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Chapter 1
Enough is Enough


Brian sat in his study studying the profile of the revolver in
his hand; he had had enough.  The gun was his uncles’ and he
had retrieved it from some forgotten battlefield in East Africa;
Brian hoped that it still worked.  With a studied carefulness
he put the gun to his temple and placed his finger on the
trigger.  Then, just as the pressure from his finger began to
increase, the phone rang.  Some built in instinct made him
pause, not release his intention, just pause.  After six rings
the phone automatically went over to the ansaphone and the standard
message filled the study.  ‘Hello, you have reached St
Mark’s vicarage, but I am sorry I am not available to take your
call.  Please leave a message after the tone and I will listen
to it as soon as possible.’

Following the short beep a panicky female voice came on the
loudspeaker; the words were hard to distinguish between racking
sobs and gasping intakes of breath.  “Brian, oh Brian are you
there…he’s in the shed…oh God he’s in the shed…  I can’t call
the police I just can’t…he didn’t know what else to do… 
Brian, Brian please help us…  Oh Brian I need you…”  The
hysterical phone call rambled on until the machine stopped
recording and cut off after her allotted three minutes.  Brian
screwed his eyes tight shut and stayed with the gun hard against
his temple, his thin finger wrapped round the trigger and his long
lean body hunched over the table as if temporarily frozen. 
He’d seen enough pain and despair over the last five years to fill
many coffins.  The very first day he had taken over at St
Mark’s one of his churchwarden’s had committed suicide and in the
coming years he had seen four more; his record currently stood at
one a year.  On top of that there had been numerous nervous
breakdowns, bankruptcies and general misery all round; and it was
all out of his control.  The farming community had been cursed
both by swine fever and large contracts from the supermarket
community all to be settled in Euros.  But when the Euro
plummeted against the pound the supermarkets did not change their
contracts to sterling.  Many of the farmers went under; some
found release in their shotguns, some in moving to a fantasy world,
others became ground down to shadows of their former selves. 
And Brian couldn’t do a thing, he had to sit by and watch as the
community was decimated, offering short prayers and false
platitudes.  Now, with his faith almost totally shot to
pieces, he could take no more; but he still did not pull the
trigger.  His brain said that he’d had enough, that he must
move on to a better place, but his inner self told him that he
could not desert a friend in obvious need.  He removed the gun
from his temple and burst into tears, not tears for his friend in
need, but tears that he had not been able to complete the job and
finally ease his anguish.  He placed the gun on the desk for
later use and walked through the village, still crying, towards
Sarah and Jim’s cottage.  In the normal run of things Brian
always looked rather like a lost academic with his gaunt cheeks,
pointed nose, translucent blue eyes and mop of unruly dark brown
hair; now he just looked lost.  Not geographically lost, just
philosophically lost.  His body was moving towards the cottage
while his mind tried to retreat away from what he feared her would
find, yet more pain and misery with only him to mop it up.

 


           
He found Sarah sitting just inside the front door on an old stool;
she was rocking backwards and forwards in anguish.  She
grabbed his hands and held onto him, “There was nothing else to do…
he couldn’t go on… he just couldn’t go on…”

Her words were lost in her utter grief.  He held her
ancient thin bony hands for a minute and then moved past her and
walked down the hallway, through the kitchen and into the
garden.  The ivy-clad shed was at the bottom of the garden
among the rose bushes; as Brian walked he could clearly see the
imprint of parallel wheel tracks in the grass.  Inside the
shed it was carnage.  Jim had clearly used both barrels of a
saw-off shotgun that must have been tucked under his chin. 
Brian retreated to be sick over the begonias.  He took a
couple of deep breaths and steeled himself to go back into the
cottage.  Sarah was still sitting on the stool.  He knelt
down beside her and held her hands, they smelt of gunpowder. “Did
you help him Sarah?”

Sarah nodded through her tears, “It was the pain, and he
couldn’t bear the pain.”

Brian closed his eyes; when he had first arrived Jim had been
the picture of health, then he had been doubly cursed; cancer and
motor neurone disease.  Brian held Sarah’s hands and looked
into her anguished eyes.  He said gently, “We must wash your
hands.”

Sarah looked at him blankly, “I did what he said, I put my
overalls and scarf in the Aga.”

Brian led her to the bathroom, “Your hands smell of gunpowder,
you must give them a good scrub now, just imagine that you’re
scrubbing up for an operation like you used to.”

Sarah obediently went to the sink and started scrubbing her
hands; Brian stood outside and, after a judicious wait, phoned the
police.

 


           
Fortunately the police arrived in the form of PC Mary Jones the
community police officer; she too had attended much misery in the
villages.  She looked at Brian noting his tense sorrowful
face, “Where is he?”

“In the shed; there’s nothing we can do.”

She gave Brian an inquisitive look, “Any idea why, after all
he’s not a working farmer?”

Brian took his eyes off her and gazed out of the open front door
into what passed for normality.  “Pain, loss of future,
gradual physical deterioration, privation, not wanting to be
another burden for his wife or daughter; take your pick.”

He saw Mary half-nodding from the corner of his eye, “Their
daughter spent some time in prison didn’t she?”

“She did, but that’s in the past.”

Mary glanced around, “Where is Mrs Hogarth?”

“I managed to get her settled in the lounge, she is somewhat
overwrought.”

Mary walked off down the garden; Brian did not accompany her,
one look was enough.  She came back ten minutes later and
looked Brian in the eye.  “He must have been some character;
even with motor neurone disease he managed to saw the barrel off
his shotgun and then turn it on himself.”

She indicated the lounge, “You don’t think she…”

Brian did not waver, “And if she did, would it be a crime? 
Could you sit by and watch your husband degenerate into a pain
ridden immobile wreck?”

Mary stared down the garden, “Isn’t the taking of life a
sin?”

Brian leaned wearily against the door post, “When I came out of
theological college I could have given you a definitive answer, but
in this village in these times some previously clear-cut boundaries
become indefinable.”

In her heart Mary agreed, she too had seen much misery in the
farming community and in any case she was pragmatic enough to know
that some questions should be left unanswered.  She grimaced,
“Anyway it’s for the coroner to decide on cause of death.”

She turned back to Brian, “Anyone told the daughter?”

Brian screwed up his eyes, “Daughters: there’s Susan who runs
the mobile shop and Hannah who’s emigrated to Sicily.”

Mary said quietly, “Well would you tell Susan?  It would be
better coming from you; I doubt she’s very keen on the police.”

Brian inwardly groaned; could he never get back to his study and
end it all?  He steeled himself to politely reply.  “Of
course, she is in my congregation after all.”

He wandered into the kitchen and studied the mobile shop
timetable on the wall; it would be in the village after next in
just under the hour.  He turned to Mary, “You will be gentle
with Mrs Hogarth won’t you?  She’s not really in a state to be
questioned?”

Mary smiled, “As I said decisions are for the coroner and my
sergeant, I’ll just hold her hand until the doctor arrives.”

 


           
Brian drove to Great Redburgh and parked by the village
green.  Out of habit he unlocked the church and went inside
where it was cool and light with the summer sun blazing in through
the coloured glass highlighting the motes and pollen in the
air.  He sat in the second pew of the side-chapel and gazed
through the sunbeams at the large crucifix fastened to the wall; a
few seconds later he cried out to it in a mixture of anguish, anger
and angst.  “When I said I’d follow you I didn’t expect this,
not all this pain and misery.”

Jesus merely looked down from the cross, his arms outstretched
on the cross-bar.

He took a wavering intake of breath, “I can’t cope.  Do you
hear me I can’t cope!  I can’t bear all their burdens!”

He read the motto on the wall under the crucifix, ‘Come unto me
all who are heavy laden and I will give you rest.’

Brian burst into tears, “It’s all right for you, you’re God, but
I’m not.”

He sat crying helplessly for some time and then, by a supreme
effort of will, pulled himself together and went out into the
graveyard.  He sluiced his face under the cold water tap and
sat down on the old bench.  The village looked a picture with
its well kept mediæval church, pretty gardens, thatched cottages
and country pub, but Brian also knew of the anguish behind the
closed doors.  The Mobile Shop pulled up outside the pub a few
minutes later and as if by magic customers started to appear. 
Brian decided to wait until the coast was clear.  He watched
the customers come and go.  He’d heard all about the mobile
shop from Sarah; originally a Mobile Library purchased by one arm
of the County Council as another section instigated cuts.  It
had infrequently pottered about for a year as a mobile library and
then sat parked at the back of the local coach station waiting for
a financial upturn that never came.  Susan, and her business
partner Melinda, had bought the vehicle and converted it into a
mobile emporium.  None of the villages around here could
support a full-time shop, but they could all support a shop for a
few hours a week.  Brian studied the vehicle to keep his mind
from wandering back into its own misery.  It had obviously
based on a single-decker bus design with smooth practically
windowless sides and a slightly raised rear roof.  Down the
side large letters proclaimed ‘Mel & Sue’s Mobile Shop – We
come to you.’ 

 


           
Brian suddenly realized that the last customer had left the shop
and he wandered over, entering through the middle doors. 
Susan was busy re-stacking one of the floor lockers, but she looked
up as his shadow fell on her.  “Oh, hello Brian.”

She closed the locker doors and stood up; even in trainers she
was almost as tall as him.  He gave what he felt was an
entirely false smile, “Can I have a word in private Susan?”

One look at his face told Susan that it was bad news. “Is mum
all right?”

He nodded, “But I’m afraid that you father…”

He didn’t finish the sentence, she put her hands to her face and
walked to the back of the shop and slumped on the bench seat; Brian
followed.  She looked up at him, “Did he,” she swallowed hard
and took a quick deep breath, “Did he commit suicide?”

Brian nodded not really knowing what to say.  She burst
into tears, “He always said that he would, when things got too bad,
he always said that he would.  Said that he’d never be a
burden to mum and me.”

She looked at Brian, tears streaming down her face, “When he
kissed me last night he said goodbye, but there was something
different in his voice.  I think he’d decided then.”

Brian heard footsteps behind him and he turned round; Melinda
surveyed the scene and said quietly, “Bad news?”

Brian half nodded, “The worst.”

Melinda brushed past him and sat next to Susan to hug her; Brian
felt like a spare part.  He was about to walk away when Susan
looked up, “Thanks for telling me Brian, I guess you’ll be
doing…”

She could not sustain the thought and returned to hugging
Melinda.  As Brian watched them he was struck once again by
the oddity of their pairing.  Susan was tall, dark-haired and
triangular.  She had widely spaced eyes, but a narrow pointed
chin balanced on a thin neck.  Her shoulders were broad and
her bust large, but her waist absurdly narrow; this was followed by
wide hips and tapering well-shaped legs.  The only thing to
mar her beauty was her skin allergy; she always seemed to be
covered in small blotchy sores.  Melinda on the other hand was
just plain thin with thin mousy blonde hair on top of a hard
looking face that had sunken cheeks, baggy blue eyes and
over-emphasized thin lips.  She was a good head and shoulders
shorter than Susan even in her black suede ankle length
stiletto-heeled boots.  Brian also reckoned that she was half
the weight.  His eyes switched from one to the other: Susan
pure Suffolk honey, Melinda pure East London rough.  Susan
devoid of make-up, Melinda grossly over-done.  Susan friendly
and likeable, Melinda cold and unapproachable.

 


           
After a while Susan blew her nose and wiped her eyes, “I must go to
Mum.”

Brian brushed away some of his own tears, “I’ll give you a
lift.”

Susan walked halfway down the bus and stopped, she leant against
the exit rails, “No that’s no good, Mel can’t manage on her
own.”

Melinda smiled reassuringly, “That’s all right, I’ll cope.”

Susan shook her head, “You can’t cope, you’ve got to turn round
at the next village and that’s a two-handed job.”

Melinda kept the smile on her face, “I’ll call out Jo, she’s
home from college and she can cycle here in no time.”

Susan shook her head; clearly she was torn between going home
and manning the shop.  Brian jangled his car keys, “Do you
think you can drive safely?  If so I’ll stay and help Melinda
until relief arrives.”

Susan’s eyes focused unsteadily on him, “Oh would you?”

“It will be a novel way to visit my parishes.”

Susan took the keys and looked at Brian’s car, a Lada Niva 4x4
of dubious vintage.  “Will it get me home?”

“Don’t knock it, it’s never let me down.”

Once Susan had left the shop Melinda stood hands on hips in the
middle of the bus, there was no doubt who was in charge. “Shop’s
laid out like a normal supermarket, fruit and veg inside the door,
canned stuff in the middle on the offside, packet stuff on the
nearside.  Up at the back we’ve got the chill cabinet and the
ice-cream freezer.  Cleaning stuff is in the floor lockers,
there are pictures on the doors so you can’t go wrong. 
Lightweight stuff like light-bulbs and candles are in the roof
lockers, again there are pictures and labels to help you. 
I’ll take the money and you serve the fruit and veg, OK?

“OK,” Brian replied dutifully.

She pulled a lever somewhere in the cab and the doors shut, she
turned to Brian, “Lunch time.”

She tossed him a bundle in grease-proof paper, “They were
Susan’s, but I guess she won’t be eating them.”

She pointed to the rear and Brian dutifully went to the bench
seat that appeared to be the only seat in the shop.  As he
opened his bundle he heard Melinda talking on her mobile phone, she
suddenly looked down the shop to Brian, “Can you manage a couple of
hours, Jo can’t meet us till two?”

“Fine, I didn’t have much on.” 

Not much, he thought, just blessed relief.  He surveyed the
contents of the bundle; two meat filled rolls, an apple and a small
chocolate biscuit.  For dint of nothing else to do he started
eating.  The notion ‘the condemned man ate a hearty meal’
crossed his mind.  Melinda joined him on the seat as he was
starting on his second roll; Melinda’s bundle contained one tiny
roll full of salad and a banana.  They munched in silence and
Melinda slyly studied Brian.  He seemed like a man with the
world on his back, hunched over and looking like he was about to
burst into tears at any moment.  His crying while she had been
hugging Susan had not gone unnoticed.  She watched him as he
ate, at least he hadn’t lost his appetite, “Help yourself to a
packet of crisps if you want to, they’re in the overhead bin by the
front door.”

“No thanks, this is good enough, I normally skip lunch.”

Melinda ate her roll at a snail’s pace and pointed down the
shop, “I’ll make a coffee in a moment.  If you don’t mind me
saying so you look awful.”

Brian turned away and looked out the rear window, “Between you
me and several gateposts I feel awful, but then I guess that’s par
for the course in this part of the world.”

Melinda started peeling her banana, “Is this village one of
yours?”

Brian chanted, “Redburgh, Great Redburgh, Little Redburgh, Lower
Redburgh, Redburgh Ford, Pastlecham, Pastlecham Ridge with
Parsoning Tye, and Pastlecham Ash with Exburgh Mill.”

Melinda paused and mental counted, “That’s ten parishes.”

Brian screwed the grease-proof paper into a tight ball, “Eight
parishes, but ten churches; thankfully two of them are
semi-redundant.”

Melinda re-applied herself to the task of taking the strings of
pith from her banana, “If my local geography is right that’s the
villages from the old Redburgh estate and the even older Pastlecham
estate.”

Brian nodded, “It’s marked as ‘Place-of-charm’ on some of the
older maps.”

“And Parsoning Tye is the one in the middle of nowhere.” 
She enquired.

“Probably in the middle of somewhere once up a time; possible
one of those churches where the village was wiped out in the great
plague.”

He returned to looking out of the window, “Seems this area has
always had its fair share of disasters.”

Melinda thought that he was about to burst into tears again, but
was saved by a knock on the entrance doors.  Melinda walked
down the bus and opened the central doors manually; she could only
just reach the overhead lever.  PC Mary Jones stepped into the
shop, “Mind if I come in Mel?”

“Nah, just putting the kettle on, Father Brian is it the back of
the shop.”

Mary walked down the bus; Brian stood up, “Hello Mary, didn’t
know that you two knew each other.”

Mary sat down, “It’s a small world; we were at school
together.”

“Then how come you’re a country copper?”

“Call it a quirk of different recruitment criteria and my
sergeant’s sense of humour, but I love it; I wouldn’t want to do
any other sort of policing.”

Melinda brought back three coffees, “To what do we owe the
honour?”

Mary blushed slightly, “I’m sorry Mel, but I’ve been instructed
to ask.  Do you know where Susan was between eight and ten
this morning?”

Melinda’s face suddenly took on a mean, almost granite like,
appearance.  “Worried that she bumped off her old dad are
we?”

Mary reached out and gently touched Melinda on the sleeve,
“Please Mel it’s me you’re talking to; this is not my idea, but my
sergeant wants all angles covered.”

Melinda was obviously not pleased and replied in a cold, hard
voice.  “Well, as usual, she took our small Bedford van to the
cash and carry and met me at our first village.  She drove off
from our cottage at about half past seven and reappeared at nine in
Redburgh Ford with a van-load of goodies.  I dare say she is
on the cash and carry’s CCTV and Mrs Jones will vouch that she was
at Redburgh Ford as they had an argument over the number of sheets
one can expect in a toilet roll.”

Mary leant back in the seat, “Thanks Mel.”

“So is my friend in the clear?”

“In my book she was never anywhere else.”

Melinda looked at Brian, “Once an ex-con, always in the frame;
that’s the police motto.”

Mary looked imploringly at Melinda, “Please don’t Mel, we’re not
all like that.”

Melinda sniffed and sipped her coffee.  Brian changed the
subject, “How’s Sarah Hogarth?”

“Doctor’s given her a sedative; I left her when Susan arrived
home.”

Melinda abruptly turned to Brian, “Brian, do you think you could
try and start our auxiliary generator, it’s in the outside
compartment in front of the offside rear wheel.”

She passed him a key.  Brian exited the shop and walked
round to the offside rear wheel and opened up the generator’s flap,
it was obviously designed to fasten back.  He read the
instructions on the inside of the flap and smiled; no wonder
Melinda had asked him to perform this task, it was a manual
starting process.  He fitted the starting handle, checked that
the stop lever was in the down position and the compression valve
in the up position and began to wind.  When the flywheel was
turning as fast as he could manage he dropped the compression
valve; the generator staggered to a stop without so much as one
friendly cough.  He re-inserted the handle and began to wind
again…

 


           
On Brian’s departure Melinda’s demeanour instantly changing from
frosty female to familiar friend and she turned to face Mary, “Have
you looked at Father Brian’s face?”

Mary nodded as she sipped her coffee, “He looks awful.”

Melinda toyed with her coffee cup, “I think he’s on the verge of
a nervous breakdown.  I saw him come out of the church earlier
on, he’d been crying and his face was all red.  He cried in
the shop as well, plus he is all doom and gloom.”

Mary listened to the whirr of the generator flywheel, “I
wouldn’t be surprised.  I’ve attended three suicides, two
overdoses and a number of severe domestic disputes in these
villages and most of the time Brian is there before I arrive. 
I’ve heard that he’s sat up all night over the weekend at the
hospital with a pair of desperate parents and is having trouble
with at least one of his church councils.”

Melinda heard the generator stagger to a halt, “He’s also sat up
all night on at least two occasions with sick livestock, to give
the farmers a break, their wives gossiped about it for ages.”

Mary drank some coffee, “Too many churches, too many problems
and too few vicars with too little money, that’s what my
father-in-law says.”

Melinda turned to Mary, “I don’t suppose that you’d mention
Brian to him would you?”

Mary vigorously shook her head, “Oh no!  Just because my
husband is the Bishop’s son doesn’t mean that…”

Melinda cut in as she heard the generator cough into life, “He’s
a good man Mary.  Susan speaks very highly of him, it would be
a shame if through inaction…”

Mary wouldn’t be badgered, “I’ll think about it OK?  What’s
it to you? Anyway aren’t you a Catholic, you always were when we
were at school?”

Melinda collected the empty cups, “When we started this business
we had a hard time with the local rag, remember the headlines about
us?  Brian spoke up for us then by writing a long and pointed
letter to the editor; he didn’t have to, but he did.  Now it’s
my turn to speak up for him.”

Before Mary could reply Brian appeared in the doorway,
“Beautiful piece of machinery that, do you use it much?”

Melinda smiled sweetly, “Only in winter, but we’re suppose to
start it once a month to keep it sweet.  You can turn it off
now, it’s time to go.”

Brian rolled his eyes and stepped out of the bus.

 


           
Mary sat in her police car and watched the shop drive away. 
Melinda had been her best friend at school until Melinda’s mother
had died causing her to move away.  She’d had been staggered
at the changes in Melinda when they had re-met three years ago, but
somewhere deep inside she was sure there was the old Melinda and
there had been a glimpse of that today.  Mary pulled out her
mobile phone and called her husband, she knew that he was due to
see his father that afternoon to sort out some computing problem or
other.  Tyrone answered on the third ring; they passed some
banter and then Mary got down to the nub of the phone call, “Do me
a favour and tell your dad that unless he does something with the
vicar at Redburgh tout suite he might lose another priest.”

She listened to the reply, “Look Ty, I’ve met the guy twice
today and I’m telling you that he’s on the edge, possibly over the
edge.”

She waited again, “I’m not being a drama queen, the poor chap is
burnt out, goodness knows how many parishes he’s got, but it’s too
many.”

She listened to her husband for a moment, “I know it’s
unethical, but have I ever asked before?  I tell you it’s
important that you give your father a hint.  A friend said to
me today that it would be a shame that if through inaction…”

She smiled, “Thanks – love you.”

She put the phone away.  She was certain in her own mind
that Sarah Hogarth had helped her husband to commit suicide. 
She had no proof and she wasn’t seeking any, but she was
certain.  She also knew that although Brian held the answer,
she would never ask him.  Sarah Hogarth had had enough pain
and misery like many in these villages and she was not going to
deliberately cause an old woman more.  In any case, should she
ever be convicted, what judge could send a woman in her late
sixties to jail?  Having convinced herself that it would be a
waste of taxpayer’s money to mention her suspicions to her
sergeant, her mind turned back to Brian.  She was sure of one
thing, without people like Brian the villagers round here would be
far worse off and feel even more marginalized.  She only hoped
that he wasn’t too far gone to be of any further help to them.










Chapter 2
It's Time You...


Brian got home at just past four o’clock.  If he was honest
working in the shop had been a restful mental diversion and he had
managed to enjoy himself in the process.  As a bonus he
reckoned that he’d met more parishioners in the short time he was
serving than he normally met on any normal weekday.  He leant
back in his favourite armchair and decided that Melinda was a total
enigma.  She looked like a gangster’s moll; her voice
certainly reinforced that impression by having hard edges, sharp
inflections and, at times, minimal Hs.  On the other hand she
knew all the customers by name, chatted with them about their
ailment or their pets or their children and obviously enjoyed the
job.  He stretched and looked at the clock; he knew that he
ought to pay Sarah another visit, just to check she was all right,
but his emotions rebelled at the thought.  The longer he sat
in the chair the more alluring became the call of the gun on his
desk.  In the end he resolved to skip dinner and visit Sarah,
after that he would return to his study and continue what he had
started earlier.  His mind made up he strode through the
village and returned to Sarah and Jim’s cottage, or should he now
think of it as Sarah’s cottage?  Susan opened the door and
held her finger to her lips; she took him into the kitchen and
filled the electric kettle, “Sorry it’s so hot in here mum had the
Aga on, goodness knows why.”

“How is she?”

“Sleeping and much more settled.”

She turned to face Brian, “She told me.”

“Told you what?”

“That she pulled the trigger.  She found him trying to saw
off the barrel, he’d tried to shoot himself but couldn’t reach the
trigger.  She helped him.”

Susan closed her eyes, but tears still trickled out, “Dear God
what am I saying?  That my mother…”

Brian stepped up to her and held her arm, “It was an act of love
Susan.  She loved him so much she could not bear to see him
suffer.”

Susan shook her head, “It was an act of obedience; he asked and
she…”

Brian gently cut in, “Do you think she would have obeyed if she
didn’t love him and knew that for him the time had come; that he
had had enough.”

Susan turned round and put out some cups, seeking solace in
normality, “I thought love sought to save life, not destroy
it.”

Brian sighed, almost sobbed, “I’ve seen too much suffering to
condemn Susan.  People on cancer wards whose quality of life
has deteriorated into the negative, and yet the system seeks to
keep them alive.  Your dad didn’t want that, not for him, not
for her and not for you.”

Susan banged down the milk bottle, “This is not an abstract
exercise, this is my father we’re talking about.”

Eyes blazing she turned to face Brian and was halted by the
sight of tears streaming down his face.  She was overwhelmed,
“You really do care, it’s not in the abstract for you is it?”

Brian wiped his tears on a convenient piece of kitchen towel,
“Your parents are really good friends.”

She placed a cup of coffee I front of him, “Mum wants you to do
the funeral, can you?”

Brian took a wavering intake of breath, “I’m not sure I’ll be
around.”

Susan missed the innuendo, “It would mean a lot to mum,” she
paused, “and me.”

Brian closed his eyes; another delay from bliss, maybe as much
as ten days.  “Then I’ll will.”

 


           
An hour later he stumbled away from the cottage and wound his way
home; he entered by the back door and made for his study.  He
was amazed to find the Bishop in his office chair cradling the gun
in his tiny black hands.  He looked up, concern in his eyes,
“Back door was open.  You weren’t meaning to use this were you
Brian?”

Brian burst into tears, he had no answer, as he didn’t really
know if he was or he wasn’t.  He was not sure if the delays
that he had experienced had merely been an escape mechanism or a
delay from the inevitable.  In any case it was over.

 


           
The Bishop watched Brian cry.  Since his arrival he had had
time to closely inspect the gun; someone, probably a long time ago,
had filed off the firing pin.  Brian could have pulled the
trigger a hundred times and the gun would still not have
fired.  However, it was not the practicalities, but the
intention, that worried the Bishop.  Since his appointment,
seven years ago, the Bishop had seen too many of his fellow priests
in Brian’s state.  Overworked, under-appreciated and
fearsomely self-driven to juggle as many balls in the air at one
time as humanly possible.  He also knew of the sense of
despondency and despair in the farming communities and of Brian’s
track record.  He said gently, “You can’t go on like this
Brian, you need a break.”

Brian shook his head scattering salty droplets either side of
his face, “Can’t get the cover.”

The Bishop leaned forward, “It wasn’t a remark, it was a
statement of fact; you leave the cover to me.”

Brian shook his head again, more droplets fell.  “I’ve got
a funeral to do.”

“You mean of the man who shot himself this morning?”

Brian nodded.  The Bishop put the gun down, “Must you?”

“He was a good friend, they’re both good friends.”

The Bishop became slightly sterner, “You need a couple of months
off.  Have you seen a doctor?”

“No, and I’m not going to.  I’m managing.”

The Bishop leaned forward and reached out to touch his hand,
“You’re not managing Brian.  You know your not and I know your
not.  If you keep going you’ll be no good to anyone,
especially yourself.”

Brian looked up, “A fortnight, I’ll take a fortnight, but not
until after the funeral; in any case I hate holidays.”

“Well a retreat then.”

“I hate retreats, you’re supposed to get closer to God, but I
only ever worry about what’s going on back at base.”

The Bishop sat back and rubbed his hands over his hair, “Tell
me, when’s the last time you took your day off?”

Brian considered the question, but failed to answer, just
shaking his head once again.  The Bishop sat back and
thought.  He could try and shoehorn Brian out of his parish,
but he was sure that it would be resented.  However, he
desperately needed to give Brian some sort of lifeline.  He
moved to sit in the chair that was currently behind Brian as he did
not want to talk over a desk.  Brian obligingly turned his
chair around.  The Bishop said quietly, “Tell me about the
parishes, not specifics, but give me the picture.”

Brian dried his eyes and stared at his feet, “There’s the
Redburgh group of five churches.  They work well together and
we’ve got a good rota going.  None of the villages will shut
their churches, but they are each willing to only have one service
a fortnight with Redburgh Ford only being used on months with five
Sundays.  The Pastlecham churches are a different kettle of
fish; they all want a service every Sunday and only co-operate
under severe displeasure.  Exburgh Mill won’t co-operate with
anybody.”

The Bishop smiled, “And outside of Sunday services.”

Brian looked straight at the Bishop, “The need is tremendous;
this community feels that it has been forgotten by government, is
pilloried by the popular press, is not included by urban society
and is ignored by just about everybody else.”

“And you’re trying to prove that you haven’t forgotten
them.”

Brian blinked, “That God hasn’t abandoned them like everybody
else.”

The Bishop smiled again causing his white teeth to blaze out
from his oval face, “I’m sure that He hasn’t; and He hasn’t
abandoned you either, no matter how you feel.”

Brian placed his head in is hands, “It’s not enough, no matter
what I do it’s not enough.”

The Bishop swiftly leant forward, “And who is driving you, God
or yourself?”

Brian was temporarily bewildered at the question, “I just see
the need and…”

The Bishop stood up and looked out of the window into the
gathering dusk, “Do you think I don’t see the need?  The
destitute on the street, the bereaved, the lonely crying out for
love, the poor, the wretched, the blind; they all cry out and if
you are not careful you become deafened by the noise and run around
like a headless chicken.”

He turned to face Brian, “And you cry out as well.  Am I
supposed to ignore you to?  What right do you think you have
to neglect yourself?  Do you think it helps others?  Do
you not think that it causes them pain to see you going
under?”  The Bishop took a deep breath, “God loves all them
and he loves you, but do you love you enough to stop?”

Brian sat a minute trying to unravel what the Bishop was
saying.  He then murmured, “But what about all the pastoral
needs?”

The Bishop smiled, “How many people do you have in your
congregations and how many do you ask to visit others?”

“You mean I should spread the load; I know the theory but…”

The Bishop chopped in, “Then try the theory in practice. 
You may be God’s emissary in this place, but you are not his only
emissary.  Mobilize the troops; let them share in the joy of
ministry.”

Brian sighed and continued his former statement, “I know the
theory, but it often takes more effort than doing it yourself.”

The Bishop grinned, “Only at the beginning, only at the
beginning.  Once people realize that they can minister in
God’s name they start to visit on their own initiative and your
workload should diminish.”

Brian put his head back in his hands.  The Bishop asked
gently, “And your people, do you have good people?”

Brian nodded, then he murmured, “But I just haven’t got the
energy anymore.”

He re-burst into a flood of anguished tears.

 


           
Brian suddenly found the Bishop offering him a cup of tea; he
hadn’t even realized that the Bishop had left the room.  The
Bishop dunked a digestive into his cup, “Since I can’t get you to
go on a long holiday.”  The Bishop glared at him, “Or a
retreat; we will have to come to a compromise.”

Brian sipped his tea; it all seemed like a dream.  The
Bishop flashed his white teeth, “Have you got a hobby?”

Brian stirred his tea, “I used to cycle.”

“Right, you promise me that you will take a fortnight off either
before or after this funeral and that you will take your day off
and cycle out of your parishes, and I will give you some help.”

Brian sat up, “What sort of help?”

“I believe that there is still a vicarage at Exburgh Mill?”

“They only came under me two months ago, and reluctantly at
that, so there’s been no time to sell the vicarage, but when it
goes on the market I’m sure it will be snapped up as a second home,
most of the other houses in that particular village are just
that.”

“Well I have a spare priest I can put in there to work alongside
you for a year, maybe two, how does that sound?”

Brian may have been on the edge, but he wasn’t so far-gone not
to smell a rat.  “To good to be true, there must be a catch;
there’s no such thing as a free lunch.”

The Bishop sighed, “You British you have no trust, you expect
underhand motives at every turn.”

He suddenly grinned, “She wants to undertake a second curacy and
I agree with her.  She was brought up in the country, but has
only ever worked in highly evangelical inner-city churches.”

Brian was not satisfied, “Why the move?”

The Bishop fidgeted with his ring, “She’s had a divorce. 
She needs a fresh start.”

Brian suddenly realized the gender, “Did you say she? 
Exburgh is the parish that won’t co-operate because I won’t condemn
women priests!  And you want to put one in their
vicarage!  Hasn’t the poor woman had enough pain for you?”

The Bishop nodded, “Good point; I’ll put my secretary onto
finding somewhere else first thing tomorrow.  When are you
taking your fortnight off?”

Brian closed his eyes, “There will have to be a post-mortem on
Jim and a coroner’s inquest, tomorrow I’ll earmark a date two and a
half weeks away for the funeral and take the holiday now. 
Sarah will need support after the funeral.”

The Bishop gave Brian a fearsome look, “But does that support
have to come from you?”

Brian held up his hands, “OK, I’ve got the message.”

The Bishop passed Brian a small calling card, “That’s a small
hotel in Bamburgh, Northumberland.  They’re very used to
people like us and I will foot the bill from my pastoral
dispensation fund.  Holy Island is nearby should you want a
holy place.”

Brian was almost overwhelmed, “Thanks, thanks very much.”

The Bishop faced Brian, “Now it’s time to pray.”

They sat in silence for sometime and then the Bishop prayed,
followed by Brian, who rather poured his heart out to God. 
Afterwards he showed the Bishop to the front door.  The Bishop
gazed down the path and Brian’s rusty Lada, “Will you trust that to
get you to Northumberland?”

Brian laughed, “It’s never let me down yet.”

The Bishop went to leave, Brian tapped him on the shoulder. “How
did you know?”

He smiled, “Some people around here think highly of you, you are
appreciated you know.”

“And they snitched?”

The Bishop glared at Brian, “And they cared,” he said
forcibly

 


           
Ten minutes later the bishop was still driving down country lanes,
he had been brought up in a remote African village as a child, but
somehow these villages seemed even remoter.  As he drove he
mentally told himself to thank his son and daughter-in-law for
their timely message.  At first he had thought it presumptuous
of his son to even think about passing on second hand information
to him, now he was glad that he had. 










Chapter 3
Fresh Start and Unexpected Pastures New


Just over two weeks later Brian drove back into his Redburgh
Benefice.  He felt much better, the holiday having been an
unexpected success.  For the first three days he had moped
around Bamburgh and cried a lot.  On day four he had
investigated the castle and almost enjoyed himself.  On day
five he had hired a bicycle and cycled in the sunshine around the
immediate villages.  Day six saw him lounging on the beach
and, for the first time in many years, swimming in the sea. 
On day seven he discovered a 4x4 car accessory market on the town
square and, much to his surprise, the market had had a small corner
dedicated to the Lada Niva.  Here he had treated himself to
some bucket type front seats and a complete set of spare
hoses.  He was also delighted to find that the instigator of
the Lada corner ran a garage in Bamburgh, so he’d had directly
booked his car in for a thorough once over and a new MOT.  The
following day (being car-less) he had cycled to Holy Island and
found a quiet spot called St Columbo’s island; he sat there reading
books and relaxing; he liked it so much he did the same for the
next four days, cycling each day.  His remaining days had been
spent back at Bamburgh either on the beach or cycling around. 
Although not an overtly ‘religious’ holiday he felt spiritually
enlivened as well as physically relaxed.

 


           
However, Brian’s mood almost disappeared the moment he pulled onto
his vicarage drive; Mrs Collins, the churchwarden of Redburgh Ford,
was pushing something through his front door.  She rounded on
him as soon as he stepped from the car she.  “So you’ve
decided to show your face.  How dare you disappear without
giving us due notice!”

Brian tried a smile, “I was obeying the Bishop, I take it he did
provide cover for the services?”

She snorted, “If you class some doddering old fool who should
have been put out to pasture years ago as cover, then yes.”

“And he covered all the services?”

She tossed her head, “No, the Bishop came himself to two of the
services and lectured us on what the ministry of the church really
means.”

Brian grinned, but she hadn’t finished, “And Mrs Peacock has
been waiting for a visit for the last ten days, she’s not been
well.”

Brian decided on a small attack himself, “Oh that’s a pity, when
do you intend to go?”

She turned an interesting shade of pink.  “She wants a
visit from the church!”

“Aren’t you the church?”

She opened her mouth to say something, but Brian got in first,
“Let’s get one thing straight Mrs Collins; I can’t do it all. 
I have eight parishes and if you and other members of the church
are not prepared to help then things will be left undone.”

She walked off down the path in a huff and then stopped dead and
turned round, “The Bishop also hinted that you may be getting some
ministerial help, is that true?”

Brian smiled, “All will be revealed at the next benefice council
meeting so you only have to wait until tomorrow.”

A look of total displeasure crossed her face before she stormed
off.

 


           
Two hours later Brian sat back in his study chair and looked at the
pile of correspondence on his desk; he’d already overfilled the
waste bin.  The Bishop had been true to his word and his new
associate, The Reverend Daisy Frinch, was due to arrive on
Thursday.  She was to live in a rented cottage in Pastlecham
Ash.  The rest of the mail had been the usual dross, including
a long letter of complaint from one parishioner and a nasty terse
note from Exburgh Mill Church Council.  He got up and walked
to his window and looked down his drive to the road beyond and the
pub on the corner.  He decided that he’d had enough and walked
to the pub. 

 


           
Propping up the bar, was Harry the Redburgh church treasurer with
his wife Pam.  Harry looked up as he entered, “Hello Brian,
don’t often see you in here.”

Brian sat on the stool next to him, “Well I’ve turned over a
leaf and decided to relax more.”

Pam patted him on the shoulder, “’Bout time too, all work and no
play makes Brian a stressed boy.”

Jilly the licensee came up on the other side of the bar, “What’s
yours?”

Brian thought, “Half of bitter.”

Jilly gave an exasperated smile, “What sort?”

“Oh as it comes.”

Harry laughed, “We can see you don’t come here much; they stock
four draught bitters, eight cask ales plus a selection of bottled
beers.”

Brian suddenly grinned, “Do you stock Manns Brown?”

“Of course.”

Jilly wandered down the bar and came back with a brown bottle
and a glass; before he could move Harry passed some money over the
bar.  Brian poured himself a drink and all three of them
migrated to a little stall halfway down the pub wall.  They
spent a pleasant half an hour chatting over his holiday and
discussing the closure of the Redburgh Ford Post Office, the last
sub-post office in the benefice.  Pam then looked at her watch
and they made their apologies to leave for a dinner
appointment.  Brian waved his arms, “Don’t worry I won’t drink
myself into oblivion, I just want to relax and have some
peace.”  In truth he didn’t know if he could face going home
and re-tackling the pile of correspondence on his desk.

 


           
In the next half an hour the pub seemed to fill up and Brian was on
the point of leaving when he caught the drift of the conversation
from the next stall.  He listened for a few moments and then
got up and sat down next to the two business types in well fitting
lightweight suites sitting at a small table.  He gave them a
welcoming smile, “Excuse me gents, but I couldn’t help overhearing
your conversation.  Is that all you think about, screwing the
lowest possible price out of the farmer?  What about
sustaining the farming industry?  Your policy of slash and
steal has ruined many farmers’ lives around here.”

The two men were momentarily dumb-struck, and then the fatter
one with a ruddy face leaned forward, “What’s it to do with
you?”

Brian drained his already empty glass, “Only that I’ve had to
attend four suicides because your lot would not pay a fair price
for decent goods.”

The other man, the sallow faced one, smirked, “They signed the
contracts so it wasn’t our fault.”

Brian looked him in the eye, “I thought a contract signified a
partnership.”

Brian was so intent on the conversation that he didn’t realize
that the pub had become deathly quiet.  The sallow faced man
shrugged and before Brian could say anything else a third man came
up to the table, he was obviously their boss as he had the smarter
suit, the bigger briefcase and the flashier tie.  He looked at
Brian as the fat man cocked his thumb and said, “He thinks we’re
being unreasonable with the farmers over our contracts.”

The boss sneered, “So what?  We can always go abroad;
British farmers are crap anyway, they’ve got no backbone, first
little hiccup and they whinge all over the place.  Bunch of
idlers, they deserve what they’ve got.”

Brian’s bonhomie instantly disappeared.  He saw red. 
He stood up and punched the man in the face.  In that swinging
haymaker of a punch was all the anger built up over his years in
the community, all the pent-up hatred of what had happened to the
people he knew and all the frustration with the inaction of
government officials.  He caught the man totally unawares and
the punch on the side of his face sent him sprawling across the
next table.  Before Brian could do anything else someone
shouted something incomprehensible and the pub erupted.  The
three men were dragged out of the pub and thrown into the car park;
the animosity was so palpable that Brian suddenly feared for their
safety.  Suddenly Keith, one of the arable farmers who had
suffered dreadful financial losses, stepped up to the three men now
sprawling on the ground.  He spoke directly to the boss in his
round deep Suffolk accent, “You don’t call English farmers crap in
their own pub, if you don’t want a good kicking I’d go now. 
I’ll count to ten.”

The three scurried across the car-park and hastily climbed into
a shiny black BMW and exited at speed.  Keith turned round and
grabbed Brian’s hand, “I just wish I’d done that years ago.”

Brian found himself hauled back into the pub and a pint thrust
in his hand.  On impulse he raised it, “To the community.”

His toast echoed back from a couple of dozen thirsty
throats.

 


           
The following morning Brian woke up and wished he hadn’t.  It
was many years, probably right back in his student days, since he’d
had a serious hangover.  He staggered to the bathroom and was
sick down the toilet; each retch made the room spin and his brain
seemingly implode.  Finally he took three aspirin from the
bathroom cabinet, swallowed them and staggered back to bed.

 


           
By midday Brian managed to get himself into the bathroom for a cold
shower and then to the kitchen for a glass of milk; he skipped the
cornflakes.  By one o’clock he was reasonably compos mentis
and he took a walk round the village to further clear his
head.  He found the mobile shop parked outside the pub, he
poked his head inside, Melinda pointed to the kettle and he
nodded.  Within a couple of minutes he was sitting between
Susan and Melinda with a mug of coffee in his hand and feeling
almost human.  Susan offered him a biscuit and then offered
one to Melinda, who puckered her nose.  Susan just waited and
did not take the biscuit tin away until Melinda had taken
one.  Brian took a sip of the hot drink, “Have you two ever
considered having a sub-post office in the shop?”

Susan nodded and scratched the side of her nose, “Three major
problems.  One we’d need a secure cubicle, two we’d have to
carry enormous amounts of stamps and forms, and three it’s not Post
Office policy.”

Melinda wordlessly passed Susan a small tube of ointment from
the market-stall type money-belt around her skinny waist. 
“Why do you ask?”

“Redburgh Ford Post office is closing.”

Susan pricked up her ears, “When?”

“Friday.”

She looked at Melinda, “Another village to add to our list
then.”

Brian rolled his eyes, “Pair of vultures, that’s what you are;
picking over the customers of dead shops.”

Susan grunted, but Melinda laughed.  She looked at Brian
with a mischievous glint in her eye, “You could always open a Post
Office at the back of one of your churches.  The building is
there anyway and the profit could help to offset the running
costs.”

Susan smoothed down her calf length denim skirt, “You might even
get away with only opening it part-time in two locations.”

Brian laughed, “Though you said that you have to invest in a
cubicle.”

Melinda tossed her head causing her pony tail to pendulate,
“Well there’ll be one going cheap at Redburgh Ford and the old shop
at Exburgh Mill still has the cubicle at the back, I had a peep
through the window last week.”

Brian drained his coffee mug, “Thinking of going static?”

Susan snorted, “Not likely, she was being nosy, as usual! 
Someone’s bought the shop and she wanted to know who.”

“Did you find out?”

“It’s some couple from Birmingham, their going to convert it
into a holiday home.”

Brian groaned, “Not another holiday home in that village, before
long there’ll be no real inhabitants.” 

Susan gave him a dirty look, “If you cut them do they not
bleed?  What makes them so offensive?”  She momentarily
grinned, “And they spend a fair deal of money in the shop, they
never ever seem to bring the basics like toilet rolls or
fire-lighters with them.”

She suddenly stood up, “Must go and check the water level before
we leave; nice talking to you Brian.  We’re here twice a week
as it’s a big village by our standards.  Drop in anytime, here
or anywhere else for that matter; we cover all your patch.”

Brian thanked her and watched her leave and stood up, only to
feel Melinda touching his arm.  He sat down again; her
normally hard face showing deep concerned, “She’s putting on a
brave face, but she’s devastated by her father’s death.  She
might need to talk to you, but I think that she’s too concerned
about your health to ask.”

Brian was perplexed, “My health?”

Melinda gave a half nod, “Too many people giving you too much
misery.”

Brian touched her on the back of her hand, “Thanks for the
tip.”

As he went to go, Susan re-entered, “Level’s low again, we’ve
got to do something about that water-pump.”

Brian paused, “Over at Roseberry Farm, that’s opposite the pub
at Pastlecham, there’s a small garage, the owner there told me that
he’d got a new mechanic recently, so they’ll be touting for extra
work, especially the non-agricultural machinery kind.”

Susan took in the information, “Thanks, Pastlecham is our next
stop but two, I might look him up.”

As Brian stepped out of the shop he virtually fell into the arms
of PC Mary Jones; she wasn’t smiling and gave Brian a half decent
scowl. “Brian, there was a fracas here last night and the man at
the centre of it seems to exactly fit your description.”

Brian smiled at her, “Hardly a fracas, more a minor
disagreement.”

Mary frowned, “Did you hit a man in this pub last night?”

Melinda’s voice came from behind Brian, “Don’t answer that,
you’ll incriminate yourself.”

Mary looked up.  “I’ll thank you not to but in.”

Brian turned round, “It’s all right, but thanks for the
advice.”

He turned back, “What’s the problem?”

Mary sighed, “The problem is that the man who was punched claims
he sustained a broken jaw and two broken teeth and he’s pressing
charges.”

Brian eyes opened with surprise, “But I only hit him once.”

Mary rolled her eyes, “Let me see your hands please.”

He held them out; Mary turned them over.  There was a large
red patch over the knuckles of his right hand.  “Did he
provoke you?”

“He called British farmers crap and said that they had no
backbone.”

Mary tut-tutted and shook her head, “You can’t go taking the law
into your own hands; of all people you should know that.”

Brian shrugged, “So what happens now?”

“You’d better find yourself a solicitor and come down the
station.  Assault is not a trivial allegation.”

“I don’t need a solicitor.”

The two women behind his chorused, “Oh yes you do,” like the
chorus in a Greek tragedy and Brian smiled.

Mary was not amused, “This is no laughing matter Brian,” she
said severely, “you could end up with a criminal conviction. 
The other two men also want to press charges, but they don’t know
who against; if you are shown to be the ringleader then it will all
be down to you.”

Mary consulted her notebook, “Can you make 9am at the station
tomorrow?”

“Which station?”

“Bury, I operate out of Bury.”

Brian thought for a couple of seconds, “Then no.  I’ve got
a funeral at ten.”

Mary sighed thorough her nose, “Two?”

“Done.”

Mary turned to leave and then turned back, “Look I shouldn’t say
this, but if you get in first and make an abject apology to the guy
then he might back off.”

Brian shook his head, “I would be lying, I’m not sorry and if he
said the same thing in the same situation I’d probably hit him
again.”

Mary rolled her eyes in despair, “And I thought that you were an
intelligent man.”

She walked back to her police car and drove away.  Melinda
thrust a piece of paper into Brian’s hand, “She’s good and she
won’t rip you off.”

Brian looked at the women, “Do you really think I need a
solicitor?”

Melinda laughed, “You’re too honest and you’re not a legal
eagle.”

He shrugged, “Already got a solicitor who does our church
affairs.”

“Is she a criminal solicitor,” said Melinda.

“You need a specialist, “echoed Susan.

Brian put the paper in his shirt pocket and waved to the women
and walked into the pub.  He wasn’t really too concerned about
the police, but he was concerned about the licensee of the
pub.  Jilly was polishing the bar; she looked up with a
mischievous glint in her eye, “I ought to ban you, you’re giving
this pub a bad name, I’ve not had the police here for years.”

Brian looked apologetic, “Sorry, I didn’t mean to cause you
trouble.”

She smiled, “I’m surprised to see you standing.”

Brian leaned against the bar, “How much did I have last
night?”

“You mean you and all the others.  I lost count of your
intake.”

Brian groaned at the thought, “Well I am sorry if I caused you
trouble.”

Jilly smiled, “Just don’t do it again, not that you’ll get the
chance.”

Brian inwardly winced; things were going from bad to worse, “So
I’m banned.”

“Not you silly, I’ve banned the chaps from the
supermarket.  How dare they press charges against you?”

She held up a laminated piece of A4 paper, it proclaimed, “NO
SUPERMARKET CONTRACT NEGOTIATORS,” in bold type.  “Can’t have
them in here, “she said in her beautiful Welsh accent, “they cause
nothing but trouble.” 

 


           
Brian’s last call of the afternoon was to Mrs Collins house, or
rather the garden.  He had a campaign to try and get started
and he knew that Mrs Collins might be the best woman for the
job.  He found Jean and Fred Collins enjoying a cool drink
under a parasol that covered a teak garden table.  At least
they were supposed to be.  Fred was doing his best to enjoy a
cool drink and read a book while his wife, Jean, attacked the edge
of the lawn with a pair of hand shears.  As Brian pushed open
the garden gate he heard Frank imploring her to both leave the
grass alone and come and sit down.  Within minutes he was
supping a cool lime juice and being interrogated by Jean.  “I
hear the new curate is gong to live over at Pastlecham Ash in the
Fern’s old cottage,” she said probingly, “and that she moves in on
Thursday.”

Brian chuckled, “Jungle drums beating are they?”

“Haven’t stopped,” said Fred somewhat morosely, “blasted phone
keeps ringing.”

“Well there’s going to be no surprises for you this evening at
the Council meeting,” said Brian, knowing that he was confirming
her statement.

She grinned and took a sip of her cold tea.

Brian decided to start his campaign of action “Jean, didn’t you
used to be Postmistress at Exburgh Mill?”

She gave him a suspicious look, “Until the shop closed around
me, why do you ask?”

“Redburgh Ford’s Post Office is closing and that means that
there are none in the area.  I wondered if we could open one
at the back of one or two of our churches.”

She didn’t move a muscle, “Pardon?”

“I wondered if…”

She cut across him, “I heard you the first time.”  She
paused, “why would you want to?”

“Partly as a service to the community, partly as a fund raiser,
partly to provide some local employment and partly to show that the
church cares.”

She shrugged, “They can get their pensions and benefits by
direct credit these days you know.”

“But I thought that people also went to the Post Office to meet
others.  We could provide coffee and cakes in the church at
the same time.”

She opened her capacious handbag and rummaged inside, “Which
church?”

“Churches, I though Redburgh and Pastlecham as they are the
biggest churches, but I’ve nothing set in my mind, it’s only the
glimmer of an idea.”

She snapped her handbag shut, “You’d need a business case to get
the franchise.”

Brian went in for the kill, “If I get clearance for a
feasibility study tonight at tonight’s Council meeting, would you
head it up?”

“I’m retired or hadn’t you noticed?”

Brian tried to turn on the charm.  “I’m not asking you to
run it, just give us the benefit of your expertise in telling us
whether or not it’s a realistic proposition.”

Fred leaned over, “Come on Jean, you’re always telling me that
you need something to get your teeth into.”

She wobbled her bottom on the chair, “Don’t interfere.”

She turned to Brian, “I won’t promise a positive outcome.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to.”

She raised an eyebrow, “And just the feasibility study
mind.”

“That’s all I’m after.”

“Then I’ll do it.”

Brian smiled and patted her arm, “Good.”

Fred smiled, “Does that mean that you’ll be out from under my
feet?”

She gave him a playful swipe with her handbag, “Don’t think
you’ll just be sitting by, I’ll need some statistics, and you’ll be
off to the local library.”

Fred grinned, “Anything you say dear, anything you say.”

 


           
Later that day, when he finally arrived home after the Church
Council meeting and dog tired, he found the telephone
ringing.  He picked it up without thinking and found he was
talking to Roger Hines the local paper’s journalist for religious
affairs, amongst other things.  Brian had talked to him in the
past, but was not what you might call fully acquainted with his
ways.  Roger initially pumped Brian for information on Daisy,
such as the speed of her impending arrival and her
background.  Roger then moved on to what seemed like a general
chat; eventually he said casually, “Who were the supermarket
chappies thrown out of the pub last night?”

“No idea, they were just shooting their mouths off.”

“Do you think it reasonable that they were thrown out of the
pub?”

Brian rubbed his tired eyes, he really only wanted his bed,
“Look, as far as I’m concerned every packet of supermarket goods is
covered with the blood of farmers.  They go for driving the
hardest possible bargain and stand to one side when the farmer runs
into trouble.  It’s not cheap goods they create, but ruined
communities and I’ve no time for them.”

Roger seemed taken aback, “Isn’t the government do
anything?”

Brian snorted, “They crow on about market forces as if it’s some
sort of Holy Grail, the truth is they are content to let the
supermarkets get away with it for fear of upsetting the
voters.  As far as they are concerned one penny extra on the
price of potatoes equals too many lost votes.”

“So in your opinion the farmers are in a no-win situation; so
why don’t they speak up for themselves?”

Brian replied wearily, “Because they have contracts that contain
a gagging clause and their families need to eat.”

“Bit your not gagged.”

“I’m not a farmer.”

They chatted for a few more seconds and Roger rang off. 
Brian immediately went to bed; he’d had enough for one day.










Chapter 4
Just Where is this Leading?


The following morning Brian went to his study immediately after
breakfast.  Jim’s funeral was at 10am and he wanted to get his
words exactly right.  He was deep in thought when the phone
rang; he ignored it on the grounds that he could deal with any
phone calls later.  However once the ansaphone picked up the
call Brian sat bolt upright and picked up the receiver. 
“Hello James, what are you on about?”

Brian listened for a few seconds and then asked James to hang-on
before swiftly diving into the hall and retrieving the morning
paper from the doormat.  His jaw almost fell open.  He
was front-page news with the headline ‘Supermarket aisles run with
rivers of farmer’s blood,’ and the by-line, ‘courageous vicar
speaks up for beleaguered community.’

Brian went back to the phone, “I see what you mean; I thought I
was having a private chat with the journalist.”

Brian listened for a few minutes, his face growing increasingly
red; finally he exploded, “Now you hold on James, you may be the
Diocesan Communications Officer but you have no authority to gag
me.  For the record I did not say that the aisles were running
in blood, but I wish I had and if I want to talk about my community
I will do so.”

He listened to the animated response and then fought back, “And
when was the last time you said anything worthwhile about the
plight of the farmers?  You’re so fired-up on producing a
bland monthly glossy proclaiming that we are going forward in
glorious retreat that you never risk saying anything
relevant.  It’s time we stood up for our communities and I’m
sorry, but if you are too feeble to put your head above the parapet
I’m not.”

He slammed the phone down and it almost instantly started
ringing; Brian pulled out the phone-plug and settled back at his
desk.  It took him a good few minutes to regain his
concentration and composure; but Jim’s funeral soon became the most
important thing on his mind.

 


           
The funeral went as well as could be expected and Brian managed to
retain his self-control almost all the way through it, it was only
the singing of ‘We plough the fields and scatter’ that caused him
to shed a few public tears.  Afterwards the family, and Brian,
went back to the rear-room of the Redburgh Arms for the
post-funeral refreshments.  He talked with Sarah and Susan for
a time and then generally mingled.  Much to his surprise, and
consternation, a number of farmers wanted to shake his hand. 
Even more surprising was Jilly, who told him that she’d started a
campaign to ban the Supermarket Contract Negotiators from every pub
in the area.  It slowly dawned on him that he’d inadvertently
set some sort of ball rolling, but he wasn’t sure where it was
going or, to be honest, what ball it was in the first place.

 


           
Later, as previously commanded, he turned up at Bury police station
to be met by a lady solicitor that looked like the fictitious
granny portrayed in the movies.  She had wispy grey hair,
laughter wrinkles at the side of her roman nose, sparkling blue
eyes, a grey skirt with a white blouse and baggy green
cardigan.  Even her name, Harriet Holmes, conjured up a sense
of freshly baked bread rather than criminal action.  She led
him to a small room and Brian told her exactly what had happened in
the pub from his point of view.  Eventually she stopped taking
notes, “So you definitely hit him.”

“Only once.”

“And he did not hit or poke you?”

“No, he didn’t lay a finger on me.”

“Did he swear at you or denigrate your character in any
way?”

“No.”

“Where you drunk?”

“Not then.”

“Were you edged on by others in the room?”

“Definitely not, the room was completely silent.”

She looked at her notes, “Were you invited to sit with
them?”

“No.”

“Had you had a previous encounter with them?”

“Never seen them before.”

She sighed, “So as far as the police are concerned you
gate-crashed a private conversation and then, unprovoked, you hit
Mr Turner and broke his jaw in two places.”

“He said that…”

“I know what he said, but it was not about you personally, or a
member of your immediate family, then at least I might be able to
plead some sort of mitigating circumstances.”

Brian thought for a moment, “Will this go to court?”

“Almost certainly.”

“And it will be reported on?”

“We might be able to give it a low profile.”

“I don’t want a low profile.”

She grimaced, “You want to be a martyr?”

“I want the plight of the small farmer to be recognized.”

She put her pen down, “Can I suggest that this is not the
appropriate vehicle for that.  You may get some publicity for
them, but you will also incur serious negative publicity yourself;
maybe enough to discredit you in the eyes of the public.”

Brian thought for a moment and then, reluctantly, nodded, “So
now what?”  He asked

“I’ll see if I can persuade the other side to be content for you
have a police caution, they may not want adverse publicity
either.”

 


           
The interview with Mary, now fully in Police constable mode, proved
to be a formality, she just wanted his statement on tape and in
writing.  Once the tape was turned off Harriet leaned forward,
“Can I suggest we go for a police caution?”

Mary shook her head, “Sorry, last time I talked to their
solicitor they were after your client’s carefully distilled
blood.”

Harriet carefully placed a newspaper on the table, “They may
have changed their mind, adverse publicity for them would be good
publicity for their competitors.”

Mary frowned, “Are you suggesting that I threaten them?”

Harriet sat back, surprise written all over her face; “Goodness
gracious no.  Just ask them if they are still sure about their
intention to press charges.”

Mary looked at her watch, “I’ll speak to them, but only because
I think that this whole affair is a waste of police time and the
result of infantile male behaviour.”

After she had left Brian turned to Harriet, “What’s the
chances?”

“Good, by now their press office will be involved and will be
desperately trying to calm things down.  You may be lucky, but
be warned, this ploy only works once.”

Mary re-appeared, “Someone up there is looking after you Mr
Talbot; they’re prepared to drop charges if you get a formal
caution.”

She pointed down an imaginary corridor, “My Inspector’s waiting
for you in his office.  So shall we get it over with?”

 


           
Half an hour later a severely chastised Brian exited the police
station.  Harriet smiled at him, “Just remind yourself that
you were lucky.  I hope for your sake that we never meet again
in a professional capacity.”

He shook her hand and thanked her.  However, he only made a
few yards down the street when he was stopped by an eager looking
young man, “Are you Revd Talbot?”

Brian eyed him suspiciously, “Yes.”

He smiled, at least the ends of his mouth rose, his eyes stayed
cold and hard.  “I’m Donald Stafford from your local
television area, we are covering the plight of the small farmer in
a small slot on our five-thirty discussion programme called ‘Taylor
Investigates’ and we wondered if you would like to join us and say
a few words?”

Brian reflected carefully on the implications of the
request.  He’d seen the programme once or twice and it was
usually a serious piece of journalism, and Terry Taylor, the host,
was a skilful interviewer.  Brian was also aware of what had
happened to the supermarket men, once their media machine latched
on to what was happening, pressure started to be applied; he knew
he could ignore James, but if the Bishop got involved Brian was
scuppered.  He looked at his watch, “What time would I have
to…”

Donald re-applied his false smile, “We operate out of the
studios here in Bury, you’d need to come almost immediately; I know
it’s only 4pm, but by the time you’ve had a chat with Terry, been
through make-up and…”

Brian waved his hand, “Lead on McDuff.”

Donald waved his hand and car drew up alongside; Donald gave an
apologetic grin, “Studio’s on the other side of town.”

Brian got in and was whisked to another, strange, world.

 


           
An hour later he was sipping coffee and avoiding the free-flowing
alcohol in a small over-styled room with a mêlée of people he had
never met.  He had briefly talked with Terry Taylor and found
out that he was to be involved in a two-party interview, the other
party being Charles Rathbone the head of a powerful chain of
supermarkets.  Now he was due in make-up in five minutes and
he was not looking forward to this aspect of the proceedings. 
He was desperately seeking divine help when an ungainly woman
gingerly entered the room and looked round, she looked ill at ease
and was obviously not an actor or a TV presenter.  Brian gave
her the once over; medium height, but not over slim, and wearing
jeans that flared from the knees and what looked like a fawn
cardigan made out of carpet material.  What stood out though
were her feet, she wore trainers, but immense ones as her feet
seemed to be too large when compared to the rest of her.  She
started walking towards Brian and looked at her face; pointed nose,
high cheekbones, blue eyes, crooked mouth and a mop of dark brown
hair, with a few grey wisps, that looked like it hadn’t seen a comb
this side of the New Year.  Her body language reminded Brian
of schoolboys who were perpetually frightened that the school bully
was just around the next corner.  She managed a feeble smile,
“Hi, are you Revd Talbot?”

“Yes.”

She passed him a postcard, “Thought you might like this info on
Charles Rathbone.”

Brian took the card, “Why are you giving it to me?”

She shrugged and looked past him, “It’s not illegal or immoral
just interesting, but our producer won’t use it.”

Brian looked into her eyes, “What’s your interest?”

She put her head on one side, “Let’s just say that I like to see
fair play.”

Brian was none the wiser, “Do you have a name?”

She turned her head around on her scrawny neck as if checking
who was in the room, “Just call me Phil.”

“Short for Philippa?”

“Philomena.”

“Well thanks, but I might not be able to use it.”

She shrugged, one shoulder going higher than the other, “That’s
OK, I know it’s your first time.”  She paused and furtively
added, “One tip, especially where Terry is concerned, the little
red light on the camera only tells you when your on air; just
because it isn’t lit doesn’t mean that the cameras aren’t rolling
and recording.”

She ambled away, walking obliquely across the room like a
tacking crab.  Brian read the postcard and smiled; indeed it
was interesting.

 


           
At precisely five-forty Terry Taylor introduced Brian to the
camera, calling him an Anglican Priest with a special interest in
the farming community.  Terry gave him a polished professional
smile, “Now Reverend Talbot you have been quoted as saying that
supermarket aisles are running with the blood of farmers, how can
you possibly justify such statements?”

Brian blinked in the bright lights, “Actually I was slightly
misquoted, but the fact remains that the policies of the large
supermarkets, particularly in regard to pricing their contracts in
Euros, have driven many small farmers to the edge of financial ruin
and beyond.”

Terry gave him a serious look, “But where does the blood come
in?”

“In my small part of the countryside I’ve had to deal with the
aftermath of four suicides by ruined farmers and give support to
countless others who are barely coping.”

“And you lay this all at the door of the supermarkets, not
government policy or tardiness on the farmers behalf?”

Brian blinked again, the lights really irritated him, “I admit
that there is more than one factor.  Who wouldn’t in the face
of the governments blind faith in market forces?  But the
biggest and most powerful, and misused, force is that of the
supermarkets buying power.”

Terry gave a false smile, “So what would you have the public
do?”

Brian suddenly turned and faced the camera; the lights irritated
him less in that direction.  “Go to farmers markets, farm
shops and real butchers at least then you’d be giving the farmer a
fair piece of the action and probably get tastier fresher food in
the process.”

Terry turner to Charles, “Now Sir Charles how do you respond to
the charge that your company is instrumental in ruining the farming
industry?”

Charles totally ignored the question and gave a three-minute
monologue on the image of supermarkets and their policy of good
cheap food.  To Brian’s complete surprise Terry neither
interrupted him, nor stopped him.  When Charles had had his
say Terry turned to Brian, “Well Mr Talbot have you any final
words?”

By now Brian’s was a ticking time bomb.  He spoke, with
only half concealed ire at Terry Taylor; “If the supermarkets are
so wonderful how does Mr Rathbone explain that his family buy their
fruit and veg from the local farm shop, their meat from the local
butcher and their bread from the local baker?  I’m led to
believe that he has a well used monthly account with all
three.”

Terry swiveled his gaze to Charles, who showed visible signs of
discontent across his normally suave face, “I don’t see that my
personal spending habits have anything to do with the discussion we
have been having.”

Before Terry could end the discussion Brian chipped in, “So it’s
a matter of what is good enough for the general public is not good
enough for you?”

The produced drew his hand across his throat and Terry smiled at
the camera, “We will now move to our live report from Brussels,
where concern about the weakness of the Euro against the pound and
the dollar is growing.”

The little red light went out on top of the camera and Charles
stood up and leant over the top of Terry, snarling at Brian,
“You’re on a loser sonny.  The average brainless housewife
would buy sawdust loaves from me if they were a penny cheaper than
the pap we normally sell.  As far as they are concerned unless
meat has been in a deep freeze for ten years and ends up wrapped in
plastic it’s not meat at all.  You go and crawl back into your
holy hole and leave me to provide what the public want, namely
cheap bland food.”

Brian was totally taken aback, “And the farmers?”

“Stuff the farmers; who cares about the ruddy farmers?”  He
turned to Terry, “And if I find out who fed this interfering
busybody with information of my spending habits I’ll make sure that
their entrails are included in my next bunch of frozen faggots; so
it had better not have been you.”

