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Chapter
One

An English Opening

Ophelia's first
thought was that Chequers had come back to haunt them. There she
sat, plump and black, on the top of the flight of steps which led
to Parrish Snodsworth Ranger, defying, with her eight remaining
lives, the ebullience that had fatally propelled her under the
wheels of the butcher van. Ophelia peered through the fog and
caught the heel of her unfamiliar court shoe between the cobbles of
the Market Square. She decided to concentrate on where she was
going.

So it was that,
having successfully negotiated four or five fish-and-chip wrappers
and the odd broken brown ale bottle, Ophelia reached the stone
steps, thick, as ever, with pigeon-droppings, and looked up again.
There was no sign now of the cat, who was, presumably, slumbering
in the celestial arms of her deceased owner, the eponymous Mr
Parrish. Instead, there bobbed, in cheerful fashion, a large and
luxuriant fur hat, black, with the occasional fleck of cream,
well-groomed and healthy. But beneath the hat stretched a wide,
Slavic face that was anything but cheerful.

‘Aahhh,’ said
the face, but it was not an ‘Aahhh’ of anticipation, still less of
satisfaction, rather the ‘Aahhh’ of a deep and justifiable gloom.
‘You are working here?’

‘Um
. . . yes,’ said Ophelia and then, thinking this to be
scarcely the war-cry of a dynamic legal desperado, returning to the
fray, ‘Yes. Certainly. How may I help you?’

The trouble
was, that however much she had looked forward to this moment, to
the exhilaration of striding, untrammeled by sling or pushchair,
into her own office again, she could not help but worry about what
she had left behind her. Could her husband Malachi really manage to
measure out the right amount of formula milk for his sixth-born,
little Adeodata, whilst simultaneously keeping two-year old
Innocent out of the septic tank? How she wished that she had
persevered with the electric breast pump instead of allowing her
eldest, Pius, to turn it into an automatic slow-bowling device. It
wasn't even as though it was still the cricket season.

The fur-hatted
man seemed as dubious as she, for he had still not answered her
question but stood, hands in the deep pockets of his overcoat, and
rocked from side to side. ‘How to begin? How to begin?’

‘Why not start
with coming inside?’ suggested Ophelia, feeling the first cold
scrapes of a Rambleton autumn against the back of her fifteen
denier shins. She took the large, flat key from her pocket and,
with the insouciance of twelve months' experience, executed the
complex sequence of twists and thumps that would persuade the door
to open. Antiquity, in this instance, had provided Parrish
Snodsworth Ranger with a more efficient burglar alarm than any
technology could offer, for only Ophelia herself and her secretary,
Polly, had perfected the routine. Not, Ophelia thought ruefully,
that the disparate collection of cereal boxes and biscuit tins that
constituted the office filing system contained much of interest to
the potential burglar, while the petty cash box, had, at the last
reckoning, contained three halfpennies, still accepted as legal
tender in most of Rambleton's shops, a couple of Polly's hairgrips
and an I.O.U. for twenty seven pence from the landlord of the Ram's
Leg.

Inside, the
building was as dank and musty as it had been five months before,
when Ophelia had departed on her maternity leave. The blue paint
with which she and Polly had done their best to lighten the
atmosphere was already peeling away, revealing the immutable
solicitors' brown beneath. She waved the man through, past the
remains of Polly's sandwiches and into her own office in the
corner. Here her visitor seemed to relax a little, for this room,
which had formerly been that of Mr Parrish himself, was at least
traditionally shabby, with a wide treacly desk, frayed leather
blotter and rows of olive-backed volumes upon which dust clung in
bluish bobbles, undisturbed by the years. Ophelia flicked the
switch of a small plastic fan-heater and motioned the man to sit
down. This he did, gingerly, settling his broad base into the
semicircular embrace of an ancient chair and letting his short
legs, in a hairy grey tweed, swing slightly above the lino. Under
the glare of the fluorescent light his face seemed to sag. She had,
upon first seeing him, plump and sturdy, guessed his age at about
sixty-five, but now realised that he was probably ten or fifteen
years older.

‘How to begin?’
he repeated, and then snapped to his feet in an unexpectedly
military manner. He thrust out a pale plump hand.

‘Name, of
course. Alexander Illyich Zhukovsky. But to you - Zuke!’

He smiled, for
the first time, and into his khaki-coloured cheeks came a shadow of
crimson. His eyes, as grey as his suit, lightened.

‘I am Russian -
you can tell?’ The question was evidently rhetorical for he
continued without pausing. ‘I am grandmaster of chess. I win many,
many tournaments, many, many prizes. Not the very top - you
understand? I am not Kasparov, I am not Karpov - as you see!’ He
gestured towards his ample stomach. ‘But in my time - I win
plenty.’

‘And now?’

‘Now - aahh.
Now is coming of democracy to my country.’ He spoke the word
'democracy' as if it were 'plague', and seemed to realise this, for
he stood up again, and gave Ophelia a neat little bow. ‘Not that I
do not believe in democracy, you understand, cradled in your own
England. Is very great thing, great as Buckenam Palace and, how is
it? - murphins?’

‘Muffins?’

‘Murphins, yes.
Very good. But democracy for me, means ending of my salary. The
Communists, they pay me to play chess. Sometimes, they pay me not
to play chess. But Mr Yeltsin, he have more on his brain than
merely chess players. The Russian Federation, it cannot spare the
roubles for old Zuke.’

‘So you came to
England?’ Ophelia was confused. She knew nothing about professional
chess, but had the idea that Britain, and Rambleton in particular,
was unlikely to be an effective springboard to a lucrative career.
‘Are you sure that . . .’

‘Oh, not for
playing chess. There is no money here, I know that. For chess I
would have gone to France, Germany, America, even. No, I come with
my wife.’ As he said these words, his face fell back into its
greenish folds and his eyes turned dull again. ‘My wife, she is
English. Is - you say Rambletonian?’

‘You could do,
certainly.’

‘Good. I do not
wish to make mistakes here. My wife, Hilda, I tell her when the
salary is gone. She is very worried. Then, she jump up, like this.’
Zuke sprang from his chair for a third time, but with his eyebrows
raised in a pantomime of feminine enthusiasm. ‘She say, "Silly me,
for I have land at home, from my father. We go home, we find. Will
be house, maybe, rent, pension. All will be right." Then she bring
a map, of her land, I think. I do not understand it, but I say,
very well, we come. And so, yesterday, we arrive. The Grand Hotel,
you know?’

Ophelia did,
although she had always thought ‘Grand’ a particularly
inappropriate sobriquet.

‘We stay, have
dinner, bed. Is quite like Russia, in fact.’

Ophelia could
well believe it.

‘This morning,
we order breakfast-in-bed. Bacon, sausage - you know all this?’

‘Only too
well.’

‘You mean is
not tasty? I think also the same. The egg, it sit on my stomach
like a jellyfish. Is right, jellyfish?’ Ophelia nodded. ‘But is
much, much worse for my poor wife.’

‘She's ill?’
asked Ophelia, wondering whether he was under the impression that
Parrish Snodsworth Ranger was the local Tourist Information Office
or, perhaps, Trading Standards Department.

‘Is worse.’
Zuke gripped the arms of the chair and rolled his barrel chest
towards her. ‘Is dead.’

‘Dead? What,
from the breakfast?’

Ophelia had for
some time been developing doubts about the proliferation of the law
of negligence, but even she could concede that Zuke sounded to have
a good case. Rambleton's breakfasts were not generally
distinguished, either for savour or nutritional value, but their
deleterious effects were not normally quite so swift. She wondered
whether Zuke could be said to be resident in Britain for legal aid
purposes.

‘No, I think
not.’ He sounded almost regretful. ‘I think she had not eaten at
all. We sit up in bed, the manager bring trays. I begin, say,
"Hilda, how is it that this is called coffee? Even in the worst
days in Moscow we do not drink such mud." She makes no reply and I
fear that I have offended her. Is her home town, you know, maybe
she likes not for me to insult. "Forgive me, my love," I say, while
I am thinking very fast of something to praise. "These
shirthangers" - is right, shirthangers?’

‘Coat?’
suggested Ophelia, not sure now whether he was addressing her or
the unfortunate Hilda.

‘Ah. Coat,
indeed. "These coathangers are very fine. Most high quality woods."
And still is no answer. So I give her nudge, you know, friendly
little show-yourself-woman.’ He demonstrated, digging a plump elbow
into the unyielding arm of his chair. ‘And then it is that I
know.’

With this
simple statement he seemed to have finished, and sat back in the
chair, watching Ophelia with round and trustful eyes.

‘That must have
been terrible for you. What did you do then?’

‘I telephone to
the manager, ask him "Please come quickly" and he does, up stairs
two at a time, bearing many things, salt, napkins, milk. He is
thinking that I wish to complain of the breakfast. I think there
are maybe many such complaints. But when he sees Hilda he is very
much sympathetic, very sad. Again he calls the doctor.’

‘Again?’

Zuke flapped
his stubby fingers. ‘Is not important. We will come to that. So,
the doctor, he arrives, says yes, she is dead, it is heart
attack.’

Ophelia nodded
vaguely. ‘Yes, I see.’

‘No!’ exploded
the little man, propelling himself completely out of the chair so
that he had to catch hold of the desk edge for support. ‘No, you do
not see! You do not know! My Hilda - she had no heart attack. She
was strong, healthy, like oxen, you say.’

‘But the doctor
had been called before?’

‘Last night,
yes. But this was by no means necessary. Hilda, she went out in the
evening, she did not tell me where. She was, I think, seeing a
person about her land. I, perhaps, would have been too excitable to
be of help. Also, I was very tired. I, you see, was tired, not my
wife. I am five years older than she. It is I who should be dead.
But yes, you ask about the doctor. Hilda, she comes back last
night, comes through the reception where the manager sits. "Mrs
Zhukovsky", he says, " you look ill. You must sit and take
something, some brandy, perhaps." "No," says my wife, "I do not
care for spirits", and this is quite true, for all our years in
Russia she would never approach the vodka. "I am maybe a little
tired," she says, "for it has been a long journey". But then, I
think, she trips on the stair, and he is worried, so calls the
doctor for the first time.’

‘And what did
the doctor say then?’

‘I think,
nothing much. Is hard for me sometimes to understand English when
all are talking at once. He tells her to take aspirin, and she has
them already in her handbag. Then they leave, and we sleep. So, she
was not really ill, you see, not so ill that she should die in the
morning-time. No, my friend, I fear that Hilda is murdered.’

Ophelia,
unusually, could think of nothing to say. Wild accusations had, she
was sure, often passed across the scuffed surface of the desk
during the past century, but she had heard none so stark and
blatant. ‘But why me?’ was all that she could eventually manage. ‘I
mean, I'm a solicitor, not a private detective. If you have any
suspicions, then you ought to talk to the police.’

‘The po-lice?
Bah!’

Ophelia missed
his next few words, fascinated by the fact that he had actually
managed to say the word 'Bah'. She had been trying to slide it into
her conversation for years, but somehow, from a native speaker of
English, it never quite seemed to work.

‘I'm sorry, you
were saying?’

‘Are almost
certainly, you know, in the pay of the culprits. Most likely it is
themselves who are the assassins. We have seen much of this in
Russia. You hear of KGB?’

‘Oh,
absolutely. But the police force here . . .’ Her voice
tailed off as she tried to imagine the ineffectual Constable
Booking, preoccupied as ever with his conjugal affairs, forming a
hit squad.

‘
. . .Are same as everywhere. Believe me, my friend, it is
certainly not safe. You will investigate, kind Mrs O. Will be much
better.’

‘No. I'm sorry,
but it won't. We just don't do things that way in England. Not even
in Rambleton. I really must insist that you contact the police
first. If they're . . .’ She was going to say
‘incompetent’ but thought she had better not prejudice him even
further ‘. . . unsatisfactory, then you'd better come and
see me again.’

‘Very well, if
this is necessary. But also, I have special reason to come here.’
He dug in one of the pockets of his overcoat and brought out a
crumpled piece of paper. It was an old compliment slip from the
firm, dating back to the time, before the merger of a year before,
when it was known as Parrish, Stanmore and Parrish. ‘This is
yourselves, yes?’

‘Yes. At least,
it's what we used to be called.’

‘Good. This I
find in Hilda's handbag. Is certainly then you who will find
Hilda's land, I think. Also her murderer. Is meant to be.’

Ophelia was
looking more closely at the slip of paper. Although the actual
letter-head had apparently not changed for fifty years, until she
and Malachi had introduced the first PC and integral graphics
package to the office, there were other clues which suggested that
the slip dated back to the 1950s or before. Only one telephone
number was given, with no fax or DX number, and this was described
simply as Rambleton 456. Also, the list of partners was
headed by William Parrish, the last Mr Parrish's father, and
followed by James Stanmore, whose name was now immortalised only on
the door to the office lavatory. ‘How long had Hilda had this, do
you know?’

Zuke looked a
little offended. ‘How is it I should know? You think that I would
be rummaging in my poor wife's handbag if she were here to be
asked? It was, I think, with the map. Oh, silly old Zhukovksy! I am
now forgetting to give you the map itself.’

He delved again
into the commodious pocket and handed Ophelia a folded piece of
heavy cream paper. She opened it to find a hand-drawn map,
carefully outlined in red, which showed an oddly shaped piece of
land. The landmarks within the boundaries, mainly fences and trees,
were meticulously recorded, but there was no hint as to which
property it bordered, or as to the location of the land itself. At
the bottom right hand corner two words were neatly blocked,
TROTTER'S BOTTOM, and below them was a small ink drawing of
a very pink pig.

She looked up
to find Zuke smiling at her with an expression uncannily like that
of the pig. ‘One last thing,’ he cautioned, raising a broad
forefinger. ‘Despite our set-backs at home, I am not, as yet, a
poor man. I am willing to pay well, yes, to the last rouble, to
find the killer of my dear Hilda. Many monies, you understand?’

Ophelia tried
to look detached, as though the question of payment was a matter of
perfect indifference to her.

‘But of one
thing I must be sure. Is very likely, you see, that my poor wife
was done to death - you can say "done to death"?’

‘A bit
melodramatic, but in the circumstances, I think so.’

‘Done to
Death,’ repeated Zuke with satisfaction. ‘Done to death by one of
my enemies in the world of chess.’

‘Oh, do you
have many?’ said Ophelia in surprise, thinking of the girls in her
school chess club who seemed notable, apart from their attachment
to upswept spectacles, by their comparative immunity to the usual
round of intense friendships and quarrels.

‘That, I cannot
tell.’ Zuke's expression darkened. ‘It is the nature of the game.
One thinks, analyses, calculates. One makes one's plan, secretly,
silently. Only when one is sure, when the hands of the clock are
moving forward and there is no more time to waste, only then is the
move made. And then - mate!’ He clapped his hands together
at the last word and the sound echoed across the room to the empty
stationery cupboard. ‘And that is why,’ he continued as the sound
died away, ‘that is why my lawyer must, as a great necessity,
herself be a chess player.’

‘Oh.’ said
Ophelia.




‘So we lost the
job, then?’ Polly, the secretary, was perched beside her
typewriter, swinging electric blue legs impatiently while the
kettle wheezed to its climax. ‘He's gone to Nick Bottomley's firm,
I s'pose?’ She hugged her fuscia pink anorak closely to her, for
the fan heater had burned itself out shortly after Zuke's
departure, and they could not find the matches for the gas
fire.

‘Certainly not.
I didn't intend to celebrate my first day back by turning work
away. Not paying work.’ The distinction was important,
Parrish's having several times had to go without new supplies of
Jammy Dodgers while waiting for the petty cash to be replenished by
the Legal Aid Board. ‘No, I just - crossed my fingers a bit.’

‘So you told
him that you did play chess?’

‘Well, I'm sure
I must have learned sometime. I mean, it's one of those civilised
things that you just know, isn't it? Like where Middle C is
and the War of Jenkins' Ear.’

‘Ooh, did you
hear about that, then? Right outside the Ram's Leg, it was, a month
or so back. My Gary was there an' all. Mind you, he said as Ned
were right exaggerating.’

‘Who's Ned?’
Ophelia was out of practice in translating Polly's particular brand
of Yorkshire. She covered her knocking knees with a couple of
affidavits.

‘Ned Jenkins,
as said he had his ear bitten. Gary said it were only a graze.
Couldn't hardly even see the toothmarks, so it seems a bit much to
call it a war. Just a bit of a scrap, really. Gary'd gone by the
time the police came, mind. Got to watch his reputation these days,
what with being an entree.’

‘Being
an entree?’ Ophelia knew that Gary, whose van had despatched poor
Chequers, was trying to cater for Rambleton's more esoteric tastes,
but had not imagined that he was serving himself up alongside the
venison and ostrich steaks.

‘Yeah, you
know, like your Malachi. Got his own business.’

Ophelia
considered embarking either upon a translation of
entrepreneur or a history of Anglo-Spanish maritime
conflict, but decided that both were unspeakably trivial in
comparison with the exertions of the kettle, which showed definite
boiling tendencies. She leapt upon it before it could change its
mind and poured out two large mugs of strong instant coffee.

For a while
there was silence as the caffeine oozed through their cold and
aching muscles, sending little tingles of wakefulness to the ends
of their numbed fingers.

‘Couldn't we
buy some matches?’ begged Ophelia. ‘I'll pay for them, if there's
nothing in petty cash.’


‘Half-nine.’

‘What?’

‘Ophelia
where've you been? You know nothing in Rambleton ever opens before
half-nine. More like ten if it's been a good night in the Leg. It's
only quarter past, now. So come on, about this Russian. You lied,
then, did you?’

‘Not exactly. I
told him I was a bit rusty, couldn't remember whether a gambit
moved forwards or diagonally.’

Polly
nodded.

‘But then I
said . . .’

‘Go on.’

‘I said that
one of the children was very keen, played all the time and dreamed
of being a professional chess-player like him.’

‘Oh yes. Which
one's that, then?’

‘Which one's
what?’

‘The one of
your children that wants to play chess. Funny, I can't quite
imagine any of them sitting down for long enough. I s'pose Urban's
the quietest, isn't he, but I thought it was all dinosaurs with
him.’

‘That's just
it. It isn't any of them. That was the little, er, fib that I had
to tell. But I did have my fingers crossed behind my back.’

‘That's okay,
then.’ Both women realised that the demands of social etiquette,
not to mention those of the Solicitors' Professional Practice
Rules, could invariably be overridden by the rituals of the
playground. It was really the only way to survive, with sharks like
Nick Bottomley of the bright, successful and, no doubt, adequately
heated, firm of Canards ready at any moment to snatch their
hard-won clients. ‘So, you'll have to get one of them to start,
will you?’

‘Looks like
it.’ Ophelia shivered again as she put down her empty coffee mug,
and considered the prospect without relish. Since their move to the
dilapidated Moorwind Farm some eighteen months before, the O.
children, never notable for their cleanliness or industry, had run
almost completely wild, filling their spare time with complex
plans, of which she only heard tantalizing encryptions, and the
husbandry of various unsavoury animals. The only one who could be
relied upon to stay in one place was little Dodie, but even
Ophelia's limited knowledge of chess prodigies suggested that they
rarely began at three months. At the thought of the baby she pulled
her coat protectively around her, but it was too late. Already she
had felt the familiar tingling sensation in her breasts, and two
neat circles of damp cloth had appeared on her blouse, shiveringly
cold where they met the chilly air of the office.

‘Damn,’ she
said, with a vague mental apology towards the heavens, and reached
into her new handbag, matronly capacious to deal with just such
crises, for a fresh pair of disposable breast pads. Polly watched,
aghast, as Ophelia dived into her blouse and removed two dripping
discs.

‘I never knew
you could do that. I'll not bother with the Coffeemate next time,
then.’

‘Bit sweet, I'm
afraid,’ said Ophelia, ‘but very nutritious. That is, if you want a
selection of my antibodies.’

Polly paled
beneath her oyster-coloured foundation. ‘P'raps not. Anyway, you're
going to do this Russian case, are you?’

‘The land side
of it, yes. Just the kind of thing I like, sorting through piles of
dusty old deeds. But not the so-called murder.’

Polly's face
fell. ‘Spoilsport. I thought we'd be dead good as detectives. You
know, Miss Marple and that. Eee - I forgot! Talking of old folks,
Mr Snodsworth wants to see you over t'other side.’

When, nearly a
year before, the ancient Rambleton firms of Parrish, Stanmore &
Parrish, and Snodsworth & Ranger had merged to form Parrish
Snodsworth Ranger, a name of such eminent dullness that no one,
least of all Polly, who had to answer the telephone, could remember
it unprompted, it had proved impossible to dispose of either of the
shabby offices which faced each other across the Market Square. The
three remaining solicitors, Mr Snodsworth, Mr Ranger and Ophelia
(Mr Parrish having mysteriously passed away while the ink on the
merger documents was still tacky) had accordingly spent the next
few months flitting between the offices like substantial
butterflies, referring in each case to the opposite premises as
‘T'other Side.’

‘Wants to see
me? He's never wanted to see me. I'm still not convinced
that he even knows who I am. Are you sure?’

‘Oh yes. I was
surprised, too, with him being such a dreadful male chiropodist,
but he was quite cheerful about it all. "Trot along", he said, "and
have a look at the jolly old ropes."’

‘I suppose I
might as well go now, then,’ said Ophelia with feigned reluctance,
sure that Mr Snodsworth's amour propre would not allow him
to go matchless, and suspecting that even the autumn wind outside
would be warmer than her office. ‘Sort out the post while I'm gone,
would you Poll?’

Polly jumped
down from the desk and stood to mock attention, her natural four
feet ten enlarged by the five inch strawberry blonde spikes of her
newest hairstyle.

‘Aye aye,
Cap'n. And you'll pick up the matches on your way back.’

‘Uh-huh.’

The journey
across the Square was easier than it had been an hour before, for
the frost had been melted by the intermittent sun and Ophelia had
exchanged her court shoes for a sensible flat pair, found in her
filing cabinet, whose only drawback was that Malachi had polished
them in the dark with a tube of lime-green touch-up paint.
Something sharp was digging into her left little toe and she had a
nasty feeling that Innocent had at some stage used them as storage
receptacles for his smaller Sticklebricks.

No concession
to the firm's merger had been made in t'other side's window, which
was still bathed in faded blue silk, from which a small card made
its discreet announcement.

W.R.G. SNODSWORTH,
M.A.

L.N. RANGER

SOLICITORS &
COMMISSIONERS FOR OATHS

The dark
waiting room was empty but for a small middle-aged man in a quilted
jacket, staring between his knees at the red tiled floor.

‘Is someone
seeing to you?’ asked Ophelia.

‘I've come to
see Mr Ranger,’ said the man in a hopeless monotone, ‘but I don't
suppose as he's in. He's not generally in when I come.’

‘I'll find out
for you if you like. Your name is . . .?’

‘Phlutt. With a
Ph, not an F. But I wouldn't bother if I were you. I'll just wait.
I'm generally waiting for something or other, so it won't make no
odds.’

Mr Phlutt gave
a sigh, insufficiently marked to indicate any particular
disappointment, and returned to his observation of the floor.

The heavy door
of Mr Snodsworth's room opened slowly, hampered by the luxuriant
pile of his Persian carpet. From behind an enormous mahogany desk
his iridescent baldness arose above a copy of Barchester
Towers.

‘Damn fine
writer, this young Trollope, despite his tomfool name,’ murmured
the old solicitor. ‘Wonder which club he belongs to. Ah. The infant
Oliver. Wondered when you were going to make an appearance.
Punctual and punctilious, that's the way to succeed in the law, my
boy. Polite and parsimonious. Never mind all this newfangled
typewriter nonsense. Well, stand up straight, lad, make a man of
yourself.’

‘I
. . . beg your pardon?’

‘Squeaking
little voice you've got, haven't you? Won't make much of an impact
on old Judge Hebblethrower with that warble. Sounds like a damn
woman.’

‘I am a woman
sir.’

‘What's that?
Speak up, won't you? And another thing - get that hair cut. We
don't want any of those Rolling Beetles here, you know. Not to
mention - Good God! Scotch, are you?’

‘No, sir, I'm
. . .’

‘Then why in
the name of heaven are you wearing a skirt?’

‘Because I'm a
woman.’

Mr Snodsworth
lifted a pair of gold pince-nez from a chain about his neck and
peered at Ophelia through them.

‘So you are,’
he said in deflated disgust. ‘Well, I don't need polishing this
morning. I told that snippet on t'other side that I wanted to see
the new man. Give him the benefit of my experience. How many years
is it that I've been in practice?’

