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As a virtual monoglot I would like to dedicate this to my multilingual family and friends with admiration, despair and envy.


ONE

Jimmy Trubshawe was into mushrooms.

Jimmy Trubshawe was not his real name, and the mushrooms he contemplated that evening in the mountains west of Salamanca were not mushrooms in the accepted sense.

‘Bloody good-looking fungi,’ he said, wrinkling his nose over the bowl of risotto. Risotto was the wrong word as they were in Spain not Italy. Arroz probably came into it somewhere or other. Despite the fact that he had been a more or less full-time resident in Spain for the best part of five years, he only had about half a dozen words of the lingo. ‘Why faff around?’ he asked anyone who was interested. He could watch Man U on Sky Sports, the credit card machine spoke English and so did the locals, especially if you talked at them loudly and not too fast.

The other three at his table also looked enthusiastically at their identical platefuls. The rice was moist and glistening; the mushrooms rich, brown and abundant; the whole sprinkled with emerald-green parsley. Simplicity itself, and none the worse for that. A stone jug of local red wine stood in the middle of the table. All four glasses of the stuff were full of it too.

Pablo raised his glass to his nostrils and sniffed absent-mindedly, ‘The bouquet is, how you say, erm, h’unremarkable’. The ‘h’ he planted before the ‘u’ of ‘unremarkable’ came from the back of his throat.

‘Unremarkable,’ said Trubshawe. ‘There’s no “h” at the beginning.’ He shovelled more rice and fungi into his mouth and slurped some red country wine in afterwards, fresh from the earthenware jug. All four ate in silence until they had finished, wiping their plates clean with the rough country bread that had been placed casually in the local peasant baskets, which were probably flown in from Harvey Nicks but still had an authentic, earthy appearance.

The man who claimed to be Trubshawe, but wasn’t, burped aggressively, almost daring the other three to be decorous. It was an English burp, he told himself. Rich, sonorous, un-Hispanic. The burp was a lesson in itself.

‘Bloody good,’ he said. ‘Bloody good mushrooms. Bloody good rice. Bloody good sauce. Know what I mean? Bloody good.’

The other three said nothing, but looked. The looks spoke volumes; some louder than others.

The next course was plain. A grilled veal cutlet with a drizzle of oil and a splatter of garlic; chips chiselled from real local potatoes and deep fried in oil. That was all. Halfway through, the man who called himself Jimmy Trubshawe pushed his plate away from himself and took a slug of the earthy Tempranillo in his tumbler.

‘Bloody good,’ he said, mopping his mouth with a linen napkin, ‘but I’ve had enough. Had enough.’

He smiled at the others, put the napkin on his side plate and dabbed his forehead with the palm of his right hand. He was sweating even though the room was cool. As he got to his feet he stumbled slightly and swore. By the door he stumbled again slightly and fumbled as he grasped the handle. Then he was gone, leaving silence behind him.

The other three at Trubshawe’s table were Pablo Calderon, Felipe de los Angeles and Colin Smith, whose real name was almost certainly not Smith, and probably not Colin, but who seemed to be fluent in English and probably came from somewhere in the British Isles – though his accent might have seemed just a shade too cultured and his grammar and syntax too perfect, as if he had learned the language from the book or perhaps at a language school run by retired majors. Or possibly he had studied at an elocution school run by the same retired majors. It came to much the same thing, meaning that the voice, like the person, was too good to be true, too perfect to be entirely convincing. He and it came from somewhere else.

Pablo and Felipe were probably as Spanish as Colin Smith was English. The former worked at the great oil refinery in La Coruna and the latter at a large sausage factory in the suburbs of Madrid. They spoke English because speaking only in English was the be-all and end-all of life in the Community. ‘Community’ was the English word for what was almost a community in the religious or monastic sense, and which combined a secluded, introverted, closed society with an exercise in English sociocultural imperialism. The English spoken by the Spaniards who made up half the Community’s members was not always fluent, or even coherent, but it was the only tongue tolerated. No Spanish in the Community. This was not an ex-pat community with Anglophile camp-followers but a sophisticated form of English teaching by immersion with natives. It worked and everyone seemed to enjoy it.

‘He didn’t look too hot.’ The man calling himself Colin Smith took a considered mouthful of Tempranillo. ‘Proper peaky.’

‘Peaky?’ repeated Felipe.

‘Sorry,’ said Colin. ‘Slang. Not very well.’

‘Heel,’ said Pablo. ‘Colin believes that our friend Trubshawe is heel.’

‘Ill,’ said Colin, ‘Ill. No “h”. And you pronounce it with a short sharp “i” not a long drawn-out “ee” – “ill”. I thought Trubbers was looking peaky, seedy. Ill. Not “heel”. Ill.’

The two Spaniards nodded. They were both far more sophisticated, intelligent and well-educated than either Trubshawe or Smith, and they much disliked being condescended to because they were not native English speakers. But needs must. English had become the lingua franca de nos jours and they had to learn to speak it fluently.

‘Poor Himmy,’ said Pablo, and Colin did not tell him that Jimmy began with a ‘J’ not an ‘H’. Instead, he had more wine and silently wished he was back on his Costa having a pint of Doom in the Dead Duck.

‘May I join you?’ asked a suave olive-skinned man with a narrow matinee-idol moustache, slicked crinkly black hair, a blazer and espadrilles. He looked Spanish but talked English. He was Ernesto. Master of Ceremonies. Spanish father, English mother. Had spent much of his childhood in Eastbourne where he went to school.

‘Trubshawe not well?’ he enquired in well-modulated lounge-lizard of a mildly dated style.

‘Quite unwell, I should say.’ Colin pulled a face. ‘Positively ill, in fact. Wouldn’t you agree, chaps?’

