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Chapter
One

Syn I shal bigynne the
game,

What, welcome be the
cut, a Goddes name!

(Chaucer, The
Canterbury Tales, Prologue, 853-4)



If I were to
clamber over a rusty tractor in the noonday sun, thought Ophelia, I
should prefer not to do so in a double-breasted grey suit and white
nylon shirt. Already, from a distance of some thirty yards, she
could clearly see the long red-brown streaks, the oily fingermarks
and the L-shaped tear across the intruder's right buttock. She
switched off her engine and let the Volvo coast over the cattle
grid. It juddered reluctantly, the long-defunct suspension doing
nothing to ease the jolts, and she could feel her unborn baby tense
and then throw its arms wide in panic.

‘Sorry, Bonzo,’
she said aloud. ‘Only another four weeks to go. Excuse me?’ By now
she had stopped the car in its muddy glide and was calling out of
her window towards the man's plastic-soled shoes. ‘£16.99,’ she
murmured to herself as she waited for him to respond. ‘Size eight,
extra narrow fit.’

She drummed her
swollen fingers on the steering wheel and looked about the concrete
yard. A dog-eared Wet Nose Solutions sign, amateurishly
executed on the back of a tomato box, was swinging drunkenly from
what looked unpleasantly like a gibbet, as though in ironic
commentary upon the success of the company. Otherwise, however,
little had changed at Moorwind Farm in the ten months since
Ophelia, her husband, Malachi, managing director of the Wet Nose
computer empire, and their five children and two labradors had
moved into the damp and derelict property. The long bleak track
from the main road was as rutted as ever and the concrete bungalow,
with its corrugated iron extension, was scarcely cheered by the
terracotta pots of geraniums and pansies which now flanked the
front door.

‘Er, you up
there?’ Her voice was sharper now, as for the third time in half an
hour she desperately needed to get inside the house, or at least
behind one of the conveniently empty barns. She pressed her knees
as far together as they would reach and tried to think of something
dry: Nevada, perhaps, or the Consumer Credit Act. ‘Hello?’

For as long as
anyone could remember, the tractor had stood embedded in concrete
next to the empty gateway, defying all attempts to move it. It had
obviously once been a magnificent machine, pillar-box red, with
Eagle-6 emblazoned in bright yellow beneath its perky
funnel. Now, however, the Mid-Yorkshire storms which had given
Moorwind Farm its name, had wreaked their cruel revenge upon the
American Eagle, and the proud paint was blistered, faded and
streaked with gritty brown.

‘Late thirties,
isn't she?’ the enthusiast from the National Tractor Association
had estimated, passing a caressing hand over the twenty-nine brake
horsepower engine and the weighted rear wheels.

‘No, she's
not,’ the children had retorted. ‘She just looks old cos we're such
a trouble to her. Don't you, Mum?’

The enthusiast
had blushed as red as the Eagle in its heyday and in his confusion
had added an extra hundred pounds to his offer for the tractor. The
mistake was academic, though, for he had no more success than his
predecessors in shifting the machine.

Indeed, since
it was generally understood that the previous owner, Jas.
Spikewort, had died in the attempt to move it, the tractor had
become endowed in the local imagination with malevolent powers and
Malachi's half-hearted attempts to bribe Rambleton Council into
disposing of it had been met with heavy sighs and mutterings of
'jobsworth' and 'outsourcing contract specifications'. The O.s had
come across the odd vandal or hooligan testing his strength against
its unremitting solidity, but generally the drive was too long and
dull for all but the most unenterprising joyrider, and to walk the
mile from the nearest bus stop unthinkable. But this bespectacled
young man, though not much older than the average delinquent, was
dapper as a chain-store dummy and flicked his tie fastidiously over
his shoulder as he clambered across the steering-wheel.

‘Oi! You!’
shouted Ophelia, as he continued to ignore her, muttering to
himself as he rubbed away a spider's web. ‘Get off there
immediately! You are quite old enough to know better!’ About
ten years younger than me, actually, she calculated, wondering
whether there might, after all, be some innocent explanation for
his trespass. But it was too late now. The urgent pummelling of the
baby's heels upon her bladder demanded action and shouting at least
distracted her attention from the discomfort. ‘If I find any
spray-paint on there then I'm warning you, you'll be scrubbing it
off until doomsday!’

The young man
looked around nervously and lost his grip on the slippery curve of
the Eagle's mudguard. He flung an arm out, and, with the sound of
tearing polyester, grabbed hold of the gear lever.

Glimmerings of
the law of occupier's liability came back to Ophelia from the
distant days before her maternity leave, when she had been a
practising and reasonably competent solicitor, and she added, ‘I
don't take any responsibility for your personal injury, death or
damage to property, including consequential loss. You are a
trespasser and I owe you absolutely no duty of care. I'd have put a
notice up to that effect, but I've been a bit busy so I'm telling
you now, okay?’

‘Okay,’ replied
the youth, who had found a foothold on the crumbling drivers
seat.

‘Then
scram!’

‘Well, I would,
but the other lady . . .’ He bit his lip and his
spectacles, already unstable, slipped a little further down his
nose. As he spoke he tried to push them up again but both hands
were essential to his precarious position and he began to slide
further around the mudguard towards the boggy mixture of concrete
and fossilized cow dung. The seat gave way gracefully, with only a
gentle crunch and his foot thudded down into the rear coupling
mechanism. Ophelia sighed and got out of his way.

‘What other
lady?’ she asked, wondering whether the council might have overcome
its corporate superstition sufficiently to have sent this unlikely
refuse collector.

‘The lady on
the other side of the tractor.’

As he spoke a
gaunt figure in brown tweeds emerged from behind the rear wheel.
Her grey hair was disordered by a ballpoint pen stuck behind one
ear and she spoke crisply into a hand-held dictating machine.

‘
. . . vehicle is of considerable historic interest and
provides a most unusual - you do say unusual when you mean ugly,
don't you, young man? - focal point for the northern, er, section,
no, tranche, of the estate. Ah, Ophelia. Back at last. Well,
don't just stand there; plenty to do, you know. I'm afraid that
this young man has absolutely no idea about how to deal with this
type of property so I'm just doing his particulars. Well, my lad, I
hope you've learned something. Come on, come on, you can't sprawl
there sunbathing all day. Down you get, look sharp about it.’

With an
expression of abashed relief the man completed his slide off the
tractor and attempted to brush off a small proportion of the mud
which masked his suit's earlier mishaps.

‘Lady
Tartleton.’ Ophelia made a brief elongating movement of her mouth
which might have passed as a smile. ‘How . . .
interesting to see you.’ At least, she thought, her lavatorial
desperation had passed. Compared to Lady Tartleton, the Sahara was
as wet as the Tory Reform Group and no kidney with a decent sense
of self-preservation would dare to operate without her specific
instructions. ‘Er, what are you doing?’

‘Selling your
house for you, of course. I've decided that you should go halves in
Yardley Farm. Place is too big for me, you need somewhere - perfect
solution. So you might as well get this hovel sold as quickly as
possible.’ She looked furtively at the youth, but he was still
scrubbing at his knees with the gently resigned expression of the
natural martyr. Lady Tartleton nodded and moderated her voice to a
hunting bellow. ‘You can't possibly stay in this disgusting dump
any longer in your condition. Could be disastrous for the poor
bloody pup.’

The baby
stirred again at this description, and Ophelia surreptitiously
patted her bump.

‘You're
. . . worried about it?’ she asked doubtfully,
remembering last Sunday's Mass when two-year-old Innocent had
inadvertently blocked Lady Tartleton's way out of the church and
had been dislodged by a sharp kick to his nappied bottom. ‘You're
right; the house is cold and we've not got nearly enough bedrooms.
But I'm afraid we simply can't -’

‘Balderdash! Of
course you can. Much the best solution for us all. Of course, I
could just bung the little one back with me.’

Ophelia gasped
and clutched at what she thought was the Eagle's mouldering tyre
for support. ‘Oh no!’

‘Hrum,’ said
the young man tentatively. ‘Er, that's my head.’

Ophelia, who
was used to interruptions from small boys, having four of her own
and a husband whose development for most practical purposes had
been halted at around seven-and-a-half, pretended to look down. ‘Oh
yes, so it is. Very nice, dear.’ She scraped nervously at a patch
of stubble. ‘But Lady Tartleton - Beatrice - you can't really take
it away!’

‘Don't be
sentimental, my dear. We need to put their best interests first,
don't we? Like this Children Act that you're always blethering on
about. But I've decided against that, anyway. They need to have
their own pack members about, you know, however idle and
idiotic.’

Ophelia made a
little noise of protest which was echoed faintly by the estate
agent.

‘Yes, yes, I
know, Malachi does his best. Pity he can't manage to support you,
hey? In any case, he agrees with me that you should move. And I've
discussed it at great length with the with the boys and with your
darling girl, of course.’

Ophelia was
surprised at this. She knew that Lady Tartleton preferred
eight-year-old Joan to her brothers but not that she could be so
positively affectionate. Perhaps the old lady was mellowing after
all.

‘They're all in
favour. Simply can't wait to be one big family. Rompings in front
of the fire, hey? And I've got an absolutely marvellous horse
trough.’

As she thought
about it, still clutching at the estate agent's short curls,
Ophelia began to see the virtues of the plan. She was intending to
go back to work soon after the birth of the baby in any case, and
so it was Malachi, not she, who would have to share a kitchen with
the imperious Lady. She would have imagined that the children,
especially the three elder boys, would have been reluctant to give
up the excitements of Moorwind - the stream, dilapidated barn, hen
huts and pigsty - for the county gentility of Yardley Farm. But
presumably the comfort of a bedroom each, together with the horse
trough and mysterious fireside romps, had proved irresistible.

‘If you're
sure, then? How much . . . ?’

‘Do stop
twittering, woman. Of course I'm sure. Just put in whatever you get
for this glorified hen-coop. Now, we'd better get back to the
house. I've left Joan in charge of the others.’

‘Others? Other
what?’

‘Do you really
have to be this obtuse? I suppose it must be your condition. Thank
God I've never been in pup. Didn't go in for much of that sort of
thing with Cecil, left it to the dogs. He'd get ideas after a good
dinner and an extra glass of port, but I'd generally send him out
for a brisk walk and he'd come back all right. Other estate agents,
of course. There's no point in their turning up in dribs and drabs
so I told them all to come around straightaway. Then they can hold
each other's tape measures and exchange euphemisms - lies -’ she
mouthed, gesturing towards the prone youth, ‘while we can decide
which one should handle the sale. I expect it to be on the market,
signposted, photographed and airbrushed by first thing tomorrow
morning.’

‘Right,’ said
Ophelia, sagging at the knees. ‘I suppose Malachi's at the house
too?’

‘Oh no, we
don't want him under our feet. I've sent him out to buy coffee.
I've been through your cupboards and it seems that you've only got
Nescafé. Bloody expensive too. You ought to go to my little man on
the market, you know. Mostly chicory, absolutely disgusting (so is
he, come to that), but damn' cheap and one doesn't notice the taste
with enough Scotch in it. Anyway, the Country House Sales Guide
definitely says that you'll need the ground stuff for an authentic
homely atmosphere or some such tosh. And freshly baked bread, so
once we get in you can start on that. Four or five loaves should be
enough for today. Not feeding the five thousand, eh?’

Lady Tartleton
laughed throatily at her joke. Ophelia was too tired to argue and,
leaving the car where it was, followed her towards the bungalow.
Behind them trailed the young estate agent, limping slightly,
rubbing alternately at his suit and his scalp and making sad little
noises in a despairing effort to recover his dictating machine
which had disappeared into the poacher's pocket of Lady Tartleton's
Barbour.

As Ophelia
looked through the gateway she saw that it would be pointless to
try to move the car any further. Seven executive hatchbacks, all of
the same marque and model but each a different colour, age or
engine size, were parked at outrageous angles, completely filling
the small yard. She and Lady Tartleton wove between towards the
house, and glancing behind her, Ophelia saw the young estate agent
sidle through the gateway and try the door of the nearest car. It
opened immediately and he climbed in, started the engine with his
own ignition key and reversed at great speed down the track.
Ophelia looked at Lady Tartleton, shrugged, and opened her front
door.

