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Chapter One – The Funeral

“I am sure he would have been pleased to see so many of the local mafia here.”

The two old friends were seated on a pew on the right hand side of St Joseph’s Church. They were neither too far from the front, nor too near the back. They were unlikely to have been joined in their choice of seating unless by a very desperate or insistent latecomer, possibly on the slim side.

Detective Inspector Steve Winwood and Brian Bennett, the Editor-in-Chief of the Rutherford Echo Group of newspapers continued to shuffle their large frames around on the polished surface of the narrow wooden pew. The square cushions were not manufactured for the spreading backsides of the two overweight professionals. They had tried sitting on the cushions, then discarding them and eventually found a way in which they could both sit as comfortable as the conditions allowed whilst denying anyone else a chance to sit between or alongside them.

Steve was wearing his second best suit. Mrs Winwood had taken it to the cleaners to rid it of the aroma of stale Redbourne’s best bitter and the dark irregular stains from dropped pieces of rich bread pudding. She had left the small matter of removing the dry cleaning company’s plastic wrapping until this that morning to ensure that it would be worn in a pristine fashion.

To Steve’s surprise it still fitted. It was of some small satisfaction to think that he had not put on too much weight, or any at all. However he was not a slim man, far from it. He was a big man, all six foot of him and seventeen stone or thereabouts. He looked well fed, which he was and his face had the normality of a resigned but happy with his lot sort of look. Which he was.

And despite his increasing weight and shirt size so was Brian Bennett. He was wearing his best suit as it was the only one that still actually fitted rather than clinging tightly to his body in a desperate attempt not to be separated from its host. In the last five years or more everyone had noticed how he had expanded around his waist and around his neck. He attributed this to his role at the newspaper group being more sedentary than it might be if he was a reporter and expected to be out and about in the town and beyond. 

Those who knew him better ascribed the evolution of his body shape to the Long Bar of the Fleetwood Arms Hotel and his love of Guinness. Even with a new white shirt he had struggled for over twenty minutes that morning to fasten the top button and attach a tie, black for the occasion. He had accepted his fate and took the view that despite being slightly less than perfect he was in attendance as was expected of him.

“The local mafia is not a phrase we use lightly at the station,” said Winwood in reply to Brian’s assessment of the congregation. “We prefer to call them respected members of the community.”

“Maybe Steve but those respected members of the community are all here. Local councillors, the old families and the new ones that know the value of a Range River but buy their wine at Tesco. I am told that Aldi has now won the battle for their taste buds and wallets. Take those two over there. Not too close, not too apart. Almost the perfect relationship.”

“Almost Brian?”

“The very lovely but very distant Councillor Christine Grey and the equally unapproachable Stephanie Van Dyk. We all know they are a couple but we don’t mention it.”

“Why on earth not. I know. I had some dealings with them a little while back. I thought everyone knew about them.”

“Maybe they do, but best no one admits to knowing it.”

“Seems a strange way of going about things. I prefer people to keep their affairs secret or if not, be open about it.”

“When I was just a young boy I used to indulge in a fantasy about a three in the bed sex romp with two attractive lesbians; something along the lines of those two. They’d have to be willing to do it with me as well but it was a secret I kept to myself.”

“Did it ever come true?”

“No, when the elegant Councillor Grey was elected Leader and things started to crackle between her and the smouldering Head of Planning I mentioned this fantasy in a moment of alcohol induced weakness to Mrs B. She laughed. Then she poked me in the stomach and made some comment about keeping just one woman satisfied.”

Steve Winwood continued to look around the rapidly filling church. It was not the original building although it stood on the same site on the north east corner of Market Square. The medieval church of St Joseph’s burned down in the middle of the nineteenth century taking with it the original pews and the statues and sculptures that were mounted in and around the ancient wooden beams.

The church had been rebuilt using many of the old timbers and stonework that could be salvaged from the wreckage along with the stone sculptures that had survived with minor damage. Age and accident had led to missing ears, noses and other pieces of human anatomy moulding them into a silent and slightly sinister legion of guardian angels watching over the assembled congregation.

