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This could be the longest suicide note in history. Maybe I should get it sponsored at so much a page, all proceeds to the Samaritans. And instead of o-d’ing on gin and sleeping pills as I’ve been contemplating ever since Bananaskin Week went wrong (not that it was ever going right), why don’t I drown myself in a bath of custard in aid of a new hospital scanner? Or is Dallas so rich you don’t need a new hospital scanner?


I don’t know how many of the inquest jury will ever have been to England. The chances of any of you having passed through Badgers Heath I would say are remote. It’s a pleasant enough community of some 67,000 souls but with nothing for the visitor except our annual bonfire when unlike the rest of the country which burns Guy Fawkes and the nearby town of Lewes where they burn the Pope, we put a different effigy to the flames each year. The tradition goes back to the end of the war when the Badgers Heath Bonfire Society re-formed itself and we burned Adolf Hitler. Since then we’ve incinerated Tojo, Colonel Nasser, Burgess and Maclean, President Nixon, General Galtieri, Yasser Arafat and Saddam Hussein to name but a few, plus a sprinkling of home-grown left-wing politicians no one on your side of the Atlantic will have heard of. The victim is always decided by popular vote and next Bonfire Night the honour will most likely fall to yours sincerely, Oliver Kettle.


Badgers Heath is an expanded market town quite near the South Coast, fifty minutes by SupaShuttle from Victoria and too close to Gatwick airport for comfort. But convenient when you want to get away. That’s how I come to be ending my days in Dallas – it was the first long-haul flight out. Had the M23 not been reduced to single-lane traffic because of road works I should probably be writing this to the coroner of Dubai. I didn’t care where I went so long as it was far enough away.


There’s not much you need to know about Badgers Heath. A typical English High Street – council offices, gas showrooms, estate agents, banks, building societies, shoe shops, McDonalds, Savewise Supermart and the newish Cherrytree Shopping Mall – surrounded by a cordon sanitaire of car parks beyond which radiate pleasant crescents and avenues of mainly postwar homes, starting at not much change out of £80,000 on the inner perimeter and working up to no change at all out of a quarter of a million where the town peters out into farmland. The High Street leads up to the Heath itself, or what’s left of it – a biggish stretch of parkland once surrounded by Victorian villas which have been gradually extracted like blackened teeth to be replaced by low-rise, high-tech office blocks. That’s how we make our living. Owl Insurance is in Badgers Heath and so are Credit International and EuroFund and a whole raft of others. We have a thriving trading estate which we’re supposed to call a business park, turning out everything from software to garden furniture. Unemployment is minus nil. So we’re prosperous – the last issue of the Badgers Heath Herald, which I’ve edited, past tense, since the year the Bonfire Society got into trouble with the Commission for Racial Equality by burning the Ayatollah Khomeini, carried eighty-four pages of advertising. And our prosperity – or maybe our guilt, as that old soak Eric Barlow would have it – has made us a caring community. Maybe that’s been the trouble.


The town pretty well runs itself, with a little help from the local council and a little hindrance from the county council which is always trying to make our roads lead somewhere other than where we want to go. We’ve a Chamber of Commerce but it doesn’t do much beyond complaining about business rents. The Parish Church of St Michael and All Angels, at what has become the unfashionable dog-end of the High Street, is little used except for weddings and funerals, although the Vicar, the Rev Basil Thrush, or Basil Brush as we call him behind his back, is on the committee of the Bonfire Society which is the driving force of Badgers Heath’s social life, a kind of unisex Rotary if you like.


These Bonfire Societies, some of them going back a hundred years or more, are very much a feature of our part of the world, but the Badgers Heath Bonfire Society is a bit more enterprising than most. I suppose there was a time when it concerned itself solely with arranging the Guy Fawkes Night bonfire and the traditional Roast Potato Supper that follows it – or rather parallels it, since after the fireworks display its five hundred members are to be found with their feet tucked firmly under the trestle tables in the supper marquees while the rabble continue to surge around the bonfire, the rowdier elements pushing one another into it. But besides this obvious raison d’être, the Bonfire Society these days operates just about every major community activity going – the Fun Run, the Easter Egg Hunt, the Motocross Marathon, the Summer Fayre, you name it. We have a corner in leisure a theme park operator would envy. And all, but of course, in the sweet name of charity.


 


The story of my decline and fall starts at the funeral of Ted Greenleaf – the first sponsored funeral I’ve ever attended, incidentally – when I decided to have a fling with his widow; or to be more precise, Rosie Greenleaf decided to have a fling with me and I did nothing to discourage the idea and everything to encourage it.


There was not much wrong with my marriage, which had pottered along happily enough for ten years or so; but availability probably rates next to lust among the most common motivations for adultery – and I was available. My wife’s name, Lydia Sheridan – Sherry to her friends – doesn’t yet mean anything over here but she was a biggish name at home, the star interviewer of one of the national dailies and a minor television star. It wasn’t a nine-to-five job and so she couldn’t reasonably be expected to trudge back to Badgers Heath every evening, especially if there were extra-marital calls upon her time in London, as it was my not-much-considered belief there were. But she was always home for the weekend and whatever she might be getting up to at her pied-à-terre in the Barbican didn’t seem to inhibit the zest she brought to the marital bedroom, and so I was content enough, the more so in that Sherry’s inflated salary paid for most of life’s little luxuries such as the mortgage on a property poised almost exactly between the £80,000 and the £250,000 brackets. Time does not hang too heavily on the hands of a small-town editor, who is expected to do his regular crawl in the social swim – particularly if his newspaper is one of the chain owned by Sam Dice, who happens to live in the district. But Badgers Heath has usually put up the shutters by ten, and I do not need all that much sleep. Rosie Greenleaf would make a welcome change from watching videos.


