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      Robert Barnard

    


    Robert Barnard was a well-established crime writer. He won the prestigious Nero Wolfe Award as well as the Anthony, Agatha and Macavity Awards, was been nominated eight times for the Edgar Award and was the winner of the 2003 CWA Cartier Diamond Dagger Award for a lifetime of achievement. He also wrote crime novels under the pseudonym of Bernard Bastable. He lived with his wife in Leeds and had over 45 titles published in the UK and US. 


  

    

      1. Dead Member

    


    It was a quiet Friday morning in Downing Street. The Prime Minister was stewing over a draft bill to privatize the armed forces, many of the aides and secretaries who normally cluttered the place were already off for the weekend, and in the kitchens the cook was preparing a light lunch of staggering ordinariness.


    At 10.40 the Prime Minister’s Principal Private Secretary tapped on the study door and poked his head in.


    ‘Oh, Prime Minister—just heard on the wires: Jim Partridge is dead.’


    The Prime Minister looked up from the paper-strewn desk.


    ‘Ask the Chairman when would be the best time for a by-election. I’d have said before the Budget, wouldn’t you? And make sure the usual messages are sent—deepest sympathy, and all that.’


    And the prime-ministerial head bent down over the papers again.


    The death of James Partridge, MP for Bootham East, made slightly more stir elsewhere in the country.


    ‘Dead?’ said Harold Fawcett, his party agent, warming his backside against the imitation-coal gas fire in his Bootham living-room, and speaking into the telephone on his mantelpiece. ‘Dead, Chairman? But I can’t believe it. I saw him—what?—two weeks ago. No, I lie, three. He looked perfectly all right then. He was what? Fished out of the Thames? … But that’s incred … Was he what? Having an affair? If he was, he wasn’t having it in Bootham. Well, he wouldn’t be, to be perfectly frank. We’re not exactly his type, no disrespect to his memory. And to be honest, I never heard anything like that about him … No, certainly I never saw him drunk … Before the Budget? But is that wise? It will look like a rush job, and it will be a rush job … Naturally we’ve no candidate lined up. Partridge was a man of forty-two—we thought he’d be here for decades yet. And if there’s going to be flak from his death, I’d have thought it would be very unwise to … Oh, the PM … the PM wants it … Right. I’ll get on to the Committee at once … I’ll be back to you, Chairman.’


    As the day wore on, telephone wires up and down the country began to buzz. Young stockbrokers, gentleman farmers, bored and ambitious solicitors, research workers at Central Office—all ringing up their friends, their political contacts, each other. Had you heard? Are you interested? What was the majority? The phone at Harold Fawcett’s hardly stopped ringing all day: ‘I say, I’ve just heard … Terrible tragedy, quite appalling … at his age … Look, old chap, I know it’s early days yet, but I was wondering …’


    So busy was the Bootham Agent’s line that when the Party Chairman tried to ring him again from London later in the day, it was forty minutes before he could get through.


    ‘Ah—you’ve got things well in train? … Final selection meeting tentatively set for January 10th. Quite—we’ve got Christmas intervening, haven’t we? Awful nuisance, Christmas,’ (said the Chairman, a gentleman of impeccable Christian credentials). ‘Well, if everything goes smoothly then—and I’m sure you’ll see that it does—then perhaps we could pencil in, even more tentatively, say Thursday, February 27th, as a pretty good date. That’s well before the Budget, and before the Chancellor starts flying kites for the Budget … Yes, he is inclined to do that. In fact last time he gave practically the whole thing away in advance … Oh yes, and there’s one more thing, Harold—I may call you Harold? We’ll probably be seeing a fair bit of each other in the near future. Well, I think you should know that the PM will probably want the candidate to be One of Us. Entirely up to you, the choice, of course, but do make it One of Us. Right? I don’t have to spell it out, do I? Good! I can see we’re going to get on famously.’