He then stormed off, ripping his microphone lead out its
connection as he did so.  Brian went to make some sort of
sarcastic quip and remembered Philomena’s warning just in
time.  After a few seconds a voice called, “Cameras off” and
the cameramen walked away from their cameras.  Terry turned to
Brian and nodded to the director, “I think in the circumstances
that you won’t be getting a second invitation.”

He left Brian sitting at the now dimly lit studio table.  A
young girl came over, “Would you like to come and have the make-up
removed sir?”

Brian followed like a lamb, still not quite sure what had
happened.

 


           
Brian arrived home at about seven o’clock via the Chinese take-away
and set about tackling his in-tray.  After a couple of hours
he was feeling worn out so he made himself a cup of Horlicks and
sat down to watch the ten o’clock news.  The opening résumé
forced him to shake off all the soporific effects of the Horlicks
in less than a millisecond.  “On tonight’s news we have…Euro
in trouble again…Hospital chaos as porters go on strike over
increasing violence in A&E departments…Government policy on the
rural economy under fire…just who is Stella Friedman…and finally
what happened when a supermarket supremo was challenged about his
own eating habits.”

Half an hour later the news anchorman skillfully smiled at the
camera, “And finally things did not go well tonight for Supermarket
boss Sir Charles Rathbone.  He was taking part in an interview
on the Terry Taylor investigates programme with The Revd Brian
Talbot, an Anglican Parish priest with a number of struggling
farmers in his parish.  We join the interview two-thirds of
the way through Sir Charles explaining why we should all buy our
food from his supermarket.”

The scene on the TV turned to the interview.  Brian was
instantly appalled, with his black clerical shirt, blinking eyes
and unruly hair he looked more like a nocturnal academic than a
practicing priest.  Charles’ monologue ground on and then
Terry turned to ask Brian for his final say.  What he had
thought of as an incisive question came across as a mere query for
information, as if to tie up a few loose ends.  Charles’ short
reply and the quick hand-over seem to end the matter, but the news
item did not end there.  Obviously unaware that the cameras
were still rolling Charles outburst about sawdust bread and
brainless housewives was broadcast in all its glory, as was the
retort on farmers and the threat about Terry’s entrails.  The
anchorman’s face suddenly filled the screen.  “So there we
have it from the horse’s mouth; housewives are brainless, the bread
is pap and the meat has been frozen for a decade.  Maybe we
should all heed the advice of the Revd Talbot and try our local
farm shop, butchers and bakery; surely anything is better than a
sawdust loaf!  Goodnight.”

The screen switched to an advert for the very chain of
supermarkets that was run by Charles Rathbone, it extolled the
virtues of buying their food.  Whether by accident or design,
the placing of the advertisement immediately after that news item
made the sales pitch seem shallow and the images false.  The
advert ended with a still picture of a supposedly fresh loaf of
bread.  Brian turned the TV off and shook his head, he was not
sure what was going on, but somehow he had got himself involved; he
just hoped that it would be a storm in a teacup.

 


           
The following morning Brian had just staggered down for his morning
coffee when the front door began to take a pounding from the door
knocker, not a gentle knocking, or a tapping, but a first class
thumping.  Brian went into his front room and peered through
the curtains; it was James.  Brian smiled to himself; he felt
he was about to be gagged.  Brian opened the door, James
opened his mouth; Brian held up his hands.  “Stop just there,
I’ve not had any coffee or breakfast yet and I don’t think too well
at this time in the morning.”

James sighed, “I’ll have a coffee, but I’m due at Bury studios
in ninety minutes.”

Brian put the kettle on, “Where’s the fire?”

James rolled his eyes, “Burning where you left it.  The TV
Company want a statement from the Bishop and he could only record
it this morning, he’s off to Africa for his summer holidays this
afternoon.”

“What’s he going to say?”

James sighed, “He’s going to say that he will never understand
the English in that they give millions of pounds to support the
African farmer while simultaneously destroying their own farming
industry.”

Brian momentarily stopped putting coffee in the cups, “Are you
being serious or sarcastic?”

James took a deep breath, “Serious.  He’s not best pleased
that he’s been bounced into this interview, but he is more than
pleased to throw his hat in the ring.”

Brian nodded, “And I suppose that you have come to place me
under an embargo of silence.”

James rolled his eyes again and forcibly ground his teeth, “Oh
how I wish!  The Bishop is also going to say that you have his
complete support and that in his absence you are the Diocesan
spokesperson on farming policy.”

Brain carefully put the kettle down, “Me?  Why me?”

"What else can he do?  You’ve stitched him
up.    You’ve already made one spectacular interview
and, if you didn’t have your phone unplugged, will doubtless find
it full of other reporters wanting sound bites from you.”

Brian passed James a coffee and sat down, “What I don’t
understand is why Terry Taylor didn’t challenge Charles Rathbone
and why he allowed that tape to be shown on the later news, after
all it didn’t portray him in a particularly good light.”

James briefly groaned and put his head in his hands, “Talk about
going where angels fear to tread.”  He looked up, “Firstly
Terry Taylor’s producer is Nathaniel Rathbone and secondly The Late
Evening News is on a rival channel to Terry Taylor.  That
means that some back-room technician took a copy of the end of the
programme and, as we say in the trade, crossed the road.”

“I take it Nathaniel is a relative of Charles?”

“It’s his son.”

Brian thought for a moment, “So he thought he was being
interviewed in a relatively safe environment?”

James smiled and raised his hands heavenwards, “The light
dawns.  You were invited along as the fall-guy and with
immaculate timing you effectively shafted Sir Charles whilst
simultaneously appearing not to be vindictive.  Your silence
when the guy exploded at you was masterful, it was almost as if you
were turning the other cheek.”

Brian dipped a chocolate digestive into his coffee, “Why would
someone, as you say, cross the road?”

“Usually for money, occasionally for politics, rarely out of a
sense of journalism, often out of sheer vindictiveness.”

James drained his coffee, “Must go.  Please don’t say
anything too controversial; remember who has to pick up the
pieces.”

Brian nodded and then muttered, “About yesterday I…”

James grinned, “Forget it; passions tend to run high in my line
of work.”

Brian showed him to the front door, James paused on the step,
“Just where did you get that information, I wish I had sources like
that?”

Brian grinned and tapped the side of his nose, “One must not
declare one’s sources must one?”

James tapped him on the shoulder, “But you must also protect
them, Charles Rathbone is not to be toyed with and you made him
look like a first class Pratt.”  James paused, “You haven’t
got any skeletons in your cupboard have you?”

“Only my police caution for punching a supermarket
employee.”

“Well be warned, your life will now be under the spotlight and
unless you want him to make you a laughing stock, don’t go near a
supermarket and for goodness sake don’t get photographed shopping
in one.”

With that he strode down the path and climbed into his sparkling
white Alfa Romeo besides which Brian’s Lada looked distinctly
inferior.  That was how Brian always felt when talking to the
tall dark and extremely handsome James, distinctly inferior and
definitely not in the same league.

 


           
A couple of cups of coffee and a good pray restored Brian to
feeling human and with his brain ready for action.  He went
into his lounge and peered out the window, there were no hoards of
journalists at his door and in reality he didn’t expect any; he
thought he was yesterday’s news.  He picked up his car-keys
and stopped; it was a sunny day so why not cycle? 
Consequently he went out by the back-door route and extracted his
cycle from the shed.  After pumping up the tyres and cleaning
the mould off of the leather seat, he was on his way.  He’d
not cycled for a long time in the pursuance of time-saving, but he
hoped that he’d now adopted a more relaxed style. 

 


           
First stop was Sarah’s.  She was still tearful, but not as
distraught as the day of the ‘suicide.’  They ended up sitting
in the garden having coffee; Brian noted her general demeanour,
“Have the police been after you?”

She shook her head, “Coroner said suicide and they lost
interest.”  She paused, “Do you think I am wicked?”

“No, and I must admit I don’t know what I would have done in
your position.”

She looked down at her feet, “Susan hasn’t said anything.”

“Are you going to talk to her?”

She shook her head, “Poor babes had enough trouble.”  She
brightened up, “and we’re off to see Hannah next week.”

Brian smiled, “How is she?”

“Sorry that she couldn’t come to the funeral, but you know how
it is with young children.”

“How many children is it now?”

Sarah smiled.  “Five.  Joshua aged seven, Jacob aged
five, James aged three and Jim and John aged eighteen months.”

“No girls yet then?”

Sarah looked at Brian, “No she says that she’s going to go on
until she gets one.  I hope that she is joking.”

 


           
Brian left Sarah’s and consulted his pocket electronic diary; his
next visit was in Exburgh Mill.  He set off down the lane and
was soon heading in the right direction; however, when in a car you
can just wave at parishioners, on a bike you have to pass the time
of day.  Ten brief stops and steep hill later Brian was
passing through Pastlecham Ash when a small van pulled in front of
him and stopped.  A smartly dressed young lady swiftly stepped
out and waved him down.  Brian braked to a halt; she gave him
a smile that would have caused a thousand shipwrecks, “You’re a
difficult man to get hold of Reverend Talbot.”

Brian was conscious of a small film-crew disgorging itself from
the van, “What can I do for you?”

She smiled sweetly, “A short interview on the government’s rural
economy policy.”

He smiled back, “I’m not a politician.”

She returned the smile, “But you are rural.”

Brian thought for a moment and then sought information, “What
channel are you from?”

She pointed to the van, “Actually we’re from your local radio
station, but we always film the interviews in case we can sell them
on.”

Brian laughed, “Do I get royalties?”

She looked coy, “Would you want paying?”

Brian shook his head, “Give my fee to the fund for distressed
farmers and their families.”

She smiled again, “Consider it done.”

“Where do you want me?”

She grinned, “Your fine just as you are, this is primarily for
radio remember.”

The sound engineer came up and held a giant whiskered microphone
over his head; Brian suddenly said, “I don’t know your name.”

She looked surprised, “I’m Melanie Clarke.”

Brian gave a half-nod, “Sorry if I didn’t recognize you, don’t
get much time for the telly.”

She gave the thumbs up to the back of the van and turned to the
camera.  “We’ve managed to catch up with the Reverend Brian
Talbot as his goes about his parish duties.  Sorry to delay
you Reverend, but could you give us a quick word on the
government’s rural economy policy.”

Brian blinked in the sunlight, “What economic policy? 
They’ve been content to chant the mantra of ‘market forces’ whilst
seeing continental farmer’s subsidies go up and British farmer’s
income go down.  Their course of non-intervention cannot be
called a policy.  On the other hand they seem too frightened
to tackle the root cause of the farmer’s woes, namely iniquitous
pressure from the wholesale buyers, as it may disturb the status
quo and lose them votes.”

Melanie smiled, “Would it surprise you if I told you that today
it was announced that Sir Charles Rathbone had given the party in
power £250,000 each year for every year they have been in
power?”

Brian shook his head, “Not a surprise, but to be fair it
probably doesn’t affect their policy, or non-policy, as they
probably get donations from all over the place.”

“What would you like to see in a new policy then?”

“Just level playing field and a fair deal for farmers, and that
means some pro-active support rather than re-active thrashing
about.  After all, if we continue to go on this way, you may
see a green and pleasant land, but all your food will come hundreds
of miles to your table. I ask you where is the sense in that?”

Melanie nodded as if in agreement, “Do you think that the
European community farming policy helps?”

Brian laughed, “It would if the government waved the flag for
our farmers, but let me put it this way.  Five years ago the
Minister for Agriculture was ranting on about representing our
farmers in Europe and then he went to a summit in Madrid. 
When he came back you no longer heard about British Farmers, but we
did have an awfully big part in the European space programme.”

“So you think a back door deal was done?”

Brian gave a rueful smile, “I’m not a politician or a
journalist, just a parish priest asking questions.”  He waved
his arms at the idyllic countryside scene to his left.  “The
politicians all meet in London and eat in the House of Commons
canteen, which I suspect won’t be getting its supplies from the
local supermarket.  Whey don’t they get out into the
countryside and meet a few small farmers, if they don’t how can
they expect to make the right decisions.”  He smiled at the
camera, “I’ve been here five years in that time our MP hasn’t come
within several miles of us.”

Melanie gave a broad smile, “Thank you Reverend Talbot, we will
let you go on your way.”

She stepped aside and Brian obligingly cycled off.

 


           
At Exburgh Mill he leant his bicycle against the hedge and knocked
at a cottage door, Joanna Grant opened it.  She had her usual
war-weary look, as if she had been feeding the entire village
single-handed for months.  Brian shook her hand and then held
her onto it, “How are you?”

She gave a tired, false, smile, glancing behind her as she did
so, “Fine.”

Brian tilted his head to one side and raised an eyebrow; she
gave a brief shake of the head and turned to go inside, announcing
Brian’s arrival at the same time.  Brian entered the lion’s
den and made his way to the back room, already crammed in it were
Henry Brent, Roger Farkle and Joshua Grant the Exburgh Mill church
treasurer.  Brian took the one remaining seat; Joshua looked
at Joanna, “Thank you, we won’t be needing coffee.”

Brian quickly interrupted, “Actually Joanna I could murder a
coffee, and a piece of your wicked oatmeal and honey flapjack.”

Joanna beamed and went into the kitchen, from where she would be
able to hear every word.  Roger grunted and gave Brian a sour
look, “I take it you got our note?”

“Unfortunately.”

Roger gave a pale imitation of a ghostly half-smile, “We know
that you probably don’t want to blot your copy-book with the
Bishop, but these things have got to be done.”

Brian butted in, “Actually I don’t care about my copy-book, but
I do care about the people of Exburgh Mill and if your intentions
go through you will be robbing them of their place of worship.”

Roger merely shrugged, “A man's got to do what a man's got to do
and you trying to hoist a female minister on us is the last
straw.”

Brian leant forward, “Let me get this straight, while I was
away, if fact almost a soon as I went on holiday, you managed to
get enough signatures from the electoral role to declare a vote of
no confidence in the Church Council.”

Roger nodded and Brian continued speaking as if he had a bad
taste in his mouth, “Don’t think I don’t know what’s going on
Roger.  You’ve been canvassing for opponents of women priests
to come and worship here, some of them driving miles to get
here.  Once they’ve come for more than six months their names
are added to the electoral role and now you think that you have
enough names to throw out the existing church council and vote in
one in that will dance to your tune.”

Roger smirked, “We’re doing nothing illegal, but we are doing
the right thing.  And it’s not just women priest, we don’t
wish to use that disgusting modern service book.”

Brian gave him a fearsome stare, “No it’s not illegal, but it is
immoral, you’re stirring up trouble that none of the congregation
from the village want.”

Henry coughed, “We’re not vindictive Vicar, once we’ve
established the proper order of things in the church we would not
object if you wanted to hold alternative services in the local
school hall.”

Brian gave Henry a murderous look.  “Oh how magnanimous of
you!  You want to throw the villagers out of their church, but
would allow them to worship in their own village hall!”

Joanna brought in the coffee for Brian and scurried back into
the kitchen before Joshua could say anything.  Joshua was in
fact absorbed in some papers in any case; he looked up at
Brian.  “When the motions go through…”

Brian picked up the flapjack, “If the motions go through.”

Joshua gave him an unblinking stare, “Very well, if the motions
go through and we opt for alternative Episcopal oversight then we
will instantly stop paying money to your Diocese and if you persist
in endorsing the ministry of women you will no longer be welcome in
our pulpit.”

Brian laid half the flapjack down and drank most of his coffee
to gain time.  “Let’s get one thing straight shall we?  I
am Vicar of this parish and I have the freehold, you may request
alternative Episcopal oversight, but I will not endorse it and I
will not resign a Vicar of this parish.”

Roger went to open his mouth, but Brian stood up, “In any case
this is all hypothetical nonsense.”

Roger sneered, “It’s no good burying your head in the sand
vicar, it is going to happen.”

Brian walked towards the door, “We shall see tomorrow
night.”  He paused and said in a louder voice, “Thanks
Joanna,” the response was an unintelligible reply from the
kitchen.  Joshua showed Brian to the door, Brian turned to
face him, “I don’t know what you are doing with this lot Josh, it’s
not like you at all.”

Joshua looked down the lane towards the church, “As Roger says,
a man’s gotta do… ”

Brian looked him in the eye, “It’s not what Roger thinks that
matters, it’s what you think; don’t be a lemming, make up your own
mind.”

Joshua gave a weak smile and closed the door.  Brian strode
down the path and almost swore; to cap it all his bicycle had a
flat tyre.

.










Chapter 5
Blood on the Carpet


Brian was still considering what to do, especially as he had not
packed a tyre repair kit, when he saw a familiar shape heading
towards him; he waved and Susan brought the mobile shop to a
halt.  He pointed to his bicycle, “I don’t suppose you two
stock bicycle tyre repair kits?”

Susan laughed, “Not likely, but we know a man who might; come on
board.”

She opened the bus front doors and Brian manhandled his bicycle
into the aisle.  Susan grinned, “We’re taking a short
diversion to Pastlecham to see your man at Roseberry Farm, he’s got
a replacement pump for us and swears that he can replace it in our
lunch hour.”

Brian scratched his head, “How will that help me?”

She grinned, “It’s a country garage, they repair bicycles as
well.”

Brian made his way down to the bench seat and put on a
seat-belt; Melinda seemed lost in thought.  Brian gave her a
grin, “Penny for them.”

She gave a weak smile, “You wouldn’t want to know.”

“Try me.”

“It’s my results day tomorrow or the day after.”

“Results of what?”

“Life or not-life.”

Brian felt he was losing the plot, “Pardon?”

He got another weak smile, “While I was waiting to go to jail I
was diagnosed with bowel cancer.  They took out large lumps of
my gut, bits of my rectum and fed me with a ghastly cocktail of
chemicals for months on end.  That’s how come I first met
Susan; I was in the hospital recovering from chemotherapy and she
was there recovering from nearly drowning in sheep-dip.”

Brian was staggered, “They still sent you to prison when you had
cancer?”

She gave a lopsided grin, “‘Justice must not only be done, it
must be seen to be done,’ but to be fair they did count my time on
the cancer ward as part of my sentence.”

Brian sometimes felt that he lived in a bizarre world, “And I
guess you’ve recently had your annual check up?”

She nodded, “I tell myself that there’s nothing to worry about,
but…”

He went to grasp her hand, but she moved it away, “It must be
hard.”

She nodded, “We’ve built ourselves a good life with this shop;
driving around in the beautiful Suffolk Countryside, meeting people
that we have grown to know, and then…”

She tailed off and folded her hands on her lap, well out of
Brian’s reach.  Brian half-turned towards her, “To be honest I
don’t know what to say, but would you like a prayer?”

She nodded and as they bumped along Brian said a short
prayer.  When he had finished Melinda blew her nose and
smiled, “Thanks, and thanks for being honest about not knowing what
to say; I couldn’t face platitudes.”

They pulled up in Pastlecham and Brian could not help chuckling
because they stopped at what was obviously their normal resting
point where a large notice proclaimed a special shop visit. 
Brian pointed down the bus, “Whose idea is that?”

Melinda laughed, “Susan’s, she doesn’t miss a trick, and I think
you had better move your bicycle before she sells it.”

For a few minutes there was organized chaos.  Susan and
Melinda served in the shop, Jed came over from the garage and
started work on the engine and Brian took his bicycle over to the
garage.  To his surprise the garage was ‘manned’ by a young
woman in a pair of smartly pressed overalls.  She watched him
arrive.  “Not much guesswork needed to know what you
want.”

Brian nodded, “Either a repair kit or a repair.”

She reached behind to a small shelf, “How about both?  Save
you getting your hands dirty.”

“Sounds a good idea to me.”

She nodded, “Your Brian Talbot aren’t you, saw you on the telly
last night and on the local midday news.”

Brian gave her a blank look and she added, “Talking about the
government’s rural policy.”

Brian leant against the door post, “I didn’t think they would
use it, and certainly not so quickly.”

She hoisted his bike upside down and placed it on a bench,
“There’s technology for you; instant news that’s instantly
forgotten.”

Brian laughed, “You’re right I’m Brian and you are?”

“She gave him a wonderful smile, “Misty van Braun, though I’m
still getting used to the surname, we were only married three weeks
ago.”

“Whose we?”

“Johan, he’s bought into the business here, Jed says that he’s
retiring next year.”

Brian couldn’t help laughing and she grinned in return, “I know,
everybody says that he’s been retiring next year for the last
decade.”

Brian pointed to the overalls, “Bit of a change from a
sari.”

She expertly examined the inner-tube of his back wheel, “Haven’t
worn one in ages.  The she straightened up and laughed, “If
you don’t count my wedding that is.”

Brian grinned, “Saw your wedding picture in the paper.”

She turned to face him full on, “Now you run along and get some
lunch, the mobile shop does some good sandwiches, and I don’t like
being watched.”

Brian gave her a wave and wandered back towards the shop to see
Melinda walking off down a small footpath.  He climbed on the
bus, Susan was now all alone sitting in the driving seat, “Where’s
she off to?”

Susan smiled, “Down the path is a little barn, in the little
barn there might be a little man, who Melinda is rather attached
to.”

Brian browsed the small selection of sandwiches, “Boyfriend
then?”

Susan chuckled, “I doubt it, he’s sixty-odd; he’s more of a
soul-mate, I think he paints.”

Brian looked up, “Melinda paints?”

Susan sniffed, “She calls it art therapy, she did a bit when she
was on remand.”

“Water colours then.”

Susan laughed, “Actually no, it’s more likely to be spray paint
on brickwork.”

Brian chose a cheese, chive and ham sandwich, Susan held out her
hand; Brian dutifully paid.  “Melinda said you met in the
prison hospital, something about you and sheep-dip.”

Susan gave him a ‘What-business-is-that-of-yours’ look, but
still answered.  “Between my court case and sentencing I
helped my dad with his sheep, I fell in the ruddy sheep-dip and
smashed my head against the concrete edge, took dad five minutes to
pull me out, did my eczema the world of good.”

She bit her bottom lip, Brian perched himself on a shelf, “How’s
things?”

Susan looked out of the windscreen, “I keep expecting to see
him, not like he was, in a wheelchair, but like he used to be;
standing with his sheepdog, pipe in his mouth and stick by his
side.”

Brian kept quiet, he knew when words were useless; after a
minute or two he murmured, “If you ever want to talk…”

She turned to him, “I know; thanks.”  She paused, “I expect
mum’s told you that we’re off to Sicily next week to see Hannah and
her super-rich husband.”

Brian nodded his head towards the alleyway, “Whose helping
Melinda?”

Susan closed the shop doors and stood up, “No idea.  Jo is
on holiday and Mrs Catchpole says she’s too old this year.”

Brian walked down to the bench seat with her, “Look I enjoyed
myself on the shop last time, you can call on me for a few half
days if needed.”

Susan smiled, “Thanks, we might do that, but the real problem is
stocking up.  One of us starts off by taking the shop to its
first village and the other takes our van to collect the bread
orders and suchlike.  We then meet up at the first shopping
stop.” Brian shrugged, “Doesn’t sound impossible.”

Susan gave him a keen look, “I don’t suppose you have an HGV
license?”

Brian laughed, “No such luck, when did you get yours?”

She smiled, “Just before we were released.  The prison
chaplain badgered the governor into letting us train as part of our
‘rehabilitation.’ 

Brian took a bit of his sandwich, “How long were you in?”

Susan gazed down the bus, “Three years.  Look can we talk
about something else?”

Brian stopped chewing, “Sorry I didn’t… ”

Susan patted him on the shoulder, “You haven’t, I’m just worried
about Melinda, her results haven’t come through yet and she’s
assuming the worst, she always does.”

She started opening a small food-parcel, “Was that you voice I
heard on the local radio talking to Melanie Clarke?”

Brian nodded, “She stopped me on the road to Exburgh this
morning.”

Susan’s eyes widened, “Why on earth would she stop you?”

Brian sighed, “It’s a long story.”

Susan bit into a cheese cracker, “I’m listening.”

 


           
Early afternoon Brian cycled into Pastlecham Ash, he had no trouble
in spotting where Daisy was going to live as a small rented van
stood outside a double fronted cottage.  He pushed his bicycle
into the hedge and walked down the path; he stopped at the front
door and stared.  Two women in the hall turned to face him;
they were absolutely identical.  About five foot two, brunette
and ruddy faced with full cheeks and brown eyes under hooked
eyebrows.  They were dressed in identical yellow dresses and
for all the world looked like two cobs of sweetcorn.  The left
hand one moved forward, “You must be Brian, I’m Daisy and this is
my sister Rose.”

Brian smiled, “Your parents went in for floral names then?”

Daisy smiled, revealing off-white well kept teeth, “Certainly
did, our brother’s called Ashly.”

Rose curtsied, “As you can see we are twins.”

Her smiled revealed identical off-white teeth.  Brian
bowed, “Are you a priest as well?”

She laughed from somewhere deep down her throat, “No ruddy fear,
I’m a physiotherapist.”

Brian grinned, “As was Daisy before she saw the light; it’s
never to late you know.”

She grinned back, “In your dreams, my husband would have
nightmares.”

Brian’s eyes went from one to the other, “Look I hate to be
rude, but is there any way…”

Rose gave a serious nod, “I have a ring in my navel.”

“And I have a small scar on my left buttock, “added Daisy before
they both burst into raucous laughter.

Brian chuckled, “I can see that I’m going to have trouble.”

Daisy held out the back of her hands, so did Rose; Daisy had a
small red mark just above the left thumb.  Brian studied the
hands, “That’s it?  That’s all I’ve got to go on?”

They nodded in unison; Brian changed the subject, “How’s the
moving going?”

Daisy gave a sweep of her hands, “The place is wonderful, and it
is largely furnished, I just had to bring a bed and a TV.”

“And twenty bags of cloths,” said a disembodied voice from the
lounge.

Rose pointed a finger, “That’s Ken my husband.”

Ken proved to be a tall, lanky, man with a face that proclaimed
years of working in the sun and wind, and eyes that appeared to be
eternally squinting into the distance.  Ken put his arm around
Rose and said in a clear Yorkshire accent, “Don’t let them fool
you,” he pointed to Rose’s right ear, “Two ear-rings in the right
is Rose;” he pointed to Daisy, “two ear-rings in the left is
Daisy.”

Rose gave a coy smile, “He insisted when we started going
out.”

He nodded, “Grabbed the wrong ‘un once at a party, didn’t want
to do it twice.”

Daisy pointed down the hall, “Coffee’s on the brew.”

They made their way into a typical rural kitchen with flagstones
and a bare scrubbed table.  Brian looked around, “Seriously,
is the place all right?  It will be a case of speak now
or…”

Daisy busied herself with the cups, “It’s perfect.  I can
use one of the front rooms as my study and the other as a sitting
room.  There are two bedrooms upstairs and a huge bathroom out
the back with an equally huge garden beyond.”

They talked for half and hour and Brian drew a map for Daisy,
“Once you get to Redburgh you can’t miss the vicarage, it’s the
only white house in the main street.”

Brian got up to go, Ken gave him a serious look. “You know,
you’re the spitting image of that chap who was on the telly last
night.”

Brian just smiled; he didn’t have enough time for an
explanation.

 


           
Brian arrived home, after three swift parochial visits, just before
six.  He cooked himself a meat pie and after demolishing it
set about writing his benefice newsletter.  At about twenty to
ten he’d had enough of paperwork and he shut his computer down and
made himself a milky drink.  Like the previous night he
watched the ten o’clock news as he drank, and like the previous
night he was in for a shock.  The opening résumé came on as
usual.  “On tonight’s news we have…Government in crisis over
back-door deals…turmoil on the stock market…Japan helps out the
falling Euro…Stella Friedman hits back…and finally, would you trust
this man with your hard earned cash?”

The head and shoulders of the anchorman appeared, “Today has
seen a chain of extraordinary claims and counter-claims with the
government being wrong-footed and hung by it’s own petard; let’s
turn to our political editor, Martin Silvermann, for a description
of the events of the day.”

The picture changed to Martin Silvermann in his trademark beige
suit standing on the bank of the Thames with the Houses of
Parliament behind him.  “Well it’s been an amazing day and it
is the timing of events that is important.  This morning East
Suffolk Radio interviewed the Reverend Brian Talbot, presumably as
a follow up to his appearance with Sir Charles Rathbone on the
Terry Taylor Investigates programme that has led to such turmoil in
the stock market today.  Fortunately for us they filmed the
interview.”

The scene changed to the leafy country lane and Melanie Clarke,
“Following the Reverend Brian Talbot’s defense of the farming
industry last night we tracked him down cycling between his
parishes to ask him about the current farming policies of this
government.”

Brian’s face suddenly filled the screen and he squirmed in his
seat, this time he was blinking in the sunlight and looking like a
lost scholar.  The closing shot of him cycling off made him
cringe with embarrassment.  Martin Silvermann re-appeared on
the screen, “Well the Reverend Talbot is certainly no politician,
after all no politician would so easily shrug off such large and
previously unknown political donations.  However, he does seem
to have the knack of asking exactly the right questions.  By
Mid-day the leader of the opposition challenged the Prime Minister
over what happened at the Madrid summit; remember five years ago
the prime Minister was the Minister of Agriculture in the previous
government.  The Prime Minister gave a very public and very
flat denial of any back-door deal involving farming and the
European Space Programme and it seemed like the matter was
settled.  Then at three o’clock this afternoon a Swedish
reporter with the unlikely name of David Livingstone made a
statement from Brussels.”

The scene changed to a small blonde man in an odd raincoat
standing outside an anonymous concrete building; David was
obviously halfway through a statement.  “…so I was there when
the deal was done, and there definitely was a so called accord that
traded British Farm subsidies for participation in the European
Space Programme.  It was called Accord number Madrid/45C and
is a matter of public record…”

The scene switched back to the riverbank and the Houses of
Parliament.  Martin continued his briefing, “Indeed it is a
matter of public record and by three-thirty a Belgium reporter had
faxed to us a copy of the accord, which we in turn faxed to number
10.  Then at four-fifteen the Prime Minister made this
statement.”

The scene changed again to outside number 10 and Bertram Dawson
the Prime Minister; again he was halfway through a statement. 
“…it must have slipped my mind that in the middle of this very
hectic and demanding summit there was an agreement between Civil
Servants that affected the farming industry…”

The scene quickly switched back to a smiling Mr Silvermann,
“Note the swiftness to blame Civil servants, however the story was
not quite over.”

The scene switched back to what was obviously the end of the
Prime Ministers statement.  As he turned to walk away Mr
Silvermann’s voice was clearly heard calling out, “Mr Prime
Minister, if the deal was conducted by Civil Servants how come it
is your signature on the accord and you are listed as being present
during the whole meeting?”

The Prime Minister half turned towards the microphone, “As I
said the Madrid summit was a very hectic time and no one minister
can be expected to absorb the dot of every eye and the cross of
every tee.”

For the last time the scene shifted to Mr Silvermann, “Since
then the wolves have been baying for his resignation and there is
suddenly a renewed vigour in the opposition parties and blood
spattering the walls of almost every committee room.  This
story is not finished yet as I am sure that there is more to
come.”

The anchorman’s face appeared talking to the TV screen behind
him, “And what of the political donations?”

“Nothing yet, but with the opposition in the current mood there
more stones to be turned over and more revelations to come.”

 


           
Brian felt dazed, did he start all that off?  He suddenly
started watching again as the next news item was in full progress
and some slim woman was talking outside the Stock Exchange. 
“… and so by mid-morning the shares in Rathbone’s Supermarkets had
fallen by nearly 40% and appeared likely to fall even
further.  Even an apology from Sir Charles had no effect and
by lunchtime the shares had fallen to half their starting
value.  It was only the announcement of Sir Charles’
resignation that halted the swift decline, even so by close of play
the shares were only at 65% of their opening value.”

The anchorman’s voice cut in, “and what of the other supermarket
chains, were they affected?”

“Not as badly, but they all took serious hits, even the most
robust, Diamond Food, was down by nearly twenty percent.”

Brian realized that he had his mug halfway to his mouth and took
a sip of chocolate, it was tepid.

 


           
When the news had finished Brian got up to turn off the TV when a
‘newsflash’ symbol appeared; he stood poised with his finger on the
off-button as an announcer proclaimed a special announcement from
number 10.  The now familiar scene outside number 10 appeared
on the screen with the Prime Minister walking towards a lectern; he
did not look well.  He paused briefly and waited for silence,
he did not have to wait long.  He took on a grave look,
“Sometimes we make decisions and history proves us right,
unfortunately on other occasions it proves us wrong.  At the
time of the Madrid summit I thought that it was in the best
interests of us all that we were involved in the European Space
Programme.  Events have shown that this decision was wrong,
but then hindsight is always a100% science.  However, a wrong
decision is one thing, and we all make mistakes, but that is no
excuse for trying to deny something that is an open piece of my
past record or for attempting to shift the blame onto the Civil
Service.  I therefore have chosen to resign.  As my last
act as Prime Minister I have asked the Ministry of Agriculture to
conduct a serious and urgent review into the plight of the British
farming industry.  Thank you gentlemen, it has been a long day
and I shall not be taking questions.”

He strode back into Number 10 and the TV channel resumed its run
up to the late film.  Brian pressed the off button and sank
into his armchair, was this all real?

 


           
The following morning Brian had a sense of déjà vu as banging
commenced on his front door at 8am.  He opened the door and
managed a grin, “Morning James, we must stop having these breakfast
meetings you know, it’s bad for my constitution!”

James did not even smile, “Don’t you ever answer your bloody
phone!”

Brian was taken aback, “Of course, and you must know that I
changed my number a few months ago because you’ve phoned me earlier
this week.”

James lent against the kitchen door post and pretended to bang
his head against it.  “I must have called you from the office,
I’ve been trying 454545.”

Brian smiled as he made two cups of coffee, “454545 was too
close to 455445 and I kept getting mis-calls for the doctor’s night
call-out number, it’s been changed to 232931.  Not a problem
is it?”

James sat down and rubbed his eyes, “Not if you don’t remember
that I’ve been handing out the wrong number to all and sundry, I’ve
still got your old number in my pocket diary.”

Brian offered James a biscuit and he shook his head, “Well what
can I do for you this morning?”

James almost groaned the answer, “The BBC want you to be a
member of their special ‘any questions’ on farming this evening;
it’s taking place just down the road at Ipswich.”

Brian shook his head, “Not a chance, I’ve got a special church
meeting at Exburgh Mill where I’m hoping to prevent a
revolution.”

James instantly brightened up, “You can’t?”

“Definitely not.  Why not get the Archdeacon of Lavenham to
go?  He is a good speaker and he knows an awful lot about the
plight of farmers.”

“And you wouldn’t mind?”

“Not in the least.”

James let out an obvious sigh of relief and sipped his coffee,
“Have you got any interviews programmed for today?”

“No, but then I didn’t have any programmed yesterday and as far
as I am concerned I never want to see another interviewer, I just
want to get on with Parish business.”

James burst out laughing, “You do realize that most people would
give their hind teeth for a media profile like yours?”

Brian shrugged, “Then they are welcome to it, I am probably a
two-day wonder; well at least I hope so.”

Brian dipped a garibaldi biscuit in his coffee, “In a way I’m
glad you’ve given out the wrong number.”

James eventually succumbed and took a biscuit, “Well it was
certainly an interesting day yesterday.  How did you know that
there had been a back door deal and that the Prime Minister had
been involved?”

Brian shrugged, “I didn’t.  I just made a statement about
the Madrid summit, I didn’t even ask a question and I had forgotten
the he was Minister for Agriculture at the time.”

James audibly groaned; Brian grabbed the last biscuit, “What I
don’t understand is why he resigned so fast, normally these affairs
take weeks of increasing pressure and speculation?”

James drank his coffee in large gulps, “The government only has
a slim majority of eight votes so it wouldn’t take too many
defectors to bring it down.  He had to leave quickly to
prevent such defections and keep the party in power.”

“So who is your tip for the top?”

James grimaced, “Either slimy Sid Davies or that toady Thomas
Trotter.  Outside money would be on Georgina Hunt the hatchet
woman.”

“Morning paper was pushing Mavis Durrant”

James wiped his mouth with a handkerchief, “Unlikely, she’s an
honest politician; they rarely make the top as they won’t go in for
back-stabbing.  Be nice if she did though, it would prove that
sometimes the good people do rise to the top rather than the
scum.”

“Bit jaundiced aren’t we?”

James grimaced and said with feeling, “Did you also see in the
paper that Rathbone has had his revenge, some poor back-room
researcher got the chop; she had no access to the editing suite of
copies of the programme, but she still got the chop.”

Brian absorbed the information, “Reckons she’s a scapegoat?”

James gave a broad smile, “Almost certainly, and I didn’t say it
was a she!”

He looked at his watch, “I’d better go,” he paused, “would you
like me not to give out your phone number?”

“Yes please, but it will probably make no difference as you’ve
only got to find a church notice board to find out my number.”

James grinned, “Not many journalists read church notice boards
for a living.”

He rose from the table, “By the way, beware of our little
Melanie Clarke, she’d love to get in the big-time and she may see
you as the vehicle to do it.”

Brian put the cups in the sink, “She may just be after the
truth.”

James gave a sarcastic laugh, “That’ll be the day, a reporter
after the truth.”

He opened the front door and strode down the path; Brian called
out, “Where’s the Alfa?”

James raised both his arms as he walked, “Pranged it yesterday,
it’s that sort of week.”

He shoehorned himself into a mustard yellow Fiat Seicento and
drove off.

 


           
An hour later Brian was cycling towards Great Redburgh when he
spotted a now familiar van at the roadside.  Melanie climbed
out as he approached.  She smiled her heart-rate-suspending
smile, “Any chance of a few word Reverend Talbot?”

Brian looked at his watch, “Just a few, I’ve got a Mother’s
Union communion to take.”

She grinned, “I know, it’s at Great Redburgh in half and hour; I
read the Church notice board yesterday.”

She gave the thumbs up and the camera crew tumbled out, within
thirty seconds they were all set.

Melanie looked serious, “Have you any comments about yesterday
Reverend?”

Brian smiled, “No, as I said before I’m not a politician.”

“Aren’t you happy that the Prime Minister has resigned?”

“I’m happy that the back-door deal was exposed, I’ll be even
happier when it is rescinded.”

Melanie pushed the point, obviously hoping for more.  “And
will there then be the level playing field for the farmers that you
hope to get?”

Brian suddenly squinted as the sun came out full in his face,
“Probably not.  There also needs to be an investigation as to
why the supermarkets are allowed to force farmers into individual
negotiations on price.  There would be obvious advantages to
the farming industry if small farmers were allowed to act as a
consortium, but the supermarkets use their muscle to suppress such
moves and nobody stops them.  Why not?”

Melanie smiled as if posing for a studio photograph, “Surely
such uniting of farmers is anti-competitive?”

Brian gave a rueful grimace, “The big four supermarkets control
over 80% of the retail market and they make out they are frightened
of a few small farmers getting together?  It is an obvious
ploy to divide and rule.”

“Well thank you Reverend Talbot, we will let you on your
way.”

Brian stayed put and Melanie turned to camera, “This is Melanie
Clark for East Suffolk Radio in the delightful countryside around
Redburgh.”

The cameraman lowered his camera and the sound engineer walked
off back to the van.  Brian looked at Melanie, “If you want
something else to look at, have a look at the supermarkets contract
arrangements.”

Melanie didn’t look interested, “What do you mean?”

Brian waved his hand, “Round here you can only get pig contracts
from Diamond Foods, in Essex it’s Rathbone’s.  On the other
hand in Suffolk it’s Rathbones who buy potatoes and in Essex it’s
Green-Buys.”

Melanie looked confused for a moment and then her face lit up,
“You mean their running a cartel?”

Brian wagged his finger, “I mean that they might be running a
cartel.  Unless you can find absolute proof you’d probably
risk a lawsuit for slander.”

She grinned, “Well you’ve been right so far, so I’ll give it a
go.”

Brian got ready to pedal away, “Beware, my luck will have to run
out sometime.”

Melanie now wagged her finger, “Now reverend, surely you mean
divine guidance!”

Brian chuckled as he rode away.










Chapter 6
Good Information is the Key


Brian arrived home just before lunch time and spotted a very old
and battered ladies bicycle leaning against his hedge; he pushed
his own bicycle round to his back garden and found Philomena asleep
on the lawn under the shade of the untrimmed Buddlia.  He put
his bicycle back in the shed and got two cold lemonade and lime
drinks from the ‘fridge.  He sat down on the lawn and tapped
her shoulder; she opened one eye and then sat up like a frightened
rabbit.  “What time is it?”

“Just after noon.”

She rubbed her eyes, “Sorry I didn’t mean to intrude.”

“You’re not intruding; drink?”

Philomena took the drink and sipped it.  Brian let her wake
up a bit and then he said, “Sorry to hear about your job.”

She shrugged, “Once I gave you the info it was inevitable; I
knew Nathaniel would go through the roof, though I didn’t expect to
be sacked for stealing the programme video.”

“Which you didn’t?”

“She shook her head, “wouldn’t have had the chance, everybody
knew that, but if Sir Charles wants blood, Nathaniel will seek a
vein to open.”

“Then why did you give me the information?”

She shrugged her shoulders, “Vanity I suppose; I got fed up with
Nathaniel calling me the ugly duckling.”

She sipped her drink again.  Brian watched her; she wasn’t
ugly, just ungainly.  “To what do I owe the honour?”

Philomena reached into her carpet style handbag, “I thought that
you might like this.”

“What is it?”

“Information on Diamond Foods donations to political
parties.”

“Why would I want it?”

She smiled, showing even teeth with a noticeable split between
the two upper front incisors.  “Information is the key to good
journalism.”

“Why don’t you use it?”

She turned and looked at the roses, “Because I’m a mouse. We’re
not like other people, we like private places and uninhabited
spaces.  When I end up at a party I want to stay in the
bedroom with the clothes, I don’t even make the kitchen.  Give
me a computer with an Internet connection and a darkened room and
I’m OK; put me in the spotlight and I wither.”

Brian was intrigued, “But surely there are hoards of people
working at the studio?”

She lent forward and hugged her knees, “I’ve been the permanent
night-time researcher for years; there’s not many people about at
night.”

“What will you do now?”

She shrugged, “To be honest I don’t know.”

“No jobs going in the media?”

“Not around here and I don’t drive.  East Coast Radio wants
a researcher to work for Melanie Clarke, but I wouldn’t work for
her.”

Brian was staggered, “Why on earth not?”

She gave a shy smile, “Because she’s destined for bigger places
and I don’t want bigger places.  Besides she wants the type of
researcher who would go undercover, I don’t do that”

Brian took a swig of his drink, “I know where there might be a
temporary job.”

Philomena looked at him, “Where?”

“Mel and Sue’s mobile shop.  Susan is taking a week of on
holiday and Melinda wants a holiday after that; so there could be a
fortnight’s work.”

She hugged her knees more attentively, “That would mean meeting
the public.”

Brian said quietly, “But it is round here and the public is not
very large, there are normally only two or three people in the shop
at any one time at the most.”

She shuddered, “I was thinking of becoming a freelance
researcher, but it’s a bit of a risk at the moment.”

Brian emptied his glass, “Because of Sir Charles.”

“No, because of Nathaniel, he can be a bit of a ruthless toad
and he’s already spread the word that I’m not to be trusted.”

Brian idly picked a daisy from his lawn, “But do people believe
him, that’s the question.”

She smiled and frowned at the same time, “That’s what I’ve got
to find out.”  She let go of her knees, “do you think they
would have me?  It would give me a breathing space.”

“I’ll sound them out for you.”

She gave Brian a grateful look, “Thanks, do you need any
research doing at the moment?”

Brian shook his head vigorously, “No thanks, I don’t like the
media spotlight much either, I’ve got enough on my hands running
the benefice.”

He suddenly stopped as a random thought crossed his mind, “Just
how fast can you operate?  I have this problem at Exburgh
Mill…”

 


           
That evening Brian arrived early for the Special Church meeting, he
needed this meeting like a hole in the head, but tension had been
rising in this church for some time and something needed to happen
to break the deadlock.   Henry was already checking
people as they arrived to see if they were on the electoral role
and therefore eligible to vote.  Brian had been there about
ten minutes when he heard raised voices at the door; he walked
over.  “What’s the trouble?”

A thin-faced middle aged woman, who Brian had never noticed
before, pointed to Henry.  “He says I can’t vote, but I’ve
been on the register for more than a month.”

Henry gave a suave smile, “It’s a matter of the number of
passing Sundays.”

Brian looked over his shoulder and pointed to another name on
the list, “I’ve seen him in the room and he went on the electoral
role at the same time, are you letting him vote?”

Henry’s face went pink, “yes, but…”

Brian interrupted, “There are no buts Henry, you can’t have one
rule for men and another for women; if he can vote then she can
vote, or they both cannot vote.”

Henry opened his mouth to speak, but Brian continued, “And there
is no regulation that I know of about passing Sundays.”

Henry meekly nodded to the woman, “You can vote.”

Brian looked at Henry tick her name and then looked at her, “And
Mrs Trenchard, I see that a number of women joined on the same day
as you, you might like to spread the word that they can also
vote.”

She gave Brian a beaming smile and trounced off just as Joanna
Grant arrived.  Joshua shot to the doorway like a jack rabbit,
“I said that you didn’t have to attend m’dear if you were going to
find it too stressful.”

She looked at him with defiance written in every ounce of her
body, “A woman’s got to do what a woman’s got to do.”

Brian went back to the table at the front and met Mary Bright
the church secretary, she looked very glum, “Bad sad day this
vicar.”

Brian looked around the room, which was filling up nicely, “The
deeds not done yet Mary, the deeds not done.”

 


           
A little later Bran called the meeting to order and outlined the
procedure for the evening.  He concluded by saying, “…but
before we take the first vote I would like to make a
statement.”

Roger Farkle stood up and said forcibly, “You can’t do
that.”

Brian glowered at him, “I’m the chairman and I can make a
statement if I so wish.”

Roger sat down.  Brian looked at the people, “This is a
meeting that I hoped we would never have and for me it is a
first.  I have never before had to chair a meeting before
where a motion to oust the Church Council was on the table. 
However, I’m sure that I can take guidance from Mr Farkle as this
is the fourth such meeting he’s attended.”

There were murmurs in the room and Brian waited for them to
subside; Roger stayed silent.  Brian continued, “So far Mr
Farkle has tried to engender unrest in the villages of Lower
Brastham, Leadenburgh and Darm.  In each one he has tried to
fill the church with supporters from outside of the village who are
against women’s ministry and take the church council over; so far
he has failed.  This appears to be his biggest attempt so
far.  I would ask members to bear this fact in mind when they
vote on the forthcoming resolution and also bear in mind the fact
that the Flying Bishops have publicly stated that they do not
approve of his behaviour.”

Brian sat down and let Roger take the floor to explain why the
motion had been put; Brian leaned over to Mary.  “Where have
all these women come from?”

She whispered back, “The Mother’s Union has been
recruiting.”

Brian suppressed a laugh and whispered back, “If the Mother’s
Union is against him he doesn’t stand a chance.”

Roger sat down and Richard Brown stood up to oppose the motion;
he was inarticulate, rambling and feeble in his argument, but he
got clapped all the same.  After letting the debate boil for
ten minutes Brian stood up, “I don’t think that it is worth
continuing the debate, so it’s time for a vote.  Harry Brent
and Mary Bright will count the votes.  First I would like all
those who support the motion that they have no confidence in the
current Church Council.”

A number of people put up their hands and Harry and Mary
counted.  Mary said “thirty-nine,” Harry murmured,
“agreed.”

Brian waved for silence, “and now all those who oppose the
motion.”

More hands went in the air and Mary and Harry set about
counting.  After a few moments Mary said, “thirty-nine,” Harry
said, “forty.”

Brian again waved for silence, “to prevent confusion will those
who are voting please stand.”

People rose to their feet and Mary counted them off in five’s,
there were indeed thirty-nine.”

Brian decided to take a risk and stood up, “I could use my
casting vote, but I do not wish to do so.  Therefore I will
let Harry and Elizabeth speak for and against the motion.”

Harry was as eloquent as Roger; Elizabeth was short and sweet,
she simple said, “we’ve seen off the Vikings, the roundheads and
the plague; we should see this lot of interlopers off as well!”

Brian asked for a vote again; those for the motion put up their
hands.  As Harry and Mary were counting Brian noticed that
Joshua had switched sides.  Mary announced, “thirty-one.”

Roger groaned and Harry nodded.  “Those against,” said
Brian.

Another count; Mary said triumphantly, “forty-five.”  Harry
nodded.

Brian, to ensure due process, asked for abstentions; four hands
went up.

Brian smiled, “then the motion is lost.”

Elizabeth jumped to her feet, “Can I propose a motion of no
confidence in the churchwardens?”

Brian waited for silence; she obviously had a lot of
support.  “I’m afraid not, at least not at this meeting. 
You could, of course, go through the same procedure as tonight and
call a special church meeting to consider the matter.”

Roger jumped to his feet, “No need; I resign.”

Harry followed suit and Brian waved for silence, “In that case I
ask Elizabeth Mortlake and Richard Brown, who are currently deputy
wardens, to take over as wardens.”

He had to shout above the hubbub, “And I declare the meeting
closed!”

He sat down and Mary leaned over. “Where on earth did you find
out about Roger’s previous shenanigans?”

Brian grinned like a schoolboy, “From a friend who did a bit of
digging for me.”

 


           
Brian got home in time for the evening news, as he fervently hoped
there was nothing of his morning interview and well over half of
the news was taken up in political speculation as to who would
become Prime Minister.  As James had said there were three
front runners: Sid Davies, Thomas Trotter and Georgina Hunt. 
Mavis Durrant was also in the hunt, but only just.  By the end
of the news Brian was quite relaxed and then, as the tailpiece
started it came a bolt from the blue. The anchorman smiled at the
camera, “and finally the Government announced today who they
intended to chair the inquiry investigating the British farming
industry instigated by the former Prime Minister.  It is none
other that Sir Charles Rathbone, who until yesterday was Chairman
of the largest supermarket chain in the United Kingdom.”

He swung his chair round to face the TV screen behind him, “Well
Martin what do you think about that?”

Martin Silvermann nodded sagely, “This comes as a complete
surprise, but apparently since his sudden demise yesterday, and the
PM's announcement, he’s been lobbying for the job.  This looks
like a case of poacher turned gamekeeper as he is apparently
hopping mad that his shareholders and board dumped him so quickly,
if this is indeed true it should make for a very interesting
inquiry.”

The anchor man swung back to face the camera, “So the man who
made a fortune selling pap to the masses now appears set to take on
the very industry that made him a millionaire.  It’s been said
that a week is a long time in politics and this week look like it’s
setting out to prove the adage true.  Goodnight.”

Brian didn’t know whether to be disgusted or pleased, but soon
ceased to think about it as the special edition of ‘any questions’
on farming started.  The Archdeacon of Lavenham acquitted
himself well and Brian knew that he had made the right decision by
not appearing on the panel.  He hoped that his brief media
fame was now over and went to bed.

 


           
The following morning, much to his surprise, James was once again
at the front door; Brian let him in with a half-groan. 
“Whatever time do you start and don’t you realize it’s a
Saturday?”

James sat down in the kitchen, “6am usually, but I share
child-duties with my sister who is a single parent, so I am usually
home between 1pm and 6pm.”

Brian pushed him over a mug of coffee, “So what brings you here
this morning?”

James dumped a pile of newspapers on the table, “Thought that
you might not take the tabloids, take a look at the headlines.”

Brian dutifully flipped through them and read them out while
James made comments.  “Trotter’s tart.”

“That’s the end of his run for Prime Minister.

“Stitch-up.”

“First of three headlines on Charles Rathbone and the farming
inquiry.”

“Who’s kidding who?”

“That’s headline number two.”

“Oil price down, petrol price up.”

“Nice bit of scaremongering.”

“Back hander.”

“Headline number three on Sir Charles.”

Brian scanned the broadsheets, “Much the same here, only less
lurid, but why should I be interested?”

“Because two of the newspapers state in words of one syllable
that the only way there can be a fair investigation of the farming
industry if there is at least one person involved in the inquiry
who will ask the right questions;  namely you!”

Brian was flabbergasted, “Why me?”

“Because every question you have asked so far has indicated that
you are your own man and not beholden to the Supermarkets,
Government or the farmers.”

Brian was appalled at the idea and shook his head, “No, it’s not
for me.”

James swiftly made a pincer movement and swiped the last
digestive, “You may not have a say in the matter.  It’s a
golden opportunity for the church to be represented on a serious
inquiry and, believe it or not, people trust you.”

Brian closed his eyes, “But I hate that sort of thing and I just
haven’t got the time to do all the background reading.”

“Then hire someone to do it for you.”

“With what?  Peanuts?”

James sighed, “If you get asked to be involved in the inquiry
then they will give you an honorarium and expenses, which will
doubtless also cover staff costs.”

Brian stood up and walked to the window, he said quietly, “I
don’t think you understand James.  Before I went on holiday I
was on the edge of a breakdown; there is so much work here that
I’ve had a job coping and still only just have my head above the
swamp.  That inquiry, in fact any thing like it, may drive me
back over the edge.”

James was quiet for a moment, then he said gently, “but some of
that going to the edge is generated by the doom and gloom in the
farming industry.  If you could change that, you would be
doing your parishioners a service and reducing your workload at one
stroke.”

Brian turned round, “ever tried selling used cars?  You’d
be a wow.”

James was not to be diverted, “I’m serious Brian, you could have
a chance to make a difference.  Look, don’t listen to me, pray
about it.”

He stood up, “must dash, I’ll try not to disturb your breakfast
tomorrow.”

Brian watched him go and then said out loud, “What are you
playing at God?  As if I haven’t got enough on, just how am I
going to cope?”

At that instance a disembodied voice came through his letterbox,
“coo-ee anyone home?”

Brian laughed, and went to let Daisy in.

 


           
Daisy made herself at home in the kitchen and made herself a cup of
tea; she surveyed the larder, “no biscuits?”

“Had rather a lot of visitors lately, but there’s a new packet
in the ‘fridge.”

Daisy looked at him as if he were mad, “in the ‘fridge?”

“There chocolate and in this heat…”

She ginned, “great!  Comfort food and on my first
visit.”

They settled down and exchanged a few pleasantries, eventually
Daisy said in a wonderful Chicago accent, “OK boss, how are we
going to divide up the spoils?”

Brian couldn’t help laughing, “You must have been reading my
mind.  From the map I gave you, you can see that the benefice
is divided by the river. Redburgh parishes to the North and
Pastlecham parishes to the South and with Exburgh Mill sitting in
between on the river on the Eastern edge.”

Daisy butted in, “and Parsoning Tye on the river in the middle
of the benefice.”

Brian nodded, “and the middle of nowhere.  On one side it
now has Pastlecham Lake, a false lake put in two generations ago by
the owners of the Pastlecham estate, and on the other large arable
fields.”

Brian studied Daisy, “we can play this two ways, either we act
like you are a curate and I keep close tabs on your all over the
benefice, or I treat you like an associate and give you a group of
churches to look after.  I prefer the latter approach.”

She clapped her hands, “so do I and as I live in
Pastlecham…”

Brian held up his hands, “whoa, that’s the more difficult of the
two groups.”

“That’s OK with me,” she paused, “as long as I can do it my
way.  I can’t possible emulate you.”

Brian was surprised, “what is there to emulate?”

She looked puzzled, “everybody I seem to bump into has nothing
but good words to say about you, and there are not many vicars who
appear on the nightly news!”

Brian grinned, “It will pass.”

Daisy suddenly drew and imaginary circle on the table and then
tapped the middle.  “And I’d like permission to try and use
Parsoning Tye as a youth church on Sunday afternoons.  As far
as I can see most adolescents round here have bicycles or
skateboards and could easily get there.”

Brian looked intently at Daisy, “Daisy why are you here? 
I’ve known you for a couple of days and it’s obvious that you could
run your own church, you don’t need a second curacy?”

Daisy suddenly seemed to change from ebullient woman to lost
child, “but you haven’t seen the other side.  When David ran
off with his secretary and then divorced me it shook my life to the
very foundations.  The one person I thought I could depend
upon…”

She stopped and stared at the table top.  Brian waited a
few seconds and then said, “And it left you feeling insecure?”

She scowled, “too right it did.  I keep waiting for the
rest of the world to crash in around me and sometimes I find it
difficult even to get out of bed.  Does that sound
absurd?”

“No, just don’t stay in bed on a Sunday morning.”

She switched back to ebullience, “so what about Parsoning
Tye?”

“You’d have to convince the churchwardens, but frankly they’d
love to see the building used.  It’s an anachronism really;
standing in the middle of nowhere in particular and yet beautifully
maintained because of a legacy from a long dead Duke.”

She gave a coy smile, “no problem.”

Brian chuckled, “that leads us to pastoral work which is much
more of a problem…”

 


           
Daisy left just before lunch, she didn’t want to stop as she
already had a lunch appointment with Johan and Misty whom she’d met
when buying a bicycle for parish duties.  Brian was just about
to fry an egg when Philomena tapped on the front door.  Brian
let her in; she stood in the kitchen doorway as Brian took the
frying pan off of the stove.  She looked as if she wanted to
melt into the door-frame.  “Oh I didn’t mean to spoil your
lunch.”

After the outgoing Daisy it was a dramatic contrast, “have you
eaten?  I was going to cook a summer omelette.”

She didn’t blink, “what’s in a summer omelette?”

“Some of this and some of that.”

She giggled, “Sounds interesting.”

Brian set about cooking and watched Philomena from the corner of
his eye, “have you seen Melinda and Susan?”

“Yes, I officially start on Tuesday, but they’re picking me up
here when they pass at two o’clock to show me the ropes, I wondered
if I could leave my bike here?”

“Of course.  Will you want to do that next week?”

She looked embarrassed, “Melinda said that you’d pick me up in
the van as you’d have to pass my village to get to the cash and
carry.”

He gave her a big smile, “then that’s fine.”

They sat down to eat.  Philomena studied the omelette,
“what’s the green stuff?”

“Peppers.”

“And the mauve?”

“Pickled cabbage.”

She suddenly started to eat.  Brian let her eat about half
the omelette and then asked her where she lived.  She made
real eye contact for the first time, “Great Redburgh, we live in
the old station house.”

“Whose we?”

“Mum and I.”

She paused, “we’re chapel so you won’t have seen us in
church.”

Brian cocked his head to one side, “how’s it going there, I
heard that you have building problems?”

She wrinkled he nose, “badly, apparently all the floor supports
and the pulpit base are infested with wood-worm; no-one has dared
to have a look underneath of the pews.”

A smile flicked across her face, “our minister reckons that
they’re Anglican wood-worm sent to test our free-church
spirit.”

Brian laughed, “that’s funny, when I arrived here Great Redburgh
church were dealing with an infestation of death-watch beetle, they
said much the same thing, but the other way round.”

They cleared their plates in silence.  Philomena put her
knife and fork down and stared at the plate, “are you going to be
involved in this inquiry?”

Brian shook his head, but she wasn’t looking, “I’ve not been
asked.”

She clasped her hands together, that with her downcast eyes made
it look like she was saying grace, “if you did you might want a
researcher.”

Brian grinned and touched her arm, causing her to look up, “if I
do end up on the wretched thing I almost certainly would and you’d
be first choice.”

She continued looking at him, her blue eyes showing concern, “I
don’t trust either of the Rathbones.  Charles is overbearing
and always follows his own agenda;  Nathaniel thinks that the
sun shines out from his lower anatomical regions so he believes
that he has the right to over-rule everybody else.”

“Do you know them well?”

“I did a bit of freelance work for Charles, but he wanted too
much for what he was willing to pay.  Nathaniel was been one
of the producers the whole time I worked with the TV company. 
He’s stereotypical; wandering hands, lecherous eyes and the morals
of a sewer cat.”

“I take it you don’t like him.”

She gently shook her head causing her overgrown mop of unkempt
hair to oscillate, “other producers will go for the true story, or
take risks, not Nathaniel.  He always takes the easy route,
you know the one which give him the most money for the least
effort.”

A thought occurred to Brian, “did he cross the street with the
tape?”

She looked back at the plate and said quietly, “I wouldn’t put
it past him, he’s always got it in for his dad, but only behind his
back where his allowance is not affected.”

Brian noticed the clock, “nearly two, they’ll probably pull up
at the pub opposite.”

She looked up again, “is it true that the pub has banned
supermarket negotiators?”

Brian picked up the plate, “according to Jilly the licensee,
just about every pub in Suffolk has.”

She said vehemently, “good, personally I’d make them eat with
the pigs.”

Brian desperately wanted to find out what was behind that
statement, but she stood up, “thanks for the lunch.”

He showed her down the hallway, “let me know how you get
on.”

She walked across the road towards the pub, again tacking like a
lost crab; looking one way, but walking another.  Somehow she
looked totally out of place, like a bat flying at midday; Brian
hoped that she’d get used to the light.










Chapter 7
Hares a Running...


An hour later Brian was immersed in adding the final touches to
his sermon when he was disturbed by the phone ringing.  He
picked it up automatically, “232931, Redburgh Vicarage.”

He listened for a few seconds, “Yes this is the Reverend Brian
Talbot.”

He listened for a minute while his eyebrows rose, “But I thought
that Sir Charles Rathbone was chairing the inquiry.”

More words from the other end, “But why me, there are many more
eminent people who could chair it better than I, have you
considered the Archdeacon of Lavenham or Stanley Hawthorn the
independent MP?”

Brian closed his eyes, had the world really gone mad?  “I
don’t care if I have got the popular vote, that doesn’t make me the
best person for the job.”

Brian listened to the caller intently, “Look, I can’t give you
an answer in any case as I’d have to get the permission of my
Bishop, because of the time it would take.”

Brian’s eyes widened, “But he’s in Africa, how did you manage to
get hold of him?”

A look of resignation came over Brian’s face as he listened to
the reply.  “OK, if I agree to chair the inquiry what
secretarial support do I get?”

There was a pause as he listened and scribbled a few
notes.  He suddenly became firm and his voice began to betray
impatience, “No that’s not acceptable.  I’d insist on
employing my own secretary and my own back-room staff.  If I
use staff from the Ministry I can’t be sure of lack of interference
and the inquiry might not be seen as independent.”

There was a squawk from the other end and Brian smiled; he might
have found a way out.  “I hear what you say, but I am
adamant.  I not only want to be seen as an independent
chairman I want to be independent of any political influence, that
means that I’d want enough funding for three staff and to have the
report published by a publisher of my choice.  I don’t want
sections of it to suddenly disappear as in the hoo-ha over the
African aid Committee’s findings last month.”

Brian smiled, “then that’s your choice,” and put the phone
down.  He grinned to himself and muttered, “That’s scuppered
them,” and got back to his sermon.

 


           
In fact he managed to get so immersed in his sermon that he lost
track of time, another phone call broke him away from his
labours.  He picked up the receiver and immediately swung
round and pressed the record button on his phone.  “Pardon,
sorry I missed that?”

He listened, “yes I know who you are.”

He listened again; his face took on a darker complexion, “just
hold it there.  I’m not one of your political lackeys and this
is just the sort of pressure that an inquiry on farming does not
need.  Your call only reinforces my view that I would need an
independent secretariat and a publisher of my choice.”

Brian listened and began to turn red in the face, “I don’t care
about previous committees and I don’t care about precedents; you
want me to chair the inquiry then you give me the latitude I
need.”

Brian pressed the receiver to his ear and smiled, “you can
announce what you like, but if you do try to stitch me up then I
will give a recording of this conversation to my local radio
station.”

There was obviously a protest from the other end, Brian grinned,
“Well that’s just tough.”

There was more words down the line and Brian’s grin grew, “but
we’re not talking about a court of law hear are we?  I don’t
have to prove the tape is valid, you’d have to prove it’s invalid
and with your political track record I know who the public would
believe.”

The phone went dead and Brian closed his eyes and muttered to
himself, “Just who do they think they are?  Give them a job in
a ministry and they think that they are god.”

 


           
Brian stretched and looked at the clock, he could do more work on
the sermon, but then he would probably be over-prepared and that
would leave no latitude for last minute inspiration as he
preached.  He got up and opened the front door to get some
fresh air to discover Susan half-way down the path; she stopped at
the doorway.  “Change of plan I’m afraid, Misty will be giving
us a hand and she will also do the collecting in the van.”

Brian grimaced, “it did not go well then?”

Susan sighed and smoothed her hair back behind her ears, “ever
seen a rabbit confronted by a ferret, it was just like that all
afternoon.  If she worked on the shop for a fortnight she’d
end up with a nervous breakdown.”

Brian leant against the door-post, “well thanks for
trying.”  He paused, “would you two like a coffee or
anything?”

“No thanks, we’ve got to wash the shop down; Saturday evening
duties, people won’t buy from a shop covered in dirt.”

The phone started to ring and Brian didn’t move.  Susan
nodded in the direction of is study, “shouldn’t you answer
that?”

Brian sighed deeply, “Not if it’s the Minister for Agriculture
Fisheries and Food again.”

“Sid Davies the Teflon man.”

Brian raised an eyebrow, Susan smiled, “nothing sticks to
him.”

Brian laughed, “I’d better answer it though, the ansaphone is
off.”

He said goodbye and went into his study picking up the phone in
the process, once again he pressed the record button.  “Revd
Talbot.”

He listened and then said, “Would you please repeat that.”

He listened and scribbled a few notes, “and you can assure me
that you will not try and interfere.”

Brian scribbled some more, “then I will take the chairmanship,
who’s been invited to contribute so far?”