‘Sixty-two, I
believe.’

‘Sixty-three.
There you are then. Young man, first day in the office, bright,
bobbing and ready to go, all he needs is a few wise words from an
attorney of sixty-four years' standing. Well run along, run along,
my dear and fetch him.’

‘Fetch who, I
mean whom?’

‘Why, this
Oliver O., of course. That popsie told me that he was starting this
morning.’

‘I'm afraid you
must have misheard, sir. I'm Ophelia O. Don't you remember?
I'm the solicitor on t'other side. I've just come back from my
maternity leave.’

‘What the
devil's maternity leave?’

Ophelia
explained, as delicately as possible.

‘But
. . . but.’ Mr Snodsworth's round face fell into a
drooping parody of bewilderment. Ophelia was reminded of Innocent,
her two-year-old, so often baffled by the irrational explanations
of his elders. ‘I'd heard a rumour there were lady solicitors, but,
married women . . .’ He picked up his fountain
pen, and shook it, apparently drawing strength from the shower of
ink spots which fell across the desk. ‘No, we can't have that sort
of thing here, madam. I fear that you must consider yourself
bowler-hatted.’

Ophelia raised
a tentative hand to her wiry curls. ‘I don't think I've
. . . Perhaps a headscarf?’

‘Cashiered,
young lady. Chasséd. In short, I am dismissing you. Kindly return
to your offspring and send young Oliver in.’

‘I've been
trying to tell you, Mr Snodsworth. There is no Oliver.’

‘Poppycock. Of
course there's an Oliver. Smart young lad, starting work today.
Look here; I've even noted it in my journal.’ He pushed a
leather-bound diary towards her, his finger indicating an illegible
entry in pale brown copperplate. ‘Just what we need around here. I
once had high hopes of that shaver young Ranger, but it doesn't
look as though he'll ever make anything of himself.’

Ophelia
forebore to point out that Deputy District Judge Ranger had been Mr
Snodsworth's partner for the past twenty years. It was occurring to
her that it might, after all, be useful to keep the mythic Oliver
alive. Her sacking was, of course, in blatant contradiction of all
sex discrimination legislation, and she was confident of her
success, other things being equal, in achieving reinstatement and
compensation from an industrial tribunal. What such a tribunal
would make of Mr Snodsworth's evidence, however, she dreaded to
imagine. Its members might well end up so bewildered that they
would dismiss the case in pure self-defence, or might decide that
Ophelia, in even wanting her job back, was demonstrating
certifiable lunacy. More significantly, it would take so long for
the tribunal machinery to grind into action that by the time the
case was heard she would have lost all hope of retaining the
lucrative business of Mr Zhukovsky. She would just have to keep out
of Mr Snodsworth's way as much as possible, and be prepared to
impersonate the fictive Oliver in an emergency. Ophelia glanced
down at her still globular stomach and sighed. She had hoped to
avoid trousers for the next ten years or so.

‘Well off you
go then, missie, off you go. You won't get me to change my mind,
you know. Feminine wiles never got anywhere with William Reginald
G. I well remember the last popsy to try anything of that sort.
Flapper like you she was, as well, but she soon found out she'd
picked on the wrong chap. Yes indeed.’ The corners of his eyes
crinkled with malicious reminiscence as he picked up a folder from
his desk.

‘Of course, Mr
Snodsworth. Oh and sir?’

‘Hmmm?’

‘I've just
remembered. Oliver's in court all day today. Said he wanted to
start as he meant to go on, working hard for the firm from morning
to night. Keen as mustard, that young fellow.’ She bit her lip,
wondering whether she might have overdone it, but Mr Snodsworth was
equally impervious to contradiction or parody.

‘Excellent.
Excellent. Now then, I think counsel's opinion is called for
on this one.’

Ophelia closed
the door gently, leaving Mr Snodsworth with his beloved directory
of barristers, circa 1922. It was not until she was out in
the Square again, having completely failed to notice the patient
and phlegmatic Mr Phlutt, that she realised that Mr Snodsworth had
been referring, not to the case of Re Geranium Trusts which
had been his constant companion for the past half-century, but to
the new folder on his desk, with the more prosaic title of
Podd. She trudged back across the cobbles deep in thought,
and forgot all about the box of matches.

 



Chapter
Two

The Chicago Gambit

By a quarter
past five that afternoon, Ophelia was racing up the pot-holed road
which led home, equally oblivious to the outraged squawks of the
starlings bathing in the puddles and to the defunct suspension of
her ancient Volvo. Through the deepest crater, over the rusty
cattle-grid and she was there, manoeuvring through the gateposts
and into the grim yard of Moorwind Farm. Above her, a battered sign
was creaking on its rusty hinges. Wet Nose Solutions, it
read, for all your PC needs. Ophelia gave the sign a little
push, so that it flipped over to reveal its banana box origins, and
set off towards the front door, flanked by dead geraniums, of the
concrete bungalow.

As she grew
closer to the door her trudge became a trot, and then a sprint, as
the faint sounds which could at first have been the screeching of
far-off seagulls were clarified into the screams of a small
baby.

‘Dodie!’ she
cried, wrenching the rotten wood of the door from its frame.
‘Mal?’

Malachi, small
and damp in a sweatshirt and jogging trousers that were more hole
than trouser, emerged from the bathroom. With one hand he pulled
ineffectually at his waistband while the other clutched a furious
bundle in a grubby Babygro.

‘Thank God,’ he
panted, and his balding head faded to a crimson several shades
paler than the baby's. ‘Here, hold her a moment, would you, while I
. . .’ He thrust the child at Ophelia and plunged both
hands down the back of his trousers. ‘Ridiculous boxer shorts, been
twisted like that since half-past three, couldn't put Dodie down,
been screaming . . .’

‘You or the
baby?’ asked Ophelia, unbuttoning her blouse with a practiced hand
while jogging the still frenetic infant on her shoulder. She pulled
aside the cup of her bra and three delicate jets of repressed milk
shot out at different angles.

‘Both,’ said
Malachi, mopping at the front of his sweatshirt with his
sleeve.

Ophelia, still
standing, attached the baby's mouth, which had been popping like a
frustrated goldfish, to her nipple. There was suddenly silence,
except for Dodie's breathless gulping and a small, cheerful voice
from the other side of the sitting-room door, chanting, ‘One piggy,
two piggies, five piggies!’

‘Oh good,’ said
Ophelia. ‘You've managed to fix the video, then?’

‘Not exactly.
You must admit, it showed a generous spirit in Innocent, feeding it
all those peanut butter sandwiches. He made them himself, as well.
Perhaps it wouldn't have been as bad if it wasn't the crunchy sort.
There's something about those little bits that defeats the Japanese
completely. Now if the Americans had known that before Pearl
Harbour . . . What? No, no, it's a leaflet-thingy that
Lady Tartleton gave him. She's got a new scheme, I'm afraid.’

Ophelia opened
the door, Dodie clinging to her lapels with a desperate and sticky
grasp, and went into the sitting room. In the middle of the scarred
linoleum squatted a little boy of two-and-a-half, surrounded by the
components of a dismantled disk drive, and leafing happily through
a brightly coloured booklet.

‘Six piggies,
seben piggies, ten piggies!’

‘Hello Innie.
Had a nice day with Daddy?’

The toddler
looked up, beamed at her, and returned to his booklet, which,
Ophelia could see now, was entitled Pig Breeding the Hygienic
Way.

‘Big purple
one.’

Ophelia sat
down on the large sagging sofa, its geriatric springs complaining
gently, detached Dodie and plugged her on to the other breast.
Before replacing the vacated nipple in the decency of her blouse
she gave it a sharp stab with her forefinger.

‘What's that
for?’ asked Malachi, who had followed her in. ‘Bit masochistic,
isn't it? You should have told me you liked that sort of
thing.’

‘Don't be
silly, it's to stop the milk flow. African women do it on
buses.’

‘Sounds like
one of those slogans people have in their rear windows. African
women do it on buses. Englishwomen prefer . . . Hang
on, wasn't there a National Express coach in Cornwall
. . .?’

‘There was,
yes,’ said Ophelia, feeling rather warm even in the chill of the
irresolute electric fire, ‘but we were very young then and it
was at the terminus.’

‘So was I by
the time we'd finished,’ grinned Malachi, showing at least three
unnecessary dimples.

‘Four!’ cried
Innocent.

‘Not quite,’
admitted Malachi, ‘but I was getting there.’

‘Rubbish,’ said
Ophelia briskly. ‘One-and-a-half, then a man came down the aisle
with a broom. And my stiff neck didn't clear up until Falmouth.
So,’ she continued, with a little jerk of efficiency, ‘Dodie
wouldn't take her bottle, then? Did you try the carrot purée?’

Malachi
silently indicated a long orange smear which extended from his
shoulder downwards.

‘How about the
baby rice? Strawberry yoghurt? Chocolate pudding?’

At each
suggestion Malachi pointed to the appropriate stain on his
sweatshirt.

‘Ah. Well, I
expect she'll be all right after this feed. What were you saying
about Lady Tartleton?’

‘This my
bagoota,’ announced Innocent, having abandoned Pig Breeding
and returned to the disk drive. ‘Boken.’

‘I think it's
something to do with her American nephew. Do you want a sandwich,
by the way? Apparently he's a . . . Hold on, this sounds
like them back now. I'll leave her to explain.’

And Malachi
fled, with an agility reminiscent of his rugby Blue days, into the
kitchen. Moments later the front door was rammed open by someone or
thing whose ferocity made Ophelia's own tussles with it look like
gentle coaxing, and seven large and variegated labradors bounded
through it. In a few seconds the sitting-room, distinctly grubby to
begin with, was transformed into a pandemonium of mud and flying
paws. Innocent was knocked over in the first onslaught, his
affronted squawks mingled with the dogs' excited woofing, while
Dodie was swiped with three or four wagging tails, totally
independent of their owners' control. The baby, accustomed to this
after three months at Moorwind, merely flapped a tiny hand in their
direction and continued to guzzle.

Ophelia did her
ineffectual best to impose discipline.

‘Meg! Gigabyte!
Virgil - no, you're Horace, aren't you? Rea, down!’

The chasing
redoubled and the air was filled with floating dog hairs, dancing
in a sudden burst of sunlight.

‘Sit!’ came a
voice from the doorway and, as if quite different dogs, the seven
labradors arranged themselves into a neat row, each tidy on its
haunches, muzzle raised in military precision, eyes bright with
enthusiastic loyalty.

Innocent
continued to sniff.

‘And stop that
snivelling, child!’ snapped Lady Tartleton with such a realistic
bark that one of the younger dogs began to thump its tail on the
floor.


‘Lavatorium!’

One glance from
those eyes, glittering fierce on either side of the sharp violet
nose, was sufficient. Lady Tartleton, tweed and corduroy whistling,
strode over to the sofa and stood over Ophelia. ‘Suckling
again?’

‘I've been at
work all day. It's her first since breakfast.’

‘Hmmn. Well,
you won't have to go to that appalling place for much longer. As
I've been trying to explain to that husband of yours, I've had a
letter from my nephew in America.’

‘I didn't know
you had a . . .’

‘One hardly
likes to advertise, Ophelia, that one's relations have been forced
to the colonies, particularly the rebellious ones. Even India's bad
enough, and one knew some quite decent people who'd been out there.
But that's by the way. Even Australia would be an improvement.
Apparently the boy, Stephen is it, or Mark, something dreadfully
dull, has done all right for himself over in the States. Professor
of Hydro-Porcine Agriculture at the Hank B. Thrupenberry
University, Illinois. What d'ye think of that, then, eh?’

‘Hydro-porcine
. . .’ mused Ophelia, trying to dredge together the
remnants of her classical education. Dodie seemed to have fallen
asleep and so, gingerly, she licked her little finger and carefully
inserted it into the baby's mouth to break the seal upon her
breast.

‘Wet pigs,’
explained Malachi from the doorway. His mother, in the pre-Vatican
II days of his infancy, had intended him to be a priest, and had
rocked his cradle to gently murmured declensions.

‘Exactly,’ said
Lady Tartleton and then, fearing to demonstrate approval for
Malachi, whom she considered a peasant, and suspected of laughing
at her, looked around for something to criticise. Her gimlet eye
fell on Ophelia.

‘I'd just yank
it off, if I were you!’ she roared, and Dodie's face crumpled in
readiness for a fresh scream. Ophelia quickly replaced the nipple
and grimaced.

‘Thank you so
much. So that's what Innocent was looking at, was it? Hydro-Porcine
Agriculture.’ She looked towards the booklet, abandoned now, along
with the disk drive, in favour of an investigation of Horace's
genitals. ‘Lovely.’

‘Oh, d'ye think
so?’ Lady Tartleton gave a short sniff. ‘Thought it sounded a bit
bogus myself. But it turns out there's a practical point to it all.
Young Matthew's made a fortune with the system in America,
apparently, so it ought to work here, even the way this country's
going to the dogs.’

The labradors
raised their muzzles slightly higher in exaggerated obedience.

‘Not you, my
darlings. Metaphorical dogs. Not a decent pedigree among them. So,’
she swung her attention back to Ophelia, who was trying to see her
watch through Dodie's ear. ‘Are you in, then?’

‘In what?’

‘Brain turned
to mush, all this whelping. In the System. In the business.’

‘Using this
hydro-pork?’

‘Exactly. Pig
Breeding the Hygienic Way. It's quite brilliant, really, when you
come to think about it. Young whoseit, David, obviously outshines
all those dreadful Mountie people. First of all, instead of keeping
the pigs in mud, or straw, or whatever the yokels use, they live in
a kind of giant paddling pool. So much more pleasant for all
concerned. And, of course, they are fed a strictly vegetarian diet,
spoonfed, all natural yoghurt and green vegetables. So
wholesome.’

Ophelia was
slightly perplexed. All this talk about cleanliness and
vegetarianism would normally be anathema to Lady Tartleton, who
relished feeding her dogs on raw offal and riding through a dozen
newly ploughed fields before breakfast.

‘And of course
doing it this way won't put the dogs' noses out of joint,’
continued the Lady. ‘Poor blighters, imagine what it would do to
them to see a horde of pigs being allowed to wallow in mud all day
and gorge themselves on left-overs. Like opening one's house to the
hoi polloi. Not to mention,’ here her face became, if
possible, even sharper than usual, ‘the economic advantages of this
method. Think about it, Ophelia, spoon-feeding, so no waste, none
of that expensive pig-food, just greens that are past their sell-by
date . . . Do you know, I discovered something last week
that no one, not even Father, had ever told me? If you go down to
the Market Square on Friday evening, after the stalls have gone,
you can sometimes find cabbage leaves on the cobbles, absolutely
free!’

‘Incredible,’
said Ophelia, who had twisted her ankle more than once on these
instances of heavenly manna. She was only half-listening, for she
could hear, through the window behind her, the sounds of her four
elder children on their belated return from school.

‘Looks like the
Witch is here!’ came six-year-old Hygenus' ringing and tactless
tones.

‘Sshhh!’
advised Urban, a year younger, but infinitely more adept in the
avoidance of trouble.

‘I can't face
her really, not after a long day at school, can you, Pius?’ said
Joan with the world-weariness of having just passed her eighth
birthday. Pius, the eldest at nearly ten, had evidently nodded his
assent, for Ophelia heard the sounds of rustling backpacks and
sweet papers as the children settled down on the grimy
concrete.

‘
. . . knows about these things, even if he does look like
a corner grocer,’ Lady Tartleton was saying.

‘Oh, I'm
sorry?’

‘Mental
capacity of an earwig, that's what all this childbirth does for
you. Not to mention incontinence. D'ye know, I can go twenty-four
hours on horseback without once needing a piss?’

A row of
delighted splutters could be heard from under the window.

‘And that baby
should be weaned by now. You can't tell me noises like that are
natural. Anyway, I was saying, if you can concentrate for long
enough to listen, that Edgar thinks it's a good idea.’

Malachi looked
up with renewed interest. Edgar Pottlebonce, erstwhile farmer, now
Agricultural Consultant, was renowned for his ability to predict
the most lucrative departures for the farming business.

‘Oh yes, what
with all this mad cow twaddle, as if cows, even mad, didn't have a
damn' sight more sense than the idiots out there. And he thinks
there'll be a small fortune just in the EC grants. Just think,
Ophelia, money!’

‘I suppose so,’
said Ophelia vaguely. Dodie had finally finished feeding, but was
still clinging to the nipple with her hard little gums. A draught
was coming through the ill-fitting window pane across Ophelia's
exposed breast, and she was very hungry. Malachi had retreated back
into the kitchen and there was no sign of the promised sandwich.
‘We manage, though. And isn't there something about not laying up
treasures on earth?’

Lady Tartleton
looked around the room with its scuffed lino, splintered paint and
ominous brown patches appearing through the wallpaper.

‘If you had
laid up a few more treasures on earth,’ she suggested wrily, ‘your
poor dogs might at least have a bit of carpet to lie on, in front
of a respectable fire. If you're sure that you won't come to live
with me at Yardley Farm,’ Malachi and Ophelia gave simultaneous
shudders, ‘then you could at least take this opportunity to get
yourselves something more appropriate. As for treasure, everyone
knows these days, so whatsisface, Daniel, tells me, that it's quite
all right to go straight for the - what do those vulgar young men
on the television call it? - dosh. Sign of God's approval,
apparently, and one can quite understand. Don't suppose the
Almighty went to all the trouble of creating good honest sterling
for it to be splashed about by the oiks. So, you two,’ she looked
dubiously towards the kitchen, fearing that, again, her hauteur
might be mellowing, ‘I'll expect you in with me. Got to dash now.
Come on, chaps!’

The four male
labradors, three fully grown and one large puppy, broke ranks and
bounded after her. Ophelia and Malachi heard the door slam, one of
its plywood panels fall to the floor and Dodie give a little sigh.
Then there was silence, broken by the opening of the kitchen
door.

‘Well, what
d'ye think?’ asked Malachi, through a mouthful of cheese.

‘Is that my
sandwich?’

‘Sorry. Sounds
a good plan, I would have thought. She's got her head screwed on,
really, hasn't she, that Lady Tartleton, even if she is a bit of a
battle-axe?’

‘I don't think
so, Mal. It's quite true that we could do with a bit of extra
money, especially the way your business has been going lately
. . .’

Malachi opened
his blue eyes very wide and gave a pout that was fractionally
genuine.

‘I made three
sales last week.’

‘Two floppy
disks and an ergonomic arm-rest. Hardly enough to keep us in
luxurious splendour. But even if this pigs idea would work, and I
can't see it, wouldn't they all catch cold, knee-deep in water
through a Rambleton winter, she's going to want capital to start it
up, isn't she, to buy the piglets in the first place and set up the
paddling pool? We can just about get by on what I earn, but we
certainly haven't got anything spare that we can afford to risk.
I'm sorry Mal, but someone has to be practical.’




‘"Someone has
to be practical". You heard. People only say things like that when
it's really bad. We must be on the sink of starvation.’
Pius, his stomach comfortably filled with a purloined half-packet
of Jaffa cakes, spoke with a certain relish.

Urban gave a
long sniff.

‘Now look what
you've done,’ said Joan. ‘Come here, Urbs and have a digestive.
Pius doesn't mean it.’

But Urban
stayed shivering on his bottom bunk, arms wrapped around his bony
knees in silent martyrdom.

‘He does mean
it, you know,’ said Hygenus. ‘We'll all be skelingtons and ghosts.
Woo-oooh!’

‘Sshhh,’
cautioned Joan with a nod towards the party wall with their
parents' bedroom. The conference was taking place during the brief
hiatus between Dodie's midnight and two o'clock feeds and the
sounds of grateful snores would have been audible, had not all the
children been trying to talk at once.

‘All I was
saying . . .’ began Pius.

‘Urbs'll
probbly die first,’ said Hygenus.

‘I don't like
skelingtons,’ snuffled Urban.

‘Sshhh!’ said
Joan again.

‘Want a
bit-git,’ declared Innocent, waking up for the first time and the
Jaffa cakes and digestives were duly passed around.

‘Well what
about this idea of the W - Lady Tartleton's?’ said Pius, as soon as
his tongue was free enough to move.

‘Breeding
Pigs the Hygenus Way!’ cried that young man, only to be told,
rather scathingly, by his sister, that there was a world of
difference between Hygenus and
Hygienic.

‘You only have
to look at your hands to see that.’

Hygenus
squinted at his palms by the dim bedside lamp. ‘They're okay.
Aren't any atchull lumps of dirt, only sort of smears. You
can't go around worrying about just smears. And I think pigs is a
good idea, anyway.’

There was a
general consensus of this opinion, inspired mainly by Lady
Tartleton's references to feeding the pigs on left-over vegetables.
All the O. children were under the firm impression, probably
derived from bedtime stories, that they were forced to eat large
quantities of cabbage, broccoli and swede. In fact they had only
slight and fleeting inklings as to what these horrors even looked
like, for Malachi's idea of a balanced meal consisted of dolloping
extra tomato ketchup on the Pot Noodles.

‘But we need
that, what Mum said, capital,’ objected Joan.

‘I can do
capitals,’ said Urban, shuffling forward on his bed. ‘Mrs Clarke
says I'm really good.’

Hygenus was
sceptical. ‘In Reception? I don't think so, Urbs. I don't think you
do capitals in Reception. Not really good capitals.’

‘We do.’
Urban's lower lip was pulsing ominously. ‘I do U for Urban and I do
O. And M for Mummy and . . .’

‘It's not that
kind of capitals, anyway,’ said Pius. ‘It means money. Everyone go
and see how much they've got.’

There was a
general scampering and creaking of overloaded drawers as the little
boys searched for their money boxes.

‘I know mine
anyway,’ said Joan. ‘Three pounds eighty-two.’

‘Three
pounds eighty-two!’ Hygenus could scarcely have summoned up
more righteous indignation had he been Dennis Skinner himself,
surveying the Crown estates. ‘How'd you get three pounds
eighty-two? I've only got eight and a quarter pence, and five of
that's French.’

‘What's the
quarter?’

Hygenus looked
more closely. ‘A dead ladybird.’

Urban
painstakingly counted out twenty-six pence, all in two pence
pieces, while Pius contributed two rather sticky pound coins.
Innocent had been forbidden to have any money until he was three,
as he always ate it.

‘Dodie's got
loads of money,’ said Hygenus morosely, ‘but it's in that china pig
and we can't get it without breaking the silly thing. You'd think
that a china pig would want to help us get some real ones, but I
don't s'pose Mum and Dad would be very pleased.’

‘I don't think
they would,’ agreed Pius. ‘But we can't do much with six pounds
whatever it is. Pigs cost ever so much, I bet, probably fifty
pounds each or something like that.’

The children
sat in unaccustomed gloom and Dodie, perhaps disturbed by the lull,
began to cry.

‘I'd better get
back to bed,’ said Joan, ‘before Mum starts wandering about.
Everyone think how to raise some money and we'll have another
meeting next week. 'Night. God bless, boys.’

‘Bless,’
repeated her brothers automatically, their minds buzzing with
commerce.




But it was not
the children's melancholy which woke their little sister but the
preparatory whirr of the old-fashioned telephone before it began to
ring. Malachi stumbled through, his pajama legs, as ever,
precariously long, while Ophelia scooped up the soggy and squalling
Dodie.

‘Eyyo?’ yawned
Malachi. ‘'Oo's it?’

‘Please, I
would like to be speaking to Mrs O.?’

‘Would you? I
suppose you'd better then. Oaf? Kraut for you.’

Ophelia
stumbled through with difficulty, trailing cot sheets and damp
extremities.

‘Don't be such
a xenophobe. Kraut? Are you sure? Hello?’

‘Is Mrs
O.?’

‘Yes. Oh,
Zuke.’

Malachi, over
Dodie's head, gave a pantomime of incredulity. ‘Zuke?’

‘Shhh. No, not
you. What did you say?’

‘I fear I wake
you up. I forget, you English like to be, what is it, early to
bed, early to rise?’

‘Makes a man
healthy, wealthy and wise. It hasn't worked so far, so I
wouldn't worry about it. Has something happened?’

‘I go to
police, as you advise.’

‘What, just
now?’

‘Oh no. In
afternoon. Respectable English time. Since then I am thinking.’

Ophelia
supposed that, as a chess player, he was used to this, but she
could not help wishing that his thoughts had either ceased earlier
or gone on to the morning. Feeding Dodie now might encourage her to
sleep until five or six but was far more likely merely to stimulate
her appetite so that she would wake again at hourly intervals
throughout the night.

