly in a drawer.

‘Just let me
have a look at the will, okay?’

Polly passed
the folded sheet to Ophelia, who read through it with a practised
eye.

‘Extension of
trustees' powers, advancement, income, charging clause, yes this
all seems pretty standard. Let's just check the attestation. He was
quite sane when he made it, was he?’

‘Well, to be
honest it's a bit difficult to tell in this part of Yorkshire,
isn't it? He wasn't any worse than usual, anyway. If you had to be
absolutely twelve eggs to the dozen then Rambleton would need its
own Chunkery Court, wouldn't it?’

‘Chunkery? Oh,
you mean Chancery Court. Yes, I suppose so. How do you know about
the Chancery Division, anyway? It's a bit esoteric for Parrishes,
isn't it? Or are you a Galsworthy fan?’

‘Oh no,
Sheffield Wednesday. Gary's mum says he was perceived on a coach
trip to Sheffield. Must've had the back seat, I suppose. No, the
thing is, I used to work for old Mr Snodsworth at Snodsworth and
Ranger before I came here. You know, their office is just on the
other side of the Square. He never did anything else but this
chancing stuff. Do you know, he'd been working on one case for
thirty-odd years before I came and it still hadn't got to court
when I left?’

‘Uh-huh. Hang
on a minute, what's this?’ Ophelia squinted at a pencilled scrawl
underneath the signature. ‘"Trashers go insane that's why
insurrections negating the dispersal of my baby dave seem covered
over." Who are the Trashers? And who is his baby Dave? Didn't you
tell me that he didn't have any children?’

‘Parrish's love
child . . .’ mused Polly. ‘I can't really see it. He
wasn't exactly what you'd call a ladies' man. There was one that
was after him, Mrs Moore she was called, but she was ancient,
nearly sixty. I don't think she could be baby Dave's mother.
Anyway, he used to lock himself in the J. A. Stanmore whenever she
came into the office.’

‘Lock himself
in the what?’ began Ophelia, but Polly was reaching for the
will.

‘Chuck us it
here, would you and I'll make sure. He used to say that no one else
could read his writing but me.’ Polly leaned the will against her
empty coffee cup and rocked her head from side to side, muttering
under her breath. ‘Right. I think I've got it. "Trustees to ensure
that my instructions regarding the disposal of my body have been
carried out."’

The women
looked apprehensively back at Mr Parrish's room. Their fantasies of
Little Orphan Dave had simultaneously melted, to be replaced by the
solid reality of the dead solicitor.

‘It makes
sense, I suppose,’ said Ophelia flatly. ‘But what were his
instructions?’

‘I don't think
they're in the will, are they?’ Polly turned it over idly, running
a manicured finger up and down the principal clauses.

‘No, I've read
through it all. Anyway, he'll have known that it's best practice to
put those sort of instructions in a separate document.’

‘Is it? Why's
that then?’

‘Well, in case
the family don't have the will read till after the funeral. It's a
bit unfortunate if they come back from the crematorium to sit round
the dining-room table and hear the old solicitor's clerk read out,
"It is my wish that I be buried." Rather puts a dampener on the
baked meats, if you know what I mean.’

Polly did
not.

‘So this note
will just be by way of a safeguard, I suppose, to make sure that
the document about his body has been found and followed. Which in
this case it hasn't. You wouldn't know anything about it,
Polly?’

‘Oh no. I've
never typed anything like that for him. I'm sure I would've
remembered. It would have been so horrible, thinking about him
being buried or chromated or whatever.’ The pink tissue had been
lodged in her sleeve and had crumbled to a few dusty fragments.
Polly surveyed them stolidly and wiped her nose on her sleeve
instead. ‘And I've never come across it, either. Mind you, that's
not saying that it isn't here.’

Ophelia
followed Polly's glance across the dusty shelves laden with boxes,
packets, even jars, of every description, each one bursting with
pieces of faded paper.

‘Mr Parrish
thought that filing cabinets and that were a waste of money. He
used to get me to bring in all my empty packets, you know, washing
powder and all, and he'd get the big boxes down Presto's. Mildred
used to know where everything was, but even she gave up in the end
and I just bunged them in wherever there was a bit of space. It
could be anywhere here.’

‘Well, if we're
going to carry on with this plan of yours then we'll just have to
find it. If Mr Parrish went to the trouble of writing down what he
wanted doing with his body then the least we can do is carry it
out. We owe him that much, poor old chap, for pinching his practice
and concealing his corpse. Otherwise we'll just have to phone the
police and give the whole thing up now. Okay?’

‘We'll find it,
Ophelia, honest we will. Come on.’ Polly climbed on an unsteady
chair and took down the first receptacle, a rusty flour bin.

‘First things
first,’ said Ophelia. ‘We'll start looking tomorrow. Now we have to
find somewhere to put him for the night.’

They both
walked timorously over to the inner office door. Ophelia opened it
with a last desperate prayer that Mr Parrish's condition might
prove to have been a temporary coma and that he would by now have
reached the classified ads at the back of the Gazette. It
was not to be. The corpse lay across the green leather, exactly as
they had left it. Above the desk a steel clock was ticking
relentlessly. Ophelia looked around the room and noticed another
shabby door set into the far wall.

‘Right,’ she
gulped. ‘Let's get him into this cupboard.’



Chapter
Three

Let me be no assistant
for a state,

But keep a farm and
carters.

(II.ii.
166-7)



It was nearly
half-past four when Ophelia turned into the muddy track leading
home. As she had envisaged, the other door in Mr Parrish's room had
led into a commodious, if airless stationery cupboard. The small
room now held, in addition to boxes of out-of-date headed paper and
shorthand pads, the mortal remains of Wilfred Parrish. Ophelia,
having read many detective novels in which the heroine is surprised
at the weight of a corpse, had not been surprised at the weight of
the corpse, although the manoeuvre, at least upon her part, had
involved considerable exertion and nausea. Polly, probably inured
to such horrors by her connections in the butchers' trade, had been
matter-of-fact about the disposal of the body, recoursing only
occasionally to her sleeve, and very kindly offered to take the
arms, allowing Ophelia to concentrate upon the late Mr Parrish's
respectable black brogues.

It was Polly,
also, who anticipated the next problem.

‘We can't leave
him there long, mind you. He'll start decomposing soon.’

Ophelia had
thought that she detected a note of lugubrious satisfaction in
Polly's voice.

‘Yes, I suppose
so. Do you know how long we've got?’

‘Not really. I
could ask Gary if you like.’

‘No, you
mustn't do that. You mustn't tell anyone.’

‘I wasn't going
to tell him about Mr Parrish. I just thought I'd say: "Gary
. . ."’ tones of winsome curiosity, ‘"Gary, suppose I had
a twelve-stone sheep that I'd killed and I wanted to keep it in the
kitchen . . ."’

‘No,’ Ophelia
had said hastily. ‘No, I don't think you need to ask Gary. We'll be
moving it anyway once we find his instructions. At least it's not
summer.’

‘Wouldn't make
much difference if it was. Not in Rambleton. Same bloody weather
all year round we get. Till it gets to January, of course. Then
it's really cold.’

Sustained by
this cheering thought Ophelia had left the stationery cupboard for
the slightly less distasteful task of investigating Mr Parrish's
files. They revealed almost exactly what Ophelia had expected:
domestic and agricultural conveyancing, straightforward probate,
petty litigation, mainly funded by the ever-trusting Legal Aid
Board, and local agency work for the Mid-Yorkshire Champion
Building Society, the latter being the only area of work actually
to make a profit for the firm.

She had
dictated a tape full of procrastinating letters and listened to
Polly putting off any potential clients who called at the office.
Mr Parrish had evidently felt much as she did about Mondays for
there were no appointments in his diary for that day.

At four
o'clock, with the presence in the stationery cupboard weighing
increasingly upon her consciousness, she had taken the papers for
the agency appointment next morning and set off for home.

Malachi,
Ophelia, the children and the dogs had moved into Moorwind Farm
three weeks before. Ophelia's heart fell as she drove over the
rusty cattle grid and past the remains of a pre-war tractor heaped
on the stark and muddy yard. An optimistic sign, red felt-tip pen
on cardboard, was tied to the gatepost: Wet Nose
Solutions .

To call the
place a farm was, in Ophelia's opinion, almost certainly a breach
of the new Property Misdescriptions Act, for there were neither
fields nor farmhouse, only a collection of badly built barns and
outbuildings surrounding a concrete bungalow of quite unbelievable
nastiness. Moorwind had been on the market for at least four years,
ever since the previous owner, a scrap iron merchant, had died,
apparently while trying to move the tractor.

Malachi and
Ophelia had sat every evening for the past three weeks, after the
children had gone to bed, facing each other across the two bars of
the electric fire, and had told each other that the house would be
transformed as soon as they stamped their own character upon it.
But they both felt in their hearts that the influence of the late
Jas. Spikewort, Quality Metal Dealer, or it may have been the
malevolent spirit of Moorwind Farm itself, would perpetually engulf
even the ebullience of the O. family. In any case, they had had
little choice but to buy it, for Rambleton and its environs offered
no other property with room for a family of seven, a constantly
breeding labrador bitch and the collection of unsuccessful
activities that went to make up Wet Nose Solutions.

Ophelia parked
the old Volvo in front of the bungalow and went in.

‘Hello!
Malachi? Pius? Joan?’

A faint
bleeping from behind the door was the only reply.

Ophelia opened
the door to see a bank of four computer screens and the back of a
child's head in front of each one. Malachi, a small, plump man, was
kneeling on the floor running a hand distractedly through his
fluffy pale blond hair while with the other he was trying to hold a
toddler down for long enough to change its nappy. While he did this
he called out instructions to the other children.

‘Hygenus, use
the other joystick, that one's a bit dodgy. You need the password,
Joan. Didn't you find it at the end of the second level? Innocent,
will you stop wriggling!’

‘Pius, help
Urban, will you? He's been eaten by that monster five times
already.’

Pius, the
eldest, a serious, freckled child of eight, solemnly saved his
adventure game and moved to help his brother. At four, Urban was an
exact miniature of his father, with the same round pinkish face and
air of perpetual worry.

‘Hi, Mum,’ said
Pius as he passed her.

‘Hello, Pius.
Hello all of you. Have I had a good first day at my new job? Funny
you should ask. Actually my boss had died so we put him in the
cupboard which made it difficult to reach the D5 envelopes but
apart from that it was fine. Nice to know you're all so
interested.’

There was a
pause while they all failed to take in a single word. It was broken
by Malachi.

‘Haven't we got
any of those Nappy Sack things? I keep having to use plastic bags
out of the freezer so now everything's a bit muddled in there.’

‘Yes it is,’
said five-year-old Hygenus in tones of martyrdom. ‘Everyone else
had sausage rolls in their lunch boxes but mine was two potato
crockitts stuck together.’

Ophelia passed
her husband a Nappy Sack from the box on the shelf next to him.

‘Oh, were they
there?’ he said in astonishment. ‘You are brilliant. Isn't she
brilliant, children?’

‘Fairly
brilliant,’ said Pius judiciously. The others were still engrossed
in their games.

‘Has anyone
taken the dogs out yet?’ Ophelia asked. Again there was no reply,
neither from the children nor from Malachi who had taken advantage
of Pius' absence to take over his character on the furthest
monitor.

Ophelia picked
up Innocent, who now had a precarious-looking nappy protruding from
the unbuttoned side of his dungarees, and called into the darkness
of the bungalow.

‘Meg!
Gigi!’

‘Those aren't
their real names, Mummy,’ seven-year-old Joan said pityingly. ‘They
won't answer unless you say their proper names.’

Meg had been
acquired by the family three years earlier when her fecundity had
become too much for the elderly couple who had owned her. Her name
had immediately been lengthened to Megabyte by the newly
computer-literate children. She had given birth to her most recent
litter two months before the move to Moorwind and Ophelia and
Malachi had decided to keep the smallest bitch puppy who was named,
somewhat inevitably, Gigabyte.

‘Bite, bite!’
shouted Innocent.

Meg was found
sitting dolefully in the freezing cold kitchen, but there was no
sign of the puppy. Malachi, when roused from his computer game,
recollected that he had not seen her since the morning. As she
could have been in any one of the eleven assorted sheds making a
joyous meal of rats and sawdust, Ophelia thought no more about it
and took Megabyte for a walk alone.

Later that
evening, when the children had been fed and despatched to their
several cold and spider-infested bedrooms, Ophelia and Malachi sat
nursing cups of strong coffee in front of the inadequate fire. The
television in the corner was playing Malachi's video of the last
Five Nations championship.

‘Come on, Rory,
my son! Don't look behind; the buggers'll never catch you.
Yes!’

Ophelia leafed
through the papers for tomorrow's hearing. It was a simple enough
repossession. The usual hand-written defence pleaded the usual
unemployment and lack of communication by the building society and
concluded with the usual plea for a return of British justice to
the courts. Ophelia tried not to read this too closely and
concentrated upon the sporadic payment record.

Malachi had
paused the video and was gazing wistfully at Rory Underwood's fuzzy
figure as the ball was placed triumphantly over the line. A tear
dripped into his coffee and he clutched the mug tighter against his
chest.

‘I should've
been there, Oaf. If I'd kept my place in the Blues squad then I'd
still be playing for England now. Look at Rob Andrew. He's got
years in him yet. I should've been there.’ He rubbed his eyes with
the back of his hand, like a child, and smiled dolefully at
her.

‘I know you
should, my love. If it wasn't for your back . . .’

‘If it wasn't
for my back, which would have been fine if it wasn't for rowing in
that bloody college boat which I never would've done if I hadn't
gatecrashed the Boat Club dinner which I wouldn't have done if
you'd gone to the pub with me, which you would've done if your
bloody mother hadn't turned up at the Garden House Hotel
. . .’

It was a
familiar litany, repeated every few weeks of their married life,
but tonight it held less pique than usual, repeated by rote, as
though he were really thinking of something else. Ophelia reached
for the remote control and switched off the video. Then she walked
round to the back of his chair and put her arms around his neck.
The warm wool of his shoulder smelled pleasantly of baby lotion and
sawdust. Ophelia plucked a couple of grey hairs from his thinning
pink scalp.

‘How's business
then?’ she asked brightly, anxious not to be tempted by silence
into disturbing him with the events of her day.

‘Actually quite
good.’ He leaned back to look up at her and she could see that his
upside-down face had lighted up like a little boy longing to be
asked about a cherished secret. ‘I sold five of those funny 386s to
an engineering company in Leafskirk, Lancashire. I've stuck the Wet
Nose logo on them, you know, the labrador's head, boxed them off
and the courier's coming in the morning.’

‘That's
marvellous, Mal. Only four hundred and ninety-five to go now.’

‘Yes, but they
were so cheap sweetheart, I'm bound to get rid of them. And the
real beauty of the thing is, with the re-badging, everyone who buys
one will have the little labrador waiting to lick their faces every
morning when they get to work. That way they're sure to get
interested in more exciting stuff I've got in the pipeline. It's
the same principle as subliminal advertising, you see. I've got
this book about it. Of course, ideally the message needs to be
reinforced by the subject's total environment. Wet Noses
everywhere; at home, in the car, on holiday, whatever. I'm thinking
of giving away free Wet Nose tea-towels for the culinary
environment, then steering wheel covers . . .’

‘Steering wheel
covers?’

‘Well, maybe
not. Do you think that dangling labradors in the rear window
. . .? No, you don't. But have a think about it, will
you, Oaf? I need something stimulating within the motoring
environment.’

‘Mal, what
is this book?’

‘Haven't you
seen it? I got it from Dan, you remember, from college.’

‘What? Dan, Dan
the fast-buck man, the one who rented his room out to American
tourists and slept in the shopping centre with the tramps?’ As she
spoke, Ophelia disentangled herself and inspected the remains of
Sunday's Burgundy. ‘Want some?’

‘No, you finish
it, love. Yes, that Dan. Didn't you go out with him in your first
term?’

‘In my first
week, Mal. And I'd hardly call it going out. He just got me to sit
on King's Parade with a bucket and a sign saying: "Impoverished
working-class scholar. No grant. Please give generously." My mother
came down unexpectedly two days later and quickly put a stop to the
bucket and to Dan.’

‘But you didn't
have a grant and you were impoverished.’

‘I know, but
only because Daddy spent my maintenance money on a new set of golf
clubs. No, Mummy didn't mind the begging. It was the description as
working-class which really enraged her. So what's Dan got to do
with this wet nose business?’

‘Oh, he's made
a fortune selling the book. Network marketing, or something, he
calls it. Anyway, you should read it; it must be applicable to
solicitors, too. I don't know how you'd illustrate Parrishes within
the total experiential environment, though. Maybe you could have
little priests with a boundary round them. Why don't you go and get
a copy of the book? There are seventy-nine left in the small
henhouse.’

‘Mal, are you
selling this book then?’

‘To tell you
the truth, I'm not quite sure.’ Malachi rubbed his eyes again. He
drew his knees up to his chest and wrapped his arms around them,
turning himself into a large furry ball. ‘I got a bit confused when
Dan got to that bit. I know that I got a significant reduction by
taking eighty rather than only forty copies. Perhaps I should give
away a copy of the book with every ten computers I sell. Except
that I don't want my customers thinking too much about their total
experiential environments or they might catch on. What do you
think, Oaf?’

Ophelia yawned
and drained her glass.

‘I think I'm
going to bed.’
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Rambleton
County Court met every other Tuesday morning in a shabby room above
the hairdresser's on Kirkgate. For the rest of the fortnight the
room was the Old People's Drop-In Centre, and the most solemn
judicial processes were liable to be interrupted by an old lady,
truculent or wistful, in search of the rich tea biscuits. Ophelia
had attended the court once six months earlier, a 150-mile round
trip from the city firm where she had served her articles. On that
occasion a personable young district judge, obviously on his way to
higher things, had dealt with her application quickly and with
brisk efficiency. The other solicitors and clerks in the waiting
room, fortified with Russian novels and flasks of coffee, had
marvelled at her good fortune in visiting Rambleton on the only
known occasion when its usual incumbent, Deputy District Judge
Ranger was off sick, reputedly due to a riding accident.

Mr L. Ranger,
of Snodsworth and Ranger, Rambleton's third firm of solicitors, had
been appointed as a Deputy District Judge, or Recorder, as they
were then known, around ten years before. It was generally
considered that the judicial luminaries who make such appointments
must have overindulged at their clubs the night before making such
an extraordinary choice. They had at least not compounded their
folly by promoting him, despite his increasingly broad hints, to a
full-time District Judgeship. Normally, of course, a Deputy
District Judge in such an area might be expected to travel between
several of the smaller county courts. Normally, moreover,
Rambleton's own court would have been closed years ago and its
business transferred to one of the gleaming new Combined Court
Centres, so easily confused with branches of Sainsbury's. The
retention of Rambleton's county court and the limiting of Mr
Ranger's activities to its sittings were inextricably linked. When
Deputy District Judge Ranger went (and despite new compulsory
judicial retirement ages he vowed that he would 'die in the
saddle') then Rambleton court would go too, to the dismay of those
who enjoyed reading War and Peace on a draughty bench and to
the delight of those who were more concerned with their mileage
allowances.

The
Mid-Yorkshire's application was due at 10.30 a.m., block-listed,
Ophelia saw on arrival, with two other possession applications. A
dapper middle-aged man met her at the door. Like the employees of
the larger courts he wore a Lord Chancellor's Department name-tag,
but in his case the space left for the name was completely blank.
He greeted her in tones of conspiratorial cosiness.

‘Well, well, a
new face! That's a change around here. For the Mid-Yorkshire? Are
you sure? That's always been Parrishes' business. Oh, I see!
Mr Parrish well I hope? And the young lady, Polly, is it? Very much
liked by us all are our Mr Parrish and young Polly.’

Ophelia
explained that she had taken over the litigation work at Parrishes
and that Mr Parrish was as-well as she'd ever seen him. Mr Blank,
who apparently acted as court clerk, usher, typist and Mr Ranger's
tea boy, told Ophelia that her application would be heard second
and directed her to a pile of People's Friend magazines.
Ophelia had in fact, as usual, secreted a novel in her briefcase
but for once was too preoccupied to read. She had called into the
office before going on to court that morning and had found Polly in
a state of panic.

‘Ophelia, I've
just remembered. A man's coming to fix the photocopier this
afternoon at half-past two.’

Ophelia looked
around. ‘Have we got a photocopier? I can't see one anywhere.’

‘It's in
. . .’ Polly lowered her voice ‘ . . . that
cupboard. It hasn't worked for six months so there are all
papers and stuff on top of it, but it's right next to, you know,
Mr Parrish. The man'll have to step right over him. Do you
think we can pretend he's a roll of carpet or something?’

‘I shouldn't
think so. What time is the photocopier man coming?’

Eventually
Ophelia managed to leave, having promised to find a solution by
half-past two. To her surprise she was the only person in the
court's waiting room.

‘Looks like
I'll be in straightaway after all then,’ she said lightly to Mr
Blank.

‘Oh no.’ He
sounded deeply shocked. ‘Does things properly, does our Mr
Ranger.’

Ophelia was
puzzled but sat down and pretended to memorize a knitting
pattern.

When Mr Blank
had retreated to his inner sanctum she abandoned the pretence and
gazed out of the window. She could just see the Market Square at
the other end of Kirkgate, the blue and white polar bears of
Freezaland somehow even more garish at a distance. She thought of
her own freezer in its confusion, plundered for nappy disposal, and
wished that she was at home. Imagining herself contentedly
defrosting, cleaning and sorting beefburgers from ice-cream, she
drifted into a reverie of good housekeeping. Unfortunately, the
memory of Mr Parrish's cold, blue hand persisted in creeping in
beside the frozen sausages . . .

She started as
someone else came into the room. It was a tall and heavily built
man, perhaps five years older than she. He was rather handsome in
an unpleasant supercilious and saturnine way, with heavy dark
stubble already showing beneath jowls that had obviously been
expensively shaved that morning. In a larger court Ophelia would
have ignored him, but in Rambleton it would probably be wise to
cultivate the acquaintance of anyone whose jacket matched his
trousers. She glanced at the clock before she spoke and was
surprised to find that it was already five past eleven.

‘What time are
you on?’

‘Half-ten.’ He
not only looked like Heathcliff but apparently shared his
conversational generosity.

‘Oh, but it's
already -’

‘You're new I
see. There's plenty of time. He's not dealt with his first half ten
yet.’

‘No, it's
funny. I was here when the court opened and I didn't see anyone
else waiting for that appointment. Is there another door or
something?’

‘No, there's no
one else there. Ranger argues it out himself if neither party turns
up. Listen.’

Ophelia did so
and realised that for some time she had been hearing a single voice
rise and fall as though in impassioned debate, occasionally
reaching a crescendo then dropping to an almost inaudible murmer of
reasonableness. No words could be heard except for a single shout
of what sounded like ‘Giddyup!’

It could not
really have been 'Giddyup', of course, but some Latin tag
indicating that the argument was over, for Mr Blank then reappeared
at the door and called Ophelia through.

‘Mrs O. for the
plaintiff. No attendance by the defendant.’

Deputy District
Judge Ranger rose as Ophelia entered the room. He was enormously
tall, approaching seven feet, and very thin with the furrowed
creosote brown skin of the elderly horseman.

‘Howdy, Mrs
O.’

‘Good morning,
sir.’

‘Take a seat,
ma'am. This is a sorry business.’ His accent, middle-class
Yorkshire overlaid with Texan, disorientated Ophelia.

‘I'm sorry,
sir, I don't quite . . . Have I done something
wrong?’

‘Young lady,
that is a matter between you and your Gaad. I was referring to this
sad business of young Billy Cox.’

‘Billy? Oh, I
see, yes, Cox, the defendant. Right. I have here an affidavit from
the building society with the charge certificate, MHA search and
office copies. I am instructed to ask for possession within
twenty-eight days.’

Ophelia passed
the documents to Mr Ranger but he left them lying on the table.

‘And is young
Billy not to have the opportunity to defend himself? Is his home to
be taken from him, from his poor wife, his little children, with
the dead words of your affidavit? Have you no compassion in your
heart, Mrs O.?’

‘With respect,
sir, I believe that your file will show that Mr Cox had ample
notice of this application and of the hearing today.’

‘That may be
so. But have you considered that he may be ill, he may be lying in
bed at this moment, unable to reach the telephone? Indeed, he may
well not have a telephone. The lives of the poor folk even in this
town can be mighty hard, Mrs O.’

‘Again, with
respect, sir, if that is the case then Mr Cox will be able to apply
for a stay of execution. The evidence before you is quite clear. Mr
Cox has paid nothing at all for five months, was already
considerably in arrears before that, and there is nothing to
suggest that he will be in a position to commence payments in the
foreseeable future.’

Ophelia was
beginning to cheer up. There was nothing like taking a firm line
with a District Judge to brighten a dull day. What was more, while
she rattled off the familiar patter, an idea was beginning to form
in her head as to how to solve the problem of Mr Parrish.

The unwritten
rules of this scenario were that Mr Ranger would make an order for
possession suspended on payment of the mortgage instalments.
Ophelia would object, citing the rules that required a likelihood
that all arrears could be paid off within a year. Mr Ranger would
ignore her objections, Mr Cox would not pay a single penny and she
would be back in court in another two months, at which time Mr
Ranger would make the order which she had originally requested. Mr
Ranger would have salved his conscience, Ophelia would get two lots
of agency fees, the building society would claim more costs out of
the sale of the house and Mr Cox would have an extra two months
before being evicted. Unfortunately Mr Ranger did not play by the
rules. He stood up suddenly so that Ophelia had to struggle to her
feet as well, trying to disguise the fact that one of her shoes had
fallen off under the table.

‘I will not
stand by and see the blood-sucking leeches of the Mid-Yorkshire
Champion Building Society deprive a man of hearth and home. We hold
these truths to be self-evident, that a man is entitled to the
pursuit of life, liberty and happiness. Billy Cox is one such man
and he is not alone. I stand here, I can do no other.’

It was like one
of those Radio Four quizzes, thought Ophelia, where the panellists
had to disentangle quotations.

‘The
application is dismissed. Costs in favour of the defendant.
Giddyup!’

‘I shall advise
my principals to appeal.’ Ophelia retorted, but she was already
being shepherded out of the room by the impassive Mr Blank. As she
went out she caught sight of a battered brown object hanging on the
back of the door. She had no doubt but that it was a genuine
Stetson.
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‘I've got an
idea!’ called Ophelia to Polly as she rushed straight into the far
room.

‘Great. Do you
want . . . ?’

‘Yes. Extra
strong, please.’

She rummaged
through the pile of incoming post from the day before which she had
put aside as being not immediately urgent. The letter was not
difficult to find, with electric blue polar bears frollicking about
the heading.

Freezaland

7-11 Market
Sqaure

Rambleton

Dear Mr
Parrish,

Thank you for
your recent letter enclosing another copy of your bill.

Please be
assured that I have not overlooked your account and that I am most
grateful for your help in the matters referred to.

Unfortunately I
am really in no position to satisfy the account at present owing to
an extremely poor year's trading. However, I am optimistic about
the outcome of our move into the green chest freezer market and
have prioritised your account for settlement as soon as
possible.

Meanwhile I
urge you not to take the action threatened in your last letter. As
you must realise, this would almost certainly result in the closure
of the business and in losses for all our creditors, including
yourself.

If you would
like to discuss this further then please ring me or have a word at
the next meeting.

Yours
faithfully,

Stewart Saggers
(Managing Director)

Ophelia could
recognise a desperate man, one prepared to use any possible weapon.
She wondered whether the underlined 'meeting' was a threat or
merely an appeal to Masonic solidarity. On second thoughts, Mr
Parrish's will had suggested that he was a Catholic, so it was
probably just the Rotary Club.

Polly brought
in the coffee.

‘Thanks. Polly,
could you get Mr Saggers of Freezaland on the phone for me,
please?’

‘Yeah, course.
You do know that it's nearly half-past twelve and that the man's
coming -’

‘Off you go,
Polly.’

‘Good morning,
afternoon. How may I help you?’ The voice was bluff but
nervous.

‘Good
afternoon, Mr Saggers. My name is Ophelia O. and I am the new
assistant solicitor at Parrishes. Mr Parrish has asked me to deal
with all costs collection matters. I've noticed that your
outstanding bill is well over five thousand pounds and I think it
might be useful if we were to have a discussion.’

‘Well, I do
normally deal with Mr Parrish himself.’ Ophelia could sense the
'little woman' card about to be played.