    So what it came down to was that a good seventy per cent of those telephone wires vibrating with life up and down the country represented so much wasted money thrown into the national coffers. All unknowing, the gentleman farmers, the solicitors in Leeds, the local councillors and the retired army men were basing their hopes on a chimera. They were not One of Us. The more sensible among them, though, were aware of the odds against them, and were far from building castles, or seats, in the air. Those who were One of Us, similarly (young economists of a certain stamp, men in PR, men who’d made their first million by the time they were twenty-five), they knew that the odds were stacked in their favour, and they were cock-a-hoop.


    ‘Derek?’ said Antony Craybourne-Fisk, on the phone to Derek Manders, the Member for Crawley South. ‘Have you heard? Jim Partridge has died.’


    ‘So I heard,’ said Manders, surveying the length of an elegantly-trousered leg as he sat in the study of his Mayfair home, bought with a large part of that first million. ‘But I haven’t heard any of the details. What was it?’


    ‘Suicide, so the whisper goes, but I don’t think anybody really knows. Dredged up out of the Thames.’


    ‘Really? Something of a surprise, isn’t it? I hadn’t heard any rumours. What was it? Business difficulties?’


    ‘I wouldn’t have thought so, would you? Not Jim Partridge. Straight old Jim. Wouldn’t have thought it could be sex either, but you never know. It usually is with us. I hope they manage to hush things up—for the good of the by-election. Oh, and on that subject—’


    ‘I thought that might be why you were ringing, Antony. How big was his majority?’


    ‘According to The Times Guide to the House of Commons—not that you can trust that—it was close on six thousand.’


    ‘Hmmm. Results at the last election were a bit misleading. What was his majority in ’79? Something quite small, I fancy. After all, Bootham is hardly natural Tory country, is it? Got any connections in that part of the world?’


    ‘None. Wait a bit though—I think my grandmother was born in Yorkshire.’


    ‘Any chance of wheeling her out?’


    ‘I’m not sure. I think she’s in a home for decayed Rep actresses in Southsea. For all I know she might be best kept under wraps—senile dementia, or DTs, or something like that. Still, I suppose she could be mentioned …’


    ‘Quite.’


    ‘What I was thinking, Derek, is that you have the ear of the Chairman …’


    ‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that.’


    ‘And the PM, if you would but use it. And I thought that if you were to mention my name … in passing …’


    It was not only in the middle and upper echelons of the ruling party that the death of James Partridge was beginning to cause ripples. Ex-Labour MPs—far from an endangered species at the period we are dealing with—were up and down the country ringing each other up: who had been the candidate last time, did they know? Was he firmly ensconced there still, or was there a chance for anybody else? ‘Of course, if you were interested, old man, I wouldn’t think of sticking my oar in,’ several of them said, not meaning to be believed, and not being. And at Labour Party Headquarters, two members of the National Executive discussed the inevitable by-election over two thick cups of thick tea.


    ‘We’ve got to put up a good showing there,’ said one. ‘It’ll be seen as a test of the new party leader.’


    ‘The new leader’s had a fair number of tests by now.’


    ‘Quite. Some he’s come through with flying colours. Others …’


    ‘Exactly. Who’s the candidate there?’


    ‘Sam Quimby. He was MP for one of the Manchester seats, you remember. Lost it in ’79. Fought Bootham East in ’83—put up quite a good fight. Might have won it, if it hadn’t been for that damned Alliance. He’ll be a good candidate. We’ll back him up to the hilt. Leader, Deputy Leader, Tony Benn, the whole caboodle. It could be a very promising show, for us.’


    But unknown to them the matter was in danger of slipping out of the control of the National Executive (as so many matters did). At the very moment they were speaking, a phone call was in progress between the Hampstead branch secretary of Workers for Revolutionary Action and that movement’s Deputy Chairperson in Deptford. Both were members of the Labour Party of some three years’standing.


    ‘Have you heard, Sid? Jim Partridge’s chucked himself off some bridge or other.’


    ‘Who’s he when he’s at home?’


    ‘MP for Bootham East. Right? Get me?’