Ted couldn’t have picked a better day for his sponsored funeral. The high summer sun bouncing off the white forecourt of the Texaco service station opposite the parish church was so dazzling that it blinded the driver of the leading limousine which in consequence rammed the hearse. Fortunately Rosie wasn’t on board, having gone on ahead to set up her begging bowl. Her over-ripe farmer’s wife figure sheathed in black, she had stationed herself in the church porch with an old-fashioned milk churn into which, having been forewarned by a story Rosie had got me to run in the Herald, you were expected to drop a minimum of a tenner. Coming face to face with the grieving widow, under whose sad, unrelenting gaze they were obliged to dip into their wallets or purses while mumbling condolences, most of the startled mourners gave at least double that. Anyone less smart than Rosie would have delegated the job to the sidesmen and halved the takings.


“You gave the appeal a very good write-up, Oliver,” said Rosie as I dropped a twenty pound note into her milk churn, hastily topping it up with another one as she telepathically conveyed the impression that it didn’t seem very much to her for a man of my standing. “Thanks to the paper we’re off to a flying start, we must have a good thousand in the kitty and the church isn’t even half full yet. I’m more than grateful, Oliver, because without people knowing in advance style of thing it would have been very awkward asking them for money. Thank you, Mr Helliwell!” This, with a flash of teeth, was to the manager of the D-I-Y Mart practically next to the church, a notorious skinflint, who was trying to sneak in without paying. Looking as if he would have liked to say “Our cheque is in the post”, he clattered a fistful of pound coins – nearer five than ten, by my reckoning – into the milk churn and slunk into the church.


Having been a prominent member of the National Farmers’ Union as well as Appeals Secretary of the Bonfire Society, Ted Greenleaf was a popular figure in Badgers Heath and the church was soon full. We raised nearly £3,000 so it was a successful funeral all round, except perhaps for the Rev Basil Brush who was frustrated in his hopes of rich pickings from his usual collection during the choir’s tambourine obligato of “I am the Lord of the dance said he”. Ted had expired of a heart attack – while enjoying Rosie’s favours, she later confided to me – so the proceeds were going to Heartsearch – not a dating agency but a benevolent fund for heart attack victims. It was what he would have wanted, Rosie said. Personally I think he would have liked the money to go to the Bonfire Fund. Ted’s love for bonfires stopped only just short of arson and he had been in trouble more than once for hanging a pall of black smoke over the South Downs in the course of burning his stubble.


Rosie wanted a funeral and memorial service rolled into one and so Ted got the full send-off. We gave him “Fight the good fight” and a couple of prayers, and then the Chair of the Bonfire Society, Len Quartermouth MBE FIAV as he always styled himself, the first crop of initials being his gong for thirty years of unremitting good works and the second his qualification, as a Fellow of the Institute of Auctioneers and Valuers, to run the town’s biggest auction rooms out by the old cattle market. The reading was from Paul’s letter to the Corinthians. Slumped next to me, Eric Barlow, the whisky already on his breath even though it was still half an hour off opening time, muttered, “Why can’t we have the Corinthians’ reply to St Paul for a change?” Like me, he was irritated that we couldn’t have the authorised epistle as remembered from school assembly and more orthodox funeral services: Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels and all that. Basil Brush prefers the paperback version: Whatever my language, if I don’t have love I’m only a resounding gong or a clanging bell …


Barlow, having extracted a smirk out of me for his quip, looked set to milk the entire service for one-liners. To discourage him I turned my head, and found myself exchanging smiles with the chief mourner across the aisle.


Now although I am no more footloose than the next over-forty editor of a country weekly whose boss is a born-again Christian, I do know when I am being given the eye, and I was being given the eye. I was surprised to say the least. Not only was it the most spectacular advance I had ever come across on the old social cliché, “I know this is neither the time nor the place …”, but Rosie Greenleaf had an almost blemishless reputation for not having a reputation. With her pneumatic figure, straw-blonde hair and general air of having just straightened her raiment after a lusty afternoon in the apple loft, she was probably such an easy target for gossip that, Caesar’s wife style, she had to be doubly careful to avoid scandal. Although the odd mud pie was flung – she had a fancy-man over in Lewes, she and Ted’s pigman had been seen climbing the wall of Far Meadow with grass on their backs – none of it had ever stuck. The fact was that Rosie, in her mid-thirties, was twenty-five years Ted’s junior but he was game to the last and she had had little need – let alone opportunity – to stray. That, I was to find, was what all this was about.


Her strawberry lips formed fleetingly into a sensual moué which said, as explicitly as if she had addressed me from Basil Brush’s pulpit, “I want you to sleep with me. Soon. It’s quite urgent.” Then she demurely lowered her eyes in meditation.