She was
immediately knocked backwards by a pair of heavy black paws upon
her sensitive prenatal bosom.

‘Gigi,’ she
protested, as the labrador bitch, in the full enthusiasm of late
adolescence, licked her face soggily then dropped down to nose
about at the top of her leggings. Meanwhile, a large puppy, also a
labrador bitch, had flung trustingly into fight, to be caught in
the scratchy embrace of Lady Tartleton.

‘Reredorter!’
she cried in welcome. ‘That's my girl!’

A third bitch
was now lumbering into the hallway. She stopped and stretched
forwards with a slow grumbling yawn, then nosed the behinds of the
other two in a half-hearted attempt to control them.

‘Hello,
Megabyte,’ gasped Ophelia from behind Gigi's caresses. ‘Can't you
get yours to behave either?’

As if in
illustration, Gigi, or Gigabyte in full, turned her outsize paws
upon her mother while Reredorter jumped from Lady Tartleton's arms
to run in circles, barking hysterically.

‘Meg! Gigi!
Rea!’ shouted Ophelia desperately. Gigabyte's shufflings had
reminded her of her assignation in the cloakroom, past the whirling
kaleidoscope of legs, teeth and pinkish bellies. The labradors each
cocked an insolent ear before redoubling their leaps. ‘Oh
please!’

Lady Tartleton
raised a patrician eyebrow. ‘Hopeless,’ she declared and made a
high-pitched hissing sound behind her teeth. Immediately the fur
composed itself into a meek row of obedience and three damp noses
lifted high in quivering attention.

Ophelia groaned
and dashed into the loo.

When she
emerged a few minutes later, she saw that Lady Tartleton's vision
of interagency co-operation was unfulfilled. The dogs had been
dismissed, but now their way into the sitting room was barred by a
metal tape measure held taut across the open doorway. At one end of
it, grasping the housing, was a tall young woman wearing a purple
suit and a malevolent expression. At the other, an ascetic
middle-aged man was clinging to the first few inches of the tape.
Both had their backs to the doorway and did not notice the two
women standing behind them.

‘It's
definitely one of ours,’ he was saying. ‘Look at this little notch
at the eight-inch mark. I remember my secretary doing that at an
office party.’

‘Oh yes?’
sneered the woman. ‘And what was she measuring at your office party
that was eight inches long?’

‘Oh, no, no.’
The man flushed. ‘Nothing like that. We were playing tiddlywinks,
if you must know. Please try not to judge others by your standards.
Now may I have my tape measure back?’

‘Look, Mr
Warner, I picked up this tape measure from the box in our office
this morning on my way out. I don't see how it can be yours.’

A small girl
with muddy knees, freckles and a determined set to her
newly-acquired grown-up teeth had been standing between the two,
looking with exasperation from one to the other as they argued. Now
she spoke, interrupting the man's continued bluster.

‘Come on, you
two, hurry up. You've been here since the Middle Ages already and
all you've done is argue. You'll never even get to the pigsty at
this rate, and it's much more int'resting than in here.’

‘Well,’ began
the man reluctantly, marking some figures on a shorthand pad, ‘that
tape measure was in my overcoat pocket at last week's meeting of
the Rambleton Land Agents' Association, when I seem to remember
that your Mr Hughes left early. That's all that I'm prepared to say
on the subject.’

‘What a load of
-’ The woman caught sight of the little girl's curious expression.
‘How ridiculous. You're just a bunch of miserable old gits who are
too mean to buy their own tape measures. You're the laughing stock
of the town, you know, with your dump of an office and your bloody
deerstalker hats.’

‘I can see that
someone whose lists are full of, what do you call them- "properties
formerly in local authority ownership"? - would be somewhat envious
of our traditional values. We may not dress like Euro Disney tour
guides, but we do count the rather more elevated sections of
Mid-Yorkshire society on our client list.’

‘Didn't notice
your name being mentioned when Tartleton Court was sold last year.
Private sale, wasn't it? So much for the old retainer stuff.’

‘Lady Tartleton
is something of an eccentric -’

‘Something of a
lunatic old bag, you mean. I heard that -’

‘Hurumph!’ Lady
Tartleton cleared her throat. The man dropped his end of the tape
measure, which snapped back into its housing, narrowly missing the
little girl's face. He was crimson, gabbing under his breath as
Lady Tartleton strode into the room, followed by the flagging
Ophelia. The purple-suited woman was unrepentant, smiling
insolently as she replaced the tape measure in her handbag.

‘Hello, Joan,’
said Ophelia. ‘Where are the others?’

Joan had no
need to reply, for shouts of ‘Mummy, look at us!’ were already
coming from the hearth rug. Three little boys and the two
adolescent labradors were wrestling on top of what looked like a
small sofa, watched indulgently by Megabyte. As they disentangled
themselves to greet her, Ophelia saw that the small sofa was in
fact a large man, dishevelled and breathless, who, unable to speak
or rise, handed her a bent card from his jacket pocket.
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SURVEYOR




‘This is Ted,’
explained the eldest boy, a sticky child of six with inexhaustible
self-confidence and an unrepentant cowlick to his sandy hair.
‘We're fighting him. He's not so strong as us.’

‘So I see,’
replied Ophelia, looking down on the man, who appeared to have no
intention of rising from his prone position. The two dogs prepared
to leap on him again, then caught sight of Lady Tartleton's
profile. ‘Now go and wash your hands, Hygenus, and take the others
with you.’ The eldest groaned and inspected his hands minutely, as
if searching for any minuscule evidence of dirt.

‘Why? Is it
lunch time?’ asked the middle-sized boy, blinking at her from under
a blond and fluffy fringe.

‘Oh Urban!’
said Hygenus, looking up from his fingernails. ‘We've had lunch
yonks ago. Dad gave us chocolate swiss roll and peanut butter,
remember? Is it dinner time now, Mum?’

‘It won't be
long. Off you go now. And you, Innocent.’

A pugnacious
copper-haired toddler had resumed his position on Ted's back and
was looking about him with detached interest. With a deep sigh and
a valedictory punch he arose and followed his brothers towards the
door.

‘We'd better
not have to wash them again, that's all,’ threatened Hygenus. ‘I
think they'll soon be worn away with all this washing. Can I have a
packet of crisps?’

‘When you've
washed your hands.’

The little boys
trailed out of the room. ‘With soap,’ Ophelia called after
them.

A fifth child,
a serious dark-haired boy of nine whose sunburned ankles protruded
from beneath inadequate grey flannel trousers, came through from
the kitchen, deep in conversation with a middle-aged woman.

‘So you aren't
the same as a quantity surveyor?’ he was asking her.

‘Oh no, my
dear!’ The woman was obviously shocked. ‘That is something quite
different. About the kitchen units. I really think that a quick
sale would be considerably easier if you invested in a slightly
more sophisticated decor.’

‘Yes, they are
a bit grungy, aren't they? Hello, Mum. Is the baby okay? Mrs
Docherty thinks that we should modernise the kitchen so I'll phone
Magnet for a catalogue, all right? And there's insuffliant
vendication, that means not enough air, in Joan's room and possibly
woodworms in here. Apart from that it's okay except for the sub -
what was it?’

‘Subsidence,’
said Mrs Docherty, running her palm over the bubbling
wallpaper.

‘Subsidence and
general property slump. I've decided to be an estate agent when I
grow up instead of a priest. What d'ye think?’

‘Oh Pius.’

‘Well, now
you're here, I'll be off,’ said Lady Tartleton brightly. ‘Boys'll
be desperate for their run. Don't forget the bread, Ophelia, and,’
again she lowered her voice to a moderate holler, ‘watch the
commission. Cheat their own grandmothers out of the price of a
stable conversion, some of this lot. Toodle-oo. Goodbye, my
darlings.’ With this last farewell she bent magnanimously to allow
the labradors to lick her Roman nose.

As soon as the
door clicked shut the clamour began.

‘Mrs O., I
should like you to . . .’

‘Distinctive
property . . .’

‘Difficult
climate, as you know, but delighted . . .’

‘Customer care
policy . . .’

Ophelia
collapsed on to a three-legged chair which promptly itself
collapsed. She found herself on an eye-level with Ted Clockwork,
who had now roused himself sufficiently to achieve a sitting
position.

‘But you can't
all sell the house,’ she objected. This was the wrong thing
to say, as she realised when the hubbub redoubled.

‘Joint agency
agreement . . .’

‘Multiple
agency agreement . . .’

‘Joint agency
agreement with multiple agency ancillary option to be exercised in
the event of . . .’

‘We like to
think that we have overcome . . .’

‘Unique market
positioning . . .’

Ophelia burst
into tears. ‘Just go away, all of you. Just go away and leave me
alone.’

The patter
ceased immediately and the agents, with downcast faces, began to
file out of the room. Through the window Ophelia watched them
weaving around the executive hatchbacks, each searching for his or
her own. Evidently the car taken by the bespectacled young man was
not his, and there were now long negotiations before the remaining
vehicles could be satisfactorily reallocated.

Ted was the
last to leave, uncurling his huge bulk from the floor in a long
twisting motion.

‘I'm sorry, Mrs
O.,’ he said, bowing slightly, whether out of courtesy or to avoid
hitting the lampshade with his seven-foot high head, Ophelia was
not sure. ‘Frightfully rude, bloody estate agents blithering on
when you need a rest. Take care of her, lads, won't you?’ With that
he loped out and commandeered the newest of the three remaining
cars.

‘Why are there
still two left?’ asked Urban, but he then noticed his father
trudging up the track and ran out to welcome him, followed by the
other children.

Malachi,
slightly larger and balder, but otherwise as blond and vague as
Urban, was laden with several bulky carrier bags. He was wearing a
thick rugby shirt, far too warm for the sunny afternoon, which hung
in damp folds down to his knees, upon which a little ventilation
was allowed by the holes in his tracksuit trousers. The laces of
his battered tennis shoes were unfastened, and he varied his
shuffling pace every few steps by shaking a foot in the air in a
vain attempt to induce them to retie themselves. Eventually,
despite these impediments, he reached the yard, and was immediately
relieved of his burdens by the children. To their disappointment
the bags contained not toys, but a variety of electrical kitchen
gadgets: a food processor, toaster and espresso coffee machine.

‘What on earth
are these for?’ asked Ophelia when they had all crowded into the
kitchen.

‘Well, it's a
bit complicated. No, let's be honest, it's a lot complicated.’

‘I gather you
were sent out to buy some ground coffee,’ Ophelia said hoping to
truncate the narrative, which, given Malachi's facility for concise
expression, was liable to continue long into the weary night.

‘Oh, you know
all about the sale, then? Okay by you, is it? Great. Well, I set
out to buy the coffee but then it occurred to me that we didn't
have anything to make it in, so I went to look for one of those
coffee maker things.’

‘A saucepan
might have sufficed,’ said Ophelia drily.

‘Might it?
Well, I got what I thought was a coffee maker, that was this one.’
Malachi indicated the food processor. ‘But when I'd paid for it the
girl told me that it was for chopping things - very useful mind -
and showed me where the coffee whatnots were. So we got chatting
and she told me about their special interest-free credit shopping
priority card, so I got one of those and thought we might as well
have a toaster as well.’

‘But we've
already got a toaster.’

‘Have we? Are
you sure?’

Ophelia
silently pointed to the small white machine upon which he was
leaning his elbows.

‘Oh
that. Oh yes. Well, that hardly counts as a toaster at all
by today's standards. Didn't we get it as a wedding present? It
hasn't got an automatic bread freshness indicator, has it? Or a
variable-strength pop facility? Come on, kids, who's for Welsh
rarebit with freshly chopped onion? Oaf, have you seen my small
screwdriver anywhere?’

Half an hour
later they were all seated around the table eating Malachi's Welsh
rarebit, rather burned around the edges, when Hygenus announced,
‘There's rats in the roof.’

‘Don't be silly
and don't talk with your mouth full.’

‘If I don't
talk with my mouth full then I'll either die of starvation or my
mouth will go all stiff from not being used.’