‘I appreciate
that, Mr Saggers, but Mr Parrish wishes me to deal with this
matter. Perhaps you would be kind enough to call round at the
office? I have a suggestion to make that may resolve the problem
but it is essential that we speak in person. Immediately.’

After a little
more bluster Mr Saggers agreed and Ophelia went through to brief
Polly.

Five minutes
later, when he arrived, the girls were presenting a united front.
Polly escorted him into Mr Parrish's room where Ophelia sat behind
the imposing desk. She hoped that the interview would not take too
long, as her bottom was already aching on top of the four box files
balanced on the seat of the large oak chair.

‘Mr Parrish is
away at a conference today. He is allowing me to use his room while
I wait for mine to be decorated.’

‘There isn't
another room in here,’ objected Mr Saggers. ‘My dad was outdoor
clerk to Mr Stanmore so I should know. Not unless you include this
cupboard, of course. I suppose you might make a little office out
of it. Paint it white, put some plants and pictures up; I know you
ladies are good at that sort of thing.’

Ophelia
watched, horrified as he moved towards the door of the stationery
cupboard. She could not speak, could not move, could not breathe. A
strange little strangled squeak came out of her mouth, then
nothing.

Polly saved the
moment.

‘Oh no, Mr
Saggers. Mrs O.'s office is going to be out here, where I work.
Open-plank, it's called. So when the clients come in, they can see
her working straightaway and they'll know they can trust her. Mr
Parrish took a lot of persuading, mind. I don't think he'd want
clients looking at him as soon as they walked through the
door.’

Which,
considering Mr Parrish's current condition, was almost certainly
true.

Mr Saggers was
looking dubious and his hand was still on the doorknob. Ophelia
broke out of her torpor. As she stood up the box files clattered to
the floor, startling him into loosening his grip.

‘Actually, I
would appreciate your opinion as a successful marketing man. Do you
think that a screen across here would maximise beneficial client
interface?’

Mr Saggers
allowed himself to be seduced away from the the cupboard and was
soon pontificating happily upon what Ophelia, in a moment of
inspiration, christened 'office topology'. Eventually she managed
to steer him back into Mr Parrish's room and to the subject of his
overdue account.

‘Tell me about
the green fest cheeser market,’ she suggested.

‘Well, the fest
cheeser, chest freezer market boomed, of course, in the 1970s when
the freezer craze really hit the UK and people started buying
ice-cream from cash-and-carries. Plus the Good Life
phenomenon, when everyone wanted to be self-sufficient and we made
them think that if they grew and froze enough runner beans they'd
end up looking like Felicity Kendall.’

‘And did the
men want to look like Richard Briers?’ asked Ophelia, fascinated
despite herself.

‘I've really no
idea. I think it's unlikely, don't you?’

‘I bet the
wives wanted their husbands to be like him,’ interjected Polly. ‘I
think he's dead cuddly’.

‘Anyway,’
continued Mr Saggers, whose ideas of executive differentials did
not allow him to discuss marketing strategy with secretaries, ‘we
sold a hell of a lot of these bloody great caverns, then suddenly
it was all over.’

‘Oh, why was
that?’ asked Ophelia obediently.

‘The eighties.
Executive stress, red braces, nouvelle cuisine. No one
wanted to admit to having time to cook, gardening was all hostas
and Chinese pots, and what yuppie wanted to go into the garage to
get the pudding?’

‘I see your
point. So the eighties were a bad time for the freezer
business?’

‘Oh no, not as
such. You see, the yuppies might not have bought chest freezers but
they bought expensive fridge-freezers and wine-coolers and dinky
little table-top fridges for the office.’

‘Were
there many yuppies in Rambleton?’

‘We had our
moments. Anyway, we're talking national trends. No, the problem was
that the oldies, the ones who'd bought their chest freezers in the
seventies, weren't replacing. And you know why that was?’

‘I'm sure that
you'll tell me.’

‘There's
nothing wrong with the bloody things! They never wear out! I don't
know what the manufacturers were thinking of, defying all the laws
of built-in obsolescence. I can only assume, trying to be
charitable, that there was some essential component which they
hoped would break down and it never did. The blasted machines just
go on for ever, stuck in the garage full of raspberries. And the
owners, Goblins, we call them-’

‘Goblins?’

‘Getting On,
Buy Late Or Never.’

‘That's
"Goblon".’

‘Is it? Well,
don't blame me, I don't make these things up. Got that one out of
Refrigeration Monthly. Anyway, where was I? Oh yes, these
Goblins, Goblons if you prefer, won't buy a new freezer for the
hell of it, or because it looks good, or because it's endorsed by
some actress or footballer. They won't even replace it with a
space-saving model because there's still plenty of room in the
garage for the Maestro. That left us in the industry pretty stuck,
I can tell you. But now the Scandinavians have come up with these
environmentally sound jobs, low energy, no CFCs, recyclable, the
works. Now that's just the thing to appeal to your Goblin, with her
left-over social conscience and rapidly diminishing pension on the
horizon. Mind you, I don't really know what the Scandinavians want
freezers for anyway with their climate. Would have thought they
could just stick the turkey drumsticks in a nearby fjord, eh?’

He was growing
relaxed and Ophelia decided to let him amble on a little longer,
ignoring Polly's frantic gestures towards the clock.

‘And have they
remembered the built-in obsolescence this time?’

Mr Saggers
failed to notice the irony.

‘Well we hope
so, but they're being made mainly by the Krauts, and you know what
they're like. Even their electric can-openers are lasting more than
six months now, so God knows what they've done to the freezers.
Probably be putting frozen lamb and goat in them at the Last
Judgement. But we'll cross that bridge when we come to it.’

Ophelia was
momentarily taken aback by Mr Saggers' flight of apocalyptic
fantasy but she recovered quickly.

‘And do you
have these freezers in stock at the moment?’

‘Oh yes, took
delivery of three bloody monsters this morning. Cost a grand each,
but you could stick two cows in them and still have room for the
ice-pops.’

‘Mr Saggers, I
have a proposition to put to you.’

‘Oh aye?’ said
Mr Saggers, who had almost forgotten why he was there in the first
place.

‘Parrishes
would be prepared to take one of these large chest freezers for the
office in part-payment of our invoice. The balance of the monies
would be deferred for, shall we say, eighteen months from today's
date?’

‘Well, that's a
very welcome proposal, Mrs O., but are you sure that a big freezer
is really what you need in here? I could do you a nice little
compact, big enough for your milk and any odds and ends of shopping
you girls might do at lunch time.’

‘Thank you, but
the situation is a little more complex than that. I don't
know whether you know Polly's fiancé Gary?’

‘Gary? Oh, is
that the lad at the butcher's?’

‘Yes, that's
right. Gary and Polly want to get married, you see, but they can't
possibly afford a house on her wages here and the pittance Mr
Whitworth pays Gary. The only way they can do it is if Gary does a
bit of, um, private enterprise. I'm sure a successful entrepreneur
like yourself can appreciate the situation.’

‘Ah,’ nodded Mr
Saggers, a smile of sly complicity passing over his large face.
‘Always ready to help a small businessman on the way up. Sort of
undercover Chamber of Cornmerce.’

‘I'm glad that
we understand one another, Mr Saggers. Now the only thing is, Mr
Parrish is due back at two o'clock and we don't know when he'll be
away from the office again. Now, as I explained, he's left costs
collection entirely in my hands, but I don't like to worry him, if
you see what I mean. So could you possibly have it delivered
immediately?’

‘Can do, Mrs
O.,’ he promised with a jaunty wink.

‘Thank you. And
another thing. Are these freezers lockable?’

Ophelia grinned
at Polly as the door swung behind Mr Saggers' corpulent
backside.

‘There we are
then, we'll get Mr Parrish safely frozen. The mortuary couldn't do
it better and it should give us a few days to find this blasted bit
of paper. Polly? What's the matter? I'm sorry I had to use Gary's
name but I couldn't think of anything else. He doesn't actually
have to be involved, you know.’

‘No, it's not
that.’ Polly shifted from foot to foot. ‘You know that case you had
this morning? Was it for the Mid-Yorkshire?’

‘Yes, you know
it was. Parrishes don't do any other court work.’

‘Why?’

‘Well
. . . I ought to show you this. I'd hidden it, I felt so
awful. But now I feel worse for hiding it.’

Polly handed
over a letter with the white rose and trophy heading of the
building society. It stated, in terms of no ambiguity, that the
society's legal department were reconsidering Parrishes' agency
status owing to the 'cursory and haphazard' way in which their
applications were being managed.

‘You've been
doing these yourself, have you?’

‘Oh yes. Mr
Parrish said that he'd forgotten where the court was, and certainly
wasn't going to stand up like a ninny in front of some jumped-up
registrar at his age. I did my best, Ophelia, honest I did. But the
building society are so horrid and the poor defectives
. . .’


‘Defendants?’

‘Yes, them
. . . are so nice. You know last time I had to do one of
those awful examinations.’

‘Oral
examinations?’

‘Isn't that
dentists? I mean when you have to ask the person questions about
their money and the court clerk writes it down.’

‘Oral
examinations, yes. Nothing to do with dentists. What happened
then?’

‘I had to
awfully examine this man who'd been overdrawn by sixty pounds.
Well, he turned up, and he was a really sweet old thing and ever so
worried about it all. So, I asked him all the questions on the
list, did he have any investments, how many holidays he had, had he
won money on the horses and all that. And to every question he just
smiled sadly and shook his head. I was so embarrassed, I had my
head stuck behind my papers all the time. It didn't help that he
had lots of holes in his jumper and trousers, in the most peculiar
places. So, it wasn't until it was all over and he'd signed the
clerk's report and was going out that I realised.’

‘Realised
what?’

‘The poor old
sod only had one leg. The other was a sort of metal thing like you
tie a clothes line to. And then the bloody building society write
and say that I haven't been sufficiently rigorous. What do they
want to do, send the bailiffs to seize his crutches?’

‘I wouldn't be
surprised. Well, today's hearing won't have helped. I'll have to
try harder next time. I know they're bastards, Polly, but we can't
possibly do without the agency work.’

‘I know. I just
wish there was something we could do to get back at them.’

‘Well, let me
know if you think of anything, will you? So long as it doesn't
involve a balaclava and a sawn-off-shotgun. I'm allergic to wool
over my face.’



Chapter
Six

By heaven, it is as
proper to our age

To cast beyond
ourselves in our opinions

As it is common for
the younger sort

To lack direction.

(II.i.
114-17)



Meanwhile
Deputy District Judge Ranger had completed his morning of court
appointments, and was trotting jauntily down Kirkgate towards the
Market Square. With his Stetson set well back from his face and his
briefcase flapping against his leg like a loosened saddlebag, he
arched his neck to feel the crisp autumn breeze against his
leathery cheeks.

‘Steady, girl,’
he whispered as his imaginary mare whinnied and pawed the pavement.
‘Soon be back at the corral.’

At the corner
of the Square he pulled hard on the reins - she was a young filly
and sometimes headstrong, especially close to home - and guided her
to a halt outside a dusty grey shopfront. The old-fashioned bay
window was decorated with draped silk, faded to blotting-paper
blue, and a small card in the centre proclaimed:




W. R. G. SNODSWORTH,
MA

L. N. RANGER

SOLICITORS &
COMMISSIONERS FOR OATHS




Mr Ranger
dismounted, lifting a long leg high over the horse's back and
jumping down from the saddle with a light bounce which startled a
little girl walking past, and enraged her Yorkshire terrier. The
stunted creature, more emaciated guinea pig than dog, began to snap
at Mr Ranger's ankles and tore a small hole in his white cotton
baseball socks.

‘Gee, is there
somebody darn there?’ exclaimed the Deputy District Judge, feeling
the sharp canines piercing the flesh of his lower calf. He squinted
down from his great height and was in time to see a dim brownish
shape reluctantly extricate its jaws and follow the little girl's
tugging lead.

Dripping blood
and trailing white cotton, Mr Ranger still remembered to offer the
mare a lump of well-deserved sugar before limping into his
offce.

The door, as he
pushed it open, was offering some considerable resistance, and it
took all his strength to force it back against the inner wall.
There was a sliding noise, the grating of metal, a squawk and then
the recriminations of a red-faced mother who had rescued her baby
from its pushchair just in time. Hers was not the only protest, for
the small waiting room was crammed with seven or eight people, all
of whom seemed to cry out at once to the bewildered Mr Ranger.

‘You could have
killed him! Who do you think you are, striding in here, squashing
innocent babies? Dere we are, sweetie. Did the nasty man try to
squidge you, den?’

‘About time
too! I've been waiting since half-past ten for you, you know!’

‘Oh Mr Ranger,
please could you ask Mr Snodsworth to come out? We're supposed to
be moving house today but he won't do the completion. Even the
potty's in the furniture van and my little girl's getting
desperate.’

‘Oi! Tell Will
Snodsworth I'm off t'Parrishes, will ye?’

‘Guys 'n'
gals.’ Mr Ranger raised his voice above the clamour. ‘Guys, gals
'n' little tykes.’ He smiled at the baby which renewed its howling.
‘It seems there's been one heck of a ding-dong-hog's-mess round
here. Y'all just sit down tight on your ar- seats and I'll sort it
out.’

Trying to
ignore the blood that flowed ever more freely on to the carpet, he
picked his way through the maze of knees and knocked on the door of
Mr Snodsworth's room.

‘Come!’ creaked
an ancient voice.

Mr Ranger
opened the door just enough to slide his thin body through the
aperture, closing it quickly behind him as he sensed the surge of
animosity from the waiting room. From behind an enormous mahogany
desk, clear and polished to brilliance, a tuft of white hair arose
from behind a small sheaf of paper.

‘Ah, Lionel.
How are you, my boy?’

‘I'm just fine,
Mr Snodsworth, sir. The fact is, there are a few folks in the
waiting room.’

‘Folks in the
waiting room? And what are they doing there?’ The old man's voice
was slow and measured.

‘They're, well,
waiting, sir.’

‘Waiting. In
the waiting room. How very appropriate. Was it really necessary,
Lionel, to disturb my reading of counsel's opinion in a most
important case, merely to tell me that people, folks as you
so quaintly put it, are waiting in a room specifically
designated for that purpose?’

‘I suppose not,
sir,’ replied Mr Ranger, uncomfortably conscious that Mr
Snodworth's expensive Persian carpet was gradually receiving a new,
dark red pattern. ‘Er, is it the Geranium case?’

‘Yes, my boy.’
Mr Snodsworth seemed pleasantly surprised. ‘Have I mentioned it to
you before? Well remembered. We'll make a solicitor of you yet.
Yes, Re Geranium Trusts. Unfortunately this young
barrister,’ he waved the opinion, which bore the name of a very
eminent QC, in Mr Ranger's face, ‘doesn't seem to share my optimism
about my client's case. Never mind, never mind.’

‘Excuse me
asking, sir,’ began Mr Ranger, whose American accent never survived
for long in quintessentially English atmosphere of Mr Snodworth's
chamber, ‘but haven't you asked for quite a few opinions in this
case already?’

‘Twenty-seven,’
replied the old man with satisfaction. ‘Sixteen of the barristers
are dead now, two in the loony bin and one's Lord Chancellor.
Still, my client died in '59, so there's no hurry now. Slow and
steady, that's the way to succeed in the Law, m'boy. Slow and
steady. By the way, did you want to tell me something about these
people waiting in the waiting room? The waiters, shall we call 'em?
Ha!’

‘They seem to
think they have appointments. Some with me, and it's my court
morning, you know, and some with you.’

‘Court morning?
Are you still on that business? In my day we never went near a
court once we got past twenty-two. Not if we were gentlemen. Left
that sort of thing to the clerks. You're slipping, my boy, you're
slipping. Yes, I expect I told them they could toddle along, but
that was before this opinion came in. Can't drop Geranium,
you know. Can't you tell them just to toddle back again?’

‘I don't think
so, sir. Perhaps if I could get your files then I could sort them
out. Do the completions and so on.’

‘Yes, yes help
yourself. Give and take, change and change about, that's the way to
succeed in the Law.’ He waved a dismissive hand towards a loose
mountain of paper, three or four feet high, which had been swept
from his desk top on to the floor. ‘Hmm. What we need, m'boy, is a
clerk to tidy some of this stuff up. Can't you find us one?’

‘I think that
most firms have lady secretaries now, sir.’

‘Lady
secretaries! Are you sure? Very well, I know we're nearly into the
1970s now. You'd better get us a lady secretary, then.’

‘We did have
one, sir, a few years ago. Don't you remember? A nice little gal
called Polly. She left when you wouldn't pay her more than one and
six a week. Went to work for Parrishes.’

‘More than one
and six a week! I should think I wouldn't pay more than one and six
a week. A working man would be over the moon at one and six a
week.’

‘It is only
seven and a half pence in the new money.’

‘New money, new
money? Bless my soul, what is the boy talking about now? Do go away
and leave me to my Geranium. If young Wilfred Parrish knows
about these lady secretaries, why don't we get him to come and work
for us? Then we could get on with our proper work, my
Geranium and your ridiculous court business.’

‘Wilfred's a
partner now, sir. But we could suggest a merger. I've often thought
it might be beneficial to both practices.’ Deputy District Judge
Ranger had now removed his shoe and was attempting to mop the blood
up from the carpet with what remained of his sock.

‘A merger, hey?
Well, there are precedents. Ratchett and Probe merged with Washburn
& Co back in '97.’

‘In 1897,
sir?’

‘No, no, 1797.
I said "back in" didn't I?’ Mr Snodsworth flapped his hands
irritably. ‘Now, for the last time, Lionel, do go away. Merge with
young Wilfred if you like, I don't mind. I have to draft some fresh
instructions.’ He ran his finger down a directory of barristers.
‘Ever heard of this Mortimer boy?’

Mr Ranger
packed up an armful of paper and retreated, leaving his shoe on the
carpet. As he closed the door behind him he took great gulps of
Texan air.

‘Now then,
folks,’ he called, slapping his holster with a sunburned hand, ‘the
Sheriff's back in town. Which of y'all stand in the greatest
need?’



Chapter
Seven

One woe doth tread
upon another's heel,

So fast they
follow.

(IV.vii
162-3)



‘Caw!’ crowed
the photocopier mechanic, bursting into the office at five minutes
to five. ‘Don'cha believe in signposts up norf, den? Two-an-a-arf
bleedin' hours I bin looking for this Rambleton place. I bin to
Leeds, 'Arrowgate, Firsk, Darlin'ton an' 'alf-way to
Newcarstle before I found it.’


‘Newcastle,’ explained Polly. ‘You have to say the last bit
very fast, or else people will think you're a southerner.’

‘I am a
bleedin' suvvener, aren't I? 'Snot my fault that bloody Reg
Trantor, wot was the northern region service engineer, went AWOL
with a van full of spares an' the sales director's missus. I never
asked to be sent up 'ere but Mr Bleeding Pike, 'e says, "Damien,"
'e says, "you've got a clean licence, 'aven't you, lad?" "Well
cleanish," I says and next fing I know I'm on the bleedin' A1 Norf,
me that's never bin further than Chelmsford. I say, gotta cuppa
tea, 'ave ya? Me marf's like bleedin' Canary Wharf.’

Polly put the
kettle on (as it were) while Ophelia tried to entice Damien into
the stationery cupboard. But after his long northern tour he was
not to be hurried and sat happily on her desk, swinging expensive
trainers against the wastepaper basket.

‘Bin doin' a
bit of spring-cleaning 'ave ya, girls?’ he enquired pleasantly,
gazing about him at the morass of papers which represented the
afternoon's search for Mr Parrish's instructions. ‘I suppose the
seasons are different up 'ere. Closer to the Norf Pole, incha?’

Eventually
after three cups of tea and the serious depletion of the fig rolls,
Damien was persuaded to glance at the photocopier. Ophelia had
suggested to Polly that she go home after the second cup but Polly
frowned, shook her head and hissed, in a completely audible
whisper, ‘I'm not leaving you alone with him. You heard what he
said; he's from London. He's probably one of those serious
killers.’

Nothing in
Damien's frank and freckled countenance could dispel the taint of
the capital, so Ophelia consented to be chaperoned and all three
squeezed with difficulty into the stationery cupboard.

‘Cosy, this,
innit?’ commented Damien, grinning at the flushed Polly. ‘What's
this then, a freezer? Looks like a bleedin' tomb.’

Polly choked on
the last fig roll and Damien thumped her enthusiastically on the
back.

‘Watch
yourself, darlin'. No, it's like one of them sarcophagi, innit? I'm
interested in all that stuff. You know, old churches and that. What
you need is one of them statues on the top, lyin' down. Like this.’
He hopped on top of the freezer and lay down on the lid, his eyes
closed and hands folded in silent prayer. ‘Course, watcha need is
'is lady lying up 'ere next to 'im,’ he added, opening one eye to
wink at Polly.

‘And a little
dog at his feet,’ added Ophelia, doing her best to enter into the
spirit of the thing.

‘Anyway,’
concluded Damien, jumping down from the freezer with an exaggerated
shiver, ‘don't know watcha need a freezer for in 'ere. Bleedin'
brass monkeys. What's your boyfriend do to warm 'imself up
then?’

‘He's a
butcher,’ replied Polly severely. ‘He chops up Cockneys with his
biggest meat cleaver and feeds them to the Yorkshire wolves.’

‘Aw right,
darlin', aw right. Let's 'ave a look at this machine then. Betcha
forgot to put in the toner.’

At a quarter
past six Ophelia and Polly waved goodbye to the still cheerful
Damien, then collapsed in exhaustion on to the file-strewn
carpet.

‘I think,’ said
Polly judiciously, ‘this has been the most horrible day of my life.
Even worse than when Gary got his finger stuck in the ham
slicer.’

‘It was
somewhat gruesome,’ agreed Ophelia. ‘Mr Parrish seemed to be
heavier than yesterday, didn't he?’

‘And smellier.
Did you see Mr Saggers sniffing when he brought the freezer in? You
know, when poor old Mr P. was behind the photocopier. I had to
pretend that I'd left some salami in my handbag last month. And
then he wanted to inspect the room for, what was it?’

‘Pockets of
heat-retaining atmosphere.’

‘Oh yeah. Good
thing you got him distracted with that about the total conventional
environment And he bought a copy of your husband's book. I
think we did pretty well, considering. All the same
. . .’ Polly's voice trailed off, and her complexion,
behind its layered foundation, grew perceptibly paler.

‘All the same
what?’

‘I do wish that
Mr Saggers hadn't left quite so many bags of frozen mushy peas at
the bottom. I know he meant to be kind, but l don't think I'll ever
be able to eat them again. And we still haven't found those
instructions.’

‘Never mind.’
Ophelia gave a long sigh. ‘There are still seven Persil packets,
four Rice Krispies, six milk cartons and a tomato box to check.
Nil desperandum.’

‘Oh, I don't
care about the football results,’ said Polly, with a brave
smile.




Ophelia arrived
home to find an unfamiliar black Skoda parked in the yard. In the
kitchen Malachi and a large Irishman were drinking sherry out of
the children's Winnie-the-Pooh plastic tumblers.

‘Ah,’ said
Malachi, as he looked up from the kitchen table. ‘Father, may I
present my wife, 'Phelia O., slistor extraordinaire. 'Phelia,
thi'is Father Jim. He says he's our parish priest.’

‘Pleased to
meet you, Ophelia,’ said the priest, with a little bow. ‘I trust
that we'll be seeing you at Mass this Sunday.’

‘Yes, of
course, Father.’ Ophelia collected a grimy mug from the draining
board and slumped on to the pine bench next to him. ‘Malachi, why
are you drinking Bristol Cream? I only use that for trifles; I won
it in a tombola. I'm sure there's some whisky somewhere.’

‘There was,’
agreed Malachi. ‘We drank it.’

‘And very
welcome it was too,’ added Father Jim. ‘Not that we should despise
the Bristol Cream. There's many an old bird in the parish that's
kept from falling into the sin of despair by the judicious
application of your Bristol Cream.’

Judging from
the rate at which his tumbler was emptying, the priest had been
applying the Bristol Cream, not to mention the Glenfiddich, pretty
judiciously himself, but unlike Malachi he exhibited no ill
effects.

‘Where are the
children?’ asked Ophelia.

Father Jim
raised his face from his tumbler. ‘Ah. They're showing Sister
Hedwig around this fabulous farm of yours. Wonderful place you've
got here, great for the children. Reminds me of me own boyhood in
County Clare. I had four serious agricultural accidents before I
was twelve. Marvellous experience. Not that I was accident-prone
like our Padraic, mind. By his eighth birthday he'd only got seven
fingers left. Now that lad of yours, the lively one - Hygenus is
it? - he's the spit-wash image of our Padraic.’

‘Really?’
Ophelia was craning her neck in alarm, trying to see past him into
the yard. ‘And they're with Sister, what was it, Hilda?’

‘Hedwig,
Hedwig. Dear Sister Hedwig is my assistant in the parish:
catechist, teacher, sermon writer, you name it. A remarkable woman,
quite remarkable. In fact, I am planning,’ he lowered his voice
conspiratorially, ‘I am planning for her to be the first woman
priest in the whole Catholic Church. God grant that I live to see
the day.’ He crossed himself reverently and returned to his
drink.

‘Well, I hope
she'll live to a remarkably old age then,’ said Ophelia, helping
herself to sherry and finding none left in the bottle. ‘What with
this invasion of refugee misogynist Anglicans it's going to take
even longer than it would have done anyway.’

‘I wish I could
say "fe'gee soggy Anglicans," ’ said Malachi wistfully, and laid
his head on the table.

‘What about the
dogs? Have you found Gigi yet?’

‘Sister
Hedwig,’ answered Father Jim, as Malachi seemed to have gone to
sleep, ‘is organizing a thorough search with the aid of your
delightful children and the remaining dog, Maggie is it?’

‘Meg.’

‘Ah yes, of
course, Meg. I thought that the dear creature was much too
good-natured to be a Maggie. I am sure that Sister will find the
little puppy. She has great success in retrieving my spectacles
from unexpected corners of the presbytery.’

Unfortunately
Sister Hedwig's talents had failed her, for she returned shortly,
somewhat tousled, with only two children and one dog.

‘Joan and
Hygenus wanted to play on the old tractor,’ she explained. ‘I
didn't think it very safe but the eldest boy said he would keep an
eye on them. He seems a sensible lad so I let them stay. I managed
to hang on to the little ones, though.’

Innocent,
grubby and tired, clambered on to Ophelia's knee while Urban
settled down next to his father, unperturbed by Malachi's now heavy
snoring.

‘Are you
'sleep, Daddy? Why aren't you in bed? Is it your bedtime? It's not
my bedtime. Wake up, donk head.’

There was no
reply and Urban, annoyed, laid his little blond head next to
Malachi's and imitated his snores.


‘Hoooonggg-choo. Hoooonnnnnngggg-CHU!’

‘And I'm afraid
that we didn't find the little dog,’ Sister Hedwig continued,
absently stroking first Urban's, then Malachi's hair. ‘The mother
seems to be getting quite worried. Maybe you should call the
police.’

Malachi woke,
prompted by Urban's proding and by Sister Hedwig's caresses.

‘Can't do
that,’ he said, and fell asleep again.

‘I really think
it might be best,’ insisted Hedwig, her faded blue eyes bright with
concern.

‘No, I'm afraid
we really can't,’ said Ophelia. She looked at the Irish priest and
at the pink-scrubbed nun and decided that they could be
trusted.

‘We had a
slight accident at our last house, involving an excellent bottle of
malt, our two cars that were the wrong way round on the drive and
had to be reversed into the road, and a police sergeant next door
who had never liked us. The result was that we were both banned
from driving for six months, and there are three months still left
to go. We really can't risk having anything to do with the
police.’

Malachi lifted
his head again and smiled beatifically, the corners of his eyes
crinkling with charm.

‘'Phelia will
find her,’ he prophesied. ‘Wonderful 'Phelia. Wise 'Phelia.’ He was
reminded of a song, and continued, crooning gently into his
glass:

‘Wise 'Phelia
O. is

My favourite
wife.

She's been a
solic'tor

For all of her
life . . .’




‘It's a funny
thing,’ said Pius, coming in with Joan and Hygenus after the
religious delegatlon had left. ‘There are four hundred and
ninety-six computers in the barn and only four hundred and
ninety-five boxes.’

‘Good grief,
you didn't count them all?’

‘No, I got
Hygenus to do it. He always gets confused after seventy-nine so I
wanted to give him some practice.’

