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Business Unusual


A SIMON BOGNOR MYSTERY



In the dullest town in England, Bognor becomes enmeshed in a civic club murder.


Politicians love to prattle on about the honest mettle of towns like Scarpington – mid-sized cities full of ugly buildings, ugly people, and a surfeit of wholesome values. In hopes of learning more about just what the nation’s heartland is up to, the Board of Trade orders special investigator Simon Bognor to relocate to Scarpington and not to return until he knows what makes the place tick. It does not take long for him to find the answer. Like everywhere else he’s ever visited, Scarpington runs on a toxic mixture of greed, sex, and murder.


Bognor is sitting in on the meeting of the local Artisans’ Lodge when the keynote speaker keels over dead. Bognor has seen enough murder to know it on sight. As he looks for the culprit, he discovers dark secrets beneath Scarpington’s homely facade – and a civic character that would horrify even the most depraved of politicians.


‘Dazzling and star-spangled [prose].’


DOROTHY B. HUGHES






‘Crime with a P.G. Wodehouse flair.’


CHICAGO TRIBUNE






‘A constant pleasure.’


DAILY TELEGRAPH




Prologue


‘Fellow members of the Scarpington Artisans’ Lodge, Your Graces, My Lord, ladies and gentlemen …’ Reg Brackett, MBE (for community services), picked nervously at his chain of office and flashed his dentures at the assembled company. One hundred and seventy-three souls were crammed into the King Alfred the Great Banqueting Room at the three-star Talbot Hotel, flagship of the Jolly Trencherman chain, owned by Scarpington’s most successful son, Sir Seymour Puce, MP for the city, who was seated on the left of the Countess of Scarpington herself. Black-tied Artisans and their wives were augmented by the great and good of Scarpington and District. The Earl of Scarpington, Grand Patron of the Lodge, was guest of honour and would speak next. The Bishop of Scarpington had said the traditional Artisans’ Grace (‘For these thy gifts, the fruits of thy mercy and of our dutiful toil and labour, we thank thee, Lord’) and they had all scoffed their way through the Fruit Cocktail Artisan, the Baron of Beef Scarpington and the Coupe Talbot.


Now the nose-powdering break was over, the port was on the table and this year’s President of the Artisans was on his feet. It was not so much that Reg was unaccustomed to public speaking, more that he didn’t seem to be able to get the hang of it. He had raided hundreds of Gyles Brandreth joke books, knew every Englishman, Scotsman, Irishman and Welshman story in the world and could even manage sexy racism — though he tended to keep that for stag nights. Despite this, or perhaps because of it, his after-dinner speeches were literally stunning.


All round the King Alfred Room men and women looked duly stunned. The strong drinks before dinner coupled with the Blue Nun and the Nuits-St-Georges had a lot to do with this, but so did Reg. As Chairman and Chief Executive of Bracketts Laundry and Dry Cleaning Services (Est. 1936) Reg was a force in the land. Had he not been a force in the land he would not, naturally, have been President of the Artisans. The Artisans of Scarpington were to the Masons or the Rotary as the Brigade of Guards to the Pioneer Corps. They were an elite. Of course Scarpington had its Round Table and its Guild of Scarpington Men, but they were as New Zealand Cheddar to Stilton. Membership of the Scarpington Artisans’ Lodge was what all good burghers of Scarpington wished for themselves. To be an Artisan was to have arrived. They were, paradoxically, the salt of Scarpington and its cream as well.


All along the top table sat the predecessors of President Brackett. Brown of Brown’s Dairy; Green of Green and Green, Builders Merchants; Sinclair of Sinclair’s who made custom-built invalid carriages and had once held the warrant for the Royal House of Iraq; Festing of Festing, Festing, Hackett, Festing and Festing, the top solicitors in town; Moulton of Moulton and Bragg, the brewers of Scarpington Special; Fothergill, owner and proprietor of the Scarpington Times (incorporating the Scarpington Clarion and Faringay Echo).