I was as stunned as if she had openly winked at me. But accompanying the sense of shock was a tingling in the soles of my feet, a sensation at once of excitement and danger, a kind of sexual vertigo. Being mentally chatted up at a funeral is an erotically exhilarating experience, if a depraved one. With Ted not only not yet in his grave but lying in his box but twelve feet away, I felt that Rosie and I were on a par with a notorious pair of visiting exhibitionists still talked about in Badgers Heath, who had openly honeymooned in an upstairs bay window of the Euroinn Dolphin Arms Hotel. So, I was soon to learn, did Rosie, who was experiencing in her heaving bosom stirrings even more bizarre than those expressed by her brazen pout.


At the lectern, Len Quartermouth MBE FIAV, with that famous leisurely delivery which Barlow had described as half the speed of sound, had finally got to the last verses of Paul to the Corinthians – Now we see through a glass darkly, as it used to be. “Just now we see ah but a poor likeness in the ah mirror; but soon we shall ah see one to one …” Listening to Len’s interminable summings-up at our Bonfire Society committee meetings I did sometimes wonder whether he had found his true vocation as an auctioneer; I meant one day to drop into the auction rooms to see if he took as long to sell a second-hand tractor as to declare a motion carried. “And now of ah these three remain: ah faith, ah hope, and ah love. But the greatest of these is ah love …”


“Charity!” I prompted in an involuntary growl.


“Dear Paul, we gaveth at the office,” rumbled Barlow.


There were no other signals from Rosie. During her request number, Ted’s favourite song “I did it my way” – not a particularly adventurous choice considering some of the pop rubbish Basil Brush habitually got away with under the umbrella of Songs of Praise – she put all she had into the role of mourning helpmeet of the dear departed. Then came a eulogy from the pulpit with Basil Brush laying it on with a trowel, followed by his standard disclaimer before Prayers for the Dead: “Now whether we believe in an afterlife or not …” After a barbershop rendering of a negro spiritual by a nubile-looking quartet of the Farmers’ Ladies Guild, the service went conventional again with “Now the day is over”, and then we followed the coffin out into the graveyard where Badgers Heath still buries its selected dead, lesser exmortals being consigned to Bellevue cemetery out by the council housing estate.


As Basil Brush led the pallbearers and family mourners to the plot Ted was about to share with his long-departed parents – I am sure he would have preferred a cremation with a send-off of rockets and catherine wheels – the congregation divided itself into those who considered it all right to shuffle off back to work or across to the Goat and Compasses, and those sticklers for good form, perhaps a third of our number, who felt that one should hang around at a respectful distance until the bereaved had been chauffeured away. I didn’t mind much one way or the other but editors of country weeklies are supposed to be upholders of the traditional values, which in this instance meant firmly distancing myself from the company of Barlow as he made tracks through the lych gate and across to the pub as fast as his legs could decently carry him.


As the burial service got under way and we stood with heads reverentially bowed in the brilliant morning sunlight, I found myself wondering what, on the assumption that I had read Rosie Greenleaf’s come-hither look correctly, could be reasonably judged a respectable interval before I responded to it. The Badgers Heath Herald runs a syndicated etiquette column but I couldn’t remember it ever tackling so delicate a problem.


I tried to put unworthy thoughts out of my mind as Basil Brush’s nasal, off-cockney Good News Bible tones wafted across the churchyard. “In the middle of life we are never far from death …” But then his voice was lost in a tremendous clatter from behind the cluster of secondary mourners straggling the church pathway. Looking round, I saw one of Ted’s farm labourers, sweating in his thick Sunday-best dark suit, trundling Rosie’s offertory milk churn out of the church porch. Unresponsive to scandalised shushes from our ranks, he dragged the clanking receptacle down the path towards the lych gate.


Ted having been deposited among his forebears, Rosie, the Vicar and assorted Greenleafs from far and wide made their way back through the thicket of gravestones with that slow, plodding gait that mourners have as if walking through mud, the phalanx of remaining supporters parting respectfully to let them through, and Rosie shaking hands at random like royalty on a walkabout. Giving the family a head start to get into their funeral cars, everyone began to drift out of the churchyard. Perhaps not as badly as Barlow a few minutes earlier, but badly enough, I needed a drink. Suspecting the Rev Basil Thrush of over-doing the handshakes, I was irritated to find myself logjammed in a slow-moving queue to get through the lych gate, until I identified the true cause of the hold-up. Rosie had wedged herself and her milk churn right inside the gate, where she was crying out to the departing congregation like a barker at a fair, “Now come on, all you lovely generous people, we’ve given Ted a smashing send-off but I’m sure like me he’d want to see this milk churn full.”


 


So that was the start of it. As I forked out my supplementary fiver exit fee, Rosie babbled in her unstoppable way, “Ooh, it’s been a fantastic morning, Oliver, Ted would have loved it, now I want you to come over to Mill Farm on Thursday for the cheque presentation, I know you’ll be sending a reporter and photographer but I’d very much like you to be there personally and stay on for lunch, because there’s something I really need to discuss with you.” But for the net-sheathed nail she was digging into my palm on the pretext of shaking hands, I would have made my excuses there and then. Widows who really need to discuss something are usually looking to circumvent their expensive professional advisers by getting a free and time-consuming opinion on their affairs. Maybe Rosie, with her peculiar requirements, should have gone to the appropriate professional. It would have saved me a lot of trouble.


