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            The Vicar’s Version

         
 
         When Detective Sergeant Sidney Samson appeared on my doorstep to announce the reopening of the Elizabeth Fotherington murder enquiry I thought at first that I was hallucinating. And then as he stood there thin and expressionless I began to wonder whether it was not I, but he who was delirious: one of us had to be out of our mind.
 
         But as I stood transfixed on the threshold of my modest vicarage it became quickly apparent that each was seeing and hearing perfectly well. This was no figment, but a stark reality. The worst had at last occurred: they were going to resurrect the whole ghastly business, and this time I really would be for the high jump … What you might describe as beginner’s luck had surely come to its murky end!
 
         Perhaps the term ‘beginner’ is a trifle misleading, for it must be said in my own defence that when I dispatched Mrs Fotherington almost eighteen months previously* I had no intention that the deed should be the forerunner of similar events – and nor fortunately has it been. One mistake of that kind is as much as anyone can cope with – or at any rate, as much as the Reverend Francis Oughterard, Canon of Molehill, Surrey, can. The dreadful business (not to mention its aftermath, the picture theft affair**) had put me under a considerable strain; and to have it now suddenly disinterred – the enquiry not the corpse – was a blow I felt I could barely survive.
         
 
         However, the survival instinct being the force that it is, I pushed the dog out of the way, took a deep breath, and smiling bravely invited the wretched Samson in for a cup of tea.
 
         I must explain that Samson is the junior and surlier half of Detective Inspector Gilbert March, a man known less for his perspicacity than for his plodding and genial obstinacy. His sidekick is less plodding, more obstinate, and largely uncongenial. The pinched features, thin frame and pale darting eyes give him the air of a peevish whippet, and while normally in the shadow of March, his watchful presence is invariably an irritant – and at times a fear.
 
         Such a time was this – as I ushered him in, settled him on the sofa, and with frozen marrow waited in the kitchen for the kettle to boil. I stood there trying to work out what on earth had gone wrong. What had happened to rekindle their interest? What matters had been overlooked, found, said, to resurrect the whole thing again? Why were they not content to leave the blame with dead Robert Willy, the flasher in the woods? He had been a most fortunate scapegoat, and at the time I had marvelled at how just occasionally fate deals a winning card. But then, as I might have known, such luck is invariably treacherous …
         
 
         Thus, armed with chocolate cake and a blank mind, I returned to the study to face The Whippet. With March absent he had taken the liberty of rolling one of his own scraggy cigarettes – but, seeing the cake, seemed to have second thoughts; and putting the weed back in the tin helped himself to the larger of the proffered slices. Typical.
 
         I watched irritably as he busied himself with what was to have been my after-supper treat; and then, clearing my throat, said in mild tones, ‘So what makes the police think the case should be reinvestigated? I was rather under the impression that it was all cut and dried.’
 
         ‘Impressions mislead,’ he said woodenly, scooping up the globules of chocolate icing and licking his fingers, ‘and things are rarely cut and dried.’
 
         He was right there, I acknowledged bitterly, and recalled my sister Primrose’s voice saying: ‘Of course, they’ll never drop that case, you know. They never do, not fully … You mark my words, it won’t be the end of it.’ Evidently not.
 
         ‘No … no, I suppose they aren’t,’ I agreed vaguely. ‘But, er, has there been anything in particular that’s started things up? Fresh evidence or something?’ I held my breath and tried to look unconcerned.
 
         ‘Slowcome.’
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘Slowcome,’ he repeated, ‘of the Yard. The new superintendent, he’s on our tail. Thinks we’re too sleepy down here. Complacent was the word he used.’ And whippet-like he twitched his nose in distaste.
         
 
         ‘Ah, one of those new brooms,’ I said sympathetically, lighting a cigarette. ‘They can be a bit of a pain!’
 
         ‘Yes,’ he replied slowly, ‘they can.’ And then as a seeming afterthought he added, ‘Though in this particular case I think he’s got something.’
 
         ‘But surely you were satisfied it was that flashing tramp, Willy!’ I exclaimed.
 
         ‘Mr March was,’ he said, ‘but I never thought things quite added up. Not quite … if you get my meaning.’ And he shot a sideways look at me, almost smiling.
         