They were all there with their wives; all plump with dinner and self-importance; all nodding off quietly almost in time to Brackett’s post-prandial drone.


As the speech wore on, it seemed to those very few who were paying close attention that Reg’s speech was becoming more than usually slurred and his delivery more than usually faltering. He told the story about the Englishman, the Scotsman and the Irishman on the desert island with even less than his customary panache.


‘So the Englishman says to the genie, “Take me back to Blighty”; and the genie claps his hands and the Englishman vanishes.’ The Earl of Scarpington’s head fell on to his chest and he breathed very heavily for a moment before shaking himself awake like an ancient Sealyham coming in from the rain. ‘And the Scotsman says to the genie, “Take me back to Glasgie”; and the genie claps his hands and the Scotsman vanishes.’


Brown glanced at Green and winked; Fothergill looked at Festing and raised an eyebrow; Sinclair stifled a yawn.


Reg Brackett’s voice was beginning to sound like an old gramophone record fast running down.


‘And finally,’ he said, ‘the genie asks the Irishman for his wish and the Irishman says …’


Almost everyone present had heard Reg tell the story at the Scarpington Scarecrows Cricket Club Annual Dinner and Dance in this very room less than a month earlier, so they all knew what the Irishman’s wish was. But this time the wish was never articulated for just as Reg was about to tell everyone what it was his eyes, which had almost shut, suddenly opened very wide and revolved briefly. There was a momentary gargling sound and he fell forward with startling rapidity, smashing a port glass with his forehead and ending face down on the table where he lay quite still.


He was, of course, extremely dead.




Chapter One


The Bognors and Business



It did not seem a good idea, even at the time.


‘The business of the Board of Trade, Bognor, is “trade”,’ said Parkinson at their weekly meeting. His boss glowered out from beneath the reproduction of Annigoni’s portrait of the Queen, looking, thought Bognor, sadly frayed at the edges. A lifetime of civil service was poor preparation for a fulfilling retirement, and Parkinson, now in his early sixties, was beginning to look as if he might not even make it. Bognor guessed that it was only the prospect of some sort of valedictory gong that was keeping him in harness. Parkinson OBE. The Officers of the Order of the British Empire ranked immediately below Members of the Fourth Class of the Royal Victorian Order and two above the eldest sons of the younger sons of peers. Bognor knew this because he had been told by his wife’s great-aunt Celia many years before. The information had stuck in the irritating way that worthless information so often did. Bognor smiled at the idea of old Parky ranking above the eldest sons of the younger sons of peers. The thought that OBE was traditionally supposed to stand for ‘Other Buggers’ Efforts’ and that in this instance he was the principal ‘other bugger’ widened the smile. Parkinson, not pleased, tried to wipe it smartly from Bognor’s face.


‘It may seem funny to you, sunshine,’ he said, ‘but it’s life and death to most of us. Britain is a nation of grocers, and don’t you forget it.’


‘Shopkeepers, actually,’ said Bognor mildly, ‘or, to quote with precision, “boutiquiers”. Only I don’t think Napoleon meant “boutique” in the modem sense, there being no. Carnaby Street in his day. Or not in the sense that we understand it.’


Parkinson’s pencil, with which he had been jabbing his blotter, snapped, and he swore.


‘Don’t try on that sort of smart-alec pseudo-intellectualism with me, Bognor,’ he said. ‘You may not have noticed, but this country has returned to good old-fashioned Victorian values. That’s what Thatcher’s about.’


‘Grocering,’ said Bognor. ‘God made the wicked grocer … that’s what Thatcher’s about. Poisoning us all with cut-price corned beef.’


Parkinson thrust his ruined pencil into the blotter, rose to his feet and told Bognor not to be silly. Then, making a severe effort to appear reasonable and efficient in the manner expected of a senior Board of Trade person hanging on for a middle-range medal on retirement, he said, ‘The fact of the matter is, Bognor, that we don’t know enough about … well, about a place like, well …’ he stabbed at the map of England alongside the Annigoni print, ‘places like … Scarpington.’