    ‘Get you, Frank. Interesting. We’ve put in a fair bit of work there, I know. Who’s the candidate?’


    ‘Sam Quimby.’


    ‘Sam Quimby! He’s practically a Tory!’ said Sid, in a voice of practised and patently theatrical outrage that was not meant to be taken seriously. Sam Quimby was a mildly distinguished ex-MP of impeccably CND, anti-American and anti-Common Market credentials.


    ‘Exactly. A point we shall be making as forcibly as we know how over the next few weeks.’ Frank chuckled happily. ‘Old Sam’s a gentleman, you know. He’ll splutter, but he’ll go without a fight. And put out a statement of support for our candidate. Getting rid of him will be a piece of cake.’


    ‘And we’re strong there?’


    ‘Couldn’t be stronger. Our men and their supporters virtually took over the party a couple of months ago. Sam would have been out on his little pink ear by spring in any case.’


    ‘And who’ll be the new Labour candidate, then?’


    ‘Well, I’ll tell you who we’ve got in mind. Jerry Snaithe.’


    ‘The GLC man?’


    ‘The very one. Chairman of the Arts and Leisure Activities Committee of the Greater London Council. Had lots of publicity over some of his handouts. And rock-solid from our point of view.’


    ‘Bootham’s in Lancashire, though.’


    ‘Yorkshire.’


    ‘Same difference. Will they want a Londoner foisted on them? They tend to resent that kind of thing.’


    ‘Ah—BUT! Trump Card! Our Jerry just happened to go to school in Yorkshire.’


    ‘I didn’t know that. That alters things. Where?’


    ‘Amplehurst, actually.’


    ‘Isn’t that a public school? RC or something?’


    ‘Right. Jerry’s dad was a diplomat, and a Holy Roman to boot.’


    ‘Well, our Jerry’s certainly lived that down, hasn’t he?’


    ‘Hasn’t he just! And of course all we say in the election address is “went to school in Yorkshire”. Or even “grew up in Yorkshire”. The Tory gutter press never dug it up for the GLC elections, so there’s no reason why they should now.’


    ‘I’d say it was beginning to look promising.’


    ‘I’d say it was looking very promising indeed.’


    ‘Would he win the seat, do you think?’


    ‘Oh—winning. I don’t know about that. But that’s not really the point, is it?’


    The leader of the Social Democratic wing of the Alliance was talking to the leader of the Liberal wing of the Alliance, during a regular Friday date that was aimed at keeping the Alliance green.


    ‘They’re pushing ahead with the by-election at Bootham, you notice.’


    ‘So I gather. One of yours at the last election.’


    ‘At this one, too.’


    ‘Oh, of course. We wouldn’t think of interfering. Got anything in mind?’


    ‘Well, there’s a perfectly respectable candidate left over from last time, I believe. I campaigned for him, but I can’t remember much about him. Local man—councillor, social worker, or teacher, or something. Very worthy. Question is, should we try and draft in one of our senior people. One of our ex-MPs, perhaps.’


    ‘Plenty of those.’


    ‘You don’t have to tell me. What I’d like to know is: would it do more harm than good? In these Northern constituencies it’s often the really local man who goes down best. Westminster’s another country to them. Then there’s the question of whether one of the candidates at least shouldn’t be a woman. The Tories won’t pick one, they never do, and Labour’s got Sam Quimby from the last election. It makes Parliament look like a male club.’


    ‘Which it is. Were you thinking of Shirley?’


    ‘I don’t know that she wants to get back in yet. Thinks she’s beginning to look like a political yo-yo. But there are others. The main thing is, not to give the appearance of dithering.’


    ‘Quite.’


    ‘Take a decision, and stick to it.’


    ‘Exactly.’


    ‘I wish I had a clearer picture of what grass-roots opinion in the constituency is likely to be …’


    And so, determined to give an appearance of not dithering, they dithered.