The small trickle of mourners soon became a steady stream. People arrived and nodded politely at other guests in whose company they would rather not be seen but needed to acknowledge for decency sake. Then just as quickly moved on to find a more private spot in which to sit. Few if any attempted to dislodge the detective and the editor.

“I don’t see any family,” said Steve.

“I didn’t know there was any. At least none that any of us in the press knew about.”

“I find it quite sad to shuffle off this mortal coil and find there’s no close relative to see you off. I’ve been reading this order of service. Even that’s a bit odd. One hymn, a reading by John Cherry, a few pieces of music and not much in the way of prayer. And where is this private burial service to take place? There’s no mention of that anywhere. Is he being buried?”

“I’m not too sure where he’s ending up but as far as I recall he was not a religious man.”

“Then why have a service here, in a church. In St Joseph’s.”

“Where else could accommodate all these people.”

“Which is itself a strange state of affairs Brian. Here is a man that made his life’s work rubbing up his party colleagues and Council officials the wrong way and here they are, all at his funeral.”

“What you are witnessing is one of the last remaining ceremonies in which the good and great of this town can inflict upon the rest of us a very determined statement of where we all fit in the great scheme of things. This is how the universe unfolds Steve, exactly as it should according to the immutable laws of social engineering. Look around.”

Steve Winwood did so. The church was filling up even more rapidly. Most of the men were in black suits and their female partners in sombre hats bought individually from separate out of town ladies outfitters. None wanted to duplicate their taste in fashion with others thereby managing to marry respectability with an air of distinction.

Brian continued his appraisal of the mourners. 

“We all know are or gently reminded exactly where we are positioned in the social hierarchy of the town. There in the forward pews are the Town Council in their ceremonial robes and funny hats with the fur lining. Fake fur I believe. That’s because we are still within the old town boundaries. The Town Council may not command much importance these days but it is the senior body and St Joseph’s is the oldest seat of ecclesiastical influence. Even serving councillors who were once Mayors have different coloured robes from the current Mayor. It’s like a flock of exotic birds stamping out their territory.

“Then we have all the past Councillors and their families and accompanying broods. None of them have done much since they were elected out of office but they can claim their place at the top table. That is how it works.

“Our friends at District Council have no such ritual attire but dark suits, bland ties of no particular party allegiance and white shirts are almost de rigour. There you will find our Leader and previous Leaders and the political leaders and Chairmen of all the districts around and about, irrespective of party hue. That is if they could be bothered to turn up and from a quick survey many of them have. They would not wish to miss out on such an occasion to affirm their continued existence and influence.

“Then and certainly not least are the masses of the great unwashed, the hoi polloi, the artisans and the least favoured including it must be said you and I and those constituents who have managed to squeeze themselves in at the back of the church. We must be reminded of our place Steve.”

“Fascinating as your knowledge of the social mores of Rutherford may be Brian in the lack of any immediate family that we know of who organised it?”

“I have no idea but possibly the Rutherford Town Council Leisure Committee of which Councillor Samantha Lavender is Chair.”

“Is that relevant?”

“I heard she went over to the dark side.”

“The dark side? Local government has a dark side? I thought it was only us boys in blue that had a dark side.”

“They became quite close. There’s rumours, only rumours mind that they were at it.”

“At it?”

“Most certainly. Born out of his love of fine lingerie and her fascination for something more exotic than tea and a thin slice of Prince Regent Cake in the Mayor’s parlour at the Town Council.”

“She doesn’t look the type.”

“Who is Steve? Who is?”

There was no time for Steve Winwood to reply, even though he had nothing to add to that comment but strangled surprise. The organist struck up the first bars of William Blake’s paean to all that the British hold dear, namely ‘Jerusalem’. The congregation stood up; necks turned towards the west door where they expected to see the coffin being carried in to church.

The black suited pall bearers carried the coffin and for a few moments masked the two figures walking behind. It was difficult to see the faces of the two women who walked with heads bowed. Both women were dressed in pure white and the only words spoken amongst the assembled mourners which almost drowned the choir’s energetic rendering of ‘And did those feet in ancient times’ were ‘Who are they?’