The two Spaniards nodded, not risking their imperfect English in front of the MC.

‘You and Mr Trubshawe are friends?’ said Ernesto in a sentence which should have been a statement but carried an interrogatory intonation. It was too advanced a concept for Pablo and Felipe.

‘I wouldn’t say “friends”,’ said Colin. ‘More like “acquaintances”. We knew each other, yes, but I wouldn’t say we were exactly “friends”.’

Ernesto smiled at his compatriots. ‘You understand the difference between a friend and an acquaintance. A friend is a friend, and if you are a friend you have affection for each other. But if you are just an acquaintance you may be an enemy. It is possible for an acquaintance to have bad feelings about his acquaintance. That is not possible for a friend. You understand?’

He smiled again. Pablo and Felipe bowed their hands and smiled a complicit smile. A waiter came and set down a saucer of wobbly yellow and brown flan in each place. Pudding in the Community was always flan, or a thinly disguised imitation. Puddings here were a 101 ways with egg and milk; custard with a hint of cinnamon or vanilla; occasionally a pastry crust or a sugary brown sauce, as in crème caramel or honey from local bees. Latin: flado; Old French: flaon; Middle English: flaton or flawn. There was a recipe for an ancient Roman version in Ilaria Gozzini Giacosa’s book. Now, however, ‘flan’ was the national dish of Spain, and, even though English was the mandatory language, it was, in the Community, a case of flan yesterday, flan tomorrow and flan today, but not, this time, for Trubshawe, who was keen on the dish and had even been known to ask for a second helping.

Ernesto took a small spoonful and moved the helping around his mouth like an oenophile tasting wine. After he swallowed he exhaled lightly and smiled with satisfaction.

‘You must listen to the way Jimmy speaks English,’ he said. ‘He speaks English like a native. Colin also. Listen to the words they use and do the same. Then you will be a credit to the Community.’

They all took spoonfuls of flan.

‘You have flan in England, Colin?’ enquired Ernesto.

‘Um,’ said Colin, who was not really into food, but ate primarily to stay alive. He was a meat and two veg man. Or frozen pizza. Maybe vindaloo. ‘Jimmy’s more of a gastro-bloke,’ he said. ‘Not really my scene.’

The Spaniards looked quizzical.

‘Himmy a gastro-bloke.’ said Pablo and laughed. Felipe joined him and they finished their flan without speaking any more. Afterwards they retreated to the lounge and drank short strong coffees before retreating for a siesta, followed by the usual walks through the woods. On each of these a Spaniard was supposed to walk and talk with an ‘Anglo’. The language spoken was, as always, English. This was immersion. The participants talked about their partners, about sex, about politics, food, drink, motor cars, football. Two blokes together tended to have more blokeish conversations. Girls did girls’ stuff – children, fashion, diets. Men and women together compromised uneasily.

Felipe was supposed to be enjoying an hour’s conversation with Jimmy Trubshawe but Trubshawe failed to materialize.

‘No Himmy,’ he said to Ernesto, who was standing behind the bar counter ticking off names on a clipboard.

Ernesto told him to wait a minute. Trubshawe was not noted for his punctuality. He was nearly always late for conversation pieces, or charades, or simulated conference calls; seldom for meals. He was a trencherman, if not in reality a gastro-anything much. Ernesto went on ticking off names and dispatching couples into the woods. When he had done he glanced up at the clock.

‘I’ll call his room,’ he said and pressed buttons. Felipe could hear the electronic ringing of a phone through the headset. There was no reply and eventually Ernesto replaced the receiver and stroked his chin.

‘We must go look,’ he said. ‘You come too. Perhaps Mr Trubshawe is sick.’

‘Heel,’ said Felipe, and followed the Master of Ceremonies outdoors and down the tarmac path towards Mr Trubshawe’s chalet. When Ernesto knocked loudly on the door there was no response from within. The little log cabin had an alpine feel to it, with a steep roof and shutters. The prevailing aura was one of snugness, of coolth in hot summer months and warmth in the winter cold. Technically there was no such word as ‘coolth’, but where there was warmth there ought to be ‘coolth’; pace Oxford which Bognor invariably cited as the ultimate arbiter except when, as now, he disagreed. Logic and linguistics may not always go together but perhaps they should. Today, at the turn of the seasons, it was like the Lacedaemonians of the New Testament and neither hot nor cold. Nevertheless both men shivered slightly as Ernesto slipped a master key into the lock.

The drawing room was empty, but the door to the small bedroom immediately off it was open. The two men walked briskly towards it, neither saying a thing, but both experiencing the same premonitions.

At the entrance to the sleeping quarters they both paused for a moment, Ernesto in front and Felipe close behind.

On the bed the man who called himself Trubshawe lay flat on his back, clad only in a pair of floppy Hawaiian-style boxer shorts and a pair of white ankle socks. The sparse hair on his chest was white, the equally sparse hair on the top of his head was uncharacteristically awry, and his face seemed more than usually purple.

He was, of course, extremely dead.


TWO

The knighthood came as a shock.

The first Bognor knew about it was a letter from 10 Downing Street. It began in handwriting with ‘My dear Simon’ and signed off ‘Yours ever, Gavin’.

Despite a lot of walking up and down and cogitating he had no recollection of ever having met the Prime Minister in this or any other life. Either Gavin had got the wrong Simon, or the wrong Bognor, or the wrong end of the stick. Or this was a fiendish Machiavellian stratagem of the kind for which politicians were notorious. Bognor was a committed cock-up man rather than conspiracy theorist, though life had taught him that it was full of surprises.

As so often at moments such as this he rang his wife.