‘Well, now I've
had enough practice for the next gillion years,’ said Hygenus
stoutly. ‘Mummy, I've got three new bashes on my knees and two on
my arms.’

‘Well, I did
tell you not to climb on the henhouse,’ said Pius.

‘Mummy, you
know the Olympic Games?’ said Joan, apparently apropos of
nothing.

‘Yes,
love?’

‘Well, I hope
there's a British bossing team, 'cos Pius would easily get the gold
medal. What's for tea?’




Ophelia was
woken next morning by the distinctive mewing of a labrador. She
opened the bedroom door and Meg slunk in, brown eyes heavy with
misery.

‘Poor old
girl,’ said Ophelia. ‘Still no sign of Gigi?’

Meg licked
Ophelia's nose and deposited a long strand of slobber on to her
chin. Ophelia's affection for the dog, transient at the best of
times, left abruptly.

‘Oh, do go
away, you disgusting dog. She's bound to turn up. And don't chew my
knickers!’

But by
breakfast time Gigabyte was still missing and Meg sat in front of
the stove, looking accusingly at each member of the family in
turn.

Meg, in common
with most labradors, could plunge the most blameless into an abyss
of guilt by one of her long stares. This morning, she obtained
reparations of four sausages, six slices of bacon and half a bowl
of muesli. She left the muesli as a sign of maternal grief.

The postman
arrived early at Moorwind, probably wanting to get its baleful
effects over with as soon as possible, so Ophelia was generally
able to read her post before going to work. This morning Joan
collected the letters and sorted them between her parents.

Ophelia was
browsing through a mail-order catalogue when an immense cry broke
through Malachi's hangover.

‘Bloody hell,
Ophelia, look at this! No wonder we couldn't find the puppy!’

Trembling with
indignation he handed her a letter. It was written on headed paper,
'Leafskirk Engineering' in olive green embellished with an ivy
design. The body of the letter, however, was made up of letters cut
from newspapers, in traditional criminal style.




dEAr SIrs

we aCKNOwLEDgE
RECEIPT of the

CoNsignMenT of
computers.

UnFoRtuNateLy
you put A DOg

IN the last
PArCEL

WE wilL keep
THE DOG unTll

YOU pAY us
£70,000.

WE wilL PHONe
ON Saturday.

do NOT cAll tHe
POLICe

Or the doG GETS
iT.




‘Malachi,’ said
Ophelia quietly, ‘how did the dog get into the box?’

‘Well,’ Malachi
helped himself to another two aspirin from the bottle in front of
him, ‘I was training her, you see.’

‘Training her
to do what?’

‘Um, search for
drugs.’

‘So you put,
what, a packet of dope in the computer box, got Gigi to go in after
it, said "Good girl!" closed the box and sent her off to
Leafskirk.’

‘If you're just
going to be silly, Ophelia, then I won't tell you at all. I'm not
well you know. I think I've got chickenpox. It's going round the
children's school.’

‘Have you,
Daddy? Can I see your spots?’

‘Patrick Riley
had seven on his bottom. How many have you got on your bottom?’

‘Daddy's got a
spotty bot! Ner ner-ne nerner!’

‘Bum.’

‘Be quiet
children. Daddy hasn't got chickenpox, he's got a hangover. Don't
sing at the table and don't say bum.’

‘Our teacher
says bum.’

‘What's a
hankover?’

‘Our teacher
doesn't; she says backside.’

‘I said be
quiet. Go on then, Malachi.’

‘I didn't put
drugs in the box, I put dog biscuits And I didn't
know the dog was in there, she must have gone in while I went to
change Innocent's nappy. Then Inn was talking such a load of
rubbish that I forgot where I was and thought I'd packed them all.
You might as well blame him as me. Stupid baby.’

Innocent burst
into tears. So did Urban.

‘Blame him for
what?’ shouted Joan over the shrieks. ‘What's happened to
Gigabyte?’

‘Is she dead?’
asked Hygenus with interest.

‘No, of course
she's not dead. Daddy accidentally sent her to some people in
Lancashire and they are very kindly looking after her for a while
until we can fetch her. Now go and clean your teeth, all of you.
Pius, you've got PE this afternoon, don't forget your kit.’

When they had
gone Ophelia and Malachi looked at each other.

‘Well, the
police are out anyway,’ said Ophelia.

‘Oaf, we can't
let her die, we just can't.’ Tears were brimming in Malachi's pale
blue eyes. ‘They might do anything to her, torture her. They'd
probably say it was a necessary act in time of war.’

‘What war
?’

‘The War of the
Roses. Oh, Ophelia!’

‘Don't worry,
Mal. We won't let her die.’ Ophelia looked across the table at her
husband as he sat sadly, Meg's nose resting on his knee. He ran a
delicate hand through his wild blond hair and did his best to
smile.

‘Don't worry,
angel,’ she repeated. ‘We'll just have to find seventy thousand
pounds.’



Chapter
Eight

. . .lawless
resolutes

For food and diet to
some enterprise

That hath some stomach
in't, which is no other

. . . But to
recover of us by strong hand

And terms compulsatory
those foresaid lands

So by his father
lost.

(I.i
101-107)



Meanwhile
Gigabyte was having the time of her short life.

Sated by dog
biscuits and leftovers she had fallen asleep in the cardboard box
on Monday afternoon and had not woken until the courier had picked
up the box on Tuesday morning. She had whimpered in alarm but the
man, whistling to himself, had not heard her. From then on all was
jolting and confusion, engine noise and shouted commands until,
around lunchtime, the box was finally deposited on firm ground. For
a while, Gigabyte could hear nothing but birdsong and distant
traffic, then footsteps. Next came two voices; the first a woman's,
the second a man's.

‘Wardle, duck,
what've you got here?’

The puppy could
hear the rustle of hands being drawn across the top of her box.

‘Just a minute,
Dot.’ The second set of footsteps drew nearer. ‘Oh yes, I remember.
I . . . er . . . ordered them yesterday.’

‘But what are
they? Personal Computers? Wardle, the business is about to go bust,
the bank are going to repossess the house and you're buying, what,
five computers?’ The rising intonation of the woman's voice
was familiar and Gigabyte shrank from the scolding.

‘Yes, well,
it's part of a plan, Dotty.’ The man sounded worried.

‘What sort of a
plan? A business plan or an ELLA plan?’

Gigabyte could
not hear the man's muttered reply.

‘And what sort
of an ELLA plan, lovey?’

‘Well, dear,
you remember that at the last meeting we talked about launching a
guerrilla offensive against the Yorkshire commercial mafia?’

‘No, I think I
must have been doing the washing-up during that bit. There's always
far more than you would expect for only four people having tea and
cakes.’

‘Well, anyway,
I thought, as the leader, I should strike the first blow. My idea
was that I'd order these computers - they're from a firm in
Rambleton - then send one back saying that it was faulty. What they
wouldn't know is that I'd have placed an incendiary device in the
computer so that when they opened it up . . .’ The man's
voice was slowing.

‘An incendiary
device? You mean a bomb, Wardle? Oh Wardie, you're not a
terrorist!’

‘No, Dottie,
I'm not really, though I am supposed to be a freedom fighter.
Anyway, as I was placing the order on the phone, the man sounded so
nice, and I'm almost sure I heard children in the background. So
then I changed my mind about the bomb, but I couldn't just tell him
to cancel the order straightaway, it would have sounded so
daft.’

‘Oh Wardie!’
Now the scolding tone had disappeared from her voice and she
sounded only pained.

‘Then I had
another idea. I was going to put the incendiary device in after
all, just a little one, but then I'd open it up myself. Then I
could sue them for my injuries. I would say that a valve blew
up.’

‘Are you sure
that these computers have valves? I read somewhere that they use
those microchips, though I don't know how they keep them frozen.
That reminds me, I've got some in, would you like them for your tea
with a couple of sausages?’

The word was
familiar to Gigabyte, who lifted her nose to the inside corner of
the box in anticipation.

‘Yes, that'd be
champion. Anyway, then I remembered that I don't know how to make
an incendiary device. Pity, because the Mid-Yorkshire Business
Directory says that their turnover is five million pounds so I
might have got quite a lot out of them for the Cause.’

‘Well I'm very
glad that you aren't. I know that the Cause is terribly important,
but I'm sure that it's not worth blowing yourself up for.’

‘Dot, don't you
remember what Father used to say? "The Cause of establishing the
Pennine Socialist Republic must come before all else. The East
Lancashire Liberation Army demands our absolute loyalty, even unto
death!"’

‘And that's why
he died at seventy-eight, tripping over his shoelaces, is it?’

‘Dorothy!’

‘I'm sorry,
Wardle. But really, it is just a dream, isn't it?’

Gigabyte began
to subside again, having managed to catch no further references to
sausages.

‘It was
Father's dream. I can't let Father down. And there are Flies and
Mrs McHenry to think of now, as well. If they didn't have the Cause
I'm sure Flies would go back to a life of crime and poor Mrs
McHenry would be awfully lonely.’

Dorothy sighed.
‘Sometimes I wish that the Vicar had never allowed you to give that
talk in the Church Hall. Those two are more trouble than they're
worth. What's that?’

Gigabyte had
settled down at the bottom of the box, giving a low moan of hunger
as she laid her snout upon her front paws.

‘What's what?’
Wardle was slightly deaf. ‘But, Dot, ELLA doubled in size when they
joined. Funny, I never thought of myself as an orator, not like
Father. Remember that speech he gave at the Free Trade Hall? I was
only six or seven, but I'll never forget sitting beside him up
there with all those union men standing up to cheer and tossing
their caps on to the stage in excitement.’

‘Hmmm, perhaps.
I think it was more desperation than enthusiasm. Father had been
speaking for three hours. Anyway, ELLA more than doubled after your
talk, I would say. You can't really call me a member. I only do the
tea.’

‘You're a
pillar of strength to us all, Dottie. We'd never manage without
you. Now we might as well open these boxes now they're here. I've
never seen a computer close up.’

Gigabyte heard
the sounds of tearing cardboard and creaking polystyrene. She
cocked one ear but was careful to make no sound.

‘Well, these do
look exciting, don't they, Dot? Perhaps we could try one out.’

‘It's nice that
they come with plugs on, isn't it, dear? I always feel a bit
nervous when you have to put the plug on yourself.’

‘Dorothy, I may
not be the world's greatest technological wizard, but I do have an
engineering business that hasn't quite failed yet. Believe it or
not, I can put a plug on.’

‘Oh, I'm sorry,
Wardie. Oh!’ The last was in tones of great disappointment.

‘What is it
Dottie?’

‘They're all
grey! I was hoping that they would come in different colours. I'll
just check the last one. Perhaps that's different. With cookers you
can usually choose between brown and white, can't you?’

Gigabyte
listened with growing excitement as the masking tape was pulled off
the top of her box.

‘Wardle! Oh
Wardle, look! Oh the poor little thing!’

A round
grandmotherly face was peering into the box, large grey eyes wide
with concern. Another face joined it, identical but for its bald
forehead.

‘It's not
that little,’ he said nervously, as Gigabyte leaped up and
licked his nose.

‘Oh Wardie,
it's only a pup. Come on, boy, out you come. That's right.’

Gigabyte jumped
out of the box and danced around Dorothy, bounding up to scatter
little pieces of polystyrene packaging over her print dress.

‘Good boy!’ she
cried with inaccurate abandon.

When the
initial euphoria of freedom had died down, Gigabyte suddenly
remembered that she was hungry. She sat down in front of Dorothy,
head on one side, eyes liquid, whining plaintively.

‘What is it,
boy? What's the matter? Are you hungry? Dinner?’

Gigabyte leaped
again.

‘Now what have
I got? Wardie, duck, d'ye mind not having those sausages after
aIl?’

‘Er
. . . what?’ Wardle was lost in thought. ‘Sausages? No,
no I don't mind. I wonder how he got in there? You don't think they
meant to send him, do you? I mean, if they'd found out who I was -
after all, my talk was reported in the Leafskirk
Gazette - then they might have deliberately planted him to
destroy me. He might have rabies.’

‘Rabies!’
scoffed Dorothy. ‘Just look at him.’ Gigabyte was drinking noisily
from a pail of soapy water with which Dorothy had been about to mop
the floor.

‘Well, perhaps
not rabies, but he might be a pit bull terrier, biding his moment
before he attacks us.’

‘Wardie, he's a
labrador puppy.’

‘Labrador! Just
a minute.’ Wardle tore open the 'Documents Enclosed' polythene
envelope on the top of the box. ‘Yes I thought so! This company,
Wet Nose Solutions, their emblem is a labrador's head. Look on this
delivery note. He must be some sort of a company mascot. I bet
they'd be prepared to pay a lot to get him back.’

‘Wardle, are
you thinking . . . ?’

‘Well, why not?
I know you'll say it's blackmail but like I said, I am supposed to
be a freedom fighter. I'm not very good at fighting but I think I
could manage being a political prisoner. I might get a job in the
prison library. If the worst came to the worst the trial would be
wonderful publicity for ELLA. And we really do need the money.’

‘To pay off the
mortgage, you mean?’

‘Oh no,
Dorothy. We couldn't use it for ourselves. That would be like
stealing. No, for the Republic. Look what I saw in yesterday's
Gazette.’

Gigabyte, ever
optimistic, bounded after Wardle as he went into the dining room.
But he only took a newspaper from the table and returned to
Dorothy, who was unwrapping a packet of sausages from the
fridge.

‘Here it
is.




END OF AN ERA

Leafskirk Town
Hall, meeting-place and administrative centre for Leafskirk Town
Council for over a century, is to be put on the market. According
to the Town Clerk, Mrs Jean Dodson, since the local government
reorganisations, the Council only has the functions and resources
of a parish council and cannot afford to maintain the historic
building. Offers are invited in the region of £70,000 and should be
received by the council by 25 November.




‘You see? It's
exactly what we need. The Town Hall as a headquarters would give us
just the credibility we need. Members would come flooding in then,
just like the old days.’

‘Well, I don't
know, Wardle. It seems to me that it'll cause a lot of trouble.
Can't we just take the doggie back? It'll be a nice drive to the
Dales. No, duckie, Auntie Dot has to cook the sausages first.’

‘Dorothy
Beatrice Emmeline Smith, don't you dare use the words "nice" and
"Dales" in the same sentence. You might be my big sister but you
can't boss me around all my life. This is our one big chance to put
East Lancashire on the world map. Give young Flies something to aim
at.’

‘Very well,
dear. I'm sure you're right. Oh, Wardle?’

‘Yes, Dot?’

‘You don't
think raw sausages are dangerous to dogs, do you?’



Chapter
Nine

Be thy intents wicked
or charitable,

Thou com'st in such a
questionable shape

That I will speak to
thee.

(I.iv. 42-
44)



There was
little that Malachi and Ophelia could do about the puppy until
Saturday, so they tried to carry on as normal, or as near normal as
ever at Moorwind, parrying the children's questions.

‘Can we drive
over and fetch Gigabyte at the weekend, Mummy?’ asked Joan. ‘I bet
she's missing us. Bernadette's granny lives in Lancashire and she
says it's dead boring and they have to eat black pudding.’

‘What's black
pudding?’ asked Hygenus. ‘Is it like that bad apple I found down
the back of the sofa?’

‘No, worse than
that.’ Joan lowered her voice to a sinister drawl. ‘It's made of
blood, Yuman Blud.’

‘Don't be
silly, Joan. It's pig's or sheep's or something like that,’ said
Ophelia vaguely. ‘I'm sure Gigi would love it, whatever it is.’

‘Yes but can we
go and get her anyway? She'd rather have us than dead sheep's
blood.’

The others
joined in. ‘She'd rather have us then dead cow's brains.’

‘Cows haven't
got any brains. Can't you tell from looking at them?’

‘She'd rather
have us than frogs' legs.’

‘She'd rather
have us than rabbit poo.’

‘We'll have to
see. We'd have to go over the Pennines and there's often snow at
this time of year.’

‘In October?’
Pius was sceptical.

‘It's a
particularly cold October.’

‘Yes,’ agreed
Hygenus cheerfully. ‘We might get stuck in the snow and die of
freezing and scarvation.’

‘Starvation.’
Ophelia corrected him automatically, then, seeing Urban's sticken
face, wished that she had not.

‘Gigabyte is
fine,’ she concluded, ‘having a lovely holiday in the Lancashire
moors, and she'll be coming home very soon.’

The children
recognised their mother's most authoritative tone, and
dispersed.




Wednesday and
Thursday were quiet at the office, with very few clients or calls.
Some regulars asked after Mr Parrish, but all were satisfied with
the women's extempore explanations. Polly found a spare desk which
they moved into the outer office and Ophelia brought in an
assortment of wallpaper left over from Malachi's last bout of DIY
enthusiasm. As they painted and papered over the thick layers of
solicitors' brown, their spirits rose and for moments they were
able to forget the brooding and frozen presence of the late Mr
Parrish. Meanwhile the redecoration was giving them the opportunity
to check every corner and crevice for his hidden instructions,
which had so far eluded them.

‘We should be
all right as long as the clients don't compare notes,’ Ophelia
called from the stationery cupboard. She was using the freezer as a
pasting table. ‘Each one should just think that Mr Parrish happens
to be busy with all the other clients' work. The problems start if
they get together and realise that no one has seen him. Luckily
Rambleton doesn't seem to be a very communicative place. Oh, sorry,
I didn't mean -’

‘That's okay,’
Polly mumbled from her half-painted skirting board, ‘I'm not really
a Rambletonian myself. Dad lived in Huddersfield until he was
fifteen and Mum's from Shakeston.’

Shakeston was a
village three miles from Rambleton.

‘As far as the
other solicitors are concerned things shouldn't be too bad,’
Ophelia continued. ‘I was supposed to be taking over the litigation
anyway so they won't expect to see Mr Parrish in court, and you can
field the conveyancing calls. I've been practising his signature
and I've got an idea of his style by reading the files, so I think
I can manage letters and faxes.’

‘Yes, I think
we've cracked it,’ agreed Polly.

But they had
reckoned without Edgar Pottlebonce.




By half-past
eight the next morning, when Ophelia arrived, Rambleton's only car
park was already full. She was diverted into a nearby field and
charged £2.50 by a taciturn ploughboy. Market Square, in contrast
to its usual air of silent misery, was littered with poles, awning
and cardboard boxes, and noisy with clatter and argument. On her
way to the office Ophelia passed four fruit and veg stalls, five
selling cleaning products and eight festooned with nylon
knickers.

The view out of
Parrish's front window was entirely obscured by cheap prints of
sheep going home in a snowy sunset.

‘I assume
Friday is market day?’

‘Ooh, yes,’
said Polly, already laden with carpet shampoo and a bamboo framed
mirror. ‘You can get lovely things, dead cheap. Mr Parrish used to
give me and Mildred a long lunch on Fridays to do our
shopping.’

Ophelia
wandered how much longer a lunch could get than Polly's usual hour
and a half.

The office was
considerably busier than earlier in the week, with clients popping
in to sign wills or discuss their neighbours' sanitary habits
before buying the week's potatoes. They would trail in, negotiating
the heavy door with pushchairs, dogs, shopping trolleys and large
purchases and would forget, on average, one item each, so that by
eleven o'clock Ophelia and Polly had collected two baskets of
groceries, a bad-tempered poodle, an imitation Jacobean occasional
table and a six week old baby. All were soon collected, even, to
Ophelia's secret regret, the baby, and at a quarter to twelve Polly
put her coat on ready for lunch.

Suddenly the
door was violently bounced open and a heavy, red-faced man in
olive-green tweeds confronted them.

‘Where's Wilf?’
he demanded.

‘Mr Parrish?
I'm afraid he's had to go to a site meeting in Northumberland
today. May I help? I'm the new assistant solicitor, Ophelia O.’

‘No, you
certainly may not help. What the hell does Wilf Parrish think he's
doing? He never goes out on a Friday. Thirty-two years he's been at
this office and he never goes out on a Friday. Every Friday
dinner-time for the past thirty-two years I've been walking past
that side window and I've looked and seen Wilf at t'desk.
Thirty-two years young lady!’

‘Well, I'm very
sorry, but this really was unavoidable. I'm sure that Mr Parrish
didn't mean to offend you.’

‘Offend me! I
didn't say anything about being offended, you silly girl. Do I look
like the sort of man who would be offended?’

Ophelia thought
that he looked exactly like that sort of man, but she said
nothing.

‘I'm not
offended,’ he continued. ‘I don't care if Wilfred
Parrish has gone to bloody Barbados with t'East Rambleton Women's
Institute. It's a question of t'market.’

‘The market? In
the Square?’

‘No, no, you
daft woman!’ The man was getting redder and more agitated with
every exclamation. ‘T'agricultural market. Don't you know who I
am?’

‘Mr
Kettlebounce, isn't it?’ said Polly, arrested in mid-sleeve by the
excitement.

‘Pottlebonce,
young lady, Edgar Pottlebonce, chairman of Rambleton NFU and,
what's more to the point, secretary to t'cattle market for
thirty-two years. Your Mr Parrish, he's always been our, like,
legal adviser, there in case there's any disputes or
argumentations. I don't know what he thinks he's doing, going out
on a Friday when we might need him.’

‘Perhaps he
thought that I could deal with anything that came up,’ suggested
Ophelia. ‘Do you often have to ask his advice?’

‘Aye, lass, we
do. It's been twice since I've been secretary, once in 1963 and
once in 1969. It's been quite amicable lately, like.’

‘I see. So you
don't usually actually speak to Mr Parrish?’

‘No, no.
Haven't you been listening, girl? Good God, what do they think
they're doing, calling these stupid girls solicitators? I've not
spoken to Wilf Parrish for twenty years, not since my nephew
Brian's wedding, but I always wave at him and he always waves back.
That way I know he's there if we need him. It's quite simple. If
you can't get your flippin' female head round that then you
certainly wouldn't be any good to us at t'market.’

‘I see now, Mr
Pottlebonce. I'll let Mr Parrish know that you called in and I'm
sure that he'll be here every Friday from now on. Meanwhile if you
need any legal advice at today's market I shall be happy to give
you my assistance. If you have any doubts as to my competence then
I suggest that you read my university dissertation, Some Aspects
of the Doctrine of Laches within the Agricultural Contract.
I'll pop and get it for you, shall I? What? You're in a hurry?
Another time then perhaps? Good afternoon, Mr Pottlebonce.’

The deflated
farmer allowed himself to be shepherded out of the room by
Polly.

‘Well, that got
rid of him.’

‘Yes, thank
goodness.’

‘Did you really
write all that about lychees?’

‘Not a word. My
degree was in medieval history.’

‘And why on
earth did you say that Mr Parrish would be here? Why didn't you say
that he'll be away every Friday or something?’

‘Because then
he'd have kicked up a real fuss and someone would have demanded to
see Mr Parrish. As it is, if the last "argumentation" was in 1969
there isn't much chance of being called on to do anything.’

‘But this
waving business?’

‘Well, until we
find out what to do about the body, we'll just have to get him out
of the freezer on Fridays and make him wave, won't we? I just hope
Mr Pottlebonce walks past at the same time each week. I don't fancy
spending every Friday lunchtime under a desk with a decomposing
solicitor.’




The afternoon
was quiet again and Ophelia sat pensively at the window, watching
the market traders dismantling their stalls. She had promised
Malachi that she would raise the £70,000 demanded by Gigabyte's
kidnappers but as yet she had no idea of how to do so. Opposite,
the office of the Arthurian Bank stood grey and foursquare, its
cash dispenser solidly inoperative. Ophelia scowled through the
window at the manager, who had returned her last Barclaycard
payment cheque, ignominiously defaced with red ink. She felt like
robbing the bank, balaclava allergy or no balaclava allergy, but
violence was not really her style. Anyway, the Rambleton branch
probably did not keep more than a couple of thousand on the
premises. She thought of selling herself as a white slave, caught
one of the folds of her tummy on the edge of her desk, and thought
again. Middle Easterners were reputed to like their women plump,
but they probably preferred them unfurrowed by five sets of stretch
marks.

At half-past
four Ophelia was about to tell Polly that she could go home when
two men walked through the door.

The first was a
youth of about nineteen with the most viciously repellent face
Ophelia had ever seen, shrivelled and rodential. He was followed by
a thick-set middle-aged man, coughing violently.

The boy leaned
on the counter and called, ‘I want a solicitor.’

‘Certainly,’
replied Polly. ‘Your name is . . . ?’

‘Darren
Skate.’

‘And I'm 'is
dad,’ said the older man. ‘I'm 'ere to make sure that 'e gets his
rights.’

Ophelia,
watching with a sinking heart from across the room, thought that
she had rarely seen anyone more capable of asserting his rights
than Darren Skate.

‘I usually go
to Canards,’ said Darren, ‘but they're acting for 'er so they told
me to come 'ere. Mind you, if you're no good then I'll go to those
others. Snodsworths. Like me dad said, I know me rights.’

‘Yes, well, if
you'd like to come this way then Mrs O. will be able to help
you.’

Darren and his
father followed Polly to Ophelia's screened corner where they
pulled two chairs forward so that they were only inches from her
nose. She could not disguise her recoil and was grateful for the
masking smell of the cigarettes which they immediately lit.

‘How may I help
you?’

‘I want to get
custody of our Kylie.’

‘I see. Well,
we actually call it "residence" now, since the passing of the new
Children Act. The concept of "access" has been changed too; it's
now called "contact". The idea is that the needs of the child come
first: the child has a right to contact with the parent, rather
than the parent having a right to access to the child.’ Ophelia
smiled primly.

‘Kylie's norra
child. She's a rat.’

‘A
. . . rat?’

‘Yeah, a white
one. She's my f-ing rat and I want legal aid to get her back.’

‘E's got 'is
rights,’ repeated Mr Skate. ‘That's 'is sodding rat and that f-ing
cow's got to give it back, right?’

‘I see. Well, I
think that this is really a question of property rather than family
law. A court would probably just want to establish who owns Kylie
rather than who could look after her best.’

‘I f-ing own
her, don't I? And I can look after 'er best. That Sharon,
she's not taken Kylie out fighting once since she took 'er. Kylie's
a fighting rat. It's not natural for 'er not to go out
fighting.’

‘What about
natural law then, eh?’ demanded Mr Skate. ‘Watcher got to say about
that?’

‘I would say
that the concept of natural law is a theological one and absolutely
nothing to do with the issues at stake here,’ snapped Ophelia.

‘Don't you get
stroppy with us,’ retorted Darren. ‘I know my rights. If you don't
get Kylie back I'll report you to the RSPCA and to the Law Society.
You're not allowed to discriminate, you know, not against
rats.’

‘So it would
seem.’

‘So give us the
sodding legal aid forms, then you can issue proceedings. I've done
this sort of thing plenty of times before, you know. I know what
you 'ave to do. Come on.’

‘If you give me
some more details then I may be able to write to Sharon for you
under the Green Form Scheme but I really can't do any more. As I
explained, this is a matter of property law, and full legal aid is
not available unless the value of the property is over a thousand
pounds. I'm afraid that Kylie, however good a fighter she is, is
unlikely to be worth that much, isn't she?’

‘Bollocks,’
replied Mr Skate. ‘My Darren knows 'is rights.’

‘Yeah,’ said
Darren. ‘Worrabout section eight, rule six in Schedule C to the
Legal Aid Amendment Regulations?’

‘What about
it?’

‘It says that
you can get legal aid anyway in cases of 'umanitarian necessity,
right? So get those f-ing forms. You'll need the one for emergency
legal aid too - that's the pink one, if you don't know.’

‘Which it looks
like she don't,’ added his father. ‘Come on, get yer finger out;
we've got to get to the DSS before it closes to get 'is Domestic
Animals Bereavement Grant.’

‘Mr Skate,’
said Ophelia, standing up, ‘I shall be happy to check the Legal Aid
Regulations to find out whether you may be entitled to apply for
full legal aid and meanwhile I am willing to deal with this matter
under the Green Form Scheme. Alternatively, of course, you might
consider paying for my services.’

‘Paying!’ cried
the two men in simultaneous consternation. ‘We're on the sick, you
know. We don't 'ave to pay for things. We know our rights.’ They
both lit another cigarette.

‘In any case,’
continued Ophelia, ‘this office is now closing. I suggest that you
consider the position over the weekend and come in to see me again
on Monday. If you prefer to go to Snodsworth and Ranger then I
shall, of course, fully understand. Good evening, gentlemen.’

‘Eh!’
complained Mr Skate as the front doorway closed behind them. ‘I
'aven't finished me fag!’