The Herald office used to be where any country newspaper office ought to be – bang in the middle of the High Street, in a mellow mock-Georgian building next to the council offices. But when the bricks and mortar became more valuable than what they were accommodating, the council’s activities expanded to fill the space available and the Herald moved into a custom-built brick box off the motorway slip-road. Streamlines distribution, according to Sam Dice – come press day, we can get copies out to every village within our circulation area in half the time. On the other hand, it takes twice as long to get them into Badgers Heath where sixty per cent of the sales are. But that’s just the swings and roundabouts. There is also a big dipper and dodgems effect which left Sam a reputed million or so richer on property wheeler-dealering and gave some undisclosed councillors the opportunity to expand the borough’s flourishing trade in patios, granny flat extensions and time-sharing schemes in Portugal.


It is not an office to hurry back to, especially after a funeral. Avoiding the Goat and Compasses where Barlow would be looking for an argument by now, I set off for the Dolphin Arms, which despite all the Euro-inn chain’s ingenuity in trying to gut and refurbish a listed building including conniving with the council fire officer to have it declared a death trap, still manages to look like a not entirely Disneyfied version of its original coaching inn self. They do you a reasonable sole-goujons-in-a-basket in the Buttery, and if my luck was in my raffle ticket would be called – the Dolphin Arms Buttery is run on democratic lines where the serving wenches periodically interrupt their conversation to call out a number, and you go up to the bar and get it – before my ear had been too much bent by supplicants for the Herald’s editorial space. But first I had to shake off Crabbe.


Nick Crabbe was a mistake. He was not my mistake, he was the parental Crabbes’ mistake. But he had been bequeathed to me by my wife Sherry – she likes to be known by that diminutive of her surname: it goes with her power-dressing – upon being fired as the high-flying gossip columnist of her esteemed journal for paying large sums of money to non-existent contacts. Massaging one’s expenses is an accepted Fleet Street Spanish practice but Nick had been doing it on such a breathtakingly grand scale that no other national newspaper would touch him, at least not until the heat was off. Sherry said he had only done it to cover gambling debts incurred at Royal Ascot and such places in the course of duty, and she felt sorry for him. If you asked me, the truth was that he knew where too many bodies were buried, with particular reference to those buried under the duvet in a certain flat in the Barbican, not necessarily excluding his own. At all events I gave him a job, which meant that for a third of his former salary and a fraction of his former expenses he could use the Herald’s fax and telephone facilities to bootleg diary stories to his former Fleet Street rivals, against the day when his transgressions were forgotten and he returned as the overpaid prodigal son.


I had put Crabbe on covering Ted Greenleaf’s funeral. It meant establishing himself opposite Rosie in the church porch and taking down names and “organisations represented” in a spiral notebook. While I confess I enjoyed humiliating a bumptious young man in this way – there is a good deal of satisfaction to be got out of cutting an upstart down to size, especially when your own dreams of glory have not been entirely fulfilled – I knew he would turn in a livelier story than anyone else on the paper was capable of, myself included.


“A good yarn, boss, the sponsored funeral angle,” Crabbe enthused as he caught up with me in the High Street.


“Yes,” I agreed. “And I don’t want to see it in the national dailies before the Herald comes out on Friday.” Strictly speaking the story was the Herald group’s copyright, but when you are paid as badly as Sam Dice pays his hired hands, you are entitled to your perks.


I was about to remark acidly on the striped blazer and gaudy cricket club tie selected by Crabbe from his extensive wardrobe as fit wear for a funeral, but thought better of it. The Rev Basil Thrush, after all, had worn his customary bomber jacket, which he maintained helped him to meet his dwindling congregation “where they are at”.


We paused under the illuminated hanging plastic sign of the Euro-inn Dolphin Arms Hotel where I had no intention of inviting Crabbe in for a drink. He took the hint.


“By the way, boss, not now because I’ve got to interview this pantomime cow, but some time when you have a free moment, could I have a quiet word?”


A quiet word with Nick Crabbe usually meant that he was after me giving him his own column or a pay rise or both, or that he wanted me to allow him to accept a freebie to some exotic place from Heath Holidays, our friendly neighbourhood travel agents, in exchange for a lavish plug.


“Have as many words as you like,” I responded pleasantly, “so long as you don’t mind a one-word answer.”


“I can’t see you turning this one down, boss. It’s a great idea. Here comes the pantomime cow now – it was that kind of stunt that put it into my head. Then Mrs Greenleaf and her milk churn reminded me. Bananaskin Week!”


The pantomime cow, housing two students from the agricultural college, was lumbering up the High Street towards us with a pail around its neck, collecting money for a kidney dialysis machine for the hospital.


“Which week?” I half-echoed, bemused.


“Bananaskin Week. I won’t say more for the moment, I just thought I’d whet your appetite. By the way, boss, talking of appetite and talking of Mrs Greenleaf, I have a shrewd idea she fancies you. Whoops, sorry, hardly the day for that sort of talk, is it, boss?”


Crabbe’s familiarity, bordering on impertinence, grated on my nerves, as did his irritating use of the term “boss” which contained no hint of deference but had a smack of the second-hand car dealer calling his potential catch “squire”.