By the time that the choir were praising England’s ‘green and pleasant land’ the coffin had reached the end of its journey exactly on time and been placed at the head of the congregation. The two female strangers sat in the front pew that was reserved for family, alone.

After the traditional introductory word from the vicar the pulpit was filled with the tall and slightly eccentrically dressed figure of John Cherry. No one could ever accuse him of being slovenly dressed. It was just that none of his clothes were ever bought as a set such as a suit or colour matched from the same clothes rail.

His jacket was of faded mauve, his trousers a designer nightmare of bold aubergine and his shirt and tie a magnificent desert yellow. It was a deliberate political and social statement if only people could interpret what it was.

John Cherry cleared his throat, tapped the microphone attached to the pulpit to make sure he had the full attention of the mourners and began.

“You may wonder what the owner of a shop dealing in antiquarian books, medieval maps and faded manuscripts is doing here speaking about the life of Councillor Robert Ball. He was known amongst his friends and enemies alike as Bob, or more correctly ‘Bouncing’ Bob because he had that special quality found in so few people of being able to bounce back from any adversity as if nothing had happened at all.

“You may also wonder what on earth Bob and myself had in common that finds me here speaking at his funeral. Along with my ownership of the last antiquarian bookshop in the county I also belong to many other local societies and groups. Some you may know such as the Rutherford Local History Society and the Oral History Group and the Rutherford Archaeological Society and many others you may not, such as those that seek to satisfy the curious and peculiar interest I and Bob had in lesser known disciplines.

“Along with these minority groups Bob and myself found ourselves sitting round the same table at meetings, seminars and fact finding missions organised by County and District Councils to find a way of improving the lot of the local population. We found we had a common interest in Rutherford and its surrounding countryside, its history and its future survival as an historic market town.

“Bob may have been a member of the Conservative Party and stood on that ticket for the Town Centre Ward for many years but he was a conservative in the true sense of the word. Conservative that is with a very positive small ‘c’. He loved the town as it was; he would have liked it to have stayed the way it was when he first began trading but grudgingly accepted that progress often demands that we march on. We should recall that he had been a town centre trader and a Town Councillor for many years before retiring from commercial life and concentrating his political life at District Council . He ran a very popular newsagent and sweet shop and the travel agency he ran just off Market Square is now a hairdressing salon.

“That is not to say that he accepted progress gracefully. Far from it. He fought each planning application alike, be it from established traders or outside property developers. Those that tried to change retail outlets into coffee bars or pop up shops selling imitation Lorna Bailey artefacts for the modern home were derided with a passion that often spilled over into an incomprehensible rage. It did not endear him to everyone. Arguments raged in the Council offices and chambers with Bob’s voice the loudest. It is no bad thing to believe in something and to make those beliefs heard, no matter who is upset, be they at the top or the bottom of the executive or administrative ladder.

“Some may see this as an attribute to be admired and encouraged. Some may disagree. Bob had his faults. He was often blind to constructive or cogent argument by anyone, be they friend or foe who dared to question his own beliefs. One thing remains, one constant in town. Above all else Bob cared.

“I cannot overlook his one obvious failing. Bob enjoyed a drink. Most of us enjoy the odd convivial half but that was a term unknown to Bob Ball. Wine was taken by the bottle not the glass. I remember one evening escorting him home when he was seriously worse for wear and barely in control of his legs or vocal chords.

“We passed a couple of young ladies on their way to a local hostelry in short skirts and peek-a-boo tops. Bob made some sexist remark that was fortunately partly unintelligible but the girls did not misunderstand the inference.

‘You’re drunk’ said one of them. ‘I should jolly well hope so’, replied Bob, ‘after all the money it’s cost me.’

“I don’t know what Bob would have made of his funeral service being held here. I rarely talked about religion with him so never knew what he thought of salvation or the after life. Or even if he believed in a Higher Being.

“But I’d like to count myself as his friend. He made me laugh. He always had a view on whatever we were talking about. He made decisions and stuck by them. He was honest and I wish I knew more people who possessed those two qualities in such abundance.