Chapter
Ten

This quarry cries on
havoc.

(v.ii
369)



Gigabyte lay on
her back in front of the fire, stretched, and waved four paws in
the air. She had never known such luxury. Moorwind's electric bars
gave out nothing like this smoky, roaring heat and she was
invariably banished from the fireside before Ophelia got home.
Sometimes Gigabyte suspected that Ophelia did not really like dogs.
There was something about her touch when offered a muddy dog's
tummy to scratch that suggested the resolute gritting of teeth.

She gave a
contented belch. That was another thing: at home they gave her
Economy Complete Dog Food once a day. Here, after seeing the
delight with which Gigabyte had eaten her lunchtime sausages,
Dorothy had taken her for a walk to the village shop and bought
another pound, together with a packet of Wagon Wheels. These were
supposed to provide supper for both Gigabyte and Wardle (Wagon
Wheels were his especial favourite) but she had forgotten all about
her brother and had fed the whole lot to the puppy. Wardle did not
seem to mind, though. As Dorothy had set off for the village, he
had put his head out of the study window and given her a letter,
stamped first class, to go by the afternoon post. It was addressed
to Wet Nose Solutions in wobbly black capitals and Wardle advised
her to wipe it clean of fingerprints before she posted it. Dorothy
was tempted to throw the letter into the weedy village duck pond to
be consumed by the ravenous mallards, but remembering Wardle's
outburst, she thought that she had better not.

As the sitting
room door opened Gigabyte started, ready to be exiled, but it was
only Dorothy again.

‘Hello, boy.
Getting yourself nice and warm down there?’ Dorothy put down the
two large plates she was carrying and scratched Gigabyte's belly.
‘There we are, old thing.’

Much as she
enjoyed a good tummy rub, Gigabyte was more interested in what was
on the plates. She let her nose wander in their direction while her
eyes pretended to have nothing to do with it. Dorothy, thankfully,
was extremely quick to take a hint.

‘Oh, you want
to see what's on there, do you, love? This one's sandwiches, salmon
paste, and egg and cress. And this one's nibbles: crisps, potato
rings and Twiglets. Want to try one?’

One was not
exactly what Gigabyte had in mind but it would do as a start.

‘They're for
the meeting. Wardle's called an extraordinary meeting of ELLA to
discuss what to do about you. You shouldn't worry though,
dear.’

Gigabyte showed
no signs of worrying but put on a plaintive expression which won
her a salmon paste sandwich.

‘Poor Wardie,
he's not really cut out for this guerrilla business, you know. It's
all Father's fault. He was one of those old-fashioned socialists,
all bushy moustache and piercing eyes, quite ordinary to start off
with. Arthur, his name was. That's his picture over there on the
bureau. Then he got this idea that true socialism could only be
found in the factories and hills of Lancashire and that its
greatest enemies were the conservative peasants of Yorkshire. Well,
this idea got stronger and stronger and began to take him over.
Then he decided that the people in the cities, Manchester and
Liverpool, were enemies too, and that only East Lancashire was
still untainted. I suppose he really liked to be a big fish in a
little pond.

‘He was a good
man, though, very conscientious. He brought Wardle and me up
himself, you know. Our mother ran away with a baker from Halifax
when we were tiny. Very bitter, he was. Never touched a loaf of
bread for the rest of his life but ate cream crackers with
everything. Cream crackers! No wonder he was a bit peculiar. I
mean, you wouldn't want to live on cream crackers, would you,
doggie?’

Gigabyte tried
to convey, by means of a complex combination of grin and droop,
that cream crackers, though not suitable as a staple food, were
perfectly acceptable from time to time. Say, every twenty
seconds.

‘And, of
course, his mania about Yorkshire got so much worse. That's when he
founded the East Lancashire Liberation Army. It had quite a few
members in those days, though I don't think they ever did anything,
but gradually they all left or died and there was only Father left.
We thought he'd forgotten about it as he got older and spent most
of his time just sitting in his chair, dreaming. Well, dreaming and
moaning and grumbling at us and eating cream crackers. Then one
day, not long before he died, he called Wardle into his old study
and spent hours talking to him. I don't know exactly what he said
but he told Wardle to keep ELLA going and Wardle promised that he
would. And he's never gone back on that promise. He's devoted his
life to that blinking ELLA ever since Father died fifteen years
ago. I wouldn't mind if it made him happy, but he feels all the
time that he's not doing enough. Father used to tell us these
stories, you see, about his adventures in the Spanish Civil War and
that, all exaggerated I think, but they made him sound like some
great hero of the people. Poor Wardle just wants to be a hero too,
instead of a fifty-eight-year-old engineer with a failing business
and a daft old maid for a sister.’

Dorothy paused
to give Gigabyte, who was listening with feigned intelligence,
another sandwich.

‘Anyway, there
was just Wardle until earlier this year when he had the idea of
giving a talk on ELLA in the church hall. The Vicar doesn't like to
say no to anyone and I think he wanted to impress the Bishop, who's
a bit of a Marxist, according to the papers. So, anyway, the Vicar
let him do his little lecture and the usual bunch of people with
nothing else to do turned up to listen. You know, the ones who go
to Dr Sanders's Portuguese slide shows and Mrs Mason's macramé. The
talk was a disaster, of course - over everyone's head and quite
inaudible in any case - but afterwards two people stayed behind and
said they'd like to join. One was Flies, who I'm almost sure went
along to see what he could pinch, and the other was Mrs McHenry. Ms
McHenry, we're supposed to call her but Wardle and I can't remember
and to tell the truth neither can she most of the time. I don't
know what happened to Mr McHenry but she'd spent the last few years
at Greenham Common. The end of the Cold War left her at a bit of a
loose end and the local Green Party wasn't really violent enough,
so she joined us.’

Gigabyte
stretched understandingly and looked at the Twiglets.

‘Here you are
then, dear. I don't know why I get this stuff out, no one ever eats
it. I love entertaining though. What I would really have liked
would have been to join the WI and have them come to my house for
committee meetings. I could have given them jam tarts and French
fancies. But Father would never let me, he said it was part of the
bourgeois conspiracy. Then after he died it seemed too late and
Wardle would have been upset.’

She gave
Gigabyte another Twiglet as the door opened.

A woman of
about Dorothy's age walked in. But where Dorothy was rounded, she
was angular and while Dorothy wore a dress appropriate to her
Women's Institute aspirations, this woman was covered with the same
cheesecloth and Indian cotton in which she had demonstrated
twenty-five years ago. It was unfortunately also obvious that her
bra, once burned, had never been replaced. She walked over to the
fireplace and, dislodging Gigabyte with a prod of her Peruvian
slipper-sock, took up a commanding position with her back to the
mantelpiece.

The youth who
followed her in was also caught in a sartorial time warp, but his
was dated around 1977. As he brushed past the sofa a couple of his
zips snagged on the brushed nylon covers. He sat down with a loud
sniff.

‘Gorra dog?’ he
enquired in a friendly tone ‘Hope it's a killer.’

‘You do
realise,’ said Mrs McHenry, wrinkling her nose delicately, ‘that
keeping an animal as a pet is psychological exploitation equivalent
to the suffering of veal calves. That dog's essential autonomy is
being eroded by its position of artificial subservience.’

‘It's not a
pet,’ said Wardle, appearing at the door. ‘It's a hostage.’

Wardle and
Dorothy explained the circumstances of Gigabyte's arrival and the
kidnapping plan. Wardle had photocopied his letter to Wet Nose
Solutions and he showed it proudly to the others.

‘I used letters
from newspapers so that they couldn't trace it to me.’

‘But you've
used headed writing paper,’ Mrs McHenry pointed out.

She had now
identified the smell that had been exercising her nostrils as
singeing cheesecloth and sat down hurriedly. Gigabyte, with a brief
‘Hurrumph’, returned to the hearth rug.

Wardle was
crestfallen. Dorothy quickly changed the subject.

‘I think the
first thing to do is to give him a name,’ she said.

‘How about
Spot?’ suggested Flies, between squeezing pustules of acne.

‘Why?’ asked
the others. ‘He isn't spotted.’

‘That's the
point, innit? If the pigs come round looking for a plain black dog
then you just say, "Oh yeah, we've got a dog. He's here somewhere.
"Spot!" Then they'll say, "Oh no, can't be that one. The dog we
want's not spotted," and they'll go away. See?’ He returned
triumphant, to his pimples.

Wardle thought
this was an excellent idea. Dorothy was not quite sure. Mrs McHenry
thought that to name an animal at all was to fall into the
anthropomorphic fallacy. So they called her Spot.

Dorothy gave
her an egg and cress sandwich in honour of her new name and the
conversation turned into a debate about the Marxist-Leninist
credentials of the Animal Liberation Movement.

By now, in
addition to the sausages and Wagon Wheels, Gigabyte had eaten seven
salmon paste sandwiches, six egg and cress, and most of the plate
of ‘nibbles'. Inside the cauldron of her stomach nature had carried
out her usual chemical experiments and now the most peculiar smells
were wafting about the room. Her nose followed them with thoughtful
detachment.

‘Pooh! Who's
let off then?’ cried Flies. He turned to the vegan Mrs McHenry.
‘You been eating your beans again?’

Flies and Mrs
McHenry tended not to see eye to eye at the best of times. This was
not the best of times. Mrs McHenry rose in great dudgeon.

When Mrs
McHenry had first come in, Gigabyte had noticed a strange scent
which she had never before encountered. It was in fact patchouli.
Now the warmed patchouli was blending with the old goat of Mrs
McHenry's afghan coat, the singed cheesecloth and her own female
odours to create a perfume fascinating to the puppy. For some time
the mystery vied with the comfort of the hearth rug and Gigabyte
lay content, quietly dreaming of the olefactory excitements
concealed beneath the faded cotton. She was nearly asleep when Mrs
McHenry stood up, but the sudden eddy of scented air awoke her
instantly. With a short bark of excitement, Gigabyte rose from the
fireplace, galloped over to Mrs McHenry and thrust her nose up the
woman's skirt.

Mrs McHenry
screamed.

‘Wassamarrer?’
asked Flies. ‘Dontcha fancy dogs?’

Mrs McHenry
snapped her legs together and recovered her poise, rapping Gigabyte
on the nose with her Peace Pledge Union propelling pencil.

‘I am a
theoretical lesbian separatist,’ she announced.

‘What's
feeretical?’

‘It means I
don't actually . . .’ She coughed delicately and smoothed
back a strand of hair that had escaped from her bun.

‘Spot! Here,
boy!’ called Dorothy, dismayed at the turn of the conversation. She
held out the last of the cheese and cress sandwiches.

‘Anyway,’ said
Wardle, feeling that control of the meeting was escaping from him,
‘I'd like your suggestions about our next move. As you know, I've
said that I'll phone Wet Nose Solutions on Saturday. Obviously, we
need to arrange a changeover point where they leave the money and
we hand over er, Spot. I was thinking of the Lancashire-Yorkshire
border on the A56 just before Thornton-in-Craven. The road's very
twisty and hilly round there, so we could hide quite easily and
there's a "Pendle County" sign where they could leave the money.
There's also a pub, if that helps to clarify our minds.’ He smiled
avuncularly at Flies, whom he insisted on thinking of as a decent
high-spirited lad.

‘I think that's
rather a pedestrian plan, don't you?’ said Mrs McHenry, still
rather pink, sitting primly with her propelling pencil poised to
defend her honour. Unfortunately the sound of her voice reminded
Gigabyte of the tantalizing delights to be discovered under her
skirt and the pencil proved to be no effective deterrent.

‘Eeee! Get it
off me! This is exactly the sort of mindless male violence that we
women have to keep fighting against. Eeee!’

Flies noticed a
half-full bottle of whisky on the sideboard.

‘Ere, I'll give
'im some of this. That'll send 'im off.’ He poured a generous
portion into his saucer and called to Gigabyte, who lapped it up
eagerly.

‘So, what do
you suggest we do now?’ Wardle asked Mrs McHenry, trying to
remember his father's story of how he once silenced the elderly
Beatrice Webb. But the memory was gone, and Wardle suspected that
Mrs McHenry might have defeated even the indefatigable Arthur.

‘I think we
should infiltrate Wet Nose Solutions. Destroy the Mafia machine
from within. I myself would be quite happy to volunteer for this
dangerous mission. Seduce the managing director, get access to his
secret files . . .’ Mrs McHenry tailed off into a
blissful reverie of her new life as Lancashire's Mata Hari.

‘Thought you
was a lezzie,’ said Flies.

‘Do I detect a
touch of homophobia?’ asked Mrs McHenry scornfully.

‘Oh, I get that
in those shopping centres,’ said Dorothy, bowling a Twiglet into
Gigabyte's saucer of whisky. ‘I went to the Arndale in Manchester
one day with my friend Iris and I came over all funny. I felt
better after a cup of tea, though.’

Gigabyte,
having finished the whisky, began to run in circuits around the
sitting room. Every time she passed Flies, of whom she was
suspicious despite his generosity with Wardle's whisky, she barked
and every time she passed Mrs McHenry she snapped at her skirt. The
alcohol boosted her already considerable energy and neither the
pencil nor Flies' favourite breaking-and-entering screwdriver could
inhibit her. Her tail waved with an anarchic life of its own and
teacups, ornaments and lamps crashed to the floor in its wake.

Wardle
continued to try to keep a grip on proceedings.

‘I'm sure I
speak for us all when I say that we are most grateful to Mrs
McHenry for her valiant offer on behalf of ELLA. I think, however,
that such a level of espionage would be more appropriate at a later
stage of the campaign. Meanwhile, the main problem as I see it is
to link the receipt of the money with the handing over of the
dog.’

‘At Morrisons,’
began Flies, pouring out another saucer of whisky, ‘they've got
these trolleys that you 'ave to put a quid into so's you can pull
'em off the others. An' if you chuck 'em into the river then you
don't get yer quid back.’

‘Oh what a good
idea,’ said Mrs McHenry with heavy sarcasm. ‘All we have to do then
is attach seventy thousand shopping trolleys to the dog so that the
representatives of Wet Nose Solutions have to put in seventy
thousand pound coins before they can release it. That will be
really quick and unobtrusive, won't it? Eeek!’.

Gigabyte,
fortified by the second saucer, had completed another circuit.

‘Oh, shut up,
you silly mare,’ said Flies. ‘'Ere, Spot, you 'ave this last bit,
then you'll kip, woncha?’

Gigabyte lapped
up the last of the whisky and decided to pussyfoot no longer. She
leaped at Flies with a bark that enveloped his nose and knocked him
flying into the last surviving lamp, then bounded towards Mrs
McHenry. The mystery of that scent was to be solved at last. Mrs
McHenry, with a pre-feminist screech, tried to climb on top of the
table but was too late. Taking a corner of the cotton skirt in her
mouth, Gigabyte pulled hard. Unfortunately, the skirt, made by a
women's co-operative in 1973, was a wraparound design and as the
frayed knot snapped, the whole thing fell at Mrs McHenry's feet,
revealing a pair of Marks and Spencer knickers. The pants were
modelled to their best advantage by Mrs McHenry's pose, one leg
seductively raised to the table top.

Wardle, who had
never before seen a woman in her underclothes, screamed and hid
behind the sofa. Disturbingly, Mrs McHenry also screamed, yanked
her leg down with a nasty grating sound, and hid behind the same
sofa, which was where Dorothy found them, both crimson and
gibbering, when she came in a few seconds later with another pot of
tea. Meanwhile Flies had disappeared out of the window with a
cut-glass decanter and four sherry glasses.

‘I declare this
meeting at an end,’ muttered Wardle, his voice muffled by the
cushion held protectively in front of his face.

‘Yes, I think
that's best, dear,’ agreed the shaken Dorothy. Gigabyte was sober
enough to beat a tactical retreat and found half a salmon paste
sandwich under the hearth rug.



Chapter
Eleven

but O, what form of
prayer

Can serve my turn?

(III. iii.
51-2)



On Saturday
morning Ophelia took the children out to climb a nearby mountain
while Malachi waited for the telephone call from Leafskirk
Engineering. After a couple of false alarms the telephone rang at
half-past ten.

‘Wet Nose
solutions.’

‘Hello this is
ELLA, I mean Leafskirk Engineering.’

Malachi had
intended to stay calm and detached.

‘Help! Have you
got my dog? Is she all right? You better not have hurt her. Let me
hear her. I'm not talking to you until I can hear her.’

‘Yes, of course
you can,’ said Wardle, somewhat surprised. ‘Here he is.’

He carried the
receiver from the armchair to the hearth rug where Gigabyte was
lying.

‘Say hello to
Daddy,’ he whispered.

Gigabyte
moaned, a long low moan, full of the existential pain of living and
the after-effects of half a bottle of Bells.

‘Oh my God!’
cried Malachi. ‘She's dying. You've been torturing her, haven't
you, you evil bastards?’

‘No, no, Mr Wet
Nose,’ protested Wardle, becoming quite flustered. He had never
been called a bastard before, even by the retired Major from
Pickering who had heard his talk at the church hall. ‘The dog's
fine. I promise you. You can have him back as soon as we get the
seventy pounds, I mean seventy thousand pounds. Have you got the
money?’

‘We can get it,
but it'll take a while. Can you give us, say, four weeks?’

‘Oh yes, of
course,’ said Wardle, envisaging the liquidation of multimillion
pound assets. ‘Thank you very much.’ Dorothy always told him to be
polite when discussing business. ‘Goodbye for now then.’ He
replaced the receiver with a shaking hand and Malachi was left
listening to the line steady hum.

‘Bloody
poofter,’ Malachi commented and reached for the new bottle of
sherry.

Ophelia and the
children came back in time for lunch. As they sat around the table
she asked, in a voice that quavered slightly, ‘Did they ring
then?’

‘Yes I talked
to some transvestite, called himself Ella.’

‘What's a
transvestite?’ asked Hygenus.

‘It's that
train from Leeds to Manchester, isn't it, Dad?’ said Pius.

‘Yes that's
right. He said she was okay but I heard her and I think she's been
t-o-r-t-u-r-e-d.’

‘Tortured!
Who's been tortured?’ asked Joan with irritating intelligence.

‘Your teddy
bear,’ replied Ophelia. ‘Urban's tied it to the bathroom light
switch again.’

The children
shrieked and ran out of the room.

‘Anyway,’ said
Malachi, ‘we've got four weeks to get the money. You can manage it,
can't you, Oaf?’

‘Of course I
can, Mal. Don't worry.’

‘That Proverbs
chap got it wrong, you know. It's not a virtuous wife that's prized
above rubies it's an efficiently dishonest one. Where would I be
without you?’

‘Pickled, I
expect. That reminds me, have you seen the new Mid-Yorkshire
Business Directory? I found a copy at work today and Wet Nose
Solutions is listed as having a turnover of five million pounds.
You didn't tell them that did you?’

‘Well I didn't
mean to. It was one of those multiple choice questionnaires and I
thought I'd ticked the box for five thousand or less. You know that
I've never got the hang of all those noughts.’

‘Oh well. No
harm done,’ said Ophelia innocently.




‘We're going to
the six-thirty Mass today at St Barnabas,’ Ophelia announced when
the children had returned for their puddings.

‘Oh no,’ said
Hygenus crossly. ‘It always bes too long. Why do we have to
go?’

‘Because we're
Catholics,’ said Pius piously.

‘And because we
haven't been since we moved here and because we want to light a
candle for Gigabyte to make sure that she has a good holiday.
Anyway, your friend Sister Hedwig may be there.’

‘She smells
like airing cupboards,’ said Urban.

‘And very nice
too,’ said Ophelia in her best Mary Poppins voice. ‘Now who wants
to scrape out the custard tin?’




The Roman
Catholic church of Our Lady and St Barnabas was a small dark
building hidden away in one of Rambleton's unsigned back streets.
Catholic churches invariably fill up from the back so that by the
time the O. family filed in, halfway through the Gloria, the only
remaining places were in the front pew.

‘Lord Jesus
Christ, only Son of the Father . . .’ recited Ophelia,
Malachi, Pius and Joan.

‘I want to sit
by Daddy,’ announced Urban, and promptly felt a bony finger between
his shoulder blades.

‘Ow,’ he said,
and turned around. So did Hygenus, who was siting next to him.

An elderly
lady, draped in a musty mantilla, was staring at them with tightly
pursed, purple-painted lips. The finger with which she had prodded
Urban was still pointed towards them, crooked with infinite
menace.

The boys turned
back again.

‘Witch,’
Hygenus explained tersely to his brother and Urban nodded in
agreement.


‘. . . seated at the right hand of the Father, receive
our prayer,’ continued Ophelia. She was puzzled. Someone behind her
was slightly out of time, reciting the prayer half a phrase behind
the rest of the congregation. But there was something else as well,
something different, yet familiar about the words. She concentrated
harder.

‘
. . . ad dexteram Patris, misere nobis.’
The voice was crisp and autocratic, the careful enunciation loud
enough to reach Father Jim on the altar steps. He was rather
pointedly looking at the congregation on the other side of the
aisle.

I bet she wants
you facing the other way, as well, thought Ophelia. None of this
Mass-as-a-meal, sharing round the table stuff.

She had noticed
the little boys turning round and longed to do the same
herself.

I'll have to
wait until the Peace, she thought, and smiled to imagine with what
horror this aristocratic Latinist would shrink from the
post-Vatican II handshake.


‘. . . with the Holy Spirit, in the glory of God the
Father. Amen,’ she concluded, and five seconds later the woman
ended with, ‘ . . . cum Sancto Spiritu, in gloria
Dei Patris. Amen.’

After Father
Jim had read the Gospels, he came down the steps to speak
informally to the congregation.

‘Brothers and
sisters,’ he began, ‘have you heard the one about the Englishman,
the Scottishman and the Irishman? They all died in the same
accident and arrived at the gates of Heaven together where St Peter
was waiting for them. "Our Father's house has many mansions," said
the old saint. "In order to know where to put you, I have to ask
you three questions. First of all, what musical instrument would
you like to play for your first thousand years?"

‘"Oh by Jove,
the harp, what?" said the Englishman. "Traditional, don't you
know?"

‘"It'll have to
be me bagpipes," said the Scottishman. "Ye'll not stop me from
being Scottish, or I'll be straight down to the other place."

‘"Oh begorra,
that's a mighty hard question," said the Irishman. "I've never been
a musical man, but I'll try the pianner, so I will." Or was it the
violin? Oh dear, I really don't seem to be able to remember the
rest. I am sorry, my dear people. Anyway, the point of the joke is
. . . Oh Lord preserve us, I've forgotten the point of
the bluddy thing as well. And it was told to me by a real live
Cardinal at me niece's wedding in Galway.’

Father Jim
beamed round at his congregation. Joan was enchanted by him,
leaning forward in the pew with an answering grin. Ophelia and
Malachi were smiling too, but Pius was looking superior and the
three littlest boys were pinching each other. They were suddenly
silenced by a hiss of 'Peasant!' from behind them.

‘Anyway, as you
know, I don't normally say much at your Saturday evening Mass, so I
won't be keeping you long from your suppers. What I meant to say
was this. You'll all have heard on the television that a Very
Important Person indeed is to be received into our Church and I'm
sure that you'll all be having your little celebrations and giving
your thanks to Our Blessed Lady for that.’

‘I don't know
why we should,’ said the voice from behind the O.'s. ‘Common little
German upstarts.’ She began to whistle 'The Skye Boat Song',
slightly out of key.

‘But I'd like
you to remember amidst your rejoicing,’ continued Father Jim,
trying to frown at the woman and smile at the rest of the
congregation at the same time, which gave him crossed eyes, ‘that
some of these Anglicans, I'm not saying this one, but some, think
that by becoming Catholics they can keep themselves from coming
across any lady priests. Well, I'm sorry, but that's just not the
case. Sister Hedwig, come up here a moment, will you?’

The sister rose
from her place halfway down the church and came up to the front, a
little pinker than usual.

‘If I had my
way it would be this dear lady who would be your priest, my
friends, not an ignorant old bog-trotter like myself who cannot
even remember the punch lines of his jokes. Remember that, my dear
people, when the time comes, be ready to greet Hedwig and her
sisters with the same joy as you welcome the conversion of your
beloved country. Bingo Tuesday seven-thirty as usual, Family Fast
Day on Friday, and someone's left a woolly hat in the vestry. We
believe in one God . . .’

Sister Hedwig
came demurely down from the steps. The sharp voice behind Ophelia
said ‘Ridiculous,’ and no one except Father Jim himself noticed
another woman, large, ungainly and purple-faced, leaving clumsily
by the side door. Not many visitors in Rambleton, he thought to
himself. I must find out who she is. But when he got back to the
presbytery, he found that a parishioner had left him a lemon
meringue pie, so all other thoughts went out of his head.

The remainder
of the Mass seemed more subdued than usual Father Jim had used up
his histrionic talent in reciting his truncated joke and repeated
the Eucharistic prayer in a monotone. The responses were flat and
quiet, allowing the Latin variations to ring out even more clearly
than before. During the Peace Ophelia allowed herself to turn
around and saw, much as she expected, an aquiline woman in her
seventies dressed with aristocratic shabbiness, resolutely kneeling
and clutching a string of jet rosary beads.

Unlike the
jovial family gatherings of Sunday mornings, Saturday evening
Masses are not normally followed by coffee, biscuits or parish
socialising, so Ophelia did not expect to be introduced to anyone
on her way out. To her surprise, however, as she turned from her
hasty genuflection, the aisle was blocked by the lady from the pew
behind. A leather-covered notebook had been produced from somewhere
on her tweedy person and she held a chewed biro in readiness to
write.

‘New in the
parish,’ she snapped. ‘Name?’

Ophelia, taken
aback, gave her name, wondering if she was to join the church
cleaning rota or Agnus Dei.

‘No Irish
blood?’

‘No. My
husband's parents are Irish, though.’

‘Yes, I can see
that. He obviously won't be on my list. And you're not a convert, I
trust?’

‘No. This list
. . . ?’

‘And how far
back have your family been Catholics?’

‘Well, as far
as I know of, but that's only to my great-grandparents.’

‘That will have
to do. Beggars can't be choosers in a parish like this. Wednesday,
seven-thirty for eight.’

‘I'm
sorry?’

‘My Wednesday
evenings. Tartleton Court. Just you, if you please. I don't want
that husband of yours or any ghastly children. Good evening.’

With that, the
tweeds turned sharply and disappeared into the mêlée at the
door.

‘I see you've
met our Lady Tartleton,’ said Father Jim at Ophelia's shoulder.



Chapter
Twelve

Set me the stoups of
wine upon that table.

(v.ii. 264)

 


Ophelia was
woken next morning, as usual, by the removal of her duvet and the
kicking by innumerable small legs of what had been the warmest part
of her curled back. She reached out with a practised hand and
yanked the edge of the quilt back over her torpid body, tucking it
protectively under her knees.

‘Mummy!’ came
the indignant cry, as she knew it would. ‘Dad, Mum's pinched all
the cover again! Tell her!’

‘Shhh,’
whispered Malachi, padding into the bedroom with a tray of hot
drinks. His blue paisley pyjamas were too long for him, and it was
all he could manage not to trip over the trouser legs and send tea,
Ribena and hot milk in a glorious cocktail over his comatose wife.
‘Remember what we said boys.’

‘Oh yeah!’ The
multiplicity of limbs separated into Hygenus, Urban and Innocent,
who crawled out from under the duvet and began to bounce on
variously tender parts of Ophelia. ‘We're going to be 'specially
nice to you today, 'cos of your new job.’

‘'Cos you're
working really hard and making all the money and Dad doesn't do
anything.’

‘I didn't say
that exactly,’ protested Malachi from the depths of the
wardrobe. ‘What are we going to make for Mummy?’

‘Git-gits,’
suggested Innocent.

‘No, Innie, not
biscuits.’


‘Breakfast-in-bed,’ chorused Hygenus and Urban.

‘That's right.
Whatever Mummy wants.’

Brief and hazy
visions of country-house sideboards passed through Ophelia's mind:
kippers, kedgeree and ironed Sunday papers. They melted like
Tennyson's dawn in the silent summer heaven.

‘Lovely,’ she
said. ‘Coffee and toast, please,’ and drew the duvet back over her
head.

The breakfast,
when it was eventually borne in by a majestic procession of little
boys, was really not too bad. The toast had been left to grow cold
before being spread with cooking margarine, the coffee was watery
and the Sunday paper was two weeks old, but she had been allowed a
blissful hour in bed reading Jennings stories while she waited, and
Malachi had remembered her favourite dark Oxford marmalade which
disguised even the taste of the margarine. Ophelia munched and
slurped, almost with relish.