‘I hardly think
there's much danger of that.’

‘Anyway, it's
true. Listen to them jumping up and down. Sounds like big fat juicy
rats. Probbly the people-eating kind.’

Urban, who was
of a nervous nature, began to cry as the others paused in their
mastications to listen. There were indeed most peculiar noises
coming from above them, a steady blooping sound punctuated by
little cries. Somehow it did not sound like rats.

‘Pius, did any
of the estate agents go into the loft?’

‘Oh yes, one of
the men did, the one in a leather jacket.’

‘A lady did
too,’ added Joan. ‘She asked me if there was one and how to get up
there.’

‘Oh,’ said
Malachi, and concentrated hard upon the crusts which Innocent had
handed to him.

‘What do you
mean, "Oh"?’

‘Nothing
really. It's just that I noticed that the ladder was down just
before supper and I put it away.’

‘You mean that
you closed up the hatch?’ Malachi raised his pale eyebrows and
nodded. ‘Pius,’ Ophelia continued, as severely as possible, ‘will
you take the others outside and organize a two-a-side football
tournament? You can be the referee. There'll be pudding later,
don't worry, Hygenus.’

When the
children had gone, Ophelia turned to Malachi. The rhythmic knocking
had ceased and they could hear increasingly high-pitched whispers
of panic.

‘Go and get the
ladder down,’ said Ophelia. ‘Make it loud enough so that they're
bound to hear. Then scram. Don't hang about watching them.’

But neither
Ophelia nor Malachi could wholly resist the temptation and two
pairs of glorious eyes were peering around the window frame, not to
mention those from the makeshift football pitch, to watch the two
dishevelled young estate agents creep out of the house. The man
whispered something to the girl, who nodded, and they both drove
away down the track, maintaining a discreet distance between their
two, rather shabby, matching hatchbacks.

 



Chapter
Two

So hadde I spoken with
hem everichon

That I was of hir
felaweshipe anon,

(Prologue,
3l-32)



‘I am sorry to
abandon you like this,’ said Pat, prodding Ophelia's pelvic bone
with a practised forefinger. ‘Someone dropped out of the course at
the last minute and they just phoned to ask whether I'd like to
go.’

Ophelia
squirmed. The morning sun was pounding through the surgery windows
and her half-covered bottom was sticking to the vinyl couch. The
sheet of paper towel upon which she was supposed to lie had long
since transformed itself into a prickly ball and was lodged under
what used to be the small of her back. She felt hot, fat and
miserable.

‘That's okay.
You can't stay as a community midwife all your life. Ow!’

‘Sorry. Should
have cut my nails this morning. No, I'd be quite happy doing this
till the cows come home.’ Pat surveyed Ophelia's vast and mottled
bulk mischievously. ‘No offence meant,’ she added.

‘Ever been
thumped by a thirteen-stone Friesian?’

‘Leave it till
you've had your calf, Buttercup. The thing is, with three children
to get through university I've got to start looking for promotion.
You just wait. Six! You'd better pray that they're all stupid.
While on the subject, does this baby have a head?’

‘They claimed
to recognise one on the scan, but it looked more like an individual
Yorkshire pudding to me. Try under my left hip. That's where
Hygenus and Innocent used to lurk.’

‘Don't be vain,
woman. You haven't got hips any more, just side impact bumpers. Ah
yes, here we are. Let's go for a heartbeat then, shall we?’

Ophelia winced
as the cold jelly was slapped on to her stomach.

‘You're
supposed to warn me when you're going to do that. Anyway, if you're
going who will I go to now for the antenatal stuff?’

‘Oh, Cynthia
Flannel over at the Health Centre,’ mumbled Pat, fiddling with the
Sonicaid. ‘Blinking battery's gone again. I'm sure Dr Hale borrows
them for his electric shaver.’

‘Is she all
right?’

‘Dr Hale's a
man. Reputedly. I thought you'd realised that. I've seen you
looking a bit flushed coming out of his room.’

‘It's that
voice of his. Talk about bedside manner. Anyway, he's Mal's best
friend, you know. "The only person in Rambleton who really
appreciates the role of the blindside flanker". No, you idiot.
Cynthia Flannel.’

‘Oh her. Look,
I must get a battery. She's very dedicated.’

Pat fled down
the corridor, leaving Ophelia stranded on the couch, staring up at
a dusty light fitting. All that she could see in front of her was
the white curve of her stomach, delicately streaked with purple.
‘Feet?’ she called experimentally and wriggled her toes in reply.
‘How are things going down there? Pressure not too much for
you?’

‘It's a tough
job, ma'am, but someone's gotta do it,’ she said in a deep big-toe
voice. ‘Y'all can count on us, Miz Ophelia,’ agreed a squeaky
little toe.

Pat walked back
through the door. ‘We have made great strides,’ she announced, ‘in
changing medical and public perceptions of pregnancy. We no longer
treat pregnant women as if they were ill, or handicapped, or
suffering from some mental deficiency. We expect them to continue
in their careers, to travel, to enjoy themselves, to be
independent, to enjoy wide and varied sexual experiences. We do not
expect them to talk to their toes.’

‘Well, once
you're off to the Deep South on your management fast track, I won't
have anyone else to talk to so tell me more about this Flannel
woman. What did you mean, very dedicated?’

‘Sshh, I think
I've got its heartbeat. There, listen to that. Sounds healthy
enough, doesn't it?’

The two women
were silent for some moments, listening to the rapid thump of the
baby's heart. Then Pat switched off the machine, wiped the jelly
off Ophelia's stomach and sat down to fill in her co-operation
card.

‘Come on, Pat,
what's she like?’

‘She's a model
midwife. I really don't know what you're fussing for. With your
experience, you could deliver the thing yourself in mid-affidavit.
Down you pop.’

‘I very well
might,’ said Ophelia darkly. ‘Is she doing an antenatal class? I'd
better find out what they've changed in the last two years. And
meet my fellow masochists, I mean mothers.’

‘Yes, it meets
this afternoon, I think. Hang on a minute and I'll give her a ring.
Hello? Can you get me Cynthia Flannel at the Health Centre, please?
Right. Oh, hello, Cynthia. Pat Browning here. I've got a lady, due
at the end of this month, who l'll be passing on to you. She'd like
to join your antenatal class too, if that's okay. What? Well, how
many have you got? Rubbish, ten's nothing. I had thirty-five after
the late-night repeat of Casablanca. I know you're in the
middle - she's expecting her sixth, she hardly needs a lecture on
the facts of life. Come on, Cynthia! Right. Two o'clock, the
Community Centre. She'll see you there. Ophelia. Ophelia O.’ Pat
replaced the receiver with a deep breath out. ‘Okay, that's fine,’
she said cheerily.

‘No, it isn't.
If the class is already full -’

‘Don't be a
wimp, Ophelia. I expect she's just running short of mugs. You make
sure you're there. Well, best of luck. l'll come to see you when
the sprog's born. Got to dash; Angie Punch is waiting outside and
she's nine days late already.’

‘Bye, Pat. Good
luck on your course.’

‘Don't forget
your co-operation card.’




‘Shoulders
back, tummies in!’

‘That's
impossible,’ objected a pretty girl, surveying her bump
ruefully.

‘Nonsense. You
still have stomach muscles, you know. You just have to remember to
use them.’ Cynthia Flannel smoothed her navy dress tightly over her
own taut midriff and demonstrated the flexion of her abdominal
wall. She was a small, lithe woman with a frizzy perm and buck
teeth, and the tracksuit trousers which she wore under her
midwife's uniform suggested that she might at any moment turn a
cartwheel.

Groaning, the
women straightened their backs and shifted their bottoms on the
uncomfortable wooden chairs.

‘That's right.
Infant sanus in corpore sano. Who's that?’

Urban, creeping
in behind his mother and the pushchair, had let the swing doors
bang behind him. Cynthia's expression of brisk cheerfulness
suddenly stiffened to a cold intensity.

‘Who are you?’
she demanded. This is a private meeting.

Ophelia
explained, finding to her annoyance that she had developed a
stammer. She had rushed back home for a quick and unappetising
lunch of stale bread and margarine before returning with the two
youngest boys, Malachi having been urgently called to the rumour of
a customer.

‘I thought I
made it clear to Pat Browning . . .’ Cynthia began, then
seemed to think better of it and forced a smile. ‘Come on in, then,
if you're coming. The children can sit on the floor.’

Ophelia plodded
forward and took a seat at the end of the straggling semicircle.
Her neighbour, an amiable moon-faced woman with quantities of
yellow hair like loft insulation, smiled shyly.

‘I don't like
sitting on the floor,’ whispered Urban. ‘I fink it's got
printers.’

‘Splinters,’
said Ophelia, and let him perch on the end of one knee, while
Innocent bounced up and down on the other. The unborn baby, not to
be outdone, joined in the general activity.

‘Rod for your
own back,’ commented Cynthia, and took out her register. ‘Bonnie,
Tracey, Sandra, Jill . . .’

The women
answered crisply, each sitting up very straight with her eyes fixed
firmly upon the midwife.

‘Katherine,
Melanie . . . Melanie?’

There was an
embarrassed pause while a few of the other women gestured and
nudged Ophelia's neighbour. Ophelia noticed an expression of
annoyance pass over one or two faces and the woman called Bonnie
darted a look of suspicion in Ophelia's direction.

‘Melanie?’

‘Oh yes!’ she
replied, her large white face breaking into a smile. ‘I keep on
forgetting, don't I? Melanie, that's it.’ She turned proudly to
Ophelia. ‘I'm Melanie.’

‘Be quiet,
Melanie.’

‘Oh, yes.
Sorry, Cynthia.’ Cynthia added Ophelia's name to the register and
commenced her lecture.

‘This afternoon
I am going to talk about your diet. You all, of course, received
your Department of Health booklets, No Indulgence Please, We're
Pregnant, at your first antenatal appointments.’

The women
nodded obediently and one flapped a copy above her head.

‘Good. And I
trust that you have been following the guidelines laid down in that
booklet with the utmost attention.’

Her slightly
bulging eyes, which had been flickering about the room, seemed to
rest upon Ophelia, who could dimly remember the pamphlet before it
had been eaten by Innocent.

‘Now, of
course, as you enter the final preparation period before your
labour, it is especially important that you eat a sensible,
wholesome diet. Sandra, perhaps you can tell us of what food such a
diet would consist?’

Sandra, the
pretty girl who had lost her stomach muscles at the beginning of
the class, sat up even straighter, if that were possible, and
recited, ‘Lots of pulses, lots of wheatgerm and plenty of
yoghurt.’

Ophelia grinned
at her, implying a shared complicity in midnight chocolate fudge
cake, but Sandra only frowned slightly and turned away. Ophelia
flushed and pretended to fasten Innocent's dungaree straps.

Cynthia had
finished praising Sandra and was continuing, ‘It of course goes
without saying that AL-CO-HOL,’ with each syllable her neck jerked
round so that all of the class members received the benefit of her
relentless stare, ‘is strictly forbidden.’

‘What's
alkypoll, Mummy?’ asked Urban, who, alone among his family was
congenitally law-abiding.

‘Wine, beer,
that sort of thing,’ said Ophelia, still thinking about the estate
agents.

‘But, Mummy,
you have wine all the time. Why do you, if it's
abidden?’

Ophelia gave
her best Union of Catholic Mothers grimace and tried to look as
sober as possible.

‘Wouldn't you
like to do some colouring now, dear?’ she coaxed, with what was
meant to be a tinkling laugh. Somehow it turned out to be a cackle
instead, and provoked more uneasy glances from the rest of the
class.

It was growing
warm in the hall, with its winter heating system still on, and no
windows open, and Ophelia's eyelids began to twitch.

‘Ophelia.
Ophelia! Can you tell the rest of class what I just said?’

‘Amo,
amas,’ began Ophelia, and then remembered that it was at least
sixteen years since her Latin O level. ‘Er, don't eat pâté?’

It was wrong,
and even Urban smiled at her with rueful sympathy. Cynthia clicked
her tongue against the roof of her mouth.