Long pause. Very long pause, deepening into very long pause indeed, and fast shading into a silence of genuine incomprehension.


Finally Bognor broke it in the only way he could think of — a trick he had heard was often employed by royalty when flummoxed. Prince Philip, he understood, on being introduced to, let us say, an orthodontist, will ask ‘What do you do?’ The orthodontist will reply, ‘I am an orthodontist’ to which Prince Philip will say, ‘Ah, an orthodontist’, thus delivering what rugby players call a ‘hospital pass’ straight back to the orthodontist.


‘Scarpington,’ said Bognor.


‘Scarpington,’ said Parkinson and they glared at each other.


It was Parkinson who capitulated. His fuse was shortening in old age.


‘Scarpington’, he said, ‘is middle England. It’s what politicians talk about and newspapers write about, but no MP ever goes there and nor does any journalist unless there’s a particularly juicy murder. It’s unfashionable but it’s vital. It’s as unknown to your average Whitehall mandarin as the rain forest of Cameroon or the Kalahari Desert. It’s a vote-winner; it’s a bread-winner; it’s what this country is all about. But no one down here in the corridors of power even begins to understand it. It’s deeply unfashionable and hideously boring and they’ve not heard of Australian Chardonnay or late Picasso. It’s a dump, Bognor. Not your sort of place at all. But it’s where most of the God-forsaken people in this God-forsaken country live and breathe and sweat and toil and provide the prosperity that allows the privileged few to take three-hour lunches and a long weekend. Our masters, Bognor, need to know more about this place and, as a first step, they have decided, in their infinite wisdom, to send you there. To Scarpington, which is the most middling place in the whole of middle England. You are going to Scarpington and you are not coming back until you can tell us what makes it tick. You may take your wife.’


There was no arguing with this and Bognor knew it. Such lyricism only took Parkinson once every year, usually, he had observed, at about the time of the summer solstice. When it descended upon him like the gift of tongues it was best not to argue.


Bognor, of course, had no experience of Scarpington nor of those myriad places like it. As far as he was concerned, no one went there and no one came from there. It was a blank on the map, a no-man’s-land in every sense of the word. A thought suddenly struck him. There had been a man at Oxford, Teddy Hall, he rather thought, a secretary or treasurer of the University Gastronomes, who, on being asked, as one always was, where one had been at school, replied, ‘Er … Scarpington, actually.’ He had been very dim.


‘Pack your bags, my sweet,’ he said that evening to his long-suffering spouse. ‘We’re off to Scarpington. For a stay of indefinite duration.’


‘You what?’ Monica’s mouth puckered.


‘Scarpington.’


‘I heard you. Mediaeval minster, minor public school; undistinguished stately home; light industry, some antiquated, some state of the art; perfect example of the England nobody knows about but everybody cites as a vital reference; there’s a particularly good Saxon archway at a church called, I think, St Botolph-without-the-wall; and Pevsner was moderately keen on the town hall; conservative with big and small “c”.’


Bognor’s eyes widened. He poured himself a more than usually stiff Scotch.


‘Have you been talking to Parkinson?’


‘Of course not.’ Monica had a good line in scorn even when she was only demonstrating an above-average expertise in a peculiarly English variant of Trivial Pursuit.


‘But how do you know so much about it?’


‘It’s the sort of thing one knows. And yes, please, I’d like a drink too.’


He poured her one. Not quite as stiff as his.


‘To be fair,’ she said, ‘some cousins of my mother came from somewhere near there. He was a country vicar in some benighted coal-mining community not far away. They talked about Scarpington as if it was the Great Wen.’


‘Ah.’ Bognor was relieved. His wife’s ability to know more than he did about so many things was a source of perpetual irritation, and it was some solace to find that in this particular instance she had, in effect, been cheating.


‘There seems,’ he said, ‘to be a widely held view that Scarpington is one of those places where “real” people come from.’