‘Monica, darling,’ he said, ‘I’ve had the oddest letter.’ Despite the fact that he suspected he was being bugged on a regular basis due to his position as Head of Special Investigations at the Board of Trade he read it out to her.

There was a long pause.

‘That’s real,’ she said, at last. ‘Even a consummate parodist couldn’t capture the cloying conspiratorial tone of the people’s prime minister quite like that. Craig Brown could give it a whirl in the Eye but he would go over the top and be shot down in smoke. That’s pure Gavin with just a twist of Gina. The real McCoy. Take it. Say “yes”.’

‘You reckon?’ Bognor was unsure. ‘You’d be Lady Bognor.’

‘I can live with that. I won’t be Lady Bognor to our friends. Just in shops. And at Number Ten, of course. “Lady Bognor always dines in her tiara. Lady Bognor this, Lady Bognor that.” People will loathe it, I can’t wait.’

Bognor thought for a moment. ‘You’ll always be Monica to me,’ he said, eventually.

‘Au contraire my petit choux,’ she said. ‘I shall expect to be Lady Bognor to you, of all people. In public and private. Especially private.’

‘Thus,’ said Bognor, ‘“I’m turning in, Lady Bognor. Mine’s a Horlicks.”’

‘Something like that,’ she said, ‘and I’ll often call you Sir Simon. I shall enjoy it. Particularly the expression on the faces of certain third parties.’

At just that moment Bognor’s aide, Harvey Contractor, shimmered into his presence in his inimitably Jeevesian way. Contractor was very young, very bright and was on secondment from elsewhere in Whitehall. He had a first in semiotics from the University of Wessex. Well, he would, wouldn’t he, thought his boss morosely. He had only the barest notion of what semiotics were and knew nothing whatever about the University of Wessex. Bognor, ever paranoid, believed that Contractor had been sent to spy on him on account of his regularly long lunches and generally incorrect behaviour. It was his belief that there was a large government department devoted entirely to this sort of semi-secret monitoring, but he had been unable, hitherto, to prove it. On the other hand he was prepared to concede that the younger man had been put in place to keep him informed about a modern world with which he was increasingly unfamiliar. He liked Contractor, was impressed by him, but was gravely suspicious.

‘I’d better go,’ he said to his wife on the telephone, ‘something’s just come up.’

‘Meaning Harvey Contractor,’ said the about-to-be Lady Bognor, sounding mildly huffy. She wasn’t stupid.

‘Up to a point,’ replied her husband, who, despite what some people thought and said, wasn’t stupid either. He put the phone down.

‘How does “Sir” Simon grab you?’ he asked Contractor.

The aide looked sceptical.

‘I’m not up for grabs,’ he said, ‘but I concede that “Sir” Simon has a certain resonance to it. Why do you ask?’

‘Because,’ said Bognor, trying to keep a note of truculent triumph out of his voice, ‘I’ve just had a note from Number Ten telling me that they’d like to elevate me to the knighthood.’

‘Funny,’ Contractor said thoughtfully, ‘I’d never have credited the PM with a sense of humour.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Nothing,’ said Contractor. ‘Nothing at all. Except congratulations. It couldn’t have happened to . . . well, let’s just say “it couldn’t have happened” and leave it at that shall we?’

Bognor regarded him beadily. He had a keen eye and ear for insubordination but he decided to put his immediate reaction on hold. He had Contractor’s number and Contractor, he suspected, knew it.

‘But you didn’t come here to discuss my title?’

‘No, sir,’ said Contractor, not sounding at all as if he meant the second three-letter word. ‘I’ve had a very interesting chat with my oppo at the Guardia Civil in Madrid. Carlos seems to think that they have an interesting British corpse on their hands. Died of a surfeit of mushrooms. Likely to be known to us as Trubshawe.’

‘Trubshawe,’ said Bognor ruminatively, ‘not “Jimmy” Trubshawe?’

‘That’s the fellow,’ said Contractor, ‘Jimmy Trubshawe. He was found in some sort of chalet in the hills outside Salamanca. Food poisoning. Ate some dodgy fungus. No known antidote.’

‘Your oppo being a teniente?’

‘Carlos Azuela. A teniente. Very bright. He specializes in Brits. Particularly crims on the run in the Costas.’

‘Like Jimmy Trubshawe, also known as Don Jones, Greg McDonald, Bert Simkiss and many other cognomens.’

‘That’s the guy,’ said Contractor. ‘Gang leader, drug dealer, super-pimp, all round bad hat. Escaped from the Scrubs five years ago and rumoured to have been in Spain ever since.’

‘I’ll deal with my oppo,’ said Bognor with a hint of self-importance. ‘The Admiral. Juan what’s-his-name.’

‘Picasso,’ said Contractor. ‘Quite an easy name to remember. From Barcelona. A political appointment. My spies say he’s not particularly good.’

‘No relation to the painter,’ said Bognor, miffed at the criticism of his contact, ‘but I wouldn’t say your friends are correct. He comes across as a bit of a buffoon but there are no flies on Juan. Not many anyway. There’s not much that the Admiral misses.’

‘Well, Teniente Azuela says that Trubshawe’s snuffed it,’ said Contractor.

‘Or whoever he is.’

‘Was,’ said Contractor. ‘“Was” not “is”. Trubshawe is now past tense. But, yes, whoever he is, he’s dead.’

‘Murdered?’ his boss wanted to know, and Contractor hesitated. He had a good enough university degree to be uncertain about certainty. A proper education sowed doubt. This was one of the many attributes he shared with Simon Bognor. To themselves, as well as the average outsider, they were poles apart, but actually they were quite alike. Contractor, however, was less adroit about concealing his intelligence and qualification. It made him seem more of a threat while actually making him less of one. The reverse of Bognor.