‘If I was still
a PE teacher . . .’ she began, and again seemed to regain
her cheerfulness by a conscious effort. ‘We'll break for tea and
biscuits. Only one each, mind.’ She delved into the back of a
sticky cupboard to produce orange squash for the little boys.

‘What lovely
little kiddies,’ said Melanie, who alone in the class appeared
happy to talk to Ophelia. She watched them for a few moments
slurping and rubbing biscuit crumbs into their scalps. Innocent,
opening his pond-green eyes wide, clambered back on to his mother's
knee and reached out to Melanie's buoyant masses of hair.

‘Boingy-boing!’
he cried delightedly. ‘Jumpy hair!’

‘Do you have
any children already?’ asked Ophelia quickly.

‘Ooo's a
googie-googie-goo face, den? Oo likes Glor . . .
Mellie-wellie's pretty hair, den? Oh, sorry. What did you say?’

‘I just
wondered whether you had any children,’ muttered Ophelia.

Melanie's large
white brow furrowed above her continued smile and she looked about
her in evident confusion. Cynthia was hovering nearby, handing out
second cups of tea.

‘Three sugars,
isn't it?’ she was saying to the girl on Melanie's other side.

‘No.’ The girl,
small and sturdy, looked surprised. ‘You told me to give up when I
first saw you. I just have one of my sweeteners now.’

‘Three
sugars,’ insisted Cynthia, looking beyond the girl at the still
perplexed Melanie.

‘No, I don't
want them,’ insisted the girl, and took the cup firmly out of the
midwife's grasp. Cynthia, however, firmly retained her grip on the
thick white saucer hissing ‘three, three,’ her protuberant eyes now
fully fixed upon the hapless Melanie, whose brow at once cleared
while her great red lips fell apart in a happy gape.

‘Three!’ she
cried in utter beatitude. ‘I've got three!’

‘Oh,’ said
Ophelia, out of her depth. ‘And how old are they?’

But Melanie was
in her stride now. ‘Oh,’ she said airily, ‘the usual ages. Big,
little and small. Like the Three Bears, you know.’

It occurred to
Ophelia that perhaps poor Melanie's children were being cared for
by the local authority, and she flushed at her insensitivity. Now
that the subject had been broached, however, Melanie seemed anxious
to tell her more.

‘The little
one's getting big now, mind,’ she confided, ‘though I don't suppose
that she'll catch up with the small one.’

‘No, no, I
don't suppose that she will,’ agreed Ophelia, and was relieved by
Cynthia's commanding them to lie down on their mats for exercises.
This took some organization, as Urban and Innocent insisted upon
having a mat each and upon being surrounded by their crayons and
colouring books.

‘Now, if we're
all ready,’ began Cynthia, under whose shaggy fringe the strain was
beginning to show, ‘we'll start with our pelvic floors. Like a
lift, remember, girls, take it up slowly. Ground floor
. . . first . . . second . . . third
. . . and back again. Anyone any problems with that?’

Ophelia, who
had not managed to locate her pelvic floor muscles until shortly
before the birth of Urban, found her lift to be as ever, stuck in
the basement but said nothing.

‘Have I got a
velvet floor, Mummy?’ asked Urban.

‘I really don't
know,’ said Ophelia. Despite eleven years of marriage and the
production of four sons, her knowledge of male anatomy was still
hazy. She suspected that she did not read the right magazines.
Neither History Today nor the Law Society's Gazette
carried regular erogenous features. ‘Just wiggle your bottom about
a bit,’ she advised.

After twenty
minutes of uncoordinated thumping and flopping, cheating at which
was resolutely detected by the tireless Cynthia, they were allowed
to lie back on their mats for a final session of guided
relaxation.

‘Take a deep
breath,’ intoned the midwife, ‘and try to empty our minds.’

Ophelia had
always found that bit easy.

‘Now, feel your
body growing heavy. Heavier and heavier.’

That was hardly
difficult, either, thought Ophelia ruefully.

‘Concentrate
upon your eyelids. Feel how heavy they are. Can't you feel that
great weight pressing down . . . ? Your very
eyelashes are dragging your eyes closed. Pulling, pulling.
Now, hold it for a moment, feel that tension . . . And
let them close.’

Ophelia, doubly
mesmerized by Cynthia's incantations and by the effects of another
night of insomnia, desperately counting estate agents through a
sheep dip, allowed herself to slip into the welcoming darkness.
Then she thought again and prised her eyelids slightly open, far
enough for her to be able to squint through palpitating lashes.
Just in time, she had remembered an antenatal class before the
birth of Hygenus, when, upon arising from a deep and refreshing
meditation, she had looked in vain for her two infant children.
Pius and Joan had eventually been retrieved from a pet shop window
after a nasty two-hundred-yard sprint down a busy road. Neither
Ophelia's blood pressure nor the seams of her expandable jeans had
ever really recovered.

So far as she
could tell without moving her head, the other members of the class
were asleep, unless they were either practised adepts at the
technique or fakers as accomplished as Ophehia herself.

Cynthia's low
voice continued. ‘Now your kidneys. Think about your kidneys. Think
about the hard work they have to do, cleaning your blood, filtering
your waste, controlling your blood pressure. Let your kidneys
relax. Tell them: relax, the work is done.’

Her tone was as
reassuringly authoritative as ever, but Ophelia could see that her
pale eyes were constantly flickering towards the stage door and
that her long front teeth were chewing at her lower lip.

‘And so finally
we come to the baby itself. Focus, concentrate upon that little
life. Your child.’

This was
Ophelia's favourite part, and she was about to allow herself to
relax into thoughts of her own baby, when she saw Cynthia give a
sudden jerk. The stage door was slowly creaking open. Still
speaking, the midwife turned towards it and even her obscured
profile was eloquent; the spreading crimson blush, the softening
and the schoolgirl's smile. She ran noiselessly on her white
plimsolls and greeted the incoming figure with a vigorous hug and a
kiss which fell just beside his pursed mouth. As the figure
stiffened and pushed Cynthia away, Ophelia could see that it was a
young man, tall and well-dressed. Cynthia rocked slightly under his
revulsion but she continued her soothing monologue.

‘Let the baby
relax, hold it quietly within you as it prepares for its long and
demanding journey. Look into its eyes and speak to it.’

The man's lower
lip twisted in a brief sneer as he surveyed the litter of
pregnancies. It was only then that Ophelia recognised him. He was
Nick Bottomley, junior partner at Canards and her own deadly enemy.
He had not forgotten, she was sure, her successes of the previous
autumn when, during the short-lived courts privatisation programme,
she had obtained the Rambleton franchise for Parrishes, as well as
hanging on to the lucrative agency work of the Mid-Yorkshire
Champion Building Society. More dangerously, among all of
Rambleton, only Nick had been suspicious of Wilfred Parrish's
convenient death immediately after the merger with Snodsworth and
Ranger had been agreed, and of the neat chain, Platonic in its
hierarchical simplicity, which had been known to Ophelia as the
Mortgage Bandits. He would not recognise her now, of course,
anonymous behind her quivering mound of floral cotton, but she
shivered all the same in her patch of sunlight, beneath the chill
of his contemptuous gaze.

The meditation
came to an end and there was silence but for the slow breathing and
occasional snores of the class. Nick whispered something urgently
to Cynthia and she replied at length, pointing at Ophelia and the
little boys. Nick's handsome face flushed purple and his dark brows
drew closer together. He snapped something in a low tone, turned
abruptly, and left. ‘Is it finished now, Mummy?’ asked Urban,
rubbing his eyes with the back of his hand.

‘I'm not sure
love,’ replied Ophelia, looking between the sleeping Melanie,
Cynthia, now composing herself with a few quiet press-ups, and the
half-open back door. ‘I think that maybe it's just about to
begin.’

 



Chapter
Three

Discreet he was and of
greet reverence -

He seemed swich, his
wordes weren so wise.

Justice he was ful
often in assise,

(Prologue,
312-15)



‘Wassamarrer?’
Pius bundled himself over on to his side, noticing as he did so
that his alarm clock was flashing 2.45. ‘Go Way. 'Sno'mornin'’.

But the cold
little fingers were still probing his ear and tugging at the collar
of his pyjamas. Pius opened an eye, sat up and switched on his
bedside lamp. Urban was standing, shivering, next to him, his eyes
enormous with trepidation.

‘Oh, it's you.
Had a bad dream, have you? Here, get in the other end.’

Urban
gratefully tucked himself under the foot of Pius' duvet. ‘Wasn't a
dream,’ he explained. ‘I don't want to move house.’

There was a
piercing squeak from the springs of the top bunk opposite as
Hygenus woke up. He negotiated the ladder with bleary precision,
dragging his own duvet behind him, and settled himself between his
brothers.

‘Neither do I,’
he announced.

Pius yawned and
took from under his pillow a sticky bag of fruit pastilles. This
might well be a long session and it would be wise to make sure that
they were fortified. He offered the sweets around, and, while they
were concentrating upon munching through bulging mouths (for the O.
boys never wasted time and energy by eating only one sweet at a
time), gave a sharp but complex series of knocks on the bedroom
wall. Joan appeared around the door, rubbing her eyes.

‘Was that the
signal?’ she asked doubtfully. ‘What are you eating? Can I have
some?’

‘Nong leff,’
explained Pius, trying to sound regretful through a full mouth.

‘Might have
known. So, what's all this about then?’

‘Urban doesn't
want to move house. Neither does Hygenus.’

‘I know
that,’ said Joan scornfully. ‘Neither do I, and neither does
Innocent, I expect, only he isn't very good at talking yet. No one
wants to move except you and the grown-ups.’

‘I thought you
would,’ said Pius. ‘You're always saying how horrible your little
room is.’

‘Bedrooms!’
scoffed Joan, with the ascetic air of one for whom a straw pallet
in the mud would be an unwanted luxury. ‘Who cares about bedrooms
when we might lose all this?’ She swept a dressing-gowned arm in a
rhetorical circle.

‘All what?’
asked Urban, looking with perplexity at the Thunderbirds posters
and peeling wallpaper.

‘All this
place. The pigsty and the tractor and everything. We've
hardly even looked at the stream with Mum saying you were too young
last year. And instead of telling them, Pius goes swanning about
the place rabbiting about ventilation, and . . .’ Here
Joan ran out of animal metaphors and subsided. ‘Grown-up.’ she
concluded succinctly.

‘I'm not,’ said
the stung Pius. ‘There wasn't anything to stop you telling them,
was there? But you didn't do it, either. It's not that easy when
they've got everything sorted out, especially with that Lady
Tartleton. She's a real Hydron.’

‘What's a
Hydron?’ asked Hygenus.

‘A lady monster
with nine heads and only one eye,’ explained Pius, who had just
finished a term of Greek mythology with a rather confused student
teacher. ‘She had serpents in her hair and turned people to stone.
Anyway, what I was trying to say is that I don't want to move
either.’

‘Then why were
you sucking up to them and saying you wanted to be a horrible state
agent?’ demanded Hygenus.

‘Ted's not
horrible,’ said Urban.

‘No,’ said
Pius, ‘but he's going to try and sell the house, isn't he? The
reason I was finding out about it was for my Plan.’

‘Oh, you've got
another Plan, have you?’ asked Joan sceptically, remembering
previous adventures into which Pius had led them without
conspicuous success.

‘Oh, the others
were just kids' stuff,’ said Pius hastily. ‘I wouldn't really call
them proper Plans at all. No, this time we're going to use
P-sy-something.’

‘Plesiosaurs?’
suggested Urban, who had not yet quite outgrown his dinosaur
infatuation.

‘The Psammead?’
tried Hygenus hopefully. His class teacher had recently revolted
against socially relevant infant texts and he had been digging
optimistically in the sandpit for the past fortnight.

‘No, no, it's
not an animal. It means how people think.’

‘The Pie-cology
of the Individual!’ cried Joan. ‘It's what Jeeves always does. But
what individual are you going to, er, piecolate?’

‘Everybody,’
said Pius importantly, adding another pillow to the stack
underneath him. ‘We're going to advertise the house.’

‘What!’
exploded Hygenus, sure that his elder brother had finally tumbled
over the edge into adult idiocy.