    The day had waned, and the watery half-light of a December dusk had given way to a chill and rainy darkness. The democratic processes which were to determine what choice was to be presented to the electors of Bootham were now so well under way that no one any longer bothered to mention the name of James Partridge, or to pretend that it was much too early to think about the by-election. The Prime Minister had long ago forgotten the death of this back-bencher, and was giving an evening reception for a trade delegation from an obscure and unsavoury Sultanate in the Persian Gulf. But half a mile from Downing Street, in the shabby anonymity of the concrete and glass tower that is New Scotland Yard, Jim Partridge was still a live issue.


    ‘Accident is a physical impossibility,’ said Chief Superintendent Sutcliffe, stirring a cup of coffee and looking thoughtfully at Inspector Wendell, an old friend, and his own generation of CID man. ‘He was five foot eight, and the parapet on Vauxhall Bridge would be well above his waistline. He’d have had to be sitting on it to fall off accidentally, and the doc says he definitely wasn’t drunk.’


    He sat there, still stirring, forgetting to drink. He was fifty-seven, and ten weeks off his retirement date: he had a sad, grey moustache and kindly, tired eyes. His wife was dead, his two daughters grown up and married. He looked forward to his retirement with a strange mixture of hope and dread—would it be a liberation, or a death?


    ‘We shan’t get a proper post mortem report till tomorrow,’ he said, ‘but on the face of it the obvious conclusion has to be that it was suicide.’


    ‘Is there any reason why it shouldn’t be?’


    Sutcliffe shrugged, an uneasy shrug.


    ‘None why it shouldn’t, and none why it should, so far. I’ve only spoken briefly to the wife on the’phone, but she said she knew of none. Perhaps she would say that. All they can suggest over at Conservative Headquarters is that he was over-conscientious, and that he’s been snowed under with work connected with some private member’s bill he was piloting through the House. It doesn’t seem much of a reason for suicide.’


    ‘I believe they are a hell of a lot of work, when you haven’t got the government machine behind you.’


    ‘Granted. But you don’t have to take on a private member’s bill if you don’t want to. I’ll just have to dig a bit deeper if I’m to come up with something that will satisfy the inquest.’


    ‘Careful. It could be a hot potato. Keep the Old Man informed.’


    ‘Oh, I will, naturally. Powerful Interests, as they call them, will be having their say. One thing about a political thing like this: I’ll have to get it right, or I’ll certainly be shot at from one side or the other. On the other hand, the worst thing you can do with something political is to try and sweep all the dirt under the carpet.’


    He was quite wrong, of course. Before long it was being made clear to him from all sides that the one thing they wished more than any other was that he had swept all the dirt under the carpet. But by then it was too late.


  

    

      2. Private Member

    


    Penelope Partridge was tall and elegant—no trace of disarray on this her second morning of widowhood. Her face was long and handsome, and all suggestion of the horse was kept at bay by skilful make-up. The eyes were dry but slightly reddened, almost (thought Sutcliffe, but kicking himself at the same time for the inbred cynicism of policemen) as if she had deliberately rubbed them before his visit, but not too much. Was she a good MP’s wife, he wondered?


    He couldn’t see her going down well in Bootham—not with that cool, reserved, condescending manner. Already he was being given the idea that being interviewed by a policeman, whatever his rank and whatever the circumstances, was something very much beneath her dignity. She was trying to make him feel like an upper servant.


    ‘Of course, looking back,’ she was saying, with an upper-class drawl that emphasized unlikely words, ‘one can see that his problem was that he was too conscientious—he let things prey on him, took them too much to heart.’


    ‘Personal things, you mean?’


    Sutcliffe was surprised to see a flicker of apprehension flash through her eyes, but it was not allowed to change the expression on her face, and she retrieved herself immediately.