‘That sounds like politician’s-speak.’ Monica grinned. ‘We’re talking about the “silent majority”, are we not? People who vote in elections and are canvassed in opinion polls.’


‘Probably. Only this time it’s being tarted up as the economic heart of the nation. The theory is that the country’s wealth does not derive from North Sea Oil or boardroom intrigue or even new City spivvery but from thrift and graft in places like Scarpington.’


Monica smiled more widely, showing strong, irregular, equine teeth. ‘The Grantham Grocer theory of economics.’


‘Precisely.’


‘And you are to produce a Board of Trade memorandum demonstrating how it works in practice.’


‘In a nutshell.’


‘In that case,’ said Monica, ‘I think you’d better take me out for a decent meal. As Edwina Currie keeps telling us, there’s nothing to eat north of the Trent except for chip butties.’


Thus it was that the Bognors came to Scarpington. For Bognor it was just part of life’s poor hearthrug. Since he had first inadvertently wandered into the Special Investigations Department of the Board of Trade all those long long years ago after the ridiculous muddle at the University Appointments Board, he had often thought of escaping. But he had been too lazy. Of course he was stuck in a rut, as Monica and his cousins and aunts and friends and contemporaries all told him. And what, pray, was so wrong in that? Looking round at the world of the middle-aged, which was where he now found himself, he reckoned he was very privileged to have a rut in which to be stuck. There were worse places to be. He had a roof over his head; a modest expense account; a pension scheme, index linked. There was even the possibility of early retirement before too terribly long.


Looking back on the water that had flowed under his particular bridge he had to admit that it had been a bit of a trickle, that the early promise had not really been fulfilled. But what promise, one had to ask oneself? Had there been any genuine promise? A poem in the college magazine. A place at Oxford. A less than dazzling performance as Cornwall in Lear (‘Out, vile jelly! Where is thy lustre now?’). One or two moderate school reports. It did not add up to a tremendously exciting promise, and if one were absolutely honest one had to admit that the only person who had even momentarily thought that he was going to become rich and famous was his dear mother, and even she was never truly convinced.


Bognor sighed. He really shouldn’t have let himself go quite so badly to seed. He should never have given up exercise, though if he was honest with himself he had to admit that there had never really been any exercise to give up. And in his mid-forties, carrying at least two stone too much weight and smoking cheroots and drinking alcohol the way he did it would be folly to turn to exercise now. Certain disaster. Jogging kills. He knew it. And really it was too late to give up smoking and drinking. The withdrawal would undoubtedly lead to stress which would damage the heart. Much better carry on as he was, even though it would be nice not to … well, Monica was right. He did ‘wobble’ rather these days and if he wore trousers and a belt the effect was ‘unedifying’ though it was not kind of Monica to put it quite like that. There was no point in trying to look younger than one’s age and if a chap was middle-aged a chap should accept it and grow middle-aged gracefully. Gracefully was the wrong adverb. Redundant, though, like most adverbs. It was Graham Greene who made such a fetish of adverbs. He had read that in an interview recently. At least he still read quite a bit. He might be a bit sluggish physically but his mind was still rippling with muscle. It made one surprisingly attractive to women still. It was interesting to find how intelligent, mature women were attracted by a good mind.


Like Monica. Monica was middle-aged too, but it suited her. Those horsy looks which had made her seem gangling and clumsy as a young woman, all knees and elbows, were positively elegant now that she had just turned forty. There was a little grey at the temples which she refused to tamper with and she had interesting lines at the mouth and the corners of her eyes. They imparted character and it was character that had always been her strong point. He was very lucky to have Monica. She was a chum.


He was reflecting thus, in an uncharacteristic way, self-analysis and introspection not being particular foibles of his, when Reg Brackett keeled over into his port.


For a moment there was a silence, a lack of noise as 173 people seemed to hold their breath, which was positively eerie. Then the moment was past, there was a general exhalation and a rhubarbing hubbub of chatter, through which the voice of Sir Seymour Puce cut like a spoon through the Coupe Talbot.