‘And what did
the police say?’

A note of
triumph came into Zuke's voice. ‘As I thought, is same as
everywhere. "Go away old foreign man," they are telling me. "Your
wife, she die of heart attack, is all. Now go away, go away, we
have many important forms to fill."’

That, thought
Ophelia, sounded authentic enough.

‘So, after all,
you must be finding murderer for me, yes? Is very good pay, do not
worry. Is agreed? Is agreed, Mrs O.?’

‘Hang on a
moment. And by the way, you'd better call me Ophelia if I'm to call
you Zuke. As I said before, I'm a solicitor, not a private
detective. I wouldn't know where to start in finding a
murderer.’


‘Murderer?’

‘Quiet, Mal. I
tell you what I'll do, Zuke. I'll go and see the police myself for
you and try to persuade them to investigate a bit further. And
meanwhile, of course, I'll be looking for Trotter's Bottom and I'll
let you know if anything suspicious comes up. Okay?’

‘O.K., Ophelia.
I am like a small piece of clay in your hands. You are my only
hope.’ Zuke replaced the receiver with a dramatic click, leaving
Ophelia standing in the cold hall, listening to the dialling tone.
The line had, she now realised, been unusually bad, even for
Rambleton.

Malachi was
standing behind her, practicing his masterful expression, which was
not easy, with his pajama jacket buttoned up all wrong.

‘Murderer?
Zuke? Trotter's Bottom? What is all this, Oaf? I hope you're not
getting involved in anything dangerous.’

Ophelia smiled.
He was irresistible really, with his little fringe of blond hair
sticking up and nice bits of solid torso peeping out from the
disordered pajamas. Dodie had fallen asleep again as Ophelia had
talked on the phone, for which she was suddenly glad. She had just
remembered that there were other things her body could do. She
slipped her spare hand around to the base of Malachi's spine, just
where the frayed cord was edging downwards.

‘Come along
then,’ she whispered, ‘Show me exactly how dangerous I'm allowed to
be.’

 



Chapter
Three

The Moscow
Variation

‘'Ello, love,’
said the policeman cheerily.

‘Hello
yourself,’ replied Ophelia, pleasantly surprised. The last time
that she had visited Rambleton police station the desk had been
manned by an ancient and embittered sergeant whose policy towards
all intruders was to assume their guilt until he was inevitably
proved right. By contrast, this genial young man, broad and blond,
had rather the demeanor of a wedding reception D.J., enticing
guests on to the dance floor.

‘Did you want
anything special?’ he asked now, ‘or just a sit down? We've got new
chairs.’

Ophelia
followed his proprietorial gaze towards a pair of chrome tubular
chairs, blindingly upholstered in turquoise nylon.

‘They're
lovely,’ she began, but was saved from the social obligation to lie
further by a bellow from the screened-off area beyond the desk.

‘Pigeon!’

‘Yes sir?’ The
boy's expression froze. ‘What've I done now, sir?’

‘How many times
must I iterate this, Pigeon: Those chairs are not for use by the
General Public. Those chairs are a symbol, Pigeon, a symbol of
a new era, of the modernization, digitization, technologicize
. . . technize . . . technicalize
. . . computerization of this station. They are not for
the flea-ridden bums of Rambleton riff-raff.’

‘But it's not
riff-raff sir and I don't think her bum's got fleas. Sorry madam,
bottom.’

‘That's not the
point, Constable, and you should know it. How long had Sergeant
Warner been requesting new reception seating? Eleven years and
eight months. How many requisitions in triplicate on Form 403A had
he submittted? Fourteen.’

It was rather
like the old Catechism, thought Ophelia. Quite soothing,
really.

‘And when did
the chairs appear in the reception area? On the day after Sergeant
Warner retired, on my first day commanding this station.’

‘Only 'cos
you'd kept them hidden in the storeroom for three years,’ muttered
Constable Pigeon.

‘What was that,
what was that? You'll recall, Pigeon, that you've already received
seventeen verbal warnings and five formal reprimands for
insubordination. This week. I hope I don't have to remind you that
- oh.’

The voice,
accompanied by large and appropriate footfalls, had been drawing
nearer for the past few words and now their speaker emerged from
behind the screen.

‘Constable
Booking!’ cried Ophelia in genuine surprise. The last time that she
had seen Brian Booking, he had been a subordinate himself, still
nervously brooding on his wife's possible infidelities at the
annual Police Ball. He had put on a considerable amount of weight
since then, and his ineffectual garrulity had been overlaid by this
unconvincing authoritarianism.


‘Sergeant Booking, if you don't mind.’


‘Congratulations,’ said Ophelia blandly. ‘Your wife must be very
pleased.’

Sergeant
Booking's eyes narrowed and his jaw set beneath its new fleshy
covering. His wife's predilection (had he imagined it, after all?)
for higher ranking officers had been the cause of many a sleepless
dawn for the hapless Constable Booking.

‘Can we
help you madam, or this merely a social call?’

Ophelia
explained.

‘Oooh,’
breathed Constable Pigeon. ‘A murder, in Rambleton? We've not had
one of them before, have we, Sergeant?’

‘Not since
I've been in command,’ said Booking, suggesting that, under
the jurisdiction of the hapless Sergeant Warner, the town's
homicide rate would have made the Chicago Police Department gasp
and reach for their smelling salts. ‘And there certainly isn't one
now. You weren't on duty yesterday afternoon, were you,
Pigeon?’

‘Afternoon off,
sir. I went down the funfair with my sister's kiddies. Dead good,
it was. Ee, I won a coconut! You ever won a coconut, sir?’

‘No, only
worked with them. But this client of Mrs O's - what was his name,
again?’

‘Mr
Zhukovsky.’

‘Zoo - cough -
ski. Exactly. Now, what does that say to you, Pigeon? Zoo. Cough.
Ski.’

‘One of them
aptitude tests, is it, sir? Ooh, you've got me there. I'm too young
to've done the Eleven Plus. Zoo is to Cough as Ski is to
. . . Oh I know! Broken leg, sir.’

‘Imbecile. What
I'm trying to say, Pigeon - by the way, were you always called
that, or did your mother choose it when she realised the size of
your brain?’

‘What, Pigeon?
It's me surname, isn't it, sir? Me dad, me grandad, we've all been
Pigeons.’

‘Exactly.’ It
had obviously become a favourite word with Sergeant Booking,
frustrated by the general inexactitude of life. ‘But as regards Mr
Zoo-Cough-Ski, well, just listen to it. Zoo-Cough-Ski!’
Booking pronounced the central syllable with a wild Slavic grimace,
like an electrocuted Alexei Sayle, but Constable Pigeon still
failed to get the point. ‘He's a foreigner, isn't he?’

‘You mean he's
not from Rambleton?’ Constable Pigeon was aghast. As a cadet, he
had once had to travel as far as Leeds himself, but had assumed
that the great wide world would not be callous enough to pursue him
back to his own police station. He glanced across at the turquoise
chairs with sudden trepidation.

‘Not from
Rambleton, lad, not from Mid-Yorkshire, not from ruddy England!’
Sergeant Booking was enjoying his subordinate's discomfiture. ‘He's
a Rusky.’

‘Ah.’

‘Aye.’

The two men
seemed content to collapse into one of the monosyllabic
conversations much enjoyed by Yorkshiremen, especially between long
draughts of bitter.

‘Hmm.’

‘Aye.’

Drastic
measures, Ophelia realised, were necessary, if she was ever to
break through this somnolent dialogue.

‘You've passed
it on to Scorsdale C.I.D., then, I assume?’

‘What?!’ The
dislike and mistrust of the uniformed policeman for his
plain-clothes colleagues was surpassed only by the chip which
wobbled on Rambleton's collective shoulder at the mention of its
neighbouring county town. ‘That bunch of leather-jacketed
layabouts? I'd not trust them to clean up a baby.’

‘Nor me,’ said
Constable Pigeon loyally.

‘No, I'd not
trust them to clean up you, either. And, like I've been trying to
say for the past ten minutes, there's no case here for them to
clean up, or anyone else. That Hilda died nice and quiet over her
boiled egg, just like I'd hope to go myself, when the time comes.’
His face darkened, perhaps thinking of the opportunities that would
be opened for the widow Booking and for the death-in-service
benefits squandered on cheap perfume, Cinzano and Acting Chief
Inspectors. ‘Any talk otherwise is just the fevered imagination of
that Communist husband. Deranged by grief, I shouldn't wonder, and
they've all been a bit excitable since the Berlin Wall came down. I
mean, just look at that Boris Yeltsin. Dancing in the streets.
Wouldn't catch Mr Major behaving like that, would you? Mind you,
he's always struck me as a nice cup of tea man, and you don't get
the hystericals from them, do you? Now the trouble with your vodka
- you want to listen to this, Pigeon, this is good police
information - the trouble with your vodka is that it doesn't smell.
Stands to reason, you won't catch your Englishman sozzled in the
afternoon ( I don't speak for the Scots, mind) because he knows
you'd whiff it a mile away. But these Russkies, they can wolf down
the vodka and still come up smelling like a toothpaste factory.
That's National Character for you, you see.’

Constable
Pigeon looked duly impressed, or perhaps he was just reading his
horoscope in the opened copy of the Sun.

‘So you're not
treating it as murder?’

‘We are
not.’ said Sergeant Booking decisively, his exegesis cut
short by the realization that it was nearly eleven and that he had
not yet had his mid-morning cup of coffee. There were only four
chocolate biscuits left, and he had no intention of sharing them
with either Pigeon or Ophelia. ‘My own granny's death was more
suspicious, and she was turned ninety-seven.’ Ophelia showed no
signs of leaving, so he added, with bad grace. ‘I suppose you can
see the death certificate if you really want to. He left us a
copy.’

Ophelia peered
with interest at the cheap photocopy, its grainy blackness making
the doctor's handwriting more difficult than ever to read. She
could make out almost nothing of the details, but the signature at
the bottom was familiar. From her purse she took a prescription for
Malachi's skin cream, which she had forgotten to take to the
chemist. Yes, the two large Hs, separated by a mass of tight
squiggles, were unmistakable. The certifying doctor was their own
family G.P. and Malachi's best friend, Dr. Horatio Hale.

Ophelia quickly
left the police station, having gained Sergeant Booking's grudging
acknowledgment that she would not be committing any criminal
offence, were she to investigate the matter herself, and walked
down Church Lane to the surgery. Behind her, the sounds of
recrimination alternated with the chink of teaspoons. Horatio was
busy 'with a patient', as the imperturbable receptionist put it,
although the thumping and bouncing noises from his room suggested
rather that he was practicing his drop kicks. Ophelia knew that it
was of no use to argue, and so she made an appointment to see him
on Thursday, with Dodie as her excuse.

By now her
stomach, tantalized but unsated by a half-slice of Innocent's
breakfast toast, with the butter already licked off, was making
ferocious growling sounds, which had made the receptionist wonder
whether she ought, after all, to disturb Dr. Hale. There was no
way, Ophelia told herself, that she could concentrate on Mrs
McMurdo's Deed of Gift without some more substantial nourishment.
And, in any case, she had been on client's business throughout.
That gave her an idea.

Rambo's,
read the coffee-coloured italics over the side entrance to the
Grand Hotel. The sign had apparently not been up for long, for its
neon was still comparatively free of flies, and no schoolchildren
had yet worked out a way to manipulate the letters into something
humorously obscene. It could, of course, be that the very existence
of this - wine bar, was it? - was so inappropriate to Rambleton
that no further comment was necessary. It certainly contrasted
effectively, with its smart cream canopy and smoked glass doors,
with the main entrance to the hotel, which suggested, by its broken
handle and drifts of dirty litter, that no one had passed its
portal for several months. In any case, Ophelia was more concerned
at the moment with the welcome Open sign in Rambo's window,
and the slightly precious menu stuck up beside it.

‘I'll have, er,
a Brie and black grape baguette.’ she said, choosing at random from
the laminated copy of the menu at her table. Close up, it looked
even more pretentious, even if, to the rest of the country, salade
niçoise and sun-dried tomatoes were now distinctly passé.

‘And to drink,
madame? Café au lait?’ asked the irritatingly
efficient waiter in what, she was pleased to note, was an extremely
bad French accent.

‘A cup of tea,’
she said, just to annoy him.

‘Earl Grey?
Lapsang Souchong?’


‘Yorkshire.’

Having got rid
of the now contemptuous waiter, she looked around the room. It was
dimly lit by red and green lamps in what was presumably supposed to
create a mysterious evening ambiance but, on a dull November
morning, was merely dismal. The place was fuller than she would
have expected, with late morning coffees and early lunches, but,
considering that Rambleton's only alternative was the grease-soaked
Patty's Pantry, perhaps it was not so surprising after all. Six or
eight middle-aged ladies sat in pairs, fur coats hunched over their
Danish pastries, and talked in loud adenoidal voices about the
others. Behind them, in the corners, lurked teenage couples,
furtively smoking and eking out a shared Coke, and the occasional
solitary man. For two men to have lunch together, never mind
coffee, would be deeply suspicious to the Rambleton mentality.

The waiter
returned with her cup of tea, flouncing with such bad grace that
most of the tea slopped into the saucer and most of the lunchers
looked up with curiosity

‘Why, it is
Ophelia!’ cried a voice from the farthest corner, and Zuke, his
cappuccino held aloft, wove his way, with surprising dexterity
considering his girth, past the other tables to join her. Having
attracted the attention of the whole room, he proceeded to ensure
that he kept it by lifting a menu histrionically to his cheek and
whispering loudly behind it.

‘Haf you yet
uncovered the criminal?’

Ophelia looked
nervously around the room before replying. The fur-coated ladies
stared back at her and then turned away, convinced that nothing of
real importance could involve such a nondescript heroine. ‘Those
fingernails!’ she heard one of them scoff to her friend. One
couple, however, whom she had not noticed before, continued to
watch her with unusual attention. The man was only a few years
younger than Ophelia, but with the unfinished, undercooked look of
the late developer. A stamp collector, perhaps, Ophelia thought, or
a model railway enthusiast. His companion, by contrast, seemed only
too experienced. She was probably twenty years older than him,
though it was impossible to be sure without peeling off the
irridescent mask of foundation, blusher, and unspecified sparkle.
Her hair was worn up, and her neckline low, leaving, between them,
vast billows of throat and cleavage. One ring-encrusted hand was
tucked cosily into the crook of the man's elbow while the other
toyed with a voluptuous meringue.

‘You have
news?’ persisted Zuke.

‘Not really,
I'm afraid.’ She recounted the fiasco of the police interview.

Zuke was
neither surprised nor disappointed. ‘But you are finding him
yourself? Or her, I mean.’

Something in
that last comment made Ophelia look across the room again at the
curious couple. Yes, they were both still watching intently,
although the young man had the grace to redden and lower his head
as he caught Ophelia's eye.

‘I, um, well
. . .’ Ophelia had no great estimation of her
investigative abilities, but after her experiences that morning,
had to admit that they were probably greater than those of Messrs.
Booking and Pigeon. After all, if she did discover anything
suspicious, she could always go back to the police and let them
take over. Also, she had to admit, the discovery of Horatio Hale's
signature on the death certificate had not exactly reassured her as
to the cause of Hilda's death. Horatio was a charming and generous
friend, with an alluring bedside manner all the more seductive for
being entirely unconscious, but his diagnostic skills and general
medical knowledge were those of the average corncrake. It would do
no harm to try to find out what he had actually seen of his brief
patient, rather than what his ever-suggestible brain had been
skimming through in last month's BMJ.

‘I'm looking
into it.’ She could not resist a brief glance back at their
spectators. Yes, there they still were, the woman's hand tightened
on her companion's arm, her meringue now abandoned, untouched
except for a crumbled crust. The waiter minced across to them.

‘Would monsieur
and madame care for the bill?’

‘Mademoiselle.
And we're residents, sweetie. Room 17.’




On her way out,
having regretfully declined to join Zuke in a pair of chocolate
eclairs, Ophelia was unobstrusively halted by a hand on her arm.
Another young man stood beside her, a slightly older version of the
waiter, with the same expensive air of discomfort, like a
professional footballer in a business suit. He wore a gold name
badge on his lapel: JASON SPIKEWORT ~ EXECUTIVE MANAGER. The
name was familiar to Ophelia from somewhere, though she could not
think for the moment where she had heard it.

‘Do excuse me
for bothering you,’ he said, in a voice so cultivated that it could
only have been purchased by mail-order from the Sunday supplements.
‘I'm a little concerned. Are you a friend of Mr Zhukovsky?’

‘I'm his
solicitor,’ said Ophelia, unable to think either of a lie or of a
good reason why she should tell one.

‘Ah. Ah
good. I'm glad he's got somebody.’ A solicitor, he implied,
while not as good as a friend, would suffice for the friendless.
Ophelia was inclined to agree. ‘I have been worried about him, Mrs
. . .’

‘O.’ Was it the
wedding ring, the Weetabix tide-mark on her shoulder or just her
general air of fatigue and complacence that made her married status
so obvious?

‘Most
apprehensive, Mrs O. I'm afraid that this poor business of his wife
has had a terrible effect on him. Quite unbalancing, of course, for
anyone, even if they weren't - ’

‘A foreigner?’
suggested Ophelia, anticipating a reprise of the policemen's
parochialism, dancing Boris Yeltsin and all.

‘- in a strange
place, I was going to say. We can't afford stereotypes in the
tourism business, you know. Not with all the overseas visitors we
see.’

In Rambleton?
Ophelia wanted to protest. There had once been an exchange visit
with some Finnish schoolchildren, she believed, but the Finns had
rebelled at the tedium of Mid-Yorkshire and pined for the relative
thrills of wood pulp manufacture and sixty thousand lakes. But
Jason might not always have worked in Rambleton.

‘I think he
blames himself, poor dear.’

‘For Hilda's
death?’

‘Not
directly of course.’ Jason sounded reproving at the crudity
of Ophelia's implication. ‘I've rarely seen a man so devoted. But
bringing her so far, in her fragile state of health
. . .’ His pale grey eyes grew alarmingly moist. ‘Not
that he had any choice, as far as I can gather. At least she died
quickly, in comfort.’

Apart from the
coffee and eggs, thought Ophelia.

‘Instead of
slowly starving in a Moscow garret.’

Ophelia had
never been quite sure what a garret was, apart from an Irish
politician. Did they really have them in Moscow? She realised, too
late, that Jason had asked her a question.

‘Oh,
sorry?’

‘I can see that
you're as concerned as I am. I just said, do take care of him,
won't you? I'll keep an eye out here, of course, but you can
imagine what it's like with a whole hotel to run. Chaos, my
dear!’

The clicking
efficiency of Rambo's was nothing like chaos, and Ophelia said
so.

‘How kind of
you. Yes, it is taking off, isn't it? The owners said there was no
call for that sort of thing in Rambleton, but as I've always
believed, there's a market everywhere for the exclusive.’ This
seemed like a contradiction in terms, but Ophelia could not be
bothered to work it out. ‘I've got a long way to go with the hotel
itself, of course.’ He gave a deprecating little shrug and a shy
smile.

He was probably
right, thought Ophelia on her way, unable to postpone it any
longer, back to the office. No doubt Zuke's conviction that Hilda
had been murdered was just a displacement of his own guilt. Men did
not expect their wives to die before them, particularly if the
husband was older. She would just check things out with Horatio on
Thursday and then try to persuade Zuke to forget it. There was
still Trotter's Bottom to find, after all. And that, she told
herself more cheerfully, taking an instinctive detour into the cake
shop, was a much more suitable case for a respectable
solicitor.

 



Chapter
Four

The Knight's Tour

‘By the way,’
bellowed Ophelia over the uproar of the evening's supper table,
‘does anyone know if we've got a book about chess in the house?’
Before they had parted, Zuke had expressed interest in the progress
of her chess-playing child and his wish to meet him. Or was it her?
Ophelia had succeeded in changing the subject, but knew that she
could not do so forever. Sooner or later the sacrificial lamb - or
should it be pawn? - would have to be chosen.

Hygenus and
Urban paused briefly in their efforts to capture the world
land-speed mashed potato record.

‘We've got a
set,’ said Hygenus, wrinkling his freckled nose judiciously, ‘but
Urban lost the rules.’

‘I didn't!
Honussly, I didn't, Mummy!’ Urban's large blue eyes, exactly
matching his father's, blinked ominously and his lower lip began to
wobble.

‘We know you
didn't,’ interrupted Pius, conscious, as ever, that, as the eldest,
he was encumbered with compensating for his parents' inadequacies.
‘It was Hygenus who made a paper boat out of them and sailed it on
the stream. I did tell him but of course he never
listens.’

‘Yawn, yawn,’
said Hygenus, investigating the aerodynamic properties of bisected
sausages.

Ophelia gave
up. ‘Hygenus, stop messing about with your food.’

‘Me do't!’
cried Innocent, noticing his brother's activities for the first
time. ‘Innie do't!’ He flung a sausage, liberally daubed with
tomato ketchup, across the table. It bounced off Malachi's thinly
covered scalp and fell to the floor where it was rapidly swallowed
by one of the lurking labradors.

‘Now look what
you've done! Honestly, I don't know why I don't just give all of
your meals straight to the dogs, since that's where they invariably
end up. Good boy, Urban, you eat up nicely. And I thought I told
you not to play in the stream, Pius.’

‘Oh, did I say
stream?’ Pius raised his sandy eyebrows in utter ingenuousness. ‘I
think I must have meant bath.’

‘I know where
there's one.’ Joan looked up from the copy of Jennings In
Trouble propped up against her empty plate.

‘Oh Joan, do
you have to read at the table?’

Joan considered
the question carefully. ‘I think I do, really, yes. All these boys,
I really can't stand it otherwise. I'm just waiting for Dodie to
get big enough to be on my side.’

‘I wish you
didn't have to have these gender battles all the time,’ said
Ophelia, mainly to herself. ‘When you were all tiny, I imagined
that you'd just be, well, children, together.’

‘We are,
mostly, Mum,’ Pius reassured her. ‘But we're natrully different,
aren't we? We've been doing it at school, all about hairy armpits
and monthly prods. At least, I think it was prods. Did you know
that ladies . . .?’

‘Very likely,’
said Ophelia quickly, noticing Urban's apprehensive interest. ‘You
know where there's what, Joan?’

‘A book about
chess. At least, I thought I saw one. It came in that box of books
from Auntie Agnes. We'll have a look after tea.’

‘Auntie Agnes?’
said Hygenus, rolling a baked bean lugubriously around his mouth.
‘Is she the one that was dead for three days then Grandpa found
her? I wonder what she looked like. Was there any rats, d'ye
know?’

Ophelia hastily
fetched the chocolate mousse.




It was a
quarter past ten by the time all the children had been packed off
to the rising damp of their bedrooms. Ophelia and Malachi sat
opposite one another in front of the single functioning electric
bar and clutched their mugs of Madeira.

‘Had a good
day, love?’ asked Malachi, patting her knee with clumsy
tenderness.

‘Oh, not bad.’
Some solicitors, Ophelia knew, were able to combine the
requirements of client confidentiality with cosy night time chats
with their spouses. Unfortunately, Malachi had never grasped the
concept of reticence and she had learned not to tell him anything
that should not, by the following lunchtime, be common currency in
St. Barnabas' playground and the Ram's Leg. ‘Quite interesting,
really. How about you?’

‘Well, the baby
woke up as soon as you went, and screamed all day. Wouldn't take
anything, not even the rest of my Curly-Wurly. Eventually she just
bawled herself to sleep. Honestly Oaf, I wish you hadn't gone back
to work.’

‘I've got to,
Mal. At least, someone has.’ Ophelia was too tired to discuss the
shortcomings of Wet Nose Solutions. She picked up the book that
Joan had found for her and made a few conciliatory noises into her
Madeira for Malachi's benefit. He reciprocated and buried himself
in his 1973 Boys' Rugby Annual.

The book was
more advanced than she had hoped, full of opening variations and
end-game studies, but by a process of elimination she managed to
deduce from these how the pieces actually moved. After twenty
minutes of this, Ophelia stopped to wonder how her aunt had got
hold of the book in the first place. Great-Aunt Agnes, who had
never been persuaded in life even to take her turn at Beggar My
Neighbour, could scarcely have been interested in the relative
merits of the Evans and Blackmar-Diemer Gambits. The answer was to
be found, as she turned the book over, on a dirty sticker on the
back cover. Reduced - 12½p. Auntie Agnes could never resist
a bargain.