I said sourly, “No, it isn’t, and incidentally, cock, that jazzy outfit may be all very well for interviewing pantomime cows but it’s hardly the correct attire for a representative of the Badgers Heath Herald covering a funeral.”


I could almost hear Crabbe uttering “Balls!” to himself as the pantomime cow plodded up and whimsically cocked its head.


“Moo. Well well well, if it isn’t Mr Kettle, the editor of our wonderful local rag. Now there’s a generous man if ever we saw one.” The voice inside the papier-mâché head boomed with megaphone effect, drawing amused smiles from passers-by. I flung some loose change into the bucket and went into the Dolphin Arms. It had been an expensive morning.


 


It continued as expensively as it had begun. No sooner had I ordered a gin and tonic, avoiding eye contact with the clutch of local businessmen at the other end of the bar and adding “Make it a large one” in a loud tone to discourage anyone who might feel inclined to come over and stand me a drink in exchange for a bit of intensive lobbying against the gypsy encampment or in favour of a new zebra crossing, than in walked the Rev Basil Thrush and Len Quartermouth MBE FIAV, both of them on double scotches. The Vicar said funerals were always an ordeal and Len said he needed a stiff one after making a public spectacle of himself at the lectern.


After Basil Brush and I had assured him half-heartedly that he had read the Lesson very well we clinked glasses and murmured, “Well, to absent friends”; then Len said, clearing his throat, “We were ah talking about ah Mrs Greenleaf on the way up.”


I thought for a moment they had some observations to offer on her eye-fluttering performance in church, but that had seemingly gone unnoticed, except by the audience it was aimed at – plus, at a guess, Nick Crabbe.


“While we don’t want to be accused of acting with undue haste,” said Basil, “we have been having a word with our worthy Treasurer and the consensus does seem to be that we must think very quickly about electing a new Appeals Secretary.” Our worthy Treasurer was then Dennis Reason, a local bank manager and so by definition totally incompetent – but on this occasion he happened to be right. Fireworks don’t grow on trees and the Roast Potato Supper couldn’t rely on miracles equivalent to the loaves and fishes and turning water into real ale. The town had to be chivvied and coaxed into funding the enterprise, which it did more or less cheerfully on the pledge that for every pound spent on this annual display of self-indulgence, at least a hundred would go to good causes such as sheltered accommodation for Badgers Heath’s frailest old folk or the endowment of new hospital beds (some of which would certainly be filled by future casualties of Bonfire Night). But what with a popular health scare which occupied him in slaughtering and disposing of his pigs, plus the attendant paperwork followed not altogether surprisingly by his heart attack, poor old Ted Greenleaf, while adept at getting blood out of stones, had left it a mite late this year.


“With the ah committee’s approval, I couldn’t think of ah a better choice than ah Ted’s ah widow,” said Len, coming what in his terms was straight out with it.


Had I not already got him a drink I should gladly have stood him a treble. If I had chosen to write my own scenario I couldn’t have come up with a better one. Rosie didn’t drive. Mill Farm was but five minutes from the Herald plant out by the motorway. What more natural, on committee nights which were weekly at present but twice and even three times a week as bonfire fever took hold, than that I should pick her up for our meetings and chauffeur her home again? Within the last hour, of course, I had already fantasised myself into a full-blown affair with Rosie. And a fairly tame fantasy it was to prove to be.


“Well,” I said judiciously, “she certainly knows how to raise money.”


“She certainly does,” said Basil Brush with feeling. Not only had she deprived him of his collection but she had stung him for a tenner into the bargain.


Not to sound over-keen, I asked, “Have you sounded out Eric Barlow?” Barlow, for reasons lost in the mists of time, was a member of our unofficial committee within a committee which effectively ran the affairs of the Bonfire Society.


“We were ah hoping he would be ah joining us but he must be ah.” Pissed.


“I’m sure he’d go along with the idea,” I said.


“Then ah if one of you will formally ah propose and the other ah second, I don’t ah anticipate any ah difficulty with the ah committee,” said the Chair of the Bonfire Society.


“Moo.”


Its interview with Nick Crabbe concluded, the pantomime cow was shuffling around the Buttery with its clanking pail. The three Bonfire Society stalwarts hastily drank up and left.
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I fetched up in Dallas with a briefcase stashed with papers, mainly the minutes of the Bonfire Society committee dating from the election of Rosie Greenleaf up to and including the committee’s sensational mass resignation, plus all manner of bumph about Bananaskin Week. They are of no sentimental or any other kind of value, except perhaps as an aide mémoire for this my letter to whom it may concern. But the real reason for my briefcase accompanying me on this last journey is that airport check-in desks and hotel reception clerks look askance at the traveller lacking even hand baggage, and there was no time to pack a suitcase. So a small chunk, no, a large chunk, of Badgers Heath life came with me.

Here, for example, is the file of clippings from the Herald compiled by Nick Crabbe with the aim of proving, for his own devious purposes, that Badgers Heath is a bottomless well of human kindness. I never doubted it.

Regulars of the Pop Inn Fun Pub, I see, are to stage an all-night karaoke marathon in aid of the Mental Health Foundation, an appropriate enough fund I would have thought from what I have seen of karaoke fanatics.

Verity Snell (13) raised cash for Age Concern by running on the spot all through her lunch hour wearing snorkel and flippers.

