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AS A RULE, I
don’t much care for
Fridays.

Don’t know why.
Never could get the hang of them. They seemed to lie like a
sleeping policeman (or speed bump for those not familiar with the
British parlance) at the cusp of the weekend, forcing you to muddle
through one more weekday before the blessed reprieve of the weekend
finally arrives.

Not that
the distinction between weekday and weekend is terribly clear to me
at the best of times. As a man of leisure, thirty-seven and living
off the investments and what not brought about by an inheritance well-squirrelled
away, I don’t bother
myself with the usual nine-to-five. My brother Eustace is the chap
you want to talk to in the family if the subject of trademarks and
profits and keeping a transport company afloat in the twenty-first
century comes up (though I can’t think why it would). He lives for
it. Laps it up. Can’t get his head out of the stuff. And it suits
him.

What
suits me is a Leopard Roadster, a martini, and a well-cut three
piece suit, grey silk, with white shirt and rather natty orange tie. Not that my
valet Chivers approves of the ensemble. It’s the tie he doesn’t like. Specifically the green
polka dots that set the aforementioned natty orange off to great
effect. But then it’s the role of valets to look down their noses
at any semblance of independence their charge may display and nip
it firmly in the bud. Makes them feel like they’re accomplishing
their job, for if they don’t do the odd bud nipping now and then
there is always the danger their employer will begin to think for
himself and they will find themselves jobless in a century that has
made their career virtually obsolete.

So it
really is a mercy that I keep the poor fellow employed.
I’m sure he’d end up on
the breadline without me. And I happily put up with his quirks and
disapprovals for the most part. But I do draw the line at ties.
This is one bud that shall not be nipped while I have breath in my
body and strength in my fingers. Though the bally thing really is
the devil to tie. Not the right thickness at all. Always comes out
slightly too long or too short, don’t you know? But still, I shall
not back down. It’s the principle of the thing.

And so,
it is with this particular tie firmly secured about the neck and
the aforementioned suit attached that I decide to do something a little different
with this particular Friday.

Normally
I would lie-in, read the paper, shovel in the requisite bacon and
e. and then toddle around to The Club for a light lunch and a
couple of rounds of Bread Roll Polo with the chaps.

But this
particular Friday dawned as one of those bright, sunny days. The kind that shoots
sunlight through the curtains and makes a lie-in virtually
impossible.

Some say
a bright day like the one described is a rarity in England. But I
would protest. We have
our fair share of moments when the ubiquitous white clouds and
drizzle part and reveal the startling blue above. And on those
occasions, every Englishman and his dog sets out for the nearest
park, or beach if available, to soak up the rays before the weather
systems realise they’ve
slipped up and allowed the natives a glimpse at the great
expanse.

And so I
figure I shall follow the trend and spend the morning taking in the
summer air, sans canine I might add, since I don’t own such a thing. The park I choose for
myself is St James’s in Central London, a stone’s throw from
Buckingham Palace. (I’m speaking of a metaphorically thrown stone,
you understand. Throwing an actual stone in the direction of Her
Majesty the Queen, whether she is home or not, is not the done
thing. I’ve heard the guards can be touchy about it and I do
understand their point. After all, if one person is freely allowed
to lob stones—no matter how small—at royalty, where does the
foisting of projectiles end?)

If you
have not been fortunate
enough to drink in St James’s Park with your own eyes, I suggest you do so at your
earliest convenience. It has the expected grass and well-placed
trees, along with flowerbeds and other garden arrangements. But
what makes it a little different from your run-of-the-mill park is
the pleasant lake running through its length. When glimpsed from
above (as one does when perusing a map, say) the lake in question
unfortunately looks like an elongated uvula (which is, in case you
don’t have instant access to a dictionary and haven’t come across
the word in daily life before as I did during a school spelling
bee, the dangly thing that hangs, for some unknown reason, down the
back of the throat and probably has some key role in the body,
although it does bear a startling resemblance in shape to the
appendix, so there is the possibility it’s simply a random
appendage that God, in his infinite wisdom, decided to leave there
to confuse us all).

Where was
I?

Yes, the
unfortunately shaped lake. The good news is that one rarely has reason to glimpse the St
James’s Park Lake from
above and from ground level it is extremely pleasant, dotted by two
small islands and populated by water fowl, such as the dyspeptic
pelicans.

Most of
the lake, as well as key garden beds, are fenced to keep small children from barrelling
into them while their mothers lie under the sunshine like
rotisserie chickens, turning over every half hour. Along the fence
line are paved paths which meander in aimless organisation, taking
one from one side of the park to the other, or around the lake
itself, whatever takes one’s fancy.