She turned back
to Chapter Three: Mating in the Middlegame and wondered
whether she could bear any more that evening. A deep, shuddering
snore aroused her, and she looked up to find Malachi fast asleep,
clutching a photograph of J.P.R. Williams to his sticky chest.

Ophelia closed
her book, uncurled her cramped legs and kissed her husband on his
pinkish scalp.

‘Come along,
sweetheart,’ she whispered. ‘Time for bed.’

Malachi
stretched, dropping the rugby annual on the floor and wrapped his
arms sleepily around her. A drop of milk squeezed itself around the
edge of her bra and fell onto his upper lip.

‘Yum,’ he
murmured, opening one eye. ‘Time indeed.’

His amorousness
lasted all of fifty-five seconds, until the discovery that Gigabyte
had eaten the toothpaste cast out all more trivial thoughts.
Grunting with annoyance, for though Malachi might dispense, for a
fortnight at a time, with either bath or shower, his teeth were
solemnly scoured after each meal, he scrambled, head first, beneath
the duvet, and, once his feet were neatly tucked under his pillow,
fell asleep again. Ophelia stayed awake for a little longer,
listening to the low murmur from the boys' room next door, but
within minutes she too was sleeping.

The murmur was
in fact Pius' elucidation of the principles of Applied Christian
Numerology.

‘It's all in
this book that Joan found next to the chess one,’ he explained,
waving a garish paperback, obviously rapidly remaindered, above his
head. ‘It's all about how, if you choose symbolic numbers from the
Bible, you'll have good luck.’

‘Good luck in
what?’ asked Hygenus sceptically. ‘D'ye mean lucky like grownups
say you're lucky, having school dinners and jumpers without many
holes? 'Cos if that's all, then I think I'll just play Mucous
Turtles.’

‘Good luck in
things that use numbers.’

‘You mean
getting your sums right? I always do that anyway. Mrs Spencer says
I'm a genius. Or something like a genius. Is gargoyle the same
thing?’

Joan was
beginning to get the idea. ‘Like lotteries?’

‘I'm glad
someone's got some sense, even if it is only a girl. Yes, of course
lotteries. We just need to get Dad to buy us some tickets. He won't
mind, long as we don't tell Mum.’ Pius gave the younger ones a
warning stare.

‘What are the
numbers, then?’

‘Well, there
are lots, really. 33 - how old Jesus was when he died. 4 -
Evangle-something - people that wrote the Gospels. 7 - the Holy
Spirit. Don't know why it's that.’

‘Just his
favourite number, I s'pect.’

‘S'pose
so.’

‘'Wenty-two!’
called Innocent, with the ebullience of a natural bingo-caller.

‘Yes, that's
one, Innie. Er, letters of the Hebrew alphabet and how many books
there are in the Old Testament. You see?’

‘Umm,’ said
Joan. ‘But how do you know which ones to use. I mean, the lottery
ticket only takes six numbers, doesn't it?’

‘You have to
tailor it to your, er, Personal Devotional Programme.’

‘My what?’

‘Personal
Devotional Programme. It's like spiritual life that Sister Hedwig
talks about in Children's Liturgy.’

‘But what's the
difference between that and just saying our prayers?’

‘It is
saying your prayers,’ said Pius, with a frustrated kick of the bunk
bed ladder. ‘It is saying your prayers, but deciding who
you're going to say them to.’

‘God,’ said
Urban promptly.

‘Yes but Who?
God the Father, God the Son, or God the Holy Spirit.’

‘I didn't know
there was three Gods,’ said Hygenus, looking up from his jammed
Turtle Flying Pizza Wagon, which had never recovered from being
loaded with Innocent's discarded scrambled egg. ‘I don't think
Father Jim knows that. He always says, ‘We believe in one God.’ Has
he got it wrong?’

Pius looked at
him pityingly. ‘Haven't you even heard of the Trinity?’

‘No.’

‘I have,’ said
Urban. ‘Isn't it a sort of fossil?’ His two-year long fascination
with dinosaurs was now leading him even further back into
prehistory.

‘I think that's
a trilobite,’ whispered Joan.

Pius perched on
a pile of pillows, his legs drawn up under him like a small Buddha,
and set about the instruction of his heathen brothers and
sister.

‘The Trinity,’
he announced, looking sternly at little Innocent, who was pulling
the feathers out of the only remaining pillow, ‘is Three Persons in
One.’

‘One what?’
asked Hygenus truculently.

‘Bed,’ giggled
Urban, before he could stop himself, and plunged his mortified face
into the duvet which he was sharing with Joan and Innocent.

‘Oh,
honestly! One God, of course. At least, I think so.’

’ ‘Shouldn't it
be three people? asked Joan, who was the best at English. ‘The
plural of person is people.’

‘So there's one
God and he's got two helpers with him?’ clarified Hygenus. ‘Sort of
like the Three Musketeers?’

‘Da da
da!’ chorused the three younger boys, and the instruction
session collapsed in a tangle of pajama cords, flying egg pellets
and theological confusion.




For the rest of
that week, Adeodata cried. She woke early in the morning, before
anyone else in the family, and lay sobbing quietly in the white
wood cot next to her parents' bed. Ophelia would wake, roll herself
wearily on to the splintered floor and whisper, at which the baby's
tears would stop in mid-roll to be replaced by smiles, kicks and
triumphant cries of ‘Cooee-coo-coo!’

Then Ophelia
would lift Dodie out of the cot, guide her impatiently sucking
mouth to the feeding slits in her Mothercare nightdress and return
to the warm, sagging comfort of her bed. Those were the happiest
half-hours of that difficult week; the baby a damp, clinging
bundle, the smells of milk and talcum powder mingling with the
ammonia of an overnight nappy, a paperback precariously balanced on
a ridge of the duvet and, eventually, a cup of weak tea placed just
out of reach on the bedside table. Finally, when Dodie's vacuuming
desire had dwindled to an occasional absent-minded swallow, and her
angry pummelling of Ophelia's breast had been replaced by the sharp
tickle of tiny, never quite smooth fingernails, just when Ophelia
was glancing nervously at the unreliable alarm clock, the baby's
mouth would, with a little pop, pull away and its puckered O
stretch into a crescent of happiness, unattributable to either
reflexes or wind.

But as soon as
Ophelia swung her legs wearily over the side of the bed, Dodie,
with the instinct for impending desertion common to small children
and animals, would clench her minuscule fists, draw her damp knees
up to her chest, and let out a long wail, anger mixed with a
keening note of betrayal. Ophelia could scarcely bear it and
nothing short of total immersion in her tights drawer could keep
her from fitting herself back into the warm hollow and taking the
mourning child in her arms.

Despite her
long experience of motherhood, this attachment was a new phenomenon
to Ophelia, whose previous five children, with the exception of a
brief period of clinginess by Innocent, in the few days following
Adeodata's conception, had always been only too happy to be
abandoned, whether by arrangement or accident, and had invariably
preferred to be under the charge of their father, to whom
nutrition, homework and personal hygiene were unfamiliar concepts,
than that of their intermittently conscientious mother. Ophelia's
own mother pointed out, with her customary sensitivity, that she
had never left any of the other children so early, certainly not
before they were fully weaned.

‘In any case,’
she said, while on one of her regular missions from Macclesfield,
‘as I've told you with the other five, this, er,
bosom-feeding isn't at all a good idea. Your father wanted
me to try it with you and Laertes, but I told him, "I'm not having
any of that."’

‘Any of what,
Ma?’

‘You know
perfectly well what I mean. Peculiar undercover dealings. It
only encourages them, exposing one's chest at all hours of the day
and night. Don't be cheeky. And don't call me Ma. It's
desperately common.’

Despite such
cheering encounters, Ophelia felt no better. Demoralised by her
maternal inadequacies, disheveled by last-minute caresses and the
regurgitation of 7-Grain Cereal and groggy from intermittent sleep
and the constant dialectic between her contending responsibilities,
she practically fell into Dr. Hale's consulting room on Thursday
afternoon.

‘Ophelia!’ he
beamed, coming out to meet her and colliding with the sleeping
Adeodata. ‘Looking as lovely as ever, I see.’

‘I hardly think
so.’

He paused, his
smooth brown hands still resting on her shoulders, and leaned
forward. ‘No, you're not really, are you? A bit tired,
perhaps?’

‘A bit.’ To her
horror, Ophelia felt an ominous pricking around her sinuses. She
blinked rapidly and tried to stare at Horatio's ear. It really was
a very nice ear, like the rest of him, classically built, but with
a certain quirky humour.

‘Ophelia, don't
cry. Please don't cry, I never know what to do. You haven't fallen
out with old Mal, have you?’

Ophelia
managed, with difficulty, to laugh and sniff at the same time.
Despite his undoubted capacity to infuriate, no one, so far as she
knew, had ever managed to have an actual argument with Malachi. At
the first glimmer of hostility, he would melt into apology so
abject and disproportionate to his crime that even hardened Jesuit
schoolmasters had relented and told each other, slightly
shamefacedly behind the staff-room door, that the lad meant no
harm, and had no doubt bred fishing maggots in his inkwell solely
out of a spirit of zoological curiosity.

‘No, Malachi's
fine. So am I, really.’

Horatio sighed
with relief. His knowledge of post-natal depression was scarcely
encyclopaedic, despite the fact that Pat, the community midwife, on
vacation from her management fasttrack, had recently persuaded him
to attend a course on the subject in Twickenham. It really wasn't
his fault that the date coincided with the Varsity match. After
all, there was only a certain amount of temptation a man could
bear.

‘It's about
Dodie.’

Horatio's fears
returned. He was very fond of children, but found it difficult to
see point of them before they could master a good dummy scissors.
Babies were a particular hazard, especially when wrapped up, and he
had more than once been slapped by an angry mother as he tried to
demonstrate a dive pass with her newborn infant. One had even been
called Gilbert which was surely an inducement too far. ‘It looks
all right,’ he said hopefully.

‘She's asleep
at the moment. That's because I'm here. When I leave her with Mal,
she just screams all the time.’

‘Don't blame
her, really.’ Malachi was Horatio's best friend, and a jolly good
chap at that, despite his unorthodox opinions on the loose forward
trio, but his nursery nursing skills were probably little better
than Horatio's own. ‘Why don't you stay at home and look after
her?’ That was what Horatio's mother had done, wasn't it, at least
until he went away to prep school at six-and-a-half? And he'd grown
up perfectly well adjusted.

‘And send
Malachi out to work?’ Ah. There was the flaw. Malachi and work,
somehow there was something incongruous about the mere
juxtaposition of the words. Work and Malachi. No, that was no
better.

‘I see what you
mean,’ he said ruefully, glancing at his own patient list, the last
five entries of which had been scored out and replaced with GOLF in
large red letters. ‘Some people just aren't cut out for a life of
endless toil. There's only one thing for it then.’

Ophelia waited
with a hope which she should have known better than to entertain.
Intravenous Calpol, absinthe, the implantation of artificial
mammary glands in Malachi's chest?

‘You'll have to
take her to work with you. Now, was there anything else?’ He picked
up the sphygmometer from his desk and began to practice
putting.

‘Er yes, one
other thing.’ Ophelia was marvelling at the simplicity of the male
mind. Would Horatio, who achieved about as much work in eighteen
months as she in a morning, consider minding a baby in his
consulting rooms? Probably not, but then he wasn't a woman. ‘You've
got the instinct, you see,’ he would insist, if she
demurred. ‘It's one of those female things, isn't it, doing
lots of different jobs at the same time. Multi-tasking, Mal calls
it. I'm sure you're an absolute expert.’ It would all be very
charming, but hardly worth while, and she dared not tell him about
the problem of Oliver in case he had been reading about
transvestitism and decided to recommend her for psycho-sexual
counselling. The trouble with Horatio was that one never knew quite
what he had discovered that week. So, instead, she asked him about
Hilda.

‘What, old Mrs
Cough-Medicine? Yes, terrible thing that. She died, did you know
that? Oh yes, you would. Funny thing, you know, she hardly sounded
Russian at all. Not like that husband of hers. Oh, was she? From
Rambleton? That explains it, I suppose. Yes, young Jason called me
out. Met Jason, have you? Bright young chap, lots of ideas, just
what we want round here. Not a rugby player, I thought, bit girly,
but not what I'd call a real poof. A medical man knows these
things. Something about the jawline, that's the really vital
difference. What? Oh, Mrs Cough. Yes, well the really good thing
was - great coincidence this, makes you think perhaps there is
Someone Up There after all - oh, you think so anyway don't you,
being R.C.s? - well, let's give him the benefit of the doubt, then.
Long as I needn't miss Sunday morning training, eh? Eh? Yes, I'm
telling you. You'll never believe it, but just as he called me, the
very second the phone rang, I was reading this article in
the BMJ - you know that, British Medical Journal? No, no,
Ophelia, I must tell you the truth, what with my new-found faith,
eh? I wasn't reading it that very second. Fact was, I'd skimmed
through it, through the first page, anyway, got the gist, then had
a quick look at the sport in the Telegraph. But, like I
said, I'd got the basic idea.’

‘And the
article was about heart problems?’

‘Murmurs,
Ophelia, murmurs.’ His rather long lower lip trembled in and out as
he spoke, so that she felt a little wobbly and had to distract
herself with a three-day-old coffee cup which was quietly
fermenting on the floor. ‘Sounds rather seductive, actually, put
like that, doesn't it?’

‘N-not
particularly.’

‘No? Sweet
nothings? Pillow talk? I've always thought you might be rather good
at that sort of thing, what with all that pleading before
judges.’

‘It's not at
all the same. Addressing the court and . . .’

‘Courting
without a dress. I know it's not supposed to be, that's what
makes it so erotic. You, Ophelia, in black lace, on your knees in
front of the hanging judge - ’

‘I think you're
getting a bit sadistic, now,’ said Ophelia, wriggling
uncomfortably. The picture, with Horatio as the judge, and herself,
in very little black lace, clinging to his knees, was all too
vivid. Was he doing it deliberately? The receptionist always
claimed that he had no idea of his effect on women, but she was
famously loyal and hardly immune herself to his charms.

‘Yes, you're
right. Must be my public school education. Flogged too often or not
enough, I never know which. I'll be a good boy and tell you all
about poor old Hilda. Not much of the voluptuous about her
murmuring heart, I'm afraid.’

‘So that's what
it was, a heart murmur?’

‘Oh yes, not
much doubt about it. It was young Jason that suggested it first,
mind. Credit where it's due. Had an aunt or some such with the
same, apparently. Come to think of it, he might make a doctor, you
know. Some of the medical schools have soccer teams. D'ye think
he'd make a decent forward?’

‘I've
absolutely no idea. Hilda?’

‘As a forward?
Wouldn't think so. Bit too broad on the beam. No, Hilda's your
classic prop, basically. Wasted in a soccer team. Besides, the
wench is dead. Hey, that's Shakespeare, isn't it? I must be getting
cultured. Expect it's your influence, Ophelia.’

‘I doubt it.’
Ophelia looked ostentatiously at her watch, but hints had no effect
on Horatio. Fortunately, he meandered back to the subject of his
own accord.

‘Trouble was,
you see, as I said, I'd got the gist of this article, but what I
hadn't quite got to was the treatment.’

‘So you
prescribed aspirin?’

Horatio looked
startled. ‘Did you know, or was it a lucky guess?’

‘I knew. Mind
you, I think I could have predicted it. Aspirin does seem to be
your general panacea.’

‘Only my second
choice, though. Gin's always better, in my experience, but poor
Hilda was quite adamant that she didn't want any spirits. Shame.
She might have still been alive if she'd followed my advice.’

‘Why? Was there
something wrong with the aspirin?’

‘Not that I
know of. Mind you, it was her own that she took, from her handbag;
some Russian packet with Cyrillic writing all over it. I mean, she
said it was aspirin but I've no way of knowing. No, all I meant was
she missed out on all those healing properties of juniper.’

‘Has juniper
got healing properties?’

‘I've
absolutely no idea. That reminds me, I've a bottle of Gilbey's in
my bottom drawer. Care for a nip?’

Ophelia doubted
whether it was orthodox medical practice to drink gin during a
consultation, especially when the tonic bottle proved to be almost
empty. However the prescription was in her case, she had to admit,
exactly what she needed, and by the time the tumbler was half empty
her problems seemed considerably less intense.

‘There was
shomething else I meant to ask,’ she said vaguely, waving her arms
in the air. The sleeping baby had, thankfully, been tucked up on
top of the examination couch. ‘Oh yes. Next morning. When she
died.’

‘She died,’
echoed Horatio lugubriously. ‘Awfully sad. Heart attack, you know.
Young Jason helped on that one, too. Said his Mum went the same
way. Old bat.’

‘Who?’

‘What?’

‘Never mind. So
you gave a certificate?’

‘Oh yes. People
like it, you know. They don't like all these postmen - postmore -
’


‘Post-mortems?’

‘That's it. All
that cutting up of loved ones. I mean, it's not nice, is it? Not
shivilised.’

‘Not shivilised
at all,’ agreed Ophelia. ‘Wha'bout the odd couple?’

‘The Odd
Couple?’

‘Mm. Mutton
dressed as lamb, and the toyboy. Not a very exciting toy.
Educational. Stamp album. Don't think she's his mother.
Residents.’

Horatio, with
commendable navigation, managed to follow her stream of
consciousness.

‘Did see a
bloke like that. Wearing his grandad's zip up cardigan. He was in
the corridor when I left. Just outside the door. Sort of sidled off
as I came out. Oh, and I saw the bird, too, further down. I walked
past this open door and a voice said, "Sweetie, that you?" Husky,
you know. So I poked my head round and said, "Fraid not," and there
was this bimbo in a silky thing, bit past it, like you said, but
not bad. "Ooh," she said, "Why don't you come in anyway?" so I sort
of made my excuses and buggered off. I've seen that type before.
Bloody petrifying. More gin?’




Ophelia woke up
early the next morning and lay in bed for a few seconds, trying to
work out what was so odd. Then she realised. She had woken up of
her own accord, and, what was more, Dodie had not cried in the
night.

‘Oh God!’ she
cried, forgetting how to get out of bed and wrapping the duvet
cover around her ankles. ‘She's dead. I've killed her.’ Dragging
yards of flowered cotton with her, she shuffled over to the baby's
cot. She gripped the wooden rail, struggling to focus through the
six o'clock gloom, and tried to remember the events of the night
before. She and Horatio had finished the gin bottle, she was pretty
sure of that, and gone on to the cough mixture which a
pharmaceutical rep had conveniently left that afternoon. Then Dodie
had woken and Ophelia had fed her, in front of Horatio, who had
shown a distinctly unmedical interest in the proceedings. The
trickle of milk down the front of her nightdress ran faster at the
memory. They had changed the baby's nappy, with the assistance of a
roll of Sellotape, and emerged into the dark foyer, the
receptionist having gone home hours before. Ophelia's Volvo and
Horatio's little Morgan stood patiently in the car park, but they
had, thankfully, retained enough sense to know not to drive them.
How, then, had she got home? She had no idea, but that hardly
mattered now. It was still too dark to see the baby clearly, and
Malachi's snores were loud enough to obliterate any sound of her
breathing. Ophelia reached out a tentative hand to Dodie's back,
uncovered except by the towelling Babygro. There was another thing.
She, or perhaps Malachi, or even Horatio, had laid the baby on her
stomach instead of her back, as the authorities now advised. She
was a thoroughly unworthy mother. But the child, beneath the slight
dampness of the terry, was undeniably warm, and the little spine
rose and fell in regular contentment.


‘Congratulations,’ said a bleary voice behind her. ‘You've got her
to sleep right through. I told you that you ought to drink more. My
mother always swore by half a bottle of whiskey before the night
time feed.’

‘Oh, Mal.’
Ophelia turned with insufficient regard for the tender state of her
head. ‘Ow. Mal, was I terrible last night?’

‘How d'ye mean,
terrible? You nagged us a bit, but we're quite used to that. No, we
had a bit of trouble finding any cash to pay the taxi driver - he
got a bit sniffy when I suggested American Express - but Joan came
up with the dosh in the end. Then you and the kids toddled off to
bed while Horatio and I had a few beers. I'm afraid we got a bit
rowdy, trying to remember the words to ‘Sospan Fach’ - the Llanelli
song, you know - and that's when you came through and shouted at
us, but nothing worse than that. Look, Oaf, if I were you I'd sneak
off to work now, before she wakes. Have a nice fry-up breakfast in
Patty's Pantry or something. Bacon, black pudding, fried bread,
just what you need.’

The room, which
had been only a cold grey, turned black, with a shower of shooting
stars.

‘I think I'll
stick to orange juice.’

‘Whatever you
like. But off you go. Don't worry about Dodie. After all, we have
got a medic in the house.’

‘What,
Horatio?’

‘Well, you
couldn't expect him to walk home at four in the morning, could you?
He's on the sofa with the dogs. Fella ought to have been a vet, you
know. They really take to him, especially Gigs.’

‘Perhaps you're
right. The walk down to the main road will do me good and there's
bound to be a bus eventually.’ Ophelia bent, not without a certain
nausea, to the chest of drawers and began pulling clothes out at
random. She had no desire, however innocuous her behaviour back at
Moorwind Farm had been, to face Horatio this morning. Never, in all
the detective novels that she and Joan exchanged, had the hero made
the elementary mistake of getting drunk with the principal medical
witness. Glimmerings of their conference about Hilda were coming
and going, like fragments of newsprint in a fire, together with
other shreds of conversation, about which she would rather not
think. The principal problem, apart from her searing headache and
the feeling that her stomach was filled with quick-drying concrete,
with getting dressed this morning, was that no ordinary breast pads
could possibly deal with the flow of a night's unused milk.
Eventually, hearing faint groans from the sitting room that could
be Megabyte's dreams or Horatio's waking, she stuffed a couple of
muslin nappies down the front of a sweater and slipped out of the
front door.

The walk along
the rutted drive, as she had hoped, cleared her head, and by the
time that she reached the main road she felt almost hungry. A
watery sun was trying to coax its way through the clouds, the sheep
were in full-throated dawn bleating and two magpies were
quarrelling in the dusty hedge. A bus came along after half an hour
or so, bearing taciturn men to work in Rambleton, their sandwich
boxes and flasks protruding from army surplus shoulder bags.
Ophelia sat at the back, where the sun was making optimistic
pawings at the window and she could indulge in a little
invigorating passive smoking. By the time the bus, after a
circuitous route through half a dozen ugly dormitory villages,
arrived in Rambleton, she felt well enough to buy a hot dog from
the van in the market square and to sit on a chilly bench and eat
it, watching the stall-holders prepare for the cornucopia of
consumerism that was Rambleton's market day.

Polly, despite
the smell of fried onions and traces of French mustard that clung
to Ophelia's coat, read the situation immediately. Nineteen years
of experience of Mid-Yorkshire rural life, in which the pub was not
merely the focal point but the entire raison d'être of
cultural existence, had taught her both to recognise and treat a
hangover.

‘Gently now,’
she cautioned, leading Ophelia into her room and wedging her into
the chair with a couple of cheap pillows. ‘I'll leave off the
typewriter for this morning. Now, if you just rest your head on
this pile of blotting paper you should be able to nod off for a
bit.’

To her
surprise, Ophelia found that Polly was right, and it was past
eleven, with the sun making gallant attempts to go so far as to
shine, when she was woken.

‘Oo-oh-ee,’
Polly was saying, with enormous stretchings of her incarnadine lips
and gestures towards the desk drawer.

‘What?’


‘Ooh-a-oo-oo-oo. Eee.’

‘It's all
right. My head's better now. You can talk normally.’

‘Oh good. It's
that Mr Bottleponce. He's here to see you.’

‘Pottlebonce,’
corrected Ophelia. ‘Right-oh. You can show him . . . in,’
she finished redundantly, as Edgar Pottlebonce bounced into the
room like an old leather football and shot a red hand out in
greeting.

‘Mrs O!’ he
bawled, as if calling to some far distant herd of deaf sheep across
miles of moorland. ‘Good to see you. Bairns well?’

‘Apart from the
foot and mouth,’ muttered Ophelia, but Edgar, who had inherited a
slight deafness from generations of recalcitrant cowmen, did not
hear.

The door opened
again and Mrs Pottlebonce, whose sight was no better than Edgar's
hearing, stumbled through it, knocking her six foot frame
simultaneously on the filing cabinet, the window and her
husband.

‘Monica!’ cried
Ophelia, as much to guide her towards the desk as in a spirit of
welcome. ‘How nice to see you. Do sit down.’ She was surprised to
see Mrs Pottlebonce here, for the older woman, shy and awkward in
company, had never previously been known to accompany her husband
on his trips into Rambleton, preferring to stay at home and
ruminate upon the evils of female priesthood. She would say nothing
now, staring down at the floor between her widely separated knees,
as Edgar spoke.