‘A doctor,’ he shouted, with the authority of a man born to rule. ‘A doctor. Doctor Dick, Doctor Dick, come to the top table at once.’


From somewhere well below the salt a small, bald, freckle-faced person started to push his way through the assembled diners.


Bognor glanced across at his wife who was sitting on the other side of his table two places down. They exchanged looks which could not have been interpreted by an outsider but which said, in unison, ‘Oh God, here we go again.’


They had only been in Scarpington for three days, yet here already was the first corpse. Both knew, intuitively, that Reg Brackett was already a stiff. It happened too too terribly often. An ordinary routine enquiry in an ordinary routine sort of place and then quite without warning and totally against the run of play someone died. In this particular instance it looked like a common or garden thrombosis brought on by an excess of food, drink and after-dinner speechifying. Oddly enough, Bognor had made a tour of Bracketts Laundry and Dry Cleaning Services that very afternoon, personally conducted by the President of Artisans himself. Bognor had thought then that Reg had seemed oddly jumpy, but he had put it down to pre-dinner nerves. The Artisans’ dinner was a grand affair and daunting for a laundryman and dry cleaner no matter how eminent.


The doctor reached the slumped Reg, loosened collar and cuffs, then felt for a pulse. Bognor and Monica, like everyone else in the room, tried to see what was happening without, somehow, being seen to look. A typical British predicament. Bognor felt like telling the quack not to waste his time. A woman, presumably Mrs Brackett, was sobbing noisily and was led away by two others. A small crowd of top-table dignitaries gathered round the corpse.


Now the toastmaster took a hand, banging his gavel with three mighty whacks.


‘Your Grace, My Lord, ladies and gentlemen,’ he bawled, half-way between Pavarotti and a Guards drill sergeant. ‘Pray silence for the Rt Honourable Sir Seymour Puce, Member of Parliament for Scarpington.’


Sir Seymour was — very unusually for him — brief and to the point.


‘Dinner’s over,’ he said. ‘No more speeches, but the bars stay open till half eleven. I know Reg wouldn’t want to interfere with anyone’s fun but we’d like the room cleared as quick as possible. Sorry about the curtailment. Good night and God bless!’


A general scuffing back of chairs greeted this announcement. Bognor walked round to his wife.


‘Drink?’ he said.


‘I don’t see why not. We don’t have to drive anywhere.’


This was true. The Bognors were putting up at the Talbot. Their room was not exactly splendiferous but it was the best hotel in town. Staying there gave Bognor a status he would have been pushed to pretend to if he had gone to the bed-and-breakfast suggested by Parkinson. Parkinson was motivated by penny-pinching, pardonable in view of pressure from above, and a desire to humiliate his subordinate, which was unpardonable from any perspective whatever.


The main bar of the Talbot was labelled the St Moritz, partly because St Moritz carried connotations of class which a three-star hotel in a little-known middling English city badly needed and partly because Sir Seymour had, in early middle age, taken to holidaying in the Alps and going down the Cresta Run. His Who’s Who entry included ‘Cresta Run’ under Recreations and ‘St Moritz Tobogganing’ under Clubs. He thought this smart. So did many of his self-made colleagues on the Tory back benches. He was not aware that those whose smartness he really envied were inclined to snigger.


Naming the bar after that prestigious — in every sense — Alpine watering hole had no effect whatever. The bar was still known throughout Scarpington and the surrounding district as Freddie’s, after the head barman, who had been an institution for more than thirty years and appeared, to Sir Seymour’s irritation, to be unsackable. Freddie was never entirely sober and yet had never been seen to be quite drunk. Like many barmen he was a sympathetic and discreet receiver of confidences and an occasional dispenser, if not of wisdom, of tips and inside information relating to the 2.30 at Haydock and the immediate prospects of South American tin on the market. He was probably Scarpington’s leading Mr Fixit and he knew more of the city’s private life than any Scarpingtonian alive. He could have made a comfortable living from blackmail, but chose not to.