 
         I was so used to Samson’s sneers that a smile, even an incipient one, immediately struck terror and I almost upset the teapot. However, as a diversionary tactic I produced my cigarette case, and with cringing grace offered him a Craven ‘A’. He was about to take it, when Maurice made one of his sudden sorties through the open window, and with flying leap settled himself neatly at Samson’s feet.
 
         ‘Cor! Not that cat again!’ the detective exclaimed, getting up hastily and shoving the cigarette behind his ear. ‘Bloomin’ hazard!’
 
         I could understand his response, for a year earlier when he and March were visiting the vicarage pursuing their ‘routine enquiries’, Samson had become embroiled in one of the more blood-curdling disputes between the cat and my dog Bouncer – a skirmish which had left us all (except the contestants) in a state of quivering shock. Evidently the memory still lingered.
 
         ‘He’s all right really,’ I lied, ‘just gets a little testy now and again.’
 
         ‘Should think he does!’ muttered Samson, edging towards the door.
 
         I was relieved that he was going, but at the same time avid to know more about the fresh development. ‘So, uhm, you’ll be restarting things again, will you? Of course, if I can be of any use …’
 
         ‘Oh yes,’ he replied quickly, ‘you’ll be of use, sir. We shall have to interview all those we saw before – to see if anything else emerges. It’s just that, since I was passing, I thought you might like to hear about it first – she being one of your parishioners and you having been a close friend of hers. Sort of put you in the picture.’
 
         ‘Most thoughtful,’ I said warmly (inwardly recoiling at the use of the term ‘close’), ‘and, er, give my regards to Inspector March.’
 
         ‘Will do that, sir. I daresay he’ll be glad to see you again – and quite soon too, I shouldn’t wonder.’ And taking the cigarette from behind his ear and fumbling for a match, he sloped off down the path.
  
         I returned to the study, consumed the last crumbs of the cake, and stared bleakly out of the window. So much for my holiday plans!
 
          
 
         Readers having access to the previous jottings will recall that, exhausted by the rigours of dealing with my aide and bane Nicholas Ingaza (on whose behalf I had been forced to store a couple of stolen paintings), I had been about to arrange a brief visit to the island of Lindisfarne. This little jaunt was intended to restore lost energies – easily mislaid, I fear – and fortify me against further calamity. Unfortunately, it would seem the calamity had anticipated this hope and I was now back at square one, terrified and tense.
 
         I say of Nicholas that he was my aide because, although wholly ignorant of the exact nature of my crime, he had been helpful in corroborating a yarn I had spun the police about a pair of incriminating binoculars. But Nicholas is one of those people who, however useful, will always remain a natural irritant. Favours that he may be minded to confer will require payment in full – if not excess. Forcing me into the role of receiver for his ill-gotten plunder had been in his view a fair exchange for, as he put it, ‘keeping an old chum out of hot water’. In fact I had never been his chum, merely his contemporary at St Bede’s theological college (from which, for soliciting in a London Turkish bath, he had been booted out), but fate and my ghastly blunder had somehow thrown us once more together. At a time of maximum danger Nicholas Ingaza’s support had been vital, but in terms of subsequent angst and trouble it had certainly cost me. Thus just when I was beginning to feel moderately free from his anarchic presence, and hopeful that the ghost of Elizabeth Fotherington was all but laid, the arrival of police officer Sidney Samson on my doorstep once more frustrated that long-sought peace and quiet.
 
         Indeed, it was the need for peace and quiet which had necessitated Elizabeth’s disposal in the first place. Had she been less insistent in her garrulous and arch pursuit I assume she would be alive today, and Foxford Wood no longer the place of dread it has come to be. But as it is, I can rarely go near its precincts without hearing the gush of those interminable tones and their febrile inanities. Nor do I forget the fluttering of the wood pigeons, the bluebells, the far-off rasp of the roebuck, and the soporific drone of the aircraft as it circled high in the sky above the tall and innocent trees … while far below, down in that dense wood, my nerve finally and fatally snapped.
 
          
 
         I continued to sit in the study for a good hour after Samson’s departure – fretting, brooding, reliving the past and dreading the future. The cat, having conveniently unsettled my visitor, had disappeared again. But Bouncer wandered in, burped loudly, and proceeded to dance around in preparation for his evening walk. At least that stirred me. So collecting ball and lead, and banishing other thoughts, we set off briskly to check the church and sniff the evening air.
 