‘We're not here
for, like, a consultitiation, tha knows. Nay, it's in the
nature of a social visit.’

‘Really?’

‘Aye.’ He
paused for a long time, staring at the Will Power poster, and
Ophelia thought that she could catch a twinkle in his watery eyes.
‘Well,’ he said at last, ‘suppose a might as well take t'bull by
t'horns. Fact is, I'm to be dubbed.’

‘Dubbed?’ An
agricultural video, perhaps, intended for an audience unfamiliar
with Mid-Yorkshire dialect. Or was it something to do with
fishing?

‘Aye. Sir
Edgar. What dost think o' that, then?’

‘I think
. . . I think I'd better offer my congratulations. So
you,’ she desperately tried to establish eye contact with the still
bowed Monica, ‘will be Lady Monica. No, Lady Pottlebonce, isn't
it?’

That was the
trouble with these long established country firms, thought Ophelia,
there always seemed to be such a lot of etiquette to master. She
would have to ring her mother and ask her to bring that copy of
Debrett's on her next descent from Macclesfield. It was
quite a new edition as well, bought in the heady days of Ophelia's
first term at Cambridge when her mother had discovered that the
dim-looking Natural Scientist down the corridor, who never seemed
to remove his blue kagoul, was actually the Earl of
Something-or-other. It had all ‘come to nothing’ for Ophelia had
never even spoken to the Earl, except to warn him when the
lavatories were blocked, and had met Malachi at the end of her
second term, but it was another perpetual reproach of filial
ingratitude.

‘You could be a
Countess by now, darling, instead of stuck out in this hovel, and
I'd be . . .’

‘Nothing
whatsoever, Ma, so don't be so silly, there's a love.’

‘There must be
something. Dowager-in-law, perhaps. And don't call me Ma!’

Monica spoke,
so unexpectedly that Ophelia gave a start and knocked over her cold
cup of coffee.

‘Load o'
rubbish. I'll just stick with plain Monica, thanks. Mind you, it
might be useful on Narcof's letter-head.’

NARCOF, Ophelia
remembered, was Monica's pet society, the acronym standing for
No Anglican or Roman Catholic Ordination of Females. Its
successes to date were not notable, for within weeks of its
inception the first women vicars were ordained, but it was rumoured
that one of the ‘flying bishops’ had sent a note of
encouragement.

‘Aye, that's
right,’ agreed Edgar, giving his wife's gargantuan thigh a
reassuring pat, as if she were a nervous heifer waiting to be
milked. ‘Big day fer us both. So, thing is, we're having a bit of a
get-together up at t'house tonight. Just a few close friends, like,
and we'd be honoured if you'd come along.’

‘Why yes, I'd
be delighted. That's very kind of you.’

Edgar became
brisk. ‘No need fer fuss. Half seven, then. Come along,
Monica.’

They were
halfway out of the door, Monica groping ahead and Edgar steering
her from behind, when Ophelia asked the question.

‘By the way,
er, what exactly is the knighthood for?’

‘Services to
agriculture,’ chuckled Edgar, and disappeared.




Tartleton
Court, thought Ophelia, as the Volvo's disintegrating tyres slid on
the wet cobbles, had scarcely changed in the year since it had been
owned by the eponymous Lady. Not that there was very much that
could change about its low, dark Yorkshire stone, the kind that
looks wet even on rare sunny days, or about the persistent moss
that grew in every crevice. The cars already parked in the
courtyard, too, were the same as those of Lady Tartleton's
erstwhile guests, solid Mercedes and muddy Land Rovers, the uniform
transport of Mid-Yorkshire's approximation to a county set. The
only thing missing, as she hung the same Barbour, its wax-proofing
now completely worn off, on the same institutional aluminium pegs,
were Lady Tartleton's three adult male labradors, Horace, Virgil
and Caesar, from their old spot in front of the enormous fireplace.
Edgar and Monica Pottlebonce, strangely, or perhaps not so
strangely, considering their history, had no animals, and the
precincts of Tartleton Court were silent of mew, bark or
whinny.

Edgar
Pottlebonce had begun his adult life as a farmer, inheriting a
dairy herd from his father, but, owing to a peculiar financial
astuteness, sharp enough to penetrate the accumulated layers of
Mid-Yorkshire orthodoxy and suspicion, had been one of the first
farmers in the North to take full advantage of the complex system
of EC subsidies, quotas and allowances. He had done little
conventional farming after the late 1970s, depending instead upon
the exotic cash crops of llamas and aubergines, and claiming
gargantuan sums for unused fields and quotas. Eventually, even
these profitable activities had been superseded, and he had set
himself up as an agricultural consultant, providing advice, at
extortionate rates per hour, to other farmers anxious to milk the
CAP cow while she was still productive. Finally, a year ago,
inspired by Ophelia's other mortgage bandits, he had sold
Greenhaigh Farm to Stewart Saggers and had moved into Tartleton
Court.

The great hall
was filling up now, with little groups of tweed and cashmere,
sipping suspiciously at their sherry. They need not have worried.
Lady Tartleton had taken her stocks of Wearside Cream away
to Yardley Farm with her, and the Pottlebonce's replacement, if not
adventurous, was at least drinkable. Monica herself stood in a dark
corner, glowering through her new spectacles at a mousy girl whom
Ophelia recognised as Rambleton's new curate. From time to time,
Monica's principles were be overcome by her hospitable duty and she
would blunder forward with the decanter and pour sherry over some
unsuspecting guest, who was driving home anyway and looking for the
orange juice. There was no sign of Edgar.

To Ophelia's
left, Nick Bottomley, who never missed a likely client-gathering
occasion, was advancing upon the lady curate, the coals behind his
black eyes rekindled in anticipation of a conquest. On her other
side was a little group of middle-aged Rambletonians, among them
Major Lamb and his wife Letitia. Ophelia joined the group and was
warmly welcomed by the Major.

‘Why, it's
young Mrs O. again! Now there's a coincidence. I was just saying,
wasn't I, Charlie, that it must have been here, in Lady Tartleton's
time, that we first met. Plenty of water under the bridge since
then, eh?’

‘That's right’
agreed Ophelia in a low tone, aware of Nick's presence behind her.
They had called a truce after Dodie's birth, but she was uneasy,
and unwilling for him to discover any more about the forgotten
Mortgage Bandits. ‘I'm glad you're here. I was wanting to ask
. . .’

‘Best thing I
ever did, coming in with you on that business. Wouldn't have met
old Porridge otherwise.’ He addressed the man called Charlie. ‘Know
old Porridge, do you, my business partner? Marvellous chap. Brown
as a burnt chapati, isn't that right, Letty, but salt of the earth,
salt of the earth.’

Letitia, who,
during the day, as Rambleton's Chief Assistant Librarian, was
fierce and half-moon spectacled, merely simpered and gazed up at
her husband in adoration. ‘Mm-hmm,’ she nodded, filigree earrings
tinkling.

‘Fact is,’
continued the Major, ‘business is going so well that we - what the
blazes?’

Edgar had
entered the room, portly and dapper in a tight-fitting suit of
yellow tweed and a burnished mahogany walking-stick. But it was not
at this rather Mr Toadish ensemble that the Major was staring,
vermilion with fury, but at a small enamel badge on Edgar's lapel.
It was a brass disc, about an inch in diameter, upon which was
painted a plump and very pink pig.

‘Evening,
Major,’ called the unusually jovial Mr Pottlebonce. ‘Pleased to see
you. Anything more I can get you? A whisky, perhaps?’

‘You
. . . you . . .’ stammered Major Lamb,
advancing too quickly for his limp and losing his balance
momentarily. ‘You . . . bounder!’

It was then
that Ophelia realised she was wearing Malachi's trousers.

 



Chapter
Five

The Zonal
Tournament

The trouble had
started that morning, as soon as the Pottlebonces had left the
office. Invigorated by the half-pound of broken biscuits which
Polly had wheedled from her mum on the sweet stall, Ophelia began,
for the first time since leaving the house, to worry again about
Adeodata. She reached for the telephone.

‘Wet Nose Oh my
God Dodie don't roll off there Solutions no Innocent I meant a
clean nappy no get your fingers out just a moment the baby
. . . Aarrghhh!’

The line tailed
off into a harmonic scream with Adeodata taking the soprano,
Innocent the alto and Malachi the bass parts. Eventually, after
some more thumps, rustles and sobs, Malachi retrieved the
receiver.

‘Coping all
right, are you, love?’ asked Ophelia sweetly.

‘Oh fine, fine,
of course. Just having our usual morning sing-song. So important to
develop the children's musical abilities at an early age, don't you
agree?’

‘Absolutely. So
you don't want me to have Dodie here at the office with me,
then?’

There was a
silence of awe and joyful yearning, a pause of such exquisite
ecstacy that only the buzzing of Rambleton's still analogue
telephone system was able to contain it.

‘You mean it?’
gasped Malachi, when the power of speech was restored to him. ‘You
could really take her? Just this afternoon or . . .?’ The
concept was almost too much for him.

‘Well,’ said
Ophelia, wondering what aberrant impulse of the maternal gene had
made her telephone at all, ‘for as long as Mr Snodsworth doesn't
find out, anyway. If he does, then I'll really lose my job, so we
won't have all this to worry about, just little things like how to
pay the mortgage and live on a diet of nettles and those peculiar
pink things that grow behind the hen-house.’

‘I'll bring her
right over, shall I?’ said Malachi, making the fumbling sounds of a
man trying to insert his arm, telephone and all, into the wrong
sleeve of his overcoat.

‘Yes, you might
as well. But you'd better disguise her as something.’

‘Disguise
Dodie? As what, exactly? Orson Welles? A soft-boiled egg?’

‘No, no, just
don't parade in here triumphantly bearing a carry-cot. Try to be a
bit subtle about it.’

Even as she
said this, Ophelia thought it was probably a mistake. Subtlety,
other than as applied to the habit of New Zealand forwards sneaking
tries around the backs of their opponents' knees, was not a concept
of great importance in Malachi's quotidian existence.

‘Subtle.
Right-oh, got the message. I'll be as subtle as a . . .
remarkably subtle thing.’ There was a gentle tinkle and a plop, as
the car keys fell into something soft and yielding. ‘Oh no, that
bloody nappy, I forgot . . . See you soon then, Oaf.
Bye.’

Half an hour
later, as Ophelia was once again corresponding with the Legal Aid
Area Office in an attempt to extract payment for a case concluded
in 1973, she heard the front door of the office open and several
unco-ordinated feet negotiate the doorstep.

‘Ah,
Malachi.’

But it was not
Malachi. To her horror, hardly had she honed her final delicate
irony when Polly appeared in the doorway, gesticulating desperately
and overshadowed by an outsize Stetson. The Stetson was removed,
flourished and flung extravagantly towards the hat stand in the
corner. It fell short by some four feet and knocked over the bottle
of ink which Ophelia had bought in the hope of impressing her
clients.

‘Oh, darn!’
said the Stetson's owner, an immensely tall and thin man whose
brown, rangy joints protruded from collar and socks. ‘There was me
a-thinkin' I'd have a chance against Huddersfield Hal in this
year's Yorkshire Ten Gallon Hat Derby. Looks like I'll have to
stick to the freestyle lasso after all. Howdy, Ophelia.
Rib-munchin' good to see you back. Up in the saddle, that's the
thing, show them thar cattle who's in charge.’

‘Morning, Mr
Ranger. Yes, it's nice to be here again. Was there anything
special?’

‘Oh no, nothing
to fret about. Just a good ol' welcome back to the ranch. And say -
’ He fumbled in the pocket of his fringed leather waistcoat. ‘The
missiz made these for your li'l tyke. Think she'll like 'em?’ He
drew out a pair of pink mittens, of a size likely to fit a small
squirrel. ‘She was in something of a fritfly's fuzzle with the
tension, but I told her not to tiz herself.’

‘You did quite
right. Tell Dorothy they're lovely. But right now - ’

She broke off
as another figure appeared in the doorway. This time it was
Malachi, with Innocent clinging to one trouserleg and carrying a
large cardboard box.

‘Hello, Oaf.
Sorry to break up the party. I just brought along those urgent
files that you wanted.’ His pale blue eyes stared into Ophelia's
with great intensity. ‘Those very important files. The ones that
you said you wanted to have with you. All the time.’

Ophelia looked
down with some trepidation at the box, which seemed, upon close
inspection, to be vibrating very gently with a distant snuffling
sound. ‘Oh, lovely,’ she said hastily, raising her eyebrows up and
down in an attempt to signal her comprehension. ‘Fantastic. Just
what I needed. Are there any, um, spare . . . pads of
paper in there?’

‘Pads of
paper?’ Malachi was mystified.

‘Yes, you know,
for when one gets filled up. The kind with a waterproof cover and a
nice nap. The sort that feel like soft skin, or, as they say
in France, peau douce.’

Malachi's mouth
was hanging open.

‘Oh no!’ cried
Ophelia, grabbing her arm in wild improvisation. ‘I think I've got
a touch of crampers. Pampers.’ she hissed.

Malachi's face
cleared like a newly wiped blackboard. ‘Oh yes!’ he boomed. ‘Yes,
you've got plenty of those.’

At the
resonance of his voice, there came an alarming little creak from
inside the box.

‘And it's well
ventilated,’ thundered Malachi. ‘No danger of the poor little
files' not being able to breathe properly.’

A louder and
distinctly unpapery sound was issuing from the depths of the
cardboard box. Ophelia acted quickly.

‘Bother!’ she
said loudly. ‘I think Innocent's got a dirty nappy. I'll have to
change him in here. Quick, Polly, take Mr Ranger through. This
isn't a suitable experience for a hat-hurler in serious
training.’

‘I not smelly!’
cried Innocent, deeply affronted, for he had been fully
potty-trained for the past six months.

But Deputy
District Judge Ranger was already on the other side of a firmly
closed door. As Ophelia had suspected, he found the whole business
of procreation, childbirth and infant development deeply
disturbing, having only recently obtained any experience even of
the preliminaries. He had been rather nervous even of handing over
the mittens, afraid that they might involve him, at some unknown
point in the future, in actually touching one of the squalling
little creatures, holding it, perhaps, or tickling its unnaturally
small and pink toes. As for the processes whereby matter was
introduced to, and expelled from the infant, even the vaguest
contemplation filled him with a ghastly horror.

‘Never mind,
sir,’ commiserated Polly with a dimpled smile. ‘At least she hasn't
got the baby in there as well.’ Her expression was one that Ophelia
would have recognised, with a mixture of elation and foreboding.
Polly was in her conspiratorial mode, which, in Ophelia's
experience, combined immense complications, desperate secrecy and a
hearty dollop of illegality. It inevitably led to disaster.

‘Tarnation!’
replied Mr Ranger, unexpectedly. ‘I've just remembered why I came
over here in the first place. Ole Pardner Snodsworth wants to see
some guy called Oliver - I guess he means our Miz O.?’

‘Bound to,’
agreed Polly. ‘But I, er, wouldn't disturb her now.’

Mr Ranger's
hand jumped off the door handle as though it had been electrified.
‘No, no, you're right there, l'il Poll. Guess I should just holler,
hey?’

‘Oh no!’
whispered Ophelia to Malachi, beneath the cover of Innocent's
Baa, baa black sheep. She was feeding Dodie at last, the
milk cascading in grateful torrents over the Legal Aid Board's most
recent correspondence. In her hungover hurry to get dressed that
morning, she had combined the large sweater with a long and rather
exotic black lace skirt. It was unlikely that Mr Snodsworth would
fail to notice it, or that Oliver would be allowed to get away with
such blatant cross-dressing.

Mr Ranger was
tapping on the door now, his squeamishness vying with his fear of
the senior partner. ‘Please, Ophelia. He'll have my liver for a
lanyard if we don't get our but - I mean speed up a bit.’

‘It's no good,
Malachi,’ said Ophelia. ‘I'll just have to borrow your
trousers.’

Thankfully, the
interview with Mr Snodsworth was not too onerous. Ophelia's hair
managed to stay tucked in the polo neck of her jumper, which the
old man evidently took to be some archaic form of wing collar.
Malachi's trousers, an old pair of army fatigues, were baggy enough
to fasten even over her post-natal folds and needed only a couple
of extra turn-ups. She had to wear them long, in any case, to cover
up the gold satin bows on her pretty little pumps, the only
complete pair of shoes she had managed to find that morning. She
could have borrowed Malachi's footwear as well, for he was willing
enough, but she had doubted her ability to cross the cobbles in
size ten rugby boots. No, her impersonation of Oliver was, if
anything, only too successful. Mr Snodsworth had evidently taken a
great liking to the boy, and regaled him with longer and longer
stories of his days in the Law, of frankalmoign and ultimogeniture,
of jus primae noctis and John Doe, while the bruised sky
darkened and, across the Square, Malachi shivered in his
Y-fronts.

Finally, as Mr
Snodsworth reached the dramatic conclusion of In Re Monkton's
Trusts, in which he, as a humble articled clerk, had noticed
the fatal ambiguity which had destroyed the Lord Chancellor and
nearly brought the Government down, Malachi could wait no longer.
Innocent was agitating for tea, haunted by the vision of fish
fingers and custard creams, Dodie whimpered and the older children
would be stamping their feet as they stood, a solitary huddle
outside St. Barnabas R.C. Primary School. He opened Ophelia's door
an inch or so, to see Polly in the outer office talking to a couple
of stout women. He looked down at his uncovered legs and shut the
door again. It would have to be the window. Fortunately it was
growing dark and the window opened only into a quiet alley, a quick
sprint from the surgery car park and the safety of the Volvo.

Innocent came
out first, solemn and silent with the gravity of the endeavour. He
stood, sturdy on a grating and held his arms out to take the
baby.

‘Good boy,’
whispered his father, and Innocent held on tight to the faintly
shivering bundle. For the first time he was truly a big
brother.

Next came
Malachi himself, more awkwardly than the children, with elbows and
knees unaccountably wedged in the corners of the frame. Finally all
was extricated, and he jumped down, the studs of his boots
reverberating on the paving slabs.

‘Made it!’ he
triumphed, and ‘Really, sir?’ came a sardonic echo from the
darkness. Malachi blinked, rubbed a hand across his forehead and
came face to face with the quietly smiling Sergeant Booking.

It was Ophelia
who came to his rescue some half an hour later, as she strode, in
as masculine a manner as she could muster, back across the Square.
Innocent, who was torn between the excitement of seeing a real
policeman so close at hand and the vicarious humiliation of seeing
his father ridiculed, spotted her first.

‘Mummy!
P'liceman got us!’

Sergeant
Booking was enjoying himself, and was not inclined to desist upon
finding out that his suspicious character was Ophelia's husband. He
had not forgiven her for her mild-sounding enquiries after his
wife. She, in turn, had no intention of telling him the real reason
why Malachi was wearing no trousers.

‘I expect the
baby was sick,’ she improvised wildly, ‘and Mal had to use them to
clean it up.’

‘That's right!’
said Malachi, rather too quickly, and then, over-egging the pudding
somewhat, ‘Innie was sick too. And then I was.’

Sergeant
Booking took a step backwards. He was pretty sure that they were
lying, but it did not do to take any chances. To succumb to a
gastric epidemic would not be the ideal way to improve the
Rambleton force's clear-up rate.

‘Very well
then,’ he condescended. ‘We'll take no further action at present.
But listen here.’

Malachi's eyes
widened in the pantomime of innocence that Ophelia knew so
well.

‘I'll be
keeping an eye on you. And the next time I catch you loitering in
my town centre . . .’

‘Yes sir. Of
course, sir. Thank you very much, sir.’

Sergeant
Booking suspected irony, but could do nothing about it, though he
contemplated a call at the next Police Conference upon the Home
Secretary to make Sarcasm Towards A Senior Officer an indictable
offence, so he marched off to persecute a couple of teenage
canoodlers on the other side of the Square.

The older O.
children had, by the time that their parents collected them, been
waiting outside the school for an hour and a half.

‘We might have
been inducted,’ said Pius severely.

‘Yes,’ agreed
Hygenus. ‘Or kidnapped.’

Ophelia and
Malachi expressed contrition, but only fish and chips, they could
see, would constitute real restitution. Ophelia gave Dodie a quick
feed in the car while Pius and Joan queued for seven times haddock,
chips and extra mushy peas, and Malachi desperately tried to hide
his goose-pimples with the dog blanket. Back at Moorwind Farm she
let them out, called them back for the front door key and turned
around immediately for Tartleton Court, completely forgetting her
unusual attire.




But when,
following Edgar Pottlebonce's outburst, she did look down at the
faded fatigues, everyone else was too excited to notice. It had
been thirty years since the last disturbance at a Tartleton Court
cocktail party, when Sir Lionel's nephew had turned up in bare feet
and offered a joint to the Chief Constable. On that occasion, it
was recalled, the entertainment had continued for some time, as it
transpired that at least twenty members of the Rambleton Hunt had
already succumbed and were holding a love-in under the hay loft.
Major Lamb, however, somewhat unsportingly, declined to insult his
host further, but stomped out of the room, his limp forgotten, and
into his waiting Range Rover. Ophelia was as disappointed as the
others, for she had just learned from the jovial Charlie that the
Major, ‘bloody clever chap’ was the president of Rambleton Chess
Club. She had also noticed, in her new found detective role, that
the lapel badge worn by Edgar depicted exactly the same pink and
rounded pig as appeared on the corner of Hilda's map. A flush of
investigative enthusiasm welled up in Ophelia, and once again she
forgot the trousers. But the Major showed no signs of returning,
and no one else, not even Monica, seemed to know anything about the
badge, so she decided to leave, and fulfil a long-standing
assignation with the ironing-board. On the way out she met Lady
Tartleton.

‘Missed
anything, have I?’ she called, as though across three fences and a
pack of bellowing hounds. Ophelia tried to tell her, but Lady
Tartleton, certain that nothing in Rambleton would dare happen
without her, gave a dismissive whinny and proceeded forth, followed
by a train of muddy labradors.

‘Oh-ahh!’ she
barked suddenly, turning on her heel so that the following dogs
fell over one another's rumps. ‘Sprogs haven't got school in the
morning, have they? Saturday. Bring 'em over, then. Fella's
deliverin' the stock. Y'know, for the Hydro-Porcine thingummy.
Should be a bit of excitement for the poor beasts.’

Ophelia did not
dare to ask whether she meant the children or the pigs.




‘Very wiggley,’
was Innocent's considered verdict on the piglets and indeed they
were, squirming joyously in a great heap on the back of the pick-up
truck. They had surprisingly large, triangular ears and very
bright, intelligent little eyes. A young man in overalls scooped
each piglet up in turn and gave it a cursory check, his large
fingers spread across its belly, before dropping it unceremoniously
into the nearest of the two blue plastic paddling pools.

‘Fancy wallows
y'got.’ He addressed Pius, presuming that he, as the eldest male
present, was the source of local authority.

‘They're not
wallows,’ objected Lady Tartleton. ‘They're hygienic porcine
habitation units.’

‘Oh aye?’ He
continued to scoop up the piglets with only the faintest twitch of
amusement across his large bland face.

Unfortunately,
the pools, purchased the day before from a toyshop in Scorsdale and
so like those at Innocent's playgroup that he had already had to be
lifted out twice, were becoming less hygienic by the minute. Not
every piglet, but certainly every other one, reacted to its
unexpected landfall in four or five inches of warm water by raising
its stubby tail slightly, emitting a couple of mild eructations and
sending forth a stream of khaki-coloured liquid.

‘Never mind,’
said Lady Tartleton, through only slightly tightened lips, for she
was not fastidious, only mean, and the water supply was not yet
metered. ‘Albert can clean them out when he gets here. All the
same, I can't understand it. In all the photographs the water was
perfectly clear. Perhaps Canadian pigs are better
house-trained.’

‘Albert?’ asked
Ophelia, rescuing Urban's glove from the jaws of a small pig. ‘Not
. . .?’

‘Skate, yes.
You'll remember him of course.’

Ophelia had
hardly had the chance to forget. Already, in her first week back at
work, she had come across seven current files dealing with the
various litigious activities, all legally-aided, of Albert and his
son Darren.

‘He ought to be
here by now, actually. I've taken him on as pig-man, since he's
been sacked by the Council.’