Freddie’s bar had undergone a modest tarting up when the Jolly Trencherman chain acquired the Talbot from the private company headed by the Earl of Scarpington. There had been a ferocious boardroom battle over that and the Earl and Sir Seymour had been the best of enemies ever since. The Earl had even resigned his presidency of the Conservative Association. The old flock wallpaper had been replaced with tasteful beige and cream stripes; the gilt bracket lamps had made way for concealed spots; and the hunting and sporting prints had been replaced by Alpine and tobogganing scenes. For a few weeks it had almost lived up to this new image, but Freddie, in his stained maroon jacket and ill-tied black bow, knew that part of the secret of his bar’s success was its sleaze. Before long he had managed to make the St Moritz as louche and grubby as it had been in the old days when there had simply been Gothic print on the door saying ‘Bar’.


Within moments of Sir Seymour’s perfunctory closure of proceedings Freddie’s bar was full to the gills with Artisans and their wives. The Artisans, for the most part, ordered beer or Scotch while their wives drank lager and lime or bitter lemon. Perrier had made a hesitant appearance in Scarpington at a young people’s wine and pick-up bar called the Brasserie Donovan. Badoit was still unknown.


Bognor and Monica found themselves pressed hard against Harold Fothergill of the Scarpington Times. Mrs Fothergill was also part of the scrum. Fothergill was almost the first person on whom Bognor had called. He was a slight, ferrety figure who had inherited the paper from his father. Father was of an old school, given to green eye-shades, carpet slippers, braces and a dank, half-smoked cigar permanently anchored to the middle of his mouth. He could still be found lurking about the Times office, complaining about the new technology installed by his trendy son.


‘Well, it’s Mr Bognor,’ he said, elbowing his way towards the bar. ‘May I buy you a drink? This is my wife, Edna.’


Edna smiled, sourly. Her husband looked like a man with a roving eye. He gave Monica a smile which Bognor considered lecherous.


‘Thanks,’ said Bognor. ‘I’ll have a pint of Old Parsnip.’ This was Moulton and Bragg’s strongest, most expensive and most real. ‘This is my wife, Monica.’


‘Nice to meet you, Monica,’ said Harold, somehow managing to grab a hand and kissing it. Monica seemed unimpressed and said she’d like a Hine cognac.


‘Why don’t you girls find a quiet space in a corner?’ said Harold, ‘and we’ll get the drinks and join you.’


The girls did as they were told, though there seemed no reasonable prospect of finding such a thing as a quiet corner.


‘Reg looked dead to me,’ hissed Harold, when the wives were out of earshot.


‘I wasn’t close enough to see properly,’ said Bognor, ‘but there didn’t seem much sign of movement.’


‘He smoked too much and he lived on his nerves.’ The man in front turned round with two fistfuls of drink and barged past. Harold dived into the gap and tugged Bognor in with him. ‘Evening, Fred!’ he said to the barman, who nodded in the lugubrious, timeworn manner he always affected. ‘Two Parsnips, a large Hine and a ginger wine, when you’ve got a moment.’


He turned back to Bognor.


‘Entre-nous,’ he hissed into Bognor’s right ear, ‘things hadn’t been going too well at the laundry. There was talk.’


‘Talk?’


‘Customs and Excise were having a hard look at the books. Or so my spies tell me. And there were one or two of the big boys nosing around. Mr Clean and Bleach’n’Starch to name but two.’


Freddie came back with the drinks.


‘Sorry to hear about Mr Brackett,’ he said, accepting Fothergill’s proffered tenner. ‘Very sudden.’


‘Very sudden,’ said the Editor. ‘Didn’t even have time to deliver the punch-line.’


‘You mean Mr Clean and Bleach’n’Starch were thinking of a takeover?’ asked Bognor. ‘He didn’t say anything about it to me. Not even by implication.’


‘Well, he wouldn’t, would he? He probably thought you were doing a snoop on behalf of the VATmen.’


‘I’m Board of Trade,’ said Bognor with asperity. ‘Nothing whatever to do with VAT. That’s Customs and Excise. Quite a different matter.’