‘Put signs up
everywhere, telling people about the house. We'll do them on the
computer and then we can print out zillions.’

‘Have you
banged your head on something?’ asked Joan. ‘Or p'raps those fruit
pastilles have sent you loopy. I bet they were past their Best
Before date. I wouldn't know, of course.’

‘Oh, stop
moaning. I'll save you some next time. It's not as though you
exactly shared your chocolate orange.’ Joan had the grace to blush,
even while she resolved to find a better hiding place than the
abandoned Sindy wardrobe. ‘The difference with our signs, if you'll
all listen for three milliseconds, is that we'll advertise
everything that's wrong about the house. Woodworms, the
vendi-whatsit, no central heating, all that. Then nobody in a
trillion light years will want to buy it. One look at our notices
and they'll be running away screaming, "No, no! Not the dreaded
Moorwind Farm! Anything but that!"’

Hygenus and
Urban were immediately convinced, and began noisy impersonations of
potential purchasers reeling in horror at the O. children's
advertisements.

‘Aarrgghhh!
lt's the deadly woodworm! Run for your lives!’

‘What's
vendi-whatsit? Oh, is it? Help! Help! I can't breathe! Get me away
from this house of horror!’

A loud and
ominous thump came from the other side of the corridor, followed by
Ophelia's sleepy voice. ‘Children? Are you all right? Has someone
had a nightmare?’

As her heavy
footsteps approached, the meeting was hastily adjourned.




‘Get out! Get
out!’ called a disembodied voice as Ophelia's distended torso
appeared around the front door of Parrish, Snodsworth Ranger,
Solicitors and Commissioners for Oaths.

Ophelia ignored
the instruction and eased herself past the front counter.

‘What do you
mean "Get out?"That's a fine way to speak to your professional
superior. I'm only on maternity leave, you know. I'll be back for
my revenge.’

A few tufts of
spiky blonde hair bobbed up from behind a filing cabinet, followed
by an urchin's face, garishly coloured with purple mascara and
magenta lipstick.

‘It's no good
trying to threaten me,’ the face said sternly. ‘You're banned from
this office. Your husband said so.’

‘My
husband said so?’ repeated Ophelia, wondering whether during
her fortnight's absence from the office the secretary had confused
her with someone else, another lady solicitor perhaps, cursed with
the sort of dominant spouse who would go about issuing
proclamations and banishments. ‘My husband?’

Polly stood on
tiptoe to rest her chin on the top of the cabinet and pursed her
glistening lips severely.

‘Yes, your
husband, whatshisname, Malady. He's very concerned about you, you
know, dashing about the place in your condition, especially when
you're so . . .’

‘Old?’
suggested Ophelia blandly, peering at her reflection in the back of
a teaspoon. ‘Thirty-two, aren't I, or three, or something like
that? Not quite bath chair material yet. In any case, I've not come
in to work. I promise I won't even look at a file. I just want a
cup of tea and a natter. Go on, Poll, put the kettle on.’

‘Watch it,’
said Polly, who was sensitive about that combination of words.
‘Anyway,’ she added, shaking the kettle and deciding that the water
could stand to be boiled for the eighth time that day, ‘haven't you
got any of the children with you? I thought you were looking after
them?’

‘No, I mean
yes. Horrible creatures. Do you know, I'd just managed to get to
sleep at three this morning when they woke me up? Why they have to
have their nightmares collectively I've no idea. And then I got
woken again at half-past six by the sound of the printer and that
was them as well. Last-minute homework, I suppose; they were very
secretive about it all. What did you say? Yes, yes. I did have
Urban and Innocent but I've left them at the estate agents.’

Polly's purple
lashes clicked apart in sticky concern. ‘Ophelia, estate agents
usually sell houses, not children. I know there's this flump in
property prices, but I don't think it's that bad yet.’

‘I wouldn't be
so sure. No, this agent we've decided on.’

‘You're not
moving again, are you? People usually manage a year in Rambleton,
at least. It's sort of the done thing. They'll get dead stroppy if
they think you're getting off lightly.’

Ophelia
explained Lady Tartleton's offer and her reluctant acceptance. ‘So
we decided to use this Clockwork man, as he's at least polite and
the children like him. I can't see that he'll have any more or less
success than the others in selling it. After all, it was on the
market for years before we bought it and we can hardly expect
another pair of suckers like us. Anyway, Ted - Mr Clockwork - was
looking after his little nephews in the office this afternoon so he
said he'd have ours as well while I popped in here. I've got one of
the dogs, though; Reredorter, you know, the little one. She's five
months old now, you see, and Mal suddenly remembered this morning
that she was supposed to have her inoculations two months ago, so
I'm off to grovel to the vet. Mind if I go and get her? I'd
forgotten her lead so I had to tie her to the railings with a new
pair of maternity tights and I'm not convinced about my
sheepshank.’

‘Well,’ said
Polly, ‘it's strictly forbidden now, ever since Mr Ranger's little
Misery-guts -’

‘Misericorde,’
corrected Ophelia.

‘Oh yes.
Anyway, Misery-whatever had an accident in the umbrella stand last
week. It wouldn't have mattered, only that afternoon Mr Snodsworth
took his shooting stick to the Mid-Yorkshire Show and invited the
Lord Lieutenant to sit on it. Honestly, I can't believe that it
would do so much damage to those sort of hairy green trousers. Just
think of your Lady Tartleton.’

‘I'd rather
not, this morning.’

‘Okay. But
there's only Mr Ranger over here at the moment doing all the
litigation. Mr Snodsworth's staying on t'other side with the
conveyancing and that, so you should be all right.’

Since the two
ancient firms of Parrish, Stanmore and Parrish, by then comprising
only Ophelia herself and the indispensable Polly, and Snodsworth
and Ranger had merged at the end of the previous year, they had
been unable to dispose of either of their offices, which faced each
other across Rambleton's Market Square. The conversation of the two
partners, their employees and clients was therefore littered with
references to 't'other side'.

‘They say
they'll get a locust in,’ continued Polly, ‘if the work picks up
but they seem okay at the moment. Hardly anything to do at all,
really. All I did yesterday was two letters and a codpiece. I'm
busier today, though, mind; typing up these instructions to counsel
for Mr Snodsworth.’

‘Not Re
Geranium Trusts again?’

‘I think so. I
know it's something to do with flowers. Oh, pigs! I've gone and put
Hollyhocks on all the cover sheets. I suppose they might
notice, mightn't they? D'ye know the case then?’

‘Well, I know
that Mr Snodsworth has been working on it for the past half-century
and that he's been through thirty-odd barristers trying to get one
to agree with him. Where's he sending it this time?’

‘Hong Kong. I'd
better zap on with it now, so's I can get to the post office before
the lunch time rush. Off you go and fetch the doggie.’

Ophelia
manoeuvred herself back around the counter, reflecting that the
nearest thing she had ever seen to a lunch time rush at Rambleton
Post Office was the time when Miss Bashngton's sister came up to
visit from Eastbourne and they collected their pensions
together.

‘By the way,’
called Polly, ‘they've lost the agency work for the Mid-Yorkshire
Champion Building Society. Mr Ranger called them "leeching
incrustations of coyote-vomit" in his last case report.’

‘Oh, no!’
called Ophelia from the bottom of the pigeon-dropped steps. ‘After
all I did to try to keep that blasted agency work!’

‘I know. I did
try to change it to "leading incarnations of corporate vigour" but
he saw the letter before I could get it to the post.’

‘Honestly, that
was the only thing that made any profit at all for this firm. I've
only been gone a month, and look at them. Rea, Reredorter, come
back!’

‘Yeah, well,
it's gone to old Wobble-Bottomley now, after all. But Mr Ranger's
dead good at getting legal aid cases. Says he's on the side of the
downtrodden - Ophelia? Are you all right?’

Ophelia
appeared at the doorway, red and panting. With one hand she
clutched, none too gently, the scruff of Reredorter's neck while
from the other fist a damp pair of tights hung limply. The dog was
grinning unrepentingly as the last raw sausage of a considerable
string disappeared between her slavering gums.

‘I'm afraid she
got as far as your Gary at the butcher's,’ said Ophelia. ‘I think I
need a refresher course in knot-tying.’ She held up the tights
woefully. The right leg was much as it had been in the packet,
glossy, crumpled and about eight inches long. But the left leg,
from which the foot had been raggedly torn out, was stretched to a
nine-foot length of nylon twine.

‘Oh dear,’ said
Polly. ‘I hope they weren't too expensive. Never mind. They'll make
a lovely, um, hamster's sleeping bag?’

‘Brilliant,’
said Ophelia, without noticeable enthusiasm. ‘Complete with a
built-in tail to forestall the hamster's inferiority complex.
Anyway, talking of rodents, I wanted to see you about old
Bottomley.’ She threw the tights into the waste-paper basket and
sank down gratefully with her cup of tea. ‘Is he supposed to be
seeing a midwife called Cynthia Flannel?’

Reredorter, who
had developed a strange umbilical attachment to the tights, fished
them out again and settled down in a patch of sunlight to give them
a thorough chew.

‘Flannel? Oh
no. He got married, didn't he, can't have been long ago, 'cos I
remember the picture in the paper. But she's not a midwife, she's
one of those supermodels. I remember my Gran - she's dead trendy,
my Gran - saying as she was pretty famous. Works down South,
mostly, I think.’ There was a pause. ‘Can't really say I keep up
with that sort of thing,’ Polly added with an intellectual air.
‘She's dead glamorous though, Gran says. You know; tall.’ The last
word came out with slow covetousness as Polly drew herself up to
her full four foot ten in stiletto heels. ‘Anyway, what's he been
up to? Caught without his boxer shorts in the birthing pool, was
he?’

‘Something like
that.’ Ophelia recounted the peculiar events of the antenatal
class. ‘Anyway, afterwards I asked Melanie whether she'd like to
come round for peppermint tea during the week sometime, and she
sounded quite keen, as though she could do with someone to talk to.
Then just as I was about to get her phone number, the midwife
-’

‘That dishcloth
woman?’

‘Flannel, yes.
Well, she scooted over, all red in the face as though it was the
house hockey final, ordered Melanie home "on account of her blood
pressure" and tried to warn me off going to any more antenatal
classes.’

‘What,
again?’

‘Yes. This time
she told me that after having five children already it was a waste
of my time and of NHS resources for me to keep on going. Well, as I
said, since the classes are there anyway, the only NHS resources
I'm using are half a teabag and a malted milk biscuit. That didn't
go down too well, so I tried to butter her up by saying how
brilliant her relaxation bits were. They were, actually, she's very
good at it, so I didn't sound too insincere. She hadn't got
anything to say to that, and sort of backflipped off. Back to
Wobble, I suppose.’

‘So are you
going to go again?’

‘You bet I am.
There's something fishy going on there, Polly. I don't believe that
Melanie's really so dim that she doesn't know how many children
she's got. And I'm sure that Nick Bottomley told Cynthia to get rid
of me.’

‘Ooh, it's dead
exciting, isn't it? You could be like one of those American private
eyes. V. I. Wassamarrer. Undercover investigations. Skulking in
narrow alleyways with your trusty Colt 45.’

‘Polly, I
wouldn't fit in a narrow alleyway, never mind skulking. And the
nearest I'd get to a colt would be Mr Ranger's Prairie Foot.’

‘Eh?’

‘You know, that
imaginary horse of his. It is Prairie Foot, isn't it? Talking of
animals, have you brought Chequers into the office with you?
There's a dreadful caterwauling coming from somewhere.’

‘Oh no,’ said
Polly with a sententious shake of her lacquered spikes. ‘It's no
place for a cat, an ascecutive environment like this. lt's just Mr
Ranger singing "Home on the Range". I'm quite used to it now. He
says that he only sings it when he's in a good mood but he seems to
be in a good mood all the time at the moment. It's being married I
suppose.’

‘He'll learn,’
muttered Ophelia. ‘But there's more than one of them in there.’