‘The Guardia Civil are unhappy,’ said Contractor. ‘They don’t seem to be saying that it’s murder, but they are saying the death is suspicious. Trubshawe carried a lot of baggage; he seemed perfectly fit for a man of his age and taste. Death was . . . well . . . unexpected.’

‘Bloody lucky he wasn’t bumped off ages ago,’ said Bognor with feeling. ‘He almost makes me want to bring back the death penalty.’

He thought for a moment.

‘I’ll talk to the Admiral,’ he said eventually. ‘Maybe I’ll even treat myself to a little Spanish trip. Lady Bognor, that is Monica, is very partial to Spain – a tapa or two, a chilled glass of Manzanilla, mosques, markets. And it’s time the British criminal community on the Iberian peninsula got some sort of firework up their collective bottom. Wouldn’t you agree?’

The younger man nodded and smiled. He had obviously noticed how much his boss savoured the words ‘Lady Bognor.’

‘Remind me though,’ Bognor said, ‘the man Trubshawe or whatever. He did a bunk after a road rage incident. That’s him isn’t it?’

‘He was on remand in Wormwood Scrubs,’ said Contractor, ‘and was sprung by some mates with a ladder. Easy-peasy. Inside job. They had screws on their side.’

‘Loose screws in the nick,’ said Bognor, smiling thinly, ‘dodgy proposition, very. But I am right, aren’t I? The man Trubshawe was an old-fashioned mobster in the Kray style, operating south of the river in the Tooting–Colliers Wood area, enjoyed violence at a personal level, dealt in people-trafficking, drugs of every description, friends in high as well as low places, political party benefactor. All-in-all, the unacceptable face of the twenty-first century.’

‘That’s him,’ agreed Contractor. ‘Alive and well in sunny Spain and cocking a snook at the forces of law and order back home.’

‘Not alive and well any longer,’ said Bognor, sounding pleased.

‘Doesn’t sound like it,’ agreed Contractor. ‘Sounds dead to me.’

Bognor pushed back his chair, stood and walked to the large window overlooking the River Thames, which flowed sluggishly below his headquarters. ‘Water under the bridge,’ he thought morosely. He had been watching Old Father Thames ebb and flow ever since starting at the Board of Trade the best part of a lifetime earlier. Every morning on his way to work; every evening on his way home. For much of his life in that drab building his office had no window at all. Eventually he graduated to a window, but only one looking out over the railway line which ran west from Waterloo. Since his elevation to the directorship he now had a sofa and a window overlooking the river. These were the symbols of authority. A room with a view and somewhere to sit with a visitor. By such tokens was a man’s career measured out. Sofas and windows signified. And now he had a knighthood to go with them. How were the mighty risen! Almost without trace. Who would have predicted it? Not his teachers; not his contemporaries; not even Lady Bognor; least of all himself.

He sighed.

‘Trubshawe must have made a lot of money,’ he said, softly.

‘Yes,’ agreed Contractor.

‘And done what he set out to do?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘Enjoyed the respect of his peers.’

‘If you can call them that,’ said his assistant. ‘They’re just a load of crooks.’

‘That’s not how they see themselves,’ said Bognor, ‘nor the world at large. Not these days. Being a successful villain is rather desirable. Time was when you would have been despised and vilified, but not any longer. Courted by cabinet ministers, interviewed by personalities, invited on to reality game shows. What price honesty?’

‘Isn’t that unduly cynical?’

The boss gazed out at the grubby river and thought what a wasted opportunity it was. Once it had been a great artery, bearing the nation’s commerce and the great and the good of the day, even while it was doing service as the national drain. Now it was nothing. The capital city had turned its back on it; men, women and goods went about on wheels. Excrement and other detritus disappeared down holes into sewers. The Thames no longer even had the guts to create a big stink. The river paralleled the nation: a gradual, turgid, unlamented decline.

‘I’m feeling cynical,’ said Bognor. ‘It’s age. It’ll come to you one day. One moment you’re bright-eyed and bushy tailed; the next minute you’re unsound in wind and limb, and have but a short time to live.’

‘Oh give over,’ said Contractor. ‘I mean, “with respect”. “Sir”.’

The Director continued to gaze out of the window, surveying the gun-metal-grey river and the city beyond. When he was young it had been ‘Swinging London’. Whenever you expressed distaste for what it had become, ignorant critics parroted Dr Johnson’s adage about a man who is tired of London being tired of life. But that was a quite different city in a quite different life. He, Bognor, had had enough of it. Maybe life as well. He was disillusioned by both. Only half-amused by his knighthood, and not at all amused by the elevation of men like Trubshawe to a sort of Pantheon for the undeserving. He didn’t get it; was glad Trubshawe was dead, but sensed he would be obituarized in the national press. And for that he was more than irritated.

‘Know Spain well?’ he asked Contractor.

‘Mmm,’ said Contractor, ‘so-so.’

‘Well,’ said Sir Simon, ‘you’re about to get to know it a great deal better. I’m taking you along as chief bag-carrier and bottle-washer. You can keep Lady B. company and do the dogsbody stuff. Keep an eye on me, too. As is your wont.’

He smiled.

‘Serious crime investigation. Possibly murder. But fun as well. Which is the way I like it.’

Ain’t that the truth, thought Contractor.


THREE

The Bognors were dieting as usual. It had been the same formula throughout their marriage, founded loosely on a popular regime of the 1960s or thereabouts, when it was known as ‘the drinking man’s diet’. It was right up there with the Royal Canadian Air Force Exercises which was designed to keep fit those, like the Bognors, not much given to exercise in conventional forms. The diet seemed to consist of very dry gin Martinis, as much dry white wine as you could manage – though not too much red – smoked salmon, steak, spinach and mouth-puckering fruit, preferably pineapple.