Mr Fothergill narrowed his eyes. ‘It’s all government,’ he said. ‘Those of us in the Fourth Estate tend to lump all you boys together. It may seem unreasonable to you, but for a committed, responsible journalist it has to be a question of Them and Us. I’m “us” and you’re “them”.’


‘I see,’ said Bognor, accepting a pint tankard and a brandy balloon.


‘Don’t get me wrong,’ said Fothergill. ‘Some of my best friends are in government, but it has to be an adversarial relationship. Doesn’t mean to say you can’t meet over a meal or a drink, but fundamentally we have different aims.’


‘I’m not sure I entirely agree.’ Bognor started to shove his way back through the throng of Artisans. ‘But then I’m an essentially non-confrontational sort of person. I like compromise. A quiet life. I’m sure we all want the same thing in the end.’


‘You people all say that,’ said Fothergill, sipping the froth off his Parsnip to stop it spilling on their way to the quiet corner, ‘but when the chips are down it just ain’t true.’


They hit a patch of relatively open space.


‘You were saying, though’ — Bognor was aware that they had been diverted — ‘that Brackett was in trouble. And a takeover target.’


‘I have a well-placed friend at Bleach’n’Starch,’ said Fothergill. ‘Let’s just say that when they had a run through the books they weren’t happy with what they found.’


‘Is that a fact?’


‘No.’ Fothergill smiled. ‘If it was a fact the Times would have printed it. But my guess is that it’s probably true. And if you really are interested in the truth about trade here in Scarpington I think you’d do well to have a word with your friends at Customs and Excise about the affairs of Bracketts Laundry.’


They rejoined the ladies who had found a relatively quiet haven under a portrait of the first Lord Brabazon of Tara.


Monica was, implausibly, giving Mrs Fothergill the gist of her way of dealing with squid — a light rolling sauté in chateau-bottled olive oil with chopped shallot, red chilli, and garlic, finished off with a splash of white Rioja. Mrs Fothergill did not give the impression of dealing much with squid herself and Bognor had a strong sense of a subject newly changed.


He wondered what.


‘Well,’ said Fothergill, raising his glass and getting Parsnip froth in his moustache, ‘here’s to poor old Reg.’


‘I liked Reginald,’ said Mrs Fothergill.


‘Liked?’ Her husband eyed her with what looked like disbelief.


‘Yes, liked. I was fond of him. He was a nice man.’


‘Why the past tense?’


Mrs Fothergill sighed. ‘You saw him, Harold. He’s in the past tense. Poor man was white and limp as a codfish. He’s not alive any longer.’


This was, the Bognors knew, true. Reg had gone to God, to the Great Round Table in the Sky, to the Ultimate Laundry where everything and everybody were whiter than white. As Edna Fothergill suggested, there was no more life in him than in a fish finger. Bognor remembered the terrible old school pun which lumbered out every Friday lunch, the one about the piece of cod which passeth all understanding.


It was bad that his mind turned to flippancies at moments like this, moments of death and drama where a gentleman was supposed, in a metaphorical manner of speaking, to remove his hat and place it over his heart while standing to attention.


‘Edna, whatever else he is — or may have been — Reg Brackett is — or was — not a nice man. If he has survived, his prospects of becoming nice are non-existent!’


‘Come along now, Fothergill, De mortuis nil nisi bonum. Brackett may be dead but he’s not even cold yet, much less buried. Bit of respect, if you please.’


The speaker was Sir Seymour Puce who now stood four-square before them, a magnificently solid presence, all jowls and jangling watch chains.


‘So he is dead?’


Monica fixed the Member for Scarpington with one of her beadiest.


Puce glared back. Hate at first sight.


‘I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure,’ he said.


Nor likely to, thought Bognor, admiring, not for the first time, his wife’s forthright manner.


‘Monica Bognor,’ said Monica, ‘and this is my husband Simon. Of the Board of Trade. Whitehall.’