It is
along such a pathway that I find myself moodling, drinking in the
warmth and the smell of newly mown grass mixed with the scents of
happily blooming flowers while trying to ignore the screeching of playing children,
when I spy an acquaintance of mine.

“Pepper?
Is that you?” I call to the chap of my own age who is standing on
the grass, dressed only in his navy blue suit trousers and
shirtsleeves, his coat and blue tie over his arm, staring forlornly
into a particularly dense shrub.

Lord
Pepperington, as is his official title, looks up and fixes me with
the gaze of recognition. “Neville Hardencourt! In this of all places.”

I cross
the greenery to his side
and shake his hand heartily, noting that other hand holds a lead
which ends in a small harness, obviously for some kind of miniature
pet who is currently not attached.

“What
are you doing here?” Pepper asks, preempting my own line of
questioning.

“Oh you
know,” I say, waving my hand about descriptively, “meandering and
what not. What of you? Have you misplaced your charge somewhere in
this bush?” I point to the lead dangling from his hand.

“Yes,”
he says. “Wilhelmina is somewhere around here.”

I
wince at the
name. “Wilhelmina, eh?
What is she? Poodle? Pomeranian?”

“She’s a
ferret.”

I stare
at the man, aghast. “A
ferret,” I say, anxious to confirm the facts before launching into
the horror of it.

“Yes.
Champagne-coloured, with the sweetest face you ever saw
and—”

His eyes
glaze over as he pours
out the adoration and I am forced to raise my hand and call a halt
to the lunacy.

“Ferrets,” I say, “are for lonely octogenarians living in
reduced conditions in the East End. Surely you can’t be serious
that you purchased such a thing and then suffered an even worse
lapse in rational thought and brought it out in public.”

Pepper
blinks back the eye glaze and frowns at me. “I most certainly did. I was watching a
morning show on television and—”

Here my
stomach rolls in
rebellion at what I am hearing. I hold up my hand once
again. “Have you seen a
doctor about these alarming symptoms?”

Pepper
doesn’t seem to follow
my train of thought. “No, you see, I was already at the doctors’.
Well, the dentist actually. Having a damn filling done. Only he was
running late and I was left in the waiting room with an elderly
woman who kept shooting me amorous looks and a television that was
up two notches too loud. And it was playing the morning show and on
it the presenters were talking about how wonderful ferrets were as
pets. Playful and friendly and what not. Providing a positive
influence in the life while having the added bonus of regularly
sleeping over sixteen hours a day. And after I had the dratted
dental work done I was feeling decidedly sorry for myself and felt
that I needed a positive, friendly influence in my life, so I went
into the pet shop next door and purchased one myself.”

The
light, summer wind whistles through my open mouth.
“Is there a returns
policy?”

Pepper opens his
own mouth, offended. “I
don’t believe so. And I don’t want to return her. She is the first
woman in my life who seems perfectly content with me just as I am.
And with an offering of the right kind of food, she can be
positively affectionate.”

I
open and close my mouth a
couple of times, completely at a loss as to what to say to the poor
sap. There was only so far one can go in bringing a friend to their
senses. Horse to water and all that sort of thing. If they refused
to be brought to said senses then the situation must be given up as
lost.

Still, I was
not at that point yet.

“Does
anyone at the club know?” I say, my mind playing over the wider
repercussions. “I doubt they’ll let you keep your membership if
they find out you are a ferret owner.”

Pepper
blinks at this obviously
as yet unconsidered development. “Well it may not be an issue if I can’t find her,”
he points out.

I do see
his reasoning and so come back around to the subject of the
lead. “I assume the
animal was attached to that when you entered the park.”

Pepper
nods.

“So what
possessed you to release it?”

“Well, I
tried walking her up and down the path, but she was so dratted
insistent in smelling everything as we went. And then she
discovered a particularly pungent flowerbed and seemed to be
interested in needing a little time for the call of nature, if you
know what I mean, that I decided the best thing was to release her
from the confines and give her a moment of privacy. When I came
back she was gone.”

They say
love can addle the mind
quicker than alcohol and here I am witnessing the effects
firsthand. Although, it is possible the mind-addling happened in
the dentist’s chair and
this is merely a manifestation of some medicinal
overdose.

“And
this is the place where you left her?” I say, pointing to the bush
we are both standing in front of.

Pepper
looks at me as if I am the imbecile in this conversation and
says, “No, this is a
bush. I left her in the flowers over there.” He points off to the
right.

“Then
why,” I say, careful to couch my question in lightish tone, “are we
staring at a bush? Shouldn’t we be staring at the flower
bed?”

“I’ve
already done that. And she’s not there.”

“Exactly
how big is a ferret?” I say, feeling this is somewhat important
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