“I like to think of Bob as being up there with the angels; with an everlasting supply of a half decent red wine never dropping below the level of a glass half full.”

John Cherry’s eulogy was greeted with massed silence. He couldn’t have expected more for no one ever claps their hands in approval in church or lets out a low hiss. It was a thinly disguised attack on those that would not even try and understand the mind of Bob Ball and even those who might have otherwise agreed and thought better of it being in church and in the company of those who had their future tightly in their hands.

The service was short and it seemed that only minutes had passed before the pall bearers returned to the front of the church to raise Bob Ball’s coffin on to their shoulders.

The organist played the opening chords of a tune that few recognised even when the choir gave voice. The two women in simple knee length white dresses, white tops and white tights inside white low heeled shoes followed the coffin with heads once more bowed.

They reached the church doors where the late morning sun billowed through swiftly moving clouds and filled the church with warmth and light. The choir reached the final verse of a song from HMS Pinafore:

‘For in spite of all temptations

To belong to other nations

He remains an Englishman,

He remains an Englishman.’

“I wish all funerals could be as simple as that,” said Steve Winwood.

“I enjoyed that,” agreed Brian Bennett. 

“I wonder who the women in white are.”

“Could be the Russian side of the family.” Steve looked back at Brian who continued. “That’s how he introduced the young ladies that were often seen accompanying him in the more exclusive dining rooms in town.”

“Is that where we are heading now?”

“I have no idea where we are heading Steve. I’ve got one of these.”

Brian pulled a crumpled invitation from out of his inside pocket. I am invited by the Leader of White Plains District Council to take light refreshments in the Council Chamber to remember and celebrate the life of Councillor Robert Ball.”

“Are you going?”

“On balance I think not. They do not lavish the best wines on those outside of the official ranks and the food is either too wet from being defrosted overnight or too dry having been left uncovered by the canteen assistants before they finished their shift the previous day. You will be disappointed if you are expecting the catering to be of the high standards delivered by Waitrose Entertainment.”

“I’ve got one of those as well. Mind you it was addressed to the Chief Constable and it was passed down the line to me as they thought it more correct that the local constabulary ought to be represented by a local man.”

“Could you not hand it along to young Tibbs?”

“I would but he has a previous engagement in court over an interesting case of sexual assault. I hope you have someone there.”

“I’m a bit light on the staff front at the moment. I took an executive decision and gave the thumbs up to this funeral. My man is here somewhere I hope, probably outside trying to get a quote. I’ll do the ‘Editor Says’ and a suitable obituary because we also need a story on the passing of the town’s senior political representative and who else could I trust? Is he missing a good story from the court?  There’s not much here to cover in seven hundred and fifty words or less.”

“It’s a case brought against a young drunk who was making unwelcome advances towards a young lady in a nightclub. She was wearing a bright yellow backless dress and not much else over her threepenny bits.”

“What’s his chances?”

“Not good. He’ll get a fine and community service. I hope the magistrate is an old boy so the nineteen sixties advertising phrase ‘unzip a banana’ may resonate. If it’s a woman he’ll get six months. You have to maintain a sense of humour sometimes.”

“You’d never get a job on my paper reporting stories like that. We don’t do sex. It doesn’t exist in the town outside of the readership’s bedrooms.”

Steve smiled. They had taken their place at the end of the queue of mourners leaving the church. Two rather corpulent men might have found it easy to barge to the front but they both shared a rather old fashioned sense of gentlemanly courtesy and allowed the majority to go ahead.

“New suit Steve?”

Steve Winwood wiped his hands along the material of his charcoal grey suit. In contrast to his usual light grey or dark blue coloured attire this one bore no marks of spilled coffee or dried stains from a hasty fish and chip lunch at the Fleetwood.

“No, I keep this whistle for ceremonial occasions and funerals. My best suit is in the wardrobe awaiting a close family wedding. I seem to be going to more and more funerals lately. There won’t be many of our generation left shortly.”