    ‘Oh no—no-o-o,’ She glanced around the drawing-room of their elegant Chelsea house, as if to say: who, having this, could have personal problems? ‘I meant political problems, of course. Governmental problems. He was a junior health minister, you know, for three years—dropped in the reshuffle after the last election. Dropped, just like that.’ A trace of bitterness invaded her tone, but again she shook it off immediately. ‘I have a feeling the PM likes people who can take things a bit more in their stride; don’t go around with the burdens of the world on their shoulders the whole time. That was James’s problem: he worried, couldn’t leave a thing alone if it was on his mind. I remember when he was having some troubles in the Department—you know, nurses’pay and suchlike—’ she waved a long-fingernailed hand—‘and he went to open some hospital or other, and there was a big demonstration—you know the kind of show they put on. They heckled him, and threw things—quite nasty, but of course if you’re a minister these days, with current standards of behaviour, you have to get used to that sort of thing. But you know, for a week afterwards he could talk about nothing else—their case, pay guide-lines, violence—until I could have screamed! Really, in politics these days one has got to be a bit more—insouciant. Happy-go-lucky,’ she added, for Sutcliffe’s benefit.


    ‘I see. So you think that that was why his career never really … took off?’


    ‘I’m sure of it. He never got his priorities right—never worked out even what they were. I used to say to him, either you go all out for office, high office—because otherwise all this Westminster stuff is sheer drudgery, and damned dull to boot—or else you go after money. Let’s face it, James wasn’t born to money: he set up this small printing and duplicating business when he was quite young, with some money he was left. It was very efficient, used very modern methods and so on, and it positively spawned other little businesses all over the country. But James lost interest. Sold out. You’ve got to be single-minded if you want to make a lot of money.’


    ‘Instead he went into politics?’


    ‘Exactly. And he always kept very busy, even as a backbencher. But he was much too wet—politically wet, I mean—to get anywhere much. And there doesn’t seem to be any point unless you do, not in my book.’


    ‘Perhaps not,’ murmured Sutcliffe. ‘Was there any political problem in the last few weeks that seemed to be bothering him?’


    ‘Well—’ she seemed uncertain—‘nothing special that I can recall. Constituency problems, naturally. He was depressed by the rising unemployment in Bootham. Have you been to Bootham, ever? No, well it’s not the sort of place one goes to, deliberately. Between you and me, a frightful hole. He found the problems of the unemployed families terribly depressing, though one does sometimes feel, doesn’t one, that some of them have almost brought it on themselves, and if you can’t do anything about it, there’s not much point in bringing all their problems home. But there—that was James.’


    ‘So you didn’t live in the constituency?’


    ‘Good Lord, no. Well, we have a cottage. In a little village called Moreton. Very much outside: still in the constituency, but not in Bootham. Bootham East is the better part of town, naturally, but even so there wasn’t anywhere where I’d care to live, even for the odd weekend. We used the cottage when we went up on constituency business—James for his fortnightly surgery, me to open something or other. I’ll get rid of it now, of course. Though, really—house prices in Yorkshire are rock bottom.’


    ‘Tell me: Thursday night, when he didn’t come home—weren’t you worried?’


    ‘Well, I didn’t know. I can see I shall have to enlighten you, Superintendent, as to how politicians’wives live, what they have to put up with.’


    ‘You mean the hours—all-night sittings, and so on?’


    ‘Exactly. And when they don’t sit late, all the manúuvrings and conspirings, and the constituency business, and Christ knows what. We—we have a guest bedroom here, of course, and we have an agreement that if James comes in—came in—after I’d gone to bed, then he slept there. So really, when I didn’t see him all day, I wasn’t in the least surprised, because that was very much business as usual. I went to bed at—oh, about half past eleven, I suppose, and never gave a second thought to James’s not being home.’


    ‘And when you found out in the morning that he hadn’t slept in the spare bed?’


    ‘Well, actually, I didn’t. I mean, I came down to get the children’s breakfast—I do that once or twice a week, because we’ve got a Danish au pair, and she gives them the oddest things on rye bread, so I do try to make sure they have something sensible now and again. And I was just sitting down to my own when your sergeant came.’


    ‘And then you went up and found the bed hadn’t been slept in, I suppose.’


    ‘Naturally, of course it hadn’t. I understand the body had probably been in the water some hours.’


    ‘That’s what we think. I’ll be getting the results of the post mortem later today. So you can’t think of any special reason—?’