Students from the agricultural college raised £250 for Walk For Life, a sponsored walk to help the Aids Crisis Trust, by pushing a double bed to Brighton.

Badgers Heath Casuals cricket team will dress as rabbits for a charity match with the EuroFund Eleven, who will dress as chickens.

Terry Pawcett (31) was the winner of a blindfold darts knockout match which raised £80 for the visually challenged.

And farmer’s widow Mrs Rosemary Greenleaf (36) raised £2,985 for Heartsearch from the sponsored funeral of her husband Edward (61).

“Do you think I’m wicked?” asked Rosie invitingly.

This was immediately after the cheque presentation ceremony at Mill Farm. My over-creative, denim-enshrouded photographer Gavin Pyle, once I had persuaded him that the occasion did not warrant his perching perilously on top of the Welsh dresser in order to capture a fish-eye lens study of all present, had got his picture of Rosie supposedly handing over a six foot by three replica of the cheque to the Heartsearch chap up from Brighton, and the sundry local worthies rounded up for the occasion had sipped up their sherry and departed. As the last car door slammed, we were already using the giant Three Counties Bank cheque for £2,985.48 as a mattress on the stone-flagged kitchen floor, being quite unable to make it to the bedroom.

While the question was rhetorical it did seem to merit an answer. I said, “No, not wicked. Impulsive.”

“If it hadn’t been you it would have been the pigman or somebody,” said Rosie.

“Thank you very much.”

“Ooh, dear, I shouldn’t have put it that way but you know what I mean, Oliver, it was definitely desperation time.”

“Yes, I can understand that.” Or at least I could appreciate it. All through her little sherry party Rosie had been semaphoring her requirements so wildly that the man from Heartsearch, catching a stray purple passage of body language and thinking it was meant for him, could not believe his luck. I murmured in his ear that Mrs Greenleaf was still in a state of controlled hysteria following her bereavement.

Rosie guided my hand back to her plump thighs. “It’s ever since Ted passed away, I’ve been like a cat on hot bricks, I wake up some mornings feeling ever so ashamed of myself after the dreams I’ve been having, ooh, just there Oliver, a bit harder, in fact I’ve got to the state where I’ve been wondering if there’s anything I can take for it.”

I could have felt ashamed of myself too had lust not figured higher in my sense of priorities. Having Rosie on a sheet of cardboard on the hard stone floor had been but a brief and uncomfortable curtain-raiser and I was anxious for the performance to continue, but at my age, on the wrong side of forty, preferably on a less unyielding surface.

“I know just the cure,” I said, quite unnecessarily trying, and failing, to put a seductive note in my voice. I settled for the matter-of-fact: “Let’s go upstairs.”

“Unless you’d prefer the barn?” She sounded like a hostess offering a choice of tea or coffee.

“I get hay fever,” I said.

“It’s such a lovely day,” persisted Rosie. “Why not in the orchard?”

“Someone might see us.”

“That’s the idea,” she purred coaxingly. “It’s the chance of being watched that makes it all the more exciting, ooh, put your hand back where it was, it’s one of my symptoms I’m afraid.”

“You mean wanting to be watched?”

“Not exactly wanting it, Oliver, ooh, I can’t go on calling you Oliver, it sounds so stuffed shirt, can I call you Ollie? No, I mean just taking the risk style of thing. I was never like that with Ted, it was all very much behind closed doors. Mind you,” added Rosie, rolling her eyes, “what went on behind those doors was nobody’s business.”

Before I answered Sam Dice’s advertisement for a dynamic editor to charge the batteries of a talented team of self-starters – a bit of an oxymoron that would have been, had either job description been accurate – I did a spot of features work for one of the tackier Sunday papers, and among my assignments was ghosting a series by a tame psychiatrist. It was, of course, all about sex, with drooling emphasis on nymphomania in its myriad forms. As I recall, while straight exhibitionism, if you can call it straight, is more of a male kink than a female one, there are women who enjoy the possibility of being watched or disturbed, especially, for some reason connected with the womb I seem to remember, on beaches. Badgers Heath’s nearest beach is twenty miles away and uncommonly pebbly, so I supposed Mill Farm’s apple orchard, with the sporting possibility of being overlooked by scrumpers, was Rosie’s idea of the next best thing.

In the end we compromised by repairing to the bedroom but with the curtains drawn back and the windows wide open, so that anyone who chanced to be on the roof of the adjoining farm’s cattleshed with a telescope would get a grandstand view.

“Ooh, that’s wonderful, that’s marvellous,” Rosie was crooning as we slithered about on her duvet. “Are we going to be doing this again, Ollie?”

“We haven’t finished doing it this time yet,” I pointed out.

“No, but I like talking about it, pet. You know I had a very healthy sex life with Ted and I can’t speak for other widowed ladies but my physical needs didn’t die with my husband so I’d very much like a very healthy sex life with you, ooh, don’t stop. Just so long as it’s understood that’s all it is, that it’s just appetite style of thing.”

“There’s nothing wrong with appetite, provided nobody gets hurt,” I said sententiously, between grunts.

“Which nobody will,” promised Rosie – as inaccurate a forecast, I was to find, as it was possible to make. “But we will do it in the open air sometimes, pet, won’t we? To please Rosie? And you do know how to please me, Ollie, ooh, like you’re doing now, ooh, slower, I want to make it last.”