He took down some names, “OK I’ll get recruiting some staff, but
I won’t do anything on the inquiry stakes until I get your offer in
writing.”

There was obviously a howl of protest, Brian finally managed to
get a word in, “well I seem to remember two years ago that Paul
Derby produced a report for your Ministry and was most displeased
that he thought that the goal-posts had been moved.  If I have
it in writing there won’t be any misunderstanding will there?”

Brian put the phone down and the recording tape stopped. 
He opened the machine and slipped the tape into his pocket,
replacing it with another fresh one from the drawer below.

 


           
Half an hour later he drove into Great Redburgh and spotted the
Methodist Minister outside the Wesleyian Chapel; he deliberately
pulled across the road to speak to him.  “Hello Mike, long
time no see.”

Mike, a tall thin man with a bald-in-the-middle head and very
little chin, smiled, “I guess we both dash round in different
directions.”

Brian nodded at the chapel, “hear you’ve got the dreaded
worm?”

Mike nodded glumly, “talked to the treatment guys yesterday
afternoon, they reckon to be effective they’ll have to strip out
the pews and rip up the floorboards.  It will be out of action
for a couple of months at least.”

Brian stopped the engine and climbed out the car, “would you
like to use St Mark’s?  Our morning service here is once a
month at 10am, but the rest of the month the building is only used
for an eight o’clock early morning service.”

Mike’s face brightened up, “Could we?  Would you people
here be happy with that?”

“I don’t see why not, I’ll talk to them tomorrow.”

Mike gave a huge sigh of relief, “well that’s one problem off of
my mind.”

Brian grinned, “what’s the next?”

Mike waved his arms in exasperation, “the adolescents, they want
something, but they don’t know what, or where, or at what time; you
know the score.”

Brian laughed and patted Mike on the shoulder, “I might have a
solution there too.  I have a new colleague and she’s rather
keen on youth work and wants to change Parsoning Tye into a sort of
youth church.”

Mike looked eagerly at Brian, “would she work with Keith our
Youth Leader?”

“You’d have to wind him up a bit, she’s rather extrovert.”

Mike grinned, “do him good to get on apace.”

He looked at his watch, “must dash – and thanks.”

Brian climbed back into the car and drove to the level crossing
and parked his car.  He figured that the Old Station House
must be nearby; it was, but at the end of a nettle lined footpath
that ran beside the track.  He knocked at the door and a tall
elegant woman opened the door, Brian smiled, “is Philomena in?”

She surveyed him up and down, her eyes finally resting on the
dog-collar, “come in.” 

Her voice was quiet and gentle, like water running over
rocks.  Brian followed her down the hall and noted that she
moved in a sort of effortlessly elegant way.  She knocked at
the end door and entered, “gentlemen to see you.”

Philomena was hunched up in an armchair cuddling a
cushion.  The woman turned to Brian, “would you like a cup of
tea, I believe that is what Vicar’s drink?”

Brian chuckled, “lovely.”

She left the room.  Philomena looked away from Brian, “I’m
sorry, I did try, but…”

Brian sat down in the other armchair, “it doesn’t matter, at
least you tried.  I’m here about a different job.  I’ve
been asked to be the chairman of this inquiry looking into farming,
I’ll need a back-room boffin and apparently I can pay you at Civil
Service rates.”

Her face instantly brightened up, “really?”

“Really, I’ve also got to find a secretary and a typist familiar
with working on long documents in the standard Civil Service
layout.”

Philomena looked startled, “mum might do it.”

Brian nodded to the picture on the wall, “I thought your mum was
a ballet dancer, that is her in the picture isn’t it?”

Philomena nodded and hugged her cushion, “she took up
secretarial work when she retired from the ballet, said it kept her
mind off dad being away.”

Brian nodded to the other photograph, “fisherman?”

She shook her head gently, “no that’s granddad’s fishing boat,
it went down just off of the coast near Felburgh, all the crew are
buried in the churchyard there.  Dad was a Stonemason, we
moved here when they started work on the spire at Bury
cathedral.  She fell silent and Brian did not pursue the
subject, she’d had enough pain for one day.  He felt the lump
in his pocket and passed her the tape, “would you look after this
for me.”

“What is it?”

“A tape of my conversations with Sid Davies about the inquiry ,
I want to keep on record what he said to me.”

She suddenly became business like, “why are you finding a
secretary, isn’t one provided?”

“I don’t want any meddling, I’ve also got agreement to have it
published at a publisher of my choice.”

With a sudden vehemence threw the cushion onto the settee, “then
you’d also better make sure that you buy the computers and don’t
let anybody else near them.”

Brian was startled, “why on earth not?”

“’Cause you don’t have to be at the keyboard to alter things,
the Internet can be used for good or ill.  So if you take one
of their machines then it could be modified to allow back-door
access.  Best, but most laborious, security measure is to use
a computer for the typing that’s not connected to the net. 
Get the downloaded files sent to a different machine and copy them
over by disc after checking.  Beats all the fancy software
security and it’s cheap.”

“Could you buy the kit?”

She smiled, “love to.”  She thought, “Where are you going
to put it?”

Brian raised his shoulders and put his palms upwards, “no
idea.”

She gave a sly smile, “remember the bank that closed a few years
ago?  The building is still here and I reckon that that could
be made reasonably secure and would have enough space.”

Brian pictured the building in his mind.  “Swiftie-Movee
has been trying to sell it for years.”

“Then they’d probably let you rent it; would you like me to look
into it, and to ask mum if she would type it all up; she did work
for the Civil Service for a time?”

“Why not, sounds OK to me.”

“What about a secretary?”

“I’ve got someone in mind.”

She paused for a moment, suddenly uncertain, “where are you
going to hold the meetings, London?”

Brian laughed, “Actually no, I’m thinking of using our Diocesan
conference suite in Ipswich.  That way I’ll be far enough away
from political intrigue and within reasonable travelling distance
of London.”

The door opened and Philomena’s mother entered with a silver
tray and gleaming china.  She smiled, “always told Tom that
one day I’d use this tray for a Vicar’s tea-party.”

 


           
Sunday was the usual hectic rush for Brian, but at least he had
Daisy by his side for most of the merry-go-round.  He left her
at Pastlecham Ridge talking with Charlie and George the
churchwardens of Parsoning Tye, this killed two birds with one
stone; Daisy could visit Parsoning Tye and Brian could go onto
Exburgh Mill alone.

 


           
Sunday evening Brian pulled out the phone-plug and settled down to
watch the day’s Formula One Grand Prix.  He did actually see
the finish, but while waiting to watch the awards ceremony he fell
asleep and only woke up an hour later because the recorder turned
off automatically and the TV reverted to displaying a program of
the hundred most memorable tunes.  Thus he was somewhat
bemused when he woke up to Max Bygraves singing ‘Tulips from
Amsterdam.’

 


           
Monday, being his day off, Brian rose late and ate breakfast before
he picked up his mail; in it there was an official looking envelope
from The Ministry of Agriculture containing an eight-page
document.  Brian skim read it and immediately made a phone
call.  One hour later he drove into Felburgh and parked in the
church car park; it was then only a five-minute walk to the town
centre and the little solicitors next to the cinema.  Brian
entered and smiled at the receptionist, “Hi, I’m Brian Talbot,
Sydney is expecting me.”

After the usual internal phone call she pointed to the
staircase, “top floor, door with glass in the top opposite the
lift.”

Brian climbed the stairs, knocked on the door and entered. 
Sydney was sitting at her desk and, as usual, looking more like a
supermodel than a solicitor.  Brian had officiated at her
wedding eight years ago, it had been his first ever wedding, and
she did not seem to have changed one iota.  She stood up with
what he took to be a genuine smile on her face, “Brian, how good to
see you.”

They exchanged a few pleasantries and then Brian got down to the
reason for his visit.  He slid the eight-page document across
the desk, “I’ve been offered the position of chairman of a
government inquiry , but this little résumé of the post doesn’t
seem quite right.  To be honest the post is being offered by
Sid Davies and I don’t trust him.  Could you give it the once
over for me?”

She picked up the document and looked at it, “give me an hour,
even better two hours.  Can I negotiate on your behalf?”

“Of course.”

She swung round, typed a few words and then set the printer in
motion.  While it was printing Brian set out on his second
agenda, “is John still unemployed?”

She sighed and for a brief second looked disconsolate, “he’s
tried for numerous positions, but so far with no success. 
He’s even got on the short list twice, but both times was told that
his profile was wrong, whatever that means.”

Brian tapped the document, “I’m going to want a secretary for
this.  It would probably be a short, but high-pressure
job.  The people likely to be asked to be involved in the
inquiry are usually ones that get their own way, and as I have said
there could be political interference.  Do you think he would
take it if I offered it t him, it’s not exactly a company secretary
post”

She broke into an enormous smile, Brian bathed in its
warmth.  “I think that he’d snap your hand off.  Look
he’s coming to pick me up for lunch at one o’clock, why don’t you
pop back just before then and I’ll let you know about this document
and you can ask him yourself.”

She slid over a sheet of paper, “sign at the bottom; it empowers
me to negotiate on your behalf.  The ministry probably
wouldn’t talk to me without it.”

Brian signed and then left her browsing through the
document.

 


           
A short walk later found him at the Captain’s Table restaurant;
here you could sit outside at thoroughly clean tables, look at the
sea across the promenade, and drink delightful coffee.  He
ordered a café latté and settled down the read The Times. 
Nearly an hour later he folded the paper up and stared at the next
door table, “how long have you been there?”

Melinda grinned, “’bout twenty minutes, you were so immersed in
your paper that I didn’t like to disturb you.”

She was wearing a snow-white tee-shirt, white slacks and white
high-heeled shoes, less make up than usual and looked like the cat
that had eaten the cream.  She was halfway through a large
cream bun.  “Can I join you?”

“Of course.”

He surveyed her face, “you’ve got your results.”

She grinned, “late as usual, but I’m clean!”

“Does Susan know?”

“I’ve sent her a text message.”

He went to touch her hand, but she moved it away, “I am glad, it
must be a relief.”

She looked at the sea, “you just don’t know how much.  Life
is good again, the skies are blue and the sun is shining.”

A shadow fell across the table and Brian looked up; Melanie
smiled down at him.  “Hello Reverend, I don’t suppose I can
tease you into an interview?”

Brian squinted at her, “definitely not.  This is my day off
and that means off everything, even interviews.”

She looked at Melinda and then back to Brian, “just thought I’d
try; a little bird told me that a high profile political figure is
trying to muddy waters by appointing two chairmen to run one
inquiry.”

Brian almost choked, “if I hear anything I’ll let you
know.  How did you track me down?”

Melanie gazed down the sea-front, “I didn’t; it’s Felburgh
carnival week and I drew the short straw.”

She wandered back to his van and Brian looked at Melinda
muttered, “Oh damn,” and scurried across the road.  He caught
up with Melanie on the promenade and touched her on the
shoulder.  She turned round, “changed your mind?”

“Not on your life.  Look I don’t want Melinda brought into
all this, or her friend Susan.”

Melanie cocked her head inquisitively to one side, “don’t want
to be associated with ex-cons?”

Brain almost exploded, “it’s not that and you know it. 
They’ve made a good life for themselves here and I don’t want it
destroyed by some over-vigorous news-hound because of a loose
association with me.”

Melanie gave an understanding nod, “very noble, but what has it
got to do with me?”

Brian let out a barking laugh, “you’re the best news-hound
around these parts.  For instance you already know that
they’re ex-cons.”

Melanie looked out to sea, “been around here a long time, too
long really.”

Brian made a sudden decision, “look, strictly off the record I’m
going to probably be the chairman of this farming inquiry and I
intend to mastermind it from around here.  I’ll need someone
to handle the media when there are things to be said.  How do
you fancy it?”

She immediately gave a sly wolfish smile, “so I’d get the info
first hand?”

“You certainly would, and you’d have to handle the press
conference.”

The smile grew, “that would give me a dual role; possibly
conflicting roles.”

“I’m sure you’d handle it.  If the roles conflict too much
we can always make other arrangements.”

She held out her hand, “then it’s a bargain.”

She handed Brian her card and he, very reluctantly, gave her his
mobile phone number, “this is for you only, I don’t want the News
of the World ringing me in the middle of a service.”

 


           
Brian left Melanie and went back to the Captain’s Table and
Melinda; he sat on the same side as her so he could look at the
sea.  She looked sideways at him, “what was that all
about?”

He turned and looked at her for a few seconds before letting out
a sigh and saying gently, “being associated with me could be
dangerous for you and Susan.  I might be taking a high profile
job and I’m certain that there are plenty of people who will want
to muddy the waters and I don’t want you caught up in the
cross-fire.”

She looked at the horizon, “you mean Vicar’s sleazy friends type
headlines.”

“Exactly.”

She turned and looked him straight in the eye, both her eyes
appearing to gaze into his left eye.  “Is that because you’d
find it embarrassing, or it would be embarrassing for us?”

He went to grab her hand, but she folded them on her lap under
the table’s edge.  “You know the answer to that, it’s you I’m
worried about.  I couldn’t care less what they think of
me.”

They sat in silence with Melinda adopting a stony face
pose.  Brian suddenly stood up, “more coffee?”

“Could I have a still mineral water?”

Brian went inside and ordered and then returned to the
table.  As he sat she said, “Sorry I had to ask, but you can
guess why.”

Brian nodded and they both looked at the sea.  Brian sighed
again, “I always like it here, any time of year, just to come and
watch the waves.”

She nodded and said quietly, “I like the openness of it all,
when you’ve been banged-up it sort of makes you appreciate open
spaces.”

He hesitated and then cautiously asked, “Was it bad?”

“It was a waste of time.  Life rolled on and I wasn’t part
of it.  My horizon was a ten foot by eight foot cell fifteen
hours a day.”

She looked at Brian, “if I hadn’t met Susan I think I may have
gone over the edge, plenty do.”

“You shared a cell?”

She nodded, “for all the time we were in.  The prison
doctor arranged it.  He said that I didn’t freak out at
Susan’s skin condition, it was really terrible then, and she could
stand the after effects of my bowel movements.”

“And now you live together?”

“We figured if we could stand each other twenty-four hours a day
in prison we could do so outside; really it’s a sort of mutual
support.”

She reached out and touched Brian’s hand, “thank you for trying
to protect us, but we’ve both come to terms with our time in
prison.  You can’t change the past, but you can come to terms
with it.”

Brian responded by holding her fingers, “but you don’t need it
spread all across the tabloids.”

The drinks arrived and he let go of her hand.  When the
waitress had gone Melinda turned to Brian, “you haven’t asked.”

“Asked what?”

“What everybody asks; what was I in for?”

Brian shrugged, “not really my business.”

They sat in silence sipping their drinks.

 


           
Melinda appeared to focus her eyes on the old gun platform far out
at sea.  “I went off the rails somewhere in my early teens I
suppose.  I only had a mum, never knew my dad and mum never
mentioned him; she found it difficult to control me, but I know
that she loved me.  She died when I was fourteen, she always
smoked too much and the tobacco finally bit back.  I had to go
and live at an aunts.  I had to move to my aunts and change
schools; I absolutely hated my new one, I just didn’t fit in. 
I left school at fifteen, they threw me out really, and I got a job
in a record store.  I lost it within the month.  I had a
string of jobs and ended up at a florist’s.  It was the first
job that I really liked and I settled down there, well as settled
as I ever was.”

 She paused and took a sip of her water, not glancing away
from the sea.  “My aunt got increasingly irritated with me as
time progressed, so eventually I ended up in a dismal bed-sit; it
was all I could afford.  Later I moved in to the flat above
the shop; it was more convenient although the rent was a little
more than I could afford.  Gradually I got behind with the
rent because every time I got a pay-rise in the shop the rent would
go up by a similar amount.  The owner didn’t seem to care when
I paid late even when we went over to monthly pay.  Then one
month I had no money in my pay packet and the owner said that he
was entitled to claim the rent I owed.  I had a small amount
of savings and somehow I coped for that month.  Then at the
end of the next month he did the same.  I couldn’t afford to
go anywhere else and I couldn’t afford to stay.  He offered me
a deal; I accompany him on a trip to the Dutch flower markets and
carry back a small package for him and he would wave the
rent.  Of course I knew what was in the package, but I was
desperate.  I didn’t get caught that time, or any time, but I
did start taking the stuff.”

She turned to Brian, have you ever taken drugs?”

Brian shook his head, unwilling to disrupt her story.  She
turned and focused in the gun-platform again.  “Two years down
the line I was a really hooked.  At first you think you can
control it, but you can’t.  I moved from cannabis to cocaine
to heroin.  Then one day the bastard said that I was no good
as a courier because as I looked like a stupid drug addict customs
would assume I was carrying.” 

She took another sip of her drink, “I’d been sleeping with him
for months and he’d always provided my drugs, but that morning he
wouldn’t give me a fix.  He said that I’d have to go and get
the money to buy them and a pretty girl like me shouldn’t have any
trouble.”

She abruptly turned and faced Brian, “other girls had warned me
about him, but I hadn’t listened, I’d thought that I was in
control, when in reality I was anything but.”

She turned back to her sea gazing, “I wasn’t sufficiently out of
my skull to not understand what he meant, but the craving was bad
and I knew it would get worse so that I had to do something. 
Some days he had teased me and kept me waiting for my morning fix
till lunchtime, by then I’d by climbing the walls, but he enjoyed
the power he had over me.  However, I knew that this wasn’t a
tease.  I took a baseball bat from behind the counter, he
always had one there, and went to the jeweller’s down the
street.  I intimidated the poor assistant there and made her
give me some money, then I smashed a couple of jewel cases and
stole some jewelry.  I tied her up and went back to the
florists, put the booty in his briefcase and then went to second
jewelers.  I smashed up the place as soon as I entered; I must
have been a terrifying sight.  The police caught me in the
third jewelers.  I’m not proud about it, but I swore that my
employer had put me up to it; in a way I suppose he had.  The
police searched the florists and not only found the jewelry, but
also a substantial cache of drugs with his fingerprints all over
it.”

She turned again to Brian, “it’s not like Susan who got caught
in a bureaucratic muddle; I set out to get caught.  In my
drug-craving twisted logic I realized that my only way out was to
go to prison, then I would be free of him and possibly get free of
the dragon.”

She looked out at the pier, “The judge said that she was
sympathetic, but three robberies with violence and numerous courier
trips could not be ignored.  She sentenced me to six
years.  She also said that society would be glad that such a
violent and disruptive young woman, who had no conscience about the
distribution of drugs, was behind bars and that the world would now
be a much safer place.  The rest is history, I’d been
diagnosed as having cancer when on remand and went from the court
to the hospital.  The irony is that after the operation they
gave me morphine to deaden the pain.  It took them a long time
to wean me off it; though coming off the drugs wasn’t as bad as the
chemotherapy.  That started as soon as they thought my colon
had healed.  They weren’t sure if I needed it because they
expected the surgery to be fully successful, but they gave it to me
anyway, probably as a matter of routine.  When Susan met me I
was bald, throwing up at the slightest smell and as thin as a
matchstick.  The doctors said that it was worse for me because
of my drug history and the reduced length of my gut.”

She swallowed some more drink, “Oddly enough my actions saved my
life.  I’d thought that I was pregnant and wouldn’t have gone
to the doctor’s until I had to, but the doctor in the remand centre
knew better and sent me for a scan.  So prison gave me life as
well as taking it away.”

She hesitated, “and I know that it sounds trite, but I also came
back into faith in hospital.  The prison chaplain was
wonderful, especially when I felt that I was at death’s door. 
I know I went off the rails in a big way, but somehow I’ve never
felt that God deserted me; more that I strayed away from him.”

She turned to Brian, “now you know the whole sordid story and I
have no idea why I have told you, I’ve only ever told Susan and my
solicitor.”

He touched her arm lightly, “thanks for telling me.”  He
hesitated knowing that he had to meet Sydney yet no wanting to
leave her on a down note when she’d just got the all clear from her
hospital tests.   He looked down the promenade at the
crowds assembling around the pier, “what’s your plans for the rest
of the day?”

She shrugged, “just enjoy life.”

Brian waved his left hand around, “how about we stay together
and I buy us some lunch.  It may be fun to stay on for the
carnival.”

 “You don’t mind being seen with and old jailbird.”

“I don’t mind being seen with you anytime.”

She half smiled, “you don’t have to you know, I’ll be OK on my
own.”

He looked her in the eyes, “so would I, but it may be more fun
to be together.”

She hesitated, clearly undecided.  “No strings?”

“No strings.  To be honest I’ve got to go to a quick
meeting and then I’ll be at a loose end.  It would be nice if
I had some company.”

“And you’ll buy lunch”

“Most definitely.”

She brightened up, “Then lead on McDuff.”










Chapter 8
Let's Take This Nice and Easy


It did not quite run to plan.  When they arrived at the
solicitors Melinda came to a dead halt, she stared at the sign
above the door as if unsure of his intentions; “it’s a
solicitors.”

“I need a quick chat with a friend.”

She visibly shivered, “I have an aversion to such places. 
If we’re going to stay out all afternoon in this weather I’ll need
some suntan.  I’ll pop to the chemists and wait for you on the
green opposite.”

Brian let her go and made his way to Sydney’s office; she looked
slightly harassed and passed a long fax over to him, “this should
be what you get in the post within the week; check it word for
word.  Every dot, comma, dash and syllable.”

He looked at her, “trouble?”

She sighed, “first off the original said that you would
act as the chairman, not be the chairman. 
Next it said that any staff you chose for your own support would
have to be approved by the Ministry - I’ve had that clause
removed.  Even worse there was no degree of latitude, normally
these types of inquiry give the chairman some discretion such that
if anything interesting arises you can follow it through. 
This little paper said that you had to get all such excursions
approved by the Minister for Agriculture.  Next, they wanted
the venue to be a matter of your choice, but chosen from three
Ministry of Agriculture buildings.  Finally, tucked away in
the small print at the end, you were forbidden to talk to the
press, or issue press releases, all communications were to be fed,
you’ve probably guessed it, via the Ministry.”

Brian blinked, “I didn’t see any of that.”

“You weren’t meant to.  The person I first talked to,” she
looked at her notes, “Mr William Hartnel-Smyth, nearly blew a fuse
when I contacted him.”

She gave a brief smile, “he obviously went to talk to someone
after I faxed through my permission to negotiate on your
behalf.”

Brian rolled his eyes, “Sid Davies.”

She laughed, “Actually no, he’s apparently visiting a number of
European countries.  It was the Deputy, Ronald Blacke, who I
negotiated the changes with.  Sid comes back on Wednesday week
and I rather got the feeling that Mr Blacke would like the
agreement signed and back on his desk before Sid walks in the
office.”

Brian rubbed his hands, “political shenanigans?”

“Most definitely.”

Sydney pointed to the bottom of the fax, “I also got them to put
in writing how much you were allowed on start-up costs, salary
costs, running costs, publishing costs and so on.  Mr Blacke
was rather generous.”

Brian picked up the fax, “thanks a lot, send your bill to
me.”

She stood up, “not this time, I’ve got plenty of farmer clients
who need this inquiry.  Mark you if I have to do anything
formal…”

There was a tap at the door and John entered; Sydney looked at
him, love in her eyes;  “John, I rather think we have a bearer
of good tidings.”

 


           
Brian exited the solicitors to find the green opposite swarming
with seemingly hundreds of people.  Brain stood, frozen to the
spot, wondering what on earth to do; he felt a touch on his arm and
looked down.  “You don’t lose me that easily, apparently the
mayor and local MP are going to declare carnival week up and
running in about half and hour.”

Brian glanced at the gathering masses, “worth giving it a miss
then and getting to a restaurant before that lot.  What do you
fancy, Chinese, Indian, or Thai?”

Melinda turned up her nose, “nothing spicy thanks.  I’d
like a nice plain salad, nothing fancy.”

“How about a baked potato with it?”

She became firm, “just a salad.”

Brian knew Felburgh well, but he had never, ever, bought a salad
there in any restaurant.  Melinda eventually pointed down the
high street, “there’s a little café almost opposite the Methodist
Church up the side road leading to the car park.  They do a
decent salad and you can even get your baked potato.”

They started walking, “been here before then?”

“I told you, I love looking at the sea.  I can also get
here by rail to let Susan use the van on a Monday.”

“Where does she go?”

“Bird watching.  Come rain, hell or high-water she goes
bird watching.”

Brian carefully side-stepped a youngster looking the worst for
wear and holding a can of larger. “Bit of a lonely hobby.”

Melinda giggled and then grabbed Brian’s arm as his swerve
nearly pushed her off the kerb.  “She goes with a church
group, apparently one of the local vicar’s is keen on the
sport.”

They arrived at the café and it appeared totally full; Brian
would have stayed outside, but Melinda entered.  Two minutes
later they were sitting at a small circular table in the
window.  Brian studied the menu and ordered a baked potato
with Coronation Chicken, the waitress turned to Melinda. 
“Your usual?”

“Do you mind, you’re a little busy.”

She swiftly cleared away the debris from the previous occupants,
“doesn’t take a sec and we’ve got to keep the regulars sweet.”

She expertly balanced all the plates on one arm, wiped the table
with the other and left for the counter.  Brian turned to
Melinda, who had a sparkle in her eyes, “you’ve been her
before.”

“Only every Monday when I come to Felburgh.  They’ll do a
poached fish salad for me; it’s not on the menu but they’re that
sort of café.”

“I take it you don’t like spicy food.”

She said flatly, “it’s not a matter of likes, it’s a matter of
digestion and light foods make everything easier.”

Brian got the drift and tapped the desert menu, “does that rule
out ice-cream?”

She giggled and her normal stony appearance briefly disappeared,
“of course not.”

They ate and talked and talked and ate.  He told her about
his first job as a teacher of English as a foreign language and why
he changed to become a vicar and she told him about the setting up
of the mobile shop.  When the hot drinks arrived he said, “but
where did you get the money from if you couldn’t get a loan?”

She stirred some sugar into her tea and passed Brian the dish,
“that’s a bit on an oddity.  We thought that we were stymied
and then I inherited some money from my father.”

Brian tested his coffee, “you said that you’d never met.”

“He got killed in a car crash and died without leaving a
will.  His brother found three birth certificates in his
papers and divided the estate between us.  Do you know he
walked out of all three relationships just after the birth.”

“At least he kept the certificates.”

“More than that, he kept press cuttings of all of us whenever we
were in the papers.  For the other two that meant exam results
and suchlike, for me it was rather more lurid.”

Brian smiled and drank his coffee; he liked it hot.  “And
that was enough?”

“No only just on half.  Sarah and Jim re-mortgaged their
cottage, they said that they’d be leaving half of it to Susan
anyway.  Susan insisted on paying the mortgage installments
though, it was the only way she’d agree.”

Brian watched Melinda, she appeared more relaxed and at ease
than he had ever seen her before.  It was a long time before
she finished her tea; she obviously liked it cold.  After that
they set out to explore the carnival.

 


           
Hours later Brian pulled up at a small cottage at the end of a
concrete farm track.  Brian reversed onto the gravel square
beside the cottage.  “Where’s the shop?”

“In the barn.  The farmer here is Susan’s cousin so he
doesn’t charge us much; cottage isn’t his though it’s owned by some
property firm in London and rented to us via an agency.”

Brian surveyed the open fields, “I suppose he had to sell it to
make ends meet.”

She nodded glumly, “used to have one of his farm-hands in it,
but he had to go as well.”

“Nice spot though.”

She got out of the car, “it’s absolutely brilliant, you can
watch the changing seasons and Susan is always going on about the
different birds.”

“I hear you paint.”

She burst into laughter, “I bet Susan told you that.  I
don’t paint, but I used to do graffiti when I was a kid.”

Brian was taken aback, “but I thought you saw a man at
Pastlecham about painting?”

She chuckled, “he’s a photographer who has an obsession about
photographing graffiti, but the trouble is he can never find what
he wants.  So I spray the graffiti on the side of his barn
using spray-on paint.  Then he photographs it using different
lighting techniques.  When he’s fed up he covers it over and
we start again.”

Brian watched a rabbit appear in the grass verge, “it’s a
bizarre world we live in.”

Melinda extracted her white canvass handbag from the car and
said coyly, “night-cap?”

Brian hesitated; in truth he was not sure about Melinda’s
intentions and didn’t want their friendship to become
over-complicated.  Melinda spotted his uncertainty, “just a
drink without overtones.  No strings, remember?.”

Brian made up his mind, “sorry it’s force of habit, you know
vicar seen entering pretty woman’s house with no chaperon.”

Melinda laughed, “Who’s going to see around here?”

They went inside.

 


           
A minute later Melanie’s photographer companion peered through a
hedge at the Lada sitting outside the cottage.  He smiled and
muttered softly to himself, “gottcha.”  He carefully took some
photographs using a wide aperture and walked back to the van, which
was parked down the road.  He climbed in, “home James, mission
accomplished.”

His surly companion scowled, “’bout time to, I’ve been watching
that ruddy Lada all day in the boiling sun and what thanks do I
get?”

The photographer leaned back in his seat, “maybe Auntie Melanie
will give you a kiss; now it’s back to Felburgh, we’ve got a
night-time carnival procession to photograph.”

 


           
Inside Brian had to duck his head between the beams in the hallway
until he entered the kitchen, which had a lower, but dreadfully
uneven, floor.  Melinda sat down and took her shoes off and
slipped some old well-used laceless white trainers on.  She
smiled apologetically, “floors so uneven I’d turn an ankle if I
kept heels on.”

Brian sat on a well scrubbed pine chair, “however do you walk in
them anyway?”

“Practice, lots of practice.”

She opened a cupboard door, “tea, coffee, hot chocolate,
Horlicks, cocoa or spring water?”

“Tea, no sugar..”

She plugged the kettle in and pulled some mugs off of the
mug-rack.  Brian looked around, “nice place.”

She warmed the teapot under the hot-tap, “it’s just right for
us, though we got a scare this spring.  The river at the
bottom overflowed its banks and we thought that we’d be flooded
out.”

“But you weren’t.”

“No, David, that’s Susan’s cousin, dug a ditch using his tractor
and diverted the water round the cottage.  But we were lucky,
ditch or no ditch another few inches of rain and we’d have been
paddling in here.”

Brian looked out of the window, “is that usual?”

“Apparently it’s only the second time it’s happened, the last
time was in 1953.  David reckons that the water company are
neglecting the lower portion of the river and letting it silt
up.  There are no towns around here so there are few people to
complain.”

Brian rose to get a better view out of the window and muttered,
“Except the farmers who lose their crops.”

He turned to find Melinda watching him, something in her
demeanour made some long latent emotions within him stir.  She
wasn’t over-pretty, if anything she was too wooden faced.  She
didn’t move with grace, yet she moved with economy of effort. 
Brian decided that he’d better get a grip on himself and sat
down.  She passed him a mug of tea, “how come you’re not
married.”

Brian almost passed out with the directness of the question,
“not found the right girl; thought I had once but she let me
down.”

Melinda raised an eyebrow; Brian put his mug down.  “I was
still teaching English and she thought that it was
unglamorous.  I wouldn’t change and she dumped me for an
estate agent who she obviously thought was going places.”

“And did he?”

“Yes; to Spain with his secretary.”

Melinda laughed and Brian enjoyed the sound.  He looked at
her, “it’s been good today.”

She looked over the edge of her mug, “do you really mean ‘it’s
been good today, but…’”

He put his mug carefully down, “no, I mean it’s been good
today.  Though I suppose that there are a couple of
buts.  But I don’t want to come between you and Susan and but
I’m not sure how good I am with female friendships.”

He paused to choose the right words, “to tell the truth when
Abigail dumped me I was relieved.  It’s a terrible thing to
say, but my first emotion was relief, anger came later.  I
thought that we’d just be friends, but somehow I found myself going
down an unstoppable path without the courage to try and change
direction.”

Melinda put her mug down, “don’t worry about Susan, she’s go her
eye on a fellow twitcher called Carl.  He has the added bonus
of being engaged in semiconductor manufacture and works in a clean
room all day.  No nasty oils or greases.”

Brian was startled, “does he know that she fancies him?”

She nodded, “I think so, but he’s extremely shy; I have a
feeling that the courtship will take a long time.”

She then looked down at the table and picked her mug up, holding
it in both hands as if seeking comfort.  “If we are talking
about friendships and unstoppable roads then I’m not too good at
them either, remember this is the girl who went to bed with the man
that wanted to be her pimp.”

Brian absorbed her frailty.  “Then let’s just say that
we’ll enjoy our friendship and see what happens.”

She carefully studied her mug and nodded, “it’s not as if we’ve
got a train to catch, I can’t have children, the chemotherapy saw
to that.”

She suddenly looked up and made her disconcerting eye contact;
both her eyes seemingly focusing on one of his; “I’m not looking
for pity, or wanting to be treated as a lame duck, I’m looking for
being valued as me.”

Brian put his mug down and reached across the table and took her
hand, it was becoming his favourite occupation.  “Today has
been good because we’ve been easy together; there are no hidden
agendas, no ulterior motives, no sense of duty or pity or anything
else.  Just a warmth because we can be real with each
other.  I don’t have to put on the ‘you’re my parishioner’
face and I hope you don’t have to try and project some sort of ‘I’m
OK because I’m tough’ image.”

She squeezed his hand, “so the rule is open friendship and no
false expectations.”

Brian responded to the squeeze by squeezing back, “sounds fine
to me.  I suspect that we’d both rather let friendship take
its course that dive in the deep end and possible drown each
other.”

Brian looked up and suddenly realized the time, “good grief,
I’ll be getting you a bad reputation, I’d better go; thanks again
for a good day.”

She showed him to the door where he hesitated, but did not
attempt to kiss her as he left; she was both disappointed and
relieved.

 


           
Then, for a whole week normality returned to Brian’s life. 
There were no more surprises in the news, no more interviews on the
roadside and no more interventions in his private life.  Even
on the Sunday Brian found himself running at a slower pace, perhaps
due to the expectation of Daisy doing half the preaching the
following week.  The only fly in the ointment was that he had
to spend his day off at a training conference designed for vicars
who were training curates.  He ended up bored to death and
regretting that he had not been able opted out and spend the day
with Melinda, who in any case he expected to be on holiday.

 


           
The following morning Brian was in his study when the postman
arrived; as promised there was another envelope from the Ministry
of Agriculture.  He started to check it against the fax and
realized that it would take him an age.  He made an active
decision and took the documents to Philomena, who he was certain
would do a better job in half the time.  On his way back he
got flagged down by Melanie.  She climbed in his car, “I’m
glad to have caught you; I wanted to pass you these.”

“What are they?”

She shrugged, smiled and wrinkled her nose all at the same time,
“photographs.”  It’s evidence of my good faith; my
over-enthusiastic photographer thought that he might be able to
catch you in a compromising situation.  These are the results
of his work, I’ve also had him erase the pictures off his
camera.  It won’t happen again, at least not with our
photographer.”

Brian glanced at the contents of the envelope, there were four
different pictures of him and Melinda and one of his car parked
outside her cottage with the sun going down on the horizon. 
He pushed them back in the envelope and said stiffly, “they are all
perfectly innocent.”

She nodded in agreement, “but string them together with a
tabloid type narrative and they could paint quite an impression,
especially ending with sunset over the lover’s nest.”

Brian shot her a withering look, “we’re not lovers, we’re
friends and I thought I made it quite clear…”

She placed her hand on his, “I’m not suggesting anything, just
stating what sort of picture could be painted from them.  At
the moment the tabloids are on your side, you certainly don’t want
them against you.”

Brian slowly exhaled, “I’m sorry, I’m rather touchy on the
subject.”

She grinned and the wrinkles round her eyes made Brian suddenly
realize that she must be ten years older than he had originally
thought, “Be careful” she purred menacingly, “or I might think that
you protest too much.”

Brian laughed; she passed him a copy of The Times, “Sid Davies
has withdrawn from the leadership contest, some slight matter over
travel expenses for an American trip that had already been paid for
by the European Union.”

“Has he resigned as Minister for Agriculture?”

She opened the door, “fat chance, but he wants to watch his
back, Ronald Blacke would love the job.”

She left him and wandered up a slight hill to climb back into
her van.  The photographer stretched and moaned in the
passenger seat, “waste of a good day’s work.”

She started the engine, “not a waste, he now will trust me
implicitly.”

The sound man chanted, “Oh what a tangled web we weave when we
practice to deceive.”

She turned round, “oh shut up, I’m not deceiving him.”

He grinned, “No, just being economical with the truth.  I
thought that you journalists always sought the truth, the whole
truth and nothing but the truth.”

She threw an empty cola can at him and drove off, but his words
had disquieted her; had her code of ethics changed that much?

 


           
Blissfully unaware of Melanie’s duplicity Brian drove into Ipswich
and to Diocesan House.  He parked has car (illegally) in the
car park and sought out the Bishop’s Chaplain.  Luke was
trying to coax a really old document scanner into life; he glanced
up as Brian entered.  “He’s in the conference room, Board of
Finance meets in an hour’s time.”

Brian didn’t turn round, “I thought he was still in Africa.”

Luke rolled his eyes, “didn’t I make it clear?  It’s Bishop
David that wants to see you, Bishop Colin is somewhere in the
Serengeti.”

“Any idea why?”

Luke wiggled the connector on the back of the scanner, “not a
clue.”

Brian went to leave, “by the way, it’s best to plug the power
supply in if you want it to work.”

He walked down the corridor slightly perplexed and the sudden
summons he had received to see the Bishop and see him now!  He
had never met Bishop David the Suffragan Bishop, who had only been
in the diocese for eighteen months.  However, he knew his
reputation as a formidable theologian and astute manager. 
Brian entered the conference room and the Bishop turned from
writing on a flip chart.  Indeed he looked every inch an
academic having a tall imposing frame, grey hair and half-cut
glasses perched on an absolutely huge Roman nose.  “You must
be Brain, come and sit down.”

Brian obligingly went and sat down, the Bishop walked round the
table and came and sat next to him and not on the other side of the
table as Brian had expected.  He gave Brian a benevolent
smile, his grey-green eyes peering over his glasses, “I’m afraid we
haven’t got much time.  I must prepare for the finance
meeting.”  

He waved towards the flip chart, “just how does one convince a
body convened to discuss finance that money should not be the prime
driving force for change?” 

He sniffed and the roar of air being sucked into his huge nose
was alarmingly loud.  “Bishop Colin has sent me an e-mail from
Africa,” he waved his arms, “isn’t technology wonderful?  He’s
off watching wildlife in some obscure part of Africa and yet he can
send me e-mails, but I digress.”

He appeared to mentally shift a gear, “he’s worried about
you.  He thinks that it is a good thing if you chair this
inquiry , but says that you were under a little bit of stress not
so long ago.”

He twitched his nose and the glasses shook violently, “so much
so that he convinced me to give you our very best youth worker,
still I suppose it will do her good.  She needs a spot of time
in the country.”

He paused as if determining where he had actually been going
with the conversation, “the question is just how much time will
this inquiry take and can you manage the parish as well?”

Brian thought fast, “I only expect be involved in the inquiry
about three days a week, any faster and I won’t be able to keep up
with the reading required.  I also don’t want to break off any
pastoral work I am doing; long term contact is vital in the
country, you can’t just rush in and out.  So it’s the sermons
and communions that are going to take their toll, even with Daisy
looking after half the benefice.”

Bishop David’s eyes fixed him over the glasses, “you’ve given
Daisy half the benefice, good man; she’s the sort of priest who
needs to get stuck in.”  He paused, “so what is your strategy
for coping.”

Brian shrugged, “I thought that I might prepare as many sermons
in advance as possible and then…”

A tumultuous sniff from the Bishop indicated his disapproval;
from somewhere inside his faded sport’s coat he produced a sheet of
paper.  “I’ve had an unusual request from a lecturer in
hermeneutics at my old theological college.  He is taking a
sabbatical and wants to examine sermon giving in a rural
environment.  Rather unusually he wants to actually give
sermons rather than listen to other peoples, says that the
first-hand experience will be a perfect model for reflective
change.”

He passed the paper to Brian, “he’s left it rather late, his
type always do.  If you can put him up in your rectory you can
have him for three months starting the end of this month.”

Brian mentally pictured a calendar, “but that’s the end of this
week!”

The Bishop seemed startled, “is it?  Well I did say that
he’d left it rather late.”

“Is he ordained?”

“O yes, if I remember right he had twelve years experience in
parish ministry before he joined the college.”

“What’s his name?”

The Bishop paused and finally said, as if the name meant nothing
at all, “Bernard Nye.”

Brian burst out laughing, “oh no.  No.  No. 
No!”

The Bishop suddenly switched from absent minded professor mode
to astute bishop mode.  He said quietly, “it was five years
ago and if the church cannot accept a repentant sinner back into
it’s midst what can we expect of the world?”

Brian was not convinced. “He was front page news on every
tabloid paper in the country and most of the broad-sheets; it’s not
every day that the parish priest runs off with his MPs wife. 
Especially when the MP in question is the Home Secretary!”

The Bishop was not to be put off, and fixed Brian with a fixing
gaze, “but she did go back to her husband and Bernard has spent
five years teaching a subject he doesn’t love to pupils who don’t
understand that they need to listen.”

“And his wife?”

The bishop exhaled through his nose; Brian felt the
draught.  “As you probably well know she divorced him amid
much publicity; she was the daughter of a famous actor and
instinctively knew how to get the best out of the media..”

Brian picked up the tense of the sentence, “was?”

“She died six months ago.”

Brian went to open his mouth, but the Bishop leant forward,
taking his glasses off in the process.  “He’s a good priest,
but a less then mediocre lecturer.  We all make mistakes, have
the grace to give him a second chance.  This sabbatical does
have a minor academic objective, but it would also give him, and
us, the chance to see whether or nor parish ministry is right for
him again.”

The Bishop paused, “if it’s wrong then he’ll become a better
lecturer because his heart will be in it; if it’s right then we’ve
gained another good priest in times of strain on clergy
numbers.”

Brian picked up the sheet of paper, “why me?  There are
probably hundreds of rural clergy who’d bite your hand off for some
support.”

The Bishop stared into Brian’s eyes, “because you have a chance
to involve the church in a matter of national importance where the
stupidity of economic forces over people’s basic requirements can
be aired.”  He put his glasses back on, “and we wouldn’t want
you to go under in the process.”

He looked at the door hearing noises in the corridor, “I’ve
chaired committees like this and they are demanding, full of
pressures from unexpected quarters and the subject of ruthless
scrutiny by the press.”

The bishop suddenly seemed to be devoid of all energy. 
Brian stood up, “OK, I’ll take him, but I want to see his file, not
just…”

The Bishop held up his hand, “and I’d rather have a report on
him from you that was not tainted by the past.”

Brian laughed, “Why do I feel that somehow I’ve been stitched
up?”

The Bishop smiled and chuckled, “not stitched up Brian, your
taking advantage of a generous offer from your bishop.”

He paused, “go with God my son and don’t forget to pray. 
If you stay in touch with God no amount of inquiry work will drive
you under.”

Brian was about to reply, but several people burst into the
room, so he shook the Bishop’s hand instead.

 


           
By the time he got back to Redburgh the mobile shop was sitting
outside the pub and the last customer was leaving.  He walked
over, “any chance of a coffee?”

Susan’s voice came from the back, “only if you put the kettle
on.  Open the locker behind the driver’s seat.”

Brian opened the locker and found a 12v kettle, mugs and
coffee.  He set about his task and glanced down the bus, Susan
was kneeling at the middle set of doors.  He put the kettle
on, put coffee in the cups and wandered down the shop. 
Trouble?”

“There’s a small book jammed behind the door mechanism, wretched
things won’t move.  Brian knelt down and looked; he could see
the book, but not reach it.  Susan fared little better. 
She stood up, “We’ll wait for Melinda, she’s got small hands.”

He took a sudden interest in the shop personnel, “Melinda, not
Misty?”

“Misty could only do one week, though she’ll do another week for
us next month.  She’s very good with the customers.”

Brian hauled himself up, “where’s Melinda?”

Susan grinned, “Where she always is, in the loo.  She must
know every pub loo in every village we go to!”

“Don’t they mind?”

“No, we give them free toilet rolls with ever visit.”

She giggled and then ran down the shop to turn the kettle
off.  “Heard that you and her had a good time last
Monday.”

“It was very pleasant.”

Susan glanced at the pub door and came back to Brian.  She
said in a hissed voice, “you break her heart and I’ll break your
neck; vicar or no vicar.”

Brian was taken completely off guard, he stammered, “it’s not
like that, I’m not some sort of gigolo.”

Susan moderated her expression slightly, “good.”

She stomped down the shop and then stopped to returned, looking
sheepish.  “Sorry, but I do worry about her; she’s more than a
sister to me if you know what I mean.”

Brian relaxed, “I think I know what you mean.”  He saw
Melinda leaving the pub, “how’s you real sister?”

Susan threw up her arms, “would you believe that she is pregnant
again, she’s only content when she’s pregnant.”

Brian sought to change the subject before Melinda arrived, “and
did you mum enjoy it?”

She smiled and nodded as she handed him a mug, “she’s still out
there.  Hannah’s husband made her an offer she couldn’t
refuse.  Last I heard she was sitting in the sun eating
stuffed olives.”

Brain sipped the coffee, “when’s she back?”

Susan’s face fell slightly, “she might not be.  She’s
surrounded by her grandchildren and they have such a big house it’s
no trouble accommodating her.”

She said quietly, “and she deserves a rest in the sun if anyone
does.”

She sat on the bench seat, “don’t know any good house-sitters do
you?  I don’t want to leave the cottage empty.”

Brian perked up, “I just might.”

Melinda came in through the front doors, picked up a sandwich
and tossed it the full length of the shop to Brian, “bet you
haven’t eaten, try one of our new ranges.”

Susan rolled her eyes, “the profits!”

Melinda sat down next to Brian, “blow the profits, I don’t want
him dying of starvation.”

 


           
Brian enjoyed his lunch and the three of them eventually cleared
the jammed door.  As the shop drove away Philomena cycled into
view; she dismounted rodeo style swinging her leg through the frame
and standing on one pedal till she stopped.  She waved the
Ministry document, “this is interesting.”

They went inside, Brian offered her a coffee, but she declined;
she was obviously exited about something.  Brian got her to
sit down.  She placed the document on the table, “only one
difference, page 5 paragraph 3 second line – there’s a semicolon
instead of a comma.”

Brian was amazed at the thoroughness, “does it make any
difference?”

“Basically no, it should have been a semicolon in the first
place as it separated two phrases that are connected, but could be
sentences in their own right.”

“So what’s interesting?”

She pulled a sheaf of print-outs from her carpet bag, “out of
curiosity I looked at the limitations and scope of other Ministry
of Agriculture committees over the past five years.  Somehow
yours seems to have much more latitude and absolutely no reference
back to the Ministry before the report is published.”

“So that’s unusual?”

“Too true.  I also had a quick look at other Ministries;
they’re all the same, they want a finger in the pie somehow or
other.”

Brian took the document back, “then I’d better sign it and send
it off.”

She pointed to the fax, “there’s some writing on the bottom of
this.  If you want to get the document back to London by
tomorrow morning you will have to hurry, remember Exburgh Mill Post
Office is closed.”

Brian rubbed his chin, “any news on the bank front?”

She smiled a smile of pure wickedness, “Swiftie-Movee say that
they have a buyer interested so the rent will be high.  I told
then to take a hike.”

Brian almost fell of his chair.  Philomena grinned, “I’m OK
on the phone, it’s face to face I can’t handle.  They’ll be
back, there’s no interested party.”

Brian patted her shoulder. “Well I leave it to you.  Tell
me, has the bank got wheelchair access I haven’t looked at it
closely as it’s been shut ever since I arrived.”

She shut her eyes, obviously picturing the bank, “yes, there’s a
ramp at the front.”

“Good, I’ve got a secretary, his name is John Banks.  He
was company secretary for Grant Industries until the Americans
pulled the plug.”

She ran her hands through her tousled hair, “and I take it he’s
wheelchair bound.”

“Correct.”

Philomena pulled out a list, “have you got his e-mail address,
I’d rather like to get on with looking through back Ministry of
Agriculture committees.”

“How on earth are you going to do that?”

She pulled out a plastic pass from the cavernous carpet
bag.  “Permission to visit all the government archives. 
I can’t always get to look at what I want, but you’d be surprised
what’s buried in the basement.”

Brian was startled, “how on earth did you get that?”

TV Company got it for me.  There was a tub-thumping PR
splash three years ago on how open our government’s archives were
and as a test the company tried to get me a pass; they failed
dismally.  After the exposé the company got an apology, a
bureaucratic oversight they called it, and a pass for me.  But
it’s a personal pass so I didn’t have to hand it back when I got
the sack. Though I doubt that it will be renewed in two years time
when its five years are up.”

She took the e-mail address from Brian and then stopped,
suddenly looking fearful.  “It’s OK what I’m doing is it?”

Brian reassured her, “you go and beaver away, when I need
something specific I will let you know.”

She left looking sublimely happy.  Brian took a mad drive
to Bury’s main Post Office and had the signed document, minus his
own copy, sent to Ronald Blacke and a second copy sent to Sydney
Banks.  As he left the Post Office he muttered to himself,
well that’s lit the blue touch paper, let’s see what explodes.”










Chapter 9
Pastures New


By early Sunday morning, apart from getting the agreement back,
duly signed by Ronald Blacke, Brian had heard absolutely nothing in
terms of announcements in the media from the Ministry.  He put
this down to the fact that Geraldine had pulled out of the
leadership race  for ‘personal reasons’ leaving only Mavis
Durrant and a no-hoper extreme left back bencher in the running for
Prime Minister.  Brian put it all out of his mind and drove to
Pastlecham where Bishop David was going to license Daisy as a
minister in the benefice.  When he arrived the churchwarden
looked harassed, he muttered “Bishop’s here and wants to see you
pronto.”  Before virtually running down the aisle.

Brian ambled into the minister’s vestry.  The Bishop looked
up from the service register, “learn a lot be looking at these
things you know.  Did you realize that the congregation has
nearly doubled since you arrived.”

Brian quipped, “you mean it’s two now where it was one.”

The Bishop snorted, “Take a compliment when it’s given.”

He pointed to the church, “I’ve brought Bernard with me and
intend to explain that I am also giving him permission to officiate
in the benefice.”

Brian was surprised, “not a temporary license?”

Bishop David gave a slow smile, “one step at a time.”

He tucked a radio microphone transmitter into his trouser
pocket, “I hope you brought your car, he’s got two rather large
suitcases with him.”

 


           
The actual service went well and Bishop David gave a remarkably
short, but remarkably punchy, sermon.  It was at the end of
his sermon that he dropped his bombshell.  After the blessing
he got the congregation to sit down.  He peered around looking
over his glasses, “well there you are. When you came in you had one
Rector, now you have a Rector an associate priest and a visiting
priest, soon some services will have more priests than people.”

He waited for the laughter to die down, “you’ve all seen the
press reports about the special inquiry looking at farming and that
Brian might be chairing it.  Well I can confirm that he will
and it will formally be announced at noon today by the Archbishop’s
Press Office.  The news is coming from there because Sid
Davies convinced us that it would strengthen the inquiry’s
independence if we made the announcement and not his
Ministry.  As Brian is your Rector I’m reading the
announcement to you half an hour in advance.”

He cleared his throat and snorted at the same time, “We would
like to announce that the Inquiry on the National Farming Policy
will be convened under the auspices of the Reverend Brian Talbot
who will be the sole chairman.  The Church of England is
pleased that such an inquiry has been formed and that Brian Talbot,
who has also been appointed the Archbishop’s special advisor on
Farming, will represent the church’s views on this vital aspect of
the British Economy.”

The Bishop turned and looked at Brian, “you can see from Brain’s
face that his appointment by the Archbishop was somewhat of a
surprise.”

The congregation clapped and Brian managed a grin.  The
Bishop cleared his throat and nose again, “this has it’s downside
for you all, as although Brian’s hand will remain firmly on the
tiller in this benefice, Daisy and Bernard will undoubtedly be the
more visible face of the clergy for the duration of the
inquiry.”

Back in the vestry afterwards the Bishop turned to Brian, “sorry
about the surprise, but I only had the appointment confirmed late
last night.  The Archbishop thought that if you run into
political difficulties he might be able to lend you some
heavyweight support.”  He blew his nose on a handkerchief the
size of a playing card.  “But remember, in this day and age he
can probably only give one really effective punch, so if you have
to use him, use him wisely.” 

He struggled out of his alb mumbling, “either this thing is
shrinking, or I’m spreading,” he turned to Brian, “I’ve told James
to give you every assistance even if it means neglecting some of
his diocesan duties.”

He packed his robes away, “time for the bun-fight I
believe?”

Over a buffet lunch the Bishop said other things, as did many
others, but for Brian the rest of the day passed by in a gentle
daze, so much so that he fell asleep before the late evening news
came on TV.

 


           
Monday morning Brian was woken up at 7am by hammering on his from
door.  He pulled his dressing gown on and staggered
downstairs.  He opened the door and moaned, “James it’s my day
off.”

James strode in, “the press doesn’t take days off; you’ve been
stitched up.”

Brian rubbed his eyes and put the kettle on, “non
comprendé.” 

James threw some papers on the kitchen table, “apparently Sir
Charles Rathbone has also been appointed as inquiry chairman by Sid
Davies.  That was announced at exactly the same time as your
appointment, only this time from Charles’ solicitor.”

Brian sluiced his face with cold water, “I don’t
understand.”

James sighed, “You’ve been out manoeuvred by a political
artist.  The next step will be to declare a cock-up and invite
you both to be co-chairman and that will finish the inquiry
off.  You two would never see eye to eye and Sid Davies knows
it.”

Brian’s brain had still not caught up with the fact he was
vertical, “suppose I refuse.”

James shook his head, “It would seem churlish, especially in
view that you represent the church, and if you resign Charles
wins.”

Brian rubbed his eyes again, “would that be such a bad
thing?”

James snapped back, “You know it would, that particular leopard
has the same spots all the way through.”

Brain poured out the coffee and sat down, “any advice?”

“None, apart from hiring a hit man.”

They sat in silence drinking coffee why Brian read the
headlines; they were disturbed by a tapping at the door.  This
time it was Philomena, Brian took one look at her and said
involuntarily, “you look dreadful.”

She gave a weak smile, “been up all night on the Internet, can I
come in?”

Brian held the door open and she walked into the kitchen, James
looked round.  “Why it’s the gorgeous Phil.”

She almost shrank into the wall.  Brian motioned a cup and
Philomena nodded.  “You two know one another?”

James cracked his knuckles, “I worked as a sprog journalist in
TV for a time, Phil was the duty researcher, and very efficient she
was too.”

Brian passed the coffee to Philomena, “what brings you here at
this ungodly hour and what have you been looking at all night?”

She took a gulp of coffee, “I’ve got a few things that might
help you.”

She pulled out some papers.  “Firstly, and quite by
accident, I discovered last week that Sid Davies has used the two
chairman trick before.  Three years ago he appointed a
committee to look into the fish farming industry and its
environmental impact, but by ‘accident’ appointed two
chairmen.  They ended us a co-equals having diametrically
opposite views, and the committee failed even to produce a
report.”

She slid out a piece of paper, “afterwards Sid issued this
memorandum to all his senior staff.  It says that the
experimental appointment of co-equal chairman did not work and it
must never be tried gain.  It neglects to say that he
appointed them in the first place.”

James smiled like a Cheshire cat.  Philomena took another
gulp of coffee, “last night I had a look into dear old Sir
Charles.  I noticed that besides his normal holidays in Bali
he took four fairly quick trips to South Africa.”

“Not illegal is it?”  Said James, getting a withering look
from Philomena in return.

She continued, “about the same time he sold half his shares in
Rathbone’s; he sold them to his to supermarket staff at 50p below
the market value saying that he wanted to share out the cake, but
he still made a tidy sum.”

She produced another piece of paper.  “I wondered what he
did with the money and if it was connected with his trips to South
Africa.  Turns out that he bought into a farming consortium
called Brort.”

James looked at the paper, “so?”

“So, Brort sells nearly all its produce to Rathbones at prices
below English farmers, that means he has a material interest in the
findings of the inquiry.”

James flashed a smile, “I could kiss you.”

Her expression said it all.  She regained her composure,
“there’s something even better.  I think Sid Davies visited a
Brort farm when Sir Charles was there.  The flight dates tie
up and there was a small piece in the South African Times about his
visit.  In it Sid extols the virtues of the global economy and
the benefits to the British consumer.”

James rubbed his hands, “can you prove Sid was there?”

“No, just that he was in South Africa at the same time and was
staying at a Hotel near the farm.”

Brian was amazed, “how on earth do you know that?”

She smiled, “he always likes the limelight.  He did an
interview with the regional paper and it mentioned which hotel he
was staying at.”

James read her final piece of paper, “I don’t suppose you know
what colour of underpants he wears?”

She didn’t reply.  Brian made some more coffee, “now
what?  Philomena’s given us the ammo, but how do we use
it?”

James thought for a moment, “We need a reliable feed to the
media that is not a press office associated with the church.”

Brian passed the mugs around, “I’ve got one, Melanie
Clarke.”

James wrinkled his nose, “can you trust her?”

“Yes.”

James looked more then dubious, “you sure?”

Philomena intervened, “she’s good and if she gives her word she
keeps it, you know that.”

James looked at Brian, “you’d better get her over, pronto.”

Brian made a phone call.  “She’s coming straight over; I’m
going for a wash and shave.”

He left Philomena and James alone.  James’ normal outgoing
demeanour suddenly disappeared and said quietly, “how are you?”

She looked alarmed, “you haven’t told Brian?”

He gave her a gently smile and shook his head, “that you had a
breakdown?  No of course not.  You should not have worked
for over a week without sleep and Nathaniel should not have driven
you so hard, no matter how good your findings.”

She drank some coffee, “we were on a roll.”

James showed slight annoyance.  “And who gained?  He
became producer, you ended up with a spell in hospital through
nervous exhaustion and I got fired when I complained to the
Executive Director.”

“You didn’t have to do that.”

James became animated.  “It was wicked what he did to
you.  The guy’s got no morals, he’s even used you as a
scapegoat for his father to protect his own back.”

She looked at her coffee mug, “I am self-driven as well, you
know that; once I get the bit between my teeth…”

James listened to make sure Brian was still out of
earshot.  “Do you still love him?”

She buried her gaze into her coffee cup, “I did for a time, but
it wasn’t love it was infatuation.”

She looked up, but avoided James’ gaze, “I would have done
anything for him, swam a shark infested swamp, climbed the Eiger,
thrown myself of the Eiffel tower, anything.”

James resumed his quiet manner, “when did it change?”

“When I realized that he never visited me in hospital; he used
the old ‘too busy’ excuse.  And when I realized that his
special term for me, ‘my little ugly duckling,’ was not a term of
endearment, but a term of contempt.”

James sighed, “We all knew that.”

She became downcast, “there’s none so blind…”

Brian came down the stairs and simultaneously Melanie arrived;
she walked into the kitchen and stopped dead.  There was a
palpable animosity between her and James.  She snapped.
“What’s he doing here?”

James leant back on his chair, “Media strategy darling.”

Brian intervened, “what’s between you two.”

James pointed a finger, “she ruined the reputation of a
perfectly good priest.”

She put her hands on her hips, “I did not!  The guy was a
pervert; you do know that he’s now on the sexual offenders
register?”

James seemed startled, “since when?”

“Six months ago, he was picked up in a police sweep on computer
pornography; he produced cartoons that the Judge said would disgust
the most hardened journalist, but because it was cartoons and not
photographs he got off with a light sentence.”

James doffed an imaginary hat, “then my apologies.”

She sat down, “what gives?” 

James went to open his mouth and stopped.  He looked at
Brian, “thought it was your day of?”

Brian was caught off-guard, “well yes, but this is
important.”

James wriggled on his chair, “we’re about to plot an effective
way of simultaneously back-stabbing Sir Charles and Sid
Davies.”

Melanie interrupted, “oh are we?  How wonderful.”

James ignored her, “and it’s probably best if you are not
involved.”

Brian squirmed, “I’m not sure about…”

James harshly interrupted, “do you want him to be
chairman?  Do you think that would be best for your
parishioners?”

Brian was caught in an ethical trap, “but morally…”

Melanie reached out and touched his hand, “we won’t be
immoral.”

Brian tried again, “but I’m not sure that the end justifies the
means.”

Philomena said quietly, “it’s not by any means Brian.  I
promise that we won’t make up anything false, just set out to let
them hang by their own petard.  They’ve got to be responsible
for their actions or it’s the small man that gets trodden into the
dirt.”

Brian stood up, “I want a promise; nothing underhand and nothing
falsified.”

James put his hand up, “I promise; I do work for the church,
remember?”

Melanie raised her hand, “legal, decent, honest and
truthful.”

Philomena just smiled, “it’s not what, but when and how. 
It’s the timing and the accuracy of the information that’s
important.”

Brain relaxed, “sorry to get on my high horse, but…”

James pointed to the door; “go and have a day off, and for
goodness sake keep well away from the media, this is definitely not
the time for one of your ad hoc interviews.”

Brian left.

 


           
Brian drove to Melinda’s cottage and knocked at the door, she
opened it slightly and peered through the crack, she looked
miserable.  “I didn’t think you were coming.”

“Sorry, I got held up.  I did try to ring, but couldn’t get
a signal on my mobile.”

She sniffed, “likely excuse.”

Brian walked into the cottage, ducking as he did so, “it’s true,
I got held up, James came round at 7am and I left them to it.”

“Who’s James?”

“Diocesan media guru, he used to be the sub-editor of the local
evening paper before he switched horses.”

They sat in the kitchen, “Susan out twitching?”

Melinda nodded, “since 4:30am.  Something about a dawn
chorus.”

Brian, without warning, reached over the table and grabbed her
hands, “I’m under strict instructions, I’ve got to go somewhere out
of the way and be incommunicado.”

She brightened up, “sound’s lovely, where are we going?”

“Ever been to Walberswick?”

She gave him a blank look, “where on earth is Walberswick?”

“On the other side of the river from Southwold.  There are
a couple of nice tea-shops, some craft shops and a couple of very
decent restaurants, plus more beach and peace than you can
imagine.”

She stood up, “then let’s go.”

They walked down the hall and Brian put his hand on her shoulder
just before they reached the front door, “did you really think that
I wasn’t coming?”

She turned round loosing her normally wooden faced composure and
looking small and vulnerable, “last week I convinced myself that we
really were friends, this morning I convinced myself that you’d
decided that I was too much of a liability.”

He put his hands on her shoulders, “I’m sorry, my life is not
entirely my own at the moment, it’s this inquiry thing.”

She grinned, “You mean you being the special Archbishop’s
advisor on farming?”

He stepped back and nearly broke a beam with his head, “how on
earth do you know that?”

She giggled, “I was in the church behind the third column on the
left.”

He blinked, “but I didn’t see you”

“You weren’t meant to, I didn’t take communion and I sneaked out
while you were changing.”

He was exasperated, “but I would have loved you to have come to
the bun fight.”

She opened the front door, “yesterday you were public property;
today you are mine.  I’d rather it that way at the
moment.”

They walked to the car and she climbed in, “mark you if I was
public property I wouldn’t want to be seen dead in a car like
this.”

He started the engine and gingerly drove out into the country
lane, “is the seat comfortable?”

“Yes.”

“Do you have to get out and push?”

“No.”

“Then it fulfils my criteria for transport.”

They bantered harmlessly most of the way to Walberswick, where
they had an idyllic day.  The sun was not too hot, the beach
not to deserted, the teashops wonderful and, best of all, no-one
knew them or interrupted them or gawked at them.

 


           
Back at Brian’s house James, Melanie and Philomena planned their
strategy.  Eventually James stretched his arms skywards, “well
that seems to be the best plan.”

He suddenly dropped his arms onto the table, “so that’s our
course of action?”

“Seems fine to me.”

“Yep.”

He placed his palms on the table, “right, one final question, we
are happy, but would what we are about to do pass the Brian
test?”

All three pondered, eventually Philomena said, “part C, we’d
better not make any suggestions about what might have happened,
just feed the facts, they do speak for themselves.”

Melanie nodded, “definitely, we promised Brian that we would not
falsify anything.  I know strictly speaking that we were
hypothesizing not falsifying, but Brian may not see it that
way.”

James nodded, “that’s agreed then.”

He looked at Melanie, “it’s all down to you now.”

She gathered up her papers, “If all goes to plan I am just going
to love the evening news and the morning papers.”

As she left Philomena gathered up all the coffee mugs and
started to run the hot-tap; James opened a cupboard door, “he’s got
a dishwasher, courtesy of the last incumbent.”

She looked in it, “it’s covered in dust, and he doesn’t use
it.”

James peered inside, “good grief you’re right, fancy having a
dishwasher and not using it.”

He grabbed a tea towel and they washed up in silence.  As
she finally rinsed out the sink James placed his right hand on her
left shoulder; she shuddered, but didn’t move away.  Instead
she placed her right hand on top of his.  He murmured, “Still
find contact difficult?”

“Only when I don’t see it coming.”

“And are you sleeping at night?”

“Better during the day.”

He gently massaged her shoulder; she cocked her head in that
direction.  He said, just audibly, “You know that I always
fancied you.”

She squinted at him over her shoulder, “but I chose the wrong
person didn’t I?”