This was
scarcely a surprise. Even a body so inefficient and petty-minded as
Scorsdale District Council could hardly fail to realise,
eventually, that Albert Skate, dirty alike in body and soul,
illiterate, generally drunk and an inveterate scrounger of some
forty years' standing, was ill-fitted for the dynamic role of
Rambleton's Chief Planning Officer. He was barely more appropriate
as a Hygienic Porcine Operative, but it was unlikely that anyone
else would do the job at the wages Lady Tartleton was offering.

Lady
Tartleton's thoughts were evidently moving along the same tracks,
for she continued,

‘I needn't pay
him much, you see, because he's still "on the sick". What is it
now, Incapacity Benefit?’

‘Which I
suppose he was claiming all the time he worked for the Council? No,
don't tell me, I don't want to know.’ Ophelia looked around
anxiously to make sure that Pius, who had a tendency to live up to
his name, had not overheard. But the children, with the apparent
connivance of the phlegmatic driver, had scrambled up into the back
of the pick-up truck and were helping to pass out the last few
delighted piglets.

‘Dunna forget
to separate 'em,’ he said, when all were happily splashing in the
pool, its water now a uniform dark green.

‘Separate them?
Into what?’

‘Boars n'
gilts. Males and females, y'know.’

‘Of course I
know,’ said Lady Tartleton, whose androgynous tweeds sometimes made
one wonder. ‘But they're all just piglets, aren't they?’

‘Weaners,’
corrected the young man. ‘Grow up fast, pigs do.’

‘Oh, very well
then. We've got two pools, anyway. I suppose Albert can sort them
out, if his limited intelligence stretches that far.’

‘It'll be quite
easy, I think,’ said Pius. ‘If you look at them from behind then
you can tell the male ones. Look, there, hanging down, its little
test . . .’

‘Quite,’
interrupted Ophelia, wondering whether it was too late to withdraw
him from the fascinating sex education lessons. ‘Unfortunately we
have to get home. It's time for lunch and then we've got the family
chess tournament.’

On their way
over to Yardley Farm that morning, the children had called at the
library for their weekly assault on the Roald Dahl and Dick
King-Smith shelves, and Ophelia had taken the opportunity to ask
Letitia Lamb about Rambleton's chess club. Letitia was more
flustered than usual, something of her feather-brained domestic
persona overlapping with the professional one, and was obviously
unwilling to speak to a witness of her husband's recent behaviour.
She could not, however, refuse a legitimate request from a council
tax payer, and pointed, though with bad grace, to a fading poster
at the corner of the noticeboard.

RAMBLETON CHESS
CLUB

Novices welcome

Weds 8pm

Ratchet-Crampers'
Social Club, Brack Street

As she mused
over what a ratchet-cramper could be, and recalled, with a sinking
heart, some of the less than savoury businesses from Brack Street
for whom Parrishes had acted, her eye was caught by a poster
advertising the local dramatic society's production of
Rosencrantz and Guilderstern are Dead. Her mind boggling
only a little, she remembered, by a comparatively straightforward
process of association, that her elder brother Laertes had played
chess as a schoolboy.

‘He'll know how
to run a tournament,’ she said aloud, attracting a hard stare from
Letitia, ‘and he's bound to be at home for lunch, in between
Sainsbury's and golf.’ Laertes, despite, or perhaps because of his
name, was a man of habit and precept, who combined perfectly his
mother's social ambition with his father's golfing perseverance, so
that his arrival on the links at precisely two-thirty, with the
correct socks, was a point of tranquil immutability in a wild and
wandering world.




‘But I can't
talk any Swiss!’ wailed Hygenus, drumming a headless knight
impatiently on the table.

‘There's no
such thing, is there?’ said Malachi, wandering past, festooned with
baby blankets and small pink nappies. ‘They all speak other
people's languages, don't they: Frog and all that? And then
Cantonese in the cantons, I suppose.’

‘But I can't
talk those ones either!’

Ophelia was
sorting through a button collection bequeathed to her by a great
aunt. She picked out two knobbly cream buttons and placed them
thoughtfully on the home-made chess board in front of her.

‘Bishops,
perhaps,’ she mused. ‘Oh, Hygenus. A Swiss tournament's got nothing
to do with Switzerland. At least, Uncle Laertes didn't say that it
did. Perhaps it was invented there or something. It means that
. . . Oh well, we'll just start playing and you'll
see.’

By dint of
excavating toy-boxes, drawers and Innocent's secret cache of
treasures stashed away in the hen-house, they managed to put
together one and a half extant chess sets and were creating a
further one and a half using household objects and the last of
Pius' model aeroplane paint.

‘There we are!’
he said now triumphantly indicating two black enamelled cotton
reels drying stickily before him. ‘Now let's get started.’

In the first
round, Ophelia played against Urban, hissing the rules to him
across the table, and lost, not altogether intentionally, when she
forgot about the leaping facility of the knight. Malachi also lost,
due, he suspected, to Hygenus' dexterous rearrangement of the
pieces while Malachi went out to fetch Innocent's Ribena. Nothing,
however, could be proven. Pius, the only child to have played the
game before, was paired against Joan, and was mortified to be
checkmated in twelve moves.

‘You should
have guarded that pawn in front of the bishop,’ she explained
kindly. ‘And your king hadn't got anywhere to go. Perhaps you
should have done that, you know, swapping over thing with your
tower.’

‘Castling,’
growled Pius. ‘And it's called a rook.’ He disappeared into the
kitchen with Reredorter.

For the second
round, following Laertes' instructions, Ophelia put two of the
winners, Joan and Hygenus, together on what he had called the 'top
board', and two losers, herself and Pius, on the third. The middle
did not work out so neatly, but she paired Malachi and Urban. Pius,
smarting from his feminine defeat in the first round, beat her
easily, while Malachi and Urban, their blond heads conspiratorially
close over the chess board, agreed a quick draw and sidled off to
raid the pantry. On the first board there was more of a struggle,
as Joan, inspired by her success and suddenly motivated by an
unprecedented instinct for victory, watched the board intently,
noticing every one of Hygenus' subtle nudges of a pawn, so that her
brother was eventually, and much to his disgust, forced to play by
the rules.

‘I assign!’ he
shouted furiously, upon losing his queen, and stomped off to join
his father and younger brother amidst last week's jam tarts.

The tournament
controller, with her badly depleted flock, calculated the scores at
the end of the second round. Joan was easily leading with two
points, Urban following her with one and a half, Hygenus and Pius
had one point each, Malachi a half, and Ophelia herself had yet to
score.

‘Come on, you
lot!’ she called. ‘We've got a third round to play,’ but she was
greeted only with bulging mouths and strawberry-smeared chins. Joan
was therefore declared the winner and awarded a rather hairy bar of
Turkish Delight, together with the honour of accompanying her
mother to Rambleton Chess Club on the following Wednesday
evening.




‘And the first
ball,’ announced the television presenter, with an excellent
simulation of excitement, ‘is number . . .
thirty-three!’

‘Years of Our
Lord's life,’ recited Malachi, as though to the catechism. ‘Any of
you got that one, kids?’

He looked
around him at the five elder children who were sitting cross-legged
on the lino, each staring intently at a National Lottery ticket. As
Pius had predicted, he had made no objections to buying the tickets
and, when apprised of the secrets of Spiritual Numerology, had
entered enthusiastically into the scheme.

‘Actually,’ he
had confided to Joan, the most sceptical member of the syndicate,
‘my auntie Siobhan in Kerry used to do more-or-less the same thing.
She'd go to Confession, and however many Hail Marys the priest gave
her, that would be her first number for the week. She never won,
mind, not that I knew of, but I expect her numerology wasn't quite
scientific enough.’

The children
drew their forefingers across the lines of numbers.

‘Yes!’ shouted
Pius, and, after a nudge from Joan, Innocent. Urban burst into
tears.

‘Never mind,
darling,’ said Ophelia, who was struggling with a book about chess
which she had found in the library. ‘Nobody's actually going to
win.’

The next
pastel-coloured ball was rumbling through the digestive system of
the machine.


‘Seventeen.’

‘Apostles plus
the Evangelists. Anyone got seventeen?’

Hygenus had,
and Innocent again.

‘He's too young
to have a Personal Devotional Programme anyway,’ complained Pius.
‘It would've been much better if you'd given two tickets to me.
After all, I am going to be a priest.’

‘Well you can't
win it, then,’ said Joan. ‘Priests aren't supposed to have any
money.’

‘I'd give it to
the poor, of course, which means Mum and Dad, so it wouldn't make
any difference.’

‘Forty.’

‘Days in the
wilderness.’

‘Yayy!’ shouted
Hygenus, punching the air in a manner which Ophelia found rather
distasteful. Meanwhile, Urban had broken his duck.

‘Seven.’

‘Creation of
the world.’

None of the
children had chosen seven, convinced by Pius' assertion that it was
essentially a pagan number.

‘Nine.’

‘The Trinity,
squared?’ suggested Malachi, without much conviction. The children
looked at him coldly.

‘And
. . .’ A drum roll from the background of the studio. ‘
. . . The final number, the sixth ball, number
. . . Two!’

‘Second Person
of the Trinity,’ said Malachi with smug triumph, then doubled up in
pain as a turbo-charged six year old shot into his stomach. ‘Oh,
you've won, have you, Hugeness?’

‘And Innie,’
came a proud voice from his sister's knee. It was the only number
he could recognise, but it was unmistakably there. ‘Two. Innie's
number.’

The bonus ball
was twenty-nine, to which even Malachi's ingenuity could not
ascribe a theological significance. ‘Bugger the bonus ball. You two
are in the money, anyway. Ten quid each, isn't it? What are you
going to spend it on?’

Through
Hygenus' mind passed visions of football cards, chocolate bars and
jumbo packs of lollipops. But he remembered, at least, he
remembered once Pius had kicked him a couple of times, the original
purpose of their endeavour.

‘We're going to
buy something for Mum, aren't we, Innie? What would you like,
Mummy?’

Ophelia, who
had not been listening, abandoned her book with exasperation. The
few lines in it that were not composed of incomprehensible chess
analysis were full of thirty-year old stories of skullduggery from
the Cold War; psychological bombardment and colour-coded yoghurts.
It all helped to explain Zuke's apparent paranoia but was not of
much practical assistance now. What she needed was something to
tell her about the current chess world, its characters and
motivations.

‘I wish I had a
chess magazine,’ she said to the room in general. ‘Does anyone know
if such a thing actually exists?’

 



Chapter
Six

The Modern Bishop's
Opening

‘But we went
last week, and the one before!’ wailed the children next morning
when Ophelia broke up the cartoons with the suggestion of mass. ‘We
can't be s'posed to go every week. We'll know it all by the
time we're grown up and then we won't want to go any more.’

‘We'll be
lapsed.’ said Joan in a catastrophic whisper. ‘If you force
us to go to church now, against our incler, inclon, when we don't
really want to, then we'll just rebel when we're old, and become
atheists or single mothers or those people who go to car boot
sales.’

‘Not all three,
then?’ asked Ophelia. ‘Come on, kids, you were keen enough on your
Personal Devotional Programmes when you were doing the
lottery.’

‘Well, Huge and
Innie can go then, since they're the only ones that won.’

‘Defiantly
not,’ said Hygenus. ‘That Lady Tartyton's always there and she
pokes me in the back. She absolutely must be a witch.’

Ophelia sighed
and resorted to her last weapon. ‘If you come along now, then we'll
call at the sweet shop on the way back and you can each choose
something.’

‘Out of your
money,’ warned Hygenus, turning grudgingly from the screen. ‘We
need our ten poundses, don't we, Innie? For what she asked
for.’

Ophelia,
missing the last sentence, wondered once again how two such
financial incompetents as she and Malachi had managed to produce
children with the bargaining acumen of Shylock on a wet Venetian
Monday.

It was evident
as soon as they arrived at the small church of Our Lady and Saint
Barnabas, comparatively early, at only two minutes past ten, that
something unusual was happening. The large pot-holed car park,
usually three-quarters empty, was jammed with vehicles and more
cars were jammed together along the narrow streets of terraced
houses, with an unworldy disregard for bumpers and wing-mirrors.
The children cheered up and Ophelia, with a sense of foreboding,
found a hairy comb in the gluey recesses of her handbag and set
about grooming all those within reach.

They trailed
into the church, dripping holy water behind them, during the second
verse of the opening hymn, and Urban, lost, as usual, in some
fantastical kingdom of his own, became entangled in the middle of
the procession. Uncommonly, for an ordinary Sunday, this consisted
of all the available altar-boys, several of them rather too
obviously on their way to football practice, with garish Premier
League shirts obtruding from wrists and neck-lines, and imperfectly
cleaned studs making muddy indentations in the carpet. There were
also several altar-girls, an innovation which Father Jim, the
parish priest, had seized upon with enthusiasm, their voluminous
white surplices unflatteringly bunched at the the waist by firm
cords, waddling after the boys like liturgical potato-sacks. But it
was towards the rear of the procession, behind the recently
promoted senior altar-boy, bearing the silver crucifix, and behind
Fr Jim himself, bouncing nervously on his schoolboy soles that all
eyes were turned, to a slight, stooped figure, his face pale and
tremulous between the stiff cope and heavy mitre. He reached the
altar steps, turned, and, with a visible relaxation of his
shoulders, removed the mitre to reveal a small skull cap. Without
his headdress he suddenly seemed very short, although he must still
have been a head taller than Fr Jim, and oddly vulnerable, as he
gazed out across the ranks of scrutinizing faces.

Malachi
disentangled Innocent from the smallest altar-girl and they
squeezed into the end of a pew.

The reason for
the uncharacteristic congestion outside was at once evident. The
first three or four pews, normally remaining empty but for the very
latest, most dishevelled families, were full on either side of the
aisle, right up to the bishop's nervously tapping brogues. On the
left hand side, in demure undulations of navy blue and grey, sat
the fifteen sisters of Saint Wilgefortis' Convent. Few were under
seventy, and all sat silently, rheumy eyes patiently resting upon
the poor bishops, with only the occasional shifting of an arthritic
knee to indicate that they were still alive at all. The only
exception was Sister Hedwig, the youngest sister at forty-seven,
who was crooning out of tune and swaying her solid little body from
side to side. As Fr Jim's Parish Sister, she was accustomed to the
informality of a family Mass, whereas the other sisters, who
generally heard daily Mass only in their own chapel, were a little
too stiff for the tuning guitars and dying strains of Taizé
rhythms.

On the right
hand side, however, discomfort of quite a different sort could be
observed. Straggled along the pews, some couples and friends
sitting close together for protection, some leaving exaggeratedly
generous spaces, were some twelve or thirten persons, mostly women,
aged between about thirty and sixty. A few were dressed with
painful formality, the women uncomfortable in Mrs Thatcher-style
floppy neck bows and the men in suits tight about the paunch and
riding high on their drooped shoulders. Others were aggressively
casual, in jeans and sweatshirts with faded slogans, tapping their
feet to the music of the Taizé chants while showing in their
resolute faces that they had no intention of listening to the
words, which, in any case, were largely in the elitist formulations
of Latin. Ophelia recognised one or two of these, from personal
injury or employment law consultations, as teachers at the Alderman
Penbury Comprehensive School, and identified the tight cluster of
pinstriped grey and royal blue hats behind them as the school's
headmaster and senior governors.

The two camps
gave sidelong glances at each other across the aisle, as though at
some morganatic marriage.

The bishop
looked from one side to the other, unsure of where to fix his gaze.
He settled on the door at the back of the church, bit his lip
momentarily, and began.

‘In the name of
the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. The Lord be
with you.’

The teachers
shuffled uncomfortably, as though making room for an over-proximate
Deity, while the sisters settled back in their pews, crossing
themselves with only a hint of smugness. The Mass proceeded as
usual until the end of the Gospel, when Fr Jim, in place of the
customary rambling inconsequentialities which made up his weekly
homily, came up to the very edge of the altar steps and peered
engagingly at his flock.

‘Moi friends,’
he began, his Irish accent intensified by the weight of the
occasion, ‘my friends, I think most of you know all about the talks
which the, er, Diocesan Finance Comm- committee,’ he stumbled over
the words slightly, ‘have been havin' about the future of Saint
Wilgefortis' Convent, home of our darlin' sisters over here.’ He
permitted himself a tiny nod in the direction of the Reverend
Mother.

Ophelia felt a
little peeved. Despite being privy to the legal secrets of half of
Rambleton, she always seemed to be the last to hear any real
gossip. She supposed that it was because she did not collect the
children from school, or accompany Innocent to Mums & Toddlers
in the church hall. Meanwhile the children, who were great
frequenters of the convent, attracted equally by the hedgehog
sanctuary and constant baking, had abandoned their evangelical
colouring books and were perched on the edge of the pew with
horrified faces.

‘And s-so,’ Fr
Jim was stammering, ‘in the view of the . . .’ He
squinted down at the crumpled paper in his paw. ‘Can't read me
bluddy writing. In view of . . . things . . .
our dear bishop has very kindly come to speak to us himself to tell
us that . . . to . . . to . . .’ He
trailed off. Instantly the bishop was beside him.

‘Thank you,
Father Jim,’ he said inaudibly, being accustomed to the cathedral's
microphone. ‘Thank you.’

Avoiding both
the tremulous hope in the sisters' faces and the sceptical stares
of the teachers, he focused on the far end of the aisle, into which
Innocent was just escaping.

‘Hello, little
boy,’ said the bishop to the approaching toddler, seizing the
excuse for procrastination. ‘That's all right, Mum and Dad.’
Ophelia and Malachi had become wedged together in the entrance to
the pew, in their simultaneous efforts to recapture the child.
‘Suffer little children, remember? He's not doing any harm, are
you, young chap?’

Gradually,
however, as the paschal candle rocked precariously, the bishop's
shoelaces were untied and Innocent grabbed the altar-cloth, it
became evident that children could be suffered no longer and that
the bishop must return to his reluctant task. Malachi disappeared
through the back door with his crimson flailing charge as the
bishop coughed his way to an announcement.

‘As Father Jim
says, they . . . the diocesan finance . . .
that is, all of us who were involved in the decision, with which,
of course, I entirely concur, that is to say that despite my
personal feelings . . .’ He began to rub the palm of his
hand over his jaw, as though the faint pinpricks of stubble beneath
the skin might at any moment burst into a bushy beard like that of
the frowning schoolmaster before him. ‘The facts, in case any of
you are unfamiliar with them, are as follows. The house and grounds
of Saint Wilgefortis' Convent belong to the Scorsdale Diocese and
were, of course, originally known as Rambleton Convent School. In
1978, when the school was incorporated into the new Alderman
Penbury Comprehensive,’ A few of the teachers gave gutteral grunts
of approval, as though at a union conference, ‘most of the land and
buildings were sold to the Mid-Yorkshire Education Authority. The
diocese retained only the convent house itself and a strip of land
behind it.’ He glanced at the ancient Reverend Mother who smiled,
remembering the bishop as a small boy with a passion for Sister
Mary-Joseph's gingerbread. ‘Now, however, the diocese has received
a proposal from the Education Authority, that they be permitted to
purchase the strip of land and the convent house, which they
propose to turn into a,’ he paused to concentrate, ‘a Gender
Redefining Resource.’ Two women in the second pew gave simultaneous
bounces of excitement. ‘And I understand,’ continued the bishop
innocently, ‘that it is particularly important to the school that
this matter be dealt with quickly, as the governors are considering
applying for grant-maintained status.’

‘Shame!’ cried
the bushy-bearded gentleman, who had previously appeared to be
asleep.

‘Quite. Now,
obviously, foremost in all our minds, were the best interests of
both the children . . .’

‘Young
persons,’ corrected one of the schoolmistresses.

‘and the
sisters currently residing at Saint Wilgefortis.’

At that
‘currently’ a few laughter lines sagged beneath the row of veils
and Sister Hedwig's blue eyes darkened.

‘It would be
true to say, however,’ the bishop inclined his head slightly to the
left in order to avoid the gaze of Mother Thérèse, ‘that the number
of sisters at the Convent is, over the long term, diminishing,’ He
could think of no more tactful way to say that most would be dead
within ten years, ‘and that there are no significant indications of
new vocations.’

Sister Hedwig
gave an audible sigh. It was quite true. The last postulant, little
Mary McClaverty, the first since Hedwig's own clothing in 1967,
had, after some unfortunate tabloid publicity earlier in the year,
gone home to Wigan to rethink her calling.

‘And so,’ the
bishop was concluding, ‘it is with some personal regret that I have
to announce that the proposal has been accepted. The building is to
be available to the Alderman Penbury Comprehensive from January the
first, and the sisters are to amalgamate with the Little Daughters
of the Shroud in Scorsdale, with whom I am sure that they will
establish a happy and fruitful community life. Now, let us stand to
profess our faith. We believe in one God . . .’

But Sister
Hedwig was already on her feet. Devout and gentle as she was,
Father Jim's devotion to the cause of a female priesthood, combined
with her own comfortable Old Catholic background, had given her a
confidence which no mere bishop could curtail.

‘Excuse me,
Bishop,’ she called, to the consternation of the other sisters, who
had by now reached 'maker of heaven and earth'. ‘If I could just
ask a question?’

‘Er-wum,’ said
the bishop.

‘In coming to
your decision, did you bear in mind my, I mean our suggestion that
a Third World Study Centre could be established within the existing
convent?’

‘Er, yes, that
was considered,’ said the bishop uncomfortably, remembering the
rather unholy haste with which the finance committee had dismissed
the suggestion.

The teachers,
however, feeling themselves to be now on familiar debating ground,
began to clamour all together.

‘Just like to
emphasise our shared commitment . . .’

‘If I could
clarify . . .’

‘Woman is
still, in a very real sense, the nigger of the world
. . .’

‘The swindle of
grant-maintained . . .’

Several of the
deafer sisters had not even noticed Sister Hedwig's original
interruption and were chuntering through the Creed in a rapid
monotone.

‘One holy,
catholic and apostolic Church . . .’

Innocent
reappeared at the vestry door with a panting Malachi behind him. He
caught sight of the dish of unconsecrated hosts waiting for the
Offertory and cried out in delight, ‘Bit-gits!’

The bishop
forgot his pastoral duties, forgot his role as reconciliator and
peace-maker, forgot his silent meditations before the eucharistic
liturgy. Placing his mitre back upon his head he took a great
breath and bellowed, louder than he had ever done since the age of
four months, ‘Will you dreadful people just BE QUIET!!!’




Later that day,
at about four o'clock, the four elder O. children were again
gathered together, this time in the little herb garden at the back
of Saint Wilgefortis' Convent, scuffing the heels of their school
shoes against the low stone wall upon which they sat.

‘What is a
gender fining sauce, anyway?’ asked Urban. ‘Ow! I thought you said
these leaves were nice to chew, Joan?’

‘Lemon balm, I
told you. That's a nettle. Sister Hedwig said that this Resource
place is to study the differences between men and women.’

‘Ah
. . .’ interrupted Pius, anxious for another opportunity
to demonstrate his pubertal learning. ‘You mean wet
. . .’

‘No, I don't,’
said Joan quickly. Among the many gifts which she had inherited
from her mother was an instinct as to when a conversation was
heading the wrong way. ‘I mean like boys being good at
football.’

‘And rugby and
cricket and sums and science and running and having adventures and
just about everything else,’ said Hygenus, who would not have
recognised diplomacy if it had leaped out of the nearby clump of
oregano and tweaked his grimy and freckled nose.

‘Girls are good
at lots of things,’ retorted Joan.

‘Like?’

Joan was silent
for a couple of seconds. ‘Chess?’ she suggested, with a tentative
sidelong glance at her elder brother. But she need not have
worried. The smart of the day before had left no scar.

‘Oh,
chess.’ He dismissed the subject with a contemptuous wave
which nearly propelled him into a sage bush. ‘We were talking about
important things.’

‘Yeah,’ said
Hygenus. ‘Like making a plan to stop the sisters from having to go
to smelly Scorsdale.’

‘Another
plan?’

‘Course. We've
got to have a plan, haven't we?’ Hygenus shook his head in eternal
male disbelief at the obtuseness of sisters. ‘And Pius is always
the best at making plans. You've got to emit that.’

‘S'pose so,’
said Joan, trying to remember what ‘emit’ meant and wishing she
could be slightly more certain that it couldn't possibly be the
right word. ‘Yes, even if they never quite do what they're supposed
to. Anyway, it's going to take more than one of our plans to make
those teachers and the bishop change their minds. I don't expect
they'd do it even if Saint Wilgefortis himself told them to.’

‘There you
are!’ cried Hygenus. ‘See? Girls can think of plans, after all.
Well, only if they've got very clever brothers to learn from.’