“It depends what you mean by the open air,” I said cautiously. “There’s secluded spots on the Downs, I suppose.”

“The golf course is nearer,” breathed Rosie, a suggestion which so stimulated her that it was not until I was lying on my back next to her, panting and bathed in sweat, that I had the chance to give her my reply, which I made an ironic one: “Why not in the middle of the Heath?”

“Ooh, don’t say that, you’ll get me going again before I’ve time to get my breath back, but after all why not the Heath, Ollie? I’m not saying in broad daylight, I’m not that stupid, but one of these warm dark nights after a committee meeting, that’s if I get elected, or even if I don’t I could always meet you in some nice quiet pub.”

“Of course you’ll be elected. It’s a rubberstamp job.” I certainly hoped so, anyway. Had not Rosie agreed with alacrity to be co-opted as Appeals Secretary of the Bonfire Society I should have had to invent a society for us both to become officials of, the Extra-marital Union perhaps, to give me a cover whenever I chanced to be seen nipping into Mill Farm, if not whenever I chanced to be seen writhing about with Rosie in the clubhouse bunker of Badgers Heath golf course.

The Bonfire Society committee met every Monday evening, so it was evident that any other business was firmly set as a regular item on my agenda. We fell to mentally consulting our diaries for the rest of the week. “Tuesdays are bad because I’ve got my Farmers’ Ladies Circle, but I can always do Wednesdays,” said Rosie as if planning a bridge afternoon. Wednesday was fine by me too. The paper was usually in as good a shape as it was ever going to be by then, and I could always sneak off for a few hours on the pretext of going home to write the next issue’s Badger’s Babble, the so-called hardhitting opinion column which Sam Dice insisted I inflict on the Herald’s readers.

“And being as how I’m a Fifth Day Adventist,” said Rosie with a saucy wink, “Thursday is my day of rest.”

“From me?”

“No, you chump, with you, that’s unless you’re too exhausted and have to send in a deputy. Preferably somewhere in the long grass.”

“You forget about my hay fever.”

“Then we’ll wait till winter and roll about in the snow.”

Thursday suited, even if the long grass didn’t. It was my press day, so I could always put the paper to bed and then come round and put Rosie to bed, trusting that not too many inquisitive friends of the proprietor noticed that I had begun to vary my routine of having a few jars at the Dolphin on Thursday evenings.

Mondays, Wednesdays and Thursdays seemed a pretty full itinerary to me, considering that Sherry was usually home for the weekend quite early on Friday. I thought, to avoid misunderstandings, that I had better mention this fact to Rosie. “Ooh, dearie me, then I’ll just have to make other arrangements,” she said with what I was supposed to take as a mock sigh. But I believed her.

“You’re all sweaty,” Rosie went on, managing to make a clinical statement of fact sound like a provocative double entendre. “Come into the bathroom and let me soap you down under the shower, ooh, you’ll like that, so will I.”

I followed her willingly, feeling unbearably smug. If ever anyone had it made, I reckoned, I did. If I didn’t yield to any fanciful demands Rosie might make to put on a performance in the window of the D-I-Y Mart or on the hard shoulder of the M23, I could be reasonably sure that a discreet little fling would run its course without anyone being the wiser, or anyway without anyone being able to prove anything, which in a gossip mill like Badgers Heath is the best one can hope for. What Sherry didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her, and furthermore, I concluded virtuously, I should be doing Rosie a service by keeping her out of the arms of her pigman, at least on Mondays, Wednesdays and Thursdays. There were no snags that I could think of. It was my firm editorial policy to keep clichés out of the paper, and so maybe that is why I failed to register the one about not seeing the wood for the trees.

 

“Yes, Bananaskin Week, boss.”

I would not normally have encouraged Nick Crabbe to join me for a ploughman’s at the Harvesters, the jumped-up farm labourers’ pub which is the only oasis within staggering distance of the Herald plant. Sam Dice likes his executives to mingle with the staff but you can take democracy too far, and I knew that Nick would make the most, in office politics terms, of having been seen lunching with the editor. But I had put him down to cover that evening’s meeting of the Bonfire Society committee meeting, and he had been proposing a drink afterwards for what he persisted in calling a quiet word. I had other plans. Even as Nick Crabbe ferried his half pint, my large g-and-t and two ploughman’s lunches across to my usual table well away from the dartboard – if he wanted quiet words he could pay for them – I was wondering if Rosie Greenleaf would insist on keeping her bedroom light on and the blinds up. I could always take to wearing a mask, I supposed. She would probably enjoy that.

“If this is another charity stunt, forget it,” I said sourly. Had he but known it, he had picked a bad time. My wife had arrived home on Friday evening in a filthy mood and returned to London that morning in a sulk, and it was all down to Badgers Heath’s preoccupation with charity.

“Did you know they’re flagging down cars near the Garden Centre?” she had asked as she threw down her briefcase and flopped on to the sofa.

I mixed her a generous gin and tonic to match my own. “The police?”

“The bloody students. There’s a tailback going half way back to the roundabout. There’s a whole gang of them, all dressed up in smocks like village idiots, and they insist on washing your windscreen or rather squeezing a filthy sponge over it so it’s more mud-streaked than it was before, and then they wave a plastic bucket in your face.”