Brian tried to fasten the button on his jacket but the gap over his stomach was too great. He tried again to fasten his top button and knot his tie properly around the nineteen inch neck of his shirt collar. It was an unfair contest and he flattened the tie against the last visible button over the waistband of his trousers.

“I swear that every time this comes back from the dry cleaners they’ve shrunk it.”

Steve recognised the signs of an expanding stomach and other parts of the body but said nothing to upset his friend because in him he saw himself.

Brian was the first to shake the hand of the vicar. “Enjoyed the service vicar. Short, sweet; not a lot to fill a page but I’ll see what I can do.”

Steve held out his own large hand. “Odd sort of service vicar; but different.”

The tall and engagingly open Reverend Janice Paige smiled at both of them in turn. “I only did what the family requested although I believe John Cherry was their messenger. I never got to know Councillor Ball but from what I’ve heard of him I think he might have approved.”

“An interesting concept to keep God out of a church service,” commented Brian.

“I understand it may have been in keeping with Councillor Ball’s beliefs.”

Brian Bennett and Steve Winwood followed the others down the wide path that led to a double wooden gate somewhat warmed by the friendly but not disrespectful smile from the Reverend Paige.

“Well,” concluded Brian. “Here’s to the next one then.”

“That kind of talk wouldn’t do too well in my line of work. You never know what side of the fence they might be on. Where are we heading? I think we’ll give the Council chambers a swerve. How about the Fleetwood?”

“Word on the street is that the brewery are putting up the food and a few quid behind the bar at the Green Man. I think relations between Bob and the management at the Fleetwood are still a bit tender, even though the girl has now left. Bob was more at home at the Green Man anyway. I’d rather a pie and a pint there than put my faith in Council catering.”

Brian was right. Most of Bob Ball’s friends had met up at the Green Man. He was also right about the hospitality. The drinks were all free and Kerry Barley the licensee had prepared a feast of sausage rolls, pork pies, cheese sandwiches and bowls of crisps and nuts. It was a very English spread much beloved of Steve Winwood and Brian Bennett who both preferred something unsophisticated with which to soak up copious amounts of best bitter and draught Guinness.

The Green Man was almost as old as the Fleetwood Arms Hotel. It had two bars, one either side of the giant oak front doors that were always open wide. The smaller of the two bars was on the left inhabited by groups of regulars who placed an invisible barrier between them and any newcomer.

The longer right hand side bar was a wide seated area with a well stocked fireplace in winter and a permanently locked back door with an extra table and benches in front of it. The side door now led to the garden and the sheltered smoking area that like the Fleetwood was all that remained of its coaching history.

Those guests that eschewed Council invitations out of habit had congregated in this bar and were busy chatting and eating when for the second time that day the appearance of two ladies in white reduced them to silence.

The elder of the two approached Brian.

“John Cherry was so right. He said we’d have no trouble in finding you two. You really are quite alike. Like two chubby twins but I do not know which is which.”

Steve and Brian looked at each other with embarrassment and bewilderment. It did not go unnoticed by the strangers.

They could have been as much twins as the men they had approached. The mother and daughter connection could not be denied.

“I should have introduced us first. I am Elena Alexandrova and this is my daughter Tatiana. I work on my English so perhaps you might know me better as Elena Ball. Bob’s Russian wife.”

Elena was tall with long, flowing jet black hair. Her skin was flawless although at closer inspection her make-up had been applied so expertly as to disguise any blemishes, apart from a gentle rose-pink blush in her cheeks and just enough but not too much eye liner to accentuate her dark bright brown eyes.

Tatiana was a little shorter but her glossy black hair was just as long and she had applied some basic foundation on her face which gave her a pale look through which her deep brown eyes shone like polished stones on a sun blanched tropical beach.

“I really didn’t know he was married.” Brian stumbled over his words.

“I didn’t know him as well as Brian I’m afraid,” said Steve. “He was always quite happy chatting to my sergeant who unfortunately could not be here today. An appointment at court.”

“I don’t think many people did know that Bob and I were married.”

“How long?”

“Tatiana is twenty five. A long time.”

“He always mentioned the Russian side of the family but most of us took it with a large pinch of salt.”