         
            * See A Load of Old Bones 
            
 
            ** See Bones in the Belfry 
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            2

            The Cat’s Memoir

         

         The moment I saw that specimen coming up the garden path I knew that something was amiss – or at any rate, more amiss than usual. (Life with the vicar, or canon as we are now obliged to call him, is rarely free from disturbance.) Our master has long had an aversion to Samson, which I am inclined to share; and of the two ‘rozzers’ – to use Bouncer’s term – the emaciated one is certainly the more dangerous. Thus curious to know what was afoot, I established myself on the ledge outside the study window and gave ear to the conversation within.
         

         Much of this seemed to be taken up with the consumption of chocolate cake, but to my dismay there was also talk about the reopening of the Fotherington murder case. I could see that the vicar was in agitated mode, and felt it appropriate that I should make my presence felt. So, with a well-judged leap, I projected myself through the open window and landed within inches of the visitor’s feet. This had the desired effect: the weedy one jumped from the chair and announced his imminent departure. F.O. (as it is convenient to call the vicar) affected disappointment, but it was apparent to all and sundry – well, to me actually – that he was only too glad to be rid of his guest; and alone once more, he sank white-faced into the usual haze of smoke and lethargy.

         I returned to the garden to cogitate beneath the holly bush. As I crouched there Bouncer ambled by, and I called him over and described what I had heard.

         ‘And so how is he going to get out of this one?’ I asked.

         ‘God knows,’ the dog replied.

          

         Returning from my afternoon stroll a few hours later, I was just passing the tool shed below F.O.’s bedroom window, when my pawsteps were arrested by the most unsavoury noise coming from within: what you might call a mélange of prolonged belches and strangulated wails. A distasteful sound but not without interest, and for half a minute or so I listened intently. Eventually it ceased, and the perpetrator – Bouncer naturally – emerged into the sunlight wagging his tail.

         ‘How do you do that?’ I enquired. ‘And why?’

         ‘Oh, it’s something we dogs do from time to time,’ he replied airily. ‘Cats don’t have the skill for it.’

         ‘I should hope not,’ I retorted, ‘it is far from pleasant!’

         ‘Oh well, shark cat arse on glue – that’s Frog-speak, you know, for “each to his own”.’
         

         Ignoring both ignorance and insult, I stared at him coldly, pointing out that there was nevertheless a hierarchy in such matters and that my goût was considerably better than his.
         

         ‘If you say so,’ he said, grinning amiably.

         I paused, and then asked again what had prompted the performance.

         He became earnest, solemn even, and replied in lowered tones: ‘Mark of respect. Sort of fellow feeling for the vicar – just to show him that we’re on his side in this new mess he’s got himself into.’

         ‘Hardly a new mess,’ I exclaimed. ‘It’s the same one come back with a vengeance and we are all in dire jeopardy!’ And not wishing to be outdone by Bouncer, I too braced my lungs and embarked on a series of exquisite caterwaulings. The dog joined in and together we produced a fine and harmonious lamentation in support of our master.
         

         Unfortunately this was cut short by the subject of our commiseration throwing open the window and hurling down abuse and a bucket of water. It just goes to show that humans, particularly the clerical sort, have even less good taste than their canine companions.

          

         An hour passed, and I was just carefully monitoring the movements of a fat spider in the grass when Bouncer reappeared, snuffled about aimlessly and then started to scratch. He was obviously at a loose end and eager to talk. But, reluctant to leave the spider, I pretended not to notice …

         ‘Oh rapture!’ the dog suddenly barked.

         I recoiled, startled. ‘What did you say?’
         

         ‘Rapture … Oh,’ he repeated.

         ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

         ‘Don’t you know, Maurice? I thought you knew thousands of words!’
         

         ‘Of course I do,’ I replied irritably. ‘Thousands. But why are you saying it?’
         

         ‘Just thinking out loud. It’s what she used to say.’

         ‘Who used to say?’

         ‘Her – your dead mistress, old Fotherington.’

         ‘I don’t recall her saying that – certainly not to me.’

         ‘Well, no. I mean, she wouldn’t say it to you, would she, Maurice?’

         ‘I can’t think why not!’

         ‘I can,’ he replied darkly.

         I twitched my tail impatiently. ‘You’re talking nonsense as usual. And in any case, you don’t really know what the word means.’

         ‘Oh yes I do,’ he said doggedly. ‘It’s what I feel when I’ve got a marrow bone all to myself and you and F.O. are out of the house and there’s no one there to interfere!’