The evening meal therefore consisted of smoked salmon, a rare entrecôte with puréed spinach, and cubes of fresh pineapple. This was accompanied by Clare Valley Riesling with the fish and an amusing Wine Society Minervois with the steak, the whole preceded by stonkingly dry Martinis mixed by Sir Simon.

This was what he called healthy living. Both Bognors were appalled by supermarket-snackers who grazed on chocolate bars and crisps. Obese, them? Just a teensy bit overweight but nothing a serious sauna wouldn’t sort.

‘Fancy a few days in Spain?’ enquired the new knight of his beloved.

‘Why Spain?’ Monica was in two minds about Spain. She was opposed to bullfighting and cheap package flights – being against blood sports on sound liberal grounds and drunken yobboes on grounds which she supposed were elitist and snobbish, but were a part of her upbringing and make-up that she was no longer going to pretend to deny. On the other hand she loved the climate, the long lazy lunches, Goya and El Greco.

‘Why not?’ asked her husband, pouring cocktails from the shaker. He favoured a twist, his wife an olive.

‘Don’t answer a question with a question,’ she said.

He smiled. She had been saying this ever since they married more than forty years earlier. The refrain had all the persistence of a cracked gramophone record but had never irritated him. Despite continuing to pay little or no attention to the request he found it oddly reassuring. The older he became, the more comfort he obtained from its repetition. Habit, he supposed.

‘I have to go to Spain on business. I thought you’d like to come too. It’s somewhere in the hills near Salamanca. I thought you could spend time there and we could meet up for a long weekend. Longer maybe. A day or two in Madrid. Toledo. Train to Zaragoza or Barcelona. A break.’

‘What’s the business?’ Monica accepted the proffered dry Martini and glared at her olive.

‘Villains abroad,’ said her husband. ‘I’m getting rather fed up with it. The Costas have become a sort of retirement home for our undesirables. I think we should flush them out. One of the most significant of them has just been found dead in the mountains. I want to go and see for myself and try to round up some of his subordinates and bring them home to face music.’

‘You mean the braying tones of hanging judges in sentencing mode?’ Monica would have made an intimidating judge herself. She had a face which was more like a horse than a button, and a voice to match. No more musical than bagpipes or the braying of a hanging judge.

‘That would be ideal,’ Bognor sipped appreciatively at the ice-cold gin, ‘though one of their leaders has had his comeuppance already. A man called Trubshawe. Sometimes, that is. Sometimes he was called Trubshawe. More often something else. He’d done a bunk to the Costa-something. Just been found dead. Very.’

‘I remember him,’ said Monica, who missed very few tricks. ‘Sprung from the Scrubs and then stabbed someone to death in a road rage incident on the South Circular. Vanished, believed to be on a permanent package holiday with a new identity. Several identities in fact.’ She took a ruminative taste of cocktail. ‘Very nice, darling.’ She smiled approvingly. ‘One of your better ones. Plymouth?’

‘Naturally,’ said her husband. ‘Funny, isn’t it,’ he went on, ‘how crooks of one sort or another are all the rage. Honest indigence is passé. Ill-gotten gains are flavour of the month. Suddenly all the world loves a spiv. If you’re still travelling on public transport when you’re over twenty-five then you’re a sad failure. Saints are saps.’

‘I blame Thatcher,’ said Monica crisply. This might or might not have been fair, but it was predictable. Monica blamed everything on Baroness Thatcher, from the weather to the war in Iraq.

‘But is it true?’ asked Bognor holding his cocktail glass up to the light and peering at the twist of lemon peel to see if there was any pith still attached to it. There was not. The potato peeler had done its stuff and his hand was obviously steadier than he thought. ‘My father’s generation thought it was bad form to discuss money and not really done to make much. Genteel poverty was the fashion. Nothing as extreme as bankruptcy or bad debt, though that was probably preferable to making a fortune on the black market. Know what I mean? But that’s no longer true. We live in an age of “rich lists”, peerages for cash, million pound bonuses, vast salaries for jobs ill-done. All apparently condoned or even welcomed by the powers that be.’

‘That your sermon for the evening?’ asked Monica.

‘I don’t see why telling the truth should be a sermon,’ he said. ‘I’m particularly offended by a whole load of crims poncing around in sunny Spain at the taxpayers’ expense and apparently with the tacit approval of Her Majesty’s Government, the Fourth Estate and received opinion almost everywhere. And I think I should sort it out before I finally retire.’

He swallowed gin and grimaced. It burned the back of his throat. Dry Martinis were, he thought, an oddly masochistic drink. No wonder it had been Bond’s favourite drink. Or was that a vodkatini?

‘I hope you’re not suffering from delusions,’ said his wife, trying not to pull a face as she also took too big a gulp, pretending that she had swallowed too much on purpose. ‘Just because someone in silly little Gavin’s office has got the wrong person for a knighthood. Don’t take it too literally. Doesn’t mean to say you’ve acquired shining armour and turned white overnight.’ Bognor was, normally these days, a mild puce colour. Even he was prepared to admit to pink.

‘I’d like to be remembered for something,’ said Bognor seriously. ‘Cleaning up the Costas would be a good grabby theme for the obits. “Bognor will long be remembered for his successful campaign to prevent British criminals from successfully seeking sanctuary in the Iberian peninsula. In a series of extensive investigations promoted by the sudden death of the south London villain, James ‘Jimmy’ Trubshawe, Bognor . . .”’

‘Don’t be so vainglorious,’ said Monica, puckering her lip in acknowledgement of the cocktail’s strength. ‘You’ve done perfectly well just being you. Your achievements are positively Widmerpudlian. You have a knighthood. You run a government department. You have, more or less and in a manner of speaking, your health. You have an adoring wife. What more do you want?’