‘What are you
wittering about?’

‘One of us can
pretend to be Saint Wilbur-fort's ghost, can't we, and haunt them
until they change their minds? Oh, go on. It'll be ginormous fun.
Woooo! Woooo!’ Hygenus, manifesting not wisely but too well, fell
off the wall.

‘You awight,
Hy?’ Urban gazed at his brother's grazed knees with
trepidation.

‘Course. So
what d'ye think?’

Pius was
unenthusiastic. ‘All this about ghosts and stuff, it's not very
Christian, is it?’

‘But we're not
Christians,’ said Hygenus. ‘We're Cafolics.’

‘It's the same
thing,’ hissed the scandalised Pius.

‘Is it? I
thought Christians were the ones on television.’

‘So did I,’
whispered Urban, ‘but Pius is mostly right.’

‘Well,’ said
Joan into the faintly Jacobin atmosphere. ‘I think it might be a
good idea. We certainly can't think of anything better. And I think
it's probably all right about being Christians. I mean, in the
olden days everyone was a Christian, weren't they?’

‘Um, s'pose so.
Except Moors and Red Indians.’

‘And they had
lots of ghosts then, didn't they? So they must go together. Let's
go and ask the sisters about Saint Wilgefortis so that we know what
to do.’

Her proposal
was acted upon with alacrity, for beckoning smells of baking had
been issuing from the kitchen window for some time. The children
clattered across the stone-flagged floor and took their accustomed
seats around the table.

‘Sister
Eulalia,’ said Pius, putting on his most winsome expression. ‘Tell
us about Saint Wilgefortis, please?’

But Sister
Eulalia, a solid, taciturn woman in her early sixties, merely
ruffled his hair and placed an enormous slice of jam sponge cake in
front of each child.

‘But we really
need to know!’ protested Hygenus, although, through his mouthful of
cake, nothing was produced but a shower of crumbs.

Presently two
more sisters joined them, identical in their tiny, wrinkled
brownness and looking themselves rather like the hedgehogs to whose
comfort and safety their long retirement had been devoted.

‘Hello, Sister
F'licity! Hello, Sister 'Petua!’ said the children randomly,
having, in common with most of Rambleton, no idea, until the two
old ladies spoke, which of them was which.

‘Good
afternoon, dears,’ said one, in a low rumble which identified her
as Sister Felicity. ‘I hope Sister Eulalia is feeding you
properly.’

The children
nodded, their mouths being now crammed with lemon curd tarts,
chocolate Swiss roll and Dundee cake. The best thing about the
convent, at least, the best thing while the hedgehogs were
hibernating, was the fact that there was never any nonsense about
sandwiches first or only three kinds of cake. As soon as there was
sufficient space for her tongue to move, Joan asked again about
Saint Wilgefortis.

‘We were
wondering whether you could tell us a bit about him.’

‘Him?’ squeaked
Sister Perpetua in her drilling falsetto. ‘Oh, not him, my
darlings. Saint Wilgefortis was a woman.’

‘A girl saint?’
said Hygenus in dubious disgust.

‘Saint Joan was
a girl saint,’ pointed out her namesake.

‘Yes, but she
was nearly like a boy, wasn't she? Fighting and all that.’

‘Saint
Wilgefortis went further than that,’ began Sister Felicity, and
then broke off in confusion. ‘Or perhaps it's . . .
unsuitable,’ She mouthed the final word in Sister Perpetua's
direction. ‘Maybe we should wait for Sister Hedwig.’

‘Oh, it'll be
all right,’ chirped her friend. ‘They know about all sorts these
days. Saint Wilgefortis, you see, dears, or Saint Uncumber, as they
used to call her in England . . .’

‘Saint
Cucumber!’ cried Urban in delight, and, horrified at his boldness,
cringed beneath the table.


‘. . . was the daughter of the King of Portugal.’

‘So she was a
princess as well as a saint?’

‘Yes, I suppose
she was.’

Hygenus was
doubtful again. ‘Are you allowed to be both?’

‘Oh yes, dear,
think of Saint Edmund. Anyway, Wilgefortis had made a vow of
virginity.’

‘What's
that?’

‘It means that
she wouldn't, that she couldn't . . .’

Sister Felicity
came to her rescue. ‘That she wanted to be a nun, like us. Instead
of getting married.’

‘Pius is going
to do that,’ confided Urban, his chin resting on what had been his
chair. ‘Not get married, I mean, and be a priest instead. We don't
want to get married too, do we, Hy, 'cos we don't like girls, but
we don't want to be priests either. What's it called, if you don't
do both?’

‘New Laddism, I
believe,’ said Sister Perpetua, who was an avid reader of the
Sunday papers. ‘So, getting back to Wilgefortis, she didn't want to
get married, but her father wanted her to marry the King of
Sicily.’

‘So she'd be a
queen, too. Lucky thing.’

‘Well, she
didn't think she was very lucky. So she prayed to God that He would
find a way to help her.’

‘A Plan, like
ours . . .’ began Hygenus, and was silenced by Pius'
putting another lemon curd tart into his open mouth.

‘And God
answered her prayers. What do you think He did?’

‘Made the King
of Sicily fall down dead?’

‘Made the King
of Portugal fall down dead?’

‘Made her be
able to run very quickly?’

‘No. He didn't
do any of those. What He did, and it may be just a story, mind, but
what the old books say He did, was . . .’

‘Go on.’ The
plate of chocolate slices lay untouched.

‘He made her
grow a beard.’

Pius' doctrinal
objections to ghosts vanished in a moment. His mouth opened and
little laughter lines creased at the corners of his eyes.

‘Ace one,’ he
breathed.

 



Chapter
Seven

Zugzwang!

The only way,
Ophelia had decided, that she was going to be able to smuggle
Adeodata and all her essential paraphenalia into the office on
Monday morning, was to arrive at least three quarters of an hour
before anyone else. It would mean being very early indeed, for
although Polly's adolescent metabolism kept her firmly asleep until
three minutes before the last possible bus, Mr Ranger had been
known to go straight to work after a sunrise coyote hunt and Mr
Snodsworth, confused by the concept of British Summer Time and by
his ebbing fob-watch, might arrive at any time between eight and
midday. Accordingly, she set her alarm for six o'clock, and, after
the first disbelieving moments, resisted the snooze button and
flung the duvet back, so that the full force of the bitter morning
smote her bare legs and impelled her out of bed.

‘Rarumph,’
complained Malachi, and pulled the discarded portion of duvet over
his head so that there was no going back.

So it was that
at half-past seven on that chilly Monday morning, a dark
not-quite-slim figure could be seen tiptoeing across the cobbles of
Rambleton Market Square, carrying an old Adidas sports bag. It held
the bag carefully, with one hand on the handles and the other
supporting its weight, and seemed to be whispering something
soothing through its unfastened zip. The figure had almost reached
the bottom of Parrish's steps, lit by a single flickering
street-light, when it suddenly stopped abruptly, so that the bag
swung forward and faint moan of irritation came from its
interior.

‘Ssssh now.
Zuke? It is you again, isn't it? Unless this is a particularly
chronic form of déja vu. Or perhaps I've slipped through a
hole in the space-time continuum and got back to last Monday. I
hope not. I could do without that week again.’

‘Is Zuke,
indeed,’ replied the fur hat from its customary position at the top
of the steps. ‘And is another week. But I think you are mistaken
about space-time continua, if you will pardon me. My brother is
astro-physicist and he says is quite, quite impossible. Only
romantic English still believe. But I come now to be sure that I am
before all your other customers. You say customers?’

‘Clients,
usually,’ said Ophelia, choosing the politest of the possible
epithets. ‘But they're not generally queuing before sunrise.
Anyway, come in and have some coffee.’

Ophelia had
been counting on an undisturbed hour at her desk, to feed, change
and gaze at Dodie, and to think about the convent. The bishop's
announcement had shaken her, for, over the past year, the sisters
had become friends and their cool quiet house a haven from the
complexities of work and life at Moorwind Farm. She had been
tempted to join the children as they rushed out, ice-cream still
melting in their mouths, after Sunday lunch, but could think of
nothing practical that she could do. At least the children had been
cheerful on their return, although Urban had cried later on as they
told her that the hedgehog sanctuary had been closed.

‘Sister 'Petua
said it wasn't fair on the hedgehogs, giving them a home when they
might be convicted any minute.’

‘Who, the
sisters or the hedgehogs?’ Either sounded equally implausible.

‘Both, of
course.’

‘He means
evicted.’ explained Joan. ‘But Sister Felicity said she was
sure God had some other work for them to do.’

‘What sort of
work?’

‘I don't think
they know yet. Anyway, we couldn't ask any more because Mrs
Pottlebonce came in.’


‘Monica?’ Are you sure? Monica Pottlebonce generally avoided
Saint Wilgefortis, polluted as it was by the presence of Sister
Hedwig, whose parish activities represented everything NARCOF was
sworn to oppose.

‘Mm. She said
they had to forget their differences and fight together against the
common enemy. I suppose that must be the bishop, mustn't it?’

‘Not the
bishop exactly,’ protested Ophelia, mindful of the respect
owed to the Apostolic Succession. ‘The forces of secularization,
perhaps. The new orthodoxy of political correctness.’

‘Okay then. Oh,
and she had this brilliant pig badge on. Hy wanted it, for when we
go and see Lady Tartleton's again, but she said it was too
precious. Anyway, she ate the rest of the cake, so we went
home.’

‘Altruistic to
the last,’ muttered Ophelia, remembering this as she unlocked the
door of the office for Zuke.

‘I am begging
your pardon?’

‘Oh, nothing.
Would you mind filling the kettle?’ There was no possibility of
hiding Dodie's presence from Zuke, as full-throated roars were now
emanating from the bag. She would just have to brazen it out,
pretending that it was normal for English solicitors to breast-feed
their babies in front of their recently bereaved clients. If it
seemed banal enough, perhaps he wouldn't mention it to anyone else.
Never apologise, never explain. Fortunately, it seemed to work, for
after a few avuncular chuckles, he returned to the subject of
Hilda.

‘You have found
the murderer? And Trotter's Bottom?’

‘Not yet, I'm
afraid. But I've spoken to the doctor. That is, I think I did.’
Zuke nodded encouragingly, perhaps taking this as English modesty
rather than alcoholic amnesia. ‘And I've contacted the Land
Registry, Ordnance Survey and the Yorkshire Deeds Registry and
they're all looking into it.’

‘Is excellent.
All these great British institutions. Tell me, Ordnance Survey;
they are also making the guns, yes? This may be of great use to us
in apprehending the villain.’

‘I d-don't
actually think it's the same people. Besides,’ she tried a
lop-sided drawl in an effort to sound like Humphrey Bogart but only
succeeded in pulling a muscle at the back of her tongue, ‘I guess
we can dispense with the shooters on this one.’

‘As you wish.
In fact I have also another request to make. This morning I am
visiting the body of my poor Hilda at the,’ he took a card from his
pocket and read from it with evident disbelief, ‘the funeral
parlour of Mr Marrow. This is right, parlour? I think
that Hilda was telling me it is quite outdated. Not at all good
modern English.’

‘Well, this
is Rambleton. I'd be delighted to come. What time were you
thinking of?’ She wasn't sure that this light social tone was quite
right for replying to an invitation to view a corpse, but could
hardly think of an alternative. In any case, she ought to go and
see it, if she was going to be any sort of detective at all. Even
the squeamish Inspector Morse, she remembered, managed to make a
token appearance at the post-mortem. Polly professed herself
delighted at the prospect of taking charge of the Adidas bag and
its contents, especially since she was going through one of her
periodic troughs of despair at Gary's paternal prospects, so
Ophelia could dismiss any qualms as to the effects of embalming
fluid upon the infant psyche.

Ten o'clock
until eleven o'clock was Mr Marrow's preferred time for conducting
the bereaved into his hushed chamber of respose, sufficiently
distant from both breakfast and lunch, and too early in the day for
most to have begun drowing their sorrows. He was waiting for them
in the little reception room, slight and pale in his three-piece
suit, once black, now rubbed to a shiny holly-leaf green.

‘Mr Zhukovsky.’
He had evidently taken pains to perfect the pronunciation. ‘And my
dear Mrs O.’ Mr Marrow had been a contemporary, friend and client
of the late Wilfred Parrish, whom he had dispatched with great
spectacle, and in the past year Ophelia had continued the
association, exchanging her distraught widows for his unpaid
invoices to mutual advantage. ‘If you would care - this way,
please.’ He pushed at a panel of the baize-covered wall, which
revealed itself to be a door, and ushered them through.

Inside it was
so dark that Ophelia's eyes took some moments to adjust. The room
appeared to be entirely covered in crimson velvet, on the floor,
walls and ceiling, making it seem, itself, like some oversized
casket. Electric imitation candles, with red-orange bulbs, provided
the inadequate lighting. The room contained three chairs, carefully
chosen to compromise between comfort and grief, an elaborate
sideboard, and the coffin itself. Ophelia wandered, with what she
hoped was tact, about the edges of the room for a while, as Zuke
clutched the edge of the coffin and let large tears fall, staining
its pink satin.

‘Hilda, Hilda,’
he murmured, with low Russian endearments. ‘Hilda.’

Ophelia
examined the carving of the sideboard and tried not to speculate on
its contents. Spare light bulbs, probably. Finally, she could put
it off no longer, and approached the body.

Her first
thought was that, English as the dead woman undeniably was, there
was also something Slavic about her, in the broad smooth face and
the body, still sturdy, beneath the white nightgown. Her second
thought was that Hilda was startlingly like someone Ophelia knew,
someone she saw regularly and had never before thought much about.
For a tantalizing quarter-second she saw this person in her mind,
but as she groped for the thought it was gone, leaving no clue, not
even as to whether the person was male or female. Ophelia looked
intently at the body, searching the exposed face and hands for
clues, but could discover nothing. Hilda, in death, reminded her
now only of her own grandmother, lying, like this, in patient
peace, untroubled by speculation or regret. Zuke was holding the
coffin still tighter, his plump knuckles white, crying without
restraint. Ophelia turned, feeling superfluous, and found Mr
Marrow, soundless on crepe soles, standing behind her. With a
scarcely discernible gesture he indicated the door and they
returned to the little vestibule.

‘You are
. . . acting in this matter?’ The long lines across Mr
Marrow's face had deepened.

‘Yes, to some
extent.’

‘Then I think I
should speak to you. I must tell you, I am not happy with this
death.’ It was unusual for him to use the stark word. ‘I have great
respect for Dr. Hale, but something - I am not medically qualified,
of course, I speak only from experience - something tells me that
this was no heart attack. Would that surprise you?’

‘Not entirely.
Mr Zhukovsky himself is of the same opinion.’

‘Ah.’ He
seemed, if anything, even more troubled. ‘Then I must tell you what
I think, and you must do as you think fit. Again, as I say, I have
no evidence, only my lifetime's work. I have buried close to two
generations of Rambleton folk, you know. You see most things, in
all that time. But there was something about this body, as soon as
it was brought to me, that made me say to myself, "Logward,
nineteen-fifty-six". You have heard of the case?’

‘No, I don't
think so.’

‘Strange.
Wilfred and I would often speak of it. It was the old story, you
know, adultery, jealousy, poisoning. Mind you, in that case it was
the husband who died, and the wife who did it.’ He looked towards
the green baize panels and the inference was clear.

‘But I'm sure
. . .’

‘Hush.’

The two panels
separated and Zuke appeared, stumbling through the doorway. His
cheeks, collar and lapels were wet but his voice was clear and
steady.

‘I think that I
wish to go now. I have said goodbye.’

Ophelia drove
home unusually slowly that evening, through the muffling dusk.
Dodie slept in her car seat, tranquil as she had been all day, but
Ophelia could not relax to enjoy the baby's contentment. There
could be no doubting Mr Marrow's implication. If Hilda had been
murdered, and the undertaker clearly suspected foul play, then her
husband was, naturally, the principal suspect. That much, of
course, was simple statistical probability, and Ophelia felt
foolish at not having considered it earlier. But, if Zuke had
really killed his wife, why had he come to Parrish Snodsworth
Ranger in the first place? Why not simply accept Horatio's
diagnosis and say no more? He might have anticipated, prodded by
guilt, that someone might raise objections, but this was surely a
dangerous way of forearming himself? Nevertheless, the suspicion,
once raised, could scarcely be buried again. She would have to keep
as close an eye on her client as upon his supposed enemies, and,
should she find any tangible evidence, face Sergeant Booking once
more in his newly upholstered lair.

‘See Dogie, see
Dogie!’ clamoured Innocent, as soon as she opened the front door.
He was closely followed by three more children and a cluster of
leaping labradors.

‘She's in the
car, sweetheart. I'll bring her in as soon as these canine hordes
have subsided a bit.’ She looked sternly at the dogs but they
continued to prance about her like demented carousel horses. ‘They
seem unusually pleased to see me tonight. Has your father forgotten
to feed them?’

‘Oh, er
. . .’ came an apologetic murmur from the back of the
group. ‘Might have just slipped my mind today. And yesterday, come
to think of it. But come quickly, will you, Oaf? I'm a bit worried
about Hygenus.’

Ophelia, like a
mother hen, had sensed that one of her chicks was missing, but had
not yet worked out which one. ‘Oh no. He hasn't fallen off the
tractor again, has he?’

‘No, nothing
like that. I think it might be worse. He's - writing a
letter.’

‘A letter?’ The
O.s were not, as a family, great benefactors of the Royal Mail.
After a day of legal correspondence, the last thing Ophelia wanted
to do in the evening was to start again, while Malachi had
convinced himself that all his business communications would be far
more efficient carried out by e-mail. This would probably have been
so, had he not still been relying on the lorry-load of faulty
modems which he had bought a year earlier and distributed to
Mid-Yorkshire's legal firms with such disastrous results. Despite
extensive tinkering, and modifications including the use of milk
bottle tops as miniature satellite dishes, Malachi's carefully
prepared messages got no further than the parallel port on the back
of his computer. The children had inherited their parents'
epistolary reluctance and had refined it to a fine art, so that
even Santa Claus had to be content with last-minute requests
shouted up the flue behind the ailing boiler.

‘A letter?’ she
repeated. ‘But who is it to?’

‘Don't worry,
Mum,’ said Pius, and if she had not been worried before, then she
was now. Pius and Hygenus rarely formed alliances, and when they
did it generally meant trouble. But by the time that she got
inside, to find Hygenus sitting demurely at the kitchen table with
felt pen smeared across his forehead and school shirt, the envelope
had been sealed and he was laboriously copying out the address from
a note in Pius' handwriting on the back of a chocolate wrapper. If
she had read the letter, then perhaps Ophelia would have been
reassured, or perhaps not. It ran:




Deir Mrr.
ZUGZwANg chess mazagine,

We want to by
yoor chess mazagine.

We have got
£20o00,

I thinck this
is moor than enuph.

(thats me and
my brofer)

yooors
sisterly

 



Chapter
Eight

Les Eschez amoureux

Dodie's good
nature continued through the night, during which she woke only
once, and into the morning, so that Ophelia, despite her worries
about Zuke, felt quite elated as she made her way to work, the baby
strapped in an intricate sling beneath her duffel coat. Malachi was
taking the car to a little man on the other side of town, whose
periodic proddings of the bodywork and tut-tutting over the state
of the gearbox was described by both men as a service. For some
complex reason which Ophelia suspected she was not supposed to
understand fully, but was probably something to do with the
cut-price sweet shop, he would not drive into the Market Square but
dropped her off at the bottom of Church Street. It was a beautiful
morning, though, crisp and sunny, so she made no objection. As she
started up Church Street, past the plate-glass of Nick Bottomley's
offices, she realised that it would be only a small detour to go
via the Grand Hotel. She was much later than she had been on the
previous morning, having resolved simply to toggle up the duffel
coat and claim post-partum obesity if challenged, but she still had
plenty of time before her first appointment.

As she
approached the hotel she saw Zuke coming out of the front door. His
shoulders, beneath the large overcoat, were hunched, as if against
the cold, although Ophelia doubted whether Rambleton's chill could
compare with a Russian winter. He did not look in her direction but
turned towards the town centre and set off briskly. Ophelia
followed, a little breathless at his pace and with mingled hope and
fear lest he incriminate himself. But he took none of the seedy
side streets inhabited by Rambleton's criminal classes, foraged in
no dustbins for unconsidered evidence and met with no potential
accomplice, unless one counted the postman. As he grew closer to
the Market Square it occurred to her that he might simply have been
coming to see her again, as he had the previous morning. At this
her heart fell, and she almost wished that he might be the
murderer, if he would only leave her alone. For it is the
ubiquitous client, however respectable and beneficent, who fills
the solicitor's nights with dread, and not the merely malodorous or
criminal.

Thinking about
this, and about how, if it should prove to be the case, she could
explain her presence barely five yards behind him, Ophelia suddenly
realised that Zuke was no longer in front of her. They were passing
a row of rather shabby shops behind the Ram's Leg. There was a
barber, a second-hand book shop specialising in third-rate erotica,
a bookmaker and, indicated by the clouds of greasy steam billowing
from the open doorway, Patty's Pantry. She could think of no excuse
for visiting the barber, a well-known misogynist who believed
women's hair to be intrinsically unclean and, what was more,
refused to allow any boys under fourteen into his shop. The book
shop keeper, on the other hand, would be delighted to see her, as
she had discovered during her first few weeks in Rambleton, when
she had unwisely called in search of Tristram Shandy and had
been lucky to escape with only a smeared handprint on the bosom of
her blouse. She thought that she could have coped with the bookie,
parted with a pound each way on the favourite at Beverley, but it
was closed until ten o'clock. Patty's Pantry it would have to be,
then, and if he was not there then a window seat would at least
allow her to observe the other doorways. As she stood dithering,
Ophelia was overtaken by two more customers who passed impatiently
on either side of her and into the steamy café. Ophelia glanced at
them in mild annoyance, then looked again more closely. But the
second inspection had not been necessary. No one else in Rambleton
owned a fake fur with quite so much shabby chic as the woman's, nor
a blazer so expensive and yet ill-fitting that it could only be the
uniform of a minor public school, as worn by her companion. Ophelia
hesitated no longer, but followed them in, discretion forgotten in
the excitement of cornering her three principal suspects in a
single room.

Patty's Pantry
was, considering its unpleasantness, surprisingly full. However, it
was, Ophelia remembered, the only place in Rambleton, unless one
included the Friday hot dog van in the Market Square, where
breakfast could be purchased, since the genteel teashop on Church
Street did not open until eleven. There was only one table
available, conveniently compressed behind the sinister couple but
on the other side of the room from Zuke. Ophelia sat down, trying
not to notice the flaccid bubble of dried tomato ketchup which
decorated the menu.

‘Toast and, er,
cold milk, please,’ she murmured to the sullen waitress,
remembering previous encounters with the coffee.

‘Why yer
whisperin'?’

‘Sore
throat.’

‘Oh aye?’ The
waitress backed away contemptuously, knocking the fake fur to the
floor.

‘Honestly!’ The
coat's owner picked it up, with a contemptuous look at the
waitress, Ophelia, and anyone else within the orbit of her flashing
eyes. She turned back to her companion. ‘Why on earth did
you have to bring us here, Marcus?’

‘You wanted us
to follow him,’ said the young man in a dejected monotone. ‘And I
don't expect there is anywhere else for breakfast.’

‘You're
probably right. God-forsaken hole. And why the hotel had to
refurbish its kitchens this morning, when I'd finally got
that man to understand what I meant by a properly poached egg, I
shall never know. Such a shame. We were building up quite a
rrrapport.’

‘So I
noticed.’

‘Oh Markie, can
you really be jealous? What a little sweetheart you are sometimes.
But seriously, darling, I don't see the point in following him all
the way to this ghastly place and then sitting on the opposite side
of the room. You know, you shouldn't let dreadful people like that
waitress bully you. I've noticed that in you, Marcus,
especially where women are concerned.’

Ophelia could
not resist turning to look at Marcus' expression, but he was
evidently too disconsolate to recognise the irony.

‘Oh Arabella. I
don't think I'm really cut out for this sort of thing. I'm not sure
I can go through with it, not with all the poor chap's suffered
already. Couldn't we just leave him alone and forget the whole
scheme?’

‘Forget the
whole scheme!’ The woman's voice, which had been huskily lowered,
rose to a muted shriek. ‘I don't know what you're thinking of,
Marcus. Don't you realise, you've burned your bridges now? There's
no going back. If you lose your nerve now, then you'll lose
everything: your job, your reputation, me . . .’