         I said nothing but thought the more. Obviously it was the Irish setter’s influence again: all that Hibernian blague was making Bouncer get even more above himself than usual. I was about to begin one of my sulks, when there was a sudden explosion of mirth and he roared, ‘Anyway, Maurice, bet she didn’t say “rapture” in Foxford Wood when F.O. was up to his tricks – not with that scarf round her gullet!’

         For a moment I watched the ensuing antics as he rolled about helplessly, waving those outlandish paws in the air. And then, unable to retain my normal sangfroid, I too lapsed into unseemly jollity, and the garden was rent with barks and yowls.

         An ineffectual oath of protest came from the study window followed by a carpet slipper, but we side-stepped it neatly, and I set off with sprightly foot to the graveyard refreshed and invigorated. The dog does have his occasional use.
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            The Dog’s Diary

         

         Phew! It’s all blowing up again. And the vicar is in a right palaver with himself! Been effing and blinding and crunching those humbugs all day long. Jaws must have started to ache, I shouldn’t wonder. I know about that from my bones: if you go on gnawing too long they seize up and it can take a bit of time to get them working again. So he’d better watch out! Mind you, I knew something was in the wind when he started singing ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’ during our walk round the church the other night. He always picks that one when he’s in one of his stews – calms him down, I suppose.

         But I like it best when he plays the piano, that’s really good – though Maurice doesn’t like it. But then there are a lot of things the cat doesn’t like: water, church bells (says they mangle his nerves), my bones, my basket, my blanket, the Veasey sisters up the road (ever since they gave him a seeing-to for putting the frighteners on their goldfish), loud bangs, horses, bicycles (says they’re useless for sitting on to get warm, unlike car bonnets), my friend O’Shaughnessy the setter (thinks he’s uncouth), most other cats – especially tabbies (common), sour milk, cat food – refuses anything out of a tin, the newspaper boy, the newspaper girl, my biscuit Bonios … oh and hundreds of other things which I can’t remember. He’s what you might call picky. But I suppose that’s what cats are; they can’t help it and you get used to it – though some are pickier than others! But I don’t mind really, and sometimes he can be quite fun – in a cattish sort of way of course – and most of the time we get on pretty well. And when we don’t I either go down to my crypt for a snooze and a listen to the ghosts, or we have a nice noisy scrap which we both like. So that’s all right.
         

         Still, what isn’t all right is poor old F.O. The policeman Samson, the puny one, has really messed things up again and I’m worried that this time the vicar’s luck will run out – and then we shall all be in the cart. And apart from anything else, I shan’t get my GRUB! I’ll be skinny like Maurice and waste away. Maybe I should start stocking up in case of a siege – perhaps make a midnight raid on Mavis Briggs’s dustbin … or on second thoughts, perhaps not. She’s got a mind like a hamster and eats like one too: the last time I had a nose round there were only mangy lettuce leaves – no good for a growing fellow like me. Have to think of somewhere else. I’ll ask Maurice, he’s bound to have an opinion.

         But I’m feeling sleepy now. Could do with a lie-down in my basket next to the boiler in the kitchen, but F.O.’s in there cooking … well, if you call hammering away at tins and throwing soup and jelly all over the shop ‘cooking’. So maybe I’ll just slip down to the crypt instead and give the spiders a nasty turn. They won’t like that but I will. Can’t let them have it all their own way!
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            The Vicar’s Version

         
 
         The day after Samson’s visit I had to go into Guildford to negotiate terms with the parish magazine’s new printer. I am not very good at negotiating, and although I think I managed a fair deal, I had found the whole process wearying. The Angel and its cream cakes beckoned, and I spent a restful hour ensconced on one of the capacious leather sofas with newspapers and coffee éclairs. However, all good things come to an end, and reluctantly I paid the bill and made a move.
 
         Emerging from the hotel, I encountered Theodore Pick, rector of St Hilda’s in the neighbouring parish. He was meandering along draped in his usual pall of gloom, but greeted me cheerfully enough and offered congratulations on my recent appointment as canon.
 
         ‘Well, yes, it did come as rather a surprise,’ I acknowledged, ‘and of course it’s non-stipendiary so it doesn’t exactly swell the coffers. Still, at least that means they won’t foist further jobs on me. Bit of a sinecure really: modest status without responsibility!’ And I gave a jovial laugh.
 