    But they were interrupted by the entrance of two wide-eyed children, very neat and clean, and an enormous flaxen-haired girl who looked as if she was about to play Brynhild in some open-air Scandinavian pageant play. Sutcliffe knew all too well the sort of questions intelligent five- and six-year-olds ask when they have just lost a parent. Muttering that he would get in touch, and that he hoped Penelope Partridge would contact him if she thought of anything relevant, he made a discreet exit. Walking from the front door to his car, he thought what a very unsatisfactory interview this had been, without being able quite to pin down in his own mind the reasons for his dissatisfaction. But one thing was certain: Mrs Partridge had not been able to put on even a pantomime of sorrow or regret.


    The press-cuttings on James Partridge which Sutcliffe found waiting for him in a folder on his desk at New Scotland Yard confirmed the picture that his wife had painted so pitilessly—that of a man whose career had never quite got off the ground. Early on in his stint as a junior minister a newspaper had called him ‘the thinking man’s Tory’, and the label had stuck, possibly because there was so little competition. The occasion for the label had been a thoughtful speech on the nature of conservatism which could, by a generous stretching of the term, have been called philosophical. He had made one or two more such speeches, and it was perhaps to give him more time to think his conservative thoughts that the Prime Minister had dropped him from the government after the election. He had apparently accepted his dismissal without bitterness, had only joined one revolt against the government since, and seemed determined to be a conscientious back-bencher and a good constituency MP. He had appeared three years before in the Private Eye ‘New Boys’ column, but they had found little dirt to fling at him. He had busied himself in recent months with a Private Member’s Bill which one of the papers had dubbed ‘The Animals’Charter’.


    Sutcliffe digested all this, and then he got on the phone to Conservative Central Office. The girl on the switchboard said that of course it was a Saturday, and there was only the tiniest skeleton staff there, just to deal with any emergency that came up, and naturally the Chairman wasn’t there, but he could come and talk to Terry if he wanted to. Who was Terry? Well, Terry was sort of deputy-under-constituency-organizer—she’d forgotten his exact title, but he was a sort of liaison man. Sutcliffe said he’d come and talk to Terry.


    Terry, it turned out, was just out of university, well-groomed but amiable, with a shapely haircut of medium length that failed to hide the fact that he was wet behind the ears. Yes, actually he had known Jim Partridge, not just since he took up this job, but—well, his father was in the House, actually (‘On the government side?’ asked Sutcliffe innocently), and he’d got to know a lot of the members, well—ever since he was a kid, actually. And then he’d had a bit to do with Partridge more recently, actually over this Animals’Charter as the papers were calling it, so really you could say that he’d known him quite well. Actually.


    ‘And what sort of man was he?’


    ‘Quiet, conscientious, a bit of a plodder. The sort Ted Heath used to like. Give him a job, and you knew he’d do it, and well, though he might take quite a lot of time over it. A good enough speaker, slightly dull—but actually this isn’t the golden age of political oratory, is it? They used to call Michael Foot one of the great speakers, so the standard must be low. If you were really prepared to listen, Jim’s speeches were worth the effort.’


    ‘You never heard of any personal problems?’


    ‘No. But I wasn’t on those terms. I’m frightfully junior here, actually. We came into contact over this animals bill, and that was giving him problems enough, heaven knows.’


    ‘You think that might have been the reason—?’


    ‘Oh, I didn’t say that. Jim was a professional politician, and he’d probably learned to take that sort of thing in his stride.’


    ‘What sort of thing, exactly? What were the problems that the bill was giving him?’


    ‘Well, you might say it was a bill designed in one way or another to offend the maximum number of people. Actually, if you want to know, it was my job to try and warn him off. There was nothing in it for us—as a party, I mean—and there were pitfalls every inch of the way. It was a very comprehensive bill, designed to protect domestic and wild animals against all sorts of cruelty and exploitation. If you want to know who it offended, I could just name, for starters: the hunting and shooting lobby; research scientists; farmers—particularly the intensive kind; furriers; the cosmetics industry—well, you name it, they disliked it, except for the ecology lobby.’