“We all make mistakes; look at me and Jean.”

She let go of his hand and turned to face him, “you’re OK now, I
can cope with you like this, but when you turn on that public
persona I want to run and hide.”

“You always want to run and hide.”

“You always want to be noticed.”

She moved forward and put her arms round his body, he hugged her
in return, but neither was sure if they were old friends providing
comfort to one another, or old friends starting out on a new
journey.

 


           
Following an evening meal Brian drove Melinda home by the scenic
route and they listened to the news on the radio, as soon as the
announcer started Brian chuckled.  “I like this announcer, but
listen he uses unnatural pauses between words to try and add extra
emphasis.” 

They both listened and the announcer droned on about the chaos
caused by a sudden strike by French and Spanish Air traffic
controllers.  After a few minutes he got to the next
item.  “At home, for the first time in modern history, there
is to be an uncontested race for the leadership of a major
political party.  This follows the sudden withdrawal of the
back-bencher Adrian Taylor for … personal reasons, which he says
have nothing to do with the recent find by police of cannabis
growing in his daughter’s window boxes.  This means that Mavis
Durrant’s appointment just has to be confirmed by a vote of party
member’s tomorrow morning.     It also looks
like there will be a different sort of contest, … this programme
learned this morning that the Ministry of Agriculture experimented
with co-chaired meetings three years ago and the project was such a
dismal failure that Sid Davies forbade it to ever be tried
again.  This means that, … despite rumours to the contrary, …
the Inquiry on National Farming Policy will probably only have one
chairman.   Sid Davies was unavailable for comment this
afternoon, but Sir Charles Rathbone definitely was.”

Sir Charles voice boomed out of the loudspeaker, “this inquiry
will be one of the most important analysis of the farming industry
for many a decade and it should be left in the hands of those who
understand not only the people in the industry, but the wider
economic and social picture.  The Church of England has its
experts on mediaeval buildings and choral evensong, but it should
leave matters of farming policy to those who understand it.”

“Ouch,” muttered Melinda.

The voice of the announcer returned, “We did try to contact the
Reverend Talbot, but a Diocesan spokesman said that it was his day
off and as he only had one day off in seven, a good Biblical
principal, he doubted that we would find
him.      Now to other news, supermarket
sales over the past week have been recorded as 15% down on the
previous week and some pessimists in the industry say that this
downward trend could continue for some time.  It seems that
they believe that the general public has lost faith in the
supermarkets following the comments by Sir Charles Rathbone
regarding sawdust loaves and long term frozen meat.  Sir
Charles, … on this occasion, … declined to comment.”

 


          Brian
drove onto the hard standing outside Melinda’s house and turned the
ignition off, the radio faded into silence.  Melinda put her
shoes back on, “so it’s a straight fight between you and Sir
Charles.”

Brian had expected more in the news and was slightly perplexed,
“don’t count on it.”

Melinda peered through the windscreen, “drat, Susan’s back and
there’s me hoping to have you to myself.”

Brian looked at the cottage, “how do you know?”

She grinned, “Trust me, Susan’s back.”

Brian turned towards her and rubbed her arm, “thanks for a
wonderful day.”

They exited the car and Melinda let herself in, Brian followed
her down the hallway.  Melinda went into the small sitting
room and instantly exited it making a ‘turn about’ motion to
Brian.  They went back outside; Melinda whispered, “she is
back and she’s upset so…”

Brian rubbed his chin, “so you’d rather I didn’t come it.”

Melinda nodded, her eyes filled with anxiety, “I think I need to
go to her.”

Brian kissed her on the forehead and gave her a quick hug, “good
night then.”

Melinda looked up at him, “you do understand?”

“Of course.”

She shot back inside and Brian climbed into his car.  He
didn’t fully understand, but he’d already come to realize that the
bond between Melinda and Susan was very strong.  He wondered
if it was so strong and dominant that either of them might never
form a bond with anyone else.  When he arrived home he found a
note on the table under the pepper mill.

 

Brian,

Your phone is currently unplugged, suggest that you leave it
that way until mid-morning tomorrow.

Your morning meeting with Daisy and Bernard has been moved
to Sarah’s cottage.

Melanie will ‘discover’ you mid-morning tomorrow and
interview you.  Do not be disconcerted if the interview seems
hostile.

James

PS  Sorry, we’ve eaten all your biscuits.

 


           
Brian took the photographs of him and Melinda at the carnival out
of his desk drawer.  He spent half an hour carefully cutting
one up so that he could put the result in a picture frame that had
previous held a mountain scene.  He placed it on his desk; it
showed him and Melinda hand-in-hand on the promenade walking
towards the photographer, they looked like a couple without a care
in the world.










Chapter 10
Countdown to Lift Off


Brian was having breakfast, for once uninterrupted, when the
morning paper was delivered; one look at the front page made him
smile from ear to ear.  He turned to page 12; on that page was
a short article outlining Sir Charles’ involvement in Brort. 
It made no reference to any clash of interests or Sid Davies’ visit
to South Africa; Brian was disappointed and closed the paper. 
His mobile phone rang and he picked it up, “James, however did you
get this number?”

Brian rolled his eyes, “OK, OK, I should have given it to you as
well.”

He listened while stirring his coffee, “yes I’ve seen the paper,
but it’s a bit disappointing.”

Pause to listen, “I take The Times of course.”

He listened while buttering toast; there were no biscuits. 
“So it’s the tabloids that have put two and two together.  Let
me get this straight, you gave one broadsheet the info about Brort
and another broadsheet the info about Sid Davies’ visit and left
them to make the connection.”

Brian rolled his eyes, “OK I’m listening.”

He nodded a few times to the unseen voice, “OK, I’ve got that –
and thanks.”

He put the phone down and ate his toast.  Later he exited
the house, by the back door, and cycled to Sarah’s cottage where he
parked his cycle round the back.

 


           
Ten minutes later he was sitting in the lounge with Bernard. 
As Brian stirred his second mug of coffee of the day he surveyed
Bernard.  About six feet, medium build with a slight beer
paunch, a round face with a grey gaucho style moustache, blue eyes
and a mop of grey hair parted in the middle.  The blue
clerical shirt and trousers were obviously new, but sat uneasily
with the old faded green trainers.  Bernard pulled out an
overstuffed filofax, “whose James?”  His voice was pure
Oxford. 

“Diocesan communications officer, why do you ask?”

“Is he in the habit of changing your meeting venues?”

“Only at the moment,” Brian paused, “settled in here?”

Bernard nodded causing his hair to sway like an unstuck wig,
“brilliant place, and it’s so clean!”

Brian smiled, “the police forensic squad does a good job don’t
they?”

His head snapped up, “police?  Forensic?”

Brian laughed, “Just joking.”

Bernard looked out of the window, “was there a shed down there
sometime recently?”

The doorbell rang, Brian hissed, “I’ll tell you later, now
please let Daisy in.”

Daisy flounced in wearing a lemon yellow clerical shirt and an
off-brown floral skirt; her footwear however was pure country, a
battered pair of old brown walking boots.  She flopped into an
armchair, “did you know there’s a TV outside broadcast unit camped
by your front gate?”

“What’s written on the side?”

“East Anglian TV.”

Bernard smiled, his moustache almost made a horizontal line,
“ah, the penny drops; we’re hiding from the media.”

Daisy looked at Brian, “are we?”

Brian looked at them both, “look I don’t intend to give you two
much guidance, neither of you need wet nursing, but I must make one
thing crystal clear and that’s no interviews with the media and no
telephone conversations with reporters.  Your standard line is
‘no comment, please talk to the Diocesan Communications
Officer’.  Got it?”

Bernard shivered, “well and truly ‘got it.’”

Daisy looked soulful, “not even an itsy-bitsy conversation, I’ve
always wanted to see my face on TV?”

“Nothing and there are two very good reasons.  One I don’t
want the people round here dragged into a political foray or used
as political ammunition and two, the wrong word in the wrong place
could cause irreparable damage.”

Bernard turned to Daisy, “believe me, seeing your own face on TV
is not all it’s cracked up to be.”

“Now,” said Brian, “down to work.  I see things running
like this…”

 


           
Two hours later Brian’s mobile phone rang; he answered it. 
“Brian Talbot.”

The others watched him.  “Where are you?”

He changed the phone to the other ear and then repeated, “Go
down the street past the pub, take to second lane on the left,
follow it to the end and then turn right.  Follow the road
round a loop and you’ll be standing by the style.”

He put his phone away, “sorry, I’ve got to go.”

He paused, “look after my people well, they mean a lot to
me.”

He left the cottage and Bernard turned to Daisy, “so tell me
about the lay of the land…”

 


           
Brian walked the couple of hundred yards to the style, Melanie’s
van appeared a minute later; she leapt out.  She glanced up
and down the lane speaking anxiously as she surveyed the
foliage.  “The village is crawling with interviewers looking
for you, there’s two TV station and the local journalist for
starters.”

Within seconds she gave the thumbs up to her van, they gave the
thumbs down and shouted “you’ll have to stand on the other side of
the road.”

They moved over, Brian now had a leafy footpath behind
him.  Melanie began by speaking into the camera, “we were
fortunate this morning to meet the Reverend Talbot in his
parish.”

She turned round and the camera focused on him, “tell me
reverend have you heard the comments by Sir Charles about the
inappropriateness of your heading up the inquiry.”

“I have and he is entitled to his opinion.”

“Have you also heard the news that Sir Charles has a substantial
investment in a farm in South Africa?”

“I have.”

“Have you any comments?”

Melanie winked and Brian nearly laughed, “What investments Sir
Charles has is his business and frankly I don’t see what bearing it
would have on the chairmanship of the Inquiry on National Farming
Policy, unless of course he had a financial interest in the
outcome.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Just suppose that this consortium he is in; what’s it
called?  Brort?  Sold substantial amounts of food in this
country, any changes the inquiry might recommend would have a
direct influence on his return on his investment.”

She winked again, but her voice had a harder edge, “are you
suggesting that Sir Charles would be prepared to directly influence
the inquiry in his own favour?”

“Nothing of the kind, but it would be rather unfair wouldn’t it
to leave him open to that sort of accusation?”

“Who do you think should make the decision on who is
chairman?”

“Well it’s an inquiry emanating from the Ministry of
Agriculture, therefore I suppose the man at the top is Sid Davies,
so in the end it is his decision.”

“And you are happy with that?”

“I have no reason to be unhappy with it.”

She spun round and the cameraman focused on her, “this is
Melanie Clarke, East Coast radio in the delightful Suffolk
countryside that surrounds the Reverend Talbot’s parish.”

The cameraman lowered his camera and walked away.  The
sound-man hovered for a moment and then retreated to the van. 
Melanie smiled, “great, that should put the cat among the
pigeons.”

Brian was getting lost, “why?”

Melanie sat on an old tree stump and pulled a packet of
cigarettes out of her pocket, “because the tabloids have made the
connection between Brort and Sir Charles and the food sale to
supermarkets.  Even better, and more than we could reasonably
expect, the BBC has unearthed a reporter who had tea with Sid
Davies on his South African visit and guess who was also at the
tea-party?”

Brian smiled, “Sir Charles.”

“Bingo.  Ergo Sir Charles has a material interest in the
outcome of the inquiry , which you have just underlined, and Sid
Davies and Sir Charles will be seen as buddies.  Even the
Teflon man can’t slide out of this one.  If he tries to
appoint Sir Charles he will be accused of cronyism and if Sir
Charles tries to accept he will be accused of having a material
interest.”

Brian wagged his finger, “there’s many a slip….”

Melanie studied the cigarette packet, “look take these and throw
them in the bin will you, I’m trying to give them up.”

He took the packet, “it works better if you have an
inducement.”

She scowled, “I have, a £25 bet with my two gloating colleagues
that I won’t last a fortnight.”

She looked at her watch, “must go; got to catch the midday news
on the radio and, hopefully, a one o’clock TV news-slot.”

She looked down the lane, “can you get lost till after
twelve?”

Brian rolled his eyes, “I do have other things to do besides
avoiding news crews.”

She opened her mouth, but Brian jumped in, “OK.  OK, I’ll
do what you ask.”

She smiled and trotted back to the van, which drove off in a
cloud of diesel fumes.  Brian went back to Sarah’s cottage,
retrieved his bike and cycled down the leafy footpath, and across a
wooden pedestrian bridge, to Pastlecham.  To his surprise the
door to the old bank was open and John Bank’s wheelchair adapted
Renault Kangoo was sitting in the tiny car park.  Brian looked
at the old bank from the outside; it always reminded him of a Swiss
chalet, especially as there was a covered area in front that had
originally been intended as a pram park.  Brian went inside,
the place was a hive of activity.  John looked up as Brian
entered, “welcome to our tiny abode.”  He swept his arm
around.  Brian surveyed the inside of the building.  Most
of it seemed to be open plan with the exception of about a third,
which was taken up by a standard bank counter with glass up to the
roof.  John smiled, “toilets and an interview room out the
back.”

Philomena’s head popped up from behind the counter, “were
putting the two desktop computers behind here, only this one,” she
tapped a large black monitor, “will have an Internet
connection.  You and John will have to make do with
laptops.”

Brian sat on an upended waste bin, “where did all the stuff come
from?  Who’s paying for it?”

John gave a knowing grin, “leave the finances to me, we’ll get
the Ministry money soon enough.”

Brian was still confused, “but can’t you wait until my
appointment is confirmed, I still might not get it?”

John shook his head, “no, we need to be up and running as soon
as possible.  If it makes you feel better the Ministry have
assured me that as soon as you are appointed we will get the
£22,000 start-up costs they promised.”

Brian saw the sense of the argument, “how come there’s so much
open space, this was only a village bank?”

“This used to be a regional centre, so this is where you visited
your friendly bank manager, when they still had friendly bank
managers rather than anonymous call centres.”

Brian waved his arm around, “what’s left to do?”

“Burglar alarm should be up and running by this evening, it has
a bell that would wake the dead, but no automatic police call out,
instead it will send an automatic voice message to your or my
phone.”

He consulted his pad, “need another phone line and a broadband
connection for Philomena.  Photocopier arrives on Thursday and
I’m still tracking down the keys to the safe.”

Brian was still taking it all in, “do we need a safe?”

“Too true”, said a voice behind him, “place is infested with
mice, where else are we going to keep the biscuits?”

Brian laughed and turned round, “hello Imogen, I’m glad that
Philomena persuaded you to do the typing and formatting for
us.”

She passed by carrying a set of desk trays.  John pointed
to the counter, “one problem, I can’t get behind the counter, the
entry door is too narrow.  Pete’s out back building a ramp for
the back door and will get round to widening the doorway later this
week.”

“Who’s Pete?”

“Our odd-job man.  He lives in the village and has his own
carpentry business, but he’s a willing horse and will also act as a
runner between here and the Diocesan Conference centre if need
be.  Incidentally I’ve got the Post Office to give us a unique
Post Code so that mail addressed to us only needs the name of who
it is to and the postcode on the front.”

Brian was astounded, “I didn’t think they did that.”

John smiled, they do if you point out that their normal postman
would probably not be able to cope with the extra mail.”

The doorway darkened and Pete entered; he was a large man, not
overweight, just muscular.  His blue eyes swiveled towards
Brian, but he spoke to John.  “Can you try the ramp out? 
I think that I’ve got the slope right, but that makes a sharp turn
at the end.”

John introduced Brian and Pete offered a huge paw of a hand;
Brian shook it and was surprised at the gentleness of the
touch.  Pete turned round and looked at Imogen, “’fraid the
ramp will cover up the low level window, so where will you want the
cat flap?”

Brian looked at John, who shrugged, “Imogen won’t work without
her cats and in any case it could be a solution to the mice.”

Brian tapped him on the kneecap, “I thought you loathed
cats.”

He muttered something about ‘needs must’ and wheeled himself
towards the back door.  Philomena appeared and placed a slim
laptop computer on the wide ledge that ran along the wall by the
door.  This is your laptop; it’s state of the art, but his no
frills.  So it’s roughly the size of an A4 piece of paper and
only 0.9” thick.  However, it has no moving parts, no floppy
disk drive, no CD-ROM drive, no hard-drive and all the memory is
solid state.  It has a fearsome calendar type programme, our
standard word processing programme and a spreadsheet
programme.”  She grinned, “the word processing package is
minus all the fancy bits, so don’t try for a calligraphy font try
or try to write your own macros; but I suspect all you ever need is
there.”

Brian picked it up, “Internet connection?”

Philomena frowned, “yes, but please don’t leave it connected for
hours on end.”

She placed a charging unit on the ledge.  The downside of
all solid state is that the damn thing is full of memory chips so
it has a tiddly battery.  It will run for about eight hours a
day, but you definitely need to charge it every day and at least
once a week bring it here and back it up on the desktop in the
corner; John will back his up there as well.  Just drop it in
the small cradle and the software will do the rest.  John has
a bigger machine than you and his fit’s in the bigger cradle.”

Brian smiled, “I already feel deprived.”

Philomena didn’t see the joke, “his machine is only physically
bigger because it’s got moving parts.  By both docking on the
same machine you will synchronize your diaries.”

Brian gave Philomena an earnest look, “this little lot is not
cheap; I am worried about the money.”

She pointed out the back, “Don’t be, John’s got it under
control.  Do you want a run through on the diary
software?”

Brian nodded, “please I tend to use this, “ he pulled out a
small electronic organizer.  She examined it and handed it
back, “be OK if it was this year’s model and not steam driven, but
in reality you will need the expanded calendar functions, let me
show you.”

Brian spent an hour getting briefed and handed the machine back
to Philomena, “I’m on my bike so…”

His voice tailed off as she produced a small green denim
backpack, “thought of that.  It will fit in here quite nicely
with its charger and Internet lead.”

Brian watched her pack the backpack, “I thought these days you
used a roaming wireless connection, I know Diocesan house has such
facilities.”

She shook her head, “call me paranoid, but I don’t like the idea
that you would always be connected the minute you walked into the
building, or even parked in you car outside.”

Brain sighed, adjusted the pack’s straps and slung it on his
back, “it’s quite light.”

“Just don’t fall off your bike, it may have no moving parts, but
I can assure you that the screen is still breakable.”

Brian left the building and then popped his head back inside,
“have we got a name for this place?”

She grinned, “Best suggestion so far is ‘The Beehive,’ after all
it will be full of workers.”

Brian left her laughing.

 


           
Brian checked his watch and cycled back down the leafy footpath and
then cut through the back ways of Redburgh until he could see his
house; there appeared to be a small orange van camped
outside.  Brian pulled out his mobile and phoned Melinda,
informing her that he didn’t think that he could have lunch in the
shop as had become usual when the were in Redburgh.  His face
broke into a smile and he carefully watched the shop moved away
from the pub, nobody followed it.  He cycled down a small dirt
track and waited, the shop appeared two minutes later and parked on
some hard-standing that was used by lorries in the sugar beet
season.  He climbed on board, “thanks for moving.”

Susan climbed out of the driver’s seat, “did you hear your
interview on the radio?”

“No.”

“You sounded magnanimous towards Sir Charles without really
giving an inch.”

Brian walked to the back and sat down; Melinda passed him a
sandwich, “sorry it’s a plain beef and pickle, we’ve had rather a
run on sandwiches today.”

Susan chipped in, “three journalists, two sound engineers and
one rather offish cameraman, who wanted salami on pitta
bread.  Anyway they’ve nearly cleaned us out, let us know next
time your inviting the mass media around.”

Melinda sniffed, “never mind her she had a bad day
yesterday.”

Brian turned to look at her, “no birds?”

“Plenty of birds, but Carl turned out to be gay.”

“Ah,” said Brian, “bit of a problem that.”

She perked up, “still business is good enough with all these
media guys around.  Incidentally I’m sure the chap in the
orange van outside your house is on TV – his name’s Terry something
or other.”

They ate and chatted until Melinda tossed her head, “we’d better
be gone or our customers at Redburgh Ford will get restless.”

Brian left the shop to cycle home and Susan turned to Melinda,
“I think that he’s becoming rather keen on you?”

She smiled, “I hope so.”

Susan thumped her on the shoulder, “you know so.”

Melinda stored away the coffee mugs, “you don’t mind do you, I
did wonder if…”

Susan grimaced, “no fear, he’s not my type.  In any case
he’d run a mile, remember I am one of his parishioners; tongues
would wag.”

She nodded, but didn’t smile, “but he moves in circles that are
out of my league.”

Susan watched him cycle away, “let’s hope they’re not out of his
league as well.”

She turned to Melinda, “time to work, you’ll be seeing him this
evening when he comes for dinner.  Now I’m going to sit at the
back and watch you find a way from here to Redburgh Ford without
going over the weight restricted bridge at the end of this
lane.”

Melinda grinned and started the shop’s engine, she already knew
that she had space to turn around where she was. 

 


           
Brian heard the shop start and free-wheeled down the gentle slope
to his house, as Susan had indicated Terry Taylor was sitting
outside in his van; there was no-one else in sight.  Terry
climbed out, “can you spare a word?”

“Where’s everybody else?”

“They heard you on the radio and figured that they’d missed
today’s boat; they’re probably off pursuing Sir Charles at this
very minute.”

Terry looked vulnerable and extremely cautious.  Brian
looked at the van, “are you wired for sound?”

Terry burst out laughing, “I’m not a journalist, I’m just the
trained rat who hosts the show; others gather the information.”

They walked towards Brian’s front door, “you tried to set me up
as the fall-guy.”

Terry looked miserable, “not me, Nathaniel.  For some
reason he likes doing that as he says it makes the programme more
edgy; whatever that means.”

“You don’t like him?”

“’Fraid not, I haven’t got your charitable streak.  He’s
after a TV award and he’ll tread on anyone to get one.”

“Then why do you work with him?”

Terry shrugged, “where else would I work, my image is against me
at the moment?”

Brian became even more curious, “so why the visit.”

Terry sat down in an armchair, “because I want to work somewhere
else, I’m fed up with the program’s format and to a certain extent,
like I said, I’ve been stereotyped by it.”

He suddenly produced a reporter’s notebook and tossed it to
Brian, “I’m been doing some moon-lighting for a Belgium TV company,
I spent my childhood in Cannes and Toulouse so I can managed
reasonable French.  We’ve been doing some half-hour programs
on various subjects, from the English words that are creeping into
French and Flemish to one or two on Europe.  We were going to
do one on the European farming policy, but the powers that be
decided that it was too heavyweight and we did a programme on the
design of the toilet seat instead.”  He sniffed his
disapproval, “the notebook contains a list of web-sites that our
researcher said contained useful information, unfortunately some of
them are only in French or German.”

Brian was surprised, “why give it to me, I’m not even the
chairman yet and I might not be.”

Terry smiled, “Sid Davies would have to have a skin like a
rhinoceros to appoint Sir Charles.”

Brian’s mobile phone rang and he mouthed ‘sorry’ to Terry as he
answered it.  At the last moment he remembered some
instructions from James and did not give his name, “hello?”

He listened and a broad smile crossed his face.  “My Lada
wouldn’t be up to that and in any case Bernard’s got it for the
day.  I’ll phone the farmer and get him there with his
tractor.”

Brian turned his phone off, “I don’t suppose you could give me a
lift up the road, a friend of mine has got her shop stuck in some
mud.”

Terry looked confused, “how can you get a shop stuck
anywhere?”

Brian grinned, “I’ll explain on the way.”

 


           
When they arrived the problem was obvious, the back wheels of the
shop had sunk almost up to their axles in some sort of soak-away
that was in the middle of the concrete hard-standing.  Melinda
was standing by the vehicle with her hands on her hips making her
excuses, “I never even saw the wretched thing, and as soon as I
drove onto it the wheels sank in.”

Susan wagged a finger at Brian, “if we hadn’t had to move for
you…”

She noticed Terry and looked at Brian, who promptly introduced
her.  Terry looked at the shop, “I don’t know why we don’t
have more of these, they do a wonderful service for the people
stuck in villages.”

“Not too many,” replied Susan, “the villages around can sustain
one mobile shop, but not two, there just isn’t the custom.”

Terry smiled showing white evenly polished teeth, “but there are
plenty of villages without shops.”

Susan laughed, “One shop is enough for us,” she suddenly stopped
and looked up, shading her eyes.  “Something’s sent up a
Skylark.”

Everyone turned their eyes skywards, “not as many of these as
here used to be,” said Terry, “I recorded a programme on the demise
of field birds the other week.”

Susan’s eyes swiveled onto him.  “You did?”

He nodded, “I’d lend you a copy, but it’s in French.”

Susan tossed her head, her pony tail swing viciously, “I did
A-level French, and passed.”

Terry looked back towards the skylark, “it’s in Belgium French,
not French French, but if you want to give it a go…”

“I’d love to.”

Melinda cocked her head to one side, “tractor’s coming.” 
She looked at Terry, “beware she’s a bit batty about birds.”

He smiled, “also did a programme on Owls, we got some marvelous
night-time footage.”

The tractor rounded the corner and Brian and Melinda went to
meet the farmer.  Susan and Terry stayed chatting.  The
tractor pulled up and a young farmer climbed off, “Mel, this is
Ben.”

Ben looked at the shop, “been ruining my soak-away have
you?”

He spoke slowly and with a deep Suffolk accent that would have
rendered his speech unintelligible to most people.

Melinda opened her mouth, but Ben smiled, “probably needed a
good turning over anyway.  Come on Brian, give us a hand.”

Melinda watched them attach chains to the front of the tractor;
she had never seen such a huge tractor before.  Ben looked at
Melinda, “you driving this monstrosity?”

She nodded, “get in and start the engine, as soon as you feel
the beast move put it in second and lift the clutch gently. 
And please don’t go ramming my nice shiny tractor up the
backside.”

Within three minutes the shop was back on terra-firma. 
Susan thanked Ben and asked him how much he wanted for getting them
out of trouble.  He scratched his head, “nothing really, I was
quite nearby.  On the other hand if you’ve got a decent
sandwich on board I missed my lunch today…”

Susan laughed and entered the shop, returning with a mini French
loaf that was stuffed with a beef salad and a can of cola and a
shiny red apple.  “Have lunch on us.”

Ben gave his slow smile, “that looks grand.”  He paused,
“you got a timetable?”

Susan re-entered the bus and emerged to press their timetable
into his hand.

He wandered off and started to have his lunch sitting on the
mudguard of the tractor.  The shop drove off and Terry drove
Brian back to his house.  On the way he said casually, “how
can I get a video to young Melinda’s friend?”

Brian nodded to the wall of the pub, “there’s a timetable of
their schedule there and her name is Susan.”

Brian thanked Terry and went inside his house and directly to
his study; he may have Bernard and Daisy, but he still intended to
try and preach once a week for as long as he could.  He smiled
to himself, that was assuming that he got the chairmanship of the
inquiry ; personally he thought that doubtful, after all he
was an obscure priest who had been flung into the fickle limelight,
whereas Sir Charles, through his supermarkets, was a household
name.










Chapter 11
Lift Off


Just as Brian was getting ready for his evening’s dinner date
with Melinda and Susan the phone rang; Brian let it go on the
ansaphone.  It was Melanie advising him to watch the early
evening news; he hastily got himself ready and turned the TV
on.  The First news item, that he only just caught, was that
Mavis Durrant had been appointed as leader of her party and
therefore Prime Minister.  It had apparently, however, not
been plain sailing due to a late act of ‘spoiling warfare’ from Sid
Davies, who had led a rebellion against her leadership and taken
nearly a third of the party with him.  Martin Silvermann
summed it up nicely, “there is little doubt that Sid Davies has got
wind of the fact that Mavis Durrant, as soon as she reforms the
cabinet, is likely to put him out of a job.  So this was a
last ditch effort to save his political skin.”

The TV anchorman swung in his chair, “and are there likely to be
any other spoiling tactics from Sid before he gets the now
inevitable push?”

Martin Silvermann gave a shark like smile.  “At some time
he is due to announce the chairmanship of this long awaited inquiry
into farming policy; it is not beyond belief that he might try and
appoint his own favourite – Sir Charles Rathbone – just to further
embarrass the Prime Minister.”

Brian sat on the arm of his armchair and muttered, ‘so much for
my chances.”

There were two more items of news, one on the continuing fall of
the Euro against the Pound and one on the continuing fall of
supermarket sales; the sales now approaching the point where it was
doubtful if there was enough market to sustain the four big
players.

Brian was reaching for the switch when the news programme
suddenly switched to outside number ten for a statement by the new
Prime Minister.  Mavis Durrant strode out of the famous
doorway and approached the lectern, somebody had thoughtfully
placed a dais behind it; at just over four feet Brian reckoned that
she must be the shortest Prime Minister on record.  However,
what she lacked in stature she made up in natural authority. 
She smiled at the assembled journalists.  “Well ladies and
gentlemen of the press this is one day that many of you did not
expect to see, I can’t say that it was high on my expectation list
either”  She turned to look straight into the camera. 
“It has been said that some people achieve greatness, some are born
great and some have greatness thrust upon them; I regard myself in
the last category.  I have already stated that at the end of
this term of parliament that is in three and a half years time, I
would be standing down as an MP; I do not intend to alter my views
on this impending retirement.  However, in the short time that
I will be Prime Minister I will endeavour to put my full energy
into leading the House of Commons and the government.  I will
also put my full energy into removing from the said house any
sleaze, unsuitable behaviour and inappropriate Spanish customs so
that if I manage to leave any enduring legacy for the country it
will be a reformed and more befitting government structure for the
best country in the world in the twenty first century.”  She
paused, “I have little more to say at present, except that as you
might expect I will be undertaking a cabinet reshuffle in the very
near future.”  Her gaze on the camera was unwavering, “My
predecessor’s last act before resigning was to instigate the
Inquiry on the National Farming Policy.  As my very first act
I wish to announce the appointment of the Reverend Brian Talbot to
chair this inquiry.  To prevent any misunderstanding let me
emphasize that he will be the sole Chairman and that Sir Charles
Rathbone’s considerable experience in the supermarket and foreign
farming sectors will be of much more use as a provider of
information rather than in being involved in the inquiry in any
other manner.  Thank you all for your support, I will do my
best to serve you well.”

With that she turned about and walked swiftly into number ten,
which was now her home.  Martin Silvermann’s face filled the
screen, “well there you are, Mavis has always been known for her
tough stance on sleaze and she has virtually declared war on those
in the House who abuse their privileges.  She has also made a
swift pre-emptive strike on Sid Davis by announcing her preferred
candidate for the chairmanship of the Inquiry on the National
Farming Policy and preventing him from appointing a protégé.”

The anchorman’s voice asked a question.  “She appears in
total control; is that just visible persona, or will she suffer
from the usual political pressures?”

Martin grinned, “Believe me she is in control.  We are
likely to see one of the most extensive cabinet reshuffles ever
undertaken by a Prime Minister taking up the reigns in the middle
of a term.”

“And where do you think the shuffle will start?”

“Almost certainly with Sid Davies, his treachery at the last
minute will not be forgotten and…”

The report veered off into speculation and Brian lost interest
and turned the TV off.  So now it was official, he would be
chairing the inquiry.

 


           
Twenty minutes later Brian carefully backed onto the hard-standing
outside Melinda’s cottage and turned his engine off.  It was a
magnificent evening with little wind and a clear blue sky.  He
climbed out the car and went to the front door; Susan opened
it.  “She’s up at the barn sweeping out the shop, it’s my turn
to cook.”

“Haute cuisine?”

She gave him a scornful look, “yesterday’s unsold meat pie with
microwave chips and frozen peas followed by out-of-sell-by-date
yoghurt and past their prime peaches.”

He was not sure if she was teasing, so he tried for a neutral
way out, “I’m sure whatever you cook will be fine.”

She trounced towards the kitchen, “well you can make yourself
useful and lay the table.”

Brian’s mobile rang; Susan gave him a withering look, “I hope
that thing will be off over dinner.”

Brian escaped outside and answered the phone; carefully and not
giving his name, as instructed by James.  He listened and then
said, “I’m sorry, but the Reverend Talbot is dining with some
friends and is currently unavailable.  I’m sure that he’ll
issue a press release in due course.”

He then turned the phone off and found Melinda grinning behind
him, “I heard the news on the shop radio, mentioned in dispatches
no less.”

Brian pointed into the cottage, “Susan seems a little tense, am
I intruding?”

She laughed, “Not in the least.  It’s no longer a dinner
for three, but a dinner for four and she’s opted to cook.”

Brian raised an eyebrow, “so who’s coming?”

“Ben, the farmer who pulled us out of the soak-away this
afternoon, he rang up to seek Susan’s advice on organizing some
sort of bird count around some ancient hedges on his farm.”

“And for that he’s coming to dinner?”

“She invited him on the spot, any friend of the feathered flyer
is a friend of hers.”

“But I thought that she was keen on Terry, she talked to him for
long enough.”

Melinda gave him a very peculiar look, “Terry is married you
daft twit.  He was talking to Susan about his wife and
daughter, apparently his wife is a keen bird watcher and wants to
join a group that doesn’t mind a three year old child tagging
along.”

She giggled and went all demure, “we’re not that desperate that
we’ll chase anything in trousers.”

Susan appeared in the doorway, “there’s some female reporter on
the phone wanting to speak to Brian.”

“What’s her name?”

Susan tossed her head in disapproval, “didn’t ask, but she’s
from East Coast Radio.”

Brian went into the kitchen and Susan handed him the phone,
“Melanie?”

He listened and then replied, “Look I’m going to issue a press
release in the morning, why not come round for breakfast.  I
shouldn’t think anyone will be interested anyway as the cabinet
reshuffle will take up all the news.”

He nodded to the unseen speaker, “OK, see you in the
morning.”

Brian replaced the phone, waited a couple of seconds and then
took it off the hook.  He turned round to find Melinda behind
him, she grinned and snuggled into his arm, “I never get invited
round for breakfast.”

Susan sniffed, “I shouldn’t think that two cornflakes and a drip
of milk is on the menu, have you seen that Melanie Clarke, she
could be on the front page of any fashion magazine.”

Brian blinked, “it’s not like that.  James will be there
and…”

The girls fell about laughing and Brian raised his hands, “OK,
the jokes on me.”

He was saved from any further ribbing by the arrival of
Ben.  He shyly handed over a bottle to Susan, “fresh plum
juice, pressed this morning.”

Brian leant against the kitchen wall, “didn’t know you grew
plums, thought it was only root vegetables and wheat.”

Ben gently smiled, his eyes half closing in the process, “rented
old Joe’s apple orchard last year, it also has a few rows of plum
trees.  He said that he’s getting too old to work it and as
it’s next to my upper field I thought that I’d give it a go.”

Susan placed one hand on each of them, “if you’re going to talk
farming you can get out of my way and go into the lounge, but I
warn you, no farm talk over dinner.”

 


           
Dinner was almost as Susan had promised, except that the meat pie
was obviously fresh, the chips thick-cut and the peaches
beautifully soft.  Conversation over dinner, as requested,
stayed away from farming and centered mainly on Mavis Durrant’s
political career.  After coffee Melinda suddenly stood up and
looked at Susan, “you cooked so Brian and I will wash up.”

Ben started to rise.  Melinda pushed him back into the
armchair, “you talk birds with Susan, but I warn you she could talk
the hind leg off an ostrich on the subject.”

Brian knew the joke, “ostriches don’t have any hind legs.”

“See what I mean!”

The left the lounge and Brian noticed that she firmly closed the
door.  Once in the kitchen Brian looked round, “where is it
all?”

“Apart from the coffee cups in the dishwasher.”

“You have a dishwasher?”

“It’s behind that large cupboard door; it’s old and rickety, but
it still works and we working women need every labour saving device
we can find.”

Brian raised his hands, “then why…”

She turned round and hung on his arm, “because I want you to
myself.  We’ll make a discrete entry in half an hour or
so.”

They sat down at the kitchen table; Melinda moved her chair
close to Brian, then, in the flash of an eyelid she became
pensive.  “So you are going to be chairman.”

Brian put his arm round her shoulders, “looks like it.  I
don’t see how Sid Davis can manœuvre out of this one.”

She lifted her right hand and grasped the fingers of the hand on
her shoulder, “so you’ll be moving in illustrious circles
then?”

Brian instantly realized where she was coming from; “and you’re
worried that I’ll dump you in favour of some posh bit of
crumpet.”

She shook her head, “I know you wouldn’t do that, you’re not the
type.  But I am worried that all this, “she waved her arm
around, “will become…”

She struggled to find the right word.  “Dowdy or trivial
or…”

Brian squeezed her, “look little Miss Insecure, we get on well
because we can be real with each other.  That other world, the
one I am about to enter, is different.  There I’ll have to
watch my back, measure my words and be careful in my
approach.  I couldn’t live in that world.”

She pushed him away and stood up, obviously miffed, “I’m not
little Miss Insecure and please don’t call me names.”

Brian sat in total surprise, “I…”

She recognized the look on his face and realized that rather
than making fun of her he had been sincere.  They looked at
each other for a few seconds and then she leaned against the sink,
“sorry Brian; it’s a prison thing.  People call you names, all
sorts of names, for no reason, or to wind you up, or just for
fun.  I never could get used to it.”

Brian stood up and held out his arms, “I didn’t mean to be rude,
I just wanted to say…”

She moved forward into his arms.  “Message received and
understood.”

Brian hesitated and then thought, ‘open and honest.’  He
kissed her on the forehead, “I’m not sure that the message is
received.  You’re becoming my little bit of sanity in a crazy
world; you’re real, the rest seems like a dream.  I don’t
particularly want to chair this inquiry.  I don’t particularly
want to be the Archbishop’s special advisor.  I definitely
don’t want to be the centre of media attention.  I just want
to be an anonymous parish priest,”  he paused, “and I want to
be with you and be normal with you.”

He paused again, “but I also don’t want you hurt.  Being my
little bit of sanity could put you in the firing line.”

She looked up at him through half closed eyes, “so what are you
saying?  Wait till the inquiry is over?  Stay out of
view?  Conduct our friendship in secret places?”

He shook his head, “I’m trying, very badly, to give you an opt
out.  I want to be with you, but you may not want to be with
me if the consequences hurt you, and by association, Susan.”

She put her arms around him and squeezed, “well I don’t want an
opt out, OK?”

She suddenly stepped back realizing that Brian’s demeanour had
changed.  Tears were rolling down his face, she touched one
with her finger, “what’s wrong?”

He tried for a smile, “nothing’s wrong, except that I thought
that you might…”

He whipped out a handkerchief and blew his nose, wiping his eyes
in the process.  Melinda sat him down and then put his head in
her breast.  He mumbled, “Sorry it’s just that…”

She silenced him with a snuggle and he cried while she held him,
suddenly realizing just how vulnerable he was, how much strain he
was under and just how much her every word meant to him.

 


           
In the lounge Susan and Ben finished the details of the
hedge-watch.  He cocked an ear, “I don’t hear much washing-up
going on?”

Susan smiled, “they just want to talk; the currently don’t get
too much time together and I guess pretty soon it will be even
less.”

Ben nodded, “how come a London lass is out here anyway?”

Susan looked at him, “you haven’t read the papers?”

“What papers?  I normally listen to the radio in my tractor
or in the barn.”

Susan grasped that all the furore about their past when they had
first arrived had passed him by.  She looked out of the
window, but kept him in her peripheral vision.  “We moved here
a few years ago, we came straight from prison.  We conceived
of the idea of a mobile shop while we were there and my parents
sussed out the ground for us around here.  I originally come
from Redburgh”

Ben nodded, “warders were you?”

She swallowed, “no inmates.”

If his jaw had dropped open he couldn’t have looked more
surprised.  “But you’re so…”

His voice tailed off.  She began to fear the worst. 
It was always the same; one hint of her past and…  She looked
at him while feeling her stomach knot, “so what?”

He regained his composure, “so nice.  Why would anybody
want to put you in prison?”

She didn’t relax, “because I was convicted of manslaughter.”

He blinked, then shook his head, “I can’t imagine you killing a
mouse, let alone a man.”

She grimaced, “it was a woman actually.  I probably killed
one and gave a second a hard time.”

Ben just looked at her, disbelief in his eyes.  She picked
up her coffee cup and then realized it was empty; she placed it
back down again.  “I trained as a nurse, but got struck
off.  I gave a patient the wrong drugs and they died, trouble
was it wasn’t a one-off mistake, I gave her the wrong drugs every
day for a fortnight.”

Ben looked quizzical, “did you just misread the drugs
table?”

Susan gave a sideways smile, “I thought that would be my
salvation.  The medical authorities blamed me, but the police
initially blamed the doctor’s handwriting as they couldn’t read it
at all.  They also said that the woman was so ill that it
could not be proved that the different drugs had actually killed
her.  The family was obviously upset and they sued the
hospital for malpractice and lost.”

Ben appeared horrified, “they lost!”

Susan nodded, “the hospital played both the ‘it might not have
been the drugs’ card and also shifted the entire blame onto
me.  To cut a long and boring story short the hospital and the
doctor employed some smart London lawyer who convinced the police
to press charges.  They won and I lost and I got sentenced to
five years in penal servitude.”

Ben sat like a statue, “what happened to the doctor?”

“He got off scot free, not even a reprimand from the BMA.”

Ben stirred, “surprised you’re not bitter.”

She looked him in the eye, “I was, believe me I was.  Then
I met Melinda and her illness somehow put it all into
perspective.”

Ben raised an eyebrow and Susan shook her head, “she’ll tell you
if she wants to.  But when I first met her in the prison
hospital I didn’t believe anyone could be so ill and live, and
remember I’d been a nurse.”

Ben still didn’t move a muscle, “you were in hospital?”

“I helped my father between the case and sentencing.  I
didn’t even have to place any bail and no-body expected me to go to
prison.  I fell in the sheep-dip and banged my head.”

Ben looked concerned, this was something on his own territory,
“Did you swallow any?”

“Plenty, it also did my eczema the world of harm.  When
Melinda met me I looked like a giant flaky pastry and it took three
months for my lungs to get back to full usage.”

Ben suddenly stood up and walked to the window, he said to
no-one in particular as he surveyed the outside scene, “I killed a
guy three years ago.  He was sleeping in the lower field and I
just ran the combine right over him.  I wasn’t concentrating
see, I was just driving on autopilot, I could even have been
asleep; I should have had the radio on.  Didn’t go to prison
mind; coroner said that it was an accident and that people
shouldn’t go sleeping in the middle of a cornfield in the
summer.  Chap’s still dead though, and I killed him.”

Susan was taken aback, “do you think about him?”

Ben shrugged his broad shoulders, “didn’t know him; never met
him.  Think about killing him though, sort of never leaves
you.”

Susan walked over to the window and joined him gazing onto the
countryside, “that’s the real sentence isn’t it.  I wake up in
the middle of the night and see Mrs West, that was her name, I see
her laid out in the morgue with a label, murdered by Susan
Hogarth.”

Ben shrugged, “’twern’t murder, ‘twere an accident, just like
me, just a different cause.”

Susan shrugged, “I could have appealed you know; who knows I
might have got let off, certainly might have had the sentence the
sanctimonious old fart of a judge gave me reduced.  But I
didn’t, after all I did give her the wrong drugs, I could have
checked, but I wanted to appear efficient.  In any case after
a few months I was so wrapped up looking after Melinda I forgot
everything else.  A sort of defense mechanism really.”

Ben nodded in understanding, “I should have checked the field,
but didn’t take the time.  Crops were ready, rain was on the
way and so I continued harvesting even though I was dead on my feet
and cutting corners.  But I can’t forget, so I don’t harvest
anymore; I buy in specialists now.”

They both gazed out of the window remembering what they would
like to forget.  After a while Susan sighed, “Sorry, I didn’t
invite you here to make you maudlin or to hear my troubles.”

Ben didn’t move, just muttered.  She looked at him,
“pardon?”

He smiled shyly, “I said a trouble shared is a trouble
halved.”

She looked at him, “how did you cope?”

He nodded to the kitchen, “talked it over with Brian, he’s got
the patience of a saint, I must have told him the same story a
thousand times.”

She nodded, “I talked it over with Melinda and the prison
chaplain.  And over, and over, and over…”

Ben suddenly stirred, “better be off, thanks for the meal; early
start in the morning.”

Susan inwardly sighed, he was making a diplomatic exit.  He
walked to the door and stopped, she could see hesitation in his
eyes, “don’t suppose you’d care for a walk tomorrow night? 
Flycatchers will be at work by the river and I think I saw a
Kingfisher last week.”

She realized that he was shy and was giving her something she
could easily turn down without offending him.  “Be nice.”

His face broke into a smile, “you’ll need boots, no paths by the
riverbank.”

She nodded and he left.  She went and sat back in an
armchair and remembered Mrs West.

 


           
Brian eventually stopped crying and sat upright, “you must think
I’m dreadfully weak.”

“No, I think you are dreadfully worn out.  You need more
than a fortnight’s holiday, you need a proper rest.”

He smiled, “I feel much better now.”

She kissed him on the forehead, “go home and sleep.”

“You won’t be offended?”

She shook her head and led him to the door.  He went to
speak, she put her finger to his lips and then, on impulse, 
pulled his face to hers and kissed him.  She then watched him
leave and went into the lounge having heard Ben leave
earlier.  Susan was sitting in the armchair silently crying,
so for the second time in one evening Melinda held a crying person
to her bosom.

 


           
Brian drove home trying to analyze what had happened, in the end he
decided that he could be real in Melinda’s presence; he didn’t need
to be the macho man, or the omnicompetent priest, he could just be
himself.  He pulled into the entrance of a field and sat
looking at the countryside in all its summer glory.  He’d been
both excited at the announcement of his chairmanship and terrified
at the prospect.  He sat and thought and prayed, eventually he
went home to sleep.










Chapter 12
New Beginnings


The next morning Susan and Melinda were automatically going
through their morning routine; breakfast was on the table and Susan
had her notepad out.  “How’s the bathroom department?”

Melinda sipped her tea, “need bleach and wet-wipes.”

“Food?”

“Tins are OK, could do with some more cup-a-soups and we’re
almost out of black-currant jam.”

The proceeded through their routine until eventually Susan
closed her notebook, glanced at the clock and leant back against
the wall.  “Didn’t ask, how did you get on last night?”

Melinda pondered her answer, “I’m not sure.”

Susan became concerned, “not sure?  I thought that you were
dead keen on him.”

“Oh I am.”

Susan was perplexed, “is he not keen on you then?  If so
you could have fooled me; you should have seen his face when he
realized that he might not have you to himself.”

Melinda picked up the one remaining cornflake on her finger and
nibbled it.  “I think he needs me as some sort of emotional
release, I’m not sure that he sees me as a woman.  It’s more
like he needs someone to lean on rather than being lent on.”

She closed her eyes, “I don’t want to be valued as a prop; I
want to be valued as me.”

Susan rubbed the back of Melinda’s hand, “you could see it as a
compliment.  Few men would make themselves so vulnerable in
front of a woman.”

Melinda nodded, and then added quietly, “but I want to let him
know that I am vulnerable too; how can I do that when he sees me as
his strength?”

She suddenly stood up, “time you were off to the
cash-n-carry.”

Susan picked up her mug and plate, “you seeing him today?”

She shrugged, “who knows, maybe he’ll be after a free
lunch.”

Susan made for the door and paused, “Ben invited me out this
evening to walk on the riverbank.  I’ll need to buy some
proper walking boots though, so I might be a little late.”

“Your waterproof trainers no good then?”

“He says it will be rough ground.”

Melinda paused, “you in for dinner?”

Susan shrugged, “he’s picking me up at six, so I doubt it.”

Melinda nodded and Susan left; she hated to see her friend
downhearted and as she drove into the town she muttered a few
chosen words about Brian and his expectations.

 


           
Oblivious to all this Brian was having breakfast with James and
Melanie, as usual it was chocolate biscuits and coffee. 
Melanie surveyed the pad in front of her, “how come you can release
the names of the panel so quickly?”

Brian’s face took on a gleeful expression, “John asked them all
in advance if they would provide information to the inquiry if I
was chairman, he only had two refusals.”

James wiped his lips with a tissue, “who were they?”

“The archdeacon of Lavenham, says he would rather shout from the
sidelines, and Larry Neuberger.”

James sighed, “shame that, we could do with someone who has
experience of the wider European market.”

Melanie studied the list, “just let me check.  You’ve got
Petra Richards, Gordon Jones and Major Kevin Parsley from the three
main political parties and Stanley Hawthorn the independent
MP.  Then there’s Sir Ernest Groves from the Audit Commission,
Bert French a retired farmer from North Wales, Julia Williams from
the Food Marketing Board and Justin Sloan from the National Farmers
Union.”

Brain nodded, she looked at him, “speaking as a journalist it is
just a wee bit parochial?  I know that Stanley comes from
Northern Ireland and Justin is a Scot, but you could do with an
outsider.”

Brian shrugged, “any suggestions would be gratefully
received.”

She gave a wicked smile, “then how about approaching René de
Ville the European MP for the South of France?”

James roared with laughter, “the guy who proclaimed that every
true Frenchman should only use German wine only as a
paint-stripper?”

She nodded, “he may be fearsomely patriotic, but he also has a
good head on his shoulders and he really understands the European
Communities views on farming subsidies.”

Brian nodded, “OK, I’ll think about it.”

He turned to Melanie, “are you happy to release the
information?”

She nodded, “just let me get this straight, the panel members
read all the papers and transcripts of verbal evidence, but when
there’s a presentation you and a minimum of two of the MPs will sit
and hear the evidence that ends up as a transcript for the others
to read?”

Brian thought about what she had said, “That’s just about it,
that allows some members the freedom not to attend the
presentations, but recieve all the data.  It also allows them
to gather their own data in specific areas and pass it
around.  OK?”

She nodded, so he turned to James, “and are you willing to have
it go out in your name?”

“More than happy.”

Brian stood up, “then I’d better go and see my troops.”

Melinda smiled and made a swift exit; James watched her
go.  He turned to Brian, “I still don’t entirely trust her you
know.”

Brian smiled, “she’s suffering from green-grass syndrome.”

James raised an eyebrow and Brian waved his hand at the sunshine
lit landscape.  “I think that she is happy and content living
here and working for East Coast Radio.  As I understand it she
has a supportive husband, a child in the local school and roots in
the village where she lives.  So she could be content,
however, the industry is always telling her to go onwards and
upwards and that to progress she must move.  Hence the
green-grass syndrome.  One day she will wake up and realize
that she doesn’t in fact want to go anywhere else, when that
happens I think you will be able to trust her more.”

James stood up, “you could be talking about me.  I was a
pushy journalist once, then I saw what it could do to people and I
got out, pronto.”

Brian hesitated and then said, “Is that why Jean left you?”

He shook his head, “the marriage was dead before that, but it
was the catalyst for our eventual splitting up.”

Brian took a metal step back, “sorry James, didn’t mean to
pry.”

James gave a sort of crooked grin, “that’s OK, it’s all water
under the bridge now and at least we parted on amicable terms.”

He walked to the door and turned round, “but I will give you one
piece of advice Brian.  You look after your Melinda, don’t
start taking her for granted or expect her to deal with your needs
while you ignore hers”

He opened the door and walked down the path, Brian yelled out,
“where’s the Alfa?”

James turned round, “change of image!”  And climbed into a
small inconspicuous Volvo.

Brian went indoors and sat down, after a few moments his hand
reached for the phone.

 


           
Melinda drove into Exburgh Mill wondering where Susan had got
to.  This was the third village of the day and although Susan
had said that she would be late Melinda felt that she was now
overdue.  There was a van waiting in the old bus-stop lay-by,
but it wasn’t theirs.  She pulled up behind it as a short
woman emerged from it; she walked to the shop doors just as Melinda
opened them.  She smiled, “I’m looking for a Melinda
Greene.”

“That’s me.”

The woman went back to her van and then appeared carrying a huge
bunch of flowers, “then these are for you.”

One of the elderly female customers waiting in the queue
laughed, “Someone must love you deerie.”

Melinda peered at the card buried in the midst of the stems, it
read, ‘how about dinner tonight?  Brian.  PS – I love
you.’

Melinda almost burst into tears, the double underline on the
‘you’ carried a deep significance for her and must have been a
special instruction to the florists.  She was sniffing the
flowers when Susan pulled up.  Susan climbed into the shop,
“got an admirer then?”

Melinda pointed to the card, “You haven’t had a word with him
have you?”

Susan rolled her eyes, “can’t you ever believe that a man can be
spontaneous?  No I haven’t had a word with him, I’ve been to
Pastlecham as the van threw a wobbly.

Melinda lowered the flowers, “a wobbly?”

“Kept cutting out, something to do with the spark plug leads,
it’s all fixed now.”

She turned round, “now then ladies, what is it to be today?”

 


           
Brian arrived at the old bank building and smiled to himself; hung
on the entrance door was a green wooden sign with a picture of a
beehive.  He went inside and found John on the telephone, so
he went over to Philomena, “where did the sign come from?”

She smiled, “Pete’s wife is an art teacher.”

He leant against the counter, “how’s it going?”

She stretched her arms, “that list you passed me from Terry
Tailor is good stuff, it’s saved me hours of work.”

“Anything interesting?”

She pointed to a pile of papers.  Brian recoiled, “can’t
you give me a digest?”

“That is the digest.”

Brian groaned and stuffed the papers into his back-pack. 
He then passed a piece of paper over to Philomena, “can you find
out this chaps address and phone number for me?”

She looked at it and then at Brian, “I can give you his e-mail
address, he’s been on at least two EU committees.”

Brian hesitated, “rather talk to him.”

Philomena sighed, “Give me five minutes.”

Brian looked around, “where’s Imogen?”

“Gardening, she's got nothing to type as of yet.”

John put the phone down and raised his arms with his hands
clasped together in a victory salute, “that was the bank, the
start-up money plopped into the account this morning, so it’s all
systems go.”

Brian passed over the press release, “you ought to have a copy
of that.”

John laughed uproariously, “Shall I pin it to the copy Philomena
gave me an hour ago?”

Brian blinked and Philomena said from behind him, “wonders of
modern science Brian.”

Brain realized that he’d made a serious faux-pas, “sorry, I
should have thought.”

John nodded, “it would indeed be nice if we heard the news from
you and not the BBC.”

Brian nodded, “it won’t happen again.”

He sat down next to John, “so where are we?”

John looked at his laptop, “Diocesan conference centre is booked
Tuesday to Thursday for the next two months, we probably won’t need
it for all those dates, but the bulk booking was easier.  I’ve
also provisionally booked catering from a selection of firms,
almost all of them were surprised when I said no wine or
alcohol.  I’ve started to invite people to give evidence and
tomorrow there will be an appeal in the national and farming press,
plus specialist retail marketing journals, for people who feel that
they have something to contribute to write in here.  Imogen is
going to man our spare workstation in the corner for a while to
deal with e-mails.”

He paused, “we may have two problems.  Firstly car-parking
and secondly what to do about observers.”

John looked at Brian, “you may think that car-parking is
trivial, but it isn’t.  There are just not enough spaces in
the Diocesan centre for staff, let alone visitors and other than
that there are only the expensive parking areas for shoppers.”

Bran closed his eyes and imagined the location.  “Have you
tried the cinema across the road?  Probably plenty of spaces
there during the day.”

John made a note.  He looked up, “and observers?”

Brian said impatiently, “who wants to observe for goodness
sake?”

John looked at his lap-top, “representatives from Diamond foods,
Green-buys, Rathbones and Hapi-foods.  Another from the
Ministry of Agriculture, two from the EU and numerous members of
the press.”

Brian was surprised, “but they can’t want to come to every
session surely?  They’ll die of boredom!”

John grinned, “oh yes they can and oh no they won’t.”

Brian rubbed his eyes, “how many can we accommodate?”

“Probably twenty with ease, twenty-five at a push.”

Brian let out a long sigh, “then I’ll suppose we’ll have to, but
they can find their own parking spaces and I won’t let them observe
if I feel that their mere presence would intimidate those who are
giving information.

John laughed, “Now you don’t want to alienate them before you
start do you?  At least give them car parking space”

Brian waved his arms and found Philomena pressing a bit of paper
into one of his hands, “the address and phone number you wanted, I
hope you speak French.”

Brian was surprised, “I thought he spoke English.”

Philomena grinned, “Only when he’s in England.”

John held out his hand, “want me to ask him?”

Brian passed the paper over, “you’d better, my French is so poor
he’d probably think I was asking him to a dance.”

 


           
Just before six o’clock Susan was peering out of the window. 
Melinda crept up behind her, “is he picking you up?”

She shrugged, “he didn’t say.”

Melinda patted her on the shoulder, “don’t worry it’s only about
five miles to his farm, just a nice evening stroll.”

Susan suddenly muttered, “Oh good grief,” as a very ancient and
battered Land-Rover came into view.

Melinda peered through the window and laughed; “I thought
Brian’s Lada was bad, but that looks like it’s been through every
manure heap in the land.  Still I suppose it’s as good a means
as any of ruining a new pain of jeans.”

Susan squared he shoulders, “I just hope he hasn’t had any nasty
stuff inside the damn thing.”

Melinda laughed, “Doubt it; it’s all over the outside.”

Susan muttered something incomprehensible and made for the door,
she paused, “hope you have a good evening.”

Melinda’s eyes sparkled, “joking aside, I hope you do too.”

Susan walked out the front door to meet Ben rounding the filthy
Rover, he grinned sheepishly and opened the passenger door. 
Susan stopped dead, the inside was old and tatty, but clean. 
Ben shrugged, “washed it out this afternoon, but didn’t have time
for the outside.”

She climbed in and Ben joined her.  She hunted around,
“can’t find the seat-belt.”

He put the key in the ignition, “there aren’t any, she’s too
old.”

He started the engine and for all practical purposes
conversation ceased.  It was a obviously a diesel engine of
dubious vintage and as the vehicle obviously contained no
sound-proofing whatsoever it was not going to be a quiet journey,
at least as far as speech was concerned.  Ben drove carefully
round the country lanes and then suddenly diverted down a
farm-track, then down the outside of a field, finally pulling up
under a group of trees.  Susan took a deep breath and
swallowed some bile.  Ben looked at her, “sways about a bit
doesn’t she?”

Susan swallowed again seeking for a diplomatic reply, she
eventually managed, “never had a ride quite like it, especially
off-road.”

She paused and waited for her stomach to cease its internal
oscillations, “how long have you had it?”

He seemed surprised, “it’s my father’s. He’s had it from new,
bought it when he was a lad.”

Susan smiled and hoped that she wouldn’t be sick, “not yours
then?”

He shook his head, “thought you might not like my form of
transport.”

“What is it, a penny-farthing?”

He laughed quietly, “No I use an old Greeves scrambler motorbike
or a quad bike.”

He climbed out of the Rover and the vehicle swayed, Susan made a
swift exit and leant against a tree.  “Sorry Ben, I feel a bit
queasy.”

He suddenly said, “Look a pheasant.”

She sought to see what he was pointing at and singularly
failed.  “Sorry no can see.”

He laughed, “Took your mind off being queasy though.”

She managed a grin at his infantile behaviour, “where to?”

He pointed down the riverbank, “Reckon the kingfisher is amongst
that next group of trees, but I can’t get you that far in the Rover
as there are a couple of ditches in the way.”

She looked at him, “but you’d do it without me.”

He grinned like a schoolboy, “aye, but I’d have a steering wheel
to hang onto.”

They sat off down the riverbank and within a few yards Susan
thought that it was going to be impossible.  Ben seemed
impervious to the terrain; he glanced at her struggling along
beside him, “just hang onto me.”

She did as she was told and almost instantly felt safer. 
Fifteen minutes later they entered the trees and Ben led her to an
open spot on the side of the river.  He gave his grin, “stay
there and don’t fall in.”

He disappeared into the undergrowth and reappeared carrying a
large gingham cloth, which he spread on the ground.  Two more
trips and he’d brought a picnic hamper and two thin waterproof
cushions.  They sat down and he started to unpack the hamper,
“thought that you’d like a bite to eat seeing as you only finished
work at five-thirty.”

“How do you know that?”

“Got your timetable.”

“What’s in the hamper?”

“Chicken salad, plum cheesecake with fresh cream and some hot
coffee.”

He suddenly looked sheepish and produced a bottle of English
White Wine, “and I didn’t know if you drank this stuff or not.”

She studied his face, “one glass, the walk is difficult enough
without being squiffy.”

She paused, “how did you get this stuff here?”

He made an indistinct motion, she laughed, “You drove the Land
Rover over the ditches!”

He shook his head, “daren’t risk that, might cause them to
collapse.  I drove to the other side and waded across.”

She looked over at what seemed an impossibly steep riverbank and
then looked at him.  “You’ve put a lot of thought into this
haven’t you?”

He smiled sheepishly, “reckon I owe you.  Reckon I
disturbed a few sleeping demons last night and I’m sorry about
that.”

She said quietly, “you great daft softy.”  Then she
brightened up, “now where is this wine and chicken?”

 


           
Bernard entered the Redburgh Arms and surveyed the scene, it looked
like a genuine country pub with no frills.  He walked to the
bar and sat on a well-worn stool, he was only the second customer
in the pub, the other being a wizened pensioner sitting in the
corner.  Jilly approached him and gave him her best welcoming
smile.  Bernard surveyed the range of ales, “well stocked here
aren’t we?”

She shrugged, “some pubs go in for fancy food; we do plain food,
but a wide range of beers.”

He turned his attention to her, obviously Welsh and, from her
demeanour, obviously the landlady.  He reckoned that she was
late forties or early fifties, had a body shaped like an inverted
pear and a pleasant welcoming face with little garnish.  He
indicated the casks at the back, “don’t suppose you stock Old
Growler?”

She looked pleased, “of course, champion ale that. 
Half?”

“Pint in a tankard please.”

She drew off the beer and handed him the tankard. 
“Anything to eat?”

“Don’t suppose you could do a ploughman’s?”

She looked round the pub, “not normally at this time of night,
it’s strictly crisps and peanuts, but I’ll see what I can do.”

Bernard watched her waddle out of the bar area, the pensioner in
the corner was asleep and the tick of the clock could be audibly
heard resonating around the bar.  He sighed, he’d asked the
bishop for a quiet place to have his sabbatical, but this was
altogether too quiet.

 


           
Meanwhile Melinda was looking at the clock, Brian had specified
dinner, but not the time.  It was now gone seven, she was all
dressed and ready to go, but there was no Brian.  She was
contemplating phoning him for the twentieth time when his Lada came
into view.  He parked up the side of the cottage and appeared
at the front door carrying a large box.  She opened the door,
“take away is it?”

He grunted, “Of sorts.  Sorry, but I don’t want to be seen
in a restaurant, people keep asking me for interviews.”

He carried the box into the kitchen and put it on the
worktop.  She became curious, “what is it?”

“Toasted chicken, soft boiled potatoes, three veg, ice-cream
sundaes and after dinner mints all to be washed down with fresh
apple juice.”

“Where on earth did you get that?”

“The Fræton caterers.”

“But they cost a fortune.”

“You’re worth it and if I can’t take you out… ”

She started to unpack the box, the food was still piping hot, he
kissed her on the back of the head, “and I don’t want you thinking
that I don’t want to be seen with you, ‘cause I do.  It’s just
that I’ve had enough of the limelight for one day.”

She turned and kissed him properly, “I’d rather have you to
myself anyway.”

She laid out the food and pointed to the kitchen table, “eat in
here OK with you?”

“Fine.”

They sat down and started to eat, Melinda took a few mouthfuls,
“Oh my, this is gorgeous.”

Brian smiled, “Ben picked up Susan OK?”

Melinda giggled, “You should see his Land Rover.”

Brian grinned, “Oh he used the posh vehicle, you should see
their Ford.”

 


           
Without warning Ben touched Susan’s hand and pointed with his
finger.  There was a flash of blue and the kingfisher was
suddenly sitting on a low branch almost directly opposite them. It
rested for about twenty seconds, anxiously scanning around for its
next meal, then it flew off and out of sight.  Susan was
stunned, “that was beautiful, do you think he’ll come back?”

Ben cocked his head, “doubt it, might be lucky, but as the
shadows change they change perches.”

Susan finished her piece of plum cheesecake and drained her
glass, “that was wonderful, did you make it?”

Ben chuckled, “no fear!  It’s mums.”

Susan had a flash of inspiration, “did your mum pack all of
this?”

Ben looked sheepish, “where else am I going to get it
from?.”

Susan laughed, “Well give her my thanks.”

She looked around, “do you come here often?”

Ben grinned, “I thought that was supposed to be a man’s chat-up
line.”

She pointed to the cushions and the cloth, Ben nodded, “keep the
cushions in a re-sealable plastic bag, all the rest came with the
hamper.  Sat here since I was a kid and that tree over there
was a sapling.”

“So this is your special place?”

He shrugged, she reached out and touched him on the arm, “thank
you for bringing me here.”

His cheeks turned a slight shade of pink, eventually he said
softly, “I wanted to take you somewhere special.  Anyone could
take you to a restaurant or a cinema, but only I could bring you
here.”

Susan watched him intently, suddenly aware that she was alone
with a hardy man and that if she screamed no-one would hear. 
“Why somewhere special?”

Ben didn’t reply for seemingly ages, then he said softly,
“’cause the first time I saw you I knew you were special. 
Like when you go to market and look at the pigs, sometimes you see
that pig, the one that you know is just going to be special. 
When I saw you I knew.”

Susan wasn’t sure about being compared to a pig, but she
replied, almost to tease him (or was it to test him?) 
“Melinda is prettier and she isn’t covered in blotches.”