         ‘Huh,’ he observed darkly, ‘they’ll find something for you. They always do.’ (Typical of Pick, I thought, casts a cloud over everything!) ‘Besides,’ he added, ‘you’ll still be required to deliver the annual Canonical Address at the cathedral in front of the Lord Lieutenant and his satellites, and there’s bound to be the usual three-line whip for us all to attend.’
 
         ‘Oh, that!’ I exclaimed blithely. ‘That’s months away yet …’
 
         ‘Ah,’ he replied, ‘but it will hang over you, you’ll see: finding a theme, researching the stuff, polishing your delivery. It’s a big occasion – not just a common or garden sermon, you know. Nearly drove Dewlap to a breakdown the first time he did his. But daresay you’ll survive … Still, must be on my way now. Nice talking to you, Oughterard. Always a tonic!’ And so saying, he loped off in the direction of the undertakers.
 
         I stared after him irritably. Trust Pick to enliven things! And then I thought bitterly that if surviving the lecture were the only thing I had to worry about I should be a happy man. There were other matters pending of a rather more crucial nature … A police car glided by and I scuttled into a shop doorway like a startled rabbit.
 
          
 
         Back in the refuge of the vicarage, I first sought solace at the piano and then ease with a gin on the sofa. Maurice and Bouncer were together in front of the fire, the one toying with his woollen mouse, the other sprawled on the carpet, chin resting on the beloved rubber ring. He seemed unusually still and I wondered what was going on behind the fronds of fringe and between those shaggy ears.
 
         However, the cerebral processes of my dog were soon displaced by other thoughts. How, for example, should I prepare myself for the inevitable visit from March and Samson? Their previous investigations had been irksome enough: this time it would be far worse and I quailed at the prospect. How would they proceed? What line would they take? Which aspects of my story would they require ‘clarifying’? I brooded.
 
         Eventually I reluctantly concluded that I should have to contact Nicholas Ingaza. The police were bound to rake up the matter of the binoculars, and it was imperative that my corroborator stuck to his story: any deviation in that area would be pounced upon immediately. But Nicholas’s reliability was problematic and he would need to be primed and courted. Gloomily I went to the telephone and dialled.
 
         On the few occasions that I had previously rung Nicholas I had been greeted by the rasping tones of his cockney companion Eric, and in preparation for the blast I positioned the receiver accordingly, i.e. a few inches away from my ear. But rather to my surprise it was Nicholas himself who answered, and I adjusted the phone to catch the faint tones of his nasal drawl.
 
         ‘What brings you to the blower, dear boy? Changed your mind about coming down to Brighton? Lindisfarne lost its charm to the lure of the bright lights?’
 
         ‘Er, no, not really,’ I muttered. ‘It’s to do with that little matter of last year … the, er, binoculars …’
 
         There was a pause. ‘Oh yes?’
 
         ‘Yes. You see, for some peculiar reason the police are raking things up again about that unfortunate murder case, and there’s a remote possibility that they might want to interview me again – along with everyone else of course,’ I added hastily.
 
         ‘Of course.’
 
         ‘So I thought I’d just, uhm …’
 
         ‘Get me to go over my story with you? To ensure no loose ends are hanging about, that sort of thing?’ He sounded smoothly affable, but long experience of Ingaza told me that this was not necessarily a comfort.
 
         ‘Yes, that’s it … well, more or less. I mean, you know how obsessive the police can get about things and then go off at absurd tangents. Ridiculous really!’
 
         ‘I remember,’ he said drily.
 
         Yes, he would remember. Doing time for the Jermyn Street Turkish bath episode would have honed his memory to perfection – just as my unfortunate incident in Foxford Wood had filed mine …
 
         I cleared my throat. ‘So perhaps it might be an idea if you were to come up here again – stay the night of course, like last time – and we could sort of go over things. I’ll get some drink in,’ I added enticingly.
 
         ‘Fine by me, old chap. But I take it this time your Mavis friend won’t be paying us a visit – don’t think my nerves could stand a second performance!’
 
         I winced at the recollection. Mavis Briggs – every parish’s genteel nightmare – had indeed paid us a visit; and under the impression that Ingaza was a passing archdeacon (as recounted in my previous volume), and despite assuring us that she was a stranger to the grape, had proceeded to imbibe the greater part of Nicholas’s best brandy at the rate of knots. In their sedate way the results had been spectacular, and clearly still rankled with the owner of the lost cognac.
 