“I am very real,” replied Elena. 

Tatiana maintained an even stare as she panned around the room, hardly blinking her large brown eyes.

“I can see that,” agreed Brian. “We didn’t know you were coming.”

“We can’t stay long. We did call in at the official drinks party at the Council but it was so formal and boring and none of Bob’s close friends were there.”

“I think you made a good choice coming here instead. How did you know?” asked Steve.

“It was mentioned. So pleased we came; a much more jolly atmosphere.”

“Pity Bob could not be here really,” said Brian. “He would have enjoyed it. Are you staying much longer?”

“Maybe a few days to tie things up. Then a flight back to Russia to take Bob home.”

“Home?”

“To Russia. We have a villa on Lake Baikal. He liked it there. It is also much closer for myself and Taiana to remember him. We have arranged for his body to be flown out. Then we will have a private service and cremation and as he expressed a wish for his ashes to be scattered over the water there, so we are carrying out his wishes.”

“I noticed that there were no details of the private burial after the service.”

“Is that a worry Inspector?”

“Steve please. I’m not on duty. Family wishes must always come first.”

“You don’t seem very surprised.”

“The thing is Elena, nothing that Bob did was ever quite straightforward so his friends in the town sort of took his lifestyle on the chin as it were. I always thought that he would want to be placed at rest in the town.” Brian continued. “Especially after that final chorus from HMS Pinafore.”

“Rutherford was not the town that it was when he started his businesses here. It has changed like all of England. It saddened him. He liked to come home, untouched by Wi-Fi, American burger bars and despots at the local Council.”

“I understand that but you never came over here. He must have talked a lot about life here. Or not, I don’t know.”

“We had no secrets Brian. I knew what he got up to over here. All those Russian girls looking for love and a family in the land of plenty. We set up marriage bureaux in Russia and a few other places. His travel agency business was a good cover.

“But my husband had a soft spot as you know for young girls and fine quality underwear. I was at home in Russia; he was here and liked to be seen in the company of pretty girls. It made some men jealous and so I am told a few Council officials quite angry. Not the sort of thing we expect from senior councillors. Not the done thing old boy,” she concluded, accurately mimicking her late husband.

“You knew about his activities?”

“Of course. I told him that it would be the death of him. And it was. He would have wanted it that way, going out on the job as it were.”

“I heard it was a heart attack.”

“It was Steve, brought about by too much red wine, too much sex and not taking his medicine. I had to pay the girl quite a bit of money to take the next available flight home without mentioning her involvement. And now you know. I hope this conversation will not go further.”

“Not the sort of story I publish, “confirmed Brian. 

“We are first and foremost a people friendly title. I rarely do sex scandals or the scurrilous ‘kiss and tell’ expose and besides what harm had Bob done? Had I known about it at the time, which I didn’t because he was found by himself alone in bed, naked and a half bottle of a fine Chilean red by his bedside, I would still have left alone. Natural causes was the verdict and so in keeping with his well-known lifestyle.

“Maybe if the truth were to come out but then someone like Steve would have had to investigate the activities of a few lonely hearts clubs and that would not have been good for business.”

“I Know a few of them,” agreed Steve. “They call themselves modelling and acting agencies but I had them taped some time ago. It was a strange case.”

Brian gave Steve a solid kick in the ankle and the detective ceased his memoirs.

Silence descended on the quartet who had found themselves almost isolated between the entrance and the bar.

Elena smiled at the two men, offered a very warm but swift handshake and began to move off. 

“I have to see John before we go. To say thank you for all the work he’s done on our behalf.”

“John Cherry?”

“He was the only person we could trust. He arranged things. He gave a good speech.”

Tatiana spoke a very low ‘thank you’ and followed her mother to the back of the bar where the full height of John Cherry could be seen rising above a group of guests.

The two friends hardly strayed from the bar. They feasted on cheese rolls, slices of cold pepperoni pizza and quarters of large pork pies. They often met to discuss matters of common interest in the town, usually in the Long Bar of the Fleetwood Arms Hotel.  They did not always share
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