It was true. As
they paused to listen, the two women could distinguish not only an
out-of-tune melody but also an out-of-tune descant and a growling,
single-note bass. As they sat, mesmerised by the cacophony, they
realised that the three parts were out of time as well as out of
tune, so that one had reached 'cloudy and grey' while another was
still on 'discouraging word'. Reredorter sank further into the
carpet, shielding her ears between her paws and groaning in
anguish.

‘It's them
Skates,’ said Polly in a hushed voice.

‘The Skates?
Albert and Darren? I thought we'd got rid of them at last.’

‘Yes, so did I,
when Darren threatened to report you to the Solicitors'
Disciplinary people for telling the Legal Aid Board that he was an
idle malingerer.’

‘I know my
rights,’ they chanted in unison.

‘But now
they're back,’ continued Polly. ‘Old Mr Skate's pit bull, you know,
the Hulk, attacked Kylie the rat, or the other way around, so
they've decided to sue each other.’

‘Uh-huh,’ said
Ophelia.

'Home on the
Range' had reached a ragged end and peculiar stamping sounds could
be heard on the other side of the door. Suddenly it burst open, and
with a wild cry of ‘Giddy-up!’ a tall thin man pranced into the
office: his hands held high in front of him as though clutching a
pair of invisible reins.

‘Whoaaah!’ he
warned, noticing that he was about to career into the two women,
and swerved into the waste-paper basket. The basket fell over on to
the cowering Reredorter who jumped upon the man with sharp
unpracticed barks.

‘Get down,
boy!’ he quavered, flapping at the dog's jaws with a convenient
bottle of Tippex. ‘Go home, sir!’

Reredorter,
delighted by the game, snatched at the Tippex and gulped it down,
presumably as a post-digestive garnish to the raw sausages.

‘Down!’
thundered Ophelia, in an accurate impersonation of Lady Tartleton,
and to her astonishment the puppy subsided back on to the
floor.

‘Why, by corn
and little desert potatoes, it's Miz Ophelia O.! Keeping well, I
hope, and taking care of that there li'l tyke?’

‘Yes, thank
you, Mr Ranger,’ said Ophelia, who had grown so used to his
idiosyncratic accent, a fluctuating mixture of Yorkshire grammar
school and Texan farmhand, that she hardly noticed it any more.
‘Good morning, Mr Skate; Darren.’

Trailing in
after Mr Ranger, as morose as he was ebullient, was a dirty
middle-aged man wearing a heavy greenish coat and a pugnacious
scowl. He was followed by a sullen youth, equally malodorous, who
was quietly engaged in filling his pockets with paperclips,
rubberbands and rusty treasury tags. Reredorter growled with what
menace she could muster but, scenting the essence of the Hulk upon
Mr Skate's unwashed trousers, dared do no more.

‘Y'see, I've
'ad me sodding benefit reassessed, 'an't'I?’ the older man was
saying. ‘This new doctor, he's gone and told them that I'm fit for
light to medium work. Light to medium work! Me with me effing
cough!’ He paused to demonstrate the cough, which was noisy and
greatly productive of phlegm. ‘Bloody police state, that's what it
is. 'Ere, give us another fag, will you?’

Mr Ranger took
a crumpled Marlboro packet from his inside pocket and handed it
over.

‘Oh, ta.
Anyway, our Darren's still on the sick, aren't you? Well, I said,
that can't be right. 'E's a young man, is Darren. If I'm fit for
work then so's 'e. Stands to reason, don't it?’

‘I got
post-traumatic, 'an't I?’ asked Darren rhetorically.

There followed
a few moments of silence. ‘Well,’ said Mr Ranger, with a great sigh
of weary heartiness, ‘I'm sure glad I was able to help you folks.
Now, if you'll excuse me, I'll just go and git back into the old
saddle.’ He inclined his head towards the two women and retreated
back into his office. A few seconds later he returned, scratching
the top of his Stetson thoughtfully.

‘That darg?’ he
began, gesturing with his six-shooter towards the now sleeping
puppy. ‘Er, it wouldn't by any cotton-pickin' chance be mine, would
it? I've just remembered that Dotty and I have got one mighty like
it.’

‘No, Mr
Ranger,’ explained Ophelia. ‘Megabyte had three puppies after her,
er, meeting with Lady Tartleton's dogs. This is Reredorter, the
puppy that we kept ourselves. Misericorde, your dog, is her sister,
and the third, Lavatorium, the male one, went to Lady Tartleton
herself in lieu of stud fees.’

‘Ah,’ said the
Deputy District Judge. ‘That sure explains a lot. I was thinking
that those thar dogs were as like as two bits of corn on the cob.
Well, giddyup then.’

When he had
returned to his room, which still bore the name of the late Wilfred
Parrish, Polly shepherded the Skates towards the front door,
keeping her snub nose fastidiously averted.

‘We got our
out-of-court settlement now,’ confided Albert with importance. ‘I
'ave to get a pint in fer Darren and 'e gets two fer me.’

‘Nah!’ snarled
the youth. ‘It's you what gets two pints fer me. An' proper stuff
an' all, none of yer Owd Barrelscrapin's.’

Polly prodded
them alternately on the back with a sharpened fingernail until they
were far enough out for her to force the front door closed. Through
the frosted window she and Ophelia could still hear the men
bickering.

‘Anyway, Dad,
you can't 'ave more'n a couple pints.’

‘An' why not,
eh?’

‘Cos you gotta
go down the Job Centre 'an't you? Ha! I told you you should've got
the post-traumatics. They can't ever say you've got better with the
post-traumatics.’

Polly rattled
off a few more pages on her noisy manual typewriter then tied the
bundle together with green tape.

‘Mr Ranger
won't let me use the computer,’ she explained. ‘He thinks that
we'll all catch computer viruses and that the FBI are spying on us
down the modem. Either them or the Russians. Honestly, Ophelia, I
think you'd better get back to work as soon as you can, else I'll
be having to get chicken feathers off our Gary to write with.’

She tied a
precarious-looking knot and glanced up at the clock.

‘Ee, I'll have
to dash to get the post now. Look, you couldn't take the file
across to t'other side for me, could you? I promised to get it back
to Mr Snodsworth the moment I'd finished with it.’

Without waiting
for an answer she thrust a pile of faded documents, unconfined by a
few scraps of grey cardboard, into Ophelia's arms. Then, awakening
Reredorter with a sharp prod of her stiletto she ushered them all
out of the door and pulled it shut with a triumphant thud.

In comparison
to 't'other side', the office which Ophelia had just left was a
beacon of customer-friendliness and technological innovation. Mr
Snodsworth's office, from which he resolutely refused to budge,
looked more like a funeral parlour than a solicitor's chambers and
only a faded card in a sea of blue silk gave any clue as to his
profession.

Ophelia found a
convenient lamppost outside the door and looked about for something
with which to tie up Reredorter. Eventually, after searching her
handbag and finding there nothing more useful than four ounces of
nails and a dead mouse, she noticed a length of faded legal tape
hanging from the Geranium file. She pulled at the tape, not
quite gingerly enough, and propelled the contents of the file into
the gutter where they were comprehensively sniffed by the
puppy.

After a
breathless five minutes Ophelia had succeeded in lashing the dog to
the lamppost with the tape, of which, thankfully, there proved to
be a surfeit, and in gathering together the various constituents of
the Geranium case. She heaved the black door open with her
shoulder and took a deep breath.


‘Clang-alang-alang-alang-alang!’

The baby
clenched itself in terror and its head jerked back, sending a
stream of acid up into the back of Ophelia's throat.

‘Ow!’ she
winced, wondering what perverse craving had led her to drink a pint
of fresh orange juice for breakfast. ‘Calm down, Bigfoot. It's only
one of those friendly shop bells from the happy Victorian days of
honesty and neighbourliness when everyone left their doors open and
the scourge of crime was unknown in happy rural Yorkshire. I don't
think. Give me a nice gentle burglar alarm any day.’

She passed
through the deserted waiting room with its copies of Punch,
circa 1893, and knocked on the door marked W. R. G. Snodsworth,
Junior Partner.

‘Come!’ called
a voice.

Ophelia turned
the great handle with some difficulty and was catapulted forward
into an Aladdin's cave of a room, full of deep carpets, maturing
leather and highly polished wood. From behind the mahogany desk,
shining even more brightly than its veneer under the glow of a
brass lamp, appeared a pale hemisphere. This gradually rose, and
revealed itself to be the bald head of Mr Snodsworth.

‘Hurumph!’ he
said, his pink and white complexion darkening slightly. ‘Dropped a
vital document under the desk, what!’

Looking down,
Ophelia could just glimpse a curved piece of Hornby track peeping
out from under the desk.

‘In any case,’
he continued, composing himself with the aid of a large volume of
The Complete Conveyancer, 1862, ‘you shouldn't be here a good while
yet, my good woman. Half-past four is the hour of the daily, as it
has been since my grandfather's day. Why, it's hardly time for
luncheon yet!’

‘I'm not the
cleaning woman, sir,’ said Ophelia, wilting under the gravitational
pull of the Geranium case. ‘I've just come over to bring this file
back.’

‘Why, bless my
soul!’ cried the old man, peering at her through his half-moon
spectacles. ‘Is it that young lady clerk from t'other side? You
seem to have put on a considerable amount of weight during the
course of the morning, if you don't mind my saying so. Some serious
medical condition, I fear. Elephantiasis, perhaps. I'll give you a
half-sovereign to see my man in Harley Street. Clear it up before
you can say Lord Palmerston.’

‘I'm not the
lady clerk, either,’ said Ophelia with some asperity. ‘I'm Ophelia
O., your assistant solicitor. We've met many times, sir. You
remember, I worked for Mr Parrish before the two firms merged.’

‘Ah, poor
Wilfred.’ Mr Snodsworth took the spectacles off to dab at his eyes
with a large white handkerchief. ‘He's dead, you know. Sad
business, that. But we don't have lady solicitors, my dear. Why I
remember the subject being raised at our local Law Society just a
few years ago. Simply can't be done. Why, they'll be wanting the
vote next. Forward little hussies.’

‘Very likely,’
said Ophelia, insubordination vying with an urgent need to sit
down. ‘Here's your Geranium, anyway. I expect I'll see you
soon.’

She dumped the
collapsing heap of papers on to the desk and fled. Behind her she
could hear his low grumbling. ‘Lady solicitors! Poppycock! Now
then, where's that little tank engine?’

Outside the
office, Ophelia abandoned her dignity to sit down upon the edge of
the kerb, her aching legs splayed out before her in the gutter.
Reredorter had only become slightly unravelled from the lamppost
and lay contentedly beside her, gnawing at a long bone-coloured
cylinder.

‘Oh, has
someone given you a chew?’ asked Ophelia vaguely, looking about for
the antique Public Conveniences. ‘That was kind of them, wasn't it?
I hope you woofed thank you. Now come along, we'd better collect
those children before we get you to the vet.’

 



Chapter
Four

. . . fro
the tyme that he first bigan

To riden out, he loved
chivalrie.

Trouthe and honour,
fredom and curteisie.

(Prologue,
44-46)



Ophelia was
still sprawled on the pavement trying to work out the mechanics of
hoisting herself up again, when an elderly gentleman tripped over
her outstretched legs.

‘Hmm, what!’ he
barked. ‘Frightfully sorry and all that, but you really shouldn't
be lying about in the streets, you know. Beggar, are you? Here, get
yourself a cup of - Good grief, it's young Mrs O.! Terribly sorry,
m'dear. I say, would you like a hand?’

‘Oh thank you,
Major, yes please. I'm afraid that I didn't really plan ahead
properly when I sat down here.’

‘Ah, yes. A
common deficiency in the fair sex, I fear. That, my dear Mrs O., is
one reason why we will never have a great woman general, however
many of these tomboys take the Queen's shilling. That and not
having the chests for medals, if you'll excuse my saying so.’

Ophelia was
hauled to her feet and dusted down with ponderous chivalry. They
exchanged desultory gossip and then, when Reredorter's tape had
been unwound from the Major's flannels, departed in their separate
directions; Ophelia towards Ted Clockwork's office and Major Lamb
marching into Freezaland, his pepper-and-salt moustache twitching
jauntily and with one leg trailing almost imperceptibly behind the
other.