‘I want to be remembered for something,’ he said petulantly. ‘I don’t want to be just another Whitehall jobsworth with a flukey gong and an inflated pension.’

‘You sound like Tony Blair,’ said Monica, ‘and look what happened to him. Just be content. Rest on your laurels like everyone else.’

They finished their drinks in silence and then adjourned to tackle the smoked salmon. They did themselves very well in a finicky way. The salmon was none of your supermarket rubbish, but came from a mail order company in West Cornwall who smoked it on the premises. The brown bread was organic and came from a Polish baker round the corner. Bognor liked to think that the Board of Trade had done more than its share for Polish bakers round the corner. Cornish fish smokeries too, come to that.

The Bognors had an old-fashioned separate dining room where they sometimes entertained quite formally, and where they tended to eat their evening meals when at home alone. One or two adequate but undistinguished family portraits hung on the walls and there were odds and ends of family silver salvaged from both sides of their ancestry. They took breakfast in the kitchen but seldom supper. They never ate in front of the television, and even though they would have thought it laughable to actually dress up for their evening meal they recognized that they were in this, and perhaps other respects, old-fashioned, even conceivably quaint.

Bognor remained in a retrospective frame of mind.

‘It’s different for women,’ he said, tasting the white wine in a manner which he hoped was efficient without being pretentious. He hated the idea of being considered a pseud when it came to food and drink, but there were those who thought him overenthusiastic on both counts. In defensive mode he sometimes explained it away by the fact that he had never had children. This was not a deliberate decision on the part of either himself or his wife. It was just something that had happened. Or not. They both slightly regretted it, while acknowledging that they were both too selfish to have made much of a fist of parenthood. On the other hand it was difficult to know which came first; the lack of fecundity or the slight selfishness.

The Riesling was cool and flinty. The Bognors had visited the Clare Valley once and rather enjoyed it. Likewise Penryn where the fish had been smoked. They liked to source what they ate and drank.

‘Why different for a woman?’ Monica wanted to know.

‘You’re not subject to the same sort of pressures,’ said Bognor in the lofty manner which so infuriated her. ‘Males are constantly being judged and measured by their teachers and their peers. It’s a sexual hazard. Women aren’t judgemental in the same way.’

‘Tripe,’ said Monica, spearing a sliver of salmon. She flushed, which was always dangerous. ‘If anything, women are even more judgemental than men. If you’d been to a convent school you wouldn’t talk such bilge.’

‘No, no,’ said Bognor, vaguely sensing danger but not quite sure why or whence it originated. ‘You misunderstand me. That’s not at all what I meant. I certainly wasn’t implying that women were less judgemental than . . .’ He took refuge in Riesling and a slice of fish, which he chewed more than necessary.

‘Men,’ said Monica, through gritted teeth, ‘men are, if anything, much less judgemental than women. Women are always eyeing each other up to see how well they’re preserved; whether they’ve got their own teeth, their own hair, their own breasts. They’re always judging each other.’

‘But not,’ he said, unwisely, ‘in terms of achievements . . . career . . . that sort of thing.’

‘And why, Simon,’ she said, ‘do you imagine that should be the case? Even supposing for one tiny moment that it is the case. It’s because for generation after generation women have been denied the opportunities of achieving the kinds of role on which your precious judgements are founded.’

More silence ensued, punctuated only by mastication. When they had finished, Bognor rather ostentatiously stacked the two plates and took them out to the kitchen, while Monica dished up the main course. The Clare Valley Riesling was unfinished and sat on the sideboard waiting for another opportunity. Bognor opened the Wine Society Minervois with one of those corkscrews that looked like the Croix de Lorraine. The steak was very rare, the way they both liked it. It came from a third generation family butcher round the same corner as the Polish baker. The spinach was from one of the more farmer-friendly supermarkets. Chiswick had almost everything.

‘So are you definitely going to Spain?’ asked Monica, when they had sat down again and started on the meat.

‘I think so, yes.’

‘And if I preferred to stay at home?’

‘I’d rather you didn’t. I’d like your company.’

‘I’m flattered. Except that you’ll be working. What am I supposed to do when you’re chipping away at the coal face?’

‘I can’t work all the time,’ he said. ‘We can have siestas together. Go on tapas crawls in the evening. And you can spend your days in the Thyssen or the Prado. You’d like that.’

Bognor’s museum and art-gallery attention span was severely limited, unlike his wife’s.

‘I might do a course,’ she said. ‘Spanish for beginners. Cookery. Art history.’

‘Why not?’ he wanted to know, though only rhetorically. ‘It would be much more improving than trying to flush out the friends of Jimmy Trubshawe.’

And they finished their steak and spinach in a harmonious discussion of the likely relative merits of Spanish courses in Salamanca and Madrid, of whether Castilian cuisine was preferable to Catalan, and other non-controversial matters Iberian.

Monica had just gone to the kitchen to make coffee when the phone rang urgently. It was odd how one knew instinctively when a phone call was ‘urgent’ and when it was casual; when it was a ‘cold’ call from Bangalore on behalf of a double-glazing outfit and when it was from one’s nearest and dearest. The ring was, Bognor knew, exactly the same in every instance. Yet this one had ‘urgent’ all over it.

He picked up the receiver on the table, placed there for just such an eventuality as this.

A voice which could have been from Bangalore but sounded closer, even though it carried an undefinable foreign inflection.

Could she, asked the caller, speak with Sir Simon Bognor.

‘This is he,’ said Bognor, self-importantly, even though the honour had not yet been officially announced.

‘This is Pranvera,’ she said, ‘at Number Ten. I need a word. The Prime Minister insists.’