After breakfast
she washed, dressed and, feeling rather like Paddington Bear, made
a feeble attempt at removing crumbs and marmalade stains from the
sheets. She opened the door cautiously, expecting the tide of
devastation by now to be lapping at the bedroom frontiers, and was
astonished to find an empty, if grubby corridor. It did not stay
empty long.

‘Surprise!’
cried six simultaneous voices, closely followed by six badly
dressed bodies obtruding from four different doorways. Ophelia
adjusted Urban's jumper so that he had a sleeve for each arm and
removed the nappy from Innocent's head.

‘Another
surprise?’ she asked suspiciously.

Malachi kissed
her reverently on the forehead. ‘A mere breakfast in bed could
never convey the depth of our indebtedness to you, my lady,’ he
proclaimed. sweeping into a low bow and banging his head on the
wall. The grandiloquent effect was further diluted by his having
put his old school rugby shirt on not only inside-out but also back
to front so that the erratically sewn nametape faced Ophelia
throughout his speech.

‘Oh, it was
lovely,’ she protested. ‘But now I think that someone had better do
the washing-up.’

‘Thou durst not
step over the threshold to the kitchen. Durs'n't she?’ Malachi
turned for support to his doting henchmen, who cheered raggedly.
‘For the kitchen be this day the province of males only. Unless
Joan the Bone wants to help, that is.’

‘No fear,’ said
Joan, ‘I'm going to have a rest with Mummy.’

‘Oh, I'm going
to rest, am I?’ asked the bemused Ophelia.

‘Yes, and we're
going to cook the dinner,’ explained Hygenus.

‘An' it's
chicken,’ said Urban. ‘An' that's a secr- Daddy!’ He flung himself
at his father in a deluge of remorse.

‘It doesn't
matter, sweetheart.’ Malachi picked up the little boy and swung him
up to his shoulders. ‘Come on, lads, we've got some serious
roasting to do.’ He disappeared into the kitchen like the Pied
Piper, leaving Ophelia shaking her head at the swaying
lampshade.

‘I'm not eating
chicken!’ called Joan after them. ‘I'm a vegetarian.’

‘Since when?’
shouted Pius.

‘Since
Bernadette told me about black puddings. Grue-some!’

Malachi had
thought of everything, and, once back from a crisp walk with
Megabyte, Ophelia and Joan were settled at either end of the
sagging sofa, each with a volume of P. G. Wodehouse's short stories
and a supply of peanuts, Joan's salted and Ophelia's dry-roasted.
They kicked each other companionably and swapped peanuts and books
whenever a particularly energetic crunch or giggle required. From
time to time Ophelia would notice the thick dust on the television
screen, a hairy half dog chew under the table or damp stain
spreading below the window, and would start to get up. Joan would
then check her, pointing to the large glass of sherry at her
mother's elbow. Gradually, as the morning passed, Ophelia began to
notice less and less.

And this did
seem to be a particularly long morning. Twelve o'clock went by, and
one and two, and still there was no sign of the promised lunch
other than the smell of charred skin and the rattle of Malachi's
exhaust as he surreptitiously collected fresh supplies from the
Sunday grocery in Rambleton. Often there would come a crash,
occasionally distinguishable as glass or china. The more serious of
these were inevitably followed by Innocent's toddling into the
sitting room bearing the diminishing bottle of supermarket fino and
enquiring, in a tone which justified his name, ‘More shee?’

Ophelia
accepted, and thus the morning passed into the afternoon and both
passed pleasantly until, around five o'clock, Pius crept
obsequiously into the sitting room, a tea towel draped over his arm
and whispered, after a deferential cough, ‘Dinner is served, Mum, I
mean ladies.’

Ophelia,
supported by Joan, weaved after him into the kitchen where, through
the smoke, she could make out the shapes of Malachi and the three
little boys. She felt a sudden rush of sympathy for Napoleonic
soldiers during the worst bouts of cannon bombardment. Pius
shepherded her to the table, at which the children joined her.

‘Ta da!’ sang
Malachi as he approached the table, bearing a baking tray.

Ophelia's first
thought was that it was ten years since she had last seen a doily.
However, Malachi had obviously been anxious to remedy the
deficiency, for at least eight could be seen adorning the chicken,
six providing a delicate carpet for it to rest upon, one folded to
form a feathered tail-piece and one fashioned into an elaborate
crown, resting on the neck where the unfortunate bird's head had
once reposed.

Unfortunately,
this froth of white paper served only to emphasise the
imperfections of the chicken itself. It had probably not been a
large bird to begin with, barely enough to feed the O. family, even
with Joan's new-found vegetarianism. Now its long sojourn in the
oven had robbed it of any flesh worth speaking of, so that its dark
brown skin clung directly to its bones like an ageing Hollywood
actress after too much sun and liposuction. Ophelia cast a last
pitying glance at the shrivelled creature and turned to the
vegetables.

These were
scarcely better. There were mashed potatoes, gritty lumps in a cold
and watery liquid, cauliflower cheese made with processed cheese
slices (Innocent having eaten the pound of Cheddar while Malachi
braved the oven) and baked beans whose digestibility had been
ensured by a three-hour simmer on top of the stove. Poor Joan had
not been forgotten. For his only and beloved daughter, her father
had improvised a nut roast: ninety per cent unshelled sunflower
seeds, eight per cent salted peanuts and two per cent a Brazil nut
saved by Urban in his coat pocket from last Christmas. No one, as
Malachi plaintively pointed out, had told him that it was customary
to add some more viscous material with which to bind the nuts
together.

Ophelia took a
deep breath, playing for time as her brain plundered its database
of tactful responses. It might have saved itself the trouble, for
as she was about to try, ‘What a very intricate chicken,’
she caught Malachi's eye and found it sparking with merriment.

‘Not my forte,’
he confessed. ‘Sorry, Oaf.’

‘That's okay
I've had a lovely day with the sherry and Lord Emsworth. But I am
hungry.’

‘Hungy!’ said
Innocent, his lower lip wobbling as he viewed the dinner.

‘This is really
disgusting, isn't it, Dad?’ asked Pius, as they watched Hygenus and
Urban playing at inter-planetary ballistic warfare with the
cauliflower cheese. The chicken was soon redesignated as a Mk III
andranoid space vessel while the mashed potato needed little
imagination to become animate slime from the planet Zog,
threatening to engulf civilised solar systems in its gravelly
tentacles. Joan flew her nut roast mega-yark laser transporter in
to assist, and Pius fetched the grapefruit flavoured skimmed milk
black hole, alias trifle, from its festering place at the bottom of
the fridge.

Half an hour
later, when the light bulb had been cleaned of custard and Innocent
had been changed three times, the children said with aggrieved
surprise, ‘But we've still not had any lunch!’

Ophelia decided
that it was time to return to the helm.




When five
distinctly grubby children, several with mashed potato in their
hair, were jostled through the door of Rambleton's one,
surprisingly pleasant, Italian restaurant, the young waiter swooped
upon them with cries of Mediterranean pleasure.

‘Il bambino!
I fanciulli! La ragazza! Come in, come in. Welcome to our
ristorante. I find you very nice table, yes? Many chairs,
much laughter. Ah! La madre! Il padre! Now we have all of
la famiglia, yes?’

With great
relief Ophelia and Malachi allowed themselves to be shepherded
towards a large table. The young man, dark-skinned, lithe and
smelling pleasantly of pesto and cologne, patted them
constantly on the shoulders, brushing away stray labrador hairs and
straightening their hasty collars.

‘This table, it
is nice, yes? Very lovely position, beneath il specchio,’ he
indicated a large smoked-glass mirror, ‘in which la bella
donna may see her lovely faccia. Now, before you order,
a little pane, a glass of chianti perhaps, some Coke for
i bambini?’

The meal was a
great success and Ophelia, further mellowed by the chianti and
pleasantly full of pasta, gazed unsteadily across the table at her
family. The waiter was right, she was indeed la madre
fortunata. She caught sight of his dark fish-shaped eyes in the
mirror and smiled into them. Strange how these Mediterraneans saw
life so clearly, even the very young. She imagined the boy's own
mother, an enormous Sicilian peasant, perhaps, who would clasp him
to her gigantic black-clothed bosom with the same pleasure as
Ophelia cuddled little Innocent. Her boys were all clustered around
their father now, swapping the crusts of their pizzas for the
meatiest portions of his, while Joan womanfully munched her way
through a volcano of spaghetti with vegetarian chili sauce. Dear
children. Dear Malachi. She would get his blasted dog back,
whatever it- Ooops.

Ophelia had
refilled her glass with the last of the chianti and, amazed at the
speed with which the raffia bottle had emptied, had waved it in the
air with an expansive Italian gesture. Italians themselves
presumably made sure that their freshly filled glasses were well
out of the way before making expansive gestures, for she had never
seen one down whom red wine cascaded with quite so great abandon.
She got up with a delicate squawk, knocked her chair to the ground,
and scuttled across the restaurant to the ladies.

When the O.
family had first arrived, they had been the only customers, but in
the past half-hour the restaurant had been filling up quickly, and
Ophelia had to weave her way past several groups before reaching
the toilets. Both cubicles in the ladles' were engaged, and Ophelia
had no choice but to listen to the bawled conversation across the
division as she gave her dress an ineffectual mopping.

‘How's the
business then?’

‘Can't
complain. Not the season for sun-beds, mind. George wants to
diversify into Christmas trees but I'm not sure about the needles.
My clients won't want pine needles in their you-know-what's when
they come for their spring all-over tan treatment. How about
yours?’

‘Oh, it's bad.
Bad and getting worse. Folks won't drink milk these days, you know,
just won't drink it. I blame this cholesterol, I do. I remember ten
years ago Scorsdale Road was gold top all the way. You could look
down from top of t'hill and see the rising sun glinting off all
that gold foil. Like the Yellow Brick Road, it was. Now, you can't
sell it, of course; just mention it and they feel their arteries
hardening. And that skimmed stuff's so flippin' watery I don't
blame them for giving up altogether. Every week another one goes.
Take that Mr Parrish - you know, the solicitor at The Larches. I
thought we could rely on him, but no, he hasn't even taken in his
milk for the last six days and he hasn't paid his bill, which he
always did on a Tuesday. I wondered if he might be ill, or
something, so I asked that lass at his office, but she said he was
fine. Very busy, she said. Well, we know what that means.’

‘What does it
mean, then Peggy?’

‘On a diet.’
The words were delivered with a stolid resignation.

The two
lavatories flushed simultaneously and the locks were drawn back.
Ophelia slipped out of the door, soggy and thoughtful.

On the way out
Malachi pressed a generous tip into the young waiter's caressing
palm and asked in an avuncular manner, ‘Which part of Italy are you
from, son?’

The boy looked
around carefully before replying, in a lowered voice, ‘I'm not from
Italy at all. I live just over on the council estate. I'm on a YTS
see, but Mr Orecchino told me that if I were good at it, and
sounded dead Italian, he might keep me on. D'ye think I'm doing
okay then? I've got to Chapter Three in Italian Made
Simple.’ As Peggy the milklady approached them he raised his
voice again, adding a continental embrace. ‘Arrivederci, signor!
Addio, bambini!’



Chapter
Thirteen

Hum, this fellow might
be in's time

a great buyer of
land,

with his statutes, his
recognizances,

his fines, his double
vouchers,

his recoveries.

(v.i.
101-4)



When Ophelia
forced herself, fuzzy and fragile, through the door of Parrish,
Stanmore and Parrish at five past nine on Monday morning, her
bleary eyes were stung by the sight of Polly's electric-blue legs
perched on top of a ladder.

‘Ophelia, that
you?’ called a disembodied voice from a gap in the ceiling.

Ophelia stood,
swaying slightly at the bottom of the ladder and looked up at the
blue tights, red leather mini-skirt and white crochet jumper. ‘Yes.
it's me, I think. Ask me again after a couple of coffees. What are
you doing up there?’

‘Looking.’
Polly began to descend, revealing a spiky little haircut veiled in
dust, blackened hands and an antique torch. ‘It was a last
report.’

‘Last
resort.’

‘Yeah, that
too. I've looked everywhere else, absolutely everywhere.’ She waved
her arm expressively and the ladder began to wobble.

‘Well, come
down now, for goodness' sake. It doesn't take much to make me feel
dizzy this morning, certainly less than you wobbling up there like
the Statue of Liberty with subsidence.’

‘Okay,’ said
Polly cheerily, jumping off the fourth rung and on to Ophelia's
foot. ‘'Snot a proper loft anyway, just a gap between the old
ceiling and this hardboard stuff. I remembered that we once stuck
Major Lamb's shotgun up there for him when he'd forgotten to renew
his licence. But there's nothing there now.’

‘Except a lot
of dust,’ said Ophelia drily. ‘Wash your hands and make me a cup of
coffee, will you, there's a love? I've had a very busy Sunday
resting. I can't think until I've got a bit more caffeine into my
alcohol stream.’

The coffee soon
arrived, milky and very strong, and Ophelia cradled it gratefully
in her hands.

‘So Mr
Parrish's document about his burial or whatever definitely isn't in
the office?’ she asked.

‘Defiantly not.
I'd looked in all the obvious places last week, you know, and I
came in this morning at half-past six to search everywhere
else.’

Ophelia gave a
little groan.

‘Ooh, I don't
mind. I like mornings, me. I always used to do my yogi first thing,
'cept that my grandma, that's got the room under mine, moaned like
mad. So I've got into this Transcontinental Mediation now, 'cos it
doesn't make the floorboards creak as much. And it's dead good for
getting things straight in your head.’

‘Well, I hope
you had a double session this morning, because my head's like the
Hampton Court Maze. Anyway, if the instructions aren't here, do you
think it would be worth trying to get into his house to have a look
there?’

‘It wouldn't do
any harm, I s'pose. Drink up your coffee, Ophelia, it'll get cold
fast with all that milk in. He never kept his papers and stuff at
home, mind, always brought everything into the office. You know,
bills, letters, magazines, all that. He used to say that his job
seemed to be nothing but filling in forms and paying bills, with
all the land going registered now, so he didn't want to face a
single piece of paper when he got home at night. But this
instructions thingy's different, isn't it? That might be there, I
suppose.’

‘I think I
should try to get over to the house anyway,’ said Ophelia, and
related the conversation she had heard in Mr Orecchino's
lavatories.

‘Not that I
fancy fishing the key out of his pocket.’

‘Oh no, you're
all right there. He always kept a spare key in the petty cash box.
Here you are. Should we both go, d'ye think? I've never been there,
so I won't be able to help 'specially, but it'll be quicker if we
both look.’

‘Yes, please,
if you would, Polly. We ought to go as soon as possible in case
Peggy the Milk is still calling round.’

‘Well, why
don't we just close the office early, fourish or something and pop
up? You haven't any appointments and you've got your car, haven't
you? Like my uncle Abel says, "Bet' shearn sheep on t'hill a
fortnight early. Than be shaven thysel by t'horn grewn curly."’

‘I bet he
does,’ said Ophelia faintly.




If Ophelia had
hoped that her rudeness would have driven the Skates to Snodsworth
and Ranger then she was soon disappointed. At a quarter past ten,
after her third cup of coffee, father and son presented themselves
at the front desk, bleary-eyed but voluble. Ophelia came out to
intercept them, but they jostled past her and slouched into chairs
around her desk. Mr Skate lit an insouciant cigarette and Darren
picked his nose as they waited for her to return.

‘I'm afraid
that I've got some bad news for you,’ she began.

Darren turned
his attention to the other nostril.

‘I've checked
the current Legal Aid regulations and I really don't think that
there is any provision for your case.’

‘Oh, you're all
right,’ said Darren magnanimously. His usually indeterminate
diction was exaggerated by his scraping between his teeth as he
spoke. ‘Me and Sharon are back together so you don't 'ave to do
anything about Kylie. Sharon's mum took 'er to a big fight on
Saturday and she killed an eighter. Got some sense 'as Sharon's
mum.’

‘It killed an
eight-year-old rat?’ asked Ophelia, whose natural history was
shaky.

‘Nah. An
eighter. A rat wot's killed eight other rats.’

‘Oh, I see.
Like conkers.’

‘If you say
so,’ said Darren, who had only a hazy idea of what a conker was,
having spent his childhood enjoying the alternative pastimes of
petty theft and criminal damage. He sniffed his armpits
pensively.

‘Anyway, it's
most kind of you to pop in and let me know what has happened,’ said
Ophelia, rising to conclude the interview.

‘No, luv,’
interrupted Mr Skate. ‘We want your advice on summat else now.’
Another cigarette was lit from the first and the still glowing butt
thrown on to the floor.

Ophelia's heart
executed a spectacular dive. ‘Oh yes?’

‘That Mick and
Doreen next door, they've bought their 'ouse, right?’

‘Their council
house?’

‘Well, they
'aven't bought the 'Ouses of Parliament, ave they?’ he replied with
ponderous sarcasm. ‘Yeah. they bought their 'ouse off the council.
It only cost a few thousand 'cos they've bin there since they got
married, right?’

‘Right.’

‘But they
borrowed more off the building society, see, so now they've got a
couple of grand extra to build a conservatory, right?’

‘Right.’
Ophelia was surreptitiously trying to see whether the carpet was on
fire from the cigarette end. The smell of the Skates was so pungent
this morning that the smoke alarm had probably switched off its
sensors in self-defence.

‘Well, Mick,
'e's on the sick, like us, in 'e, and Doreen, she only works part
time down the betting shop.’

‘And you'd like
to do the same, buy your house from the council?’

‘Well, yes and
no, if you see what I mean. I'm not bothered about achully buying
the 'ouse, bloody old tip it is, with our Darren's rats and all,
but I wouldn't mind saying that I was buying it to get a bit
of a loan, like.’

‘I see. And
this loan, would it be used for home improvements like your
neighbours?’ The carpet seemed to be safe, if a little
blackened.

‘Well, not
exactly home improvements. More, like, improvements to us
lifestyle. And a bit for, what would d'ye call it,
reinvestment?’

‘You mean you'd
spend it on beer and fags, and down the betting shop?’ translated
Ophelia, who was beginning to like Mr Skate despite herself. He
obviously sensed this, for he grinned at her in grimy complicity.
She wondered whether he might be persuaded to smoke
stronger-smelling cigarettes. Gauloises, perhaps. He might even go
the whole cochon and festoon his neck with a string of
onions.

‘I've always
had an eye for t'hossess,’ he was saying. ‘And fer women come to
that.’ Here he gave her a long wink. ‘Problem is, I've never 'ad
the chance to realise me potential. Now if I 'ad, let's say five
grand, I could double it in a month. You can't f-ing argue with
that, can you?’

‘I'll look into
it for you.’ Ophelia promised. ‘You know that there won't be any
legal aid for this.’

‘Not even
. . .’ He looked hopefully at the row of legal textbooks
behind her.

‘Not even
nothing.’

‘Fair enough,’
he conceded. ‘We'd let you 'ave a reasonable percentadidge. Come
on, Darren, I've gotta pick up me new teeth before opening time.
See ya then, luv.’

After they had
left Ophelia spent some time staring at the Princess Diana calendar
on her wall. What on earth had made her promise to consider Mr
Skate's scheme. It had been the perfect opportunity to get rid of
them while keeping her conscience intact, and she had blown it. She
sighed and picked up the new Law Society's Gazette.

‘Mortgage fraud
on the increase,’ it proclaimed. ‘Solictors' Indemnity Fund faces
record payout.’ No escape there. Mortgage fraud was exactly what
the smelly old Mr Skate was proposing. She started to turn the page
but then stopped.

‘Eureka!’ The
sudden cry from behind the screen disturbed Polly's mid-morning
Belgian bun.

‘I'm what?’ she
called back with her mouth full.

‘"Eureka". It's
what Archimedes said when he realised that when he got in the bath,
the equivalent amount of water came out of it.’

‘It wouldn't if
he hadn't filled it too full in the first place. My mum's always
having to tell my brother about that. It's no reason to go round
calling people Eekers.’

‘No, I suppose
you're right,’ said Ophelia, not wanting to get further embroiled
in Polly's surreal imagination. She wanted to be alone to work out
the implications of the idea which was glimmering at her mind's
edge.

A quick glance
at the Gazette showed that mortgage frauds of several
million were not uncommon. A mere seventy thousand, plus whatever
the clients would want, would scarcely be noticed, hardly meriting
a rap on the knuckles from the Solicitors' Disciplinary Tribunal.
And there was no doubt but that the lenders deserved it. She had
received another letter from the Mid-Yorkshire Champion Building
Society yesterday instructing her to ask for additional costs at
future oral examinations involving one-legged defendants to cover
the time spent holding open the door for them. Then she had tried
to use her card in the Arthurian Bank's cash dispenser that
morning, only to have it swallowed up with a mechanical belch.

Ophelia took a
piece of paper and began to work out the mechanics. Mythical
council house sales alone would be unlikely to raise enough
capital. In this part of Yorkshire, people still thought that
negative equity was what happened when they wired a plug the wrong
way round, but the building societies were nervous about ridiculous
advances. She skimmed through the article again. Non-existent
clients, mythical properties . . . It seemed to involve a
serious drain on the imagination. Why not use real clients and real
properties? The idea crystallised suddenly: a chain of clients,
each in need of money, each pretending to buy the property of the
next, but in fact remaining in their own homes. That way she could
have access to both the actual properties and the title deeds. She
would do all the conveyancing as though the transactions were
really going ahead and then at the last moment simply fail to
execute the transfers and mortgages. The building societies would
expect them to spend the next few months at the Land Registry
anyway, so suspicion would be postponed for some time.

But then what?
Ophelia wanted first of all to get Gigabyte back, then to give the
Mid-Yorkshire and Arthurian a salutary shock. She had no desire to
hang on to the money permanently. She thought of Mr Skate's horses
and Mr Saggers' chest freezers. Most people only wanted money in
order to make more of it. If she chose the members of her chain
carefully, then perhaps they could pay back the lenders and still
make a profit. She would be carrying out an economic service,
really, a maverick business investment scheme.

As for her own
cut of the money, there was little hope of recovering £70,000
ransom money from Leafskirk Engineering. She would just have to
repay it by her own efforts. Canards were making money in
Rambleton, by all accounts, so it could not be impossible. As a
last resort, perhaps Malachi would manage to sell some of his
computers. She had asked him why he couldn't get rid of them to
raise Gigabyte's ransom. After all, a hundred and fifty computers
at £500 each would be more than they needed. He had become evasive,
muttering that they 'had a slight technical problem' and were
possibly not actually worth even the £100 each that he had paid for
them.

‘Why don't you
get back to the company you bought them from? I could write you a
solicitor's stiff letter?’

‘Bust,’ he had
replied, and disappeared into the loo with convenient
diarrhoea.

Later he had
explained that they were useable 'for limited purposes' and that he
had hopes of getting rid of them in quiet ones and twos, chained to
a cast-iron contract to be drafted by Ophelia herself. She had said
nothing, but reached for the Sale of Goods Act from the top of a
nearby bookshelf.



Chapter
Fourteen

And thus do we of
wisdom and of reach,

With windlasses and
with assays of bias,

By indirections find
directions out.

(II.i.
64-6)



In the
afternoon Ophelia had another visitor, a very young man in a suit,
which was in itself an event in Rambleton. He introduced himself as
Geoff Papping of the Lord Chancellor's Department. He flipped open
his portable computer and consulted the screen.

‘Right. This
is, er, Parrish, Stanmore and Parrish. Senior partner Mr
Parrish?’

‘Yes, but Mr
Parrish is on holiday for a few days. May I help you? Opehlia O.,
senior assistant solicitor.’

‘Pleased to
meet you. Yes, I would imagine so. Have you heard of the Lawsquad
Initiative?’

‘No, I'm afraid
I haven't.’

‘Jolly good,
you're not supposed to have done. Very hush-hush. Up to now, of
course. Actually, they only thought of it last Thursday so there
hasn't really been time for a leak.’

Polly,
eavesdropping as usual, broke in.

‘Oh, haven't
you? You poor man. There s a toilet just over there; the door
marked "J A Stanmore". Off you go. We won't mind.’

‘Actually, I
don't think Mr Papping meant that sort of leak,’ explained Ophelia
hastily, seeing the civil servant's discomfiture. She supposed that
this sort of thing didn't happen in Whitehall.

‘Er, no thank
you. It's the photocopiers, you see. It's standard practice now.
Before announcing anything controversial someone goes round and
takes all the paper out of the photocopiers. No one knows how to
reload them and without a photocopier you can't have a leak, can
you?’

‘I suppose
not,’ agreed Ophelia, ‘unless you could put the relevant pages
straight through the fax machine.’

‘They've
thought of that,’ said Mr Papping. ‘Unbendable staples.’

‘I see. So,
anyway, what is the Lawsquad Initiative?’

‘Well, the most
important thing is that it is spelled with an "or" in place of the
"aw" and a "kw" in place of the "qu". L-o-r-s-k-w-a-d.’

‘Why? And why
is it so important?’

‘It's supposed
to make it more relevant to the man in the street. Snappy, demotic,
sounds like a reggae band. Now that justice is to be subject to
market forces, the consumer has to be able to identify with it. The
classless society, you see. Mustn't discriminate against people who
can't spell.’ He tapped a few letters, apparently at random, into
his computer.

‘Of course
not,’ said Ophelia. ‘What do you mean, justice subject to market
forces?’

‘That's why I'm
here, the whole point of the Lorskwad Initiative. The courts are to
be privatised, sorry, opened up to the benefits of entrepreneurial
achievement, and firms like yours are being given the opportunity
to bid for their local franchise.’

‘What, to run
Rambleton County Court?’

‘Yes. The
magistrates' court too, if you like, but you'd need to be involved
in the security side in that case, and that's notoriously a
headache. Basically, how it works is this.’ He swivelled the laptop
around so that she could see an elaborate and incomprehensible flow
chart displayed on the screen.

‘You submit a
bid by the end of next week for a year's franchise. Then the
highest bidder for each court runs it for a month's trial. At the
end of that month the Government look at it to see whether it seems
to be working. If it is then you get the franchise for the rest of
the year. If not then the courts revert to the Lord Chancellor's
Department, everything's kept very quiet, and you don't have to pay
a penny.’

The flow chart
faded, to be replaced by a horrifyingly accurate graphic of the
Pnme Minister beaming over the scales of Justice.

‘So presumably
you're expecting running a court to be profitable?’

‘Oh yes. You
see it'll involve a massive deregulation. All the rules about which
county court you can use to issue proceedings will be thrown out,
so if you can attract enough business then the sky's your limit.
Then the court fees are entirely up to you and you can charge a
percentage of damages and costs if you want to. You appoint your
own staff, including judges and you can act as judges yourselves;
we're getting rid of any requirements like being barristers or
solicitors of so many years' standing or whatever. In fact they
don't have to be lawyers at all.’

‘The classless
society again?’ suggested Ophelia.

‘Exactly. It
has been intimated from the very top that firms appointing "judges
with experience of real life" will be looked upon extremely
favourably.’ He gave a deferential nod in the direction of the
computer screen.

‘What about
conflicts of interest? Presumably a firm of solicitors couldn't act
in a case being dealt with by their own court, or even worse, where
one of them was the judge?’

‘Oh, no one's
had time to go into that sort of thing. As I said, we want to get
rid of all these restrictions. It'll be your court, you run it as
you like. Just show lots of marvellous productivity figures and a
few heart-warming success stories and your OBE's in the bag.’

‘So we could
use, say, trial by combat if we liked?’

‘Oh yes. That's
an excellent idea, you know.’ He tried to type on the keyboard but
found that the computer had locked upon the holographic image of
the Prime Minister and gave only beeps of disapproval. Mr Papping
began to panic, patting his empty pockets repeatedly until Ophelia
passed him a pencil and a piece of paper.

‘Thank you so
much. Yes, an excellent idea. You could combine it with a theme
park and get a European Tourism grant which would cover most of the
cost of the franchise. I see that you've really got the hang of all
this.’

‘Hmmm. One
other thing. What's the hurry? Why is this all going ahead so
quickly. It usually takes you years to get anything new going.’

‘I think that
I'd prefer not to comment on that, if you don't mind, Mrs O. I'd
just ask you to consider how long it is since the last General
Election and the fact that a new showpiece privatisation, in the
first flush of success, might be a welcome, er, distraction.
Now let me leave you this information pack and envelope for your
bid. It's been a pleasure talking to you. No, no, I'll see myself
out. Thank you so much.’