He looked at her with surprise in his eyes and then slowly shook
his head, “too hard round the edges, too much a townie, too much
false bravado.”  He paused and then added shyly, “and she’s
not prettier than you, she doesn’t even come close.”

Susan opened her mouth but Ben was lost in his chain of thought,
“not that I’m saying that she isn’t a nice lass, but she’s not a
patch on you.”

Susan didn’t know whether to be pleased for herself, or to
defend Melinda.  “Brian seems to like her!”

Ben nodded, “they’d make a nice pair; he needs a strong woman
and she needs a man she can trust.”

He paused, Susan was surprised at his insight.  She watched
him and could almost see something stirring in his mind, “and the
eczema doesn’t matter, it’s what’s inside that counts.”

All of a sudden he looked at the sun and started packing up, she
gathered up the food crumbs and was about to toss them on the
ground when Ben stopped her, “don’t do that, might attract
rats.”

She put the crumbs back into an empty food container and looked
at the river, “why leave now, I was just beginning to relax.”

He smiled, “midges, don’t want to add midge bites to your
already colourful complexion do we?.”

He disappeared into the undergrowth with the hamper and then
re-appeared.  Susan looked the way they had originally
arrived, “is there another way out of here?”

Ben gave her a quizzical look, “don’t fancy the Rover?”

“Not if I can help it and certainly not after all that
food.”

He gave his slow smile, “do you trust me?”

“Depends on what you want to do.”

Ben took her hand and walked her upstream for about twenty yards
until they came upon a ditch that obviously drained into the
river.  Ben sat down, rolled up his trousers and took off his
boots and socks; he stuffed the socks into the boots, tied the
shoelaces together and placed them around Susan’s neck. 
Before she could protest he climbed down into the ditch and patted
the edge of the ditch, “come and stand here.”

She took a pace forward and he immediately scooped her off of
her feet; he then started wading into the river.  Two minutes
later they had crossed over and he walked straight into the ditch
on the other side before carefully placed her on terra firma and
climbing out.  He dried his feet with a handkerchief the size
of a cushion cover and put his boots back on.  Susan grinned,
“Well that was interesting, now what?”

He pointed down the edge of a field, “we walk, don’t worry, it’s
not too far.”

 


           
Bernard had just started his second pint when a farmer came and
stood alongside him and ordered a pint, he turned to Bernard. 
After a few seconds he smiled, “you’re Brian’s stand-in; I’m Keith,
got an arable farm between here and Little Redburgh, worship at St
Luke’s.”

Brian held out his hand and shook Keith’s.  Keith made a
show of looking around, “just checking there’s no supermarket
negotiators about, priests in these parts have a habit of decking
them!”

He laughed and Bernard raised his eyebrows at the decidedly odd
statement.  Keith saw his perplexity, “Brian’s not told
you?”

“Told me what?”

Keith’s eyes sparkled, “well not to long ago…”

 


           
Melinda finished her sundae and removed the last remnants of
ice-cream with her finger. “My, that was delectable.”

Brian appeared anxious, “was it light enough for you?”

“It was brilliant,” she paused, “what happens to the expanded
polyurethane containers?”

“Drop them in the box and I’ll take them back tomorrow.”

They packed up and Melinda made some coffee that they took into
the lounge.  Melinda immediately sat on one end of the
two-seater settee; Brian hesitated and then came and sat next to
her.  She playfully punched him on the shoulder, “frightened
of me are you?”

He didn’t smile, but put his left arm round her shoulders, “no,
I’m frightened of me.  The more I’m with you the less I want
to be away from you.”

She snuggled up against him, “so what’s bad about that?”

He used his left hand to rub her upper arm, “we said that we’d
have an open friendship and wait to see what happened.”

She grabbed hold of his hand, “so what’s happened?”

“What’s happened is that I don’t want friendship, I want a
relationship.  I don’t want you to be anybody’s girl, I want
you to be my girl.”

She squeezed his fingers, “is that so bad?”

“I’m worried that it’s bad for you and that you might still want
an open friendship.”

She turned and looked him in the eye and replied “you daft
twerp”  and kissed him.

 


           
After walking down the edge of the field they crossed a second
field, skirted some trees and, all of a sudden, arrived at a
farmhouse.  Susan looked at the farmyard and the barns and
developed a lump in her throat, the farm where her father had
worked had looked just like this.  Before they reached the
house Ben stopped at a small barn and unlocked the side door and
went inside, Susan followed and then stopped to take in her
surroundings.  The barn had been converted into a studio flat,
downstairs there was a lounge with a galley kitchen and just under
the open roof beams, on a small mezzanine floor, the obvious
sleeping quarters.  “You don’t live in the house then?”

Ben shook his head, “Tom and Gauri live there with their
children.  He’s my brother and he bought the farmhouse when we
were in financial difficulties two years ago; if he hadn’t we would
have gone under.”

Susan wondered where to sit, “he’s not a farmer then?”

Ben turned the kettle on, “no, he’s a surgeon; said he couldn’t
stand all the blood and gore in farming.”

Susan was unsure whether or not this was supposed to be a joke,
so she changed the subject.  “Where do you parents live?”

Ben put out some coffee mugs, “in the farm-hand’s cottage on the
other side of the farmhouse, he doesn’t farm anymore either, he
teaches at the local agricultural cottage.”

Susan finally sat in the only armchair, “surely you don’t run
the farm alone?”

Ben poured out the coffee, “more or less; got one farm hand to
help me and use sub-contractors when I need them.”

He nodded to a door in the wall, “office is through there and so
is the toilet if you want it.”

Susan took up the offer and walked through his tiny office into
the toilet.  As she washed her hands curiosity overcame her
and she opened the door on the other side of the toilet.  It
led into a large walk-in shower that also obviously had a door to
the outside.  She smiled, it was so arranged that he could
shower before coming into his flat.  She went back to the
lounge and sat back in the armchair, “this is cozy”

Ben grinned from his cushion on the floor, “the chair or the
barn?”

“Both.”

She studied him; tanned chubby face, blue eyes, sun-bleached
hair and hands of disproportionately large dimensions.  “Is
farming that hard these days?”

Ben gave her a mug full of steaming coffee; “we were lucky; got
out of supermarket contracts early on and I now supply a Yorkshire
caterers and the local mill, otherwise we would have gone
under.”

He smiled, “mind you I’ve always got enough fresh veg around if
you want to sell some in your shop.”

Susan laughed, “Might take you up on that.” 

She felt the warmth of the mug oozing into her hands and decided
that talking about neutral subjects was getting them nowhere, “do
you always bring your dates back here to have your wicked way with
them?”

Ben froze with his mug halfway to his lips as if stricken with
rigor mortis; after a few seconds he placed the mug back on its
coaster.  “Actually you’re the first woman, apart from my
mother and sister-in-law, to come here.”

She realized that she’d offended him, but was at a loss on how
to make amends.  Eventually she managed, “then I am
honoured.”

He looked at her like a startled rabbit and his eyes glanced
upwards towards the mezzanine floor, “I don’t want you to think
that…”

Susan chuckled, “I didn’t think it for one moment, or I wouldn’t
have come through the door.  You asked me a little while ago
if I trusted you, well the answer is yes.  I know that you
have no immoral intentions.”

She glanced at his wall-clock conscious of his early morning
starts and he noticed.  He said, with a sort of resignation,
“You want to go?”

She leant forward, “not particularly, but you told me the other
day that you started early.”

He smiled and seemingly came back to life, “I don’t particularly
want you to go either.  How about I run you home in half an
hour’s time?”

She nodded and they continued to talk.  He talked, although
he didn’t realize it, about his loneliness and she talked, although
she didn’t realize it, on how being active with the shop kept her
mind of off her past.  Well over an hour later Ben climbed to
his feet, “better take you home, don’t want Melinda coming after me
with a carving knife.”

They went outside and round the back of the barn cum dwelling
and Susan stopped dead on seeing his old Ford pick-up.  There
didn’t seem to be a scrap of paint left on it and it was covered in
thick crumbly rust.  “Does it move or is it full of
chickens?”

He opened the door; it protested loudly.  She climbed in
and wrinkled her nose, “what’s that appalling smell?”

Ben smiled, “rotten goat’s cheese, lost a lump last year and it
was in the cab for two weeks before I used the old girl again.”

She looked apprehensively at the passenger seat, “Ben, I’m
sorry, but I’ll throw up.”

“Trust me; once the car starts moving the smell will disappear,
it just accumulates overnight.”

He started the engine and drove off, the smell disappeared by
the time they left the farm’s drive.  Once at the cottage he
shot round the vehicle and opened her door; it still protested
loudly.  She climbed out and stood next to him, “thanks for a
lovely evening.”

He unconsciously twisted the door handle, “I don’t suppose
you’d…”

Before he’d finished she kissed him on the cheek, “of course I
would.”

She left him standing grinning like a Cheshire cat, he was still
holding the door open as she let herself into the cottage.

 


           
Bernard finished laughing and said, “Now I know why people say the
Brian will be a hard act to follow.”

Keith indicated to Jilly to fill Bernard’s tankard and he smiled
at her, “only a half, don’t want to give the clergy round here bad
reputations.”

She half filled his glass, and said meaningfully, “if they stand
by us, we stand by them.”

Keith took a swig of his bitter, “by your accent you’re not from
round here.”

Bernard shook his head, “originally from Kenya, parents had a
farm out there, but that meant I went to boarding school and then
university in this country.  Boarding school in Oxford and
University in Exeter and Kent.”

“What did you study?”

Bernard sipped his drink, “chemistry, specialized in soil types
and semi-organic fertilizers, but it seems a long time ago
now.”

Keith put his drink down, “well you can always pop out to my
farm and catch up on current techniques.”

Bernard smiled over his beer, “I might just do that.”










Chapter 13
Down to Work


Eight days later Brian sat at the small conference table in
Diocesan House and looked at the other six people grouped around
the table.  He welcomed them and then got down to
business.  “I think that we know each other, if not personally
then through the media, but before we conduct any business I would
like us each to say if we have a personal interest in the matters
that will be covered by this inquiry.  For myself I have no
farming interests, but I am concerned about the welfare of the
farmers in my parish.”

He looked at the next person, a tall dour man in a faded grey
suit.  “Gordon Jones, member of parliament for Chester. 
No real personal interests, but my cousin runs a sheep farm.”

The first of two females came next; this one was grey-haired,
but looked as fit as an old goat.  “Petra Richards, member for
Skipton, North.  Married to a farmer, mother of a farmer and
daughter of a farmer.”

Next round the table was a short, plump and jovial looking man
with ruddy cheeks and deep blue eyes.  “Major Kevin Parsley,
member for Cumbria, East.  No direct or indirect farming
interests, but my brother is a managing director of Happi-foods and
I have a few shares in a pet food company.”

The man in a lightweight beige suit stirred.  The suit
truly looked incongruous as the man had the disposition of a
heavyweight boxer and a face to match.  “Stanley Hawthorn,
member for Londonderry.  No farming or retail interests.”

John stirred in his wheelchair, “John Banks.  Secretary to
this inquiry.  Here to help in any way I can.  No direct
farming interests, but my wife is a solicitor who specializes in
representing farmers.”

Finally a young woman with ultra-short bleached hair and a
freckled face looked up, “Julia Robertson.  Here to record
meetings and suchlike, normally I’m secretary to three of the
Diocesan Officers, but I’ve been released to this inquiry when it
is sitting.  My husband was a farmer, but now runs a ship’s
chandlers.”

Brian took up the reigns again.  “You’ve all had the papers
on this inquiry from John and basically I will be taking direct
evidence for the inquiry here Tuesdays to Thursdays and will only
do so if there are a minimum of two of you MPs in attendance, but
we, and the other panel members, will all see the
transcripts.  Next…”

 


           
Susan pulled the shop into Redburgh and stopped outside the pub as
usual.  They served the normal queue and then Susan started
making the coffee for their lunch, she did not notice a middle-aged
woman in a floral dress enter the bus and go straight up to
Melinda.  The woman looked Melinda straight in the face, “are
you the young woman who has been seen about with our Rector?”

Melinda was taken aback, “if you mean Father Brian, then yes I
am.”

The woman put her face close to Melinda’s, “well you can stop
right now.  He doesn’t need you as his wife and you won’t do
him anything but harm.  If you love him then leave him be;
you’d only be  a hindrance to him.”

Her sheer vehemence caused Melinda to pull the bell cord that
ran along the shop for customers to draw attention to
themselves.  Susan looked up and walked down the bus, the
woman was oblivious to her approach.  Melinda looked at the
woman, “surely what relationship Brian and I have is a personal
matter.”

The woman snorted, “He’s our Vicar, nothing he does is private
and his life must be open to public scrutiny for his own good.”

Melinda began to bristle with indignation, “you mean he’s not
allowed a private life.”

She hissed in reply, “you wouldn’t be private, you’d be
public.  Having a wife like you didn’t do Hosea any good and
it won’t do Brian any good either.”

Susan spoke from behind, “I don’t know who you are, but you can
leave our shop now.”

The woman spun round, “I’m going, I wouldn’t buy anything from
the pair of you anyway.”

With that she exited from the bus leaving Melinda trembling and
Susan furious.  Susan turned to Melinda, “who on earth was she
and who the hell is Hosea?”

 


           
Melanie sat outside the old bank building in her van and took a
deep breath.  In her hands she had enough material for a
decent scoop on the possibility  of a supermarket cartel
operating around the placement of contracts (she couldn’t put it
any stronger for fear of litigation).  If it came off she
could almost certainly move to a bigger radio station, maybe even
break into TV in a big way, but she was hesitant.  After what
seemed like an age to her she climbed out of her van and headed for
the building.  She entered and found it almost deserted, there
was only Philomena working in the corner and a workman doing
something to the back door.  She walked up to the counter and
knocked on the glass screen as Philomena had the counter door
closed.  Philomena looked up and mouthed something and looked
back to her computer monitor.  Melanie watched her working and
wondered how anybody could seem to care so little for their
appearance.  She emerged a few minutes later, “hello Melanie,
what brings you here?”

Melanie sat down on the desk (there didn’t appear to be a chair
behind it.) “Insanity Phil, pure insanity.”

A look of horror suddenly crossed Melanie’s face, “Oh Phil, I
didn’t mean…”

Philomena smiled, “that’s OK Melanie; I know you don’t.”

Melanie passed over a sheaf of papers, “I think I’ve enough
information there to prove beyond reasonable doubt that the big
four supermarkets are operating a cartel over offering supply
contracts to farmers.  You know Diamond foods buy broccoli
from Kent and Happi-foods buy it from Sussex.”

Philomena took the papers and studied Melanie. “Then why aren’t
you using it yourself?”

Melanie made a ‘who knows’ gesture and then looked out of the
door.  “Two days ago I picked Joshua up in the playground
after school.  I had enough information then, there is a
little more now.  But I suddenly realized that if this was a
success and a pure scoop then I could change jobs.  Changing
jobs means Joshua changing schools, all of us moving house and
general upheaval all round.  Plus a new rat-race in a new
company, different hours and changing work patterns.”

She looked back at Philomena, “and I don’t want it Phil. 
Six or seven years ago I’d have given my right arm for the chance,
but now I have a good life, a grand husband and a wonderful place
to bring up Joshua.  So now I don’t want it, I’m content where
I am.”

Philomena looked at the top paper, “you could use it to
consolidate you position at East Coast Radio.”

Melanie shook her head, “I want to use it to do the right
thing.  Brian can make better use of it than I can.  I
might produce an explosive article or snippet in a news programme,
but it might not change their behaviour; Brian’s inquiry can be
used to force change upon them.”

She studied Philomena again and wondered if she ever combed her
hair more than once a week.  Philomena gave her a curious
look, “thanks.”  She hesitated, “I always thought that you’d
do anything to get a London job, that’s how you used to be when we
worked together.”

Melanie smiled, “that was then, this is now.  Talk to James
about it, he’ll understand, that was him I saw you with in the Old
Barn Restaurant skulking in the corner booth?”

Philomena gave a brief half-smile, “yes and you’re right. 
He told me that he decided to get out when we had that fiasco with
Nathan and I became ill.  I think he thought about going into
the ministry, but ended up as their media guru.  He says that
personal quality of life and a reconciled conscience is worth more
than any back-biting job in the media.”

Melanie nodded and then asked gently, “Are you two finally going
out together after all these years?”

Philomena hesitated and then gave a small nod.  Melanie’s
eyes wrinkled as she gave a genuine smile, “then I’m glad. 
You two are made for each other.”

Philomena looked dismayed, “it’s not easy Melanie, I can cope
with him in the corner booth, but when he’s in the limelight…”

Melanie understood, “he becomes a different person; one that’s
all bravado and show.  It’s not the real him, it’s a front he
has to put on, we all do it, you must know that.”

Philomena nodded glumly, “but I can’t share it with him; I want
to, but the very thought makes me feel sick.”

Melanie smiled, “Bertie is the same Phil.  Since I’ve been
married to him he’s not once come to any media bash; it’s not that
he doesn’t love me ‘cause I know he does.  It’s just that he
doesn’t love the false persona.”

Melanie looked at Philomena and decided to take a risk. 
“Tell me if I’m out of order Phil, but would you let me cut your
hair?  Remember I used to cut it when we were young and
poor.  I can still do a mean cut and blow dry.”

Philomena visibly recoiled.  Melanie continued gently, “if
it all got too much for you we could stop and pause, or you could
finish off yourself.  You are still cutting your own hair
aren’t you?”

Philomena became miserable, “I just can’t bear anyone else to
touch it, not since…”

She stood poised in indecision and then said pleadingly, “I’d
have to wash it myself and towel dry it before you cut it. 
And comb it before you started.”

“But you’ll give it a go.”

She hesitated, clearly anxious, then all of a sudden she
nodded.  Melanie pushed the point, “what about now?  It’s
my day off, Joshua’s at school; Bertie’s in London and the house is
empty.  I know you, if you think about it too much you’ll call
it off.”

Philomena hopped from foot to foot, “you will be gentle and not
pull it?”

“Gentle as if I was cutting a babies hair for the first
time.”

Philomena rushed over to her desk and closed down her computer,
had a quick word with the workman and rushed back to Melanie
looking as if she was going to be led to the gallows.  “Remind
me when I scream that I’m doing it for James.”

Melanie put her arm in Philomena’s, “you’re doing it for you;
you’re feel a million times better afterwards.”

 


           
Brian was wading through a multi-layered cheese sandwich when John
passed him over a brown envelope.  “This was dropped off at
the Beehive for you last night.”

Brian peered inside and extracted a hand-written letter and a
single photograph.  The note was from Terry Taylor. 
Brian studied it closely:

 

Brian,

I’ve got a friend who works in Dublin as a sport’s reporter
for a horse racing paper.  He’s spotted these vehicles being
sprayed with Green-Buys logos in a local paint-shop.  It looks
like they are based on a 17 seat minibus chassis and fitted out as
mobile shops.  There are no less than forty of them!  My
friend says that they were shipped over from Japan about a month
ago.  According to him Green-buys have commissioned a special
article for the Retail Gazette for next month and the body-shop is
working to a deadline of a week’s time.

 In view of your connection with Susan’s shop
I thought that you would like to know.

 Terry.

 

Brian inwardly groaned, he knew instinctively that should one of
these shops be put on the same circuit as Melinda and Susan’s shop
they would go under and go under quickly.

 


           
Philomena was sitting on her hands and visibly trembling, but
Melanie was over two-thirds of the way through the haircut. 
Melanie had been talking almost continuously for twenty minutes,
partly to try and reassure Philomena and partly to work out her own
thoughts.  She poised, scissors in hand, “I’m going to cut
your fringe, OK?”

Philomena managed a small weak smile.  Melanie set to work
and continued talking, “so I often wonder what would have happened
if I had stayed as a hairdresser and never swapped horses to be a
presenter.”  She paused as Philomena gave a violent tremble,
“just one more cut Phil and then you can open your eyes.”

Philomena steeled herself and Melanie finished off the fringe.
“Do you ever wonder Phil what would have happened to you if you’d
stayed working in the library?”

Melanie stepped back, cut a few imaginary loose hairs and
announced that she had finished; Philomena visible relaxed and
studied her hair in the mirror, “Oh thanks Melanie, that’s far
better that I can do it.”

Melanie sniffed, “I should jolly well hope so, I did spend two
years at college.”

Philomena grabbed Melanie’s hand, “I wouldn’t trust anyone else
Melanie, only you and only because you understand.”

Melanie smiled, “how about some highlights?”

Philomena shook her head and whispered, “Not this time.”

Melanie nodded and sat down on a kitchen chair, “whatever did we
argue over Phil?  Tell me that we didn’t lose years of
friendship over something trivial.”

Philomena looked bleakly at Melanie, “I don’t believe that
you’ve forgotten for one minute.  I asked you not to use some
material, but you went ahead and used it anyway.  My source
got the sack.”

Melanie nodded, looking downcast, “as I said it seems trivial
now, but I was in the wrong and I am sorry Phil, I betrayed your
trust and that’s almost unforgivable.”  She hesitated, “could
we be friends again; I mean real friends.  I’ve got plenty of
acquaintances, but none of them come close to the friendship we
had.  Living out of each others pockets, sharing our make-up;
you know.”

Philomena nodded, “but we can’t turn the clock back, you know
that as well as I do.”

“But we can pick up where we left off.”

Philomena shrugged, “but I’ve changed Melanie; I’m not the same
person now as then.”

Melanie tossed her head, “I’ve changed as well; husband, child,
mortgage.”  She went silent having stated her case, then she
added, “And I’ve missed you Phil, there’s no-one else I would tell
me innermost secrets to.”

Philomena seemed surprised, “even Bertie?”

She laughed, “Especially Bertie.  Don’t get me wrong Phil I
love him to bits, but if I told him that I thought my programme
director had a gorgeous bum he’d become uncommonly jealous!”

Philomena gave a sad smile, “it’s been on my conscience too you
know, it was me who told you to bugger off and never come
back.”

She reached out her hand and Melanie grabbed hold of it. 
After a few moments Melanie said quietly, “there is one thing I’d
like to share Phil; you see I’ve got this thing on my
conscience…”

 


           
Later Melinda sat in her kitchen and with unfocussed eyes watched a
saucepan on the cooker.  Since lunchtime she’d been dwelling
on what the woman in the floral dress had said.  Like all
hurtful statement she thought that within it there was a grain of
truth.  Brian was a highly respected member of the community,
he was also a minister in the Church of England.  Melinda knew
that she wasn’t highly respected and only felt tolerated because of
the service she provided with the shop; she was also a Roman
Catholic.  She knew that it was easy to change churches, but
was unsure if doing so merely because you loved an Anglican was a
good reason to do so.  She felt that there would have to be
theological grounds for such a change and she had none, in fact she
was not searching for any; she was content in her own church and
faith.  She kept turning what the woman had said over and over
in her mind, now oblivious of the saucepan gently boiling over.

 


           
Susan came in from sweeping out the shop and found Melinda sitting
on the kitchen chair with tears streaming down her face; the
saucepan nearly dry.  Susan turned off the gas and crouched
down next to Melinda knowing instantly what was on her mind. 
“She was an old bat and a vindictive old bat at that.”

Melinda moaned as she let Susan cuddle her, “but she could be
right.  What does Brian want with me?  I must be mad if I
think I could be a Vicar’s wife.  And I’m a Catholic. 
And I’m the worst person in the world for him to be seen with; I’ll
compromise his integrity, be rude to his parishioners and…”

Her words got lost in a sea of tears and Susan just held her as
she sobbed while mentally wishing that she could do something very
uncharitable to the woman in a floral dress.

 


           
Meanwhile Brian was sitting at home munching an over-cooked beef
pie and reading his way through a pile of papers. He was disturbed
by his doorbell.  A couple of minutes later he led Melanie
into his lounge and he sat her down.  She looked as if she was
being led to the electric chair.  Brian sat down, “what can I
do for you Melanie?”

She handed over a brown envelope, “I’m so sorry Brian.”

He opened the envelope to find a second set of prints of his
excursion in Felixstowe with Melinda during the carnival.

He looked at Melanie, “I don’t understand.”

She gave him a haunted look, “we took a spare set of prints
before we destroyed the original data from the camera.  I only
gave you one set.  I gave then to you not because I wouldn’t
use them, but because I wanted you to feel that you could trust
me.  A sort of Trojan horse approach.”

Brian fingered the photographs and turned them over. “So what’s
changed?”

She looked out of the window, “my conscience has changed. 
I used to be able to divorce my private life, especially my
Christian faith, from my work.  I somehow convinced myself
that work was work and faith was for Sundays.  Two days ago my
son told me that it wasn’t fair that his teacher said that she
would give them some prizes for their paintings, but never
had.  How, he asked me, could she say one thing and do
another.”

She looked Brian in the eye, “I almost heard God’s words in his
that day.  How can I pretend to be a Christian and not let it
affect my life.  You haven’t helped by not allowing James and
I to use some standard techniques to promote your case, just
because you said it wouldn’t square with your faith.”

Brian set back in his chair, “so you’ve set about putting things
right?”

She nodded, “Phil and I had a stupid row years ago; we were
inseparable friends and I broke up our friendship because I wanted
to succeed.  I’ve seen Phil and now I’ve seen you.  I
will understand if you no longer want my advice.”

Brian shook his head, “I’d rather have ten people who know that
they are fallible that one who is sure that they are
infallible.”  He held up the photographs, “last set?”

She nodded, “last set.”

Brian lent forward, “so what next?  Who’s next on your
list?”

Melanie was taken aback, “what makes you think I’ve got a
list?”

Brian smiled, “you’re a journalist and journalists always make
notes.”

She gave a haunting smile, “Bertie’s next; he’s my
husband.  I have a suspicion that he’s not put himself forward
in his career because it would mean I couldn’t hold down a
full-time job with the East Coast Radio.  I need to talk to
him about it; we’ve sort of silently mutually agreed not to talk
about it.”

Brain nodded and then said, “Would you like us to pray about it
and your conscience list?”

She nodded and Brian began to pray.

 


           
Melinda almost stamped her foot, “and I told you that I am all
right!  I’ve had my moment of angst now you go and have a good
evening out with Ben!”

Susan seemed unmoved at her outburst, she’d seen many before.
“I’m worried about you Mel.  Ben will keep, but your
self-imposed doubts won’t.”

Melinda threw a lightweight jacket to Susan while suddenly
losing steam.  She said quietly, “please go Susan.  I’ll
be OK.  Really I’ll be OK.  I want a shower and to I
desperately need to wash my hair.”

Susan put the jacket on, “if you’re sure.”

“I am sure, where is he taking you anyway?”

“Some young farmers do.”

Melinda tossed her head turning her knotted plait into a lethal
weapon, “well I hope that he picks you up in a decent car.  I
could not believe that pick-up he brought you home in last
night!”

Susan laughed, “He’s not got much money Mel.  He may have a
farm, but his margins are narrow.”

Melinda tossed her head again, “tell us about it.”

Susan looked out of the window and her eyes fairly left her
head, “oh good grief.”

Melinda looked and started to chuckle as Ben pulled up and
heaved himself out of a tiny two-seater Smart car.”

Susan walked out to meet him.  “Where does this come
from?”

Ben grinned, “it’s Gauri’s.  She lent it to me on pain of
death, my death that is if I didn’t accept.  She gave me a
right roasting for taking you home in the Ford, said it showed no
respect.  She’s hot on respect is out Gauri.”

Susan slid into the passenger seat and closed the door. 
She waited for Ben to join her and then said, “Ben can we take a
slight diversion, I need to see someone.”

Ben gave her a curious look, “who?”

 


           
Following Melanie’s departure Brian made himself a cup of coffee,
intending to return to his background reading.  Before he
reached his study the doorbell rang again; Brian muttered something
under his breath and opened the door, he blinked, “Susan?”

She smiled, “just passing, but I need a quick word.”

Brian let her in, she stayed in the hall.  “Look, we had a
visitor in the shop today.  A short grey haired woman in a
yellow print floral dress.  She said some nasty things to
Melinda and basically told her not to go out with you.”

Brian’s eyebrows almost disappeared into his hairline, “what
exactly did she say?”

“I didn’t hear it all, but the woman’s manner was sufficiently
vindictive for Melinda to ring our shop’s bell for help.  I
heard her tell Melinda that nothing you do is private.  That
your life must be open to public scrutiny for your own good and
that having a wife like her didn’t do Hosea any good and it won’t
do you any good either.”

Brian’s blood began to boil, “she specifically mentioned
Hosea?”

Susan nodded; Brian said under his breath “then it was Mrs
Hardcote.  She’s studied Old Testament history and has an Old
Testament character for every situation.  Did she have beige
coloured spectacle frames?”

Susan nodded again.  “I thought you’d like to know. 
Melinda’s pretty down about it and has almost convinced herself
that the woman is right.”

A look of horror crossed Brian’s face and he grasped Susan’s
hands.  “Thanks for coming over, I’ll pop over right
away.”

Susan looked hesitant, “I wouldn’t let on that I’d told you, she
made me promise that I wouldn’t stick my nose in, but I can’t stand
by and watch her tear herself apart.”

Brian nodded and Susan turned to go, she turned slightly back to
face Brian, “be gentle with her Brian and if she gets angry don’t
whatever you do shout back, it’ll pass.”

Then she turned and fled down the drive.  Brian gave Ben a
wave before he quickly shut the door and drove over to see
Melinda.

 


           
He pulled up at the cottage in less than quarter of an hour and
leapt out of his car to ring the door bell.  After a seemingly
eternal wait Melinda opened the door.  She was wearing a
bathrobe and had a towel over her hair.  “I was in the
bath.  I told you yesterday that I wanted a night in to wash
my hair.”

Brian didn’t say anything, he just stood on the doorstep
wondering what to do next.  Melinda thought that he looked
like a little boy lost and her heart went out to him.  She
said in a more reasonable voice, “now you’re here you’d better come
in and I’ll go and put some clothes on.”

She dashed upstairs and Brian made his way to the kitchen and
put the kettle on.  By the time he’d made some tea, poured it
out, taken it into the lounge and it had gone half cold she
appeared.  She sat in an armchair.  “What brings you
here?”

“Do I need a reason?  I just wanted to see you.”

She held her arms out in cruciform fashion, “well now you see
me.”

Brian said quietly, “you know what I mean.”

She sniffed and pulled her long unplaited hair over her left
shoulder.  Brian got up and knelt down beside her, “what’s
changed Melinda, changed between now and last night?”

She looked at him suspiciously and then said fiercely, “She’s
gone and told you hasn’t she?”

“Wouldn’t you if it was her?”

Melinda looked away from Brian and studied a small painting on
the wall, “And it’s not her problem, it’s my problem.”

He touched her elbow, “it’s our problem.”

She shook her head miserably, “you’re not the problem, I
am.  I don’t fit into the mould of a vicar’s wife and I’m the
wrong sort.”

“The wrong sort of what?”

“The wrong sort of religion, the wrong sort of person; you
choose.”

Brian rubbed her arm, “well you’re the right sort for me. 
Since I’ve met you I’ve been a new man.  I’ve found a
sole-mate and someone I am sure I can love.”  He hesitated for
a fraction of a second, “and I’m sure who could love me.”

She turned her partially bloodshot eyes onto Brian, “remind me
about Hosea.  Why did she mention Hosea?”

Brian tried to change the subject.  “It doesn’t matter what
she mentioned, it’s all codswallop.”

Melinda suddenly gripped his hand in a vice-like grip, “tell me
about Hosea; I need to know.”

Brian sighed.  “Hosea lived at a time when the Israelites
were turning away from God, as they did at not to infrequent
intervals.  So as a form of illustration he went to the market
and bought himself a wife whom he knew would be unfaithful. 
You get the picture, he was faithful, but she was unfaithful just
as God is faithful and the people were being unfaithful.”

Melinda’s grip increased and her voice rose gradually in
intensity as she spoke.  “I’ve read the book, I read it after
Susan went out.  What you said is not the woman’s point is
it?  Hosea went out and bought a woman of ill-repute; a harlot
as my Bible delicately puts it.  If she thinks I’m a hooker
then your whole flaming church probably thinks I’m a hooker!”

Brian shook his head, “it’s all wrong, every piece of your
logic.  For starters you can’t judge a church by one member,
especially one who is old and confused and still believing that she
lives in Edwardian England.  Also I’m not using you as an
illustration, I’m swiftly growing to love you because of who you
are.  And to put the record straight I couldn’t care one brass
farthing what this woman or any of the congregation think and let
me assure you that she is probably in a minority of one.”

She eased her grip, “what about me being a Catholic, do you
expect me to change?”

Brian rolled his eyes, “of course not!  I am glad that you
have a faith in God, but we stopped burning Catholics years
ago.  If we ever got married it would be me marrying you not
the church.  As far as I am concerned you can worship where
you have always worshipped.”  He paused, “mark you that
wouldn’t get you out of going to the dreaded Autumn Sale in the
village hall.”

She sat back and closed her eyes, “oh Brian what am I
doing?”

Brian stroked the back of her hand, “forget the church, forget
our woman and concentrate on yourself.  Do you want to go
on?”

She nodded, “I want to go on with you, and it’s all the baggage
that comes with you that I find difficult.  The church, your
congregations, the inquiry and the fact that everybody seems to
know you.  If it was just you I’d throw myself at your
feet.”

Brian smiled, “I don’t want you throwing yourself
anywhere.  I want you beside me and believe me, I’m proud to
have you beside me.”

She opened her eyes, “really?”

“Really.”

She slipped off of the chair and into his arms.  They
stayed just holding one another for ages, she feeling safe in his
arms and he feeling safe in hers.

 


           
Meanwhile Daisy was almost at the point of tearing her hair
out.  She was sitting in the large back room of The Wandering
Sheep public house at Redburgh Ford, which seemed to double as a
village hall.  Around her were fifteen teenagers and Keith the
‘wandering’ Methodist Youth Leader, who Daisy had decided had all
the energy of a dead sheep, let alone a wandering one.  Daisy
tried again, “so the only thing anyone wants to do is go to the
cinema?”

A particularly sallow youth sighed, “Well we don’t want to go to
church do we; it’s boring!”

Two young girls chanted, “boring, boring boring.”

Daisy decided that she’d had enough and started to play what she
hoped would be her trump card.  “What if you had a church of
your own?  I’ve got permission to use Parsoning Tye in any way
I like as long as we don’t ring the bells.”

The sallow youth sat up, “why not ring the bells?”

“’Cause they’ve got a full set and it’s not for amateurs.”

One of the girls made a face, “what we supposed to do, have our
own boring service?”

Daisy smiled, “actually I was thinking more along the lines of a
disco or karaoke or getting a group in.”

The sallow youth burst into laughter, “what you going to use
then a gas-powered record-deck, there’s no power at Parsoning Tye,
they still use oil-lamps.”

Daisy smiled again, “actually there is electricity, the mobile
phone company has laid it on.  The church still uses oil-lamps
and a hand-pumped organ, but there is now a thirty amp power board
as well, that’s plenty for a disco.”

One of the other boys looked suspiciously at Daisy, “what about
the noise?”

There was general laughter and someone said, “Who’s to hear, the
nearest house must be a mile away?”

The most intelligent looking girl waved her hand, “what about
the pews?”

Daisy grinned, “No pews at Parsoning Tye, it was semi-redundant
before the Victorians started installing pews.  It’s got some
decent chairs and we can put them round the wall.”

The sallow youth was still not satisfied, “who’s paying?”

“Long Redbugh, and he died in 1850, but he left a generous
legacy for the upkeep of the church and a smaller legacy to cover
running cost, the church wardens have said that I can spend £650 of
it this year and then we’ll see about next year.”

The intelligent girl waved her hand again, “you serious? 
Use of a church to do what we want and somebody else is
paying?”

Daisy sighed to herself, at least she was getting some response,
“’bout sums it up.  Of course there are some boundaries, after
all you wouldn’t expect me to book a group called Satan’s Spawn
would you?”

Keith suddenly appeared to wake up, “I’ve got the minibus
outside, who wants to take a look?”

The sallow youth stood up, “might as well, after all there’s
nothing to lose is there?”

They all trooped out and climbed into a gaudy minibus, “Keith
closed the door and yelled, “all seat-belts on please, especially
Darren.”

There was general laughter and Keith turned to Daisy giving her
a large wink as he yelled again, “hold tight, journey into the
middle of nowhere.”

Daisy sat back and enjoyed the ride; her journey with the youth
of the villages just beginning.










Chapter 14
Putting a Spanner in the Works


The following morning, being a Friday, Brian did not have to go
to Ipswich and the Diocesan Conference centre; instead he went to
the Beehive.  As soon as he walked in he could see a change in
Philomena, not only had she had her hair professionally cut, she
was also wearing a dress under her carpet-cloth cardigan.  He
walked over to her, she was wrestling with her printer,
“trouble?”

“Changing the toner, be OK if I had six joints in my fingers,
must have been designed by a midget.”

He waited till she shut the side-flap on the machine, “like the
hair.”

She winced and smiled, “Melanie did it for me.  You got
another list for me to work through?”

“Not yet, but could you do me a favour.  A little bird has
told me that Green-Buys are planning to mount a mobile shop
campaign, apparently he thinks they’ve got at least forty stashed
away over in Ireland.  Could you verify it for me?”

Philomena cocked her head to one side, “you mean verify it
before you break the news to Mel and Sue?”

“Something like that.”

She nodded, “and I’ve got something for you.”  She passed
over Melanie’s papers, “possibility of a cartel on contract placing
by the big four.  They refer to it as their Brighton agreement
as they met at a hotel in Brighton five years ago and drew it
up.”

Brian was surprised, “are you sure?”

She tapped the pile, “some minion, replying to a Kent Farmer,
said that Diamond Foods couldn’t give him a contract because of the
‘Brighton Agreement.’  It’s not the only example, but it’s a
good one.  The farmer wrote back and asked what the agreement
was and got a gobbledegook reply.  However, a severely
disgruntled employee of Happi-Food gave our Melanie a good
run-down.”  She looked up and smiled, “he said that Diamond
Foods, Rathbones and Green-Buys were behind the cartel and that
Happi-Food were reluctant participants.  So if I was you, I’d
start with them, you’ve got their Chairman Bill Verne coming to
give evidence to the inquiry next week.”

Brian wandered over to John and they spent nearly an hour
planning the following week and reviewing the past week. 
Finally Brian packed his laptop back into his back-pack, he looked
at John, “you can ask questions as well you know John, you don’t
have to pass notes to me.”

John shook his head, “not etiquette though is it? 
Secretaries normally keep quiet and make notes.”

Brian sighed, “blow etiquette, I’m after the truth about the
position of the UK farming industry and government policy, if you,
or Julia, have a question then ask it.”

John smiled and gave a mock salute, “message received and
understood.”

Brian left and cycled over to Daisy’s for a meeting with her and
Bernard, apart from providing a few small pieces information he
soon realized that they had everything under control.

 


           
Just before lunch he parked his cycle by a laurel hedge and walked
up to a massive oak front door.  He stood outside for a minute
saying a quick prayer and then rang the bell.  After a few
moments the door opened and Brian smiled, “hello Christopher, is
your aunt in?”

The young man nodded and led Brian towards the back of the
house.  As they walked Brian chatted to him about Ipswich Town
Football team and the forthcoming season; Christopher was an ardent
fan.  They reached the conservatory, “so you reckon they’ll
stay on top of the Premier league for a third year?”

He shrugged, “dunno, without Johnston in goal could be too much
to ask.”  He glanced in the conservatory, “she’s not too bad
today, but yesterday she couldn’t remember who I was again.”

Brain nodded, “still occasionally thinks you are her
brother?”

He nodded, “we know she hasn’t got Alzheimer’s, but there is
occasionally a definite memory loss.  The rest of the time she
is a bright as a button.”

Brian walked into the conservatory, “Hello Mrs Hardcote, how are
you today?”

She turned round and stood up straight, “I fear Rector that you
have come to tell me off., well these things have got to be
said.”

Brian went over to her and they sat in two highly uncomfortable
slatted wooden chairs.  “Well I’m not so sure that it does
have to be said Rosemary.”

She blinked and squinted at him, “she’s a foreigner and she’s
been to prison.”

Brian smiled, “she’s not foreign, she’s from London.”

Rosemary nodded absently, “not from around here, doesn’t know
our ways, not one of us.”

Brian gently went on the attack, “how about the story of
Ruth?  Wasn’t she from Moab, yet Boaz took her for his wife
and she became accepted even to the extent of being mentioned in
the Lord’s genealogy?”

Brian hoped that the Old Testament reference would set her
thinking.  She looked at him, “but there are so many pretty
Suffolk girls, my Penelope isn’t married.”

Brian inwardly sighed, her Penelope had died, aged 63, two years
before  and after thirty-six years of marriage.  “Well
I’ve not found a Suffolk girl for me and remember Rosemary that I
wasn’t born in Suffolk.”

She eyed him suspiciously, “but you were born in the country;
you need a country lass.”

Brian felt that the conversation was going nowhere and to be
fair he had not expected it to.  He changed the subject, “your
tomatoes look fine this year.”

They talked of this and that for half an hour and then Brian
stood up to go.  As usual she picked up a plastic food bag and
gave him some tomatoes and a cucumber.  She paused, “give
these to your young woman, tell her I won’t bother her again.”

Brian became curious, “how did you know that I was seeing
her?”

She tapped the side of her nose and Brian laughed.  As he
left she turned round and started inspecting her marrows. 
He’d known her for five years and in that time she had never grown
a single flower in her conservatory, only vegetables and tomatoes;
he’d also never seen her anywhere else in her house.

 


           
Susan and Melinda sat in the shop having lunch.  Melinda
looked at Susan wide-eyed, “he took you to a Barn-Dance?”

“In a genuine barn with genuine hay and a genuinely awful
country band.”

Melinda shuddered, “oh gross.”

Susan laughed and ate her beef roll, “actually I enjoyed
it.  It was good fun and it wasn’t a matter of dancing
properly, just enjoying yourself.”

Melinda seemed uncertain, “well did he try and kiss you on the
way home?”

Susan shook her head, “he acted the perfect gentleman.  In
fact now that he’s asked me out twice I don’t think he knows what
to do next.”

Melinda grinned, “I’m sure that you can give him a few good
ideas.”

Susan nudged her, “here comes your knight charming.”

Brain appeared in the doorway and held up his bag of tomatoes,
“peace offering from Mrs Hardcote.”

Melinda’s mouth fell open, “you didn’t go and see her!”

 


           
A few miles away, in the Redburgh Arms, the locals were beginning
to stir.  A self assured young man had come in nearly an hour
before and started talking to people.  It was clear from the
outset that he was trying to rake up dirt on Brian.  He was in
the middle of yet another conversation when he suddenly asked,
“your Vicar, is he the one that clobbered a bloke in here for no
reason?  Does he often go about thumping people?”

Keith put his glass down, “where you from lad?  It’s not
around here is it?”

He gave a non-committal answer and became conspiratorial, “I’m a
private detective and I’m after information on your Vicar.”

Eric smiled and whispered, “what sort of information?”

“Anything.  Women he’s been with, people he’s upset, babies
he’s dropped in the font, anything.”

Eric’s wizened face broke into a knowing grin, “your first case
is it lad?”

The chap nodded eagerly, “boss is sick see and he needs to get
this job done.”

Eric grinned again, “whose paying?”

He shook his head, couldn’t possibly say, in any case I don’t
know.”

Eric smiled, “well you can give them this message from me.”

Eric upended his glass tankard over the chap’s head and beer
flowed over his hair.  He jumped to his feet and turned around
only to find the biggest person he had ever seen between him and
the door.  He took on the appearance of a hunted deer. 
Before he could escape through the fire exit six or seven more
pints were tipped over him.  When he finally reached the
car-park he found another two farmers standing by his shiny
Volkswagen Polo.  One of them plucked at a windscreen wiper,
“you come around here again lad and I’ll put this where the sun
doesn’t shine.  You tell your boss he’s on a loser.”

The erstwhile detective drove out of the car-park in a flurry of
stones, he did not even have enough bravado left to shout a passing
retort at anyone.  The farmers went back into the pub to be
given a mop by Jilly, “you’ve had your fun, now you can clean it
up.”

They laughed and started to dry the stone floor.  Eric
walked over to the bar, “my I enjoyed that, reckon it’s drinks all
round.”

Jilly put her hands on her hips, “fine, but only when the floor
is dry.”

 


           
Bernard wiped the final soup bowl and placed it back into its home
cupboard.  He and Daisy had fallen into an easy working
relationship and were beginning to respect one another. 
Bernard turned round and looked at Daisy, he sighed.  “Now
young lady you may fool Brian because he’s got other things on his
mind, but you’re not fooling me.  There’s something bothering
you.”

Daisy eyed Bernard, who always looked to her like a benevolent
Mexican bandit, she guessed it was that ghastly moustache. 
Despite his looks and reputation it had only taken her a short time
to realize that he was an excellent priest.  “What makes you
think I’m worried about something?”

Bernard grinned, “It’s not what you are talking about; it’s
about what you’re not talking about.”

Daisy lent against the wall of her kitchen, “in my first parish
I had to juggle invitations.  I could have eaten out every
Sunday with a different parishioner.  Here I’ve not had one
single invitation – not one; doesn’t that strike you as odd?”

Bernard moved and sat on a kitchen chair, unbeknown to Daisy
he’d already had six meals in various parts of the benefice. 
He rolled his dog-like eyes up to look at her, “now don’t take this
wrong, but have you considered that you may be a little too
up-front for people round here to digest?”

Daisy looked startled, “but I’m just being myself.”

Bernard nodded, “people round here don’t want confrontation,
they want a minister who will stand beside then and stand up for
them.  That’s why they like Brian; he’s sat beside them as
their relatives have died or when the business has collapsed and he
has stood up to be counted.”

Daisy opened her mouth, but Bernard hadn’t finished, “that’s not
true for every generation though.  The youngsters like a
person who will assail their ears and lead them on.  Your work
in the schools and with the youth is way out of my league. 
It’s just with the settled folk round here you need to be a little
more gentle.”

“But it’s the only way I know how to work!”

Bernard fixed her with his bloodhound gaze, “then you’d better
be learning new ways hadn’t you?  You can still be true to
yourself, but just use a different approach.”

Daisy sighed, knowing that Bernard was right; then she grinned,
“Well if I’ve got to learn new ways so can you.  How about
giving me a hand with the youngsters at Parsoning Tye next week,
we’ve got a Christian Group coming and they’ll need a hand to set
up their equipment.”

Bernard gave her a suspicious look, “how much equipment?”

“Last time I saw them they had about eight loudspeaker units, a
sound desk, two sets of drums…”

Bernard held up his hand, “OK, but I may sneak out while they
are playing, I value my hearing.”

Daisy grinned, “not allowed; gives out too much of a message
that you are merely tolerating what’s happening and not wanting to
be part of it.”

She watched Bernard’s face go from sad-dog look to
firing-squad-victim look and she put him out of his misery, “mind
you, if you’re nice to me I might lend you a pair of earplugs.”

She became serious again, “now, just how do I go about trying a
different approach?”

 


           
Brian re-visited the Beehive late afternoon to give Imogen some
typing and explain from where he wanted her to take some
abstracts.  When he’d finished Philomena gave him a wave and
pointed to her monitor; he went over.  On the monitor was a
picture of a Green-Buys Mobile Shop.  She gave an
explanation.  “We subscribe to the electronic version of the
Retail Gazette and that comes out a fortnight before the paper
version.  Green-Buys have an article in this month’s edition
extolling the virtues of their mobile shops.  They admit to
having thirty-nine of them and expect them on the road by the
middle of next month, but they don’t say where.”

Philomena looked at Brian, “there’s something odd here, but I
can’t put my finger in it.  They bought them in from Japan
after a retailer there decided not to use them, so they got them
all kitted out and ready to go.  However, scour the Internet
as I will I cannot find out why the Japanese retailer backed
off.  There is probably some good information in the Japanese
press, but I don’t read Japanese and obviously they didn’t think
the articles worth translating into their English version.”

She handed him a copy of the Gazette article.  Brian peered
at it. “Any sign the others will follow?  That’s the normal
pattern, one tries something new and then the others jump on the
bandwagon.”

Philomena shrugged, “that’s the other thing that’s been
bothering me.  There’s not been one word from the other three
and as far as I can find out not one attempt to enter that
particular market.  They’ve all opted to increase the
marketing on their home delivery and Internet ordering
services.”

 


           
Brian spent a restless evening reading some  turgid government
documents on their approach to the common European Farming Policy
and then a sleepless night worrying about how he was going to tell
Melinda about Green-Buys and their mobile shops.  He spent
Saturday in pastoral visiting and ended up at Melinda’s cottage as
the six o’clock news finished.  She was waiting at the door,
“Susan’s gone off with Ben so rather than face a restaurant I’ve
cooked us a meal, hope you hadn’t made a reservation.”

He stretched and removed his clerical collar, “a meal with you
here sounds wonderful, I couldn’t ask for anything better.”

 

An hour later Brian put his coffee-cup down, “that was just
perfect.”

Melinda watched him from beneath furrowed brows.  His
demeanour was all wrong.  She decided to tackle the
issue.  “OK Brian, what’s wrong.  You’ve got a face like
an undertaker and as much conversation as a Trappist Monk.”

Brian sighed and pulled out the picture of the Green-Buys mobile
shops.  Melinda started at it in silence and read the
accompanying article. She screwed up her nose, “I don’t see how
they can do this.”

Brian said miserably, “I suppose that they intend to do the same
as you, give back some shopping facilities to rural areas.”

She simultaneously rolled her eyes, sniffed and sighed, “I don’t
mean that. I mean I don’t understand how they are going to make a
profit out of it.  Susan and I did a lot of calculations when
we decided to run a mobile shop, it kept us from going stir crazy
and there is a lot to be said for this type of vehicle.  For a
start it’s less than 3500 Kilograms so you don’t need a HGV
license.  But we could never get the sums to work, we could
just not figure out how to get enough varied stock in without
exceeding the weight limit.  You’ve seen our shop, by the time
you’ve got chiller units and tins of this and that, the weight
rockets.”

She pointed to the picture, “See, they’ve got a refrigeration
unit on the roof, that alone must weigh in at way over 100Kg. 
And this article says that they will carry frozen food, that means
a freezer and even we haven’t got one of them if you disregard the
ice-cream unit.  It also says that you will be able to order
over the Internet and they will deliver; just where are they going
to put the stuff?.”

She paused and then looked at Brian, “is this it?  Is this
what you’re worried about?  Telling me this?”

Brian nodded, “I know how much the shop means to you, it’s not
just a job, it’s a way of life.”

She smiled, “you’d know all about that.”

She reached out and held his hand, “we always knew that we’d
face competition at sometime of other, mobile shops in rural areas
are an obvious market niche.”  She bit her bottom lip, “didn’t
expect one of the big boys to come out and play though.  They
won’t carry as much as us, the old library vehicle could have been
made for the job, but they will undercut us.”

She leant back, “let’s wait and see what happens, they might
even not come round here, there are literally thousands of villages
without shops.”

She stood up and cleared away the plates, “now we don’t want to
spoil the rest of the evening do we?”

 


           
Bernard walked into the Redburgh Arms and sniffed, he looked at
Jilly, “had a cask burst?”

She laughed, it sounded like an opera signer tuning up, “No,
some of the farmers had some fun with a young man who was trying to
rake up dirt on Brian.”

Jilly handed him his pint of Old Growler and he pushed over some
cash, “right pub this, banning chaps from supermarkets and bathing
people in beer.”

She grinned, “You should see what happens when we get really
angry!”

 


           
Meanwhile Daisy was experiencing the joys of trying to contain the
vivid imaginations of about eighteen teenagers as they all
discussed how to decorate the church.  She held up her hand,
“wait a minute, remember what  said, we can’t put up anything
permanent, so banners hanging from the rows of spikes high up, or
from the beams, is a good idea, but they will have to be spayed
with a fire retardant.”

The general hubbub reappeared and a small girl came up to
Daisy.  “Where’s the girl’s toilet?”

Daisy pointed, “Off the vestry.”

She wrinkled her nose, “there’s only the one?”

Daisy nodded, “you’re lucky there’s one, some churches round
here don’t have any.”

The girl grimaced, “but it’s Victorian!  It’s a high-level
metal cistern, a dreadful toilet seat and the bowl looks
horrid.”

Daisy shrugged, “that’s the result of years of calcium, water’s
hard around here, you know that.  And as for the toilet seat,
the churchwarden’s are going to fit a wooden one and, oh joy of
joys, put in a heater for the winter.”

The girl was obviously not amused, “would they let us paint
it?”

Daisy shook her head, “it’s limewashed.”

The girl sighed, “well could we put on another coat of lime-wash
and put a few flowers in there, we’ve got to do something, how can
I bring my friends if there’s a toilet like that.”

Daisy nodded in agreement, “you make the suggestions and I’ll
see if we can carry them out.”

The girl rolled her eyes, “don’t bother, I’ll see uncle Charlie
myself!”

Daisy sighed, but secretly was quite happy, at last the
teenagers were showing some motivation and even Keith the Methodist
Youth Worker was for once appearing slightly more animated, she
decided that that must be progress.

 


           
The following Tuesday Brian was back at the Diocesan Conference
centre.  Since the minor hic-cup caused by Mrs Hardcote, all
had gone well with Melinda and Brian was feeling considerably less
stressed just because of his relationship with her.  Brian,
over his morning cup of coffee, briefed Petra Richards and Stanley
Hawthorn who were the two MPs working with him this week. 
They kicked off by listening to what Bill Verne, chairman of
Happi-Food had to say.  Brian was surprised by the man’s soft
spoken manner and total lack of belligerence.  Eventually he
finished and the questioning started with John asking why they
priced their contracts in Dollars when the other big three
companies priced in Euros.  Bill gave a broad smile, this was
obviously a question he had expected.  “Well we’re an American
company and we price our contracts in Dollars wherever we
work.  Your farmers can’t complain about that, especially as
the Dollar has remained as strong as the pound.”

He paused and then added, “But for the record we were surprised
that we had to fight for this right, your Ministry of Agriculture
made things extremely difficult for us and we had to threaten to
pull out before they would allow Dollar contracting.”

Stanley said idly, “I suppose they, quite reasonably, wanted the
contracts in Sterling.”

Bill shook his head, “we would have acceded to that, after all
it is your currency.  No, they were insisting that the
contracts be in Euros.”

Petra Richards suddenly appeared to wake up, “pardon?”

“They insisted, very firmly in the early stages that we use
Euros, apparently it’s their policy.”

Petra gave a shark like smile, she was a member for the
opposition, “have you got any documents that state that in
writing?”

Bill reached for his briefcase, extracted a file and passed it
over.  “Bought this with me just in case, it’s copies of all
the letters we had with the ministry in the early days. 
You’ll find there’s a reference in there to a Ministry of
Agriculture Policy Document that gives the acceptable currencies
for the pricing of farming contracts.  Don’t know why they
bothered to write it as it only recommends the Euro.”

John relieved Bill of the file and started to thumb through it,
if what Bill said was correct then he had unwittingly just dropped
a bombshell.  There were a few more minor questions and then
Brian slipped in one of his own.  “I think we had almost
finished, but one final thing, can you please clarify what the
Brighton Agreement is?”

Bill sat and pondered his answer; if the truth were known he was
highly apprehensive about being questioned by Brian, after all this
was the guy who had asked one question and brought about a change
of Prime Minister.  He also seemed to have impeccable
information at his fingertips.  Bill eyed the pile of papers
to Brian’s right and assumed that it contained material regarding
the Brighton Agreement and the resulting cartel.  Bill decided
to go for damage limitation; that is damage the others and limit
his own involvement.  He cleared his throat, “it’s an
agreement between the big four supermarket not to poached each
others farmers.”

Brian blinked and smiled, Bill became nervous, “surely it’s more
than that?”

Brian picked up a piece of paper with a copy of a letter on it
and Bill panicked.  “You’re right.  It’s also an
agreement that we will not stray into each others allocated
territory.  We at Hapi-food didn’t want to sign up to it, but
we were forced into it by the other three.  They said that if
we didn’t agree they would gazump us on every contract we tried to
place and force us out of the market.  We were only just
entering the British market and couldn’t afford to take a hit,
especially following our dismal failure to penetrate the French
market.”

Stanley leaned forward, “your saying in a roundabout way that
the four of you were running a cartel to the detriment of British
farmers, because if you had given them contracts they would have
been in Dollars.  So all the farmers in the areas you
voluntarily kept out of ended up with contracts in Euros and lost
money.”

Bill went on the defense, “it’s not all black; we have kept all
our farmers on good contracts and it’s your Ministry that started
Euro pricing, not us.”

Brian said gently, but forcibly, “however, it is a cartel.”

Bill held his ground, “I prefer to call it a sensible
arrangement.”

Petra wagged her finger, “an illegal arrangement.”

Bill sat rigid, “it has not been tested in the courts and
therefore there has been no ruling.”

Brian decided that they were getting nowhere and declared the
session closed.  Bill immediately exited the building and
reached for his mobile phone.

 


           
A few minutes later there was the usual mêlée  around the
buffet table when a tall woman in a green two piece business suit
entered the room carrying several expensive looking bags. 
Brian smiled to himself, this was Norma Klein-Matthews the observer
from Green-Buys.  She never arrived for the morning sessions
and seemed disinclined to stay for the whole of the afternoon
session.  Brian assumed that she thought the whole thing a
waste of time.  She left her bags in the corner and came over
to the food table.  A few minutes later she was sitting with
Brian and Petra at a small table and they talked, carefully
avoiding any business talk.  Petra got up to refill her plate
and Norma turned to Brian, “have you heard about our new initiative
of mobile shops for the rural areas?”

Brian smiled, “hardly a new initiative, but yes.”

Norma smiled, “well we’re going to start in Suffolk and we’ve
got four mobile shops in our Ipswich store car-park as I
speak..  She leant forward and whispered, “Actually we’re
going to start in your parish.”  She drew an imaginary circle
on the table top, and gave Brian a sly look and purred, “unless
that is you have an inside info as to why we should go elsewhere to
sell our wares.” 

The inference was obvious, he could, at a word, protect his
girlfriend for some undisclosed future payment.  Brian managed
a smile even though he was seething inside, “it’s a free
market.”

She gave him a furtive look, “you are sure you wouldn’t rather
we went elsewhere?”

Brian lent forward and whispered, “I quite understand your
question and the reasoning behind it and I’m quite sure I have
nothing to say.”

She leant back, “well then, you can tell your parishioners that
we’ll start our new rounds on Monday, I’m quite sure that they will
enjoy our very fresh, and very cheap, produce.”

She got up and left the table; Brian went outside for some fresh
air.  Inside he was furious that they would try and use
Melinda to get at him and that they would deliberately target her
shop just to spite him.

He walked over to the cinema car-park to sit in his car for a
few minutes and calm down.  As he arrived at his car a little
knot of people were walking from the cinema back to their cars, as
they passed Brian noticed Mary Jones; Brian gave her a wave. 
She stopped and smiled, “hello Brian, working here today?”

“’Fraid so, you been to the cinema?”

She smiled as her friends walked on towards their car, “on
afternoon shift.  Been to see Gone With The Wind, even after
all these years it is still a wonderful film.”

A notion passed through Brian’s head and he smiled at Mary,
“tell me, have you got any friends in the traffic police?”

She laughed and looked at his car, “want me to warn them do
you?”

Brian grinned, “no, to be honest I’ve got my suspicions about
the weight of the new Green-Buys mobile shops, they’ve got four
over at their Ipswich superstore at this moment.”

Mary gave him a piecing look, “not just making trouble are
we?  After all you are very friendly with the owner of a rival
concern.”

Brian shook his head, “you know me better than that Mary;
something doesn’t smell right.”

Mary’s friends waved and she waved back, “must go; I will pass
your message on, but I hope this is not just mischief making
because it’s my professional reputation too you know.”

Brian held up his hand, “promise, no mischief.”

She laughed and left, running over to her car.

 


           
Susan and Melinda sat in their shop eating their lunch as they
watched a small man screw a Green-Buys timetable to a nearby
pole.  When he had climbed back into his van and driven off
they both went and looked at the timetable’ it made dismal
reading.  Susan said in quiet exasperation, “looks like they
plan to have two of their shops criss-crossing our patch. 
There’s just no way we can compete with that.”

Melinda looked close to tears, “it’s their way.  Go in
cheap and remove all the opposition and then start hiking the
prices up.  Remember how many small shops closed when they
first arrived in Bury?”

Susan turned away, she felt like ripping the timetable from the
pole; equal competition they could compete with, but this was all
out war and the other side had the big guns.

 


           
When Brian returned to the Conference centre he cornered
John.  “John, can you get Philomena to go to London, use her
wonderful pass and roam the Ministry of Agriculture archives?”

John grinned, “She is already on her way.  If what Bill
Verne says is true it is dynamite.  A Government agency
forcing non-British currency to be used on contracts placed within
the United Kingdom just goes beyond comprehension.”

Brian smiled, “I smell another ‘you scratch my back, I’ll
scratch yours’ deal.”

John nodded, “don’t worry, I’ve developed a great respect for
Philomena, if the evidence is there she’ll find it.”

Brian sighed, “You’ve hit on the central problem, if the
evidence is there.  It’s so preposterous that I can’t believe
that it is true.  Just imagine for a minute that it is not
true and we rushed out a press release saying that it was; bang
goes our credibility.”

John wiggled his eyebrows, “you’re saying that they would
deliberately feed us duff information; you’re just paranoid!”

Brian grinned, “I hope so, but it all came out too easily. 
Either Bill didn’t realize the importance of what he was saying, or
he wanted us to believe him hook, line and sinker.”

John looked across the room to Bill and Norma talking in a
corner; they looked a couple carrying on a clandestine
relationship.  John nodded towards them, “well I suspect that
they aren’t talking about the weather.”

 


           
PC Winston Green carefully manoeuvred his traffic car through the
double roundabout on the outskirts of Ipswich and drove towards the
edge of town.  His companion, PC Gwen Longmann put the radio
receiver back in its holder, “remind me what we are doing.”

Winston smiled, she knew exactly what they were doing, but she
didn’t agree.  “We’re going to take a look at Green-Buys new
mobile shops, a little bird has told us it might be
worthwhile.”

Gwen’s eyes continually looked around, “you mean a little rural
policewoman flashed her eyes at you and you just couldn’t
resist.”

Winston smiled and gave up, anyway they had arrived at the
Superstore and they pulled up alongside the loading bay.  They
walked to the transport manager’s office and stepped inside; a
small grey man in a faded suit glanced up and then looked back at
his paperwork.  “What can I do for you gents?”

Gwen watched as a young man was loading crates into the back of
a home-delivery van; she hated being called a ‘gent’.  Winston
gave his best public relations smile, “I’d just like to look at one
of your new mobile shops and maybe pop it down to a
weigh-bridge.”

The manager placed a file in his out-tray and picked up another,
“sorry, not today, we’re too busy.”  His manner was that of
swatting a troublesome fly.

Gwen coughed, “is that too bust to assist us sir, or too busy to
come down to the station and be charged with obstructing the police
in the course of their duties.”

He looked up somewhat startled, “you wouldn’t?”

Gwen gave him a stern look, “we will ask you again sir to allow
us to inspect one of your mobile shops, contravening a vehicles
weight limit is, as you doubtless know, a criminal offence..”

She watched the youth slam the doors of the delivery van closed
and  place his shoulder against them to turn the handle. 
“And I’d also like that van to come to the weigh-bridge as well, I
have reason to believe that it is overloaded.”

The manager threw his pen onto the desk, “have to make our
little point don’t we?”

But he didn’t argue and a small procession of vehicles drove the
three miles to the nearest weigh-bridge.  The two vehicles to
be weighed lined up to go on the weigh-bridge following a huge
sugar-tanker.  Gwen watched the scales, the tanker came in at
10Kg underweight, she smiled to herself; the sugar company had
their tanker loading down to a fine art, they even had a mechanism
for coping with the different weights of drivers.  The youth
was first in the queue of two and he drove his van onto the
weigh-bridge; it was 200Kg over its gross weight limit.  Gwen
indicated he van to pull to one side and Winston waited for the
mobile shop.  Gwen went up to the youth, “your van’s 200Kg
over-weight.  That means that it is grossly over-loaded and
highly unsafe.  The youth shrugged and pointed to the manager,
who was carefully placing the shop in the centre of the weighing
area.  “Its all them sacks of rotten potatoes, I’ve got
eighteen of them on board to take to various chip-shops and
cafés.  She looked at him, disbelieving what she had heard,
“Rotten potatoes?”

“Well there not rotten really, although there is one slimy bag,
they’ve been nibbled by rats.”

Gwen wondered if the youth was trying to wind her up. 
“Rats?”

“We’ve got an infestation of rats in the food warehouse. 
The vermin control company has spread poison all over the place,
but they haven’t got rid of them.”

Gwen gave him a professional smile, “is that the food warehouse
that is attached to the store?”

The youth looked at her as if she was mad, “of course it is, we
haven’t got any others.”

“Can I take a look inside?”

The youth opened the door and the sacks were obvious as they
were all stacked on the floor I the middle of the crates of
food.

She sighed, “Let me get this straight, this van has both
contaminated food and fresh food in the same compartment?”

He looked at her as if she were daft, “it’s only got one
compartment, apart from the frozen food section at the front.”