“Oh yes, the kidney dialysis machine. I would have thought they’d bought the thing five times over by now.”

“I wish I’d run the silly sods over. Can’t you do something about them, Kettle?” Sherry and I had been on second name terms all the ten years we’d known one another. “Write a leader, run a campaign. They’re an absolute public menace.”

“Bit curmudgeonly, wouldn’t it be?” I demurred. “All in a good cause and all that.”

“Good cause my eye. It’s coercion.”

That was on the Friday. On Saturday Sherry came back from her weekly shopping expedition livid, having had her Savewise Supermarket trolley forcibly seized and wheeled to the car park by urchins who then demanded a forfeit for War on Want – or so they said, but Sherry didn’t believe them. “If you ask me they’ll take a Stanley knife to their collecting boxes and spend the money on glue or whatever turns them on these days. They’re just taking us for a town full of mugs.” And on Sunday, when we went across for pre-lunch drinks with our neighbours Percy and Betty Spruce, an estate agent and his wife who were both what they liked to be called leading lights of the Bonfire Society committee, no sooner had we crossed the threshold than we were accosted by their plump and owlish twelve-year-old daughter Kimberley and invited to become subscribers to a sponsored swim for the Save the Children Fund. As I signed her dog-eared exercise book, committing myself to fifty pence per Olympic length, Sherry said quite loudly, “Why don’t we sponsor the drinks table instead, Kimberley, then you’d really clean up now the Kettles have arrived.” She had had a couple of large ones before we left the house and the interview she had been writing up was not going well.

The Spruces, who must have heard her from opposite sides of the room, made a pincer movement towards us, Percy bearing glasses of Tio Pepe. “Is she being a nuisance? Now what did I say to you about not pestering our guests, Kimberley?” chided Betty, a refrigerated smile signalling to Sherry whom the reprimand was really aimed at.

“Make yourself useful, young lady, and take some of these crisps and olives round,” ordered Kimberley’s father.

“And don’t forget to say it’s in aid of Oxfam – you could make a bob or two!” called Sherry after the confused, moon-faced child. She was a good deal more pissed than I’d imagined. She must have had a kick-start after breakfast to get her interview piece going – it was not unknown. Returning Betty’s glassy smile with a winning one that nevertheless had all the sincerity of an official handshake, she said, “She wasn’t being a nuisance, poor lamb, no more nor less than all the other little do-gooders in this town.”

The Spruces, both upright members of Basil Brush’s select and dwindling flock, flinched as if my wife had said “in this fucking town”, which in essence, of course, she had. I could see the self-defensive yet conciliatory phrases forming ready-congealed in Percy’s not very original mind – culled, most probably, in his social panic, from Basil Brush’s last Parish Pulpit slot in the Herald:

“Yes, I do take Lydia’s point, there’s a lot of it about as the old saying goes and your wife is quite right, Oliver, one can have too much of a good thing,” he waffled, wisely refraining from addressing Sherry directly. “But after all, if they weren’t doing good, what else would they be doing? One shudders to think, in this day and age. The devil finds work, as my grandmother used to say.”

“Sententious crap,” Sherry mouthed to me as she turned away. Betty Spruce stiffened, not at her boorish behaviour, or rather not at her boorish behaviour directly, but at the sight of Kimberley stumbling about the room with a bowl of olives like one of the visually challenged for whom she had no doubt collected in her time. The wretched child’s spectacles were misted with tears.

As Betty Spruce hurried over to steer her daughter into the garden out of my wife’s orbit, Percy said, “She’s an over-sensitive girl, unfortunately. She takes these things personally.” I brandished my empty glass but there was no offer of a top-up.

Sherry and I had words about the episode afterwards.

“It’s all very well you coming the big noise from London,” I said, “but I have to live with these buggers, besides which old Percy is one of our biggest advertisers.”

“Oh, piss off, Kettle, he has to sell his poky little semis for Christ’s sake – he needs the Herald as much as the Herald needs him. More so.”

“Perhaps, but there’s such a thing as live and let live.”

“That’s the point I’ve been trying to make all bloody weekend. Why can’t people leave people alone? And if they want to wear their hearts on their sleeves or on their lapels rather, whatever happened to flag days?”

She then tottered off to bed to sleep it off, leaving me to my own devices. I thought viciously that it would serve her right if I took myself down to Rosie Greenleaf’s for the afternoon, but it was a bright day and Rosie would probably fancy a walk in the fields. Foraging for a scratch lunch I decided that Rosie could wait until tomorrow, and in the meantime I would pray for rain.

At the Harvesters, now only a few hours away from my second bout with Rosie Greenleaf, I presented Nick Crabbe with a carefully-edited resumé of Sherry’s experiences over the weekend and her observations thereon. “So you see, cock,” I concluded, “while not concurring with my wife’s view that we should slag off the agricultural students and all the other assorted collecting-box janglers in our pages, I’m not just at this moment inclined to give them more houseroom than I can help.”

“But that’s just it, boss – I’m agreeing with Sherry!”

Here was another example of Crabbe’s over-familiarity. Nonintimates of my wife were expected to call her Lydia. But I was forgetting: I had never established quite how non-intimate she and Nick Crabbe were.

“Get to the point,” I said.

“The point is this, boss. Do you know how many charity events there are in this town in the course of a year?”
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