As he closed
the door behind him, Polly was already wriggling into her leather
jacket and recording her message on the answering machine. Mr
Parrish had always refused to have one, insisting that anyone
foolish or hasty enough to want to contact him outside the
civilised hours of half-past nine and four o'clock deserved nothing
more co-operative than an unanswered ringing tone. He had not, in
fact, according to Polly, even become used to the idea of there
being more than one telephone in the office, and would snatch up
his own in distracted confusion whenever he could hear hers
ringing. As both telephones were connected to the same line the
consequences had often been difficult, especially when Gary, in an
unusual fit of amorousness, had phoned Polly to tell her that she
was his little pumpkin-bottom.

‘Pumpkin
Bottom?’ Mr Parrish had roared, having no faith in the
amplificatory powers of British Telecom. ‘One of your fields, is
it? Boundary problem? Well, I'll look at the deeds for you, if you
like, but I won't take it to court.’

‘Yes, sir, I
mean, no, sir,’ had stammered the paralysed Gary.

‘Always
remember a little rhyme that Father taught me:

"Plaintiff or
defendant

If the case
concerns a boundary,

Keep it from
the court, or else

Your brief will
surely founder-ee."

Not exactly
Milton, but I'm sure you see the point.’

‘It's not -’
Gary had begun, but Polly was quicker-witted.

‘This is the
operator,’ she had announced, holding her nose between her finger
and thumb, and doing her best to remember the right wording from
the old Ealing film she had seen the week before. ‘Your two minutes
are up. I shall now be cutting you off. Beep, beep. Crash.’

‘Funny,’ Mr
Parrish had said, looking reflectively into the humming receiver.
‘I haven't heard them say that for a while.’

Ophelia
sometimes longed to be back in an era when the most immediate form
of communication was the telegram and completions took place at a
gentlemanly rendezvous, rather than muttering 'Formula B' into a
telephone, but her professional self had been horrified at the lack
of an answering machine and had installed one even before Mr
Parrish was fully frozen. Polly was enchanted by it. Every day the
message would be changed, becoming more elaborate and genteel each
time.

‘Par-reesh,
Starnmore and Par-reesh,’ she was saying now, squeezing her vocal
cords in a painful attempt to eradicate her Yorkshlre accent. ‘We
are frightfully sorry that no one is available to be of acceptance
to you. Do please leave a message after the musical tone so that we
may get bark to you as soon as possible. Good evening.’

‘Right,’ she
added in a normal voice, as soon as she had pressed the Stop
button. ‘That'll shut 'em up till morning. Let's go.’




The Scorsdale
Road was long and leafy, rising gently from the west end of the
town into the undulations of the Dales. The houses were all set far
back from the roads, screened by trees and high hedges, and it was
very quiet. Ophelia drove slowly, checking the name of each house
as it appeared burned into rustic bark or swinging from a miniature
wrought-iron gallows. Every driveway, with its incandescent
Mercedes or Audi, sleek Jaguar or lovingly preserved pre-war Rover,
made her more conscious of her Volvo's dirt and dents. Polly was
wriggling on the passenger seat.

‘Ooh, ooh, slow
down. I think it might be this one. Look, those are larches, aren't
they? And there's the sign. Yes! The . . . Laurels. Oh,
hurry up, Ophelia, can't you drive any faster?’

Eventually
about halfway up the hill, they found it. It was not actually one
of the biggest houses, and had none of the expensive accretions of
the more flamboyant, other than a neat, old-fashioned tennis court.
Ophelia turned into the drive with assumed bravado and parked on
the gravel.

Upon closer
inspection it was clear that the tennis court was not a later
addition, but that the house and court had been designed together.
It would not even be an exaggeration to say that the house was
designed for the tennis court, for its principal windows, pretty
terrace and two sets of French windows all looked out on to the
quiet grey rectangle. From these French windows A. A. Milne's
Rabbits or William Brown's elder brother and sister might have
dashed, dropping thirties' slang with their wooden tennis racquets.
In short, it was a little bit of Betjeman's Surrey in the depths of
Mid-Yorkshire.

While Ophelia
was thinking all this, imagining herself as nineteen and
white-skirted, Polly had got to work.

‘Here's Peggy's
milk, anyway,’ she called from the porch, where seven full bottles
stood, in decreasing order of degeneration. Several had notes
underneath, and Polly removed these and read them aloud.

‘"Dear Mr
Parrish. Please let me know if you wish to alter or cancel your
order. Sincerely, M. P Braithwaite (Mrs)."

‘"Dear Mr
Parrish. I hope you are not unwell. Sincerely, Margaret Braithwaite
(Mrs)."

‘"Dear Mr
Parrish. It is customary to inform your dairy supplier when you
intend to go away. M. P. Braithwaite."

‘"Dear Mr
Parrish. I would remind you of your oral contract with
Braithwaite's according to which all milk delivered must be paid
for whether or not consumed. I would also draw your attention to
the embossed notice on the side of the bottles stating clearly that
they are the property of the dairy. M P. B. "'

Polly emptied
the contents of all seven bottles down a nearby drain, flinching at
the contents of the earliest. She turned over the most recent note
and wrote on the back of it.

‘Dear M P. B.
(Mrs). I have given up milk out of sympathy with the Cow Liberation
Front. I enclose payment for your milk bill. Please use the change
to buy yourself a book about Equitette. Sincerely, W. W. P.
(Mr).’

She then took a
ten-pound note from her purse, wrapped it up with the message and
placed it in the neck of the nearest bottle.

‘That's told
her,’ she said, and placed her key in the front door lock. ‘After
you, Ophelia.’

The heavy door
opened reluctantly against the mass of post piled up behind it, and
as she pushed, Ophelia looked down at the red-tiled floor to be
sure that there was nothing to be crushed. She had no idea,
therefore, that anything might be lying in wait for her, stretched
out along the top of the broad gilt mirror. The door edged around,
revealing a growing segment of patterned rug. The hinges squeaked
very slightly, and there were faint sounds of wind and distant
traffic; otherwise it was silent. A few more inches, and she could
sidle through the gap into the still, wax-polished hall.


‘Aaaeeerhhh!’

The impact was
directly upon the back of her neck, with no warning, neither rush
of air nor glimpse of movement, just this cacophony of sensation,
soft (or was that just her own hair?), lacerating, squirming and
ruthless. Her brain's failure to make sense of the attack was more
frightening than the blow itself, and she struggled, twisting her
neck in panic and reaching back with hands that were similarly by
turn scratched and then stroked.

‘Polly, Polly!’
she whimpered. But Polly, slipping through the door after her, was
no help, for the sight, presumably even more horrific than the
sensation, had driven her into a hysterical frenzy.

‘A-ark,
a-ark!’

The choking
whoops were painful to hear and, even as the thing around her neck
squeezed more tightly, Ophelia held a bleeding hand out to comfort
the younger girl. But the hand was not taken.

‘Poll,’ Ophelia
gasped. ‘What is it, Poll? Do you know?’ As she asked the question
she realised its futility. How could a child like Polly be
acquainted with the arcane classifications of demonology? Whatever
fiendish creature, alive or undead, was sucking the blood from her
throat, its name and purpose could never be spoken by the innocent
of heart. As its grip tightened yet further, she could hear a bell
sounding, to summon her to Heaven or to . . .

‘It's a cat,’
spluttered Polly, between her giggles.

Ophelia looked
up into the mirror, at her own face, bleached and foolish, and at
the smaller one which hung over her shoulder. It was indeed a cat,
little more than a kitten, black splodged unevenly with white, his
green eyes gazing plaintively at his own reflection. Around his
neck, attached by a blue velvet ribbon, was the little silver bell
that Ophelia had heard calling her to judgement. Now that she was
still, and he no longer needed to struggle to keep his perch, he
gave a long and piercing mewl of desperate hunger.

‘Oh, the poor
little thing!’ cried Polly. ‘And I've just poured seven pints of
milk down the drain. Come on, let's find the kitchen first.’

The kitchen was
not hard to discover, at the end of the long shining corridor, with
the cat's increasingly excited meows to guide them. It was a large
room, with an old-fashinoned dresser and white-painted cupboards,
all scrupulously clean and tidy. Only a single cup and saucer, left
to drain on a rack by the sink, suggested that it had been used in
the last half-century. As the cat still clung to Ophelia's neck,
Polly found several tins of cat food in one of the cupboards, and
spooned a generous portion on to a china plate. He sprang down to
eat the food, hastily but still with a fastidious care, paused to
give his paws and whiskers a cursory wash, and leapt back up to
Ophelia's shoulder. He stayed there for the remainder of their tour
of the house, disdaining all attempts to coax him down, breathing
fishy fumes down the back of Ophelia's jacket and making her feel
like a cross between Long John Silver and Martyn Lewis.

The search did
not take long, for Wilfred Parrish's house was as well-ordered and
bare as his office was crowded and chaotic. In room after room,
only a faint layer of dust disturbed the perfect order of linen,
mahogany and shelves of leather-covered books, well read and well
cared for. One, a volume of John Masefield's poetry, lay beside his
smooth bed, a bookmark halfway through its fragile pages. Polly had
been right; there were no papers to be found anywhere in this quiet
sanctuary, only a little packet of love letters from the courtship
of his wife.

‘Let's go now,’
whispered Ophelia, ashamed to intrude further. Her feet seemed too
muddy, her step too quick for the silence. The cat rubbed his head
against the side of her head in reassurance. They decided to take
the post back to the office to be dealt with and loaded it into the
boot, where it was hidden by an old picnic rug. As she turned back
into the road an unexpected creak came from the rear of the car,
but it had so many rattles and squeaks that she thought nothing of
it.

‘We'll have to
go back every day to feed the cat and get the post, won't we?’
asked Polly.

‘Oh yes, but
we'll have to make sure we avoid the cleaning lady. You wouldn't
know when she comes would you?’

‘Oh, he never
had one. I remember him saying that he did all the cleaning
himself. Very proud of it he was. "I can polish a table so you can
see the colour of your eyes in it," he said, and he was right,
wasn't he?’




At home that
evening Ophelia asked the rest of the family how much they would
pay to run the court for a year.

‘A million
pounds!’ shouted Hygenus.

‘About five
hundred pounds, I think,’ said Pius, biting his lip in
concentration.

‘That dump you
were telling me about?’ asked Malachi. ‘Excuse me.’ He gave an
enormous sneeze and wiped his streaming eyes.

‘Are you
getting a cold, Mal? You haven't stopped sneezing since I got home.
Yes, it is a bit of a tip.’

‘How on earth
could you make it profitable, then? Unless you could get hold of
the shopfront underneath, of course, in which case Wet Nose
Solutions could have a useful retail outletisshoo! Say ten
thousand.’

‘Six pounds
forty-three,’ suggested Urban, which was the total in his piggy
bank, carefully counted that afternoon.

‘Nothing,’ said
Joan. ‘I'd rather run a circus.’

‘From what I
hear, it needn't be much different,’ muttered Ophelia. ‘Any ideas,
Innocent?’

‘Milk.
Hot.’

‘Righto.’
Ophelia entered their suggestions, valuing the hot milk at
forty-five pence, into her calculator. She worked out the average,
wrote it down on a piece of Parrishes' headed paper and put it in
the Lorskwad envelope.

‘Just take this
down to the post for me, would you, Pius, while I make the
supper?’
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There are more
things

in heaven and earth,
Horatio,

(I. v.
174)



Pius, who was
busy building an observatory on top of the pigsty, forgot to take
the letter until after supper, when it was too late for him to
cycle the half-mile to the nearest postbox. Instead, Malachi posted
it on his way to the Rambleton off-licence in the car.

As he drove
back into the yard the security light came on and Ophelia, who was
finishing the washing-up, could see out of the kitchen window on to
the floodlit concrete. Malachi looked dreadful as he stumbled out
of the driver's door and groped his way around to the boot, leaning
on it for support for a few seconds before opening it up and
removing the carrier bags full of beer cans.

‘Oh Mal, they
weren't having another Madeira evening, were they?’ cried Ophelia,
dashing out into the yard, her hands dripping with the slime which
she had been extracting from the plughole.

‘I've not had a
drop,’ replied Malachi indignantly, wiping his streaming eyes with
the back of his arm, ‘not even the medicinal brandy they offered me
on the house. No, it's this cold. It got really bad while I was
driving. I could hardly see and felt all sick and . . .’
He slumped over the tailgate and said no more.

‘By the way,’
he added half an hour later, tucked up in bed with a hot-water
bottle and spiked Guinness, ‘there's a dreadful squeak from that
rear axle. Had you noticed it?’

Next morning he
seemed better, so Ophelia went to work as usual and she and Polly
sorted out Mr Parrish's post.

‘I thought I'd
pop up there myself at lunch,’ said Polly. ‘Get the bus. I mean, if
we go in your car every day it might be a bit, y'know,
abstrusive.’

‘Abstruse?’
Ophelia was mystified.

‘Abstrusive.
You know, sticking out, obvious. I thought you were an
interlectual.’

Ophelia looked
quizzically at Polly, who was again wearing her purple leather
jacket and red leather skirt, combined as the morning was a chilly
one, with a pair of orange Lycra leggings. She suspected that the
outfit might have the edge over her beige Volvo when it came to
publicity, but did not like to thwart the secretary's good
intentions.

‘Fine. You'll
get the post and feed the cat, then?’

‘Yes, and I
thought I d have another scout round to see if he had any, like,
secret hiding places. You know, electric sockets that turn out to
be wall safes, and that. You know, Alf Roberts has got one.’

‘So he has,’
agreed Ophelia, pleased to see that whatever Polly's wilder
fantasies, she was firmly grounded in the cobbles of Coronation
Street.

But when Polly
returned in the afternoon she was downcast.

‘No hidden wall
safes?’ asked Ophelia.

‘No, nothing.
And I couldn't find the cat anywhere. I called it, but it had to be
quietly and just Kitty, 'cos we don't know its name, but it
wouldn't come. D'ye think I should go back this evening?’

‘No, leave it
until tomorrow. You know what cats are like; it'll have found six
or seven soft-hearted families to feed it by now, all of them
thinking that they're the only ones. Don't worry about the cat,
Poll, concentrate on these blasted instructions. Anyway, can you
hold the fort here for the rest of the afternoon? Joan's just
phoned to say that Malachi's really ill. She's not one to panic
unnecessarily so I've told her to ring the doctor and that I'll be
straight back. That okay?’

‘Of course.’
Polly took off her jacket, hung it on the back of Ophelia's chair
and perched on the desk. ‘Just leave everything to me.’

Ophelia arrived
home at the same time as Dr Horatlo Hale. Despite their erratic
diet, supervised by Malachi, which seemed to Ophelia to consist
entirely of crisps and winegums, the children were all large and
sturdy and enjoyed health which was not so much rude as downright
obscene. They had consequently not yet met their new doctor. He
turned out to be shortish and slightly overweight but blessed, or
otherwise, with what Ophelia's mother would have called 'bedroom
eyes' and a deliciously curdling public-school accent.

‘Mrs O., I
presume?’ he murmured as she got out of the Volvo, which,
incidentally, had lost its extra squeak. Ophelia nodded clumsily
and they went into the house together.

Malachi was
lying in bed, fully clothed and rugby-booted, with the duvet pulled
up over his head. When Ophelia drew it back, he blinked up at her
out of swollen and bloodshot eyes, tried to speak, and sneezed more
violently than ever. Dr Hale unfastened his black bag and, very
politely, motioned her out of the room.

When she come
back they were talking in low serious voices. She draped herself
about the open doorway for a couple of minutes, but neither
Malachi's blond head nor Dr Hale's dark one lifted, and their twin
bald spots bobbed in serious conference. Ophelia coughed, but still
there was no response. She approached the bed, until she could hear
the conversation.

‘He wasn't
called "The King" for nothing!’ Dr Hale was protesting.

‘That's exactly
what I mean. Rugby is a team game. We can't be doing with kings.
Democracy in action, that's what it should be. Those Springbok
backs weren't so keen, were they?’

‘Democracy!
Look what happened in the second '33 Test. He did what they'd
wanted, threw his feet away, and the Ozzies slaughtered them.
Rugby's not about democracy, it's about talent.’

‘What on
earth are you talking about?’ asked Ophelia, noting that
whatever it was, the restorative effect on Malachi was
astounding.

‘Bernie Osler,
South African fly half, twenties and thirties.’

‘And Stanley's
underrated, you know.’

‘Stanley?’
Ophelia was wondering why on earth she had rushed away from a
fascinating affidavit of plight and condition in order to stand
about in a smelly bedroom listening to drivel about men in baggy
shorts.

‘His brother.
Played for Oxford in '31.’

‘When you've
finished in the Rugger Hall of Fame, perhaps you could tell me
what's wrong with my husband?’

‘Of course.
Well, it's not a cold.’

‘Not a cold.
Right. And?’

‘It looks very
much like hay fever.’

‘Hay fever.’
Ophelia looked out of the window at the bleak autumn landscape,
upon which a few drops of rain were beginning to fall.

‘But it
obviously isn't,’ concluded Dr Hale hastily.

There were some
moments of silence. Neither Dr Hale nor Malachi seemed to think
that any more needed to be said.

‘Er, do you
have any idea of what it is, then?’ asked Ophelia awkwardly, not
liking to destroy their little oasis of tranquillity.

The doctor
continued to stare out of the window, humming quietly to
himself.

‘Allergic to
anything, old chap?’ he asked suddenly.

‘Yes,’ replied
Malachi. ‘Talcum powder. Makes me sneeze and itch like anything,
especially that stuff for athlete's foot. Used to have to tell the
lads not to bring it into the changing rooms.’

‘But there's no
talc in the house,’ objected Ophelia. ‘There never is. I even do
the babies' bottoms with cornflour. So it can't be that.’

‘Can't it?’
asked Dr Hale regretfully. ‘No, I suppose it can't. Well, pop down
to the surgery when you're feeling a bit more the thing, and we'll
run some tests.’

‘Right oh,’
said Malachi.

‘I always like
saying that, you know, "run some tests", ’ mused the doctor.
‘Sounds so bloody professional, don't you think? Well, cheerio,
nice meeting you, Mrs O. A pleasure.’ And he was gone.

Malachi was
staring down at the duvet cover, a little frown on his pink and
white face. ‘I don't know,’ he muttered. ‘I don't know.’

‘What don't you
know, love? What's the matter?’

‘Stanley Osler.
I still think Hale's too hard on him. Can't have been easy, trying
to live up to that brother.’

Ophelia sighed
and took his hot-water bottle downstairs to be refilled.

Megabyte was
lying across the kitchen doorway, groaning to herself. As Ophelia
approached she raised one ear and turned her head slightly, with an
expression of agonised endurance.

‘Hello, Megs.
Cheer up. We will get her back, you know I've got a plan now.’

But Megabyte
was not mourning her daughter. She rose with a low snort and nudged
her empty bowl so that it vibrated gratingly on the dusty
floor.

‘Have they all
forgotten to feed you? Is that it? Joan! Pius! Has anyone fed the
dog today?’

‘Yes, I did it
as soon as I got in.’

‘Yeah, half an
hour ago!’

‘I feeded her
too!’

‘Mistress
Megabyte O., you bad dog. You've had at least three dinners. Now is
it really fair to take advantage of Malachi's being ill like
this?’

Megabyte looked
from Ophelia to the bowl with undiminished accusation.

‘Megabyte! You
could at least give up with some grace when your little scam's been
uncovered. Now go on, get in your bed. Honestly, sometimes I don't
-’

But neither
Megabyte nor the children found out what Ophelia sometimes did not
do, for at that moment the telephone rang. It stopped in the middle
of its third ring, presumably having been answered by Malachi in
the bedroom. She absent-mindedly filled his hot-water bottle from
the cold tap and went through.

‘Hello, Julia
darling,’ he was saying in a deadpan voice but with his face
contorted into an expression of hideous mania, his lower lip
twisted down in a clown's grimace and his eyebrows drawn closely
together.

‘No, darling,
no proper job yet, darling. Bridge going well, my precious? Ah.
Ophelia darling, you'll never guess. It's your poppet of a
mother.’

Ophelia gave
him a warning glance as she took the receiver.

‘Hello,
Mummy.’

‘Darling. How
are you, darling? Still in that dreadful shack? And Malcolm tells
me that he still doesn't have a job. It's really not good enough,
darling. Even your father managed forty years with the bank. They
just need a bit of encouragement. I know Malcolm's a sweetie,
always so affectionate towards me, but you have to prod them a bit.
Like cows, darling, they just need a little mild
electrocution.’

‘Mummy, he's
called Malachi, not Malcolm. And he has a job, he's a company
director. That should sound well enough to your bridge club.’

‘Well, of
course it would, darling, but then they ask what company, don't
they, and I have to say that rather rude wet nose thing. And as for
Malachi, we may be Catholics but we certainly don't have to
advertise the fact. Anyway, darling, what I rang to say was,
I may be going on a little toddle. So will you telephone your
father from time to time and check that he's behaving himself? Oh
goodie. Now I must dash, darling, he's swinging again in the
conservatory. Love to the poppets.’

‘Doddling
again?’ asked Malachi through his sinuses, as Ophelia replaced. the
receiver.

‘Toddling,
yes.’

‘Where to this
time?’

‘I've no idea.
Somewhere hot, doubtless. I think Tenerife is a bit passé now. It
was Florida last autumn, then Nepal in January . . .
Whatever. I expect we'll get a postcard. But, Mal, do you have to
darling her quite so much? Even she's bound to twig
eventually.’

‘Not her. Your
mother wouldn't recognise irony if it dressed up as Omar Sharif and
dealt her a hand of thirteen aces. Hatishoo!’

The telephone
rang again and Ophelia picked it up.

‘Hello again,
Mummy. No, Mummy, you know we don't even get the Telegraph
and if we did then we wouldn't have time for the crossword. What?
South American reptile, seven letters, second might be M. All
right, I'll ask Pius. He'll ring you back if he knows. Bye-bye,
Mummy. Have a lovely toddle.’

Ophelia rang
off hastily before she burst out laughing at Malachi's impression
of a South American reptile at a ladies' bridge party.

‘If you're
feeling that much better then you can sort these socks.’

She took a
basket of indeterminate grey wool and emptied it on to the duvet.
‘I'm just going to put Innie to bed.’
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Next day the
symptoms of Malachi's unseasonal hay fever did not actually seem to
be lessening, but he was growing used to them and was able to get
up and deal with the children. Dr Hale had called around again in
the afternoon but all that Malachi could recall of the conversation
was an argument as to the number of international tries scored by
Cyril Lowe.

‘But didn't he
say anything about your sneezes?’

‘Not that I can
remember. We had to get the books out you see, to check all the
tries.’ Malachi made a wide gesture with his arm which encompassed
the ten or twelve rugby handbooks and biographies which littered
the sitting-room floor. ‘And then he found he was late for
something, emergency surgery or an operation, some such thing.
Anyway, I feel much-oo! Better.’

‘It's this Lady
Tartleton thing tonight. I'd better phone and say that I can't
come.’

‘No, don't do
that, Oaf. I'll be fine. And I don't think I'd like to cross her if
I were you.’

‘No, she'd
probably turn you into a frog,’ said Hygenus, who was hanging about
in the doorway with his hands behind his back. ‘Can I have a
biscuit?’

‘Just one,
supper's nearly ready,’ said Malachi.

‘Oh good, 'cos
I've already had it.’ Hygenus brought out his hands, imbued with
warm chocolate, and disappeared to incite the others.




Tartleton Court
was a heavy, low grey stone building built in a U-shape around a
mossy courtyard. Ophelia parked on the cobbles between a Land Rover
and a Mercedes 190 and followed a middle-aged couple through the
main doorway. The hallway inside contained a row of stout aluminium
coat-pegs which reminded her of school. She hung up her Barbour
along with all the others, surreptitiously combed her hair and
passed through a stone archway towards the sound of voices.

She was a few
minutes late, as she had called at The Larches on the way. There
was still no sign of the little cat, although she had called to him
by every name suggested by his peculiar black and white face.
Eventually, after 'Panda', 'Domino', 'Jaguar' and 'Kitchen Floor
Tiles', she had given up and walked back up the sloping lawn
towards the drive. On the way she had passed the back door to the
garage, which they had overlooked before. The door was unlocked but
inside she found only a collection of woodworking tools, neatly
hanging over a workbench, an old-fashioned petrol lawnmower and a
stack of back issues of the Sunday Telegraph, each folded at
the prize crossword, with seven or eight of the clues tentatively
pencilled in.

‘Pity you never
met Mummy,’ Ophelia had said aloud, and a mouse scurried into the
corner of the garage. No cat in here then. After a feeble attempt
to rub the dust and newsprint from her clothes she had left the
garage and climbed back into the Volvo.

The room which
she now entered was very large and very cold. Threadbare tapestries
hung on the walls, their green and gold patterns hardly visible
under the dim electric lights. A huge fireplace was miserably
heated by a tiny smouldering pile of coals before which three
handsome black labradors were scuffling. Although they were male
dogs, larger and more powerful than Megabyte and the puppy, they
wrestled with the same mixture of pride and playfulness. As Ophelia
watched one suddenly deflected from a winning cuff by the more
glamorous prize of his own tail and another pausing halfway through
an affectionate lick, she could not help but think of Meg, lonely
and despairing under the kitchen table, and of Gigi, far away
beyond the Pennines. She managed to keep the tears at bay, but
could not prevent a snuffling tickle at the back of her nose.
Ophelia searched in vain for a handkerchief. She was wondering
whether she dared wipe her nose on her sleeve when a military
gentleman assailed her with heavy gallantry.

‘Halloa! A new
young lady come to join our little gathering. How charming, how
very charming. Do let me get you a sherry. Sweet or dry?’

‘Oh dry,
please.’

‘How very
liberated of you. I do hope you aren't too liberated in other
directions, eh? Not that I don't think you're right.’ Here he
lowered his voice. ‘To be quite frank with you, Lady T.'s sherry is
absolutely dire. Not the thing at all. According to my wife,
who accidentally picked up my glass one evening, the dry is
slightly less ghastly than the sweet. I've never tasted sweet
sherry, of course. Not a wufter what?’

With that he
turned on his heel and marched with a faint limp towards a dim
sideboard on the other side of the room.

While he was
gone Ophelia looked about her, taking care to avoid the labradors.
There were only about twelve people in the room, mainly faded
elderly ladies with the odd consort. Ophelia recognised Lady
Tartleton chastising a cowed maid, and, the only other person under
sixty in the room, the good-looking solicitor whom she had met at
Rambleton County Court. He was sitting on a shabby chaise longue
talking earnestly to a lady in a turquoise tweed dress. She was
nodding enthusiastically and edging closer to him in response to
his carefully modulated bedside manner.

‘Touting for
business, I see,’ said Ophelia to herself as the military gentleman
returned, bearing her glass of sherry in a ceremonial fashion and
followed by an obedient woman in plum-coloured Crimplene.

‘Here you are,
my dear. Cheers! May I introduce my wife, Letitia. Letitia this is
. . .?’

‘Ophelia O. I'm
an assistant solicitor at Parrish, Stanmore and Parrish in
Rambleton.’

‘Pleased to
meet you, my dear. Frederick Lamb, Major retired.’ Each word boomed
out like a cannon salute. Mrs Lamb gave an almost imperceptible nod
of her head but said nothing.

‘So where's old
Wilfred tonight then? Usually a regular at Lady T.'s evenings, is
Wilfred. Not seen him at Mass since his mother died but he doesn't
usually miss her ladyship's Wednesdays. Wouldn't dare.
Court-martialling offence, what?’

Major Lamb
laughed heartily and his wife smiled, gazing at him in obvious
adoration. Ophelia panicked and said the first thing that came into
her head.

‘He's gone
bowling.’

‘Bowling? What,
crown green bowls? At this time of night? The man must be mad. How
the devil can he see what he's doing? D'ye hear that, Letty? Old
Wilfred's gone to play bowls in the park. Finally flipped. I always
said he would, didn't I, Lettty, miserable old bugger (excuse me
ladies) living by himself like that.’

‘No, no,’
interrupted Ophelia, envisaging a search party scouring Rambleton's
Councillor Pillmore Memorial Park for a lunatic bowls-playing
solicitor. ‘Not bowls. Ten-pin bowling. There's a new place opened
in Leeds.’