‘You?’

‘Darling.’ Her
voice had recovered its throatiness, assisted by an untipped
cigarette. ‘Darling, you can't really expect me to, what is the
phrase, "stand by my man", just because you've got a sudden fit of
conscience? I'm not, not quite as young as you, you know. I
can't afford to wait all those years.’

‘I don't know.
Maybe they wouldn't treat me too harshly if I told them
everything.’

‘You're a fool,
Marcus. A very sweet fool, but a fool. Tell them now, and you'll
just end up - ’

At that point
Dodie woke up, and, finding herself wedged uncomfortably between
Ophelia's chest and the edge of the table, gave out a furious cry.
Zuke looked up from his untouched 'English breakfast'.

‘Why, Ophelia!
We meet again so soon, so pleasantly!’ He rose, without a backward
glance at the breakfast, which was obviously not so pleasant, and
came towards her. Marcus and Arabella slipped away, with surprising
alacrity and without paying their bill.

‘Oi!’ shouted
the waitress and set off in pursuit.

‘Do you know
that couple?’ Ophelia asked Zuke.

‘What is
couple?’ He might, indeed, not have known the word, but something
in his sideways glance made Ophelia think that he was playing for
time.

‘Those two
people who just left. They've been staying at your hotel.’

‘No
. . . no, I think not.’

‘A young man,
rather shy, and an older woman. Rather striking, the woman. Dark
curly hair and very high heels. Arabella, she's called, and he's
Marcus.’

‘This Marcus I
do not know, certainly.’

‘But
Arabella?’

‘I think so. I
was not sure, was trying to keep from her way. But now you say the
name, yes, it must be she. Miss Arabella Springfield, unless she
has married, but somehow I think not. Is not the marrying
type.’

‘And how do you
know her?’

‘How to put it
in politeness? In English, I think you have word for a girl who
follows the pop groups about, hopes to have love with them?’

‘A groupie,
yes.’

‘Gropie.
Arabella, she is chess gropie.’

‘I see.
Including you? Has she groped - I mean had an affair with you?’

‘Sadly, yes. Is
long ago. Arabella, she was very beautiful, very high in her
spirits, very hard to say no. But it is not good for married man,
and so I say "No more".’

‘And was she
upset?’

‘Arabella? Oh,
never, never!’ Zuke smiled for the first time that morning. ‘There
are many more chess players, many more funs to be enjoyed.’

‘I see. But you
don't know who this Marcus is?’

‘Alas, no. It
used to be said that Arabella would never give her love to any man
less than International Master. But now it may be that she has less
to choose from. I do not know. But why these questions? Certainly
Arabella is no enemy, nor mistress of one. These people can have
nothing to do with my poor Hilda's death.’

‘I'm not so
sure about that.’ Ophelia was about to tell him about the overhead
conversation but changed her mind quickly. Given Zuke's excitable
temperament, it was probably best not to point his suspicions too
unequivocally in any one direction. He might decide to take
retribution into his own hands - a sort of Russian lex talionis -
and then she would be practically an accessory. What was more, as
he had admitted, he and Arabella had been lovers once, and might,
despite appearances, have conspired together to do away with an
inconvenient wife. She contented herself by telling him to be very
careful, especially of what he ate, and to bolt his bedroom door
securely, or as securely as the drooping joinery of the Grand Hotel
would allow.

‘Naturally,’
smiled Zuke, with an indulgent bow. ‘I am much obliged, my most
assiduous Ophelia.’

 



Chapter
Nine

The Queen's Gambit
Accepted

The
Ratchet-Crampers' Social Club on Brack Street, the meeting-place of
Rambleton Chess Club, was the last remnant of the town's never very
flourishing industrial base. Rambleton was really too small, and
its menfolk insufficiently libidinous, to have much of a red light
district, but, such as it was, Ophelia realised, upon slowing down
outside the club, Brack Street was it.

She parked the
Volvo as inconspicuously as possible, its balding tyres wedged
against the broken kerbstones, locked the doors, more out of
superstition than any real expectation that this would deter the
hovering clumps of youths, took Joan firmly by the hand and looked
about her.

The
Ratchet-Crampers' sign had long since delapidated into a few
unconnected letters, but the smell of stale beer and cigarette
smoke and the roar of unfocussed male aggression which came from a
half-open doorway was sufficient indication of their quarry.
Ophelia took a deep breath and went in, pushing past a scornful
girl in off-white PVC who lounged against the narrow passage wall.
Inside the noise was even louder, but Ophelia was relieved to see
that most of the cries and thumps came from an enormous television
screen, its colour turned up to the garish maximum, upon which two
men were wrestling, their vast undulation of flesh fluorescent
orange against the violet floor of the ring. None of the men in the
room appeared to be watching the programme; neither were they
talking to each other, although the volume of the television set
probably precluded any serious conversation. There were no women,
except for Ophelia and Joan, and a chisel-faced barmaid whose
enormous bosoms were resting on the counter next to a pile of used
beer towels and an overflowing ashtray. Ophelia approached the
barmaid and attempted a smile of sisterly solidarity. The woman
curled her lip and Ophelia could almost imagine that the dark roots
of her platinum hair stiffened a little, like a dog whose hackles
rise upon the scenting of a rival.

‘Members only,’
she snapped, without removing her cigarette.

‘Er, we're
looking for the chess?’

‘Members
only.’

‘The chess
club. It said in the library "all welcome". I think Major Lamb runs
it. Frederick Lamb? Do you know him?’

The woman
snorted. ‘That lot,’ she said with a smirk which Joan, in innocence
or charity, chose to interpret as a smile. ‘Bloody waste of space.’
She jutted an elbow towards the end of the bar, automatically
supporting her breast with the other hand as she did so. ‘Out left,
through Gents, fust door right.’

‘Through the
Gents? Isn't there another way? I've got my young daughter
with me here.’

‘Not my fault,
is it?’ The shoulders rolled forward in a slow shrug and the right
breast knocked over a half-empty beer glass. ‘Never bin no lasses
afore. Go on then, if you're going, or I'll have to get Ernie to
chuck youse out.’

At the mention
of his name, Ernie, a large blank-looking man in shrunken polo
shirt, rose slowly to his feet.

‘Left, Gents,
right,’ squeaked Ophelia, pushing Joan before her. ‘Lovely, so
kind.’

Once in the
corridor they paused outside a grimy door, its bottom half pocked
with rubber kick-marks, upon which the word ‘Menn’ had been
scrawled in black felt tip pen. Ophelia placed her ear against the
door, listening for plashy sounds, then covered Joan's eyes firmly
with her hands and marched her through.

‘Eh!’ cried a
little man at the urinals, and Ophelia, despite her best efforts to
look straight ahead, could not help but catch a glimpse of mottled
flesh against the front of his brown nylon trousers.

‘Seen it all
before,’ she said airily and propelled Joan rapidly through the end
door and into a half-full bucket of disinfectant.

Another door,
more substantial than any they had yet seen in the club, stood
before them. It bore a neat sign in scholarly handwriitng.

Silence please.

and, in more
emphatic capitals,

THIS MEANS YOU!

‘Come on, Mum,
this must be it. The chess club. Oh come on, Mummy, hurry up!’

Feeling rather
as she had when hovering on the stone staircase before her first
Cambridge interview, Ophelia followed her daughter into the
precincts of Rambleton Chess Club.

Here, in
contrast to the stultified roar of the bar, still audible, in muted
form, through the mediation of the lavatories, was an atmosphere of
serenity and wisdom. Two long rows of tables filled the small room,
upon which seven or eight chess boards had been set up, each
flanked by a pair of studiously bowed heads. Only a few were raised
as the newcomers quietly closed the door, among them the familiar
red face and twitching moustache of Major Frederick Lamb.

‘Bless my
souls, it's Mrs O.!’ he spluttered, in the nearest thing he knew to
a whisper. ‘Looking for me, were you? Don't tell me old Porridge
has got us into a pickle. Mango pickle, what?’ His barrel chest
constricted with a series of snorting laughs, and a couple of the
chess players looked up reproachfully.

‘Who's
Porridge?’ murmured Joan.

‘Mr Puri. You
know, Major Lamb's partner in the bowling alley.’

‘Oh yes,’ said
Joan, then turned to the Major. ‘I don't think you ought to call
him that, you know. People might think you were one of those
recasts. We did about it at school.’

‘What's the
little filly blethering on about now?’ He seemed to have recovered
from his outburst at Tartleton Court, for his tone was still bluff
and jovial. ‘Gave the finest years of my life to the natives, you
know. British Empire was the best thing that ever happened to them.
Look at 'em now, fighting between themselves, bad as the
fuzzy-wuzzies.’

Joan opened her
culturally sensitive mouth to complain again but her mother was too
quick for her.

‘I'm sure
you're right, Major. But we weren't actually looking for you. Not
specifically, I mean. The thing is, Joan's very interested in
chess, and we were wondering whether she could join the club
here?’

The Major bent
slowly, and creasing his faded blue eyes into tight little
corrugations, peered into Joan's face.

‘Interested in
chess? A pretty girl like you? No, no, you should be out in
the fresh air, keeping those rosy little cheeks aglow.’ He pinched
her with surprising force. ‘Or why not pop into the library if
you'd rather be indoors. My good lady runs a charming little poetry
club for the kiddies. Just the thing, I'd have thought.’

Joan, up to
now, had not been at all sure that she wanted to join the chess
club. It had been fun beating Pius, and she loved the shapes of the
pieces and the smooth way they fitted into he palm of her hand, but
she could not honestly say that the progress of the game excited
her very much. She did not know why on earth Mum was making such a
fuss about it, especially as she herself had hardly even looked at
the board during her own two tournament games, but it was nice to
get away for the evening, just the two or them, leaving the horde
of boys to its own devices. If they had to go somewhere, however,
Mrs Lamb's poetry club would normally be much more to Joan's taste,
and she thought, to her mother's as well. But all that had changed
with the Major's first condescending little clearings of his
throat. Joan was suddenly determined, not just to play chess, but
to enjoy playing it, and to play it better than this room full of
variegated men, all now looking at her, albeit with, on the whole,
quite kindly expressions.

‘Chess,’ she
said, staring firmly at the embossed pewter buttons of Major Lamb's
waistcoat.

‘Very well
then, little girl, we'd better find you an opponent. Now, let me
see . . . Hah!’ he snorted suddenly, and strode off
towards a table at the far end of the room, his slight limp causing
his left leg to jog each chess board that he passed.

‘Forced draw,
there,’ he boomed. ‘No point in playing on.’

The two men
looked, perplexed, between the chess pieces and the speaker.

‘I don't think
so, Fred,’ said one, a slight middle-aged man with well-groomed
silver hair and delicate fingers which caressed his opponent's
captured queen as he spoke. ‘The rooks are still on, and it's a
knight for a bishop. There's plenty of play here.’

‘It's a draw,
old chap. Take my word for it. And I want young Giles to give this
little girl a game.’

The second
player, a boy in his late teens, turned around, and Ophelia
recognised him for the first time. Giles Glade-Rivers, in the Upper
Sixth of the Alderman Perbury Comprehensive School, had become a
friend of the whole O. family and a hero to the children since the
events of the summer, when he had rescued Innocent from the
uppermost sail of a becalmed windmill and had utilised fifteen
redundant dot-matrix printers to restore electricity to a powerless
Rambleton.

Joan suddenly
felt that the assertion of feminine equality need not be such a
penitential experience after all.

‘Hello, Giles!’
she called, and the room full of chess players, unable to object to
the Major's barrack-room volume, exercised their pent-up
frustration in a communal ‘Shh!'

‘Sorry,’
whispered Joan to the company in general, and contented herself
with an enthusiastic wave.

Giles, too,
would have liked to have continued the game, for he sensed that,
although the pieces taken on either side were even, his pawn
structure was superior and might have led to his first ever victory
over Simon, the silver-haired man. But it was useless, he knew, to
argue against the Major, and, in any case, he liked little Joan,
whose wry stoicism in the face of her brothers' incorrigible
maleness he took as a model for his own attitude, whilst awaiting
his reception into the Catholic Church, towards his eccentrically
atheistic parents.

‘Come on then,
Jo,’ he said, collecting another board and pieces from the
cupboard, while Simon and Major Lamb continued their twenty-five
year long discussion of variations in the King's Indian.

‘Have you had
your mocks yet, Giles?’ asked Ophelia.

Joan, anxious
to be of help, took the board and chess pieces from him, wondering,
incidentally, why they were packed in a plastic lunchbox, and set
them up on an empty table.

Giles
extricated himself from Ophelia's fumbling attempts to sympathise
with differential calculus and came over.

‘Well done,’ he
said, and then his face changed. ‘Er . . .’

What's the
matter?’

‘Oh, you've
just got the bishop and knight the wrong way around. Easy mistake
to make.’

Joan,
reddening, switched the pieces about.

‘And, um, the
queen . . .’

‘Next to the
king, I thought,’ said Joan, with an undertow of sulkiness.

‘Yes, yes, but
er, Queen on her own colour, we say, you know.’

‘Don't see how
she can be, when the board's green and white. There, can we start
now?’

‘Well it
is customary . . .’ began Giles looking more
closely at the board. ‘White on the right, and all that. But
never mind. We'll keep it as it is for now. Silly rules anyway, I
expect.’ He smiled and Joan was mollified.

Then, to her
astonishment, Giles seemed to snatch something from the board and
thrust two clenched fists in front of her.

‘What's the
matter?’

‘Choose.’

‘What?’

‘Choose one of
my hands. One's got a black pawn in it and the other one a white.
It's the usual way, in friendly games, to decide who'll play which
colour.’

‘Oh, I see. But
I don't really mind.’

‘So
choose.’

Joan put out an
inky forefinger and touched the back of Giles' brown left hand.

‘Black. Hard
luck, Joan.’

‘Does it make
much difference?’

He grinned
again. ‘Not at our level, I shouldn't think.’

He pushed his
first pawn forward and Joan stared at it for a few seconds.

‘Do you want a
hint?’

‘No!’

‘Sorry. You can
play almost anything against this, anyway.’

‘Shh, I'm
thinking.’

Joan became
aware of her mother's amused smile from a judicious position a few
yards from the board. Suddenly embarrassed, she moved a pawn at
random.

‘Oooh, no,’
came Major Lamb's low growl. ‘Shouldn't have done that, m'dear. Not
unless you want to gambit it, of course’

But Giles,
rather than taking the offered pawn, moved one of his knights, and
Joan followed his example.

‘Please go and
watch someone else, Mum,’ she said, emboldened by her development,
and sounding almost as though she did not normally say 'Mummy'. ‘I
can't concentrate with you hanging over me.’

Ophelia
disappeared.

After nine or
ten moves, things seemed to be going well. One pawn on each side
had been taken and Joan's pieces were apparently moving out nicely.
She castled kingside, looking cautiously at Giles before taking her
hand off the rook.

‘That's right.
Do you know how to do it queenside?’

She shook her
head.

‘Like this,’ he
demonstrated. ‘There. Your move again.’

Joan was
definitely enjoying the game, although not in quite the way she had
imagined when she had first surveyed the masculine stronghold.
There was something about Giles' long brown fingers as he moved the
pieces, about his knees that occasionally brushed hers under the
cramped table and about the inexorable merging of the white and
black pieces that made her tingle pleasantly beneath her pink and
white leggings. He was awfully handsome, rather as she had imagined
Sindy's boyfriend to be, before the primitive delights of Moorwind
Farm had put an end to such feminine pastimes. She looked fixedly
at his king, statuesque yet vulnerable behind its broken line of
pawns and began to manoeuvre her queen and bishop on to the long
diagonal. He moved again, a pointless-looking pawn move, scarcely
seeming to notice what she was doing. Her heart beat faster.
Another move. She calculated: one, two three. She would win,
wouldn't she? Suddenly, she was not sure whether she wanted to. The
game seemed very grown up now, disquieting and overripe, like the
films which Mummy would quickly switch over when she came through
to the sitting-room late at night, or the time that she had
half-opened her parents' door to hear Daddy, in a voice quite
unlike his usual ineffectual burr, shout at her to go away. Then
she remembered that the honour of the female sex was at stake, and,
taking care to keep her eyes away from his languid smile, she made
her penultimate move. But it was too late.

‘Check,’ he
announced, without triumph, but with an infinitely more mortifying
thread of sympathy.

Ophelia joined
them. ‘Hard luck, Joannie.’

Joan stared
furiously at the chessboard, and at the green and white squares
which would, despite her obstinate blinking, persist in dissolving
around the edges and blurring into one another. A tear splashed on
to her queen, filling the tiny black crown with liquid crystal. She
turned to her mother. ‘I told you not to watch.’

‘I didn't,’
began Ophelia. ‘I only came along at the e-’ She broke off,
belatedly recognising Joan's need for a scapegoat. ‘Yes, I'm sorry,
darling. I must have put you off.’

But Joan was
not listening. ‘Just a moment,’ she said to the uncomfortable
Giles. ‘You only said "check", didn't you? Not "checkmate"?’

‘Yes, of
course. There are lots of things you can do now. Block it with that
bishop, move your king . . .’

‘All right, all
right.’ Joan's small face was set sharply. ‘Just let me work this
out.’ All was not lost, after all. It had been foolish of her not
to have considered his attack, but she would not make that mistake
again. If she moved her king along by one square, then he would not
be able to check her on his next move. Then, surely, she could
deliver the fatal blow.

He didn't check
her, that much she had been right about, but he moved a pawn to
block the diagonal line between her queen and bishop. Now, the move
that she had planned would simply condemn the unguarded queen. She
would have to think of another way around.

It was another
hour before the game ended, and the table was surrounded by
onlookers, gently jostling for a sight of the little girl. She sat
very still, her eyes darting along the rows and files of the board,
her lips tightly pressed and jaw line set firm. Ophelia hovered on
the edge of the group, not daring to disobey Joan's injunction but
acutely conscious of the child's vulnerability in the midst of the
throng.

But Joan, when
she finally emerged, shouldering her way through the thicket of
elbows, looked anything but vulnerable.

‘I won, Mum,’
she said with rehearsed nonchalance. ‘Shall we go home now?’

Ophelia would
have been happy to go, but Simon, Giles' former opponent, had
approached them with a little bow and asked whether Joan would do
him the honour of a game. Ophelia consented, and took Giles into a
corner to ask his opinion about Zuke.

‘Zhukovsky
here? Honestly? Wow, that's brilliant! No, I don't suppose he's in
what you'd call the first rank of grandmasters, but he's better
than anyone we've ever had in Rambleton before. Quite an exciting
player, you know, quicker than most Russians. Careless, but he's
had some brilliant victories when it's gone right for him. What's
he doing here, then?’

Ophelia
explained.

‘No kidding?
Poor old chap. Sounds like standard grandmaster paranoia to me,
though, this stuff about chess enemies. I mean, even Bobby Fischer
never accused anyone of actual murder, did he? And certainly
not in Rambleton, even if we have had our share of feuds. Take
Major Lamb and Mr Bradley, for example.’

‘Mr
Bradley?’

‘Mortimer
Bradley, yes. He organises the Humbert Havelock Memorial Tournament
in Rambleton. That reminds me, it's on in a couple of weeks and
Joan really ought to play in it.’

Humbert
Havelock, it transpired, had been the original founder of Rambleton
Chess club in 1884, when Joseph Henry Blackburne, the 'Black
Death', had dominated the English chess scene and a knowledge of
the Queen's Gambit had been as essential an accomplishment of the
Victorian gentleman as stashing pornographic lithographs in his
waistcoat pocket or bullying the maid-servants. Mortimer Bradley,
who rather modelled himself on Blackburne, with his enormous black
beard and uncertain temper, had uncovered the memory of Humbert
Havelock ten years earlier and had started the series of
tournaments which bore his name.

‘Not that
Bradley ever comes to the chess club now.’ explained Giles. ‘He and
Major Lamb had a row about the adjournment rules six years ago and
he's not set foot in the Ratchet-Crampers' since. But pop along to
see him, he'd like to hear about Joan, especially if you can
persuade Zhukovsky to play.’

‘Oh. Right
then,’ agreed Ophelia. The prospect was scarcely tempting, but,
after all, a potentially violent chess player was exactly what Zuke
expected her to find. And if Joan really was going to be good at
this game, then she deserved her chance to show off. She got little
enough chance at home, dominated by all those brothers. Ophelia
looked around to make sure that Joan wasn't hovering, ready to go,
but Simon's place had been taken by another opponent, and there
seemed to be a queue after him.

‘I'd better go
now, if you don't mind,’ said Giles. ‘It's my ‘A’ levels this year,
you know, and Dad starts muttering if I take too much time off.
What with my instruction from Father Jim and giving the sisters a
hand down at the convent, I don't seem to have an awful lot of time
left.’

‘What? Oh yes,
of course. Thanks for your help, Giles.’ Ophelia was distracted by
the stranger who had just come through the door, flustered from the
passage through the Gents. It was, yes, it certainly was, Arabella
from the Grand Hotel.

Arabella stood
poised for a few moments on the threshold of the room, her
magnificent chest puffed out like a winter pigeon, waiting to be
admired, her rather round eyes flickering about the gathering. But
no one, except Ophelia, and Giles, who was on his way out, seemed
to see her at all. She stepped subtly back into the doorway, so
that he would have to squeeze past her, but Giles, courteous and
also wise beyond his years, stood aside for her to enter the
room.

Once he had
gone, Arabella condescended to notice Ophelia.

‘Oh! I keep
seeing you about the place, don't I?’ The tone was that of a titled
lady, mildly exasperated at finding, once again, that the housemaid
had left the dustpan on the stairs. ‘Are you working for Lex in
some way?’

‘Lex? Oh, you
mean Mr Zhukovsky? He asked me to call him Zuke.’

‘Hmmm. Yes.
That's what his male cronies call him. He and I were a
little more, intimate.’

‘So he told
me.’

Arabella looked
annoyed. ‘Possibly. So who are you, then?’

‘I'm Mr
Zhukovsky's solicitor.’ Ophelia stood on tiptoe to try to appear
more formidable. ‘I'm investigating the circumstances of Mrs
Zhukovsky's death.’

Arabella gave a
little scream. ‘Oh, goodness me! And are you trying to tell me that
I'm a suspect? Do you want to know what I was doing on the
night of the murder?’

‘How do you
know it was a murder?’

‘I don't,
silly. But why else would you be investigating it?’ Arabella gave a
great sigh, wobbling her tight blouse so that at least one chess
player glanced up at last, and reflected on how impossible it was
to have a conversation with another woman. Now a male solicitor,
she was sure, would have played along beautifully, with none of
this boring literalism.

‘Plenty of
reasons,’ said Ophelia, unable, for the moment, to think of any.
‘But murder is certainly one of the possibilities. I can't say that
I've ruled it out at this stage.’ She realised with horror that she
was starting to talk like a policeman. Any moment now she might
whip out a notebook and start talking about 'proceeding in a
westerly direction'. ‘So yes, I will want to know what you and
your, young friend, were doing in the hours leading up to
Mrs Zhukovsky's -’ She broke off, remembering that Hilda had died
first thing in the morning and that she would really prefer not to
hear the details of Arabella's night with Marcus. Arabella smiled,
with either glee at Ophelia's discomfiture or pleasure at the
memory. ‘And,’ continued Ophelia, ‘why you followed him to
Patty's Pantry yesterday morning and what you were plotting
there.’

‘Oh,’ said
Arabella. ‘Oh, you were there, weren't you?’ Her manner changed
abruptly, her shoulders sagged a little and the chess players who
had been assessing her now turned back to their games. ‘Okay, I'd
better explain. I suppose it all sounded rather sinister in the
circumstances. Marcus Fry, my, er, friend, as you put it, is the
editor of Zugzwang! magazine. Have you heard of it?’ Ophelia
frowned. She had seen the name on the front of Hygenus' envelope as
she provided him with a stamp and had assumed that it was a
children's television programme. This detection work was all very
well in the office, but she certainly didn't want the children to
be involved. Perhaps she should not even have brought Joan here
tonight.

Arabella
misinterpreted the frown. ‘Don't worry, I wouldn't expect you to.
It used to be called The Weekend Chess Players' Review, but
last year one of the big media groups bought it and decided to go
for the youth market. I've done what I can to help, an agony column
and so on, but basically, yob culture and amateur chess don't
really fuse into a commercial success. The ‘yoof’ writers have run
out of double entendres and the old Weekend contributors
don't like their neat little studies of the Fleissig Variation
being livened up with ‘kin ells’ and deliberate spelling
mistakes.’
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