‘Tomorrow morning,’ said Bognor, a little wearily. ‘You should phone my aide, Harvey Contractor. He’ll do his best to fit you in.’

‘I’m sorry, sir,’ said Pranvera, ‘but it’s urgent. I have a car waiting. If you’re at home I could be round in half an hour.’

‘Can’t it wait?’ Bognor asked.

‘I’m sorry, sir,’ she said, not sounding in the least apologetic, ‘but no. It can’t. Half an hour, then.’

And the line went dead.

Bognor swore and poured another glass of Minervois.


FOUR

Pranvera was at the house in twenty-nine minutes, fifteen seconds. Bognor was counting. Her car was large, black, driven by a man in a suit and probably a Rover – a sad symbol of Britain’s once-vaunted motor industry. Bognor’s official car was a Rover too – British but obsolete. The girl was dark-skinned, wore a black trouser suit and a headscarf, spoke old-fashioned unaccented BBC English, but seemed, to Bognor’s sceptical eye, indefinably foreign. He was absolutely not a racist, but he had been brought up in a different world and he was uneasy with the new one which contained so many Pranveras and Harvey Contractors.

He offered the girl a glass of wine, which she declined, preferring a glass of water and a cup of black coffee. Bognor had a coffee but no more wine. Later, perhaps.

They sat in his study which was snug, comfortable, masculine, cluttered.

‘So,’ he said, smiling, ‘what’s so urgent that it can’t wait till morning?’

‘It’s about Spain,’ she said.

He was no longer smiling.

‘Spain?’ he asked trying to keep the incredulity out of his voice. ‘What about Spain?’

‘Your plans,’ she said. ‘We understand you’re planning a visit to Spain. We’d much rather you didn’t go.’

‘Who’s we?’

‘Alexandra in particular. But in this instance she’s speaking for Gavin as well. For all of us at Number Ten actually. And Party HQ.’

Alexandra was Alexandra Thornton, the Prime Minister’s éminence grise, dogsbody, enforcer. She was unelected, unrepresentative and far too close to the PM for anyone’s comfort except her own. Bognor had only met her twice but disliked her instinctively. He sensed this was mutual.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘I’m not with you.’

‘We understand that you’re planning a visit to Spain. We’d rather you didn’t go.’

‘Is that an order?’

Pranvera sighed as if the idea was ludicrous, which is more or less what she said.

‘We’re a team’ were the words she actually uttered and which Bognor thought was one of the silliest and most untrue things he had ever heard, even from the Prime Minister’s office. Which was saying something. If team games were being played he was on the opposite side to Gavin, Alexandra and Pranvera.

‘As a civil servant I have a duty to offer my advice impartially and to the best of my ability. However, I do also have an absolute obligation to carry out the wishes of my immediate boss, namely the President of the Board of Trade. Or of his boss, the Prime Minister. If Gavin says I’m not to go to Spain I suppose I have to submit. On the other hand, I don’t take orders from you or Alexandra. And in any case I think I’m due an explanation. Why don’t you want me to go to Spain? And what on earth makes you think that’s what I intend?’

As far as Bognor could judge the only two people who had any idea of his Spanish plans were Monica and Harvey Contractor. There was no way Monica would have told Number Ten, even if she had had the time and opportunity. Contractor was different, but even so Bognor somehow doubted that he would go running to Number Ten. The ‘betrayal’ seemed much more likely to be something electronic. He supposed he’d have to have his office swept again. It was bad enough to have to protect oneself from one’s enemies, ludicrous to have to do the same to withstand those allegedly on your own side. This was the intelligence equivalent of friendly fire.

‘Number Ten doesn’t miss much,’ said Pranvera with a poker-player’s smile. Gioconda, thought Bognor. Not giving much away but implying omniscience, coupled with a dangerous, even sadistic, sense of humour. Dangerous. Very. Leonardo had a lot to answer for, and he didn’t mean Dan Brown.

‘Of course not,’ said Bognor, reflecting inwardly that Number Ten was accomplished at seeing what it ought not to have seen but useless at seeing what it should have seen.

He decided to abandon the farcical pretence of abstinence and fetched his unfinished glass of Minervois.

When he came back into the room the girl was as she had been when he left, staring at her glass of water, immaculate and unmoved in every sense.

‘So,’ he resumed, ‘let’s accept that you don’t miss much, and you thought I might be heading off for Spain and you didn’t like it. Leaving aside why you came to this conclusion, I want to know what your worry is. Why do you want me not to go? And why is it so important that you have to come speeding round here after hours. Seems like an ill-informed overreaction to me. But then security is just my job. Not my obsession.’

It was the girl’s turn to look embarrassed.

‘I’m under orders,’ she said.

‘Quite,’ said Bognor. ‘I, on the other hand, am not.’

They looked at each other waiting for someone to blink.

The girl wavered first.

‘We understand you’re concerned about the Trubshawe death and that you are keen to use it as leverage to deal with the expat British community in the Costas.’

‘And if I were,’ said Bognor, ‘I’d only be doing my job. Even the Prime Minister would understand that. And presumably approve. The taxpayer would simply be getting value for money.’

‘The Prime Minister would prefer it if the Trubshawe death excited as little comment as possible.’

‘Buried under the carpet?’

‘Not unduly sensationalized. Just treated as a sad incident.’

‘What if he were murdered?’

‘Our information is that death was due to natural causes,’ said Pranvera.

‘My information is different,’ said Bognor, lying but only in a white way. He was being economical with the truth but not completely disregarding it.

‘We thought it would be,’ said the girl, ‘which is why we’d prefer you not to go.’

‘I don’t understand,’ he said.