‘Ten-pin
bowling!’ exploded the Major. ‘Isn't that what those damn Yanks
play? Skittles, isn't it? What does a grown man want with playing
skittles? Never heard anything like it. D'ye hear that, Letty? Says
Wilfred's playing skittles in Leeds. What's he want to go to Leeds
for? I haven't been to Leeds since 1944, except Headingley, of
course. Damn good Roses match this year, wasn't it, Letty? But I
wouldn't go to Leeds for anything else. Full of natives, now, so
they tell me. Damn good chaps at home in India but I don't know
what they want in Yorkshlre. Bloody cold. What's Wilfred doing with
these Yanks and natives then?’

‘I think
there's a possibility that the firm might be acting for them,’ said
Ophelia desperately.

‘Parrishes
acting for an American bowling arcade!’ scoffed a new voice. The
handsome solicitor had sidled up to their group. ‘Most
unlikely. There are major international firms in Leeds, you know,
if they wanted someone local.’

‘I am aware of
that!’ flashed Ophelia. ‘I imagine that Mr Parrish must have been
recommended to them.’

‘Old Parrish
recommended?’ he sneered. ‘Yes, possibly, if they wanted a sheep
evicted from a cow pen and didn't mind waiting forty years for it
to be done!’ He laughed unpleasantly and walked away.

‘Steady on!’
barked the Major to his retreating back. ‘In my day young men
didn't speak like that about chaps old enough to be their
fathers.’

‘All the same,’
he addressed Ophelia now, ‘he's quite right. I can't see anyone
recommending Wilfred, especially to Americans.’

‘I expect I've
got a bit confused,’ fluttered Ophelia, falling back on the last
feminine weapon of incompetence. ‘Who is that man anyway?’

‘Who, Nick
Bottomley? Haven't you met him yet? He's a partner at Canards, your
rivals. It was his uncle's firm, you know, so young Nick got the
whole thing given him on a plate. Arrogant young cub. The ladies go
for him, you know.’

Here he fixed
Ophelia with a serious stare, as though inspecting her for signs of
incipient infatuation.

‘Can't stand
the blighter myself and neither can Lady T.,’ he continued. ‘Not a
Catholic, you know. But he's a trustee of the Tartleton Trust so
she has to keep in with him. Now, why don't you come over and have
some nosh? Always puts on a fine spread, our Lady T. All good meaty
stuff. None of this vegetarian nonsense.’

He strode,
limping slightly more now, towards a linen-covered trestle table
set up against the wall near the fireplace. Letitia and Ophelia
followed in single file, like members of a decorous harem.

At the end of
the table a large silver tureen was filled with what appeared to be
boeuf bourguignon, thick, dark and aromatic. A platter of sliced
baguettes was its only simple and appropriate accompaniment. A
stack of shallow dishes, gold edged and crested, stood next to the
platter with a heap of heavy silver forks. Further down the table
were a stack of matching plates and another silver salver piled
with triangles of toast generously spread with pâté. The only other
foods were several bowls of unusual pretzel-type snacks, larger and
darker than those commonly served on such occasions.

Ophelia ate one
of these absent-mindedly, worried about her bowling alley gaffe,
and picked up a plate. No one else had yet broached the boeuf
bourguignon and she did not dare to be the first so she took three
triangles of pâté-covered toast to sustain her while she waited.
They looked delicious and she was very hungry, Malachi having
miscalculated the fish fingers for supper. She bit into the first,
relishing the crisp crunchiness of the toast, the delicate layer of
best butter and the rich, gamey, oddly familiar tang of the pâté.
Very oddly familiar. She looked again at the labradors before the
fireplace, who were regarding the table with a peculiar
complacency.

The Lambs were
talking to another couple with their backs to Ophelia and there was
no one else nearby. Ophelia had noticed a door just behind the
table which, from the smells and glimpse of melamine, seemed to
lead to a kitchen. She looked around agam and quickly slipped
through the door.

It was not the
handsome farmhouse kitchen she had envisaged, with pine scrubbed
table and Aga, but a small and miserable room furnished with 1970s
kitchen units, scratched and stained. Near the door was a a small
plastic pedal bin. This was what Ophelia was looking for. She
pressed down the pedal with her best court shoe and peered
inside.

It was just as
she had thought. With a thumb and forefinger she removed the
evidence: a plastic package marked 'Tartan Game Luxury Dog Food'.
Inside the plastic clung remains of the excellent pâté. Ophelia was
still looking into the open bin when she heard a voice behind
her.

‘Please don't
tell anyone.’

Lady Tartleton
stood in the middle of the kitchen, a flowered apron over her faded
lavender cashmere. Her patrician features were softened by chagrin
and her tone was pleading.

‘It's not
harmful, you know. In fact it's probably more nutritious than the
usual rubbish people serve nowadays. The dogs certainly look well
enough on it, don't they?’

‘Is it all
. . .?’

‘Dog food? Oh
yes. The pâté, the boeuf bourguignon, those silly things, what do
people call them, "nibbles"? I've been serving them for years and
no one has ever guessed until now. How did you know?’

‘I've got
labradors myself.’

‘Ah that
explains it. You'll know how cheap this stuff is then. The 'boeuf'
is economy dog food from the supermarket you know. I couldn't
afford Chum.’

‘Are you very
short of money?’

‘Well they say
I'm not - your Mr Parrish who is my own solicitor, and that young
man in there who is trustee of Cecil's family trust. Cecil was my
husband you know, died in '81. They say that there's plenty of
money but what with this damn inflation and property prices going
down all the time, quite frankly I simply don't believe them.
Trying to humour a penniless old woman. Well, I don't intend to end
up in the workhouse so if I have to feed dog food to my guests then
so be it. Of course, I should really sell this place but I simply
can't bear to.’ She ran a gnarled hand over the damp stone
wall.

‘Isn't it part
of the settlement, the family trust?’

‘No, that was
Tartleton Hall, over at Fourbridge. It was sold twenty years ago.
Cecil and I bought this place together and named it Tartleton
Court. It's in my sole name now, the damn trustees can't get their
hands on it. The bank's offered to lend me money using the house as
security but I don't trust that nasty little manager and his
interest rates. Usury, my father would have called it.’ The old
lady looked defiantly at Ophelia, her little black eyes suddenly
very beady.

‘Of course I
won't tell,’ said Ophelia. ‘To be honest I've always thought the
same, especially about that pâté stuff. But look, about the money
. . .’ The maid was at the door Ophelia lowered her voice
and spoke quickly. ‘Come and see me at the office tomorrow. I think
I may be able to help.’



Chapter
Seventeen

The graves stood
tenantless

and the sheeted
dead

Did squeak and gibber
in the Roman streets;

(I.i.
118-9)



‘I've got
another idea, though,’ said Polly, when she arrived back in the
office on Thursday afternoon to report that there was still no sign
of either a cat or of any burial instructions at The Larches.

‘Oh good,’ said
Ophelia, trying to sound encouraging whilst avoiding looking
directly at Polly. Her astonishingly long lunch break had obviously
been used not only to investigate Mr Parrish's house but also to
have her hair re-dyed. It was now a dark orange-brown, the colour
of a newly creosoted fence and the effect, when combined with the
purple jacket, was startling in the extreme. ‘Go on then.’ Urban
had a pair of Fred Flintstone sunglasses somewhere. Ophelia
wondered whether they would fit her and whether the relief to her
eyes would be worth the whispers of Rambleton.

‘Well, you see,
Mr Parrish had a safe in the bank. He always put copies of his new
wills into it, so I thought this thing about his body might be in
there.’

‘It might, yes.
Good thinking, Polly, it's worth a try. We may have difficulty
getting hold of it, though.’

‘Yes, I was
thinking about that at the hair . . . on the bus back. We
could send a fax to the manager saying that our telephones don't
work and that Mr Parrish wants to sort out the stuff in his safe,
so will they let me fetch it all. Then you can just sign it with
his signature and we'll be away!’

Overwhelmed by
Polly's optimism, Ophelia agreed.

The manager of
the Arthurian Bank was duly taken in, though he commented wryly in
his answering fax that he 'was mystified as to how your fax line
can be in operation while your telephone line is dysfunctional',
and Polly skipped out of the office to collect the contents of the
safe.

She was not
skipping when she returned, under the weight of seven box files. It
had proved impossible to negotiate the cobbles under the twin
handicaps of the files and her pink stilettos and so she had taken
her shoes off and balanced them on top of the pile.

‘Ee!’ she
exclaimed, dropping the whole lot on to the middle of the carpet.
‘I'd sooner calve cow up funnel.’

‘What?’

‘I'd sooner
calve cow up funnel. I don't know what it means. My mum says it
when she's had to do something, you know, sinuous.’

‘Strenuous, I
think. Come on then, let's see what we've got here.’

Two hours later
it was obvious that there were no burial instructions amongst the
mass of papers. With the exception of the deeds to The Larches and
a few share certificates, the files were entirely filled with
copies of Mr Parrish's many wills. There were legacies to animal
charities and to tradesmen, residuary gifts to Rambleton Council
and to television weather forecasters, trusts to encourage the
appreciation of Browning and to maintain Shakeston Post Office. On
top was the latest will, the original of which Ophelia had already
seen, establishing the trust for the veneration of St Wilfred.

Polly was
repacking the papers in the last file when she felt a bulky package
between the pages.

‘Hey, Ophelia,
hang on. There's something funny in here.’

It proved to be
a brown envelope, many times folded and Sellotaped to form a
flattish parcel about four inches square. Polly unwrapped it
nervously, her long red fingernails scrabbling at the tape.

‘Look!’ she
sighed, laying its contents reverently on Ophelia's desk.

‘What is
it?’

‘It looks like
some sort of brooch, doesn't it? It must be dead old.’

Ophelia picked
up the heavy bronze object. It seemed to her to be a clasp, rather
than a brooch, for it was as big as the palm of a man's hand and
formed in an intricate pattern of coiling snakes, with tiny
sapphires and emeralds for their eyes. She had never held such a
thing in her hands before, but had breathed over similar treasures
in electrified glass cases and had seen illustrations of young
warriors, their cloaks carelessly caught up on the shoulder with
just such an ornament.

‘If this is as
old as I think it might be,’ she said, after a few seconds, ‘then
it's probably worth more than The Larches and this place put
together. Quick, let's take it all back. It makes me nervous just
having it here. So beautiful. . .’ She lingered over the
clasp for a few more moments, tracing its curves with a faltering
finger.

‘The money you
need to raise . . .’ began Polly.

‘No. Not this.
Even if it wasn't real stealing and a shabby way to treat the poor
old man, we'd never get away with it. You'd need proof of
ownership, a proper provenance, all that. No, this isn't what we
were looking for so let's get it safely back to the bank. I wonder
if the manager even knows what he's got in there?’




As it happened,
Lady Tartleton was not able to come in to Parrishes that day, but
she arrived first thing on Friday morning and entered
enthusiastically into the conspiracy. It seemed to her a matter of
course that 'people like us' should outwit and defraud their
financial stooges. Ophelia was tempted to tell Lady Tartleton about
the kidnapping of Gigabyte, knowing that she was the only person
Ophelia had yet met in Rambleton who would really understand their
responsibility towards the puppy, the impossibility of abandoning
her or of risking a bungled rescue. But she did not, at least for
the time being, suspecting that Lady T. would instigate some more
direct action against Leafskirk Engineering. The interview drew to
a close and Ophelia and Lady Tartleton moved slowly towards the
front door.

‘And if anyone
asks where I'm supposed to be moving to?’ asked Lady Tartleton
coolly.

‘I suppose
logically it should be to the first link in the chain, into Mr
Skate's council house.’

‘Wassat?’
demanded Mr Skate, who had just come into the office.

‘I've been
working on that little plan you suggested,’ explained Ophelia.
‘Lady Tartleton here has to pretend to move into your house.’

‘Oh aye? Well
I'm not moving out, any road. Mind you, if you'd like to move in
with me, I'm not complaining. Eh, Darren?’ He looked Lady Tartleton
up and down with a lasciviousness which she seemed to find not
unpleasing.

‘Would Mrs
Skate not have something to say about that?’ she enquired
graciously.

‘Marge? She
died ten year ago. There's only me and Darren and I s'pose 'e'll be
living over t'brush with Sharon now 'e's got Kylie back. Nah, just
be you and me. Nice little love nest.’

‘Well, I do
appreciate your offer,’ said Lady Tartleton, using the tone with
which she opened garden parties. ‘Now I really must be getting on.
The broken biscuits go so terribly quickly and my maid tells me
that one of the stallholders has some dodgy Flash at only twenty
pence a bottle. I honestly don't know how one would manage without
the market.’

She sailed out
to plunder the streets for bargains, leaving the others gaping
behind her.

‘Is she really
a Lady?’ asked Darren. ‘Ee, I think you're in there, Dad.’

‘She is, yes,’
said Ophelia, ‘and a formidable one, at that. Come through, and
I'll let you know how things are going.’

Thirty minutes
later she was shepherding them out of the door, air freshener
concealed in her sleeve ready to be used immediately they had gone.
It had been decided that Mr Skate senior would apply for a mortgage
to buy his council house while Darren and Sharon would pretend to
buy a 'first-time buyers house' of their own if a suitable link
could be found. Darren would need proof of employment for his
mortgage and Ophelia had promised to put him on the payroll of Wet
Nose Solutions, on the strict understanding that no money or labour
would in fact change hands. Darren proposed to repay his share of
the mortgage advance by selling 'secondhand' videos in the Ram's
Leg, but Ophelia, aware of the penalties attached to dealing in
stolen goods, preferred to rely upon his father's days at the
races.

To be fair to
the Skates, it was not only their personal hygiene problems which
necessitated the use of the air freshener. Extremely odd smells
were lingering in the air near the door to Mr Parrish's old room,
smells which neither Lady Tartleton nor the Skates had noticed but
upon which more fastidious clients, or those less used to the
odoriferous emanations from labradors, might comment.

Ophelia had
forgotten all about Edgar Pottlebonce until that morning when she
was again forced to hand over £2.50 to the anaemic representative
of the car parking protection racket. She had hurried through the
drizzling town, past soggy tarpaulins and disintegrating cardboard
boxes and to her relief found Polly already unlocking the door.

‘Polly, it's
Friday. We've got to get Mr Parrish out of the freezer to wave at
Edgar Pottlebonce.’

‘Yes, I know.
That's why I came in early. Have you worked out any way to make him
wave? I don't really fancy the idea of sitting under the table with
him. I've got beef spread sandwiches today, you see.’

Ophelia had not
seen, but knew better than to ask the connection.

‘I think I know
how we can do it,’ she had said. ‘Joan's very keen on the theatre
and she has some proper marionettes. I experimented with them to
see what strings you have to pull to make their hands wave.’

‘Ooh, I don't
think we could use a marieantoinette. That's a kind of puppet isn't
it? I'm sure Mr Bottletrance would notice, even through the window,
if it was a puppet.’

‘No, I don't
mean that we should use the marionettes. They were just to
give me the general idea. Look, Pius gave me some fishing
line.’

Ophelia had
fished in her coat pocket and after pulling out a handful of dog
biscuits, a child's mitten, various sweet wrappers and a letter
from Hygenus's teacher, eventually found a small coil of plastic
line.

‘It's almost
invisible from a short distance. All we have to do is tie this on
to Mr Parrish in the same places as the marionette's strings. Then
we pass the other end over the ceiling beam and down on to your
desk. When Mr Pottlebonce goes past you tug on your end of the line
and Mr Parrish's hand is raised in the air.’

‘But how will I
know when Mr Pottlebonce is coming?’

‘We'll do it
with mirrors,’ Ophelia had assured her mysteriously.

But both women
had overlooked the initial problem. Mr Parrish, after being fast
frozen for over a week, was by now completely solid. They had been
able to lift him out of the freezer, one of Mr Saggers'
complimentary bags of mushy peas clinging to his left shin, but
could then only place him, prostrate and unbending, on top of the
photocopier. His open eyes, covered in a film of ice, had stared at
them in glassy reproach as they vainly tried to bend his legs and
torso.

‘Oh God,’ Polly
had panted. ‘I should've known this would happen, with Gary being
in the meat trade.’

‘Never mind
that,’ Ophelia had replied, nursing incipient chilblains. ‘What are
we going to do now? Have you any idea how long it'll take him to
defrost?’

‘Hours, it'll
have to be hours, won't it? If you think of turkeys
. . .’

There was only
one thing that Ophelia had wanted to do less than think of turkeys
and that was to be trapped in a stationery cupboard with a
congenitally cheerful secretary and a frozen solicitor. She had
told herself severely that this was not a helpful attitude.

‘We'll have to
hurry it along a bit, then,’ she had suggested, looking at he
watch. It was already half-past eight. ‘Is there a fan heater
anywhere in the office?’

‘Ooh yes,
there's one under my desk. I use It to warm my wellies when it
snows.’

‘Fine, we'll
try that.’

But the fan
heater, although providing some general warmth to the body and
releasing the first of those smells which were to become such an
intrinsic feature of the morning, had not been sufficiently focused
to defrost the particular joints, at knees and hips, which were
required.

‘This is no
good,’ Ophelia had admitted. ‘You'll have to go round to a
hairdressers, there's one below the court, and ask to borrow a
couple of high-powered blow driers.’

‘What shall I
say I want them for?’ :

‘Say that we've
had a leak in the roof (thank God it's such a wet day) and that
some valuable deeds have got wet. Tell them that the ink will run
and that no one will know who owns half of Rambleton unless we dry
them out quickly.’

‘Right oh!’
Polly had sung out as she skipped out of the door into the
rain.

The hair dryers
had worked, though it was a long and unpleasant task, and the
church clock had struck a quarter to ten before Mr Parrish was
safely installed in his chair. Ophelia felt hot, sick and filthy,
but Polly had sat down and fortified herself with the first of her
beef sandwiches. She had then got up, removed the 'Late Opening Due
To Staff Training' sign from the door and admitted the impatient
Lady T.

While Ophelia
and Lady Tarleton were closeted together, Polly perfected the
mirror system by which she, looking into a handbag mirror on her
desk, could see into the street through Mr Parrish's side window.
By the time that the Skates left she had recognised three old
schoolfriends, two with babies, her milkman, a stray dog and Gary,
in animated conversation with the girl who did Freezaland's
accounts. This last sighting had led to many tears and trips into
'J. A. Stanmore's', as even Ophelia's children were learning to
call the loo.

A few minutes
after the Skates' departure Polly retreated into J. A. Stanmore's
to repair her eye-shadow and broken heart while Ophelia, somewhat
cheered up, was spraying Floral Bouquet Room Spray arround the
office.

Suddenly Edgar
Pottlebonce bounced through the door and cannoned into Mr Parrish's
office before Ophelia could stop him.

‘Wilf!’ he was
shouting. ‘Can't stop, on me way t'market. Just to say, would you
call round beginning of next week? Me and the missus want a word
about young Johnny's cottage. Wilf? Wilf? Are you all right?’

‘Laryngitis,’
explained Ophelia from behind him.

‘Laryngitis?
But he's not even moving his lips.’

‘No, the doctor
says he mustn't even try to speak. It's a particularly virulent
form of laryngitis. Very infectious too,’ she added, in an attempt
to entice Mr Pottlebonce away from the doorway. This worked.

‘Hope you're
feeling better soon,’ he called to the silent Mr Parrish before
following Ophelia back into the outer office.

‘He's rather
deaf now as well,’ said Ophelia. ‘I'm afraid that there's no way Mr
Parrish could come out to see you next week,’ she added with
perfect truthfulness. ‘Perhaps I could help. How would first thing
Monday morning do?’

‘I suppose
it'll have to,’ said Edgar Pottlebonce grudgingly. ‘I'll expect you
at nine o'clock. Give Wilfred my best, even if you have to serve a
bloody writ on him to do it.’

Mr Pottlebounce
bounced out again and Polly emerged from her retreat with J. A.
Stanmore.

‘Come on,
Poll,’ said Ophelia, locking the front door. ‘Gary's not interested
in her. He probably wanted some advice on wholesalers for when he
has his own shop. Anyway, she hasn't got half your, um,
originality.’

‘Do you really
think so?’ sniffed Polly, bespectacled by streaks of mascara
reaching to either ear.

‘Of course I
do. Now we need to get Mr Parrish back into the freezer until next
week. If only we could find these instructions. I'm wondering now
whether he might have just told someone, not written them down at
all.’

‘Yeah, I expect
he must've,’ said Polly, inclined, that morning, to believe the
worst. ‘Okay, I'll take his arms. One, two three. Lift!’

The women
lifted their respective ends of the body simultaneously but the
downcast Polly raised his shoulders with little energy while
Ophelia, anxious to put the corpse to rest once more, jerked his
legs up violently. Tipped almost upside down, Mr Parrish was more
forthcoming. From out of his left trouser pocket slid two objects,
which fell upon the carpet with a jingle and a thump. The first was
a bunch of keys, the second a worn leather wallet.

‘His wallet!’
they cried together and put the body down with as much reverence as
their haste would allow. At last the search was over. Nestling
behind a couple of five-pound notes and dry-cleaning receipts was a
small envelope. On the front was a note in tidy italics, ‘To be
opened in the event of my death.’

Ophelia's hands
were shaking so much that she could hardly lift the flap, but after
a few long seconds the slip of paper inside was opened. As Polly
peered over her shoulder, Ophelia stared at its single
sentence.

‘Parve
segnis et abnormis Tobias confuditur resonatione residentia
ductoris nostris.’



Chapter
Eighteen

But look, amazement on
thy mother sits.

(III .iv.
112)



Ophelia arrived
home that evening cold and tired with, or so at least she imagined,
the stench of decaying flesh clinging to her. All she wanted in the
world was a hot bath and it further depressed her to remember that
Moorwind's dilapidated water system made this extremely unlikely.
She put her hand inside her jacket pocket and felt the slip of
paper with Mr Parrish's Latin instructions. Neither her year of
third-form Latin nor the tags beloved by her profession had given
her any clues to its meaning. Tobias, she remembered, was the son
of Tobit, which was also one of those books of the Bible that the
Protestants did not accept. Deutero-canonical. At least she could
remember something. She had assured Polly that Malachi would be
able to translate the sentence with no difficulty. His mother, God
rest her voluble Irish soul, had been determined that Malachi, her
seventh child, should follow his uncle into the priesthood, and had
taught Latin to him from the age of four. Now, however, stumbling
through the pot-holed yard, she was not so sure. It must have been
ten years since he last twinkled at her over the naughtiest bits of
Ovid, and Lewis and Short, the Latin dictionary, was now a
footstool to help Innocent reach the rim of the loo.

As she pushed
open the plywood front door, noticing that Malachi had again failed
to replace its broken hinge, her suspicions were raised by the
silence. In place of the usual clamour and chaos, with impromptu
pantomimes punctuated by screams of frustration or simple hunger
was only a gentle buzz of civilized conversation from behind the
closed sitting room door. Ophelia could only imagine that Malachi
had introduced the children to the delights of cannibalism or
mainline heroin administration.

The reality was
almost as bizarre. The six, from Malachi to little Innocent, were
sitting cross-legged on the floor in a straight line, each with a
pile of small boxes in front of him (or in Joan's case her), a roll
of silver stickers at his side, and a piece of electronic gadgetry
on his lap. The scene, but for the electronics, could have
illustrated an article about child labour in the Industrial
Revolution.

‘Hello, Mummy!’
called Hygenus, who seemed to be the least committed to his work.
‘We've got some mogems.’

‘Modems,’
explained Pius. ‘They're so that your computer can talk on the
phone to another computer.’

‘Yes, and
Daddy's bought five hundred,’ added Joan. ‘Aren't you going to tell
him off?’

‘Very
probably,’ said Ophelia. ‘What are you all doing, changing the
badges?’

Malachi looked
up for the first time. ‘Yes. They came from Afghanistan, you see,
and their brand name is Tasty Little Horse.’ He showed her a badge
which he had just removed showing a silhouette of a horse flanked
by a knife and fork.

‘I wasn't sure
how well that would go down in England so, in line with the total
experimential environment policy . . .’

Oh, you're
still on that one, are you? thought Ophelia.

‘
. . . I decided to rebadge them all. With the help of the
kids, of course. They've worked very hard, but Innocent does tend
to put them on upside down.’

‘He's only
eighteen months old, Daddy,’ put in Joan. ‘He doesn't really know
about the total experimental.’

‘I should think
not,’ said Ophelia, picking up the baby who put a Wet Nose
Solutions sticker in her hair. ‘So they're from Afghanistan are
they? Do they work?’

‘Well,’ began
Malachi, and Ophelia's heart sank, ‘they're not industry standard,
of course. You'd hardly expect that at thirty pounds each.’

‘Thirty pounds
each! You've just spent fifteen thousand pounds on Tasty Little
Horses when Gigabyte . . .’

‘Gigabyte what,
Mummy?’

‘Never mind.
Mal, what on earth were you thinking of?’

‘Oaffie, I have
thought it all out. You see the proper, I mean the ordinary,
PABT-approved modems, they cost about a hundred and fifty pounds
each. And what are you paying for?’

‘For it to work
properly?’ suggested Joan.

‘Honestly,
Joan, you're just like your mother sometimes. These will
work. I explained it to you. Granted, they have seven bits rather
than the usual eight, but the eighth bit is only used for checking
the data on the the other seven. They'll work perfectly well
without it. At least, the Tasty Little Horse rep said they would.
Just wait and see, they'll be beating a path to Wet Nose Solutions
to get their hands on this one.’

‘They'll have
to if you don't do anything about the yard before the nettles grow
again in the spring,’ muttered Ophelia. ‘Just get this stuff
cleared away before Coronation Street, will you?’

‘Course we
will, won't we sprogs? I say, Oaf?’

‘What?’ Ophelia
was aching all over, cursing dead solicitors and dead Romans in
equal measure.

‘D'ye think
I've got it wrong again? I am trying to make this a success, you
know.’

‘Of course you
are. Everything will be fine. I'm just a bit tired, love.’

‘Come here
then.’ Malachi unfolded himself, took Innocent out of Ophelia's
arms, handing him to Joan, and wrapped his wife in a woolly hug. He
always shaved so nicely, she thought, a lovely soft chin. She
nestled closer, smelling his woody Body Shop shaving foam while he
could smell her . . .

‘Ophelia?’ he
said, drawing away from her slightly. ‘You've not been moonlighting
at the butcher's, have you?’

‘Er, no, no. I
think I'll just go and have a bath.’

‘Mummy,’ said
Pius, before she could escape. He only called her Mummy when he
really wanted something. ‘Mummy, what did you mean about
Gigabyte?’

‘Yes, what's
happened to her?’ asked Joan. ‘We don't believe this holiday story
any more, you know.’

‘We fink she's
probably dead,’ said Hygenus lugubriously.

Urban began to
cry. Innocent had fallen asleep on Joan's lap during his parents'
embrace.

‘I think we
ought to tell them, Oaf,’ said Malachi.

‘Okay. No,
she's not dead, she's being looked after. The problem is that she's
actually been, um, abducted.’

‘What's
ducted?’

‘Kidnapped,
isn't it, Mummy?’

‘Yes, if you
must, kidnapped, and we have to get some money to get her back
again.’

‘How much?’
asked at least three children simultaneously.

‘Seventy
thousand pounds.’

‘Oh, is that
all?’ Hygenus was contemptuous. ‘I fought it would be at least a
dillion. Or a gillion. If I was a 'napper I would want a zillion.
Bam, bam, ba-ba bam.’ He ran about the room with an improvised
machine gun made from two modems and a box of tissues. Suddenly he
stopped. ‘D'ye want me to shoot the 'nappers with my busheen gun? I
can, you know.’

‘No thank you,
darling. Daddy and Mummy are sorting it all out. There's no need
for you all to worry.’

‘Want
Giggy-byte,’ sobbed Urban. ‘Don't want the wobbers to come.’

‘No wobbers are
going to come,’ explained Pius. ‘Like Mummy said, she and Daddy
will sort it out. And if they don't,’ he added portentiously,
‘Someone Else Will.’




After the
younger children had gone to bed, while Pius was playing computer
games and Joan curled up with Mapp and Lucia, Ophelia handed
Malachi the slip of paper. She need not have worried. The years of
declining on his mother's knee had not been wasted and Lewis and
Short barely had to be recovered from the bathroom.

‘It's a
question of getting them early enough, you see,’ Malachi explained.
‘I learned all this while my brain was still forming, so it's there
for life now.’

‘Hmmm,’ said
Ophelia, who, during nine years of marriage, had received no
indications that the brain-formatlon process was now complete.