    ‘It seems odd I haven’t heard more about it.’


    ‘It’s still in its early stages. But all the specialist journals of these various pressure groups got whiff of it long ago, and they were beginning to alert their people and emit squawks of outrage. I tell you, as far as his career was concerned, it was political suicide … Oh, I say, rather an unfortunate phrase, actually, eh?’


    ‘But surely there was nothing much there to offend the electors of Bootham?’


    ‘I don’t know about that: dearer food, steep increase in dog licences … But I wasn’t thinking of that. I meant only that he could say goodbye to any thought of getting high office.’


    ‘Since he’d been dropped, there wasn’t much thought of that anyway, was there?’


    ‘Well, I suppose, looking around at all the people who have been dropped, no—not very much. They tend to stay dropped. Most of them start giving more and more of their time to the City—directorships in big companies, and so on. Jim took up animals. Really, it was awfully un-Conservative.’


    ‘Conservation isn’t a Conservative thing, then?’


    ‘Hardly. Game conservation, of course, but that’s in order to shoot them afterwards.’


    ‘Can we come back to the unpopularity of this bill? You implied there’d been squawks in the Chicken Farmers’Gazette, or whatever. Had the opposition taken any other form? Threats?’


    ‘That sounds awfully melodramatic. If an MP gets a threat, he generally takes it up with the Speaker as a matter of privilege. But anyone in the public eye receives an amount of hate-mail, you know. Almost all from nuts, and usually pretty mad and full of violence. I’d have thought the proanimal lobby usually had a fair number of those people in their ranks: there’s nothing more violent than the Annual General Meeting of the RSPCA. I think that if Jim received any mail of this sort it was less the manic type, more from the sort of people who felt their livelihood was being threatened.’


    ‘You don’t know of any specific threats?’


    ‘No. Jim talked generally about “pretty nasty letters”, but he didn’t give any details. You’d have to go along and ask Arthur Tidmarsh—he might know more.’


    ‘Who’s he?’


    ‘The Labour MP who was sponsoring the bill with him. It was a sort of cross-bench effort—probably more support on their side than on ours, if the truth be known, though the Leadership was wary there too: dearer food isn’t popular with anyone except battery hens. If there were any threats—that was what you had in mind?—’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘Then I’d guess he would know more about it than I would, since perforce they’d got pretty close … I say, this was a suicide, wasn’t it?’


    ‘That’s for the jury at the inquest to decide,’ said Sutcliffe, in classic phrase.


    ‘No, but I say, I mean—the inquest will decide pretty much as you tell them to, won’t it?’ The schoolboy face had gone quite red with consternation. ‘This business is causing embarrassment all round, you know. I can tell you, we weren’t pleased you had to rule out accident. The PM was pretty shirty, because suicide doesn’t make the best impression, does it? I mean “the Almighty hath fixed his canon against self-slaughter,” or however it goes.’


    ‘Is it God, or the Prime Minister you’re more worried about?’ asked Sutcliffe, and murmuring his thanks for assistance he escaped out into Smith Square.


    Arthur Tidmarsh proved gratifyingly easy to contact. He was MP for a South London constituency, and lived on the spot in a semi whose living-room was given over entirely to his constituency work: piles of letters, reports, forms and applications, blue books and newspapers. Arthur Tidmarsh seemed at home in the room—more so, in fact, than with his resentful-looking wife and family.


    ‘He was a good bloke in his way,’ he said, settling Sutcliffe down in an armchair and taking a seat himself at his desk. ‘Stiffish, reserved, but once you got to know him, tremendously fair. And conscientious to a fault.’


    ‘You did get to know him?’


    ‘Oh yes. On a business level, a political level.’


    ‘But he didn’t, for instance, tell you anything about problems in his private life?’


    ‘Oh no—never anything like that. Not even when we were having a drink together in the bar. We never got within miles of the personal. Was he having problems?’
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