Gwen studied him, “when you took this job, did they give you any
basic courses on food hygiene?”

He sighed and rolled his eyes while gesturing with his hands,
“suppose to do a one-day course, but he says that I’ll have to wait
until we get another driver.”

Gwen became stern, “sit down there and don’t move.”

She consulted her mobile telephone and eventually found the
number she wanted.  She waited for an answer, “is that trading
standards, is Mary there?”  She waited a few seconds and then
said, “hello Mary, this is PC Gwen Longmann, we worked together on
that contaminated pork shipment last month;  you are going to
love this…”

 


           
Winston watched the scales on the weigh-bridge and smiled to
himself.  He tapped on the driver’s window and the transport
manager opened it with a whirr of an electric motor.  “Can I
get on with my work now?”

Winston gave his best smile that showed tolerance and duty at
the same time.  “Would you mind telling me how much you weigh
sir?”

The manager sighed in exasperation, “I don’t see what business
it is of yours, but I’m around 12 Stone.”

Winston converted the weight to metric measure in his head,
“well I’ll let you drive back to your store, but technically you’re
10Kg overweight, but that is probably within the measuring
tolerance of this bridge anyway.  I would however suggest that
in future you only use drivers of under 10 Stone to be safe.”

The manager looked at him as if he were mad, “what are you
talking about man, we can’t be that close to the weight limit,
there’s no food on board.”

Winston opened the door, “would you care to see?”

He climbed out and looked at the scales and then inspected the
vehicles weight-plate.  He stood up, “I don’t understand,
there must be some ballast on board.”

They climbed into the vehicle and looked around.  Winston
instantly knew what the problem was, he was a keen caravanner and
used to lightweight caravan furniture.  He tapped on one of
the two freezers, “nicely fitted out isn’t it, but this is a
standard freezer, it has steel sides and probably a steel
frame.  All your shelves are solid wood.”  He crouched
down and opened a cupboard, “these lockers are solid plywood, not
block-board.”  He stood up, “and these overhead lockers are
made out of metal..  Nothing looks lightweight, even the
swiveling captain’s chair in the driving compartment has a large
metal base.”

The manager leaned against a freezer unit, he suddenly seemed
devoid of energy, “but they’re all the same.  I went over to
Ireland when they were being re-spayed to assess what food we could
put in them, and they are all the same.”

Winston smiled tolerantly, “then may I suggest sir that someone
has confused Gross Weight with Nett weight.”  His smile
disappeared, “and if I find one of these shops on the roads around
here with so much as a bag of potatoes in them I will not be
amused; have I made myself clear?”

The manager nodded and said weakly, “was the van OK.”

Winston smiled, he was having a good day, “no it was 200Kg over,
and that we cannot ignore.










Chapter 15
Is it True, or Is it in The Papaers?


After a long day Brian went home, read some more papers and then
flopped into bed, he did not watch, or listen, to the news. 
He knew he should, James had told him that it was a must, but he
was too tired.

 


           
Susan and Melinda were also tired; they had spent the evening
trying to figure out a way of keeping the shop going, perhaps even
starting in a fresh area.  Eventually Melinda went to make an
evening drink and to take her mind off of their problems Susan
turned the television on.  In seconds she was yelling for
Melinda to join her.  Melinda walked in as a female presenter
was giving her report; she was obviously standing outside
Green-Buys store in Ipswich, its mock green thatched roof making it
instantly recognizable.  The reporter was just into her
report, “… so the food inspectors arrived at eleven o’clock this
morning and by eleven-thirty they had closed the store.  There
is no doubt whet the problem is and that is rats.  The store
and its adjacent warehouse share a roof space, and that is infested
with rats.  We’ve been told that rat-droppings have been found
in the fruit area, over sacks of rice and between the freezers in
the shop.  If you want to see the scale of the problem watch
this.  When we arrived we placed one of our camera’s to look
through the store window.  After a mere ten minutes we spotted
this.”

The scene shifted to the inside of the store, a rat was clearly
visible inspecting the fresh bread, it was joined after a few
seconds by a companion.  The news presenter asked, “What do
the store managers say?”

The reporter smiled, “absolutely nothing, but it is clear that
they will have to destroy all the food in the store and carry out a
thorough extermination of the rats.”

The screen returned to the presenter,  “health inspectors
also visited the two other major food stores in Ipswich, both were
reported to have no problems.  However, they also inspected
the Green-Buys store in Norwich and are tight-lipped about the
outcome”

The presenter went on to the next item, which was more of the
seemingly unending sage regarding two politician’s and a shared
mistress causing both Susan and Melinda to rapidly lose
interest.  Twenty minutes later, their interest in the
programme re-appeared as the final item arrived and started with a
shot of four mobile shops sitting in the Ipswich store’s
car-park.  The same female reporter came back onto the
screen.  “While we were investigating the report of rats in
the Ipswich Green-Buys store we came across these sitting in the
car-park.  However, despite their obvious use and attractive
layout of the vehicles no-one in the store would talk to us about
them.  The reason was not hard to uncover.  Remember a
few years ago the Suffolk Ambulance service bought a fleet of
ambulances that were fine, except that they were right on the
weight limit so if you actually put people in them they were
illegal?  Well Green-Buys has suffered from the same problem.
These beautiful mobile shops are apparently so close to the weight
limit that they can only be driven by a ten-stone driver and that’s
when there is no food aboard!  The confusion has obviously
arisen between gross and nett weight.  The nett weight is that
of the unladen vehicle; the gross weight that of the fully laden
vehicle and the payload is the gap in-between.  These shops
may look good, but they have little of no payload margin. 
Rumour has it that Green-Buys have nearly forty of these vehicles
nationally, it’s what you might call a spectacular own-goal. 
After all who would buy forty shops without first being sure that
you could actually put food in them?”

Susan and Melinda looked at each other and then shrieked and
danced around the room, for the time being their shop was safe.

 


           
Keith stopped his minibus outside of Daisy’s cottage and she
clambered out, before she shut the door she looked back in,
“coffee?”

Keith sat in the minibus with an undecided look on his
face.  Daisy added, “I think we need to talk.”

Keith turned off the engine and followed her inside.  As
she made the coffee she made idle chat, “where does the minibus
come from, it looks new?”

Keith shrugged, “it’s my companies.  They let me borrow it
in the evenings.  The penalty is that I have to start half an
hour earlier in the morning to pick up people on my way into
work.”

She handed him a coffee mug and they sat either side of the
kitchen table.  Daisy looked him in the eye, “OK, so now tell
me what’s wrong.”

He was totally put off-guard by her direct approach.  He
sipped his coffee and put the mug down, “if you must know I think
that the Church of England is pulling a fast one.  They’ve
provided a building, the money to fund everything and you as
well.  I checked you out, you got their ‘Best Youth Worker of
the Year award two years running.  Frankly I think the
Methodist church has been stuffed and you’ll pinch all of the
youngsters to swell your declining congregations.”

There was so much suppressed vehemence in Keith’s voice that she
was taken aback.  She composed her thoughts and decided on
some direct talking.  “Let’s get a few things straight shall
we?  Yes I was Best Youth Worker of the Year, but that was ten
years ago.  I came her thinking that I’d left youth work
behind and that I was too far out of touch.  However, I
suddenly had the opportunity and the backing of my Vicar and your
Minister.  I did not come here looking to do youth work.”

She paused and watched his face, and then continued, “If you
must know, and I don’t want it spread around, I came here for a
second curacy because my first curacy was a total and unmitigated
disaster.  Not only did I have a Vicar who was a misogynist my
husband upped and ran off with his secretary, divorcing me in the
process.”

Keith raised his eyebrows, “you’ve been married?   You
don’t act old enough!”

Daisy leaned back on her chair, “how old do you think I am?”

Keith spluttered as he drank his coffee, “now there’s a loaded
question.”

Daisy smiled and said quietly, “I’m thirty-three, that makes me
well past my sell-by date for youth work, and I was married to Dave
for twelve years.”

Keith digested this, “that doesn’t alter the position though
does it?  The dear old Church of England is going to use its
money to entice away all the youngsters.”

Daisy drained her coffee cup, “what would convince you that that
is not the case, because I assure you it isn’t.  As far as I
am concerned this is an ecumenical project and if all the kids
ended up in your church I would be well pleased.”

Keith shrugged, not knowing how to reply.  Daisy tapped the
table, “really it’s down to your minister and you.  If you
support them, they will support you.”

He nodded, “suppose so.”

Daisy stood up and washed out her cup, changing the subject in
the process.  “Brian told me that you are thinking of entering
the ministry?”

He nodded, “yes and no.  I’d like to, but I’ve been told
that as I have no academic record.  I pack shirts for a living
so I’d have to prove my academic capabilities before anyone would
consider funding me through college.  I’m trying to do a basic
New Testament Theology course, but the books might as well be in
double Dutch.”

Daisy laughed, “Know the feeling.”

She disappeared from the kitchen and returned with a book, she
thrust it into Keith’s hands.  “Try this, it’s called ‘A
Simpleton Guide to the New Testament’, it got me through my first
year at college.”

Keith went to open his mouth, but Daisy got in first, “it’s
called Simpleton Guide because it’s written by Charles Simpleton;
he’s done others on the Old Testament, the Trinity and
Predestination.”

Keith looked at the cover, “never heard of him.”

Daisy tapped the back of the book, “he’s Australian, my sister
brought it back from New Zealand after a holiday.”

Keith smiled and left clutching the book.  Daisy hoped that
airing their difficulties in working together may solve the obvious
problems Keith was having working with her.  The last thing
she wanted was denominational warfare while trying to establish
some for of youth work in the parishes.  She looked at her
watch and shuddered, one of the reasons that she felt past her
sell-by date as far as youth work was concerned involved the long
evenings; she liked to be tucked up in bed by ten o’clock and it
was now nearly half-past eleven.

 


           
Brian awoke at midnight to the sound of his phone, he groped for it
and held it to his ear, “Brian Talbot.”

He sat up, “have you any idea what time it is Philomena?”

He listened and then replied, “Now?”

He rubbed his eyes, “if you think it’s that important I’ll
come.”

He went and sluiced his head under a tap and pulled on some
clothes before driving down to the Beehive.  To his surprise
James let him in.  “Hello James, what are you doing here at
this ungodly hour?”

Philomena’s voice drifted over from her desk, “he won’t let me
work here alone after 10pm.”

Brian smiled, “quite right too, now where’s the fire?”

Brian walked to Philomena’s desk and James went back to reading
his book.  Philomena pointed to the monitor, “this is the
French Ministry of Agriculture’s web page with advice to French
companies on working abroad.  Its host computer is woefully
under-resourced and I can only get on it at this time of night.
 I thought that you might want to see the real thing and not a
print-out.”

Brian sighed, his patience in the early hours of the morning was
decidedly thin, “And why would I want to do that?”

Philomena rubbed her hands over her eyes, she was also obviously
tired.  “I went down to the Ministry of Agriculture archives
this afternoon looking for the policy papers on farming
contracts.  There are papers in the right box-files, but I
think they have been tampered with.  For a start they all look
too new and secondly they are different from the microfiche
back-ups.  Most people don’t realize it, but all Ministries
copy essential papers onto microfiche in case of a major disaster
to the paper archives, even in this day and age they still don’t
trust electronic back-up, something about EMF attacks.  The
Ministry of Agriculture fiches are held in the Ministry of
Transport, and theirs is in the Ministry of Education and so
on.  Well I got access to the microfiche and in those back-up
copies all the references are to sterling, but in the paper copies
all the references are to Euros.  She tapped the screen, “see,
the French minister refers to Sterling as the prime currency for
contracts and Euros as the secondary, with a small note that they
hope this will change in the future.”

Brian groaned, “I don’t read French.”

James chuckled, “cardinal sin that old boy, not being able to
read French and German.”

Philomena ignored him, “what I want you to see, before it
disappears, is this next web-page.”  She called up a page via
a hyperlink, “this is an article by some lady called Veronica Newby
of Green-Buys.  In it she outlines the difficulty of working
in Britain in any currency other than Sterling and, get this,
advises against trying and saying that they only managed to get the
go-ahead to use dollars after an Anglo-American summit on global
food policy.”

Brian leant back against the wall, “you’re really saying that
there is a major stitch-up going on.”

She looked at Brian, “to be honest I don’t know.  This
web-page was only posted yesterday, these sort of topical articles
come and go every other day or so.  It could be that someone
is trying to feed you misinformation, on the other hand it could be
that there is a cover-up in progress.  To tell you the truth I
could spend another ten hours on this and get no further, we’d need
inside access and I haven’t got that.”

Brian ran his hand through his hair, “OK, I’ve seen enough, now
you go home and don’t return till you’ve had a good dose of rest
and sleep.”

She gave him a doleful smile, “just let me save these pages and
then I’ll close down.”

Brian thought for a moment, “When did you last have a day
off?”

She blinked, “I’m OK.”

Brian shook his head, “John’s worried about you working all
hours and so am I.”

A cry of “here, here,” echoed round the room from James.

“You’re no good to us, or yourself, if you drive yourself too
hard.  Now take some rest and some time off.”

She nodded and Brian virtually staggered to John’s desk,
scribbled a note and went home.  If he had been tired the
night before, he was shattered now.

 


           
Mid-morning, PCs Winston Green and Gwen Longmann were back on duty
and patrolling the A14 between Ipswich and the Suffolk
Boarder.  They had just finished escorting a wide load out of
their area and were now heading back to their base in
Ipswich.  Gwen, as usual ever vigilant and now alert to
supermarket delivery vans, suddenly exclaimed; “Can you turn round
and unto the other carriages way, a delivery van has just gone the
other way and it looks like it is at the limits if it’s
suspension.”

Winston swung the car through a convenient gap in the crash
barrier and they hurtled after the van, they caught it after three
miles and pulled it over.  Gwen was right, the gap between the
tyres and the wheel arches appeared to be minimal.  The van
was being driven by a stocky, individual with closely shorn hair
and a skimpy arm-less tee-shirt.  He climbed down from the
van, “got nothing better to do?  I wasn’t even doing
fifty.”

Winston tapped the side of the van, “can we take a look
please.”

He folded his arms, “not without a search warrant.”

Gwen looked him in the eye, “now which Act do you want? 
The Immigration Act that allows us to look for illegal immigrants,
the Road Traffic act covering suspiciously loaded vehicles or the
Dangerous Drugs Acts covering contraband?  Or perhaps you want
us to call in our colleagues in Customs and Excise?”

He scowled and unlocked the back door.  The van was
absolutely filled from floor to roof with sacks of flour and bags
of sugar.  Winston looked at the driver, “it will be a
formality, but you’d better follow me to a weigh-bridge.”

Gwen suddenly half-screamed and stepped back from the van,
“there’s cockroaches in here!”

The driver laughed, “Scared of a little insect are we?”

Gwen scowled, “what I want to know is where did they come
from?”

He laughed again, “That’s easy.  The little blighters live
between the inner and outer skin of the vans, we’ve had this one
fumigated twice, but they are persistent little bleeders.”

Gwen rolled her eyes and pulled out her mobile phone, this time
she knew the number.  In a few seconds she was once again
talking to Mary.  “Hello Mary, I think I have some more trade
for you, this one is a Rathbone’s van which has cockroaches living
in it and according to its driver it’s one of many…”

 


           
By midday Brian was suffering from a persistent headache caused by
both the disturbed nights sleep and a turgid presentation from a
Scottish fish-farmer whose accent was so broad and voice so quiet
that Brian had had to concentrate on every word.  He took a
couple of Aspirin as he drank some mineral water.  John
wheeled himself over, “you look dreadful boss.”

Brian momentarily closed his eyes, “I feel dreadful; head feels
like it’s being compressed from all angles.”

John nodded to the hoard gathering around the buffet table,
“I’ll look after them, you take a walk in some fresh air.”

Brian didn’t argue and made a discrete exit.  He walked the
short distance to St Matthew’s church and sat down on a bench
beneath some trees in the back garden of their old vicarage now
turned counselling centre.  He took some deep breaths and in
the tranquility of the garden came to his rescue.  After half
an hour he felt a new person and the headache had withdrawn to a
dull pain rather than being a throbbing agony.  To his
surprise he was joined on the bench by Bishop David, “thought it
was you here, taking a few minutes of well earned rest?”

Brian nodded, “you said it would be tiring.”

Bishop David looked sideways at him, “taking verbal evidence
three days a week must be exhausting.”

Brian stretched, “well it’s only two days this week, there’s
some contentious vote in the Commons tomorrow morning and none of
the MPs are willing to come out here for half a day.”

The Bishop put on his far-away expression, “Bernard working out
all right?”

“Early days yet, but it seems that he’s fitting in well.”

He nodded, “Well I’d better get back; we’re having a
brainstorming session with the Board of Finance on how to raise
more income.”

Brian chuckled, “it’s not more income we need, it’s less
expenditure.”

The Bishop nodded and sighed through his nose, “any ideas?”

“Sell all the vicarages and give the vicars a decent housing
allowance, then they end up with a house at the end of their
ministry and the church doesn’t have to maintain all those
buildings.”

The Bishop turned to look at Brian, “would you prefer an
allowance to a tied-house?”

“Most definitely.”

The Bishop nodded, “so would most priests, but how would you
fund the start-up costs.”

Brian stood up, “wouldn’t do it all at once, I’d phase it in as
people moved around.  Might take twenty years, or more, to
cover everybody, but twenty years in the life of the church is a
drop in the ocean.  Besides, there are probably many of us who
would be willing to buy our current vicarage, given the right price
and the right encouragement.”

The Bishop stood up and turned to go, “if you don’t mind I might
throw that in the mix, it’s a jolly sight better than any of our
current ideas.”

With that he walked off towards the building and Brian walked
back to the Conference centre to face an afternoon of submissions
concerning meat imports and livestock exports.”

 


           
That evening Brian had Melinda to Dinner rather than let her once
again cook for him.  To ensure that no tongues wagged in the
village he had also invited Susan and Ben.  They arrived
together at eight o’clock, Ben and Susan in the Smart car, and
Melinda in their van.  Brian had in fact cheated by getting
one of his parishioners to prepare the meal and leave it in the
oven.  They all chatted about nothing in particular until
Melinda remarked about the demise of the Green-Buys mobile shops
and the rat infestation at the Ipswich superstore.  Brian
obviously had no idea what they were talking about  Susan and
Melinda explained what they had seen on the news in words of one
syllable, as if to a young child.  Brian suddenly felt as if a
weight had been lifted from his mind, causing him to realize just
how much he had been worried about their business.  Then a
horrid thought hit him, “what do you do about mice and suchlike,
surely the barn must have mice?”

Susan nodded, “we park the shop in two long troughs that are
filled with a mild disinfectant.  The mice hate it and if they
can’t climb on the wheels they can’t get into the shop.  In
any case if the underneath is waterproof it is also
mouse-proof.”

The drifted into dinner and Brian served up the cottage pie, his
parishioner had probably prepared enough for eight people, but Ben
did his best to digest most of the extra helpings. 

 


           
Susan and Ben left first and Melinda lingered for a proper
farewell.  They stood in the hallway and she nestled in his
arms and leant against his body, both of them content at the
nearness of the other.  Brian said, “I’m glad the shop thing
worked out.”

She rested her head against his chest, “not half as glad as I
am

He kissed the top of her head, “but I’m more glad I met
you.”

She looked up at him, “really?”

“Really.”

He sought for the words he wanted, “I always thought that I
could manage alone, you know the self-sufficient man.  But God
was right, man was not meant to be alone he needs the perfect
partner.  You’re my perfect partner.”

She laughed gently, “talk about rose tinted glasses, I’m nowhere
near perfect.”

He squeezed her, “you are to me.”

Saying goodnight took an awfully long time.

 


           
Bernard spent his evening in the Redburgh Arms.  He’d now got
to know three or four farmers and farm-hands and was beginning to
be trusted by them.  At closing time he returned all the
empties to the bar and then collected up a few more for
Jilly.  She watched him picking up the glasses and decided
that he was lonely, she thought to herself that there was nothing
more poignant than a lonely man.

 


           
Brian forced himself to have a leisurely start to the following day
and managed to read the whole of his morning paper.  Two
articles caught his attention.  A Green-Buys manager had been
charged with knowingly selling contaminated food; seemingly he had
been selling off stock that should have been destroyed. 
Secondly Rathbones had withdrawn all their home-delivery vans due
to a problem with the insulation.  They had apparently taken
up the ‘green’ option of using a paper based foam for the heat
insulation rather than the traditional expanded polystyrene
foam.  However, apparently cockroaches loved the stuff and
couldn’t get enough of it.  A small footnote to the article
pointed out that Diamond Foods used similar vans, but had had no
trouble since they had a strict regime of washing out their vans
with a powerful disinfectant at the end of every day.  Brian
finished his paper and then half-wrote a sermon before the mobile
shop pulled up for its Thursday stop in the village.  When the
queue had disappeared he strolled over and walked in.  Susan
looked up and pointed to the end of the shop, “coffees on the boil,
Mel will be back in a mo, she’s in the pub loo.”

Brian stopped dead, “the cottage pie!  Was it too rich for
her?”

Susan scowled at him, “she says not, but she has visited just
about every loo stop she can this morning.”

Brian slapped his forehead, “I forgot, I totally forgot.”

Susan gave him a mug of coffee, “she says that is a good thing;
to her it means that you’re treating her as a normal person and not
with kid-gloves all the time.”

She gave him a fierce look, “but please be careful, what is a
slight indigestion to you is rampant diarrhœa for her.”

Melinda duly arrived and Gave Brian a peck on the cheek, “how’s
my man today?”

“Considerably more relaxed than usual.”

The three of them had a sandwich lunch swilled down by hot
coffee and were just discussing what they thought Green-Buys would
do with their overweight mobile shops when Susan looked up. 
“Brian, there’s a large black saloon car outside you house and two
very serious looking men standing by it.”

Brian looked out of the window, “no idea who they are, but I’d
better go and see.”

Brian wandered over to the car and one of the men turned to look
at him, he then studied a photograph in his hand.  “I take it
you are the Reverend Talbot?”

“I am, and you are?”

The man gave a politician’s false smile and looked up and down
the street, “Name’s Howard.  I believe you requested a quiet
meeting with the Prime Minister?”

Brian eyed him suspiciously, “have you got some form of
identification?”

Howard pulled out a card and showed it to Brian whilst saying,
“it’s a grand title, but it really means that I run around doing
her bidding and picking up the odd jobs.”

Howard’s companion joined them; he was the sort of man you
instinctively knew not to mess with.  Howard looked at him,
“and this is Spencer, he’s from the Special Branch, but we don’t
talk about that.”

Howard looked at his watch, “we need to leave in the next five
minutes if we are going to make our rendezvous.”

Brian shot into the house, retrieved some files and headed back
to the car.  Before he got in it Spencer stopped him and gave
him an all over frisk for weapons.  “Sorry about this sir, but
it’s routine.”

Brian gave a casual wave to Melinda and climbed in the car.

 


           
Susan watched the car drive away, “tall thickset one’s a
policeman.”

Melinda looked apprehensive, “do you think Brian’s all
right?”

Susan watched the car disappear round the corner, “guess so, he
didn’t look worried.”

Susan turned back to Melinda, “how are you now, still the tummy
collywobbles?”

Melinda gave a weak smile, “I should never have eaten that spicy
bread and butter pudding.”

She looked at the clock, “I’ll just nip back in the pub, we’ve
got another few minutes.”

Melinda scurried into the pub and Susan sat back on the bench
seat.  She was worried about Melinda’s health and she was also
worried about her own relationship with Ben, mainly because it
wasn’t going anywhere.  Ben just seemed to treat her as a
cross between his sister, an honoured guest and a faithful
pet.  He’d made no physical moves and beyond holding her arm
on the riverbank and dancing with her at the barn-dance, he had not
even tried to hold her hand.  He talked freely enough and said
some of the right words, but he didn’t physically touch her. 
She looked at her reflection in the window and wondered; was it her
eczema or something else?

 


           
Brian sat in the back of the car and watched the pair in the
front.  Howard was in the passenger seat and Spencer was
driving.  Brian could see his eyes in the driving mirror and
doubted that a fly could move without being spotted.  Brian
leant forward, “may I ask where we are going?”

Howard looked at Spencer, who nodded slightly.  “Prime
Minister is on her way to Highpoint prison for  a meeting with
the governor and a quick tour.  She left the House of Commons
about an hour ago and we should rendezvous with her a couple of
miles before her destination.  I would say that she was
somewhat surprised by your request for a meeting, especially as
your inquiry is nowhere near the reporting stage.  So the
meeting is going to be well away from the press boys, especially as
she doesn’t want to be accused of meddling or trying to unduly
influence you.”

Brian nodded and leant back in his seat.  As the
countryside whizzed by he put his mind into gear to plan exactly
what he wanted to say.  Much to his surprise, five minutes
later the car pulled up at a country manor-house and he was ushered
into a large lounge.  He looked at Howard, “where are we?”

He smiled blandly, “please don’t ask.”

 


           
Ten minutes later Mavis Durrant walked into the vast lounge where
Brian had been carefully seated; Brian rose to his feet and she
smiled, “sit down please Reverend or you’ll give me neck-ache.”

From somewhere Howard produced a tray of coffee and miniature
éclairs, he then left the room; Brian found himself alone with the
Prime Minister.  She poured out some coffee and offered him an
éclair, “Please take some.  I made the mistake of telling
Howard that they were my favourite and now he produces them
wherever I go.”

Brian took one and popped it in his mouth; it melted away. 
Mavis became business like, “Now Brian – you don’t mind if I call
you Brian do you?  Now Brian why the request for the
meeting.”

Brian suddenly felt like a schoolboy being gently interrogated
by a headmistress.  He hesitatingly started his pre-practiced
patter.  “During some verbal evidence by Bill Verne of
Happi-food alluded to the Ministry of Agriculture issuing an edict
that said all farming contracts must be in Euros.”

He watched Mavis and she remained impassive.  “I must admit
that I found this hard to swallow and set one of my back-room staff
on a small investigation.  She discovered two things in your
Ministry archives; firstly the paperwork backs up this story, but
secondly the microfiche copies do not.”

Mavis gave a slight wave of her hand, “are you saying that
there’s been some tampering?”

Brian shrugged, “we’ve also had a look at a few foreign language
web-sites in France and Spain that give advice to people wanting to
buy food from our farmers and both indicate that Sterling is the
preferred currency.”

He tapped a file on his desk, “however Bill Verne passed us
copies of letters that say the exact opposite.  As I see it my
problem is like this.  If I declare this information in a
press release and it is correct, it could bring down your
government.  If on the other hand it is incorrect I ruin the
reputation of the inquiry before we’ve really begun.  Either
way the inquiry is negated.  But I can’t just sit on my hands
if something is going on in the Ministry archives that isn’t
kosher.”

He sat back and took another éclair.  Mavis didn’t move for
at least a minute.  “What else does your file contain apart
from the letters to Mr Verne’s company?”

“Copies of the paper records and the fiche back-up.”

She finally took an éclair, “what is your judgment?”

Brian had hoped that she wouldn’t ask.  “Call me paranoid,
but I think my inquiry is being set up.  Were this insistence
on Euro contracts true it would have come out long ago.  So I
think someone has seeded the archives with altered paper copies and
has forgotten that there is a microfiche back-up.  I also have
little doubt that the papers will revert back to the original
soon.”

He smiled at the Prime Minister, “but just to make sure that it
is not yet I’ve had my researcher book herself back into the
archives next Tuesdays and she has pre-requested a couple of files
that she has found interesting papers in.”

Mavis nodded, “so you think that whoever is paper-swapping will
wait just in case she wants to re-inspect the same papers?”

“Correct.”

Mavis sipped her coffee, “if what you say is true the question
is why?”

Brian stirred, he felt that he had to say one more thing. 
“On the other hand, if you are prepared to think the unthinkable
and that the insistence on Euros was true and I was going to try
for a cover-up; I’d go for the microfiches first.  I’m told
that the majority of journalists prefer to look at the fiche
records because you can cover a lot of ground in a remarkably short
time.”

“But what of the web pages?”

“My computer expert says that they are too vulnerable to
alteration in real-time to be trusted on this matter.”

Mavis put her cup down, brushed some imaginary crumbs from her
dress and took the file from Brian, “is this the only copy?”

“No.”

She smiled and said quietly, “thanks for coming to see me Brian,
I will have this looked into.  You’ll have to trust me that if
there is a cover-up I won’t perpetuate it, but I guess if you
didn’t trust me you would not have contacted me I the first place,
but tried to gather evidence on your own.”

Brian gave a lopsided smile and didn’t answer.  She tapped
the file, “If there is a cover-up here and the matter is true the
government deserves to fall.  How could the nation trust a
government that both bewails the state of the farming industry and
then ensures it’s destruction by continuing to insist of contracts
in Euros.”

Brian resisted trying for a fourth éclair.  “I do have
another theory.  When this edict was first supposed to be
issued the Euro was rising against the pond and there was a
considerable political push to join in with the united
currency.  Someone could have made a decision that they
thought was correct at the time and then, when they found that
events had conspired against them, been reluctant to expose
themselves and left it to lie.”

Mavis smiled and patted him on the arm, “you can afford, as a
priest, to take a charitable view; I as a politician can not.”

She stood up, the meeting clearly at an end.  “Would you
mind staying here for a few minutes, it would keep my staff
happy.”  She paused at the door, “I will let you know the
outcome.”

And she was gone.  A couple of minutes, and three éclairs,
later Howard re-appeared.  “If you don’t mind we’re going to
drop you at the local furniture warehouse and we’ve booked you a
taxi home on our account.”  He became businesslike, “I take it
you will not be telling anyone of this meeting?”

Brian considered this command, “sorry no.  I will be
telling three of my staff because they need to know.  If I
don’t tell them it could lead to further complications. 
However, you have my word that they can be trusted.”

Howard fixed him with a stare, “you are aware that one
definition of ‘a secret’ is something that you tell one person at a
time?”

Brian laughed, “Don’t worry; they won’t tell anyone, they have
my full trust.”

Howard looked dubious, but could do anything about it,
especially as he hadn’t the slightest idea as to why his boss was
seeing this vicar in the first place.










Chapter 16
Are We Getting Anywhere?


On her way out of church Sunday morning Jean Collins dropped an
envelope into Brian’s hand; he gave her a quizzical look.  She
flashed a smile, “it’s the feasibility report you asked for.”

Brian looked at the envelope, “I didn’t think you’d be so
fast.”

She grimaced, “that’s because it’s a no go.  Even if you
opened in two locations it wouldn’t be enough.  It might work
if you could open in every village, but even then it depends on how
many people have their state pension and benefits over the
counter.  By now I would imagine that most have gone over to
direct bank payments and it’s unlikely that they’d return to
cash.”

She fixed him with a stare, “on the other hand you’re mobile
shop friends might make a go of it.”

Brian shook his head, “they’re not keen on the idea and in any
case they would have a problem with scales; that’s why they don’t
sell anything loose, you can’t always level the scales.”

Jean rolled her eyes, “where have you been all these
years?  Modern electronic scales don’t have to be perfectly
level.”

Brian gave a weak smile, “and they’d have ‘other’ problems.”

Jean looked at him blankly and then the penny dropped, “oh,
their past.”

“Exactly, there is probably no way the Post Office would allow
either one of them to run a sub-post office.”

Jean looked across the fields, “shame that.”

Brian decided to take a gamble.  “Lets no look at the
negative, just supposing there was a Mobile Post Office, would it
make a profit?”

Jean sighed and took the envelope back, “I can see what’s
coming.  I’ll look into it.  Just for feasibility’s sake
I shall take the current area covered by the mobile shop as an
example area.”

“Sounds fine.”

She walked away down the path and Fred emerged from the church
porch.  “She’s not given you the report?”

“She’s looking into something else.”

He grinned at Brian, “been a tonic for her you know.  The
week before you asked her she told me that she felt like a spare
part that had been throw on the rubbish heap of life.”

Brian was surprised, “What ever made her think that?  She
is an excellent and much valued churchwarden?”

He shrugged, “loosing the Post Office and then our Sally moving
away and taking the grandchildren with her.”

Brian absorbed this.  “I thought that was only for nine
months while she studied for her Postgraduate Certificate in
Education.”

Fred nodded, “but it’s a long nine months, believe me, it’s a
long nine months.”

He followed Jean down the path and Brian went back into the
church to change out of his alb.  Daisy was sitting on the
chancel steps talking to a young girl and as Brian circumnavigated
them he could see that they were deep in conversation.  When
he emerged from the vestry Daisy was alone.  Brian sat on the
communion rail, “everything OK?”

Daisy stood up, “fine.  Juliet is worried about bringing
her friends to our bash this afternoon.”

Brian looked at her blankly, and then smiled, “you mean your
group Sons of Thunder.”

She grinned, “They’re not my group, but yes that’s it.  You
can always pop in.”

Brian considered the prospect with horror, but knew he should
encourage Daisy.  “Grand idea, see you later then.”

Daisy smiled and went to the vestry, Brian wondered just how he
was going to break the news to Melinda that part of their quiet
afternoon was going to be taken up listening to some excruciating
pop group?

 


           
Susan settled down into an over-soft settee and looked around Tom
and Gauri’s lounge while Ben went to the kitchen to get her a
drink; she and Ben were having dinner with Tom and Gauri and she
had no idea what to expect.  The room was an interesting mix
of English furniture and French fabrics and was dominated by a
picture of a wide bay with deep blue water.  A few minutes
later Gauri entered the room carrying some orange juice. She was
tall, elegant and had beautifully smooth ebony black skin with
absolutely no blemishes.  She offered Susan a glass.  “So
we meet at last, Ben has been very coy about you.”

Susan smiled, “where is he?”

Gauri smiled, “Tom can’t light the barbecue so Ben has gone to
help; it’s a man thing.”

Susan laughed, “Charcoal won’t catch?”

Gauri smiled displaying a set of well maintained brilliant white
teeth.  “Hardly, it’s a gas barbecue; it’s something to do
with the on-off valve.”

Susan looked anxiously through the window, “hope they don’t blow
themselves up.”

Gauri smiled again, “Ben is very good with his hands, Tom on the
other hand can’t tell a  gas-tap from a water-tap.”

As they spoke Susan observed Gauri closely; she was immaculately
clad in what looked like a designer dress and had the sort of poise
and easy movement that comes from mixing in elevated social
circles.  Susan was really at a bit of a loss, she’d never met
Gauri, had nothing in common with her and envied her blemish free
skin.  “Ben says that you come from Martinique.”

She smiled widely, “Tom met me while he was on holiday.  My
family grows flowers out there and he came round on a tour.” 
She chuckled, it was like a low purr, “actually he came on four
tours and then he asked me to show him round the island.  The
rest is history.”

“Do you miss the island?”

Gauri gave a slow nod, “not so much now, Tom is very good and we
go there every year for a long holiday.  But it took me a long
time to get used to England and your peculiar weather.  But I
don’t miss the work.”

Susan began to feel like she was conducting an interview, “what
did you do?”

She waved a hand, “grew flowers; from digging over the soil to
planting seedlings to picking the crop.”

Susan must have looked surprised as she added, “Tom changed my
life in many ways, from what you quaintly call a spinster to be his
wife and from being relatively poor to all this.”

Susan could not have been more surprised, “do you work now?”

She shook gently shook her head, with her long neck even that
movement seemed like an act of grace.  “I garden and I work
with a children’s charity, but I do not earn money.”

She listened to see if the men were coming, “tell me, how you
are getting on with Ben?”

Susan chose her words carefully, “he’s very attentive and always
considerate.”

Gauri laughed, “And you are very diplomatic.  Let me tell
you something.  Tom and Ben were educated at home by their
mother, that way they could learn about the farm and get an
education.  Both of them did well in their studies, their
mother was a good teacher.  But, they had very little social
contact with people of their own age and especially with
girls.  Oh they know how to behave, but they were never taught
how to move from being polite to having an affectionate
relationship.  If I hadn’t gone out with some tourists before
I met Tom I would have thought that all Englishmen were like
that.  I’d got to the point of thinking that Tom was backing
off because I am black when he suddenly asked for permission to
kiss me!”

She smiled at the memory.  “I guess Ben is the same; I know
that he is very enamoured with you, but I doubt that he’s made any
physical moves on you, or even knows how to.  Did you know
that they didn’t have a TV set until Ben was thirteen, even now I
doubt that he watches TV, he only ever seems to listen to the
radio.  So he’s had no visual clues on what to do.  It is
the difference between education and training; Ben knows all about
women, but he’s never had any actual first hand experience.”

Susan eyed her suspiciously, “did Ben ask you to say that?”

She gracefully shook her head, “no Tom did.  He remembers
how helpless he felt when he started falling in love with me and he
just wants to help his younger brother out.”

Susan smiled, “so there is no trouble with the gas-tap?”

Gauri smiled back and her brown eyes sparkled, “the regulator is
turned off.”

Susan lent forward, “what did you do?”

“Made the running for a few outings, he soon got the idea.”

“Why doesn’t Tom talk to him?”

She shrugged, it was like a ballet move. “He says it’s not the
sort of thing they discuss.  Farming, wildlife and plants –
yes; women and how to be physical with them - no.

Susan looked out the window and then back to Gauri, “thanks for
telling me, I was beginning to wonder if my skin condition was
putting him off.”

Gauri chuckled deep in her throat, “believe me nothing is
putting him off except his in-built reticence to cross a line he’s
never had to cross before.”

Susan heard the men coming and said hurriedly, “you mean he’s in
his thirties and never had a girlfriend?”

Gauri whispered, “Not as far as Tom knows.  Tom did spend
two years on Martinique after he qualified and Ben could have had a
mad passionate affair in that time, but somehow I doubt it.”

Susan laughed as Ben entered.  Gauri gave him a dazzling
smile, “solved it?”

Ben rolled his eyes, “regulator was turned off.”

Tom appeared behind him and Susan was instantly in no doubt that
they were brothers; they had the same build, the same eyes and the
same enormous hands.  However, when Tom spoke it was with a
neutral accent, if ever he’d had a Suffolk intonation it had
obviously disappeared.  Tom looked at his watch, “I’d better
start putting the meat on, the others will be here soon.”

Gauri turned to Susan, “we’re having a barbecue for some of
Tom’s colleagues and my charity work friends are coming, I hope you
don’t mind?”

Susan smiled, “sounds fine.”

They walked off towards the kitchen and Ben rubbed his hands on
the seat of his pants, “I’ve go to check the piglets – like to
come.”

Susan stood up, relief written all over her face, “love to.”

 


           
About the same time Brian was standing at the door of his church
saying goodbye to a baptismal party while Melinda hung about in the
background.  Brian ogled over the baby, shook hands, declined
an invitation to the post-baptism buffet and generally did his
priest’s duties.  Melinda watched him and saw him in a
different light; here he was relaxed and at ease whereas even
talking about the inquiry made him tense.  While just mixing
and mingling with people he seemed to be able to talk to many
people and yet intimidate no-one, but she knew that with the
inquiry his task was different and he found it difficult.  But
above all he looked happy; Melinda knew that this was the joy of
doing what you were meant to do without hindrance or
complications.  The last guest walked down the gravel path and
Melinda walked up to Brian, “they seem a nice lot.”

He gave his schoolboy grin of enjoyment, “they certainly are,
and they’re prolific; that’s the fourth baptism I’ve done for that
family group this year.”

Melinda turned to watch them, “how come four?”

Brian held his papers close to his chest in what Melinda thought
of as his ‘holy’ position.  “First I baptized William and then
his cousin James and then James’ sister Daria and finally today
Daria’s cousin Georgina.  Reckon it won’t be long before I’m
asked to baptize her cousin Emily.”

Melinda followed him into the church, “why didn’t they do them
all at once, especially if some weren’t baptized as babes in
arms?”

Brian shrugged, “it takes some people a long time to realize
that their child should be baptized and they only realize the
importance of baptism when they see other children baptized.”

Melinda said wistfully, “if I had a baby they would be baptized
as soon as possible, it’s the least you can do for them.”

Brian caught the connotation and put his arm around her
shoulder, but didn’t say anything; she was grateful for his
silence.  She was also wondering how she would cope with
seeing a procession of babies being baptized knowing that she could
never have a child in the first place.

Brian let go, “just go and slip the alb off, then we can be on
our way.”

He reappeared in double quick time and she waited while he
locked the church door.  The walked down the church pathway
together and then, without any warning whatsoever, Brian dived into
a bush.  He lurched out of the bush seconds later dragging a
hapless photographer by his camera strap.  Brian inspected the
camera, opened the back, removed the memory chip and waved it in
the man’s face.  “Just what do you think you’re doing?”

Brian’s demeanour had changed from pleasant priest to very angry
man in less than a few seconds; Melinda was astounded.  She
placed a hand on his arm, frightened that he would strangle the man
with his own camera strap, she urged him to calm down.  Brian
closed his eyes and took a deep breath, after a few seconds he let
go of the camera strap.  The photographer staggered back
against the bush; Brian peered at him.  “You’re Melanie
Clark’s photographer, did she put you up to this?”

He stayed out of arm’s reach, “no, she told me to back off and I
thought she might be onto something interesting that she wanted to
keep to herself.”

The photographer, who was a head shorter than Brian, was clearly
intimidated by Brian’s nearness and obviously scared that Brian was
going to thump him.  Brian threw the memory chip at him, “well
there’s nothing going on and I don’t want my girl-friend’s picture
spread all across the tabloids, understand?”

The photographer held up both hands, “understand.”

Brian turned, grabbed hold of Melinda’s arm and walked rapidly
down the path towards the church gate, by the time he got there all
energy seemed to have ebbed from him.  He stopped at the gate,
muttered something under his breath and then walked back towards
the photographer, who was groveling in the bushes trying to
retrieve his camera bag.  Melinda followed Brian, unsure of
his intentions.  He stopped a few feet away and the
photographer turned to look at him.  Brian gave a weak smile,
“sorry about that, I’m just not used to be hounded by the
Paparazzi.”

To Melinda’s surprise the photographer burst into laughter,
“I’ve been called many things guv, but never Paparazzi.”

Brian sat on an ancient moss covered grave stone and waved his
arms around, “I don’t mind being in the limelight if I have to be,
but I don’t want my girl-friend to suffer unwarranted press
coverage because of me, it’s just not fair on her.”

The chap nodded and held out his hand, “name’s Norman.  I
should have listened to Melanie, she said you would be far from
pleased if someone tried to intrude on your private life.  He
glanced at Melinda, “but I’d be proud to have her on my arm.”

Brian looked startled and then exclaimed, “But I am proud to
have her on mine.  If I wasn’t involved in this government
inquiry you could put our picture on the front of any magazine you
cared to name, but as it is…”

Norman cocked his head to one side, his face was that of a
barrow-bay, wrinkled, sun-beaten and weather-worn.  “Why not
go for a pre-emptive strike?”

Brian blinked, “pardon?”

“If you’re worried about a grainy picture of you two ending up
in some tabloid why not get there first?”  He half closed his
eyes in the sunlight, “for instance I could take a beautiful
photograph of you two here in front of this lovely old
church.  The local paper includes what it calls a landscape
photograph every day, there’s no story with it apart from a short
title.  I reckon I could get you two printed there; then
there’s no need for people like me to try for a snapshot ‘cause
there’d be no story in it.”

Brian thought for a second and turned to Melinda, “what do you
think?”

She took two steps and stood beside him, “I think that I don’t
want you scaring the life out of innocent photographers or me, so
I’d go for it.”

Brian put his arm round her shoulders and turned to Norman,
“right, we’ll give it a go. Where do you want us?”

He looked around, “could you go and sit on that bench halfway up
the path?  I’ll take the photograph from the gate, I’ll tell
you when I’m ready.”

Brian and Melinda duly walked back up the path and sat on the
bench.  He turned to Melinda, “sorry about this.”

She turned to face him, “you do realize that you gave the guy
the shock of his life, he could have had a heart attack .  I
don’t want you doing that again on my behalf.  I’d rather have
a photograph in the paper than a dead body at your feet.”

They both laughed and then turned to face Norman, who appeared
to be packing up.  He walked up the path, “thanks, got a
couple of shots.”

Melinda was startled, “you said…”

He laughed, “That I’d tell you when I was ready so that you
could get into some sort of false pose, no fear.  I’ve got a
nice shot of you two looking natural.  He unslung his camera
bag and pulled out a digital camera, pressed a few buttons and
showed them the screen on the back.  There was a picture of
the church bathed in sunlight and in the foreground Brian and
Melinda laughing as they faced each other.  They looked
relaxed and were obviously enjoying each other’s presence.”

Melinda looked at him; this guy was not a barrow-boy, but a very
professional photographer. “That’s wonderful, if ever we get
married you can do the photographs.”

They all laughed.

 


           
Susan leant on the edge of the sty and watched Ben handle the
piglets, he did it with amazing care, placing each one on a teat of
the mother pig.  “How old are they?”

He didn’t look up as he was rummaging about in the straw, “eight
days, give or take a few hours.”

He pulled a piglet out of a heap of straw, brushed it down and
placed it on his mother.  He then leapt over the fence,
“beautiful aren’t they?”

Susan nodded, “shame they grow up into huge stinking beasts,
just like men!”

He laughed, “Come on we’d better get back or Gauri will think
that we’ve abandoned her.”

Susan looked at his hands, “you are going to wash them before
you eat aren’t you?”

He smiled sheepishly and led her to his converted barn where he
washed his hands before they started out for the farmhouse. 
Susan put her arm through his, he did not object.  “I’ve been
thinking, tomorrow is my day off and I’d rather like to come and
spend my day with you.”

He looked down on her, “have to work, there’s ditches in the
bottom field to clear, a hedge in the meadow to cut and…”

She squeezed his arm, “I want to come and be with you silly, and
see what you do; I’ll try not to get in the way.”

He positively beamed at her, “all day?”

She grinned, “Not from six in the morning if that’s what you
mean, I’ll turn up a half-past ten and we can start with
coffee.”

He laughed, “Oh you mean a half day.  Well you turn up and
let yourself in my place, the door won’t be locked, and make the
coffee and I’ll arrive as near as I can to ten-thirty. 
OK?”

“OK.”

Susan didn’t know it, but she had mentioned the one thing that
he had been most worried about, his farm.  He knew that
farming is not a job, but a way of life and if she was prepared to
come and see that life he might be onto a winner.  “Bring
boots and dirty cloths, farming’s not a clean operation.”

She laughed, “I know, I was brought up on a farm so I remember;
especially the trouble mum had keeping the mud out of the house in
the winter.”

They rounded the farmhouse and picked up some drinks at a
table.  As they were skirting a cluster of people to get to
the food Susan heard a familiar voice and her blood ran cold. 
She stopped dead just as a tall man in a suit turned round; he also
froze and his jaw dropped open.  His wife studied Susan with a
jaundiced eye; she said in an offhand heavy American accent, “do
you know this woman darling?”

He didn’t answer, but Susan did.  “Sure he knows me, well
he damn well should do.  I’m the woman whose freedom he
sacrificed for his career.  I’m the woman who he couldn’t keep
his hands off, but who told the police that I was inefficient,
incapable and inept.  I’m the woman he threw to the dogs so
that he could come up smelling of roses.”

She felt rising inside her all the anger and bitterness that she
thought she had conquered and got into her verbal stride. 
“This is the man who bullied his junior doctor into keeping quiet
so that I was left isolated.  This is the man who hired a very
expensive lawyer to ensure that I was shredded into pieces in the
witness box.  This is the man whose writing was so bad that
even the police couldn’t read it, but managed to twist events so
that it became my fault that I found it illegible.  This is
the doctor who would never tell relatives that their loved one had
died, but always left it to the nurses.  This is the doctor
who found elderly patients so insignificant that only saw him once
a fortnight, if they were lucky.  This is the doctor who
couldn’t be bothered to talk to nurses about drug regimes so we had
to rely on his Sanskrit and woe betide us if we got it wrong!”

She paused for breath and the wife looked at Ben drawling, “Is
she mad?  What is she ranting about?”

Susan took a step forward, “so he hasn’t told you?  Well I
went to prison for manslaughter because he probably prescribed the
wrong drugs, but his scrawl was so bad and his manner so arrogant
he could have prescribed Liquorice Allsorts for all we knew. 
He is a first class, unadulterated arrogant scheming shit and I
hoped that I would never see him again this side of hell.”

She threw her glass of sweetened plum juice into his face and
stormed out of the garden; once she rounded the corner of the
farmhouse she literally ran across the farmyard only to stop at the
end gate and burst into tears.  After a few seconds she became
conscious of Ben beside her and she turned and threw herself into
his chest sobbing wildly.  He hesitated and then put his arms
around her; she didn’t come up for air for some time.

 


           
Melinda squinted in the sunlight as she looked at Brian, “we’re
doing what?”

Brian held up his hands in surrender, “it is a Sunday and
normally I’d be rushing around all the parishes.  We’ll just
pop in for a short while.”

She was about to make a sharp retort when something inside her
made her stop and think.  She modified her response, “sorry, I
just get possessive of you and forget that others also have slices
of you, especially on a Sunday.”

Brian visibly relaxed and sat back in the sun, “weekends are
always a point of contention with vicar’s families.  You know,
for most of the family it’s their two days of the week to relax,
but for the vicar it’s often a day of frenetic activity, especially
if they have a number of churches and no help.”

She held his hand, “well I don’t want to make it a point of
contention.”  She hesitated and said quietly, “on the other if
I find you working yourself into an early grave during the week, I
might just get annoyed.”

He laughed, “Quite right to.”

Melinda stretched, “do you always hold your baptisms just after
lunch?”

Brian thought back over the past year, “no.  I usually like
to have them in the morning service, it’s all about welcoming the
child into the family of God, but this time two of the Godparents
couldn’t make the morning service.”

Brian sensed something, “find it hard?”

She nodded, “the doctors casually said that my chemotherapy
would probably make me infertile as if it was an insignificant
side-effect.  At the time I was so worried about staying alive
that it sort of became an abstract piece of information.  But
it’s not an abstract piece of information, it means that I can
never have children, never give you a son and heir.” 

She looked away and said quietly, “and never hold my own child
in my arms.”

She looked back at Brian with tears running down her face, “it
was when I saw you standing in the front of the church with baby
Georgina in your arms knowing that you will never stand like that
holding our child.”

Brian held her in his arms and let her cry.  To be honest
there was not much else he could do.  He knew that words were
of no use to Melinda at present, especially as the same thought had
crossed his mind as he had held Georgina and seen the look of
abject misery on Melinda’s face.  So he held her close and
cried with her, both mourning someone that would never be.

 


           
Norman sat on his car and watched the two of them in each others
arms, both obviously crying.  His photographer’s sixth sense
told him that if he took a photograph now and coupled it to the
previous one with some caption like ‘ joy and sorrow’ he’d have an
immensely sellable commodity; maybe he could even win a
photographic prize.  But for once in his life he didn’t take a
photograph, instead he drove away.  If the truth were known
Brian and Melinda had got under his skin and for once he felt more
like a voyeur than a detached professional.  He only hoped
that whatever made those two so miserable could be overcome,
otherwise he knew it would tear them apart.










Chapter 17
It's Not the Facts, it's the Cracks In-Between.


Susan lingered for a few seconds at the farmyard entrance as she
gathered her thoughts.  There was only Gauri’s Smart Car in
the drive so she could assume that Tom was at work.  In her
head she ran over the previous day’s scene in the garden, the only
good thing about it had been Ben and the way he had comforted her
after it had happened.  She pushed open the gate and strode
forward; for Ben’s sake she had to apologies to Gauri.  As she
approached the front door it opened and Gauri emerged carrying a
large straw bag and clearly intending to go out.  She spotted
Susan and smiled, not a smile of tolerance, but a smile of kinship
with a pleasant greeting, “Susan, how nice to see you!”

Susan walked up to her, “I came to apologies.  I rather
feel that I may have spoiled what should have been a pleasant
afternoon.”

Gauri positively beamed, “there is no need to apologies.  I
rather wish that I’d done it myself.”

She put down her straw bag, “he came to lunch at Easter, before
his wife moved here to join him.  I didn’t tell Tom, but he
made two passes at me while Tom was out the room.”

Susan remembered his wandering hands well, “how long has he been
around here?”

“About six months.”  She hesitated, “but I don’t know how
much longer, Tom’s not happy with his appointment and your little
outburst may have tipped the balance.”

She smiled at Susan, “but I never said that.”

She studied Susan’s attire, “come to work on the farm?”

“Come to see how Ben lives.”

Gauri nodded, “farming is a way of life, much like Tom’s work,
but not the same.  Do you know they called him in at 5am this
morning?  Some poor soul had mistaken superglue for eye-drops
and stuck their finger to their eyeball.”  She looked at her
watch, “at least they sent a car for him; I’m off to pick him up
now.”

She put her hand on Susan’s arm, “thank you for coming, but
there was no need.  You are welcome here anytime.”

Susan felt instinctively that Gauri meant what she said and for
some inexplicable reason was almost overwhelmed with emotion. 
“Thanks, and next time I’ll try not to make a spectacle of
myself.”

Gauri smiled, “oh you weren’t the spectacle, you should have
heard his wife give him a tongue lashing after you had left. 
It was a study of pure venom.”

 


           
Brian knelt in side chapel of Great Redburgh church praying in
front of the large crucifix that hung on the wall.  This had
come to be his favourite praying place and he had a lot on his
mind.  After an hour or so he got up and sat in one of the
chairs; he’d entered with his mind in turmoil and now his mind was
at peace.  He was wondering for the umpteenth time how people
who did not pray found peace in their soul when he heard a key in
the church door and turned round to see Bernard enter. 
Bernard came halfway down the church aisle before he spotted Brian,
he stopped dead, “sorry, did I disturb you?”

Brian stretched his legs, “no, I was about to leave.  I
wondered who was praying in here as well, the dog-eared bible in
the corner is a dead give-away.”

Bernard came over and sat down.  “I don’t know what it is;
possibly the peace and quiet, possibly the crucifix reminding me of
Jesus’ love or the light through the stained glass windows, but
this is a wonderful place to pray.”

Brian nodded, “I rather feel that it has been a place of prayer
for generations and that the walls are soaked with prayer; does
that sound silly?”

Bernard undid the collar button of his shirt, “not to me.”

He squinted at Brian, who was sitting between him and the sun
shining through the stained glass window, “you OK?”

Brian sighed, “I think so.”

Bernard said gently, “inquiry getting you down?”

Brian laughed, “yes and no, nothing I can’t cope with.  It
is a personal problem.”

Bernard sighed, “Said like that it usually means children or
women.”

Brian looked at the crucifix, “actually it’s both.”

He studied Bernard’s face and decided that he had to talk it
over with someone, “to be honest I’ve never thought about having
children, as I didn’t even have a serious girl friend, or any girl
friend for that matter, it wasn’t on the agenda.  Then I met
Melinda and I know I am falling seriously in love with her; it’s
early days yet, but if things go on as they are I’ll doubtless ask
her to marry me.”

He paused and said softly, “and somehow once you know who you
will marry you start to wonder if you will have children with them;
I suppose it’s the son and heir thing.  To be honest it hadn’t
crossed me mind till I did a baptism last week and again
yesterday.”

Bernard murmured, “And then it did?”

Brian signed, “Not in the way you think; Melinda’s been up-front
about the fact that she can’t have children.  So as I was
undertaking the baptism I was having the negative thoughts, not the
positive ones.  You know, ‘this will never be you,’ and, “of
all the women in the world why did you choose one who…’”

He stopped for a moment, still feeling guilty about his sudden
negative view of Melinda.  Bernard stayed quiet for a while
and then said, “And now?”

“And now I feel selfish.  God has given me so much and yet
I want more.  Melinda has opened herself up to me and I want
her to give me the one thing I know she can’t.  What sort of
person does that make me?”

Bernard studied Brian for a moment, “can we get away from the
guilt trip for a moment?  Two questions: one, do you love her
and two -,have you talked about it?”

Brian leant forward, “yes and sort of.  Yes I love her and
we’ve sort of skirted round the subject.  We both know it is
there, but are wary of really exploring the issue.”

“Why is that in your case?”

Brian thought for a few moments and then blurted out, “because I
don’t want to lose her; she’s my pearl of great price.”

Bernard nodded in understanding, “but are you willing to sell
the possibility of a son and heir to obtain her?  It’s no good
thinking that it will work itself out, because it won’t; instead it
could eat you up.  You have to know in your heart that your
love for Melinda is stronger than your desire for a child and that
you won’t come to resent her infertility in years to come.”

Brian looked Bernard in the eye, “that’s exactly what I would
say, but how can you know?  How can you know how you will feel
in three years, or five years or ten years?”

Bernard considered this, “how would you feel now if she walked
away from you?”

Brian sat up, “devastated.  She’s brought a stability to my
life I never thought I needed.”

Brian then smiled, “I was praying about this very thing just
now, and do you know what I felt God saying?  ‘I love you as
you are, you love her as she is.’

Bernard patted him on the shoulder, “if you both love one
another you will get through this and come to terms with it, but
you must talk to each other, you know that.”

Brian gave a short nod, “thanks Bernard.”

He looked at his watch, “pray for us Bernard, pray for us.”

Bernard smiled, “that’s what I came in here to do in the first
place.”

Brian touched Bernard on the shoulder and then left the
church.

 


           
Susan let herself into Ben’s converted barn, she was ten minutes
early as her conversation with Gauri had been shorter than she had
expected.  She busied herself for a few moments setting out
the coffee mugs and putting on the kettle.  She looked around
and smiled to herself, from somewhere two canvas style director’s
chairs had appeared, perhaps Ben was fed up with sitting on the
floor.  She surveyed the place.  There was no table of
any kind, just a small 9 inch portable black and white television
with an aerial perched on the top and definitely no superfluous
luxuries.  She glanced at her watch and, more out of curiosity
than expectation, climbed the small spiral staircase to the
mezzanine floor.  Ben’s bed was a simple pine single
bed.  There was no bedside cabinet, instead there was an
upturned tea-chest.  She glanced at the chest, there was a
tattered copy of some farming magazine, an old clockwork alarm and
a sketch of a woman.  She picked the sketch up and realized
that it was her.  He had sketched her leaning against a
door-post and in the sketch she looked tall, shapely and at
ease.  She studied it closely; he had not significantly
altered any of her dimensions and he had even put some sores on her
face.  She smiled, both from the fact that he kept the sketch
by the bedside and the fact that he had bothered to do it in the
first place.  She placed the sketch back on the tea-chest and
retreated back to the galley kitchen. Ben arrived a few moments
later and reached for a mug, Susan looked at his hands and he
smiled sheepishly and went to wash them.  When he came back
she looked straight at him, “I’ve been to see Gauri and I
apologized for yesterday.”

He seemed surprised, “apologies for what?”

She shrugged, “for losing control.  The man is an arrogant
self-righteous lump of cow-dung, but I let myself down by losing
control, so I apologized to Gauri.”

He smiled at took his coffee mug, “feel better today?”

She nodded, “now let’s change the subject, what did you mean
yesterday when you said that you had some two-handed jobs to
do?”

 


           
Philomena stared at her computer monitor as she reached blindly for
her glass.  She took a slurp of water with the glass in one
hand and operated the computer mouse with the other.  She was
so absorbed in studying the page, particularly as it was in
Spanish, that she didn’t hear James enter.  James watched her
for a minute or two and then took out his mobile phone and dialled
Philomena’s phone.  When it rang she picked it up, “James said
quietly, “it’s me and I’m here to pick you up for lunch.”

She took her eyes off of the screen and focused them on
James.  She put the phone down, “how long you been here?”

“Just a few minutes, I didn’t want to startle you.”

She sat still for a few seconds, James knew that in effect she
was coming out of what she had been concentrating on and sliding
slowly back into reality; she always got that absorbed.  “Was
it interesting?”

She gave a lopsided grin, “fascinating.  It’s an article in
a Spanish farming magazine comparing the British and French
Government’s approach to protecting their farmer’s interests.”

James sat on the edge of John’s desk, “when did you learn
Spanish?”

“One of the orderlies in hospital was Hispanic and it started
from there.  It’s not a difficult language if you stick to the
written word; trying to hold an intelligent conversation with
Catalonian fisherman may be rather more difficult.”

She stood up, “I’ll have to lock up; John’s in London and mum’s
gone shopping.”

James waited while she set the alarm and then they exited and
shut the front door, which she deadlocked.  He remarked
casually, “security seems a bit over the top.”

She put the key back round her neck, it was tied onto an old
piece of string.  “Can’t be too careful.”

She swiveled her eyes onto his, he could almost see the anxiety,
“where are we going?”

“Pub just outside of Bury.  Good food, real ale and some
nice secluded corner tables.  I’ve booked one of them.”

She visibly became less tense and he held out his hand, she took
it and he lead her to the car somehow it felt more like leading a
lamb to the slaughter than taking a good friend out to lunch.

 


           
Brian parked outside Melinda’s cottage and waited; Melinda had
taken the shop to the Bus Depot for a suspension service and so her
time of arrival was unpredictable.  He didn’t have to wait
long however as she turned up within half an hour.  Brian
walked up to the barn to meet her; he found her checking the engine
oil level.  “Everything OK?”

She turned round from the engine bay and smiled, “fine, no
problems at all.  These things are designed for a much harder
life than we give ours, we spend more time standing still than
driving around.”

She slammed the engine bay cover shut and twisted the locking
handles, “there, that’s done and now I’m all yours.”

He gave her an embrace and they had a quick kiss, he suddenly
made up his mind, “look, I know it’s our day off, but I want to
talk not wander about.  How about we buy a take-away and eat
it in the car?”

She looked surprised, but nodded in agreement, “actually I’ve
got some scrumptious sandwiches in the shop, how about we take a
couple of them and eat later?”

He agreed, so she got the sandwiches before they walked back to
the cottage.  After she had made a foray into the cottage to
use the loo they drove off.  They didn’t go far as Brian knew
a secluded spot in the local woods where they could park the car in
the shade and eat.  As they opened up the sandwich packaging
Melinda gave him a sideways look, “you really know how to treat a
girl, get her to provide the sandwiches and then sit in the middle
of nowhere and eat them.”

Fortunately he knew by now that she was being sarcastic, but he
still replied, “I don’t care if we’re in the middle of Bodmin Moor
as long as we’re together.”

They ate their sandwiches in silence and Melinda passed him a
can of cola from her handbag.  She half turned to face him,
“OK, now you’re fed and watered, what’s this all about?”

He still had not got used to her London directness and had to
swiftly gather his thoughts.  “It’s about yesterday.”

He made a grab and captured her right hand.  She looked
straight ahead, but didn’t pull her hand away.  She said
quietly, “I’m not sure that I want to talk about it,” she turned to
face Brian, “I’m rather afraid that it will come between us and
talking will only make it worse.”

Brian stroked the back of her hand, “will you at least hear me
out?”

She sniffed, “if I must.”

“Are you familiar with the Biblical story of the Pearl of Great
price?”

She wrinkled her forehead and said in a sing-song voice. 
“Man finds great pearl hidden in field.  Man reburies
pearl.  Man sells all he has to buy field.  Man ends up
with pearl of untold value.”

Brian kept on massaging her hand, and he said softly and with
great feeling, “well you’re my pearl of great price.  Before
you my life was a desert, but now my desert has bloomed. 
After yesterday I tried to imagine going back to my life as it was
before I met you and I realized that I’d sooner die.  I don’t
think that I can put it strong enough just how much I have fallen
in love with you.  And frankly as far as I’m concerned I’d
rather have you, my pearl of great price, than anyone else and if
that means not having children then so be it, but it doesn’t change
my mind.”

To Brian’s deep concern Melinda didn’t respond, she just stared
out of the windscreen.  After a few moments he developed the
sinking feeling that he had lost her.  She pulled her hand
away and took a handkerchief out of her handbag.  She said
quietly, “I had a nice stable life and then you came along. 
When we first met I thought you might go after Susan and I even
tried to give you some ‘keep away’ messages so that you did. 
Then we met that day I got my results and it all started from
there. I was high on getting the all clear, otherwise I would have
never, ever, let you anywhere near me; as it was I only managed to
say that we’d be friends and take it from there.  I remember
telling you that we didn’t have a train to catch just to see if you
would walk away”

She turned to face him, “but I’m glad I did meet you that
day.  My life has been transformed too you know.  I
thought that it was a bonus to be alive, I never expected
love.”

She looked back out of the windscreen, “but in my nice stable
life I didn’t have to think about babies, after all if you haven’t
got a man you can’t have them anyway.  Now it’s all gone and
been disturbed and I’ve got to face my infertility.”

She paused and then turned to Brian, “when the shop was being
serviced this morning I went and had a pray in a church.”  She
flashed a momentary smile, “a real one that is, not one of
yours.”

She looked him in the eyes, “I decided that I’d rather face
infertility holding your hand than any other way.”  She
suddenly gripped his hand, “not just holding any man’s hand, but
your hand and only your hand.  I know that that is going to
make it tough, few men meet babies as part of their job and get to
hold them and parade them up and down a church aisle, and you have
no idea how hard that is for me.  A man who can freely hold
other people’s babies, but never my baby.”

She gripped his hand tightly as if he might run away, “you do
realize that we could never adopt don’t you?  I’ve read the
literature, my health, my age and my past are all against us. 
So if you opt for me then it’s no children; not now, not ever.”