In fact, his
military entrance did not have the panache he had hoped, for the
reflective splendour of Freezaland's blue and white polar bears
extended along almost a whole side of the Square, and the Major
attempted to walk through several plate glass windows before
eventually finding the door. Inside the cool humming supermarket
there were no visible customers or staff and no sound but for the
thin piping of 'Edelweiss'.

‘Saggers!’ he
bellowed, and a spotty shop assistant lurking among the oven chips
jumped up from his copy of Kerrang! and scuttled into one of the
small rooms at the back of the store. He returned within seconds,
wringing his hands like a Dickensian clerk.


‘Jusbeminutesir,’ he gulped and returned to the magazine.

Major Lamb
snorted, and practised parading around the nearest freezer. Nice
sharp right turns, he thought, though he did say it himself. It was
important not to let these things slip, even with that bit of dodgy
cartilage and all the worry of this skittles business. That
reminded him, he really should have a pow-wow with old Porridge
about the tiffin. These American places usually had those ghastly
burgers and hot dogs, but he was sure that Mrs Porridge could come
up with something a bit tastier than that. Wonderful cooks, you had
to say that for the native wives.

‘Saggers?’ he
roared again and a plump, perspiring man rummaged his way through
the plastic strips which hung from the back doorway.

‘Hello, Major,’
he panted. ‘Sorry to keep you, Major. Slight cock-up on the Black
Forest gâteau front. We ordered two dozen rhubarb crumbles
yesterday with this new on-line despatch system, and what do I find
on the doorstep this morning?’

Major Lamb
acknowledged the rhetorical nature of the question with a
noncommittal grunt.

‘I find a gross
of bloody Black Forest gâteaux, half melted already, with a sell-by
date of next Tuesday. Are you and Mrs Lamb fond of Black Forest
gâteau, by any chance? Betty, isn't it?’

‘Letty,’
growled the Major. ‘And we don't eat Kraut food, thank you very
much. Not all forgotten the war, you know.’ He looked down at his
leg with a meaningful glare.

‘Oh, oh, of
course, yes,’ floundered Mr Saggers, his embarrassment tempered by
the certain knowledge that Major Lamb's genual difficulties arose
from a piece of recalcitrant seating at the Scorsdale cricket
ground last season. ‘So, what can I do for you then, Major? I've
got some nice individual smoked salmon portions over here. Come
complete with a shrink-wrapped pot of herb butter. Very tasteful.’
He delved into a nearby freezer and produced a greasy package of
puce-coloured polythene. ‘Sell by the bucketful in Helmsley, so
they tell me.’ His large moist face took on a wistful look.

‘Looks like
fossilised vomit to me,’ said the Major shortly. Then, for he was
at heart a kindly man, he relented. ‘I'll take one of those packets
of asparagus, though, if you'll wrap it properly. Very keen on
asparagus, is Letty, what with working at the library and all that
literary stuff.’

Mr Saggers'
corpulent form danced a little jig around the special offer
ice-scrapers.

‘But it's
council business I'm supposed to be here for,’ the Major reminded
himself. ‘This retirement do for old Ken, you'll sort out the
catering, will you?’

‘Oh aye, no
problem. Be funny without old Ken about the place, though, won't
it? How long's he been here? I know he was around when my dad was
on t'council.’

‘Good God, yes.
Forty-six, seven years, something like that. He came as Town
Planner after the war. Officious young whippersnapper he was, with
his demob suit and his Ministry notebook. Then years later, when
this Environmental Health lark got to Rambleton, he said he'd do
that too. After all, he'd been the unofficial Inspector of Drains
ever since old Tom Bucket had his accident in '53. And we've rubbed
along all right with Ken over the years. Didn't take him long to
mellow. Bit of give and take, the spirit of the law, and all that.
Old Porridge and I managed to get our skittles hall past him,
anyway, there's a blessing.’

‘Well, I hope
this new chap you've appointed is as accommodating as old Ken.’

‘Hmm. I'm
afraid we been bowled a bit of a googly on that one, old man. Thing
is, we offered the job to this young chappie straight out of
college. Loosestrife, he's called. David Loosestrife. Studied this
environmental thingy, his bloody social worker wife's going to work
in Rambleton and so he'd agreed to take the job at something like
half the going rate.’

‘That sounds
all right.’

‘Yes, that's
what we thought. Bugger me, though, if this Loosestrife doesn't
write back saying that we didn't tell him he'd also be the Planning
Officer and he can't do that bit. Says his union, or society, or
whatever they have, has advised him not to. Never heard such damned
nonsense.’

‘Well, give the
job to someone else.’

‘There isn t
anyone else. Not at that salary. And you know what'll happen if we
don't have an environmental health officer and a planning
officer?’

‘No.’

‘Well,
according to Mrs Moore, we'll get amalgamated with Scorsdale. She
tells me we're an anomaly anyway, being a district council when
Rambleton's only really big enough for a parish. Something about
discharging our proper functions. Can't say I listened after that
bit. You know what old Clarrie Moore's like. Oh sorry, you don't,
do you?’

This was not
tactful of the Major, who should have known how fervently Stewart
Saggers longed to follow in his father's municipal footsteps and
how aggrieved he was that the wards for which he was selected
persisted in returning Labour councillors. For Mr Saggers, the yoke
of subservience to Clarissa Moore, the indefatigable Conservative
group leader, would be a burden of leisurely lightness.

He shifted his
weight forward a little and the tone of concern in his voice gave
way to a certain satisfaction. ‘So what will you do?’

‘Well, Jim
Silver on Finance says we can afford fifty pounds a week, so we'll
put an advertisement in the Labour Exchange, whatever they call it
these days, for a planning officer at fifty quid. Someone'll do it
for the pin money. Might suggest it to old Letty, actually, if
she's got time left from the library. Nothing like a bit of
untrammelled power for bucking up a woman's curries.’

‘But will the
Socialists stand for it?’

‘Letty's
curries? Don't think they've ever had any. She made a cake out of
carrots once, for the raffle at the Civic Ball, but I'm almost
certain it was won by an Independent.’

‘No, I mean the
fifty pounds a week. What about minimum wages and all that? They
gave me a lot of stick last election, you know, about that dollop
over there.’ He jerked his head towards the spotty youth who was
now earning his £1.27 per hour by practising head-banging over the
seafood section. ‘How will you get this one past them?’

‘Oh politics,
you know, politics,’ said the Major vaguely. ‘They owe us a vote,
you see. Someone did a deal with someone over this GreenSpark
Initiative.’

‘What's the
GreenSpark Initiative when it's at home, then?’

‘You haven't
heard? You're slipping, Saggers, slipping. Thought you were
supposed to have your finger on the pulse of this town, what?’

‘Well,
obviously I've heard of it. I've just been a bit busy to make
myself completely au passant with the details.’

Major Lamb grew
pleasantly warm beneath his Fair Isle waistcoat. It was clear that
old Saggers was losing his grip, however much he might try to hide
it behind fancy Frog expressions.

‘It's a
competition, as I'm sure you know, to find the best of these
so-called alternative energy sources. Alternative to a proper day's
work, if you want my opinion. Anyway, our local loonies try to make
their own electricity using whatever crackpot schemes they can come
up with. Then, if they manage to churn out any on the day of the
contest then Mid-Yorks Electric buy it dirt cheap. The lefties have
these dotty ideas from time to time. Remember the public lavs at
the bottom of Kirkgate?’

‘Oh yes.
Weren't they -’

‘Earth closets.
That's right. Luckily they only lasted three days before Ken
stepped in with one of his red notices. Actually, the joke is, we
would have voted for the GreenSpark doodah anyway. Orders from the
top.’

‘Mrs
Moore?’

‘Oh no, way
above Clarrie. Ernie Shuffler.’

‘The
constituency party chairman?’

‘The
constituency party chairman and the chief executive of Mid-Yorks
Electric. This one's going down in the records as his idea and
anything they save by it will get shunted straight into his
productivity bonus. A bit more small change into the coffers at
Smith Square, a photo opportunity for the Minister and old Ernie
won't go unrewarded. Neat, eh? Well, I'd better be trotting along.
Got to meet my niece at the bus station. Found herself a job at the
Courier, poor girl. So the catering's pukka, is it? No bloody Kraut
cream cakes, mind.’

Major Lamb
clicked his heels sharply, turned upon one of them and marched
lopsidedly out of the shop, leaving Stewart Saggers leaning back
thoughtfully against his ice-pop display, his eyes goggling
slightly and his damp hands clutching at a bag of rapidly
defrosting asparagus.




The so-called
Express bus from Scorsdale swept about all the principal sights of
Rambleton before creaking resignedly into the bus station. But
Claire Lamb, slumped across her rucksack at the back of the coach,
took no notice of the Town Hall or even of the Sports Centre and
hardly deigned to glance at the Alderman Pillmore Memorial Gardens.
She would just remember it all once more, that tremendous evening
six weeks, four days and seventeen hours ago. Just once more before
the coach stopped. She leaned her burning cheek against the canvas,
closed her eyes, and was back in her shabby room.




‘Tash?’ she
called across the landing to the sound of Carly Simon and running
water. ‘Tash, I can't do my risotto tonight. I've just remembered
it's Dr Forrest's shindig.’

Natasha
appeared in the doorway, half her head still covered in muddy
henna.

‘You're going
to go, are you? I didn't bother with my tutor's farewell
whatsit.’

‘I think I
will. Dr Forrest has this idea of asking old students to her last
party. Thinks it'll give us a taste of the wide world into which we
are about to be propelled, I suppose. I expect they'll all be
pretty dreary but you never know. There might be someone in
journalism who could give me some tips.’

‘Well, maybe.
They might get some better sherry in, at least. What are you going
to wear?’

‘I've no idea.
D'ye think I ought to dress up?’

‘Doesn't do any
harm, does it? I mean, if you might meet someone useful. How about
that suit you got for interviews?’

‘The Loch Ness
Monster?’

‘What?’

‘In a vain
attempt to develop some affection for the thing, I thought I'd try
naming it. And since it's enormous, green, Scottish and best seen
through an unfocused lens, there didn't seem to be much else I
could call it. On the other hand, it's at least clean.’

‘It would be,
since you ve never worn it.’

‘Well, I've
never had any interviews, have I? When this Rambleton possibility
came up, I thought a bird in the hand was better than Vanity Fair
in the bush.’

‘Even if the
bird is your Uncle Fred?’

‘Well, it was
very kind of him to fix it for me. It's only for a year, anyway,
provided I can get on to the course. So, the Monster, you
think?’

‘Yes, go on.
It's not as though you're likely to meet the swain of your dreams
in Dr Forrest's rooms, are you?’

‘No, I suppose
not. He'd better hurry up, mind, if I'm going to be deflowered
before I graduate. I can't believe it, leaving university still a
virgin. You are lucky, Tash -’

‘I wouldn't say
so. A maiden's most precious gift, bestowed on that dollop Keith
Bracegirdle and neither of us can even remember it in detail.
Anyway, you'd better hurry if you're going. I'll open a tin for
supper.’

The party was
much as Claire had expected: those of Dr Forrest's charges who had
not been able to think of a plausible excuse for declining,
together with a few dull-looking graduates whose wistful
expressions showed that their last hopes of camaraderie or success
were buried in this rather dreary London college.

Claire took the
lighter of the two sherries offered, shunning the long-life orange
juice, and hovered on the edge of a group discussing property
prices in High Wycombe.

‘Of course,’ a
portly accountant was saying ‘one can't expect prices so far north
to show the same resilience as Slough. There's a nasty shock
coming, and I'm in a position to know.’

‘Same old
Geoffrey, still talking through your . . . hat,’ said a
cheesy management consultant, catching Dr Forrest's eye just in
time. ‘Anyway, even you can hardly call High Wycombe the
North.’

‘Let's face it,
it's as far north as any of us are likely to end up. Things might
be difficult, but there are limits.’

Claire gulped
her sherry and burst out, before she could change her mind: ‘I'm
going to Yorkshire when I graduate. A little place called
Rambleton.’