‘Special Investigations Department, actually,’ said Simon, offering a hand which Sir Seymour did not take.


‘I heard someone from Whitehall had been ferreting around,’ he said. ‘Yes, Madam, I’m afraid Mr Brackett has gone to join his maker. Fothergill, I’ll be writing a tribute myself. You shall have it by lunch tomorrow. Five hundred words. You’ll carry a photograph, of course. Three columns at least, but an inside page. Brief news story on the front. “President of Artisans passes away after masterful oration”. You know the sort of thing. Now I have business to attend to. Delighted to have met you, Mrs Bognor. You too, Mr Bognor.’


And he was gone as speedily and totally as he had come.


‘I didn’t realise Puce ran the Times,’ said Bognor before his wife could stop him.


Harold Fothergill looked thunderous. ‘He doesn’t,’ he said.


You could have fooled me, thought Bognor, but this time he kept the sentence to himself. Tact was not his strongest suit, but he could see that any intimation that Fothergill was not the Murdoch of his own newspaper would be ill received. Nevertheless it gave him pause for thought.


It was obvious that Puce was a bully, but it took two to be bullied. Interesting to find that Fothergill made a pair with Puce — particularly as Fothergill so obviously bullied poor Edna.


They drank up and left.




Chapter Two


The Bognors at Breakfast



‘You’re being gratuitously melodramatic,’ Monica eyed the runny yolk of her fried egg and debated the odds against salmonella. Dammit, she liked egg yolks and she was in the prime of life. It was only infants and the old who died of it, anyway.


A thought struck her.


‘Maybe he’d eaten a bad egg.’


‘There were no eggs on the menu.’ Bognor was trying to dissect a kipper without much success. It was a dried-out bit of fish, overcooked and, even by the standards of kippers, excessively bony.


‘A very slow acting egg,’ said his wife. ‘A time bomb of an egg. Perhaps he ate it for breakfast but it didn’t go off till after dinner.’


‘It would have to be off when he ate it,’ said Bognor. ‘It can’t go off once you’ve eaten it.’


‘Time bomb, stupid. “Off”, as in bomb … explosion … bang. Not as in egg … rotten.’


Bognor shook his head and eyed The Independent which led with a story about opinion polls. He read the headline twice but couldn’t understand it any more than his wife’s wittering. Ambiguities confused him these days. The advancing years demanded black and white simplicity.


‘I don’t care what you think,’ he said. ‘My view is that Brackett was done in. And I think the post-mortem will prove it. But there’s no point in arguing. It’ll all come out when they analyse the contents of his stomach. Or whatever.’


‘Simon, please. Not at breakfast.’ The egg yolk had been runnier than she had realised. Swallowing it was not an altogether happy sensation. ‘There’s absolutely no reason to suppose Brackett was done in, as you so elegantly put it. It’s perfectly straightforward. Happens all the time. He was obviously overweight. Drank too much. Quite possibly smoked. Worked himself up into a fearful paddy over that ridiculous speech and “pouf!” the old ticker simply couldn’t take the strain.’


She allowed a gnarled waitress in a black outfit with a white pinny to remove her plate, then buttered and marmaladed some thin, charred toast.


‘I didn’t know you were an expert on cardiac arrest,’ said Bognor, buttering his own toast.


‘I only know what I read in the colour supplements,’ said Monica. ‘And common sense. I’d watch it yourself, if I were you. You’re beginning to look gross.’


‘I’m perfectly safe,’ said Bognor. ‘I haven’t made an after-dinner speech in over twenty years.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ she said. ‘I meant the butter. And not taking any exercise.’


‘Now exercise would kill me,’ said Bognor. ‘And I am not being ridiculous. You were the one who said Brackett was killed by after-dinner speaking. I’m surprised more people didn’t die, in that case. It was boring enough.’


‘That’s in extremely bad taste.’


‘Yes,’ said Bognor, abandoning the kipper. ‘Extremely.’
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‘Lighthearted — but lethal’ — Chicago Tribune