Brian held on to her, “it’s not your age, it’s our age.  I
fall outside the age spectrum for adopting a baby too you
know.  I’ve got a young couple who want to adopt a baby and
they are right on the margin and I am ten years older than
them.”

She gave him a mischievous grin, “I don’t think of you as a
pearl of great price, rather more like a giant scrumptious
chocolate gateaux; I’d like a cherry on the top, but in the absence
of the cherry I’ll settle for the gateaux.  That’s what I felt
this morning in church, that I was focusing on the negative when in
reality I have life and I have you.”

They sat for a minute holding hands and she suddenly said, “Do I
really make your desert bloom?”

Brian smiled, “really, life has never been so good.”

She smiled and they kissed, they didn’t try to cuddle because
they’d done that before and the bucket seat plus the prominent
hand-brake made it all but impossible.  Eventually they parted
and Brian said, “Where to now, the day is still fairly young?”

She gave a shy grin, “can we go back to the cottage?  I’d
like to fulfill a call of nature.”

So he drove her home and she swiftly disappeared into the
toilet.  Brian sat down and picked up the local newspaper, the
front page was full of the news that Diamond Foods were making a
bid for Rathbone’s and that Rathbone’s had mounted a retaliatory
bid against them.  A small footnote indicated that the Ipswich
branch of Green-buys was still closed due to ‘unforeseen
circumstances.”  Basically they’d had the roof space of their
store fumigated and then sprayed with a pesticide to rid the
building of any parasites the rats left behind, but the pesticide
had seeped into the ceiling tiles, which all now had to be
replaced.  Brian muttered to himself and Melinda’s voice came
from behind, “what was that?”

Brian pointed to the article, “When things go wrong they have a
habit of really going wrong.”

She put her hands on his shoulders, “and when things go right,
they really go right.”

 


           
Susan and Ben were just leaving Ben’s home when Gauri and Tom
turned into the drive.  Susan had not yet actually got out
onto the farm itself, over coffee she had asked Ben about the
farm’s history and he’d spent well over an hour showing her maps,
photographs and memorabilia.  Despite her early misgivings,
she had found it fascinating.  Gauri pulled her tiny car up
beside them and Tom looked out, he looked haggard and tired
out.  Ben gave him a brotherly smile, “hard morning?”

He stretched, “first a finger stuck to an eyeball, then a woman
who fell onto a bunch of roses with her eyes open and then an
interminable personnel meeting.”

He opened the door of the car, climbed out and looked into the
car saying something swiftly and in French.  Gauri waved and
drove off towards the farmhouse; Tom turned and faced Susan. 
“I ought to thank you, you’ve just saved us from making a dreadful
mistake.”

Susan was caught off-guard, “thank me?”

Tom nodded, “for your timely intervention yesterday.  Your
erstwhile doctor had been with us for six months as a
consultant.  The deal is that at the sixth month point either
he or our Hospital Trust can pull out, after that he becomes a
bona-fide consultant with us.  After that nothing short of a
malpractice scandal could ease him out.  After your outburst
yesterday I got my secretary to do a bit of checking up. 
Turns out that in the six months he’s been with us we’ve already
had eighteen complaints from nurses, either about his arrogant and
off-hand manner or sexual harassment.  The dreadful thing is
if I hadn’t asked the question no-one would have brought the
complaints forward to our personnel meeting today.  And you
were wrong, he has been reprimanded by the British Medical Council
twice and failed to declare both on his CV.”

Susan eyed him suspiciously, “and that means that when he
applied nobody bothered to check.”

Tom held his hands up, “I’m a simple eye consultant, but believe
me we’re having the drains up over our recruitment processes and
our internal complaints procedure.”

Susan tried to stop herself trembling and replied gently,
“Thanks for telling me, I couldn’t bear the thought of him being
around here.”

Tom smiled, “I rather think that his wife will insist that they
go home, that is home for her in New England.”

Tom turned away to walk to the farmhouse, then he half turned
back, “what I’ve told you is strictly off the record, but I thought
that you had a right to know.”

Susan nodded, “thanks and I shan’t.”

Tom walked away and Ben gave her a concerned look, “you OK?”

She took a deep breath, “fine, now where’s this hedge we’ve got
to cut?”

He gave a slow smile, “done that, but there’s still plenty else
to be getting on with.”

He opened the door of the old Ford and Susan laughed, “You
haven’t actually oiled the hinges?”

Ben chuckled, “well if I’m gonna be opening it, it might as well
do it properly.”

 


           
James stopped his car outside of the Beehive and looked at
Philomena, “now that wasn’t too hard was it?”

She shot him a look of pure relief, “bearable, especially as the
table was in the corner behind that lattice screen.”  She half
trembled, “but thanks for taking me, I know that I’ve got to get
used to public places, but…”

James gave her a reassuring look, “you did fine.”

He reached into his pocket, “and I’ve got you this, call it a
present for your well being.”

She opened up the small package and extracted a gold chain with
a small leather pouch attached.  James murmured, “it’s for
that key round your lovely neck, that piece of tatty old string is
rubbing your skin red raw.”

She sat looking at it and fingered it, eventually she turned to
him, “I am trying, it’s just difficult, probably more difficult
than you can imagine.  I know that you’d like me to be more
outgoing, more extrovert, but I can’t.  I am what I am and you
are what you are, perhaps there is no hope for us.”

James touched her gently on the shoulder, “I’m not trying to
change you Phil, just help you do what you want to.  The pub
was your idea, remember?”

She nodded and shuddered at the thought of it, “I don’t want you
to feel that you have to inhabit the private places and uninhabited
spaces that I do.”

James half rolled his eyes, “so the pub idea was to try and
enter my world?”

She nodded, “but you are right, I do need to get out more, it’s
just that…”

James rubbed her shoulder, “let’s stop trying to change
ourselves to fit what we think the other one wants, lets just be
ourselves and see if that works.  I’ve lost you once, I don’t
intend to lose you again.”

She watched him intently, “do you mean that?  Not have to
go out to restaurants or pubs.”

“Scout’s honour.”

He then added quietly, “but I have been thinking, how do you
find the cinema?”

She smiled from ear to ear, “the cinema I can cope with, as long
as it’s not full.”

She suddenly took the key from around her neck, tore it from the
string and dropped it in the little leather pouch.  She
squeezed his hand, “my heart wants to give it a go, but my fears
get in the way.”

He leant over and kissed her on the shoulder, “then listen to
your heart, I’m listening to mine.”

 


           
Later that day Melinda opened her cottage door, waved goodbye to
Brian and went inside.  The pair of very muddy boots sitting
on a plastic bag told her that Susan was at home.  She went
upstairs and found Susan in the bath.  Melinda proceeded to
sit down and go to the toilet; neither of them had any inhibitions
about this, all inhibitions had long since evaporated due to three
years of sharing the same cell.  Melinda looked at Susan lying
in a foam filled bath, “good day?”

She smiled in recollection and at the look of relief on
Melinda’s face.  “Wonderful, spent almost the entire day
rebuilding styles and hanging gates.  Good day for you
to?”

Melinda smiled, “very good, in fact very very good.  Talked
a lot and then went to the cinema and had a meal.  What did
you do for food, rummage in the hedgerows?”

Susan laughed, “Would you believe that Ben eats with his
parents?  His mum does a really wicked chicken pie.”

Melinda studied Susan, she certainly appeared happy.  “You
did hard labour all day and enjoyed it?  Sounds a bit
masochistic to me.”

Susan gurgled with laughter, “it was working with Ben I
enjoyed.  He’s much more relaxed in his home
environment.  We talked a lot too.”

Melinda put on a wicked grin, “and you’ve had dinner with his
parents, sounds serious to me.”

Susan sat up in the bath and grimaced, “tell you one thing
though, I’ve got aching muscles where I never knew muscles
existed.”

Melinda finished going to the toilet and cleaned herself
up.  “Hope you didn’t aggravate your eczema?”

Susan washed her face in the special hypoallergenic bath foam,
“no chance, Ben insisted that I put barrier cream all over my face,
arms and ankles.”

Susan looked at Melinda, “so things are working out well with
Brian?”

Melinda flushed the toilet, “yes, though I still wish he’d drop
this inquiry thingamajig, it makes him very tense?”

Susan pulled the bath-plug out, “to tense to live with?”

Melinda washed her hands, dried them on a hand towel, “not on
your nelly, it’s all relative.  What’s Ben like when you get
to know him?”

 Susan stood up and Melinda automatically put a bath towel
round her and dried her back at the same time, “kind and gentle,
but unbelievably shy.”

Melinda laughed, “Guess you’re working on that.”

Susan stepped out of the bath and sat on the edge, Melinda
decided that she might not have finished going to the toilet and
sat down again.  Susan dried her feet, “you jest, but it’s
actually quite difficult.  I get the feeling that if I throw
myself at him he’d regard he as some sort of hussy, but if I hang
back I just know he’s too shy to make the first move.”

Melinda rolled her eyes, “you should try going out with a
vicar.”

They both laughed, for once life was going well for them and
they both secretly hoped that nothing would disturb their new found
equilibrium.










Chapter 18
Where Do We Go From Here?


At closing time in the Redburgh Arms on Tuesday evening Bernard
finished up his drink and pushed his empty glass tankard towards
Jilly. She looked him in the eye, “do you ever eat anything else
other than Pasties and Ploughman’s?”

He looked doleful, “sometimes.  Tend to have one or two
meals a week somewhere in the benefice.”

She placed his glass in the glass-washer under the counter, “I
mean do you ever cook for yourself?”

He looked away and shrugged, “if you cook for yourself then you
have to eat by yourself.”

By now she knew enough of his history to know where he normally
worked.  “What happens when you’re at your college?”

“Tend to eat with the students.”

She expertly wiped the counter over, “don’t like being by
yourself then?”

He pondered the question in his usual thoughtful manner, “Don’t
mind during the day, even like it sometimes; its mealtimes and
evenings.”

She tossed the tea-cloth into a linen bin, “but you can
cook?”

He looked surprised at the question, “if I have to.”

She rested her arms on the counter, “well I’m having a day off
tomorrow.  They’re sending a relief manager over from Bury;
how about you cook me lunch?”

Bernard almost fell off his stool.

 


           
By the following lunch-time Brian was ready to scream.  He’d
spent virtually all the previous morning listening to a turgid
presentation of the various farming subsidies available from the
European Economic Community and then the afternoon listening to an
excruciatingly boring Civil Servant cover virtually the same ground
while explaining the subsidy position in the UK.  Even Gordon
Jones, normally a jovial person, had begun to wilt under the
onslaught of information.  Now to cap it all they had been
trying to elicit some useful, non-sales patter, information from
Dan Western a director of Diamond Foods and extracting blood from
stones was crossing Brian’s mind at regular intervals.  Apart
from his name, to almost every question he had answered, in his
mid-western drawl, that he couldn’t possible give an answer for
commercial reasons or repeat a standard sales spiel.  Brian
tried again, “can you tell me if Diamond foods has a policy on
cultivating a special group of farmers with whom you would place
exclusive contracts.”

Dan gave his blank face look, “I couldn’t possible answer that
as it might compromise our commercial position.”

Brian gritted his teeth, “can you tell me if Diamond foods are a
signatory to the Brighton agreement?”

Dan flicked an imaginary piece of dirt off of his obviously very
expensive suit.  “I have nothing to add to what has already
been stated by Mr Verne.”

Major Parsley snapped first, he leant forward, “will well you
tell us your bloody name again as it seems to be the only thing you
are willing to say!”

Brian sighed, “Why did you come here Mr Western?  Yours is
a voluntary contribution, but so far you have contributed nothing
to this inquiry and you are frankly wasting our time.”

Dan gave what could be interpreted as a smirk, “we were merely
responding to your invitation and being courteous.”

All of a sudden John slapped down a set of Diamond Foods
accounts on the table, “can we discuss these accounts for a moment,
after all they are in the public domain.”

Dan merely raised an eyebrow, “I’m not an accountant.”

“But,” said John, “You are accountable as you are listed as a
director.  I am interested in this entry in the small print at
the back of the accounts regarding Diamond Foods wholly and
partially owned subsidiaries.  It says here that Diamond Foods
own 75% of an American company called Belmond Holdings.”

John slapped another set of accounts on the table, “in Belmond
Holdings accounts it says that they hold 97% of an Irish company
called, Diametric Foods, who in turn hold 80% of the Scottish
Glynborn Supplies, who in turn are registered as holding 55% of
Hapi-Foods shares.  You are listed as a director of Belmond
Holdings and Glynborn Supplies as well as Diamond Foods; unless I’m
very much mistaken that gives Diamond Foods more than a 30%
interest in Hapi-Foods, which is directly in contravention of a
Monopoly Commission ruling of two years ago that demanded that
Diamond Foods limit its holdings in Hapi Foods to below
12.8%.  Would you care to comment?”

Dan began to look slightly uncomfortable, “I don’t think so,
this is an inquiry into Farming Policy and I think that that is
outside your remit.”

Brian smiled, “my remit on this inquiry is flexible and as far
as I am concerned if Diamond Foods also have a large interest in
Hapi-Foods then that could be detrimental to farmers as it limits
their marketing potential and could also be said to be against a
free-market economy.”

Major Parsley put on his ‘dressing down a subaltern’ voice, “and
I would not so lightly toss aside contravention of a Monopoly
Commission ruling Mr Western, I seem to remember that the last
company that tried that ended up with a half million pound
fine.”

Dan began to look cornered, “we are well aware of the Monopoly
Commission ruling, but these things take time.”

“O come on, you’ve got to do better than that,” exclaimed
John.  “Belmond Holdings and Glynborn Supplies have both been
set up in the past two years; if I was a suspicious man I would say
that they had been set up deliberately to obfuscate who owns
what.”

Dan tried another tack, “under American law we’ve done nothing
illegal.”

John smiled, “nor under Irish law, but Diamond Foods and
Hapi-Foods are registered as UK companies, and this set up is
probably illegal under British law.”

Dan tried for a recovery, “I think that this issue relates to
American, Scottish, Irish and English legislation and therefore the
situation is more complex than you think.”

Gordon leaned forward, venom in his voice, “and I think that you
are trying to conceal the bloody obvious!”

Brian looked around the room and noticed that Melanie, the only
remaining member of the press currently in the conference room, was
furiously taking notes and inwardly smiled; she had another
scoop.  Dan finally rallied his senses and stood up, “thank
you gentlemen, but I think that it is time for me to withdraw and
consult my fellow directors.”

Gordon gave a short barking laugh, “well tell them to set some
money aside to pay a forthcoming fine and,”  he suddenly gave
Dan a piercing look, “and tell them that this time they are not to
try and take it from the pension fund.”

Dan rose to his feet and walked from the room.  Brian said
to Melanie and the three observers present, “I think that that
concludes our business for today, thank you for coming.”

 


           
Within three minutes they had the committee room to themselves and
Major Parsley turned to John, “that was a spectacular piece of
detection.”

John smiled, “not me, our researcher Philomena unearthed the
accounts.  She actually thinks that Diamond Foods hold much
more of Hapi-Foods than this little scam, but there are at least
twenty companies involved in eight different countries, but she
gave us enough to nail him.”

Brian sighed, “I rather thought that the idea was to glean
information, not nail executives to the wall.”  He then
smiled, “but I must say that I did enjoy the look of discomfort on
his face.”

Gordon rubbed his hands, “just wait till the Monopoly Commission
get hold of him, he’ll be discomforted then all right.”

 


           
Over in Redburgh Bernard checked his oven and then re-consulted the
instructions on the back of the ‘Cook from Frozen Meal for Two’
that he had purchased that morning.  He hadn’t exactly lied to
Jilly, but his cooking was strictly limited to frozen meals and
re-heated pizzas.  He changed packets and studied the cooking
instructions for his intended dessert, a cherry roulade; to his
dismay there were only instructions for microwave re-heating and
Sarah’s cottage did not posses a microwave oven.  He’d decided
to improvise when Jilly rang the doorbell; he placed the roulade in
the oven and went to answer the door.

 


           
Melinda drove the shop into Pastlecham Ash and pulled up outside
the pub; as usual there was a small queue waiting, but there was
also a Green-Buys Mobile shop already parked outside the pub. 
For several minutes Susan and Melinda concentrated on serving
customers until finally they were alone.  Susan pointed a
thumb forward, “thought that they’d given up.”

Susan peered through the windscreen and exclaimed, “I know that
figure!”

She left the shop and walked into the Green-Buys shop, which
like their own shop had nodding suspension.  Misty looked at
her apprehensively, “Hello Susan, sorry about this, but when I
signed up I didn’t realize…”

The look of trepidation on her face almost made Susan laugh,
“Thought you worked in the garage?”

Misty gave a gloomy look, “slight cashflow problem; Johan had to
replace the air-compressor.”

Susan looked around, “how’s business?”

Misty rolled her eyes, “so far today I’ve sold two packets of
peanuts and one chocolate bar.”

Susan’s practiced eye looked around, “you’ve got the wrong stuff
on board; this lot is fine for muesli eating urbanites, but not a
rural route; you’ll never sell these Colombian fiery cook-in sauces
around here.  I hope that you’re not on commission.”

Misty nodded glumly, “I tried to tell the young manager at
Ipswich, but he assured me he knew best, but fortunately I’m not on
commission, yet.  He’s filled the bus with the best selling
ranges from the superstore, I even had to plead to get a few toilet
rolls and some washing-up liquid on board.”

Susan looked at the chiller and couldn’t help exclaiming, “and
your chiller’s full of chocolate bars; the margin on them is too
small to keep in a chiller, you need sandwiches!”

Misty sighed, “Tell me about it, I could have sold a dozen
already.”

Susan looked up and down the empty street, “why not come over
and have some lunch.”

Misty looked embarrassed, “you wouldn’t mind?”

“Not in the least.”

They walked back to Susan’s shop and walked on-board; Melinda
was just brewing up, she gave Misty a scowl.  Misty felt
terrible, “I’m sorry Mel, but we need the money, if it’s any
consolation they are only running the mobile shop for a month to
see how it goes, and it’s truly going terribly.”

The pleading in Misty’s voice softened Melinda’s heart, “well
grab a sandwich and I’ll make you your herbal tea, Jasmine wasn’t
it?”

Misty nodded and went to the back of the bus.  Susan opened
her sandwich, “how many have they got?”

Misty wrestled with the plastic packaging on her sandwich, “just
the one, they had it re-fitted by a local caravan outfitter. 
They took out the two freezers and replaced some of the heavy
shelving with lighter stuff.”

Melinda wandered up and gave Misty her herbal tea, “still
surprised you’re selling so little, there’s always the novelty
factor of a new shop.”

Misty smelt her tea, “no-one is buying because I work out of
Ipswich and the superstore there is still closed.  At least
two ladies have told me that if they can’t buy the food from the
store due to vermin then they certainly aren’t going to buy it from
me.”

They considered this and then Susan said gently, “things at the
garage not going too well?”

Misty toyed with her sandwich packaging, “yes and no.  We
can make a living, but we need to make a few improvements; the
air-compressor breaking down also showed us just how old some of
the equipment is and we’ll soon need to replace the ancient
hoist.”  She hesitated for a second and then added, “And I’m
really a spare part there, the amount of cycle work is minimal,
last week we had two flat tyres and a bent set of spokes, hardy a
cash crop.”

Susan grinned, “You could always work on the cars.”

Misty’s eyes bulged, “no fear, I love my husband, but I wouldn’t
want to be his trainee.”

They all laughed and Misty relaxed, “so,” she said, “what’s been
happening to you two?”

 


           
Brian was getting ready to leave the conference suite early when
the building receptionist put her head round the door. 
“Brian, I’ve got some chap called Howard on the phone and he says
that he wants to speak with you and it’s urgent.”

Brian eyed the room’s extension phone, he had unplugged it; he
hated to be interrupted by phone calls.  “Sorry, Jean the
phone’s still unplugged, I’ll come through.”

Brian went to reception and picked up the phone, Howard was
circumspect and asked Brian to be at the Seckford Hall Hotel,
Woodbridge within forty minutes.  Brian put the phone down and
set off to collect his car with a burning curiosity filling his
mind.

 


           
Jilly finished off the mash potato and looked straight at Bernard,
“nice meal, they do wonders with frozen food these days don’t
they?”

Bernard sighed and decided to confess, “Well until my wife left
me I didn’t have any call to cook; you know, I lived with my
parents and then I lived with Lenora.  When that came to an
end I finished up in the college where there is food on tap.”

Jilly automatically stacked the plates, “what about Helena?”

He made a scoffing noise, “she had a cook.”

Jilly opened her mouth and then decided to sniff, “is that our
pudding I smell burning?”

Bernard fled into the kitchen and extracted a charcoaled mess
from the oven, Jilly fell about laughing.  Bernard’s face said
it all with its mixture of perplexity, anxiety and
bewilderment.  She put the kettle on and turned to face
Bernard, “look, why don’t I teach you to cook; I hate to see a man
that can’t fend for himself.”

Bernard stood still for a few seconds and then dropped the black
and dark-red mess into the waste bin. He straightened up and turned
to her, “surely you can’t have the time?”

She leant against the draining board and Bernard could almost
picture her as the genial and over-chubby cook that always seemed
to inhabit the TV drama Edwardian kitchen.  “Reckon I’ll have
plenty of time.  Truth to tell the brewery is sending over a
relief manager to assess whether or not the pub should do cooked
food in the evenings and maybe even at lunch-time.  According
to the grape-vine they’ve already made up their mind and want to do
cooked food in the evening and my current fare at lunch-time and
I’ll end up as part-time manager.”

Bernard stood stock still, “you won’t serve hot-food
yourself?”

She sighed, “No and for good reasons as far as I am
concerned.  The pub trade is relentless as it is.  I
start work at nine, finish gone eleven at night and do it seven
days a week, that plus the book-work push it to over a hundred
hours a week, even you don’t do that.  And it’s not going to
be real food, just fast-frozen meals that are re-heated in a
powerful  microwave; I don’t want to be associated with
that.”

Bernard finally moved to get some mugs, “aren’t you worried that
the brewery will replace you?”

She shrugged, “if they do they do, but I can’t do anymore than I
do at present.  If they want food then they’ll have to replace
me with a couple.  I suspect the current plan is to ship in a
relief manager in the evenings and see how the food sales go; if
they’re good it’ll be goodbye Jilly.”

Bernard was appalled, “what will you do?”

“Not find another pub, that’s for sure.  When Colin died I
thought that I could carry on by myself, but frankly it’s driving
me into the ground; I’m just too old.”

Bernard snorted, “You’re just a spring-chicken.”

He poured made the coffee and handed Jilly a mug.  She
smiled, “how about it then?”

“How about what?”

She groaned, “Me teaching you to cook.”

He took a careful sip of his coffee, leaving some foam on his
moustache, “I wouldn’t want you to think…”

Jilly laughed, “never crossed my mind, call it one lonely person
helping out another.”

Bernard thought and then nodded, “OK, but start with something
simple.”

He paused and then added, “And just how long do you cook a
boiled egg for?”

 


           
Seckford Hall Hotel lay on the outskirts of Woodbridge a mere 12
miles or so from Ipswich and Brian arrived there within the hour,
he met Spencer who was already waiting on the doorstep. 
Spencer took him into a private lounge area and once again frisked
him.  Brian smiled, “am I to take it that I have another
surreptitious meeting with the PM?”

Spencer considered the question and then answered, “She’s on her
way to the local RAF airbase, Northolt’s got some security problems
at the moment.”

Brian raised his eyebrows in surprise, “but that the normal
aerodrome for politicians and royalty.”

Spencer shrugged, “some clot of a pilot managed to mis-read his
fuel dials and ran out of fuel in the Heathrow stack.; Northolt was
the only option to get him down safely, but now there’s too many
people milling about for good security, so we’re flying the PM out
to Norway from up here and she decided to meet you on the way.”

Brian sat down and waited for half an hour in the hotel lounge
inspecting the oak panelling, carved glass and wooden wall before
Mavis Durrant suddenly appeared.  So swift was her entrance
that Brian didn’t even have time to stand up. .  She sat in a
chair opposite and reached over and shook his hand, “sorry for the
short notice Brian, but as I was this way I thought I’d give you a
briefing.”

Howard appeared from nowhere and placed some coffee, plus the
obligatory miniature éclairs, on a side table and promptly left the
room.  She poured out the coffee, “and I have a favour to ask,
but you are at liberty to refuse.”

She handed him a coffee and pointed to the plate, “please, I’m
beginning to get paranoid about them.”

Brian helped himself to two éclairs and Mavis lent back in her
armchair, Brian thought that she looked weary.  She gave him
her straight in the eyes look that made him feel like a novice
curate again.  “I regret to say that as far as I can ascertain
you were correct, someone has been tampering with the archives in
the Ministry of Agriculture and I now have no doubt that the
Ministry was strongly recommending farming contracts to be valued
in Euros.”  She sipped her coffee, “it appears to be one of
those political unwritten agreements; we get a heavy investment
from the Germans and French in our ailing steel industry in return
for backing off of an armaments negotiation in the Middle East and
putting our farming contracts into Euros.”

She fiddled with her left earring, “I’ve had a full confession
from the MPs involved and they’ll be resigning on Saturday.”

Brian looked over his coffee-cup, “Sid Davies?”

Mavis looked miserable, “and Ronald Blacke and Teresa Gomez the
Minister for Science and Technology, in the following days I also
expect two or three other MPs to lose their minor ministerial
roles, perhaps their position as MPs”

Brian gave a low whistle, “that’s going to damage your cabinet
somewhat.”

She looked fierce, “well they deserve to go.  Single handed
they’ve crippled the farming industry and then kept their heads
down in the hope that no one would find out.”

She suddenly smiled, “I know what you’re thinking, ‘can she
survive?’”

She put her coffee cup down, “the answer is yes and no. 
I’m going to have three or four by-elections on my hands and with
that and a couple of disaffected members ‘crossing the floor’, my
majority is likely to be in the low single figures.”

She surveyed Brian’s face, “so what I’m telling you now is in
absolute strictest confidence.  The leader for the opposition
and the leader of the cross-benches agree with me that even if we
go to a full election now the balance between the parties is not
likely to vary much and in any case that is no way to run a country
effectively.  So, as I have promised to leave the field at the
end of this term, we’re about to have a national coalition
government with me as PM.  The official line is that both the
other leaders want to see the crackdown on sleaze completed, in
reality they both want a couple of years to try and get ahead of
the other, but that’s politics.”

She paused and took a sip of coffee, “and that leads me to the
favour.  I want your farming inquiry to continue, but you were
my appointee so the other two leaders feel that the inquiry is not
politically balanced.”

She paused and Brian jumped in, hardly believing his ears, “so I
have to go?”

She nodded, “it’s all nonsense of course as they both know that
you’re as independent as the rising sun, but they want to make
their political point.”

“But this is a request?”

She suddenly looked vulnerable, “you’re the popular choice and
if you screamed and shouted I would not want to try and make you
step down, but we could lose the cross party support for the
inquiry.”

Brian took an éclair, “the inquiry is more important than my
pride, who would take over?”

“Who would you suggest?”

Brian smiled, “John Banks.  He’s more than able and not an
MP from any party.”

She nodded, “my choice as well, my moles give good reports of
him.”

Brian felt a wave of relief go over him and then was suddenly at
a loss, “so what happens now?”

She rolled her eyes, “this weekend political mayhem is due to be
announced and in the furore next week you’ll be quietly replaced as
chairman.”  She suddenly fixed Brian with a stare, “but you’re
not getting entirely off the hook, I can see the relief all over
your face.  You’re still on the committee as the Archbishop’s
farming representative, I’m not going to offend the archbishop or
annoy the tabloids, but you won’t have to attend every meeting
unless you really want to.”

Brian almost screamed with relief, instead he held his composure
and replied, “Can I tell John now?”

“No, I will phone him early next week.”

Brian looked at her and decided that the strain was beginning to
tell around her eyes.  “Well I’ll pray for you, it’s not going
to be easy for you, coalition governments must be hell to
manage.”

She laughed, “hell for you Brian, hell for you, but I’m looking
forward to it.  At least it won’t be only my own side that is
trying to stab me in the back.”

She stood up, “will you give the name of your researcher to
Howard, I wish to write her a letter of thanks.  She may have
decimated my cabinet, but she has also uncovered a dreadful piece
of political mismanagement.”

She shook Brian’s hand and made for the door, she stopped
halfway, “and don’t think that I’m not grateful to you as well for
keeping the inquiry on the proper track, you efforts will not be
forgotten.”

Brian decided that he had no idea what she meant, he never could
interpret coded messages.  However, one thing was plain, he
was going to be free of the chairmanship of the inquiry. 
Until Mavis had mentioned him losing it, he hadn’t realized what a
burden it had become.  He felt like jumping and shouting,
instead he calmly gave Philomena’s name and address to Howard, he
also decided to do a favour for Mavis.  He smiled at Howard,
“can I make a suggestion?  Those scrumptious éclairs are only
scrumptious if you have them no more than once a week.”

Howard looked surprised, “but they’re the PMs favourite.”

Brian tried to explain by way of example, “and how often do you
sneak one now?”

Howard grimaced, “they’re too rich and you can have too much of
a good…”

He smiled, “message received.”  He suddenly looked anxious,
“did the PM ask you to tell me?”

Brian laughed at the man’s discomfort, “No, she respects you so
much she’d eat them till the cows come home, but give her a
break.”

Howard almost grew two inches in front of him, “then message
received and understood.  Now if you’ll excuse me I’ve got to
get back to No 10.”

Brian sat back down and sighed, perhaps now he could get back to
some parish work, that is if he could shoe-horn it away from Daisy
and Bernard.

 


           
Brian had enough time to get home, shower, grab a bite to eat and
have a brief chat on the phone with Melinda before he arrived at
the Redburgh Church Hall for the Church Council meeting.  He’d
just sat down when Mrs Collins came and sat next to him, she thrust
a large envelope into his hands.  “The report you wanted.”

Brian felt the weight of the envelope, “and what does it
say?”

She commenced to rummage in her handbag and talk to him at the
same time.  “It says it’s a no-go, at least not for your
friends and their mobile shop.  I had a good chat with them
the other day and they’d have to surrender too much stock capacity
to make fitting in a Post Office worthwhile.  I know that it’s
a huge vehicle, but by the time you’ve installed a safety screen
and storage for the forms and mailbags there just would not be
enough economic room.”

She obviously couldn’t find what she was looking for and she
looked up, “on the other hand I had a sneak in that Green-Buys
minibus conversion; now that could be converted into a Post Office
and if it followed the same route as your friend’s shop, and sold
magazines and newspapers and some of those thin paperbacks, I
reckon it could make a realistic profit, but strictly on a
one-person operation.”

Brian fingered the envelope, “wouldn’t that be risky for the
person operating the Post Office, to be alone on country
lanes.”

She nodded, “have to go round in tandem with the current shop,
then there’s safety in numbers and the added attraction that once
you’ve been in one shop you might as well go in the other.”

Brian saw the reasoning behind her thinking, “so they’d have to
carry complimentary goods rather than competing goods?”

She looked at him and nodded as if he’d just grasped that two
and two make four.  “Of course, wouldn’t work otherwise. 
So the best solution would be food in the big vehicle and non-food
in the mobile Post Office.”

Brian remembered where this report had started, “but there’s no
mileage in it for the churches?”

She rolled her eyes in exasperation, “not if you stick to the
buildings, but there is no reason why the churches shouldn’t
finance the Mobile Post Office, and take the profits.”

She laughed, “But I wouldn’t recommend it.  Can you imagine
the potential arguments as to which church gets what.”

Brian grinned, “But as a benefice we have to pay one lump sum to
the diocese every year, now if we reduced that lump sum and
consequently the amount each individual church had to pay, that
might be an acceptable way forward.”

She suddenly saw where he was going.  “The answer is
no!  I’ve been happy to do the report, but no I will not
become a mobile Postmistress.”

Brian opened his mouth, but she got in first, “watch my lips
Brian – No.”

 


           
An hour and a half later Brian felt a little bit like a spare
part.  Bernard, at Brian’s request, had chaired the Church
Council and had done it with consummate ease.  The very fact
that it only took ninety minutes was an indication of how well it
had gone.  Brian watched the last Council member leave and
stacked his chair in the corner of the hall.  “That was
smoothly done Bernard.”

Bernard smiled, causing his moustache to twitch, “had plenty of
practice, besides they’re saving up the tricky stuff for the next
meeting when you’ll be back in the chair.”

Brian leant against the wall, “enjoying being back in active
ministry?”

Bernard nodded as he packed his papers into a cardboard file,
“beats lecturing every time.”

“So what happens when you leave here when your time is up?”

Bernard gave Brian an anxious look, “if I get a good report from
you and the churchwardens I think, no I hope, the bishop might find
me a parish.”

He gave a wicked grin, “actually I rather like it here, weren’t
thinking of moving were you?”

Brian burst into laughter, “in your dreams Bernard, in your
dreams.”










Chapter 19
Who's Been Looking At My Data?


The following morning Brian paid his usual morning visit to the
Beehive to find a disconsolate looking Philomena; she took her eyes
off of her screen after a minute or two.  “Sorry to say Brian
that we’ve been hacked, someone has obviously sent me an e-mail
that had a hacking routine attached, or has interrogated my system
while I have been on-line.  I suspect the latter rather than
the former.”

Brian was taken aback, “I thought that you had special software
to prevent that sort of thing?”

She sighed, “No software is perfect, but I will change our
firewall and virus checking packages today.”

“Did they get anything?”

She looked acutely embarrassed, “yes and no.  One of the
most vulnerable areas is the word-processing package; hacking
routine commonly inspect the little gizmo that stores the names of
the last ten text documents that have been edited and promptly
copies them off to whoever wants them.”

She looked up and gave a brief smile, “however I always copy in
ten false documents before I close the word processor down; it’s a
habit really.”

“Damn good habit,” said John, butting in.

Philomena gave another brief, forlorn, smile.  “So they
probably walked off with copies of my false documents.”

Brian was perplexed at her attitude, “so that’s good news
then.”

She shook her head, “the trick is to have false documents that
look real, so if the information in them surfaces you know who has
done the hacking.  While I worked for the TV Company I got
hacked one night and the next night the rival news ran a story,
completely made up by me, of black rabbits being seen on the fields
around Dover, supposedly having escaped from a Russian cargo
vessel.”

“So what have they got?”

Philomena sighed and looked away, “two copies of the same letter
supposedly sent to my grand-mother and sister; it is a long
diatribe about one of the cats getting ill and having an
operation.  Then there’s a shopping list, a small note to John
regarding my expenses claim and a list of telephone numbers.”

She made eye contact, “you have to make them feel comfortable by
giving them something they can easily check,  so all the
telephone numbers are real, but they’re all in the public domain
anyway.”

She resumed staring at the screen, “then there is a document in
French on the EU farming subsidy policies and a letter in
German.  Document number eight is the text of the long press
release we sent out some time ago; document number nine is a list
of MPs with farming communities and document number ten is the wild
card.”

Brian leant against the glass screen, rapidly losing
interest.  “What’s a wild card?”

“Like my rabbit story it’s something to tempt the hacker out
into the open.”

She began to look distinctly uncomfortable, “I made up this
letter supposedly sent by you to a solicitor’s practice in
Manchester.  In it you state that you feel unable to increase
your support for your twin daughters to the amount requested by
their mother, but will continue to pay the half of the minimum
amount set by the Child Support Agency.  You also thank her
for her continuing anonymity and state that it would not do her, or
the twins, any good to be brought out into the public gaze.”

Brian’s mouth fell open, but Philomena continued to talk as she
fidgeted with a pencil.  “That’s not all Brian, the German
letter I mentioned earlier is also a wild card.  It’s supposed
to be from you to a stockbroker in Berlin telling him to hang onto
your shares in the German Supermarket Chain Berlitz as you have no
doubt that their entry into the British Market will soon be allowed
as you expect a change in British farming policy and the subsequent
demise of at least one, and possibly two, of the big four
supermarkets.”

She turned her eyes to Brian, “I’m so sorry Brian, so so sorry;
I should have produced different wild cards, but these seemed so
tempting that I totally overlooked the trouble they would cause you
if they were ever actually taken.”

She was obviously close to tears; Brian felt close to internal
explosion.  He walked out of the building and took a few deep
breaths; he did not trust himself, for the moment, to talk to
her.  After a few moments John wheeled himself besides Brian,
“she did it out of the best intentions you know.”

Brian looked at the fields, “but if those stories get to the
tabloids then I’m dead-meat, it won’t matter that they're totally
false.”

“That’s the subtlety of it though isn’t it?  She’s used the
names of real solicitors and stockbrokers, any journalist worth
their salt would discover the stories were false in two shakes of a
ducks tail.  The only people that would use them are those
that are so blinded by their own motivations that they can’t resist
the chance.”

Brian calmed down and went back inside.  He sat on the edge
of Philomena’s desk; she looked at him with apprehension in her
eyes.  He tried a smile, “I can’t pretend that I’m not mad,
because I am.  The inquiry is poised at a delicate point and I
don’t want it derailed by anything.  However, I’m sure that
you did what you did out of the best of motives and we will just
have to cope with any fall out.”

She blinked back some tears, “you don’ want me to leave?”

It had never crossed his mind, even for one instance.  “Of
course not!  You didn’t do the hacking and you’re the best
researcher I could have on the job and we both know it, but please
invent two different wildcards and ones that don’t involve me, or
any of us, directly.”

She blew her nose, “I’ve already done it.  One story on
Colorado Beetles that have developed a taste for suede and another
on the effect of the farmhouse bed and breakfast industry on
farming efficiency.”

He sat back and thought, “haven’t quite got the same appeal
though have they?  Look remove the letter to the solicitors
and put in the one on B&B farmhouses.”

She nodded, “I’ll also have to invent some more letters anyway
in case they come back, they would bet suspicious if the document
list was the same.”

John interrupted, a smile written right across his face, “James
is on the ‘phone, apparently they’d love you to appear on the Terry
Taylor Investigates programme tonight.”

Brian shook his head, “I said no interviews until after the
inquiry has finished.”

John held up his hands, “last night computer hacking, today an
invitation to a programme where you have been persona non gratia;
doesn’t it strike you as odd?”

Brian looked at Philomena, “if your wild card has flushed the
hacker into the open then I’ll buy you the biggest bunch of flowers
I can afford.”

Philomena’s cheeks lifted in a smile, “red roses please, I’ve
always wanted a man to buy me a huge bunch of red roses.”

 


           
At lunch-time Susan and Melinda once again pulled up behind the
Green-Buys mobile shop, this time in Redburgh.  Once again
there was a queue for their shop, but apparently no custom for
Misty.  After the last customer had left Melinda waved to
Misty and she came over, this time clutching a plastic cake
container.  “I’ve made some chocolate and walnut cake, any
takers?”

Melinda wrinkled her nose, “can I pick out the walnuts?”

Misty laughed, “They’re only on top.”

Melinda licked her lips, “yes please, but only a small
slice.”

They ate their cake in silence and Susan finally asked, “Trade
bad again?”

“Zero.  Already had young Justin on the mobile phone twice,
he doesn’t think that I’m trying hard enough and he’s coming round
with me tomorrow to show me what I am doing wrong.”

Melinda smiled, “you’re doing just fine; taking money from
Green-Buys while selling nothing to our customers, sounds fine to
me.”

Misty looked like a frightened rabbit, “but I don’t want to lose
my job and if things go on as they are once the week is out they
will give up.”

Susan licked her fingers, “mmm that was good.  Look, tell
your Justin that you’re on the wrong route and that we’ve cleaned
up.  There’s plenty of villages north of Bury that we can’t
get to because of narrow lanes and weak bridges, but you can get
there, call it virgin territory.”

Misty smiled, “now there’s an idea.”

 


           
Mid-afternoon Daisy stood in the middle of the chancel at Parsoning
Tye with Charlie and George, the churchwardens, looking at some of
the changes the young people had made.  To her utter surprise
she was meeting zero resistance from them.  She decided to
re-check her ground.  “Let me get this straight, you don’t
mind the banners, the fishing net screening off the chancel or the
temporary sound system?”

Charlie grinned, “To have the church in use and full of young
people I’d replace every brick with my bare hands.”

George nodded in full agreement, “wonderful to see the place
having a new lease of life.”

He turned and looked at Daisy, “it’s God’s house see?  Who
are we to turn out the youngsters?”

Charlie’s wrinkled face split into a grin, “mind you lass,
hearing that noise going on last Sunday afternoon, I now know what
it means in the gospel when Jesus says’ suffer little
children.’”

 


           
Just as the inquiry ended for the day James came and stood by
Brian, “mind if I tag along to the TV studios?”

Brian handed his laptop and briefcase to Pete, “I’ll pop round
to the Beehive later and pick them up.”

He turned to James, “what’s the interest?”

James grinned in anticipation, “if the hacker is going to be
exposed I want to be there.”

Brian tapped the chair next to him and James sat down; Brian
looked him in the eye, “there is more to it than that isn’t
there?”

James sat down,  “too true.”

He paused to gather his thoughts, “can I speak to you as a
priest; you know total confidentiality and all that?”

“If it will help you.”

“Are you aware that Philomena and I are more than just
friends?”

Brian laughed, “Have to be a fool not to.”

James put his hands in his pockets and stretched his legs, “I
first met Phil when I started working for the TV Company, she was
already a researcher there, but she worked days then.  To be
honest I was keen on her then, but she only had eyes for that toad
Nathaniel.  Nathaniel has one aim in mind and that is the
aggrandisement of Nathaniel and he is willing to use anything and
anybody to that end.  Well, he got wind of a potential scandal
involving two MPs and the sale of arms to countries on the black
list.  The problem was that to prove his theory every single
armament involved had to be tracked across the globe. The Internet
was in its infancy then and access from our computers to
international sites was much better during the night.  He
decided to make a half-hour exposé and set Phil on tracking the
armaments on the Internet by night and gathering paperwork by
day.  He worked her flat out, and continuously, for almost ten
days; towards the end he would go into the first-aid room where she
was catnapping at night and shout obscenities at her.  I’m
told that in one thirty-six hour period he allowed her fifteen
minutes sleep.  The swine also used to creep up behind her
when she was at her computer terminal and suddenly shake her by the
shoulders and pull on her hair to ensure that she was awake. 
The sad thing is that no-one stopped him; I was away on an
assignment in France and when I came back I went straight to the
boss and got sacked for my pains.  In the end Nathaniel didn’t
get his scoop, the BBC got there first and later won an award for
their programme.  The day the award was announced Nathaniel
screamed at Phil for ten minutes that it was her fault that he
hadn’t got the reward and she needed to show more dedication. 
In reality Philomena had given him all the information he needed,
but he had failed to make the right connections”

He turned his eyes on Brian, “I know in my head that it’s wrong
to hate him Brian, but I do hate him.  Phil was already an
introvert’s introvert before the fiasco; afterwards she was a
nervous wreck and had months of sick leave.  I hate Nathaniel
for that and if you’re going to help in his demise then I want to
be there and gloat.”

Brian stirred in his chair, “you must love her very much.”

James banged his arms down on the sides of the chair, “if only
I’d been there I could have intervened.”

He took a deep breath and composed himself, “I’m telling you
this as a priest Brian, I don’t want Phil to know that I’ve told
you.  She thinks that it was a period of gross failure in her
life and I can’t persuade her that it was a period of being used by
an egocentric wannabe.”

Brian reached out and touched him, “I understand, least I think
I understand, but you’ve got to do something about that anger.”

He smiled, “just by telling you it helps.”

He stood up, “time to go.”

 


           
They arrived at the studios slightly behind schedule and Nathaniel
met Brian as he was being shown into make-up; he looked like the
cat that had consumed all the cream.  “Tonight’s programme is
on sleaze and duplicity in government and industry.  The first
third is on Mavis Durrant’s campaign to purge the House of Commons
of malpractice; we’ve got a couple of live interviews from the
House of Commons studio.  The next third is on financial
malpractice in the dentistry sector, we’ve got a local NHS dentist
and one from the private hospital sector.  Finally we’re going
to be looking at the general culture of duplicity in public
life.  I’d like you to talk about the problems of identifying
people’s motivations when they give evidence to public
committees.”

“Who’s the other guest on with me?”

Nathaniel coughed, “Sid Davies, he’s intending to speak on how
it is perfectly possible for people to hold two independent
positions and not allow overlap.”

Brian suddenly felt like a lamb being led to the slaughter,
“sounds fine.”

Nathaniel made for the door; he paused just inside, “tell old
Phil that I hope her cat recovers,” and he left. 

Brian almost shouted ‘alleluia!’  Nathaniel’s inability to
resist the little throw-away line had told him all he needed to
know.  He settled back to suffer the indignity of make-up and
just as the make-up assistant finished Terry came into the room
looking like a reluctant hangman.  He looked at the assistant,
“can you give us a moment Mary?”

She nodded and left the room, Terry turned to Brian and said
earnestly in a low urgent voice, “leave now Brian, don’t stop, just
go.  Say it’s a migraine or an attack of appendicitis, but
just go, and go now.”

Brian smiled, “it’s OK Terry, I know that I’m being set up for
the slaughter, but it’s not me that’s going to be slaughtered.”

Terry was not convinced, he whispered, “they’ve got you cold,
documentation and everything.”

Brian leant forward, also whispering, “All the documentation is
false, they hacked it off Philomena’s computer and she made it all
up.”

Terry looked startled and then a slow smile spread over his
face, “you mean like the infamous black rabbits?”

“Exactly.”

Terry rubbed his hands, “oh boy, oh boy I might actually enjoy
this.”

He gave Brian a sharp look, “remember, red light out does not
mean cameras off.”

Terry looked at his watch; Brian noted the purposeful look in
his eye, “What are you going to do?”

“Have a quiet word with Sarah the assistant producer and Tim the
lead cameraman.”

Brian reached out and held his arm, “you won’t blow it before it
all starts?”

He shook his head, “Nathaniel always calls Sarah ‘the junior
producer’ to keep her in what he thinks is her appropriate place
and Tim is her husband.”

Brian relaxed his grip; Terry looked him in the eye, “I suppose
you’re not used to this, not quite your line of country I
guess.  The secret is to lead them on and let them hang
themselves and don’t worry I’ll enjoy giving the coup de grace,
that way you can avoid appearing vindictive.”

Brian smiled, “you’ve guessed that I’m not sure about all this,
it seems a long way from loving thy neighbour.”

Terry grinned, “Look upon it as not allowing your neighbour to
be led up the garden path.”

He looked at his watch again and scurried out.

 


           
Half and hour late Brian watched in fascination as the programme,
which appeared seemingly smooth and seamless, caused so much
scurrying behind the scenes.  All too soon it was his turn to
be on.  Terry introduced Brian and Sid Davies to the camera
and then turned to Brian. “Reverend Talbot, you’ve been quite
forthright on the inquiry into the National Farming Policy when you
have felt that people giving evidence to it have had mixed
motives.  Would you like to comment on the subject?”

Brian spoke for about four minutes on how he saw that such
actions were not helpful and that all too often people were putting
personal gain above that of honest action.

Terry turned to Sid Davies and Brian noticed Nathaniel rubbing
his hands.  “Mr Davies have you any comments?”

“Sid Davies noisily cleared his throat, “I hear what the
Reverend Talbot says, but I rather think that it’s a case of the
pot calling the kettle black.”

Terry appeared startled, “pardon?”

Sid Davies pointed at Brian, “this so called paragon of virtue
is no better than those he condemns.  He wears the cloth of a
Priest and yet has two illegitimate children stashed away in
Manchester and won’t even pay decently for their upkeep and he
holds shares in a German supermarket chain.  Plus the fact
that he is feeding his German stockbroker inside information.”

Terry turned to Brian, “are these allegations true?”

Brian put on his best defensive voice, “of course not; I have
neither illegitimate children nor shares in anything, let alone a
German supermarket chain.”

Sid Davies threw a piece of paper onto the desk, “so what’s this
letter to solicitors in Manchester where you refuse to pay even the
minimum set by the child support agency.  AND,” he threw
another piece of paper onto the desk, “this letter to your
stockbroker in Germany telling him to hold onto your shares.”

Brian blinked at the camera and pulled a piece of paper out of
his pocket, he turned to Terry, “may I read a statement?”

Terry nodded, “of course.”

Brian noticed that while the main camera panned onto him, one of
the side cameras panned onto Nathaniel, who looked like he was
about to explode with joy.  Brian looked into the camera,
“last night I regret to say that the computing system used by one
of my dedicated team of staff, who is employed exclusively on the
farming enquiry, was electronically interfered with; basically we
were hacked.  The hacker, we believe, stole electronic copies
of several documents, some of which contained sensitive
information.”  Nathaniel could hardly contain himself; he was
repeatedly banging the fist of one hand into the palm of the
other.  Brian continued, “However, within the stolen
documentation were a couple of fabricated letters placed there to
tempt any hackers to reveal themselves.  It almost goes
without saying that one document was supposed to be from me to a
group of Manchester solicitors and the other to a German
stockbroker.”

Brian turned to face Sid Davies, who was now so cherry-red in
the face that no make-up would hide it.  “I’m sorry Sid, but
you’ve been had.  However, I would rather like to know the
source of your information.” 

Sid Davies blustered, “totally false?  Not a shred of truth
in either letter?”

“I’m afraid not Sid and a simple phone call to either the
solicitor or stockbroker will confirm this.”  He paused
feeling sorry for Sid Davies, “and I must apologies if you have
been personally misled by what you have been given.  However,
I must ask you again, where did you get this information?”

Brian noticed that Nathaniel was repeatedly drawing his hand
across his throat to get the programme stopped, whereas the young
woman beside him was making a rolling motion with her
fingers.  After what seemed an age Sid Davies cleared his
throat, “the copies of the letters were passed to me by the
producer of this programme, who assured me that they were bona fide
and had come into his hands by legitimate means.”

The main camera panned on Terry, “well we must end the programme
there ladies and gentlemen and I must apologies to both my guests
for the embarrassment they have been caused.  Put it down to
an over-eager producer, who is too self-centred to use even the
simplest of checks on the information he uses and prefers to set up
others to do his dirty work when all of us in the industry know
that he is quite capable of doing it himself.”

The little red light went out and Nathaniel stormed across the
studio floor shouting, “cameras off!  Turn the damned camera’s
off!”

He ended up a few feet from the trio shouting in blind fury,
“you’re finished Terry Taylor you’re totally finished you hear
me?”

Sid Davies stood up; Brian suddenly realized what a big man he
was.  He leaned over the fake table, “I rather think that it
is you that is finished.  I don’t like being set up and I
don’t like appearing like a pillock on camera.  It’s not yet a
crime, but embarrassing a senior MP and an Archbishop’s
representative on air can’t be good for your future career.”

He turned to Brian, “nice one Brian and thanks for the apology
on air.  I couldn’t believe that the letters were real, but I
guess I was silly enough to let this chump talk me into believing
that they were.”

He turned his furious gaze back onto Nathaniel, “you haven’t got
the brains of a bush-baby, so who did the hacking for you?”

Nathaniel tried to compose himself, “journalists do not reveal
their sources.”

Sid scoffed, “journalist!  You bring even that downtrodden
description into disrepute.”

He then shook Terry and Brian’s hands and marched out of the
studio.  Nathaniel sat down on a low stool and put his head
into his hands.  No-one spoke for a few seconds and then
Sarah’s clear and distinct voice rang out, “cut, camera’s off
now.”

James appeared from the shadows and bent over Nathaniel’s
hunched body and whispered into his ear, “everything comes to those
who stand and wait and I’ve waited a long time for this
moment.  Enjoy your life as a has-been producer, especially
when on your way down you meet those you’ve walked all over in your
eagerness to get the award which will never come.”

He would probably have said more, but Brian gently held his arm
and they walked away.  James stopped by Sarah the assistant
producer, “what happens now?”

“I’ve already got the editing room working on a condensed
version, starting with Sid Davies’ allegations and ending with
Nathaniel on the stool.”

Brian came to as if from a dream, “hold it young lady.  I
would rather appreciate that my apology to Sid is kept in, plus his
declaration to me that he initially didn’t believe the
letters.  He may be called the Teflon man, but I don’t want to
create the slightest impression that he was behind this.”

Sarah gave a disarming smile, “that’s already in the cutting
room’s brief.  We all know your views on honesty and
propriety.”

James gave a weak smile, “when is it going out?”

“It might make the late-evening news, but I doubt it with all
the rumpus going on over Ireland and Holland threatening to leave
the Eurozone.  However, we were making a special report on
computer hacking, but it was a bit dry and technical.  This
little snippet will add that touch of relevance and topicality that
I need.  With any luck we’ll be able to bounce Nathaniel’s
half hour documentary on pram-rage and go on air directly after the
ten o’clock news and trail it beforehand throughout the
evening.”

Brian was startled, “so soon?”

She grinned, “Believe me Reverend there are may of us who will
move heaven and earth to get the programme ready on time. 
Personally I would edit the video-tape with my teeth if I thought
it would help.”

She turned to James, “give my love to Philomena and tell her to
stop using animal categories as her passwords.  You can also
tell her that if ever she wants a job we’ll welcome her back with
open arms; especially as I suspect that we’ll be losing one of our
current Nathanielesk researchers in the not too distant
future.”

James suddenly gave her a hug and kissed her on both cheeks, a
voice immediately echoed across the studio floor, “Oy, leave my
wife alone!  Go and get one of your own!”

James waved to Tim and, finally, Brian made his escape from the
studio.  As they walked James said to him, “that is what I
call a good day’s work.”

Brian muttered back, “it’s what I call a diversion from the real
task in hand.”

James laughed, “Some diversion!  Just wait till I get Phil
in my arms.”

Brian’s memory of an earlier conversation resurfaced and he
turned to James, “where at this time of night can I buy some red
roses, I think I know someone who is due a rather large
bunch.” 










Chapter 20
All Change


By the time of the Ten o’clock news Brian, Philomena and James
were settled in Brian’s lounge each with a cup of hot chocolate and
their eyes glued to the screen.  The news was not inspiring,
except for Brian and he couldn’t share what he knew with
anybody.  The last item, but one, had been from a young female
reporter called Rochelle Singh, who had recounted that there were
mysterious goings in the Departments of Agriculture and Science
& Technology and that rumour had it that both ministerial
offices had been totally cleared of all personal effects. 
Then, as promised by the pre-news trailer, came the short programme
on computer hacking.  Nathaniel’s demise was kept to the end
as a salutary lesson and had about it a tragic quality.  When
Brian turned off the TV he, and James, noticed that Philomena was
crying.  James put his arm around her, “come on old girl, it
wasn’t that bad.”

She dried her eyes, “I just can’t believe that I ever loved
him.  Every time I see him I feel used and …”

She rose and went into the downstairs toilet, Brian looked at
James.  “Look after her James; I hope that we haven’t stirred
any memories for her that are too painful.”

James glanced at the toilet door, which was just across the
hallway from the lounge, and whispered, “don’t worry, we’ve been
talking about those dreadful weeks with Nathaniel and the more we
talk the more Phil seems at ease with herself.”

A few minutes later they left and Brian contemplated ringing
Melinda, but decided not to due to the time, so he went to bed
doubly content.  He had managed to expose the hacker and in
two days time would lose the chairmanship of the inquiry, which he
was beginning to find a grinding burden.

 


           
Unbeknown to him, just across the road in the Redburgh Arms
car-park, there was a mutiny in the offing.  Keith was
addressing an assembled mass of regulars, “that bloke told me that
when, note than when not if, he takes over he’s getting rid of the
casks of ale to make room for a karaoke machine.  Another
farmer moaned, “and he’s taken down Jilly’s sign and put up a
‘traveler’s welcome sign.”

A third one muttered, “And just where are these people supposed
to eat?  Bang goes our tables.”

“And our dart-board,” somebody else muttered.

Keith looked round the gathering, “well than I guess it’s time
for us to fight back if we want our pub and not some sanitized
eating house.  I reckon what we should do is…”

 


           
Brian was woken up at just past 2am by the persistent ringing of
his phone, he sleepily grouped for the receiver and grunted into
it.  Two seconds later he was sitting bolt upright; five
minutes later he was driving like a maniac towards Bury St
Edmunds.  Twenty minutes later he literally ran into the
accident and emergency department of the hospital.  He soon
found Susan, who was sitting in the empty waiting room, he gasped
for breath, “where is she?”

Susan looked dreadfully haggard, “in the operating theatre.”

Brian slumped down onto a seat and tried, without much success,
to compose himself. “What happened?”

Susan shrugged, “I was asleep and I guess Melinda went to the
loo sometime around one-thirty.  I woke up because I heard her
shouting and banging on the wall.  She was bleeding dreadfully
from her bottom and in terrible pain.  She said that she’d
been going to the toilet and passing motions when all of a sudden
she got this searing pain and then started bleeding.  It just
wouldn’t stop.”

She looked anxiously at Brian, “I called the ambulance straight
away, the blood was just pouring out and I had no way of stopping
it, goodness knows how much blood she’s lost.”

Brian shuddered, “and the ambulance brought you here.”

She shook her head, “no Ben did in his Land Rover.  I was
told that the ambulance would be at least forty minutes and I was
worried that we might not have that sort of time.  Ben was
closest and I phoned him, he got us here within twenty minutes, but
his Land Rover is a dreadful mess.”

Brian looked around, “where is he?”

“He checked that Melinda was being taken care of and that I was
in the cubicle with her and then went to park the Rover, I have no
idea what’s happened to him.”

They sat in silence for a couple of minutes and then Ben walked
in to the waiting room and sat down.  Susan gave him a ‘where
on earth have you been’ glance and he slightly shrugged. 
“Hosing out the Rover round the back of the Fire Station, figured
that I weren’t doing any good here and I had to do something.”

She grabbed hold of his arm, “well don’t go anywhere else, I
really need you.”

Time passed dreadfully slowly.  After half an hour a young
man came in with a broken nose and after an hour the results of a
minor traffic accident arrived.  Brian felt like
screaming.  Eventually a nurse entered the waiting room from a
side door and came over.  She looked round the small party and
said in a weak voice, “are any of you next of kin?”

Susan took in a sharp intake of breath and her eyes bulged; the
nurse put her hand on Susan’s arm.  “It’s all right, she’s not
passed away.”

Susan closed her eyes and shuddered.  Brian said, “We’re
all her close friends, she doesn’t have any relatives up here.”

The nurse nodded, “well she’s still out from the anaesthetic and
probably won’t come round for a few hours yet.  She’s had a
major operation, they had to open her right up to find out the
cause of the hemorrhaging and even then it took some time. 
The doctor will probably talk to you one of you later.  As far
as I know they had to remove a piece of her colon and then had to
give her a ileostomy to give it time to heal, but she’s all right
and the surgeon hopes that she’ll be out of intensive care in a
couple of days, but she won’t be running any marathons for a little
while.”

Susan was blinking back tears, “she was loosing so much
blood.”

The nurse smiled and patted her shoulder, “she’s not bleeding
now, just the odd spot here and there.”

The nurse looked around the concerned faces, “one of you can sit
with her, but only one.”

Susan went to open her mouth and then stopped herself, she
looked at Brian.  He nodded, “I guess that’s down to me, where
do I go?”

“Redburgh Ward, it’s down the other end of the hospital.”

Brian nodded, “it’s OK I know where it is.”

The nurse got up and moved away, Susan looked desperately at
Brian, “is it a cancer ward?”

Brian shook his head, “no, that’s the Heron complex.”

He looked at Susan, “what’s an ileostomy?  I’ve heard of a
colostomy, but not an ileostomy.”

She knotted her brow to remember her nurses training, “colostomy
is where you bring part of the colon out through the abdominal wall
and cover it with a bag to collect the faeces, ileostomy means they
used part of the small intestine – that’s before the colon, but the
principles the same.  It’s quite usual Brian, especially if
the surgeon wants to give the colon time to heal.” 

He stood up, “can one of you ring John tomorrow and let him know
where I am.”

He wandered off towards the wards and Susan ran after him,
“Brian!”

He turned round, “I came in here once before at this sort of
hour when Dad had a choking attack.  There’s a nurses early
morning canteen on the main corridor, just by the chapel.  She
won’t wake up for a little while yet, go and have a good
breakfast.”

He grimaced, “don’t fancy it right now.”

She put her hands on her hips, “this is not an option Brian, I
know you, once she wakes up you won’t leave her, so eat now while
you can.”

Brian held his hands up, “OK, I get the message, but I haven’t
got any money on me.”

Ben pulled a couple of fivers out of his back pocket and handed
them over.”

Brian thanked him and headed off into the depths of the
hospital.  Once he was out of sight Susan suddenly buried
herself into Ben’s chest.  “Oh Ben I’m so worried.”

He wrapped his arms around her and held her.

 


           
Brian walked to the chapel and then noticed the nurse’s canteen; he
walked in to be met by a large woman in a white coat.  “You a
nurse?”

“Sorry, no.”

She looked at her watch, “doctor then?  We occasionally let
doctors in here before the main restaurant opens at 7am.”

Brian shook his head, he really didn’t want this. 
“Vicar.”

She looked at him in his disheveled cloths and then looked
again, “aren’t you that vicar that’s running the farm inquiry?”

“Yes.”

She stepped to one side and shouted to the person cooking behind
the counter, “one full breakfast with all the trimmings on the
house.”

She then turned back to Brian, “brother’s a pig farmer; you give
‘em hell.”

Brian smiled and picked up his breakfast.  He started to
eat it out of duty, but ended up clearing the plate out of
hunger.

Once he’d cleared his plate he went next door to the chapel and
said a swift prayer before seeking out Redburgh ward.

 


           
Ben took Susan back to where he had parked the Rover, she ground to
a halt a few yards before they reached it.  Ben suddenly put
his arm over her shoulders, “I’ll call a taxi if you don’t want to
go in it.”

She shook her head, “it’s not that, I was just thinking that
your old crate may have saved Mel’s life, I never knew it could go
so fast.”

Ben laughed, “She won’t do more than fifty, it just seems faster
on the country lanes.”

“Well take me home at a reasonable speed.”

They climbed in and Ben looked at Susan, “you all right?”

She gave Ben a worried look, “I hope that the nurse was
wrong.  She said that Mel had had an ileostomy, if it’s to
help the colon heal she should have said loop ileostomy.”

Ben took hold of her hand, “too much knowledge is a dangerous
thing.”

She sighed, “You’re probably right.”  She squeezed his
hand, “thanks for turning out, I was amazed how fast you
arrived.”

He gave her his shy smile, “well you were a little bit excited
on the phone and I thought it was you that was in pain and bleeding
all over the place, not Melinda.  You right scared the life
out of me.”

She kissed the back of his hand, “well thanks for being my
knight in shining armour, now please take me home, I’ve got a shop
to run.”

Ben looked at her in amazement, “you’re going to run the shop
today?”

She bit her lip, “if I just sit around I’ll go mad.  She
rubbed his arm, but if I’m going to run the shop, I’m going to need
someone to fetch supplies.”

Ben groaned, “And there’s me thinking that I might enjoy myself
by mucking out the pigs.”

 


           
Daisy was also awake, but for an entirely different reason. 
She’d been sitting with a farmer’s wife who had discovered her
husband toying with a shotgun in their bedroom.  She’d had the
sense to call out the on-call GP and then Daisy.  Daisy had
arrived first and had ended up talking to the farmer for an hour
before the night-time GP cover service doctor arrive.  He had
been about as much use as a wet fish and Daisy had ended up
intervening and calling the farmer’s GP at home.  She had
arrived within twenty minutes, taken charge and persuaded the
farmed to take some sedatives and promised to provide him some
medical support.  Daisy felt exhausted and yet could not
sleep; the wife’s distressed face and words kept filling her
mind.  She began to wonder how Brian had coped.  She also
wondered what she was going to do with the unusual short-barreled
American shotgun that she now had stashed in the boot of her
car.

 


           
Four hours later Brian was still sitting by the side of a recumbent
Melinda when Bernard put his head around the door.  Brian went
into the corridor and Bernard handed over a carrier bag. 
“Essential supplies, you shouldn’t really keep a key to your house
buried in the garden.”

Brian peered in the bag, “how did you know?”

“James told me.”

“I meant how did you know I was here?”

“James told me.  He would have come himself, but apparently
all hell has broken loose in the news environment.  He says
that he’ll be along later.”

Bernard put his hand on Brian’s arm, “we’re praying you
know.”

Brian thanked him and went back into Melinda’s room and sat
down.  A few minutes later a tired looking man in a dark
charcoal-grey suit came and looked at the machines monitoring
Melinda’s condition.  He looked at Brian, “she’s doing
fine.”

Brian looked at him, “you the surgeon?”

He nodded, “just going home, they called me in for this young
lady and then I had an acute appendicitis.  You the
husband?”

Brian grinned, “Not yet.”  He then decided to push his
luck, “what happened?”

The surgeon hesitated and said tentatively, “are you Brian?”

“Yes.”

He nodded towards the corridor, they went outside and he said
quietly, “once I opened her up it was obvious.  I knew from
the scars on her abdomen and what she told me that she’d had a
major operation before.  Most of her lower colon had been
removed, but there was terrible deterioration in the remaining
colon, especially around the point where it is attached to the
rectum.  She must have strained to pass a motion and basically
it was so rotten it all fell apart.”

Brian grimaced, “but you’ve sewn it back?”