‘I’d like to be able to tell you more,’ she said, ‘but, well, I can’t.’ She was almost convincing; almost made Bognor feel that she would like to have let him into her confidence had she been able. But she wasn’t.

‘It sounds to me –’ Bognor took a minuscule sip of red wine – ‘as if the man called Trubshawe had a connection with Number Ten which Number Ten is reluctant to reveal.’

‘That’s not rocket science,’ she said. ‘You don’t have to be Einstein to work out that we don’t want people sniffing around the remains of Trubshawe. It will be much better if he’s given a decent burial as soon as possible, so that those of us who are lucky enough to survive can carry on with our lives.’

‘Supposing I disagree?’

‘We’re hoping you won’t.’

‘You know something?’ Bognor stood up, wandered over to the bookcase and pulled out a copy of his College Register. He opened it at random then put it back where it had come from. On the wall hung a photograph of his parents taken at their wedding. They looked serious but happy, virtuous, solid, old-fashioned. Bognor thought of them increasingly as he grew older and felt they were examples to be lived up to. The photograph was a tangible reminder of this. The picture had a talismanic quality.

‘Trubshawe,’ he continued, ‘was a crook. A rich crook. So were his associates. Any prime minister of this country worth his salt would want people like him brought to justice.’

The girl studied her shoes and said nothing.

He sighed, gazed at the girl, then at the photograph of his parents, thought of Monica, considered life. It had all begun as a virtual joke. The man from the Foreign Office had, he remembered, rheumy yellowish eyes which suggested jaundice. He smoked. After what had seemed like a perfunctory interview in the rooms of his mediaeval history tutor, who had tactfully absented himself from the occasion, the man from the F.O. leant forward, winked a jaundiced eye, tapped the side of his nose and said in a melodramatic, black-and-white-movie sort of a way, ‘There is another branch of the Foreign Office.’ And Bognor being an innocent abroad, but consumed with a sense of curiosity and adventure which had never entirely left him, even though it was concealed by a natural indolence and a world-weary sense of nothing much mattering in the great scheme of things, had said in an encouragingly polite fashion, ‘Oh really.’

Whereupon his interlocutor, who was, Bognor subsequently realized, almost certainly on some form of commission, had rubbed his hands, smiled oleaginously and said that he or someone else would be in touch. A week or so later Bognor was summoned to a country house in the wilds of Herefordshire, where he signed various papers, submitted to a medical examination and was thoroughly frightened and rather bemused. It had been much the same story ever since. He had been taken over by the state and most if not all independent powers of decision were removed. Until, perhaps, up to a point, now.

He turned back and faced the girl.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘it’s been extraordinarily nice meeting you. I hope you haven’t got far to travel.’

‘Crouch End actually,’ she said, seeming confused. ‘What shall I tell Alexandra?’ she asked, suddenly seeming as young and naïve as she almost certainly was.

She had a car and a driver, he thought to himself, which was more than he had had at her age, and she was asking him to compromise, to fudge, to aid and abet. All his life he seemed to have been bailing out the Gavins of this world, helping flyby-night bully-boy politicians to survive their incompetence and double-dealing. Some people became even more resigned to duplicity in high places as they neared retirement but Bognor was the reverse. The safer he became, the more inevitable his pension, the more cushioned his retirement, the more infuriated he became by the whims and deceits of his masters. After a lifetime of acquiescence, of cover-up and doing as he was told, he was the worm that had turned. Most people, by the time they reached his stage in life no longer cared. He, however, seemed to be caring greatly, possibly for the first time in his life. Funny, that.

The girl stood up and smoothed the imaginary untidiness of her immaculately ironed trousers.

‘So you’ll be travelling to Spain?’

‘I haven’t decided.’

‘You’re not going to let Mr Trubshawe rest in peace?’

‘Trubshawe never allowed anyone rest or peace while he was alive,’ he said. ‘I really don’t see why I should extend those small mercies to him now that he’s toppled off his grubby little perch.’

‘Gavin won’t like it.’

This was meant to be a threat but Bognor was suddenly tired and not interested.

‘If you’ll excuse my French,’ he said, ‘I don’t give a flying whatsit whether Gavin likes it or not.’

‘We all thought we could rely on you.’ She was reproachful now, almost sulky. Bognor would have enjoyed being a fly on the wall when she reported back to Alexandra. Alexandra the notorious scourge of editors everywhere; Alexandra who, notoriously, swore like a trooper and scared the trousers off the most hard-boiled old Fleet Street hand left outside captivity. Alexandra wouldn’t like it. Knowing her reputation she would probably pick up the phone and give Bognor an earful. Which, he thought wryly to himself, would be counter-productive. At times he could be quite mulish. This was one such moment.

‘One can rely on me,’ he said, falling into royal-speak without meaning to. Nevertheless it suited his sense of moral rectitude, lack of self-doubt and unaccustomed certainty. At last, he was not only right but seen to be right. If, at the same time, he could wrong-foot the Prime Minister, then so much the better.

He walked his visitor to the door and showed her out. Her car was waiting, parked ostentatiously on the double yellow line outside the house. It wasn’t, as he had assumed a Rover, but a Mercedes. That followed, he thought sardonically, waving to her as the driver let her into the back seat. Bognor tended to sit in front with his driver, Sid. Sid was a Charlton supporter.

Bognor shut the door and hummed Mozart, slightly off-key, and wondered whether to make himself a mug of healthy soporific Horlicks, which was a habit he and Monica had recently developed.

He thought better of it, however, went to the sideboard and found a bottle of Calvados from which he poured himself a generous slug. Lady Bognor had gone to bed with a good book. Her husband settled down in a deep armchair to watch the highlights of the cricket from Hobart.

England were losing.
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