‘Yes, we'd
better decide which of our boys is going to be a priest and start
on them now. Or Joan, of course, if Father Jim gets his way. Though
I don't suppose they need Latin these days. D'ye think I could
teach them inter-personal counselling skills?’

‘You'll need to
teach them inter-personal first-aid skills if you don't stop
burbling and tell me what this means.’

‘Okay. Er, I
don't think you're going to like it.’

‘Go on
then.’

‘Right. Well,
it's not very good Latin, but what he seems to be trying to
say is, "A little slow and peculiar Tobias"- or Toby, that's a
Hebrew name, you know, so you could use either form with equal
impunity - now where was I? Oh yes, "peculiar Tobias is confused by
the ringing at the residence of our leader." Now, are you going to
explain what this is all about?’

‘No, Mal, I
don't think I am.’ Ophelia had still not told Malachi about the
death of Mr Parrish, knowing that he would be unable to avoid
mentioning it to the children, who would confide in their best
friends and so on, until the whole of Rambleton would be ready to
inspect the corpse by the next lunchtime. ‘Are you sure that's what
it says?’

‘Pretty sure.
It is rather strange, though. Sounds like one of your mother's
crossword clues.’

‘Crossword
clues! Oh, Mal, you are brilliant. Those Telegraphs in the
garage!’

‘What?’

‘Never mind.
Now, let's see if I have any maternal blood in my veins.
Tobias. Do you think it might be a Biblical reference?’

‘The only thing
your mother has in her veins is unadulterated sherry,’ muttered
Malachi, but he took the paper and copied the words out again
fifteen times, in a different order each time, in a vain effort to
solve the mystery.

At midnight
that night, after Ophelia and Malachi had puzzled their way to
sleep, the children met for a council of war in the bedroom which
Pius shared with Hygenus. Joan had tucked herself into the opposite
end of Pius' bed with Innocent in her arms while Hygenus and Urban
wrestled with the other duvet.

‘Be quiet,’
hissed Pius. ‘Do you want the aged Ps to hear us?’

‘The aged
what?’

‘It's what they
call their mums and dads in those stories about children who have
adventures and save their families from ruin. Except that they
usually don't have both. A mum and a dad, I mean.’

‘Wish we
didn't,’ said Hygenus. ‘Mum made me wash my face three times
today. And one time I was only going to bed. If you don't have a
wash before bed then all the 'mato ketchup comes off on the pillow
anyway.’

Joan nodded.
‘Yes and they go into the washing machine in any case. You'd think
she'd want to save money by just doing that and not having to buy
soap, wouldn't you? I wonder how long it would take to get seventy
thousand pounds by not having to buy soap.’

‘About ten
thousand years,’ said Pius. ‘I don't think that would help. Poor
old Gigabyte won't be around in ten thousand years.’

‘Like a
dinosaur,’ Urban put in. His natural timidity and reticence were
only overcome by the subject of dinosaurs. ‘Dinosaurs is fousands
of years old.’

‘Anyway,’ said
Hygenus to Joan, ignoring the rest of the conversation, ‘one day
you'll be a mummy and then I bet you'll make your children wash
their faces.’

‘No I won't.
I'm going to have a circus and everyone will have clown paint so
they won't have to wash their faces ever.’

‘Be quiet, you
two,’ interrupted Pius. ‘We've got to think about what to do to get
Gigabyte back.’

‘Mummy' and
Daddy will get her,’ said Urban naïvely.

‘Well, they say
they will, but can they? You heard how cross Mum was with Dad for
spending fifteen thousand pounds on those modems. How on earth are
they going to get seventy thousand? I think it's up to us, like the
children in those books I was telling you about.’ He brushed his
fringe back with his hand and sat up straighter against the
headboard.

‘But we don't
know where she is,’ objected Joan. ‘Mummy won't tell us who's
kidnapped her.’

‘Then we'll
have to find out. That can be Stage One of our plan. Someone should
be writing this down. Joan?’

‘I can't, I'm
looking after Innie.’ Looking after Innocent was not, in fact, an
onerous task, requiring only the occasional raspberry to be blown
on his warm, plump tummy, at which he would squeal and wriggle with
delight.

‘Okay, you try
then, Hygenus.’

‘No, I don't
want to. The letters all go the wrong way round.’

‘I want to do
writing,’ said Urban.

‘All right
then.’

Urban got off
the bed and lay on his stomach on the floor, doodling on one of
Pius' comics where he was joined by Innocent. Meanwhile the others
were dividing up the detective duties.

‘You watch Dad,
Joan,’ said Pius, ‘and see whether he acts suspiciously at
all.’

‘Why? You don't
think he's kidnapped Gigabyte to get more money from Mum, do
you?’

‘No, you
idiot.’

‘Nitwit!’
called Urban from the floor.

‘Nit!’ Innocent
joined in.

‘I mean see
whether he acts suspiciously towards someone else, someone who
might be the kidnapper,’ explained Pius. ‘You'll have to watch
while Joan's at school, Urban. And, Hygenus, you watch Megabyte to
see whether she gives us any clues, like sniffing in a special
place or something.’

‘Are you going
to do anything, or just boss us about?’ asked Joan.

‘Of course I
am. I'm going to do the most dangerous thing of all: skive off
school to follow Mum about Rambleton.’

‘I can do
that,’ offered Joan. ‘I don't mind skiving off school.’

‘What's
skiving?’ asked Hygenus from underneath his duvet.

‘It means not
going to school when you're supposed to.’

‘Oh. I'll do
that too, I think.’

‘And me,’ said
Urban.

‘Me!’ shouted
Innocent, so loudly that sounds of waking parents could be heard
from down the corridor.

‘Now look what
you've done,’ grumbled Pius. ‘Anyway, Urban and Innocent don't even
go to school. And you two aren't to skive, either. I'm the eldest
so I should do it.’

Joan stuck her
tongue out at him.

‘Now here comes
Mum. We'll say that Urban had a nightmare about Tyrannosaurus rex.
Next meeting Monday night, Okay?’



Chapter
Nineteen

But look, the morn in
russet mantle clad

Walks o'er the dew of
yon high eastward hill.

(I.i
171-2)



By Sunday
tea-time, Malachi and Ophelia admitted that Mr Parrish's clue had
defeated them.

Perhaps in
apology for the five hundred modems, Malachi had again brought her
breakfast in bed on Saturday morning, and thus set the tone for the
next two days. The hot water system had burst into life, and so had
Malachi on Saturday night, with an ardour so sudden and delightful
that Ophelia only remebered in the early hours of next morning that
her diaphragm was still sitting primly on the bathroom shelf. Since
this was exactly how Joan and Urban had been conceived, she began
to calculate dates and wonder where she had put the Moses basket.
(It was in fact now Megabyte's bed, having been claimed by the dog
as soon as Innocent had grown out of it.)

On Sunday
morning they had prised the children away from seamless cartoons to
Mass at Our Lady and St Barnabas. The service was uneventful, with
no Lady Tartleton and with Sister Hedwig confined to the Children's
Liturgy, attended reluctantly by Joan, Hygenus and Urban. Pius who
had taken his First Communion, considered himself to be far too old
and theologically mature to join the children, and Innocent
screamed hysterically at the thought of being separated from
Ophelia. Ophelia had never had a clinging child before, the others
being only too happy to leave her in favour of their father, a
nursery, the Pick & Mix at Woolworth's or anything remotely
resembling a stray dog. (In Joan's case the stray dog had on one
occasion turned out to be a passing flasher, but no permanent
psychological damage seemed to have been done.) Ophelia wondered
whether she was treating Innocent differently from the others,
whether he was reacting to the disappearance of Gigabyte, or
whether he already sensed the mysterious couplings in the depths of
her Fallopian tubes.

In any case,
Pius and Innocent, instead of taking part in an impromptu
dramatisation of Jesus' turning the temple tables and in the
construction of first-century Jerusalem out of cereal boxes, had
been forced to listen to Father Jim's biannual sermon exhorting his
congregation to join the Parish Hundred Club. Pius, who took his
spiritual progress very seriously, had been shocked at this worldly
homily and had told the others on the way home that he 'would have
to think very seriously' about offering his services as an altar
boy to St Barnabas. Joan had told him not to be such a plonker.
Ophelia had forbidden her to use the word 'plonker' but suggested
that 'prig' would be perfectly appropriate.

‘In any case,
he's coming to supper on Thursday with Sister Hedwig and I want you
all on your best behaviour.’

‘I don't think
I believe in God, anyway,’ Joan had added. Thus the journey home
was amicably completed.

‘There's
nothing for it,’ said Malachi. ‘You'll just have to phone your
mother.’ He was in a particularly good mood that afternoon, partly
glowing from his exertions of the previous night, partly jubilant
at the sudden disappearance of his 'hay fever'.

‘Okay,’ said
Ophelia, languidly dialling on their heavy, old-fashioned
telephone. As the dial buzzed back after each digit, she scraped a
little more grime from the squat grey body. ‘Don't you think this
phone looks just like a toad?’ she mused. ‘Crouching there
. . . oh hello, Mummy. Oh, Daddy. Mummy hasn't already
toddled, has she? Oh no. Where? Jamaica? No, no don't say it,
whatever you do, don't say it!’

But it was too
late. With the plodding inevitability of masculine bonding, her
father and husband chanted together, ‘No, she went of her own
accord.’

‘Right, that's
got that out of the way. Look, Daddy, have you got an emergency
phone number or something? It really is urgent. No. No, I can see
that if she went with the bridge four you might well not want to.
Yes, the hotel, then. I'll try a postcard. And how are you, Daddy?
Really? A birdie? Is that the same as a duck in cricket? Obviously
not. And was that with your three-iron? Oh. Oh dear. Well, Mummy
did warn you about the conservatory, didn't she? Yes, I suppose if
it hadn't ricocheted off the potted palm it would have only been
four panes. Never mind, you've got a fortnight to get it fixed. Now
I must dash. Yes, yes I'll get the children's names down for a good
golf club. I do apprreciate the demographics. Bye-bye, Daddy.’

‘Talking of
children,’ said Malachi, as she replaced the receiver. ‘I haven't
seen them all afternoon. Do you think they're okay?’




‘It's
brilliant, Pius,’ Joan was saying. Her voice, from inside
the pigsty, was muffled by the straw, but her flailing legs were
eloquent.

‘Come on out
now, Joan,’ complained Hygenus. ‘It's our turn. Me and Urban can
fit in at the same time. We're not so fat as you.’

The insult
served its purpose, for Joan reversed rapidly from the pigs'
entrance and two little boys took her place before she had the
chance to swipe at them.

‘D'ye think
it'll come out to play with us soon?’ she asked her elder brother,
picking bits of straw and fossilised pig-dung from her hair.

‘Oh yes, it's
just a bit nervous yet. It must have been scary for it, under Mum
and Dad's bed and then me carrying it out here. It'll soon get used
to things.’

‘What was it
doing under their bed?’

‘Well, you know
Dad's secret beer store under there? The one Mum doesn't know
about?’

‘Of course I
do. Everyone knows about that.’

‘'Cept
Mum.’

‘'Cept Mum,
yes.’ She pulled at a particularly sticky lump of manure and a
large portion of her hair came away with it. ‘Ow.’

‘Well, I was
just looking in there.’

‘Oh yes?’

‘Just in case
there was any lemonade.’ Pius had turned a pretty pink and he
concentrated on tying his trainers. ‘Anyway, there it was, asleep
in that box.’

‘How long d'ye
think it had been there?’

‘I don't know,
but remember the other day, when we all thought we'd fed Megabyte
and she was still dead hungry? I know labradors are always hungry
anyway, but I bet it had stolen her dinners. It seems a pretty
ruthless cat to me.’

Pius' analysis
was confirmed by Urban's rapid retreat from the pigsty with a long
scratch across the back of his hand. Hygenus followed him.

‘You awright
Urban?’ he asked protectively. ‘He was only trying to ring its
bell, you know. I don't think that's a cat at all. It's really
fierce and its got that funny splodgy face. I think it's a baby
leopard.’

‘It might be,’
said Pius dubiously. ‘Anyway, that's what we'll call it. Leopard.
And we'll keep it here and bring it food and stuff, okay?’

‘Okay,’ agreed
the others.

‘Right. Let's
go back and find the TCP. Tell Mum and Dad you've all been helping
with the observatory. Right? Stars, Innie, stars.’

‘No,’ said
Innocent stoutly. ‘Cat.’




After this
unprecedentedly peaceful weekend, Ophelia set off on Monday morning
with a light heart.

Greenhaigh
Farm, home of the irascible Edgar Pottlebonce, was on the top of a
hill seven miles south of Rambleton. Ophelia was generally nervous
of driving nowadays, knowing that the slightest nudge over the
speed limit, erratic brake light or traffic policeman's bad temper,
could lead to the discovery of her disqualified status. But it was
a bright crackling autumn morning, the trees bronze against a clean
blue sky and Ophelia sang as she drove up the steep track.

The house was
handsome, whitewashed and red-roofed, with gleaming cobbles leading
to the dark green front door. To Ophelia's surprise, however, the
heavy Sanderson curtains had not been drawn back from the sash
windows and after she had let the iron knocker fall there was no
reply for several minutes.

Eventually she
heard the sound of footsteps and of the disarming of chains and
locks. The door creaked open to reveal Edgar Pottlebonce, bleary in
toothpaste-striped pajamas.

‘Eh?’ he
murmured, blinking in the sunshine. ‘Oh, it's t'lass from
Parrishes.’

‘I'm very sorry
to disturb you, Mr Pottlebonce. I can come back later, or another
day if you're not well.’

‘Not well?
There's nowt wrong wi' me. Monica and I like a bit of lie-in now we
re getting on, that's all.’

‘Oh. But what
about the cows? Don't they need milking?’

‘Cows? We've
not had cows at Greenhaigh for fifteen years. Now you come and wait
in here and I'll be down in two shakes of a . . . of a
cow's tail. Good that, eh? Cow's tail!’

Chuckling at
his little joke, Mr Pottlebonce showed Ophelia into a chintzy
sitting room and disappeared up the stairs.

Along with
several comfortable sofas and armchairs, the room contained two
large bookcases. Remembering her great-grandfather's farmhouse
which she had visited as a child, she settled down to enjoy a
sentimental browse through the Glory Hill Farm books or
wartime pig breeding manuals. But the only books in the left-hand
bookcase to have anything to do with farming had titles like
Getting the Most out of Set-Aside and Whither the
CAP? The other books were all about accounting, investment and
tax avoidance. Ophelia even recognised several textbooks, on trusts
and company law, which she had used while training to be a
solicitor, although Mr Pottlebonce's editions were the latest, and
some were even hard-backed.

With her
childhood memories receding, she moved over to the right-hand
bookcase. Here the titles were even more unexpected: The
Validity of Anglican Orders, Why Thirty-Nine Articles?
and Our Lady: Mother of England. She had taken the latter
from the shelf and was reading its blurb, which promised a full
explanation of the role of the Blessed Virgin in ensuring the
survival and fidelity of the Church of England, when she heard a
series of heavy thumps. Ophelia replaced the book quickly and
turned to see a woman in the doorway.

She was very
large, at least six feet tall and fifteen stone, with a solid
purple face and a quantity of wiry grey hair emanating in all
directions from her head. She fixed Ophelia with a firm gaze and
said distinctly, ‘Nark off.’

‘What?’ gasped
Ophelia.

Mr Pottlebonce,
five feet four in his tweed slippers, appeared from behind the
woman.

‘Now Monica,’
he chided ‘don't be worrying Mrs O. with your acronyms.’ He turned
to Ophelia. ‘She's not being rude, you know, she's just trying out
names for her new organization. What's that one stand for,
pet?’

‘No Anglican or
Roman Catholic Ordination of Females. NARCOF.’

‘Oh, that
is good. Isn't that good, Mrs O.?’

‘Very
clever.’

‘Now come
along, dear. Why don't you make a cup of coffee for Mrs O.?’

He guided his
large wife from the room with surprising gentleness and returned
shortly.

‘You must
please forgive my wife, Mrs O. Religion's always been her hobby,
like money's been mine, but it's got a bit serious lately. She
doesn't believe in these women priests, you see, and so she's been
so unhappy in the Church of England. So she'd decided to become an
RC, and she went along, happy as anything, to one of their services
a week ago Saturday. But you'll not guess what happened.’

Ophelia thought
that she could guess but thought it advisable to say nothing.

‘Well, it
turned out the vicar-chap, whatever they call him, gave this daft
sermon full of silly jokes and then told them there'd be women RC
priests before long, as well. That really upset our Monica. She's
spent all her time since then talking about it; I've had to get the
doctor to give her them tranky-lizers to get her to sleep at all.
She's taking it all so much to heart, she's even . . .
well, she's very worked up about it all.’

‘I see,’ said
Ophelia in her most sympathetic voice. She thought it best to
change the subject. ‘Er, I think you wanted to see me about a
cottage?’

‘Yes, that's
right. I want you to draw up an agreement for a cottage for young
Johnny and his wife.’

‘Fine, yes. I
assume Johnny works for you on the farm?’

‘Well, not
exactly on t'farm, no. The fact is, I don't actually do any farming
any more. Johnny's my accountant.’

‘Your
accountant?’

‘Yes. You see
us farmers have been making more these days, what with EC grants
and that, by not farming the land than by doing anything with it.
But you have to be very quick to take advantage of it all before
they close up t'loopholes. So I need Johnny close at hand,
like.’

‘I see. But I
think it would be difficult to justify an agricultural worker's
tenancy in the circumstances. Don't you do any manual work on the
farm?’

‘Oh aye. I have
to maintain the footpaths. Very strict on footpaths is our Parish
Council.’

‘Then I
recommend that you get Johnny to help you clear the footpaths. Now
if I can take some details?’

Ophelia took
out a large blue notebook and wrote down the necessary information.
While she was doing so Mrs Pottlebonce appeared with the coffee,
spilled it over the notebook and left the room in confusion.

When she had
finished, Ophelia stood up to leave but Mr Pottlebonce remained in
his armchair, shifting awkwardly from one buttock to the other.
Ophelia wondered whether he suffered from some rectal
complaint.

‘Well, better
be getting back,’ she breezed. ‘Please thank your wife for the
coffee.’

‘Er, there was
something else actually.’

‘Oh yes?’
Ophelia sat down again.

‘It's, it's a
question of money, really.’

‘Your hobby, I
think you said?’

‘Aye but there
doesn't seem to be much of it to play with at t'moment, if you get
me. You'll remember I said we'd not had cows here for fifteen
year?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, I was a
dairy farmer then, made a tidy living out of it , no worries, as
these Australian chaps say. Then along came the Common Market, the
Common Agricultural Policy, the Common Herd as you might say.’

Ophelia laughed
obediently.

‘So I began to
look into this business of grants and subsidies and whatnot. First
I began to farm different stock and crops, fancy stuff, guinea
fowl, llamas, aubergines.’

‘Aubergines in
Yorkshire?’

‘Oh aye, if you
know how to do it. Any road, that did me nicely for a while, then
it got so that you could make even more by leaving t'fields empty.
So I gradually started doing that, till I got t'stage we're at now.
I don't do any what you'd call farming now, it's all your
form-filling. I was t'first round here to take advantage of Common
Market and t'other farmers, knowing I'd always been warm, like,
they started to take my advice. So I became a sort of agricultural
consultant.’

‘Yes, I
see.’

‘Brought in a
few shillings, did that, I can tell you. But problem is now,
bandwagon's slowing down, like. With these GATT talks and that, you
can't get nothing out of t'EC like ye used. So, I'm losing on both
sides: I'm not getting the subsidies and t'other farmers, well,
half of 'em have gone right back to farming!’

‘So you're a
bit short of cash now?’

‘Aye , you
could say that. T'farm's bin mortgaged so often I feel like I'm
playing Monopoly. They won't touch it again, not t'bank nor
t'Agricultural Coop. And then there's our Monica. This past week
she's spent couple of grand on . . . well, on summat.’ Mr
Pottlebonce looked suddenly shifty. ‘Any road, what I was wondering
was can you think of anything, any loan, like, that you could fix?
We'll be all straight in a bit. Monica's mother, she's got plenty
and she's on her last legs, but I can't say that t'bank
manager.’

‘Well there is
something,’ mused Ophelia. ‘This Johnny of yours, is he, well,
straight?’

‘He's not one
of them poofters, if that's what you mean. And neither am I. Our
Monica might be a big lass, but there's nowt funny about us.’ Mr
Pottlebonce's face was reddening.

‘No, no, I
didn't mean that. What I meant was, your accounts, would he, let's
say edit them to, er, minimise the cash flow problem?’

‘You mean
fiddle t'books? Bloody hell, why didn't you say so, you daft lass,
instead of casting perversions? Of course he'll fiddle t'books.
What d'ye think I'm letting him have the cottage for?’

‘Right. Do you
know Lady Tartleton?’

‘Daft old bat
at t'Court? Oh aye.’

Ophelia
explained to him the outline of her fraud and invited him to join
the Mortgage Bandits. He agreed to apply for a mortgage in order to
buy Rambleton Court, backed up by Johnny's creative accountancy.
Now all Ophelia needed were a couple more conspirators to fill in
the gap between the Skates' council house and Greenhaigh Farm. She
was pondering this as she said her final goodbyes to Edgar, as he
now invited her to call him, and to Monica, who was struggling with
what looked like a large car battery on the cobbles outside. She
was about to unlock the car when Edgar called out to her.

‘By the way,
lass.’

‘Yes?’

‘He's dead,
isn't he?’

‘Who?’

‘Coom on, lass.
Tha boss, old Wilf. Can't fool a farmer, ye know, even if he is a
bloody financial consultant these days. I've seen enough dead
animals to know one more. Laryngitis!’



Chapter
Twenty
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Ophelia sat up
in bed late that night, reading the papers in preparation for
Mid-Yorkshire Champion Building Society v. Puri
(Possession), which was to be heard in Rambleton County Court
the next morning. The building society had responded to her
grovelling report of the Cox hearing with a frosty set of
instructions which left no doubt as to her probationary status. The
children, seeing the strip of light under her door, kept their
meeting accordingly short and did not wake Innocent at all. In any
case, they did not have much to report.

‘I've been
watching Daddy, like you said,’ began Joan, ‘but you know what he's
like. It's not very easy to tell when he's acting strangely and
when he's just being ordinary Daddy. He's not sneezing any more, if
that means anything.’

‘The doctor
comed today,’ Urban contributed, to everyone's surprise, especially
his own.

‘Did he? What
happened?’

‘They had an
argument about who's the best boy.’

‘What, out of
us?’ Hygenus was aghast.

‘No, Rory or
Tony, I fink.’

‘Rugby again.’
Pius gave a world-weary sigh. ‘What about you, Hy? Did you notice
anything funny about Megabyte?’

‘Yes. I watched
her all the time and do you know what?’

‘What?’

‘She went into
the airing cupboard.’

There was a
long pause during which Hygenus leaned back against the wall and
folded his arms with satisfaction. The others grew restive.

‘And?’ prompted
Joan.

‘What did she
do in the airing cupboard?’

‘Oh, nuffin.
And when we took her round the farm she kept sniffing at the
pigsty.’

‘Of course she
was sniffing at the pigsty. That's where Leopard is. Dogs always
sniff at cats. It's their natrull instinct. Dad didn't notice did
he?’

‘No, he just
thinks she's clever 'nuff to look at Pius' observatory. But Mummy
keeps asking why me and Urban's hands are all scratched.’

‘Oh no. What
did you tell her?’

‘I said we had
a fight and then she got all soppy and said was it 'cos she went to
work and she got Dad and he gave us a lorry each. Look here's
mine.’ Hygenus rummaged in a box and brought out a small yellow
dumper truck.

‘Cor. Jammy,’
commented Pius. ‘P'raps we should have a fight, Joan.’

‘No, it
wouldn't work. We'd just get in trouble. Anyway, did you follow
Mummy today?’

Pius looked
uncomfortable. ‘I tried. I managed to slip out when we were going
back after assembly and then I ran across the field and I'd nearly
got to the fence.’

‘And then?’

‘Something
happened. Didn't it, Hygenus?’ Pius turned a ferocious gaze on to
his little brother but Hygenus was not to be cowed.

‘Did it?
What?’

‘Some silly,
stupid idiotic little sprog from Year One in the mobile classroom
was looking out of the window. Wasn't he, Hygenus? And this daft,
dozy little infant saw me. Didn't he, Hygenus?’

‘Oh yes!’ Dawn
had come to the dark shades of Hygenus' memory. ‘I seed you and I
shouted, "Hello, Pius!" but you didn't shout back. Did you hear
me?’

‘Yes, Hygenus,
I heard you. I expect that the Queen and the Sultan of Arabia and
the little green men on Mars heard you. And d'ye know who else
heard you?’

‘No, who?’
Hygenus was glowing at the praise of his vocal powers.

‘Mr Dobbin, the
caretaker, that was in his potting shed heard you, didn't he. So
now I've got to miss tomorrow's football practice and they'll all
be "keeping a special eye on me". So there goes my top secret
multinational spying operation.’

‘Never mind,’
soothed Joan. ‘We'll have to keep gathering clues. Do you know, Mum
sent a postcard to Grandma in West India today? Now, that's a bit
strange, isn't it? I thought it was the people on holiday who sent
postcards to the people at home, not the other way round.’

‘That's true,’
admitted Pius. ‘Yes, we'll all just have to keep on looking for
funny things like that. With our parents, we shouldn't have much
trouble.’

‘Yes,’ said
Hygenus, bouncing on the bed. ‘And now we've got the 'mazing
tracker leopard too. Na-na-na-na-na-na-na-na Tracker Leopard!’

There was an
ominous creak from Ophelia s bedroom door and the children quickly
dispersed.




Arriving at
court on Tuesday morning, Ophelia looked around for Mr Puri. It did
not take her long, as the only occupants of the waiting room were a
lugubrious woman with a large piece of grey knitting, a beatific
Asian gentleman and Nick Bottomley, who smirked unpleasantly as she
entered. She ignored him and approached the Asian, whose expression
of serenity broke into an ecstatic smile.

‘Ah! You are
the lawyer for me?’

‘Mr Puri? Not
the lawyer for you exactly, rather against you.’

‘Oh no, I do
not think so. Such a beautiful lawyer!’ Mr Puri took Ophelia's
cheek between his finger and thumb and shook it tenderly. The
sensation was not entirely unpleasant; Mr Puri was a plump,
attractive man in his forties, extremely clean and smelling like a
ladies' hairdressing salon. However, Ophelia was aware of Nick
Bottomley out of the corner of her eye, a sardonic smile on his
chiselled lips. She tried to restore a sense of
professionalism.

‘Mr Puri, I
need to know whether you are able to make an offer to the building
society.’

‘An offer? How
are you meaning, an offer? I have offered them everything, I offer
you everything. You will not want to take my home from me, you
velly beautiful lawyer?’

‘I believe you
are self-employed, Mr Puri?’

‘Yes, that is
so. I see that you are not only velly beautiful lawyer but also
velly clever, velly high-quality lawyer.’

‘Could you tell
me in what capacity you are self-employed, what it is that you
do?’

Mr Puri gave an
exquisite shrug. ‘Oh, liddle bit of this, liddle bit of that. You
know how it is.’

‘Could you be
more specific?’

‘I am sorry? I
do not understand "pacific".’

‘Exact. What
exactly do you do?’

‘Oh liddle bit
of taxis, liddle bit of restaurant, liddle bit of shop.’

‘Do you own any
premises; the shop or restaurant?’

‘Oh no, all
they belong to my blothers-in-law. Velly successful men, my
blothers-in-law. They say: "Let us help old Puri; let us give him
bit of work in our shop, bit of partner in our restaurant." But me,
I own only this house that you want to take away. I do not believe
that you will take it. Velly high-quality lawyer, you say to
yourself: "No, I will not take away that man's house, that is all
that he has in this world." Yes?’

Ophelia was
saved from having to reply by the appearance of Mr Blank who
beckoned them into the District Judge's presence.

‘After you, my
darlink,’ whispered Mr Puri as they followed Mr Blank through the
door.

‘Ah, Mrs O.,’
said the District Judge. ‘Still as hard-hearted? And this is your
latest victim?’

‘Mr Puri, the
defendant,’ announced Mr Blank.

Mr Puri sat
across the table from Ophelia and gazed meltingly into her eyes.
She fixed her stare firmly on a nasty print of grazing sheep above
his head and began.
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