He closely studied Brian’s face, “no, the colon left was in
terrible shape, some parts of it had obviously been denied blood
supply for some time and had deteriorated beyond recovery, I had to
remove it all”  He hesitated, and obviously decided to give
the full prognosis, “at a later date we could go for some remedial
surgery to attach the ileum to her rectum, but there is an awful
lot of scar tissue down there and it may be better for her to keep
the ileostomy.  She must have been getting irritation for some
time, the ileostomy will free her from all that providing…”

He fixed Brian with a stare, “providing those closest to her can
give her the necessary support for her to get used to the bag on
her abdomen.  You understand what I am saying?  She can
lead a full and active life with an ileostomy, but will need to
overcome the thought of always having to pass her motions into a
bag.”

Brian gave a slow nod, “message received and understood, we’re
not to make her feel like a freak.”

The surgeon smiled, “I didn’t quite mean it like that, but
yes.  It’s her perception of her appearance that
matters.  On the other hand don’t ignore it, especially if you
are close to her; it’s just to be a natural part of life,
comprendre?”

“Completely.”

The man turned to go, Brian was curious, “how did you know my
name?”

He half turned back, “when she was sedated, before we gave her
the anaesthetic, she kept mumbling, “tell Susan to get Brian, I
need Brian.  Tell Susan…”

He smiled, “she should wake up within the next hour.  She’s
on powerful intravenous antibiotics, I don’t want even a hint of
peritonitis, so she’ll be a bit groggy.  But you can tell her
one thing and that’s that I didn’t even see a hint of cancer. 
No tumours, no colonic polyps, nothing, that should set her mind at
rest.  She told me before I operated that that was her
greatest fear.”

Brian smiled, “thanks, I was worried about that too.”

He became professional, “don’t quote me too much on that, we
will need the results back from the lab to be one hundred percent
sure, but in my opinion, at this moment, she is completely
clear.”

Brian sighed, “Then what caused the colon to deteriorate?”

He shrugged, “can’t really say.  Her colon could have
become inflamed and cut off its own blood supply, it could be the
result of a massive infection, but in truth it could be many
things.  The lab report will help, but in reality we may never
accurately know.  But you must turn your minds off of what has
happened and concentrate on the future.”

Brian nodded, “thanks for telling me, and thanks for turning out
so early in the morning.”

He gave a casual wave and walked away; Brian made a quick dash
to the loo and then once again settled down beside her.

 


           
Susan pulled the shop into Redburgh and turned off the engine; it
was not yet nine o’clock and she already felt totally worn
out.  Mrs Collins appeared from the alleyway beside the pub
and Susan opened the shop’s doors for her to board.  Susan
gave her a smile, “you are sure about this, it is very short
notice?”

Mrs Collins gave a cheery wave of her hand, “of course, I told
you that I’d be happy to fill in if one of you was poorly.  I
guess Melinda is feeling a little under the weather.”

Susan grimaced, “I took her to the A&E department in the
early hours of this morning and she’s had a major operation on her
bowel.”

Mrs Collins eyes opened wide, “does Brian know?”

“He’s at the hospital at the moment.  I’ll tell you all
about it later Mrs Collins, we’ve a rendezvous to make at
Pastlecham Ash.”

She gave a broad smile, “call me Jean.”

She made her way to the back and sat down.  Susan had no
idea if this arrangement would work, but Misty was already occupied
and Mrs Collins had offered to act as a stand-in when she had spent
half a day with them talking about mobile Post Offices.  Susan
sighed, closed the doors and drove off; she only hoped that Ben had
been to the cash and carry and the bakers, and would be waiting at
Pastlecham Ash as arranged, she was already running fifteen minutes
late.

 


           
Bernard was surprised to find Daisy on his doorstep at just gone
nine o’clock.  She gave him a tired look, “you said that if
ever I needed to talk and pray…”

He took in her tired eyes and anxious demeanour, “bad
night?”

She let out a long explosive sigh and Bernard pointed to the
lounge.

 


           
James put the phone down and rubbed his face with his hands. 
He’d been up till 1am keeping an eye on Philomena as she did some
research on the Internet, and then he’d been woken at 6am by his
mobile phone.  A young reporter called Rochelle Singh had
discovered that both the Minister for Agriculture and the Minister
for Science and Technology were resigning.  She had found this
out by simply signing on as a cleaning sub-contractor and then
asking her boss why the ministerial offices were being given a
mid-summer spring clean.  Once she had reported it Downing
Street had instantly taken a non-denial stance and announced a
midday press briefing.  Since then all hell had broken loose
in the media with speculations and suggestions as to what was
happening.  As the morning progressed it was becoming clear
that there were also some minor ministerial resignations. 
James looked up at John, “you do realize that if the government
falls our inquiry comes to an abrupt halt.”

John smiled and waved his hands around, “remember what Brian
said to us?  ‘I’m expecting some interesting news this
weekend, but don’t panic.’”

James rolled his eyes, “Brian could not have foreseen this!”

John grinned, “Have you got a hot line to number ten?  I
suspect Brian has.”

James gave up and walked over to Philomena, who had an enormous
vase of red roses by her desk..  “Have you any idea what’s
happening?”

She looked up from her screen, “not a clue, but I’ve found an
interesting snippet on Ferret farming.”

Before he could give an adequate retort his mobile phone rang
and James was once again on the track of that elusive information
he so desperately wanted.

 


           
Melinda felt like she was fighting her way out of a room full of
cotton wool, she was sure that she could hear her mobile phone
beeping, but couldn’t find it.  There were also odd feelings,
like her feet were being squashed and her hair was full of
nits.  And her mouth was dry, oh so dry and she longed for a
drink, any drink.  She opened her eyes and nothing came in
focus for a few seconds then, in an instant, she could see with
absolute clarity.  She considered her position and mused on
why her wretched mobile phone wouldn’t stop beeping.  If only
it would stop she could go back to being warm and content in her
room that seemed to be filled with cotton wool.  She went to
turn over and then decided not to.  Gradually she began to
recognize items in the room.  There was a window with blinds,
a brown door with a window and a small white sink.  Her fuzzy
mind considered the options, not her bedroom, not Susan’s bedroom,
not her prison cell…  She lay there wanting her cotton wool
room and wondering which room she was now in.  Then it was as
if somebody turned a light on inside her head and she knew that she
was in a hospital room and was coming out of her anaesthetic. 
She turned her head slightly and the room momentarily moved back
and forth, when it stabilized she could see Brian fast asleep in
the armchair next to her.  She went to say his name and
managed a dry grunt; the effect was the same, Brian sat bolt
upright and looked at her.  “Melinda, are you awake?”

She tried to say ‘water’, but managed another grunt.  Brian
squeezed her hand and pressed the nurses call button, a young man
arrived in seemingly no time at all.  He smiled down at her,
“are you back with us Melinda?”

She opened her mouth and wagged her tongue.  He moved her
up the bed and then held a small glass of water to her mouth, she
went for a sip and dribbled most of it down her chest.  After
a second attempt her mouth felt less dry, but her throat felt like
she had swallowed a swordfish.  She managed to say, “thank
you.”

The nurse smiled, “try for a little more Melinda, it doesn’t
matter if you spill it.”

She managed a couple more sips and then flopped back on the
pillow, the room made its rocking motion again. The nurse checked a
monitor beside her bed and said to her, “you’re doing fine, why
don’t you have a little sleep?”

She decided that this was a brilliant idea and closed her eyes,
somewhere in the darkness she knew there was a special room full of
cotton wool and as warm as toast.

 


           
Brian and the nurse watched her for a minute or two and then the
nurse pointed to the corridor, they crept outside.  He gently
closed the door and turned to Brian, “she’s on some awesome
antibiotics and probably won’t wake up for a couple of hours. 
There’s a family room down the corridor on the right, go and get
some sleep; I’ll wake you up the minute I notice that her condition
changes.”

Brian blinked, “you can tell when she’s waking up?”

He shrugged, “most of the time, she caught us out then and I
don’t think that she made it to what you might call full
consciousness.  But she is heading in the right direction.
 I will wake you, honest.”

Brian staggered down the corridor and into the family room; he
was asleep in under two minutes after breaking hospital rules and
using his mobile phone to send a text message to Susan.

 


           
Susan pulled  the shop into the lay-by outside the closed Post
Office in Exburgh Mill and turned off the engine.  There were
four customers waiting and three more turned up as they served the
first four.  Jean Collins was proving to be a gem, not only
had she swiftly got to grips with where everything was stored, she
could chat to the customers and seemingly effortlessly serve them
at the same time.  The last customer left as the Green-Buys
mobile shop drove into the village and parked outside the
pub.  There was a minutes delay and then a young man exited
the minibus and entered the pub; Misty walked over and entered the
shop.  She looked at Jean Collins, “where’s Melinda?”

Susan made a coffee, a tea and a herbal tea, “in hospital, we
had a drama early this morning and she had to have an
operation.  Jean’s kindly helping us out.”

Misty opened her mouth and Susan said, “Tell you all about it in
a minute; I thought I heard my phone bleep.”

She studied her mobile phone and visibly relaxed, “she’s come
round and gone back to sleep.”

She looked at Misty, “was that young Justin?”

Misty smiled and her eyes sparkled, “he’s tried offering 10%
discount and even pleaded with  your queue in Redburgh Ford
just to come and take a look; some old lady told him that she
didn’t mix with vermin.”

Susan laughed as Misty looked over at the pub, “will Melinda be
out of action long?”

Susan tossed her a sandwich, “two moths at least is my guess,
after a job?”

Misty glanced at Jean, who smiled, “one day only dear, my
working days are over.”

Misty looked back, “oh please, if I have to suffer that twit one
more day I think I will put his Colombian fiery cook-in-sauce to a
use it wasn’t designed for.”

Susan gave a tired grin, “then start when you like.”

 


           
Daisy thanked Bernard and left; she was always amazed at the
recuperative effect of prayer, but she had needed Bernard to talk
to as well.  To her surprise Bernard had not offered to take
the case off of her, he had merely given some useful pointers and
encouragement. 

 

James sat in his car listening intently to the radio, it was now
nearly one o’clock and the ‘midday’ briefing from the Prime
Minister had still not happened and he was having to suffer the
seemingly interminable vamping from various political
correspondents.   All of a sudden the radio programme
switched to a live broadcast from outside number 10 and Mavis
Durrant’s words filled his radio.  “…make this special
announcement in view of the press speculation that started in the
early hours of this morning.  Over the past few weeks it has
become clear to me that there has been a cover-up in progress with
regards to various matters regarding the farming industry.  I
now have no doubt that, unbeknown to both myself and my
predecessor, the Ministry for Agriculture has been committed to a
policy of pricing all farming contracts in Euros.  I am sure
that the well informed members of the press understand the
implications of this foolhardy course of action.  To make
matters worse the Ministers concerned attempted a cover-up
operation to which I was alerted.  I have asked for, and
received the resignations of one cabinet minister, one former
cabinet minister and three non-cabinet ministers, in view of the
circumstances all five have also resigned as MPs.  These
resignations, plus some indications that a few back-benchers will
undoubtedly cross the floor of the house, will reduce the working
majority of my party to an unworkable level."These resignations,
plus some indications that a few back-benchers will undoubtedly
cross the floor of the house, will reduce the working majority of
my party to an unworkable level.”

She paused and James waited for the inevitable calling of a
general election.  She re-continued her announcement in the
same even tones.  “However, it is my view, and that of the
leaders of the opposition and the cross-benches, that now would not
be an appropriate time for a general election.  Therefore we
have agreed that I shall remain as the Prime Minister, but of a
coalition government, this will enable me to continue my efforts to
rid the house of sleaze and underhand deals, of which the pricing
of farming contracts in Euros is a spectacular example.  I
have discussed this course of action with her Majesty and she is in
agreement.  I shall now embark on an extensive cabinet
reshuffle, but can announce that the leader of the opposition will
be the Home secretary and the leader of the cross benches will
become the Minister for Agriculture.  I did offer him Foreign
Secretary, but he expressed a strong desire for the Ministry of
Agriculture; I shall be more than glad to have him there.  My
new cabinet will reflect, as far as in humanly possible, the make
up of the house.  That is all I have to say at present, but
members of the press will find all the gory details, including the
names of the resigning MPs, in the press hand-out.  We shall
give the members of the press here time to read the handout and
then myself, my new Home Secretary and my new Minister for
Agriculture will answer questions.  That’s all for now, thank
you for listening.”

James sat in his car totally stunned by the turn of
events.  After a couple of minutes he dashed out of his car
and into the Beehive, he announced to all present, “you’ll never
guess what’s just happened!”

John smiled at him, “and neither will you.”

 


           
Susan finished her tale regarding Melinda and the dash to the
casualty department, though she had deliberately left out the part
about the ileostomy.  Jean looked concerned, “I hope she’s
doesn’t try too much too soon, I know you young girls.”

Susan laughed, “We’re not that young!”

Jean smiled sweetly, “you are to me.”

Susan looked at her watch just as Justin emerged from the pub,
he did not look too steady on his feet.  Susan turned to
Misty, “do you want us to hang around for a minute?”

Misty nodded, “please, he wasn’t in too good a mood when he
entered the pub.”

Misty crossed the road and Justin stood with his hands on his
hips, they had an interchange of words that ended with Justin
shouting and Misty backing off.  Misty fairly scampered back
to the shop, “well that’s that, he’s given me the sack.”

Jean looked closely at her, “there’s more to it than that isn’t
there?”

She nodded glumly, “he said that we’d never get and customers
with a paki managing the bus.”  She looked at Jean, “he
doesn’t even realize that I was born in Suffolk and so was my mum
and my grandparents came from Sri Lanka, not Pakistan.”

Susan watched Justin for a moment and then gave a malicious
smile as she picked up her mobile phone, “well first I am going to
phone the police, if he drives that bus he’s going to be a menace
and then Misty you can phone the store manager at Ipswich.”

Misty looked shyly at Susan, “I don’t think that is
necessary.”

She grinned, “I do, you’ve just been sacked by a drunken lout
and had to suffer racial abuse.  If the managers got any sense
he’ll pay you the full month’s wages.”

 


           
James scratched his head, “she phoned you?”

John nodded, “from Tuesday I’m to be the chairman.  The
official line is that Brian needs time to be with his sick
long-term girlfriend, but he is still an active member of the
committee.”

“And the unofficial line?”

“The leader of the opposition reckoned that Brian was a
political appointee and wanted to restore the balance of the
committee.”

James snorted.  “I wonder what Brian is going to make of
that?”

“Apparently he knows and Mavis Durrant discussed it with him
last week.”

James’ face took on an unusual hue, “and he didn’t warn
you?”

“No, she told me that she asked him not to as she wanted to tell
me herself.”

John gave a bigger grin, “but she didn’t only speak to me, she
wanted to speak to Phil as well.”

James looked over to Philomena who was smiling from ear to
ear.  “She thanked me for not only uncovering the cover-up,
but also for the discrete way I handled the information.”

James laughed, “You mean not going straight to the press.”

She giggled, “Something like that.  But it is nice to be
thanked personally by the Prime Minister.  She also told me
that there was already a letter in the post.”

James nodded, “that’s her hallmark; she’s a decent person who
became a decent MP and stayed decent.”

He sat down and thought aloud, “well I suppose if Brian’s no
longer going to be chairman the bishop will soon call me back to
deal with diocesan matters.”

John swung his wheelchair so that he faced James, “regret
leaving us?”

He nodded, “better than the day job.”

John rubbed his hands together, “well if you don’t want to leave
us, and in other words you want to stay close to Phil, I have and
idea…”

 


           
PC Gwen Longmann took the call on the radio and swung her police
car round in a tight U-turn.  PC Winston Green grimaced as he
was trying to eat a yoghurt; they hadn’t had a break for over three
hours.  He raised an eyebrow.  “Fire somewhere?”

“Darkest Suffolk, there’s been a report of a drunk driver in
charge of a mobile shop.”

Winston stopped eating, “not one of those women who have a
mobile shop in the Redburgh area?”

Gwen smirked, “don’t worry your bacon and cheese sandwich supply
is safe, this is one of those small green jobs.”

Winston carefully placed his empty yoghurt pot in the bag in the
door pocket, Gwen was a stickler for a tidy car.  “I wonder if
it’s overweight as well?”

“No-one,” replied Gwen, “would be that silly.”

She turned off the A14 and headed towards Redburgh, within five
minutes they saw the Green-Buys bus heading towards them.  In
fact it was heading towards them on their side of the road with its
offside mirror scraping along the hedge.  Gwen turned on the
lights and siren and the bus stopped a few feet from the front of
their car.  She went to the entrance door of the mini-bus and
hammered on it.  Justin rose from his seat, pulled the door
handle, towered over Gwen and was promptly sick all over her. 
Gwen was not amused, which is more than could be said for
Winston.










Chapter 21
New Routines


Brian woke up when the light went on.  He swung his legs
off of the bed and rubbed his eyes, the nurse handed him a cup of
coffee.  He looked at her with bleary eyes, where’s
José ?”

“Off shift, he left an hour ago.”

Brian looked at his watch, “it’s nearly two!”

She sat on the bed, “it’s all right, she’s still asleep, José
left me strict instructions.”

Brian blinked, “is that normal?”

She nodded and her mat of grey hair wobbled, “yes.  She’s
had a major operation, is on intravenous antibiotics of the strong
sort and some pain-killer.  Sleep is the best thing for her,
but I think that she is slowly waking up.  I still reckon that
you have ample time to drink your coffee, freshen up in the
bathroom at the end of the ward, take a turn in the fresh air and
still get back before she’s compos mentis.”

Brian leant back against the wall, he felt like over-used
sandpaper.  The nurse gave him a professional smile and
left.  He finished his coffee and trudged to the bathroom to
freshen up.

 


           
PC Gwen Longmann was also freshening up as PC Winston Green booked
Justin into the cells.  The custody sergeant surveyed Justin,
“so let me get this straight.  Driving while under the
influence, dangerous driving, driving without a valid license and
in charge of an overweight vehicle.”

Winston nodded, “would you believe that he loaded the vehicle up
to the maximum and beyond with a small female driver, so when they
had sold nothing and he took over it automatically became well
overweight.”

The sergeant smiled, “shame we can’t do him for being sick over
a policewoman, mark you I’d love to have seen her reaction.”

Winston grinned, “She was very professional.”

Justin hiccuped and the sergeant rounded on him, “not over my
desk!”

Justin swallowed nervously, the sergeant was obviously not a man
to be trifled with and he still could not believe that he’d ever
thought it was a good idea to vomit all over a policewoman.

The sergeant turned back to Winston, “where will you be when his
solicitor arrives?”

“Just down the road, we’ve an appointment to see his manager,
the vehicle wasn’t displaying the correct excise duty
certificate.  It had been taxed as a private vehicle, not a
business vehicle.”

The sergeant smiled, “never rains, but it pours.  I could
guess who taxed it.”

Winston’s face creased into a large smile, “so could I, but
let’s be professional and ascertain the facts before we rush ahead
and add another charge.”

Justin just groaned.

 


           
After freshening up Brian took the risk of going to the hospital
restaurant and having a small snack.  When he got back to the
ward Melinda was still asleep, but obviously getting
restless.  The grey haired friendly nurse was with her when he
arrived.  “She’s doing fine, nice strong pulse and her
abdominal wound is stitched up nicely and not weeping.”

“What’s all the fluids?”

“Can’t have her getting dehydrated can we, especially with an
ileostomy, and the fluids are a good vehicle for the antibiotics
and painkillers.”

She smiled at Brian, “she’ll still be groggy when she wakes up,
but able to talk for a short while, but” and she fixed him with a
stare “we do not want to tire her out.”

Brian nodded, “if she’s doing fine will she be out of intensive
care soon?”

The nurse checked the water by her bed, “not for at least
another twenty-four hours, shock can be a funny thing you
know.”

She made for the door, “you can give her water to drink, but
nothing else.  When she’s ready for food she’ll be on a liquid
diet for a couple of days.”

She left and Brian settled down for what he hoped would be a
short wait.

 


           
Misty turned off her mobile phone and looked at Susan, “that was
the manager of Green-Buys at Ipswich.  Justin has apparently
been arrested by the police for drunk-driving, the manager gave me
a full apology, one months wages and said that he’d quite
understand if I chose not to continue working for them.”

Susan watched Jean serve a normally difficult customer and chat
to her at the same time.  She turned to Misty and said
quietly, “if I can persuade Jean to work for us next week, could I
persuade you to go on an HGV course?  You probably wouldn’t
have to pay as the County Council gives grants for those that want
to work in rural areas and provide a service to the
community.  We’d fund the money in the first place and if you
don’t get a grant it would be tax-deductible for us”

Misty squinted at her, “you’ve obviously looked into this.”

Susan nodded, “Mel and I discussed it after you worked for us
last time and I had a ferret around.  You’d have to take a
medical, but it’s not onerous.”

Misty thought for a moment, “and you’re worried that Mel will
not be passed fit to drive for some time?”

Susan shook her head, “knowing Mel she’d be fit enough in a
fortnight, it’s just that it’s easier if both of us could drive the
shop.”

Misty smiled, “and what makes you think I could get on a course
next week?”

Susan grinned, “’cause you could do the course with the local
bus company and they’ve always got vacancies.  They’d probably
try and poach you though and push you towards PSV rather than
HGV.”

Misty nodded her head towards Jean, “do you think she
would?”

“She says one day only, but she’s having the time of her
life.”

Misty perched on the dashboard, “then I’ll give it a go. 
Johan will go green with jealousy if I get the license; he’s always
talked about going for one, but says he couldn’t afford it.”

Susan put her hand on Misty’s shoulder, “thanks, and if I were
you I’d wait till I got the license before I told Johan he might be
able to get a similar grant!”

 


           
Brian watched as Melinda opened her eyes and as she lay still while
her mind caught up with her body.  Eventually she managed a
weak smile and tried to say something; Brian held the glass of
water to her lips and she took a deep slurp.  She licked her
lips and stretched her hand out for the glass, Brian helped her as
she drank it dry.  She gave another weak smile, “is this
heaven, or am I still alive?”

“Still alive I’m glad to say.”

She suddenly coughed violently and held Brian’s hand in a vice
like grip.  “My throat feels dreadful.”

She lay gazing at Brian for a minute or two and he thought that
she was drifting back off to sleep, but she her eyes suddenly
focused on him, “what did they find?”

He understood only too well what she meant.  “No cancer if
that’s what you’re thinking.  Surgeon said that as far as he
could tell there was absolutely nothing to indicate cancer. 
It was your colon that was giving you trouble.”

She digested this information, “did they stop the bleeding?”

“Yes.”

She closed her eyes for a few seconds and then opened them,
“what’s the time?”

“Nearly three in the afternoon.”

She gazed in an unfocussed manner at the door, “I’m tired, silly
being tired when I’m already  in bed.”

She closed her eyes and in a few moments her breathing became
regular and even.

Brian sat there watching her until the nurse re-appeared, “woke
up and drank the water did she?”

“Yes, but she wasn’t awake long.”

She surveyed Brian, “well she’s woken up, so now please go home;
you can come back in visiting hours this evening, that’s after
six.”

Brian thanked her and wandered out into the sunshine.  It
took him nearly half an hour to find his car, fortunately there
weren’t many Ladas in the car park as he had to wander around until
he found it.  He consulted the shop timetable and drove
towards Hoxworth Cross.  He managed to get to the shop before
it pulled away towards Hoxworth Manor.  Susan let him on
board, she gave him a worried look.  Brian reassured her;
“she’s OK, she’s woken up twice and had something to drink, the
nurse has banned me until visiting time.  That’s a good sign.”
 He took a deep breath, “surgeon says that she’s clear.”

Susan closed her eyes and let out a massive sigh, “I kept
telling her it wasn’t cancer as we drove to the hospital, but she
wouldn’t believe me.  I’m glad I was right.”

Brian noticed Misty and Jean at the far end of the bus, “you
coping all right?”

“Fine, even better now.”

“What will you do next week?”

She glanced down the bus, “ask me later.”

Brian went to leave and then stopped, “thanks for letting me
stay with her, I know you wanted to.”

She gave a slight nod, “we’ve been there for each other for
years now and old habits die hard.”

“Would you like to come this evening?”

“Ben’s going to take me at six and then I’m going home to
bed.”

“What about the mess in the cottage?”

She waved her hand in a vague manner, “Ben and I cleaned up this
morning, he said that he’d go back and finish off properly.”

Brian exited the shop and watched as they drove away. He looked
at his watch and decided to call in at the Beehive on his way
home.

 


           
PCs Green and Longmann were driving down the A14 duel carriageway
at 60mph the requisite distance in front of a couple of articulated
lorries.  As the rush hour approach this was a good way of
catching speeding motorists; by the time they spotted the police
car those motorists just over the 70mph limit had time to moderate
their speed, but those who really had their foot down invariably
passed the police car and had their speed automatically recorded on
the in-car radar apparatus.  Gwen was unhappy, they’d spent
what seemed like aeons at the Ipswich Police station dealing with
Justin and the Green-Buys solicitor, in the end they had charged
him and released him on police bail.  As the road took a
steady left turn Winston, who was gazing in his side mirror,
exclaimed, “Motorbike really motoring.”

No sooner than the words were out of his mouth than the bike
roared past, they took off in hot pursuit.  Winston looked at
the radar read-out, “grief, he’s doing way over a hundred and
twenty, we’ll never catch him.”

He called the details of the speeding bike in over the radio,
listened to the reply and then smiled, “Peter’s up ahead, our lad’s
as good as nicked.”

Sure enough a few miles later they spotted the motorbike parked
in a lay-by with a police motorcyclist standing by the rider. 
They pulled into the lay-by and Gwen looked at the errant
motorcyclist.  She walked over to him, “well well, if it isn’t
our Justin, just not your day is it sir?”

 


           
Brian sat on the edge of John’s desk, “she’s all ready rung
you?”

John put his pen down, “some young and eager reporter caught
them napping and they had to make the announcement today. 
Thanks for recommending me.”

Brian tossed his head slightly, “you’ll make a far better
chairman than me, at least you have the patience to listen to all
the drivel.”

He stretched, he wasn’t tired, but felt drained.  “What you
going to do about a secretary, you can’t do both jobs?”

John gave awry smile, “sorted, James is going to do it.”

Brian couldn’t have been more surprised, “James?”

John glanced at Philomena’s empty chair, “he wants to get out of
the media business and I guess he wants to be near Philomena. 
They are good for each other.”

“Bit like chalk and cheese.”

John laughed and wagged a finger at Brian, “more like chromium
and iron, get the temperature right and you have a really good
relationship.”

Brian stood up, “you mean a really strong bonding.”

Brian gave a mock bow, “you’ll forgive me Mr Chairman if I am
not too regular on the committee next week.  I have other
matters to attend to.”

John gave him a royal wave, “you are released from duty.” 
He became serious, “Tell Melinda that we are all rooting for her
and you take care of her.”

He tossed a newspaper at Brian, “you might like to read this,
young Melanie has written an excellent article on Diamond Foods
relationship with Hapi-Foods.  She’s managed to get it in most
of the national’s and, according to her, there is an extended
version of the article going in one of the serious Sunday
broadsheets.”

Brian picked up the paper, “she goes from strength to
strength.”

John gave him a quizzical look, “funny thing is though, the more
syndicated articles she gets the less she seems to care.”

Brian tapped the desk with his finger, “that’s because she is
content and has stopped worrying about ambition.”

John nodded, “a few years ago I would have given my right arm
for a job in the city, now I’m content to work here in
Suffolk.  It took a near death experience to change my mind,
wonder what’s changed hers?”

Brian wasn’t to be drawn, “ask her yourself sometime.”

John gave Brian a serious look, “go home and get some rest;
Melinda needs you.”

Brian half smiled and walked to the door, “actually we need each
other.”

John watched Brian walk down the short path and climb into his
old Lada and knew that he had a hard act to follow.

 


           
Melanie sat in a deck chair in Philomena’s garden and
stretched.  Life was going well, she was having more
journalistic success than ever, had found contentment in her
decision to stay in Suffolk and was renewing her friendship with
Philomena.  She pushed her sunglasses up into her hair, “shame
you won’t let me broadcast the story of Mavis Durrant phoning you,
make a good local interest story.”

Philomena gave Melanie a petrified look over her, “but you told
me out of friendship and I know that means the area is no go.”

Philomena relaxed, “but you can file a story on the change of
chairman.”

Melanie screwed up her nose, “might do, but not much mileage in
it.  After all it’s not change because Brian was doing a bad
job, but change because Brian wants to spend more time with
Melinda.  In any case with all the furore about a coalition
government you’d have to drop an atomic bomb to get on the front
page, or any of the first six pages for that matter.”

Philomena rolled over on the grass and Melanie wondered for the
umpteenth time why Philomena always looked like a rag-doll dressed
in Oxfam rejects.  “What’s made James accept the secretary’s
post?”

Philomena rolled onto one side, propped her head up on her
folded arm and sighed wistfully, “he says that he’s doing it to get
away from the media, but I rather think that he wants to keep an
eye on me; he’s terrified that I’ll overwork and have another
breakdown.”

“Which of course you won’t”

She sat up and hugged her knees, “definitely not, once bitten
twice shy, but I’m grateful to James for being close.”

Melanie sipped her drink of white wine and lemonade, “what’s he
going to do about child-minding for his sister?”

Philomena shrugged, “Alice is six now and at school most of the
time, I’m sure he and Jenny will think of something, they’re very
resourceful.”

Melinda put her drink down, “he must love his sister very much
to put so much effort into looking after her child.”

Philomena smiled wistfully, “they are twins.  In any case
the problem may be solved in another way, I think Jenny is thinking
of moving in with her current boyfriend.”

Melanie casually encouraged a wasp to fly elsewhere, “just
suppose James asked you to move in with him, would you?”

Philomena looked startled, “I hadn’t thought about it, but the
answer would be no and he knows that.”

Melanie laughed, “Not the same old Philomena then, Nathaniel
only had to blink and you were loading your suitcase into his
bedroom.”

Philomena shook her head.  “No fear, that was a great
mistake, entering into a relationship without long-term commitment
and out of lust not love.  If James and I are to have a future
then I want us to pledge our commitment before God.”

“So you’d go for a church wedding?”

“Too true, I’ve changed since last time.”

Melanie blinked in the sunlight as the sun moved out from behind
the apple tree, “but didn’t James do that first time round with
Jane?”

Philomena flicked an ant off of her leg, “Yes, but I believe he
truly meant the vows when he said them and so did Jane.  They
were just dreadfully wrong for each other and I think it was
beastly of Jane to do what she did.”

Melanie hadn’t got a clue what Philomena was talking about,
“sorry, did I miss something?”

“James went to France on a two day job reporting on some dreary
international conference and when he came back she had cleared out
of the flat and emptied the bank account, sold his car and taken a
flight to Rio for the carnival.  She left him a note stapled
to the kitchen door saying that he wasn’t any fun anymore.”

Philomena stood up and brushed her tatty jeans, “damned ants get
everywhere.”  She looked at Melanie, “so we’re taking it nice
and slow.  I want to be sure that James is really the man for
me and that I really do love him, and he doesn’t want a repeat
performance.”

Melanie decided to try and tackle a delicate subject, “and you
still don’t think he minds you looking a little tattered round the
edges?”

Philomena subconsciously smoothed down her much washed
sweat-shirt, “I just want to be anonymous, James knows that.”

Melanie said gently, “well don’t you think that you might have
gone too far away from the glamour puss look towards the tramp
look.  You did have a lovely dress on just after I cut your
hair.”

Philomena took on a downcast look, “and I did feel good, but
everybody commented on it, I felt so conspicuous.”

Melanie launched herself out of the deck chair, “it’s all
relative.  You keep wearing the dress and it becomes the
norm.  Believe me in any crowd you would have been more
anonymous than you are now, you could at least buy a new
sweat-shirt.”

Philomena looked pleadingly at Melanie, “will you help me? 
My image of myself is so scrambled these days.  I don’t want
James to think that I don’t care about my appearance, but on the
other hand I don’t want to stand out.”

Melanie smiled, “of course, that’s what friends are for. 
Now are we going to have a trim today or…”

Philomena almost visible shuddered, “next week, I promise. 
But if you’ve got the time I would mind going through my wardrobe
with you.”

Melanie put her arm through Philomena’s, “it’s not just the
wardrobe, it’s also your make-up case.”

Philomena squinted as they turned into the sunlight, “what
make-up case?”

 


           
The old Ford pick-up rocked slightly as Ben took a sharp left-hand
bend, Susan automatically reached for the grab-handle and then
remembered at the last moment that it wasn’t there.  Ben saw
the movement out of the corner of his eye.  “Sorry about this,
but Gauri’s Smart Car is in the garage and they are out in Tom’s
BMW.”

Susan squirmed in the highly uncomfortable seat that had
probably seen many better days before the springs achieved their
current state.  “Beginning to think that I’d prefer the
Rover.”

Ben shook his head as he drove, “fine for the farm, but not on
journeys like this; be scared of having an accident without
seat-belts.”

He swerved to miss a squashed hedgehog, “actually I’ve been
thinking.  Reckon it’s time the farm got a new pick-up.”

She poked him in the arm, “not on my account you don’t.  I
know perfectly well that this old jalopy works well enough for what
you want.”

“Well at least let me change the seat, there’s this good scrap
yard over at Felburgh and I’m sure I can find one there.”

They bounced over a sleeping policeman and Susan grimaced, “then
make it a high priority.”

They stopped in the hospital car-park, climbed out the pick-up
and left it gently rotting next to a pristine Saab.  As they
walked they held hands and Susan felt the roughness of his hand
press against her palm.  “And thanks for leaving the pie in
the oven, that was a welcome thought.”

Ben took on his shy look, “my mum’s actually. She said that
you’d be washed out and made it for you special, she calls it her
all-in-one.”

“Because it’s got all the vegetables in it as well as the meat,
never heard that expression before.  But it was a very nice
thought and the cottage has never been so clean.”

A horrid thought occurred to Susan, “you didn’t get your
mum…?”

He laughed, “No fear; that was all my own work, though mucking
out the pigs would’ve been easier.”

The paused at the entrance to Redburgh ward. Susan tried to
squeeze Ben’s hand, “would you mind if I went in by myself?”

“Of course not, in any case there’s a dirty great sign saying
one visitor at a time and that old dragon down there looks poised
to strike.”

She pushed him into a waiting room, “back in a mo.”

Susan put her hand on the door handle and took a deep breath,
just coming back into the hospital reminded her of the previous
days journey when she thought she was going to lose Melinda. 
It was at that point of potential loss when she realized just how
much Melinda meant to her.  She pushed the door open; Melinda
was propped up against some pillows looking dreadfully pale and
wan.  “So you’re awake then?”

Melinda smiled, “only just, all I seem to want to do is
sleep.”

Susan sat on the arm of on old armchair that was beside the bed,
“feeling washed out?”

Melinda smiled, “well and truly.”

“Seen a doctor yet?”

She slightly shook her head, “he’s been, but not while I’ve been
awake.  Seen Eva though.”

“Who’s Eva?”

Melinda wrinkled her nose, “my personal stoma nurse.  She’s
filled me in.  I’m beginning to feel as hungry as hell, but
I’m only allowed liquids for at least four days!  I’ve never
eaten dried beef in my life, but I could chew through a slab of it
right now.”

“What did Eva tell you about the ileostomy?”

Melinda sighed, “Not much, the doctor is programmed to see me
tomorrow, but I can guess.  When I had the op for cancer the
surgeon then told me that he’d had to operate very near the bottom
of the rectum and that if anything else happened down there I might
need a colostomy.  Somehow though you never think it is going
to happen.”

Susan held her hand, “how long exactly had you been having
trouble?”

Melinda gave a tiny smile, “’bout a fortnight.  Felt like I
always wanted to pass motions.  I suppose I knew something was
wrong, but life was going so well I didn’t want it to be
interrupted.”

She gave a broad grin, “not cancer though, that’s the good
news.  I can cope with the ileostomy and another operation if
I haven’t got cancer.”

Susan instantly realized that Melinda had no idea that the
ileostomy may be permanent and that she might not yet be ready for
that news; so she changed the subject.  “Seen Brian?”

“He was here when I woke up and just before you arrived, he
sneaked in early.  He’s gone for a coffee.”

Susan rubbed Melinda’s arm, “he really cares about you you
know.”

Melinda half closed her eyes and then, with some effort, opened
them fully, “and Ben cares about you.  Did you see the look of
relief on his face when he realized that it was me in trouble and
not you.”

Susan nodded, “I guess I wasn’t making much sense on the ‘phone,
I was too frightened that I’d be losing you.”

Melinda smiled, “fat chance!  You’ve got more chance of
losing your reflection in the mirror.”

Just then Brian pocked his head around the door and Susan stood
up, kissed Melinda on the forehead and whispered, “take care.”

Brian let Susan out and sat down next to Melinda.  One
glance told him enough, “you go to sleep, I’ll just sit here.”

She gave a feeble smile, “what’ll you do?”

Brian held her hand, “just look at you and count my lucky
stars.”

She murmured, “You’re a priest, you don’t believe in lucky
stars,” before she fell asleep and Brian resumed his guard
duty.  He didn’t count his lucky stars, but he did hold her
hand and pray.

 


           
Jilly left her pub by the back door, the relief manager had already
made her feel out of place and unwanted.  She walked across
the road to find Bernard talking with Keith, she gave them an
inquisitive look, “what’s going on?  You boys up to
something?”

Bernard raised his hands in surrender, “not me, I’m
innocent.”

Jilly swiveled her gaze towards Keith, he rolled his eyes, “am I
to blame for the fact that Howard had decided to spread his mature
pig-muck on the fields each side of the lane into Redburgh from the
A14?”

Jilly pointed across the road, “and Colin?”

Keith raised his eyebrows, “he’s in Janet’s house, but didn’t
want to park outside her house and embarrass her.”

A car appeared in the lane and slowed down by the pub, the
female passenger pointed to the van and the car sped by. 
Jilly suppressed a grin, “being a little underhand aren’t we?”

Keith did grin, “Stupid man wants to get rid of the cask ales
and move us farmers to the tiny back room, he’s even threatened us
with a karaoke machine.”

Jilly glanced over at the pub, “well I’d better not stand her or
Kenneth will think that I’ve put you up to it.”

Keith patted Bernard on the shoulder and turned to leave, he
smiled at Jilly, “how long do you reckon he’ll stick it out?”

Jilly punched him on the arm, “the real question is how long can
you lads go without your ale?”

 


           
Melanie surveyed at the pile of cloths on Philomena’s bed in total
disbelief.  “This wardrobe is wonderful, look at this
turquoise dress, it would do you more than justice.”

She looked at Philomena, “where did it all come from?”

Philomena shrugged, “I often buy what I think is nice and then
when I get it home somehow lose the courage to actually wear
it.  But I sort of enjoy having a lovely wardrobe even if I
don’t wear the cloths; daft aren’t I?”

Melanie rubbed Philomena’s shoulder, “no your not, but I think
that deep down you do want to wear these clothes.”

She nodded, “I do wear then sometimes when I’m at home and I do
feel great, but somehow the fear of standing out and being noticed
is even greater.”

She gave a sudden violent tremble and held the turquoise dress
close to her, “James is taking me to the cinema tonight, do you
think I…”

“You had the courage to let me cut your hair didn’t you? 
James would be a proud as a peacock to have you on his arm wearing
that.”

Philomena ran her fingers over the silky cloth and trembled
again.  She sighed, “It’s all a dream Melanie.  I’m a
Cinderella wanting to dress up as a princess, but knowing that I
could never carry it off.  All those people staring at
me.”

Melanie selected a pair of low-heeled green shoes from the pile
of shoes on the wardrobe floor, “just say to yourself that their
not staring at you, but at James for having such a beautiful woman
on his arm.”  She held Philomena’s hand, “I think that you
want to look good and after all you’re going to spend most of your
time in a darkened cinema.”

Philomena looked wistfully at the dress; Melanie looked at her
watch, “what time is he coming for you?”

“Eight-thirty.”

“Well it’s eight-fifteen now, you’ve just got time to get
dressed, but only once.” 

She held out the dress; Philomena bit her bottom lip and then
started to take off her sweat-shirt, “quick, help me and don’t let
me change my mind.”

 


           
Susan sat in the country-park with Ben by her side and looked at
the assembling crowd.  “Remind me why we are here.”

Ben looked around with anticipation in his eyes, “it’s the
Wyoming Country and Western show.  They’ve even got Jeanie May
and Hank Patchett with them.”

Susan grimaced internally, she hated country and western music
with a passion that was only equaled by her love of modern
jazz.  However, Ben had given her the option of going
elsewhere and she had opted to come here because she knew that he
would really enjoy it.  She smiled in an inner realization
that if Ben was going to enjoy the show then she was happy. 
She held his hand and took pleasure from the rough feel of his
skin.  He held hers and took pleasure from the warmth
radiating from her palm.  They both enjoyed one another’s
presence and in truth it didn’t matter very much where they were,
or how distressing the music was, as long as they were
together.

 


           
James arrived, on-time, fifteen minutes later to be totally
surprised by a Philomena appearing in a stunning dress with
matching shoes and her hair properly combed.  She was almost
as he remembered her when he had first seen her in the back-room of
TV studio.  He opened his mouth and she gasped, “Just don’t
say anything.”

He took her hands and kissed her on the cheek.  They both
knew that they were trying hard for each other, he by changing jobs
and she by changing her clothes.  They also both hoped that
what were massive changes for them now could end up being a routine
part of their life together in the future.

 


           
Bernard pushed his plate away, he still could not believe that he
had cooked a soufflé; he watched as Jilly finished her
portion.  She looked up, “not bad for a first attempt, we’ll
try and make it more fluffy next time.”

She looked at the clock, “ten minutes before the lemon-meringue
is ready.”

Bernard smiled at her precision, if she said twenty minutes she
meant twenty minutes, not nineteen or twenty-one.  He
indicated to the pub with his head, “Why don’t you buy it from the
brewery if they are worried about its viability and you like
running a pub?”

She rolled her eyes, “it’s not the viability they’re worried
about it’s fitting in with their so called seamless image. 
Multi-casked inns are out, eating hostelries are in.”

She sighed, “And I couldn’t afford it.  I’ve got some
savings, but they’d only reach to just over half the asking
price.  Besides, as I’ve said, single handed pub management is
a fool’s game.”

Bernard nodded, “suppose you found a partner?”

She eyed him suspiciously, “I’d want an active partner, not a
dormant one; there’s no point in someone else putting money in if
it still means that I’m working myself into an early grave for
their benefit.”

Bernard rubbed his chin and took a deep breath, “I’ve been
thinking.  I rather like it around here, the natives are
friendly and it’s the sort of place I’ve always wanted to
live.”

Jilly laughed, “If you think Brian will hand you his job on a
plate I suspect you’ll have another think coming!”

Bernard grinned, but shook his head.  “No, I know
that.  I was rather thinking that I’d go Non-Stipendiary, you
know find somewhere to live and work around here and minister in
the church as an extra.”

She gazed at him in amazement, “but what would you do? 
Where would you live?”

He shuffled his feet under the table, “I’ve got some savings, my
grandparents left me their house, it’s rented at the moment, but I
could easily sell it to the tenants, they’ve been badgering me for
years.” He took a deep breath, “I was wondering about buying half
the pub and living in the old stable-block out the back, I believe
the publican before last lived there.”

Her mouth almost fell open, “but it’s a wreck now!  It
needs a new roof and there are only four rooms at the most, one of
which would have to be a bathroom!”

He rubbed his chin again, “how many rooms does a single bloke
need?  Bathroom, kitchenette, lounge, study and I reckon that
there’s room for a sleeping place in the roof-space.”

Jilly wasn’t convinced, “But the cost!”

Bernard gazed out of the window, “The house is near the centre
of Oxford, I should get a good price.”

She eyed the clock and Bernard stood up to go to the kitchen,
she said firmly, “You’re not even hinting at cohabiting are
you?”

A look of horror crossed his face and she laughed, “Am I that
unattractive?”

Bernard shot out into the kitchen to get the lemon-meringue and
compose his thoughts.  He took the dessert back into the
lounge.  “I’m suggesting a working partnership with you living
above the pub and me living out the back; totally separate living
quarters.”  He smiled, “but you would make an attractive
partner and who could say what would happen in years to come, but
at the moment I’m content with friendship.”

She pondered on this, she too had used the intervening time to
think. “I’d have to have two assurances.  One that we’d sign a
proper contract and either of us could sell up if we wanted and
secondly…”  She hesitated and then plunged in, “…secondly
you’re not to drink more than one pint a night.  Too many
publicans become alcoholics.”

He took on a surprised look, “I’d want a proper contract too,
just in case on of us dies, and if you want a one-pint limit I’ve
no objections to that.”

She reached out her hand, “well then that’s settled.”

They shook hands and he dished out the desert.  They both
picked up spoons and began to eat, content in each other’s company.
 










Chapter 22
Facing The Future


Sunday morning Brian, who had managed to off-load all his Sunday
services onto Bernard or Daisy, arrived at the hospital for morning
visiting to find Melinda out of intensive care and in a different
side-ward.  When he arrived she looked less sleepy and was
trying to wrestle with a Sunday newspaper.  She tossed the
paper aside when Brian walked in and gave him a huge smile. 
He kissed her and sat down beside her.  “You look better.”

She fidgeted a little, “feel better, but my stomach is beginning
to really hurt, it feels like I’ve had a horse standing on me.”

“What did the doctor say?”

“Hasn’t been round yet; he got called away before he reached me;
Eva said that he’ll be back before he goes off-duty.”

Brian rubbed the back of her hand, it felt very cold, “so what
you been up to?”

“Nothing much, the nurses won’t let me move until I’ve seen the
doctor.”

He kept hold of her hand, “well you do what you’re told.”

She squeezed his hand, “couldn’t get me a cup of tea could
you?  It’s a Sunday and they’re very short staffed.”

“Are you allowed tea?”

“Apparently I’m allowed anything liquid as long as it isn’t
alcohol or strong coffee.”

Brian stood up and kissed her on the forehead, “love you.”

She kissed his arm, “love you too.”

Brian sauntered down to the nurse’s station and looked for a
nurse; after wandering up and down the ward he eventually found one
coming out of the sluice room.  He was told that they had no
tea on the go at the moment, but Brian could always get a take-away
cup at the restaurant.  He set out for the restaurant
determined to get what Melinda desired.

 


           
As soon as Brian left Melinda lent forward, wriggled around and
rearranged her pillows before flopping back onto them.  She
decided to close her eyes while she waited for Brian to
return.  After a few moments she began to doze off and
sleepily thought how warm her legs were.  She felt so warm and
comfortable that it reminded her of the first time Susan and her
had shared the bottom bunk because they had been so cold in the
under-heated prison cell.  She smiled to herself as she
thought of Brian and the warmth he had brought to her life. 
Soon she was once again in the room full of cotton wool that was so
warm and comforting.  The further she went into the room the
more comfortable she felt, the darkness was like soft black velvet
enfolding her and she felt so cosseted.  The more she stayed
in the room the more she enjoyed the experience.  Then, all of
a sudden, she spotted a door she hadn’t seen before, through it
there was a bright light that seemed to beckon her and be ready to
welcome her.  She passed out of the room and became lovingly
enfolded in the light and she knew that she was at peace.

 


           
Brian found himself caught up in a long queue in the restaurant,
but eventually bought two cups of tea and made his way back to the
ward.  He entered Melinda’s side-ward and saw her half sitting
up and leaning against the pillows.  Her face held an
expression of extreme contentment and for a few seconds Brian
studied her and shared in her tranquility.  Then, inexorably,
his eyes were drawn down to the enormous red stain that was the end
of her bed and the steadily increasing red liquid stain that was
growing on the floor.  He went to shout for a nurse, but
something held him back.  He knew that she was both dead and
at peace and couldn’t bear the thought of her being pulled about by
the emergency resuscitation team.  In any case he knew in his
heart that even it they did resuscitate her, her brain had probably
been starved of blood and oxygen for so long that she would be
severely brain-damaged.  So he stood for what seemed like an
age enjoying the glow of her contented expression.  Eventually
a noise in the corridor brought him out of his suspended animation
and he carefully placed the two, now tepid, cups of tea on a small
ledge, skirted the blood stain on the floor and went and stood
beside her; he kissed her on the forehead and automatically said
the prayer for departed souls and gently made the sign of the cross
on her forehead.  He then kissed her again whispering, “love
you,” before carefully re-skirting the bloodstain, picking up the
two cups of cold tea and walking out of the ward.  He made it
to his car before he was overwhelmed by a torrent of tears.

 


           
Nearly an hour later a very harassed staff-nurse from an adjacent
ward glanced into Melinda’s room as she was hurrying to get a
bed-pan.  Like Brian she was fooled by the contented
expression on Melinda’s face before she realized that something was
wrong, dreadfully wrong.  She went to press the red button on
the corridor wall and then hesitated.  She entered the
side-ward and surveyed the congealed mess on the floor.  She
said quietly to the eternally recumbent Melinda, “it’s not me you
need dear, it’s a priest,” and went to find the senior nurse.

 


           
After sobbing uncontrollably for over an hour Brian suddenly took a
deep intake of breath and the professional Brian somehow exerted
itself and overrode the personal Brian.  He walked back to the
ward stopping on the way to sluice his face under a cold tap in a
convenient toilet.  He entered the side ward to find a young
doctor and a senior nurse standing by Melinda, who was now laid out
conventional style on a clean bed.  The room smelt of
disinfectant, even so Melinda still looked like she was enjoying
the lap of luxury.  The doctor glanced up, “sorry, you can’t
come in here at the moment.”

Brian ignored him and said to the nurse, “what happened?”

The doctor took more interest in him, “you a relative?”

“Her intended.”

The doctor looked away from him, he didn’t have the courage to
make eye-contact.  “Looks like her surgical wound opened up,
but she must have been bleeding internally for some time as
well.”

Brian stared at him “and nobody noticed?”

He became uneasy and the nurse cut-in, “she should never have
been in here.  I told them that it was too early to move her
from intensive care, but they wouldn’t listen.”

Brian looked at the doctor, “well, why was she moved?”

He began to look decidedly jittery, “we have a child who’s
recovering from Meningitis, I did talk it over with Melinda and she
said that she’d be happy to give up her bed.”

The nurse sniffed and rolled her eyes, “what real choice did you
give her?  Keep the bed and let the child die or move
over?”

The doctor shuffled his feet, “there may have been nothing we
could do, the post-mortem will tell us.”

Brian fixed him with a stare, “I’m not having her pulled about
in a post-mortem.”

The doctor gave a shrug, “standard procedure.”

Brian took a pace towards him, “let me put it like this, you
don’t ask for a post-mortem and I won’t ask for an enquiry as to
how a young woman bled to death while supposedly under
high-surveillance in the middle of a hospital and nobody
noticed.”

The doctor was clearly taken aback and he once again shuffled
his feet, “I suppose I could put death due to abnormal blood-loss
on the certificate.”

Brian nodded and addressed the nurse, “I take it you’ll have the
drains up anyway?”

She gave an over-vigorous nod of the head, “too true.”

Brian suddenly tired of the game he was playing and walked up to
Melinda and touched her cheek, she was deathly cold.  “Maybe
her time was up.  Some people are destined to bring light into
this world and then expire when they are shining at their
greatest.”

He bent down and kissed her forehead before leaving the ward for
the last time.

 


           
Brian marched down the corridor in an attempt to exit the hospital
as swiftly as possible.  As he approached the entrance he
discovered Ben loitering outside the ladies toilet.  He slowed
down and stopped.  Ben took one look at him and instantly knew
that there had been a disaster.  “Brian is Melinda…?”

Brian nodded, “just over an hour ago.”

Ben reached out and touched his shoulder, “I am so sorry
Brian.”

Brian half nodded, “Susan in the loo?”

Ben nodded, “do you want me to tell her?”

“No, you provide the comfort, I’ll give the bad news.”

Susan emerged from the loo and bumped into Brian, one look at
the men’s faces told her the worst.  She threw her hands up to
her face, “oh Brian no, please tell me no.”

Brian held her hand, “she didn’t feel anything, it was very
peaceful.”

“Were you with her?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

“Where is she?”

“Currently still in her side-ward.”

She grabbed Ben’s hand, “I want to see her.”

Ben went to protest and Brian said to him, “that’s probably a
good idea.”

He could really bear no more; he left them by the loo door to go
to his car and cry in its privacy.

 


           
Five minutes later Susan, and a slightly reluctant Ben, entered the
ward.  There were no nurses around and Susan went straight
into the side ward.  Melinda was covered by a clean crisp
sheet and Susan, without any hesitation, folded it back from her
head.  She looked as if she were dozing and having a wonderful
dream.  Tears started to roll down Susan’s cheeks and she
kissed Melinda on the forehead before throwing herself into Ben’s
arms and burying her head in his chest.  Her worst nightmare
had come true, but at least she had Ben to see her through.

 


           
For Brian the next ten days became a blur.  He managed to keep
himself under control whilst with others and bawl his eyes out when
by himself.  Father Peter, the local Catholic priest, and
Bernard took the funeral, but to be honest Brian didn’t hear one
word or sing one note; he could only stare at the coffin and
picture his Melinda in her beautific pose inside.  He declined
Susan’s invitation to go back to the cottage and made for home; he
knew that facing people and suffering their sympathy would be more
than he could bear.  Susan was coping, but leaning heavily on
Ben for support.  In some mysterious way Melinda’s death had
brought them closer together.  Susan at least had that to be
glad about and in truth she had lost one person that she deeply
loved and she was now clearly determined not to lose the other.

 


           
An hour after the funeral Brian sat in his study, in his hands he
held the shotgun that Daisy had so thoughtfully put in his
safe.  He had decided that now he really had nothing to live
for.  Brian had checked the shotgun over, he hoped that it
would work and he’d made sure that both barrels were loaded. 
With a studied carefulness he put the barrels of the shotgun into
his mouth and placed his finger on the trigger then, just as the
pressure from his finger was increasing, the phone rang.  Some
built in instinct made him pause, not release his intention, just
pause.  After six rings the phone automatically went over to
the ansaphone and the standard message filled the study. 
‘Hello, you have reached St Mark’s vicarage, but I am sorry I
am not available to take your call.  Please leave a message
after the tone and I will listen to it as soon as
possible.’  Following the short beep a panicked female
voice came on the loudspeaker; the words were hard to distinguish
between racking sobs and gasping intakes of breath.  “Brian,
oh Brian are you there…it’s Fred he’s in the cellar…oh God he’s
playing Russian roulette again…Brian, Brian please help me…” 
The hysterical phone call rambled on until the machine stopped
recording and cut her off.  Brian screwed his eyes tight shut
and stayed with the gun hard against the roof of his mouth as if
temporarily frozen.  He considered his options.
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Felburgh is the story of a vicar (Peter) and his life in a new
parish; one that he has not chosen and that has not chosen him. The
parish is set in seemingly idyllic Suffolk seaside town of Felburgh
somewhere between Felixstowe and Aldeburgh. The parish, like most
parishes, is only normal on the surface and has underlying tensions
and vast social differences. The church itself has a third of a
million pounds in the bank, some of the congregation are downright
antagonistic and quite a few have interesting pasts. The church has
previously seen a rapid succession of vicars, who have been driven
out, escaped or just disappeared, this has left a legacy of
distrust and discontent. Finally, like the Parish, the vicarage
itself also has an interesting history, one which soon impinges on
Peter’s life and not necessarily for the better. All in all it’s a
mixture most vicars would run from, but Peter has no choice but to
stay as he has nowhere else to go, so can he make a success of it
or will history repeat itself once again?



	


Barnabus
Makes Someone Smile (2010)
Barnabus notices a smal child who does not seen to smile, ever.
However, with a little lesson from a peculiar cat Barnabus learns
how to make him smile.



	


Barnabus
Prepares for Bonfire Night (2010)
Fireworks can be pretty and bonfires can be warming, but to
hedgehogs they can be deadly. Barnabus works out a plan to keep the
hedgehogs safe, but it is not that simple.



	


Barnabus and
the Lost Spider (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, believes that everything in his
church is in exactly the right place. Then he opens the boiler room
door and finds...



	


Barnabus and
Loadza Mice (2010)
Barnabus is bored, in fact Barnabus is very bored. So he decides
to invite a few friends over for a video party, unfortunately
...



	


Barnabus
Trusts a Cat (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, doesn't like cats very much and
certainly wouldn't normally trust one with his life, but one
Christmas...



	


Barnabus and
the Inheritance (2010)
A Barnabus Church Mouse Story.

Barnabus gets a surprise letter telling him he's got an
inheritance. What can it be? His mind runs wild, is it money? A
Mansion? Perhaps it's a ...



	


Barnabus and
the New Year (2010)
It's New Year's Eve and Barnabus as all alone in his church
basement home. Have all his friends gone out and left him? he feels
really miserable, and then...



	


Barnabus and
the Winter Supply (2010)
Barnabus has been a diligent Church Mouse, he has stored enough
food to feed all the mice in his church for the whole of the
winter, but then it starts to rain up North and other mice are in
trouble, what should he do?



	


Alien
Gel (2010)
Henry is a perfectly normal person in a perfectly normal world,
then he is forced by circumstances to buy a weird hair gel. From
then on his life begins to change as the hair gel starts to
interfere in it's own peculiar way. The question is: can Henry keep
it under control?



	


Barnabus
Meets Ratatooee (2010)
It's Christmas Eve and all is well in Barbabus' church, that is
until there is a scratch on the door and the appearance of a very
hungry Romanian rat. Should they say there is no room, or let him
and his companions in?



	


Wilfred's
Heavely Journey (2010)
Wilfred, the churchyard rat, is feeling off-colour and
downhearted, so he decides to go on holiday. He chooses a cruse,
but it turns out to be not quite what he expected.



	


Spike
and Mother's Day (2010)
Spike the hedgehog has a problem, a real problem. It's two days
before Mother's day and he hasn't got her a present, and even worse
has no idea what to get. Can his friends help him or not?



	


Spike
Learns to say Sorry (2010)
Spike the hedgehog absolutely loves cycling, but his father has
given him two basic rules to obey and one day Spike forgets them,
it leads him into all sorts of trouble.



	


Spike
Plays Hedgehog Rugby (2010)
Spike the hedgehog has been made captain of the local hedgehog
rugby team, but will his first desision at his first match be a big
mistake?



	


Barnabus
needs an Albatross (2010)
The church needs money to repair the church tower and Barnabus
and his friends hatch a plan that they hope will give the church
the money it needs. Trouble is it all depends on finding a rare and
special bird.



	


Boris
the Dancing Beaver (2010)
Boris is a beaver like no other. Forget swimming, forget
chopping down trees; Boris loves to dance. But, just what future is
there for a dacing beaver? His brothers think he's a nisance, but
Boris is sure dancing, somehow, is his future.



	


Barnabus and
Hank the Armadillo (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, is looking after his church as
normal and has an American guest, Hank the armadillo. However, they
do not get on very well until the church boiler begins to throw a
fit.



	


Barnabus and
Risk Management (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, has to entertain his friend's Aunt.
She is a bit of a snob and loves to find fault with the state of
Barnabus' church. She discovers a box of soft toys in the wrong
place and has a good moan, but Barnabus has an unusual answer; one
involving sky-diving!



	


Sarah
has a problem (2010)
Sarah the skunk has a couple of problems; one being her temper.
She just can't keep it and when she gets angry those around her get
squirted with her special smell liquid. It's not a recipe for
keeping friends, so she hasn't any. Then one day...



	


Arboreal
Love (2010)
Can trees feel for human beings as human beings feel for trees?
Not everybody thinks so, but one old lady holds a secret: a secret
of a love and passion for a tree that knew no bounds. But could
this love be infectious?



	


The
Last Assignment (2010)
They are highly trained operatives. They have been specially
prepared for any mission. They are kept under tight reign. But
there is this special assignment, could it be their last?



	


Cold
(2010)
Jim Tarrent is an ex-army sergeant turned private investigator
following his untimely departure from the army. On solving his
first case he gains a partner and together they look like they will
make a go of his business. However, Jim has a traumatic past that
he cannot seem to leave behind and his partner is probably no
better off. Then two cases hit them that could change their lives,
and their detective agency, for ever.



	


The
Rectory (2010)
Stephen Holmes is the type of person for whom every silver cloud
has a black lining. Up to now he has led a fairly uneventful life.
Uneventful that is if you forget that everything he touches has a
knack of turning to dust or biting back. So much so that after
nearly a decade as a bank clerk he has not progresses more than one
tiny step up the promotion ladder; so much so that he’s really
given up on living and thinks of himself as just existing; so much
so that you’d hardy call him a good catch or for that matter any
sort of catch. However, a surprise letter offers him the chance to
change all that and to begin a new life, nay a new wealthy life.
But he knows that every time someone fills up his glass with beer
it has a habit of leaking out through unnoticed cracks, so can it
all be true, and are there really new horizons ahead?



	


Lumen
in Let Your Little Light Shine (2010)
Lumen is a glow worm with attitude. Currently he's fed up with
being a glow worm and lurned his lights off. But there is a
problem, if his light doesn't shine, just where does his energy
go?



	


Book
Woman (2010)
Mary is the Manager of a private lending library in the sleepy
Suffolk coastal town of Eastburgh. She originally wanted to be a
journalist, but following a dreadful accident that she was forced
to realign her career aspirations. Mary has a reputation of being
rather short with people and fending off chances of friendship, not
that she has much chance of friendships as she works full time and
cares for her elderly mother.

However, Mary’s nicely ordered world of books and home is slowly
turned round thanks to an unexpected discovery, a young girl and
Mary’s changing inner needs.



	


The
Soulmate Agency (2010)
The Soulmate Agency is a dating agency with a difference.
Instead of pairing people up they invite groups of people away for
a week and run them through a series of exercises to help them get
to know one another. However, that is not to say the owner doesn't
have a hidden plan of possible matings. But one assorted group, as
soon as it arrives, starts to defy the odds...



	


Trembine
Halt (2010)
Trembine Halt is a tiny Cambridgeshire village. Like most small
villages the dozen inhabitants have their various foibles, but they
have learnt to live together and support one another when
necessary, even coping with the odd transitory interloper. However,
lurking underneath are emotional hang-ups, hidden relationships,
suicides and selfishness. All would remain as it was, except on one
snowy day a freight train gets stuck in the village and the
addition of the extra person starts off a train of events that will
have long term repercussions.



	


Nocturnus
(2010)
John Smith and Jane Doe (yes that’s their real names) are
ordinary people living separate lives. He as a peripatetic lecturer
and she as a night-time cleaning manager. In the normal course of
events their paths would probably never cross. However, some events
are far from normal and the two get thrown together to dispose of a
corpse.

The question is can they get away with it? Especially as it's
not just the police after them.

But the story is more than just a simple tale of misdeed and
misdemeanor. Jane leads her nocturnal life for very good reasons
(well good to her) and John prefers to travel rather than stay at
home for equally valid reasons (well valid to him.) So as their
lives are forcibly intertwined are their reasons still valid or are
they redundant?



	


The
Face (2010)
Brian is the type of guy who likes to have everything cut and
dried and his life on a well-ordered track. He’s been in the same
teaching job since leaving university and spends every summer
holiday house-sitting for his cousin George. However, this summer,
after seeing a woman's face in a supermarket, his life starts to
change in ways he would never have contemplated. However, there is
more to come and his well ordered life starts to spiral way out of
control, the problem is that he rather begins to like it that
way.



	


Botanago
(2010)
Botanago refers to a mathematical formula, which is invented
within a robotics company by an eccentric and irascible middle aged
research engineer called Albert, who is not all he seems.

All would be well if they left him alone to think his
mathematical thoughts, but in Jeddle Robotics lie people with
ambition and downright managerial ruthlessness that Albert
detests.

So while he strives to perfect his cherished formula, he must
also deal with the rest of his life, and that is nowhere near as
easy.



	


Ruth
(2010)
Ruth is a runner with a unique sexual chemistry that combines in
almost near perfection with the story-teller; but she says little
and wants nothing else. However, as far as he is concerned this is
enough, then the unexpected happens and life gets turned on it's
head...



	


Bitter
(2010)
Jim Tarrent and Jenn Tarrent are settling down to a new routine
in their detective agency following their marriage.



They have the usual mix of cases, but also pick up a case for
military intelligence involving two dead service personnel
discovered in unusual circumstances while Jim (who still dreams of
his army past) plugs away at solving a child hit and run mystery no
matter what it costs.



However, both cases lead them into murky territory where simple
objectives have morphed into potential scandals that no-one on high
wants revealed.

Jims unusual evidence gathering skills and Jenn’s organisation
lead them further on than anyone else, but perhaps the outcome is
not worth the trouble involved.

(Bitter is a sequal to 'Cold')



	


Sydney takes
a stand (2011)
Sydney the frog only has a small muddy puddle as a home and now
the council want to take it away - there comes a time when every
frog has to make a stand. Unfortunately this time the stand is
against a giant digger; can he survive?



	


Barnabus can
Fly! (2011)
Barnabus the church mouse has got himself into a pickle again!
He's been teaching the mouslets all about bats, but now he can't
find one and his class are beginning to disbelieve him - can there
be a solution?



	


Barnabus and
the 'Swerve' (2011)
Barnabus has a lot on his mind; the church want to sell off
their ancient pipe organ and he needs to find a way to beat the Red
Rodents at Mouse Volley ball. The answer could lie in something
very different...
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