There was a
silence broken by Geoffrey. ‘Ey-oop, lass, art tha goin' down
t'pit?’

The rest of the
group faded away, to join a discussion about genetic
fingerprinting. Geoffrey gave a snorting giggle and plodded off to
join them.

Claire, after a
futile attempt to find her watch under the enveloping layers of
mossy tweed, turned around in search of the sherry salver. It had
disappeared, but behind her stood, with the convenient timing of a
fairy-tale prince, an extraordinarily handsome man who had somehow
got hold of the bottle.

‘I think you
need a refill,’ he murmured, one dark eyebrow raised sardonically.
‘I imagine you're on the fino.’

For a
disorientating moment Claire imagined that Fino was the brand name
of a contraceptive pill.

‘What? No, I
. . .’ He tilted the bottle slightly, letting the golden
contents trickle towards the cork. ‘Oh. Yes, yes please.’

‘I couldn't
help overhearing,’ he whispered as he filled her glass, holding her
fingers steady with his other hand, ‘that you - Claire isn't it? -
mentioned you were going to Rambleton. Now, let me tell you, that
is interesting.’

Claire looked
at him sharply, suspecting sarcasm, but his dark blue eyes were
gazing direcly into hers and the long smile, though conscious of
its own charms, contained no discernible irony. He took her arm and
guided her towards one of the tall sash windows, positioning her
with her back to the glass while he leaned an arm on the wall
beside her.

‘Yes.’ She was
trying simultaneously to speak, smile and hide her teeth, horribly
aware of their crookedness before his own ivory perfection. ‘I'm
going to be a reporter on the Rambleton Courier for a year before I
do my journalism course. Why, do you know it?’

The corners of
his eyes crinkled and he bent, almost imperceptibly, closer to her.
‘Claire. Claire, I live in Rambleton, believe it or not. I have a
solicitor's practice there. We might see an awful lot of one
another.’

‘Jolly good!’
she almost shouted, made giddy by the urgent pulsing beneath the
ghastly suit. Why on earth had she let Tash persuade her to wear it
on such a warm evening? She could have got away with a sundress and
a light jacket. Quick, quick, something witty to say. ‘Perhaps
you'll be able to give me some good scoops then.’ Oh no, oh no, oh
no. What in the name of Lord Beaverbrook had possessed her to say
such a thing? Unprofessional, for them both, and distinctly risqué,
in the most obvious, music-hall sort of way.

But he did not
seem to mind. In fact, to her mingled rapture and consternation, he
was now propping his arm on the window above her and his lips were
only a few inches from her own. She was sweating desperately
beneath the serviceable lining of her jacket but there was no
possibility of removing it now. Even worse, because more easily
detectable, she had a horrible feeling that her damp tights were
descending into elephantine folds about her ankles. She looked
frantically about but could see nothing past his smoothly shaven
cheek, subtly redolent of musk and ambergris. Why hadn't someone
warned her? As far as she knew, Dr Forrest's previous guests had
always been ancient civil servants or drips like that personnel
woman gulping the peanuts.

He was saying
something in a low confidential tone, tickling the hair above her
ear with his peppermint breath. ‘Actually, I can. Look out for a
woman, a solicitor, called Ophelia O.’ Already it was horrible to
hear him say another female name. ‘Bit of a harridan, you know.
Hen-pecked husband and five children.’ That was all right then.
‘Find out what she was doing last autumn, how she managed to act
for every single member of a rather suspect conveyancing chain,
from a tweedy old Papist aristocrat to the local fille de joie and
her criminal swain, how they all managed to get mortgage offers
with scarcely a job between them . . . I think you
understand me?’

Claire, who was
not even sure what conveyancing was, nodded with what she hoped was
worldly nonchalance.

‘And, if you
want something earthier’ - his lips gave a little breathy tremor -
‘then why not look into the death of Wilfred Parrish? Her senior
partner. A very sudden death, no inquest, no post-mortem and the
ink still wet on the merger agreement with another struggling
Rambleton firm. Highly coincidental, don't you think, ma Clair de
lune? I think we might make your name with that one.’

His eyes were
so very, very blue between the black lashes, his mouth so fine, so
near, so near. . .

‘Nick!’ Dr
Forrest's flat, academic voice thudded across the room. ‘Nick, I
need to know all about the power of trustees.’

Her solid
German sandals were fast approaching. It was too late for the kiss,
but a final flirtatious challenge might keep her in his thoughts
until she reached Uncle Fred in Rambleton.

‘And you?’ she
whispered, through dry, taut lips. ‘Don't you have any clever legal
scams of your own?’

‘I, little
Claire?’ he replied, brushing her cheek with the backs of his
fingers. ‘That not even you will know. Au revoir.’ And he was
gone.




‘'Scuse me,
love?’ Claire opened her eyes to find the young driver calling to
her from the front of the bus. ‘This is Rambleton. Terminates here.
You'll have to get off.’

She stumbled
into the aisle, scattering crisp packets, magazines and half-eaten
apples. Her handbag swung upside down and a cohort of little white
tampons rolled down the bus. Hastily, Claire picked the more
visible of these under the seats.

‘Come on,
darling!’ called the driver. ‘I finished my shift five minutes
ago.’

Claire lugged
her rucksack to the top of the steps and paused for a few seconds,
gazing at it malevolently. She wondered now what pioneering
instinct had made her pack The Complete Works of Shakespeare, three
kagouls, Cruden's Concordance of the Holy Scriptures, a camping
stove and Bertrand Russell's History of Western Philosophy. One of
the kagouls would have come in handy now, for a fine drizzle was
falling on the dingy concrete bus shelter, were they not all packed
at the bottom of the bag, beneath a fortnight's supply of
underwear.

Uttering what
might have been an ancient Ashanti curse, she kicked the rucksack
down the steps. It tumbled acrobatically, bounced on the kerb, and
narrowly missed a small boy who was Sellotaping a notice to the
wall of the bus shelter.

‘Oi!’ he
protested. ‘You ought to be careful with great big galumphing bags
like that. Disturbing peaceful estate agents in their valuable
work. I could sue, you know. Nervous shocking and nearly damage to
my trousers. Here, can you find the end of this Sellotape?’

Claire,
nonplussed, scraped feebly at the battered roll and eventually
managed to raise a ragged corner of tape.

‘Thanks. It's a
bit mangy 'cos one of our dogs tried to eat it. They always do.
They think that a roll of Sellotape is a doggy chew.’ He looked at
it thoughtfully. ‘Well, I s'pose it's not much different once
they've had a few munches. You got a dog?’

‘Er, no. Got to
go now.’ She had caught sight of her uncle limping energetically
towards a bus shelter on the other side of the road. ‘Nice to meet
you.’

‘And you,’ said
the boy absently, concentrating hard, his tongue between his teeth,
upon his poster.

Estate agent?
thought Claire to herself as she hurried, hampered by the rucksack,
towards the retreating tweed back of the Major. The boy could not
have been more than twelve at the most, and his sweatshirt and grey
flannels were surely a school uniform. Perhaps there would be
something worth reporting in Rambleton after all, other than the
mysterious Ophelia O. Professional or not, his advertising was
certainly effective, for as she looked back over her aching
shoulder she saw that he already had two potential customers. A
young couple, clad almost entirely in very clean denim, whom she
vaguely recognised from the London coach, were standing behind the
boy, spelling out his poster with enormous interest.




HOUSE FOR SALE (not
very nice)

A 3-bedded house with
lots of wood-worms and other insects is being put for sale a bit
too far from Rambleton for you to walk unless you want blisters and
the road is too dangerous for bikes. Not many busses. Subsiding
very quickully and we think there is a mouse. You can't breath in
Joan's room because of the ventilation so the person that buys it
will be dead soon. No sentral heating or fitted wardrobes. Probully
haunted.

45 thousand £s (too
much) Moorwind Farm, Cold Clumb Lane, Rambleton

ps dont blieve Mr
Clockwork becausse hes paid to sell it.

 



Chapter
Five

But, for to speken of
hire conscience,

She was so charitable
and so pitous

She wolde wepe, if
that she saugh a mous

Kaught in a trappe, if
it were deed or bledde.

(Prologue,
142-45)



The morning sun
was illuminating a tear-shaped damp patch on the bedroom ceiling.
Ophelia stared at it for a few seconds and then pulled the duvet
back over her head and tried to return to her dream. It was too
late, however, for the baby had woken too and was investigating her
ribs with its as yet rather bony elbows. Ophelia dragged herself up
against a pile of pillows and looked about the room. Malachi was
evidently dressed, to judge from the pyjamas which festooned the
door handle and lamp-shade and the damp towel which Megabyte was
quietly chewing in the corner. The digital alarm clock was flashing
12:00, as it had been for the past three weeks, possibly to remind
them of the overdue life insurance premium for which it had been an
incentive. The cup of tea sat beside her bed was, despite the sun,
now completely cold and a thick skin of yellowing matter floated
upon its surface. There was no sound.

Suddenly
convinced that south-west Rambleton had been destroyed by a nuclear
accident or, alternatively, that her entire family (with the
exception of Megabyte, who was now rounding off her breakfast with
Malachi's second-best rugby socks) had been enthralled by the
malevolent fairies of Moorwind Wood, Ophelia rolled herself
straight out of bed without sitting on the edge first. As she stood
up, the dusty lino rushed up to meet her, the sunny morning turned
black and she found herself ignominiously thrown backwards on to
the sagging mattress. She lay back, breathing deeply as the baby
leapt in delight and began hammering its little heels upon her
swollen bladder.

The next, more
restrained, attempt was successful and Ophelia rumbled heavily, and
only just in time, to the bathroom.

‘I suppose,’
she muttered to herself, and to Megabyte, who had followed her in
the hope of finding a tasty disposable nappy in the bathroom waste
bin, ‘that girls these days do GCSEs in Pelvic Floor Technology and
National Vocational Qualifications in Bladder Control. Perhaps this
baby had better be the last one, Meg. What do you think?’

Megabyte, who
had given birth to seven litters, none of less than three puppies,
told Ophelia quite clearly, with a long look, to stop fussing and
began to eat the bath mat.

The children's
rooms were all empty, as was the sitting room, thick with dust and
the past week's newspapers. It was rather too early in the morning,
she thought, to brave the kitchen, but a quick glance revealed
nothing more animate than the mildew on the walls and a cobwebby
bread-and-butter pudding wedged underneath the stove. The kitchen
clock, usually accurate to within twenty minutes or so, stood at a
quarter past ten.

‘Arark!’

The cry, brief
and inarticulate, could clearly be heard through the broken kitchen
window. Ophelia rescued her slippers from the bottom of the fridge,
replaced them with a sad lettuce which had been cowering in
Gigabyte's bed, and shuffled out of the back door.


‘PiHyInnieJoanUrban!’

It was the
unmistakable sound of a diminishing tether, and it was easily
traced to a patch of gravel behind the pigsty. Malachi was standing
in the centre of the group, holding a clipboard and a broken
pencil. He looked very hot, his fair skin an angry red, and he had
evidently just stubbed one of his sandalled toes on a sharp stone.
Around him, in a rough circle, were Urban and Innocent, each
standing on an old potato sack and clutching the ends of various
pieces of twine, Gigabyte, panting in a patch of shade, Reredorter,
wrapping herself in as much of the twine as possible, and five
cardboard boxes, which surveyed the others with impassive
superiority.

‘Come on,
Urban,’ called Malachi, scratching at his clipboard with the wrong
end of the pencil. ‘You're the file server, remember. Now, send
your messages to the users. Go on, wiggle your string.’

Urban jerked
his arms up and down vigorously and two of the cardboard boxes fell
over. Reredorter, sensing the possibilities of a new game, galloped
over to one, trailing tails of twine after her.

‘Oh dear,’ said
Malachi with admirable restraint. ‘Now the whole system's gone
down. Never mind, we'll practise the emergency routine. File
server, display your error message, would you?’

Urban
obediently held up a sheet of newspaper, but the print server,
a.k.a. Innocent, had caught sight of his mother on the other side
of the pigsty and waddled towards her, his unsecured nappy sliding
towards his feet.
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