         Thus I assured him that no such interruption was likely, and that in any case the said lady was currently laid up with a bad leg. (Mavis is frequently laid up with something or other, but the leg business seemed more protracted than usual and I could thus speak with confidence.)
 
         There was a gap in the parish diary; and grasping this lull in my schedule, I hastily pencilled in his arrival for two days hence. This was a relief, for although Ingaza’s proximity is a dubious pleasure, it at least meant that I could fully rehearse him for the inevitable enquiries. Second time around, precision was vital!
 
          
 
         He arrived a little before six o’clock, his svelte frame clad in its usual passé chalk-stripe, and right hand sporting an even flashier signet ring than usual. I was glad to note that this time the vintage Citroën was parked neatly at the kerb and not, as on the previous visit, spreadeagled halfway across the pavement impeding everyone – not least Mavis Briggs whose ineffectual efforts to get round it had lent additional woe to an already fraught evening.
 
         The preliminaries over and his things deposited in the spare room, my guest returned downstairs and I offered him whisky. At first neither of us said a word about the purpose of his visit, and we talked in generalities – his journey up from Brighton, runners for the National, the weather and the price of coal. Gradually, however, as the whisky did its work, the mood relaxed and Nicholas embarked on a series of anecdotes involving what I took to be the more legitimate end of his art-dealing business. He tactfully made no mention of the recent Spendler fiasco from which I was still smarting,* and I was soothed and amused by some of his more bizarre (and probably embroidered) tales. He had always been a diverting raconteur, and glancing at the clock I was surprised to see how late it was getting.
         
 
         ‘Goodness, past supper time and I haven’t even opened the wine!’
 
         I went into the kitchen, hastily heated up the stew and tried to draw the cork from the Fleurie. It was not what you would call a deft movement, but after much wrenching and gouging I finally managed to pull it out, and put the bottle on the table. Preoccupied with the cork I hadn’t noticed Nicholas enter, and when I looked up he was lounging in the doorway, whisky in hand and grinning sardonically.
 
         ‘Cack-handed as ever, Francis! Don’t know how you manage to play the piano so well. One of life’s little mysteries, I suppose … And talking of which, when are you going to tell me more about this police business? It all strikes me as pretty fishy – in fact it’s been fishy right from the start when you asked me to perjure myself over those field glasses. Never could really grasp what was going on.’ And taking a chair at the table he reached for the bottle and poured himself a liberal glass.
 
         ‘Nothing fishy at all,’ I protested, doling out the stew and mash. ‘I told you at the time it was all just a stupid misunderstanding. And besides, I did not ask you to perjure yourself, merely to support me when the police started their absurd snoopings.’
         
    
         ‘And now they’re at it again and you’re shit scared.’
 
         ‘I am not sh … I am not scared! Merely anxious to avoid further involvement in this ridiculous affair. I have a parish to run and it wouldn’t look good should it ever be thought that the newly promoted canon was among the key witnesses in a murder case, let alone on the list of possible suspects! Unfair to the Church, you know.’
         
 
         ‘Oh, absolutely,’ he agreed solemnly.
 
         I poured us both some more wine, heaped up his plate, and began to recapitulate the details of the binoculars and his particular part in the tale.
 
         When I had finished, he said, ‘Oh, don’t you worry, dear boy, I shan’t mess up my version. Went very smoothly last time, wouldn’t you say? You can always rely on Old Nick!’
         
 
         I was not exactly reassured, but those in tight corners must perforce trust what is on offer. So after a final run-through of the ‘script’, we finished supper, and at Nicholas’s behest opened another bottle (which I had been foolishly hoping to keep for a later occasion). We took it with us into the sitting room where we smoked his Sobranies and reminisced a little about St Bede’s. And then feeling suddenly expansive, I treated him to a brief display of my uncack-handed piano playing: a bit of Ellington, some blues, a dash of Ivor Novello – and remembering his particular penchant at St Bede’s, concluded with Coward’s ‘Mad About the Boy’.
         
 
         ‘Just occasionally, Francis, you can deliver the goods,’ he murmured appreciatively. And sleeking his hair in that characteristic way, he gave what I can only describe as a wistful smirk.
 
          

         And then it happened: the drink, I suppose – we had consumed quantities – and of course I had been under a dreadful strain for months, and in the end it must have taken its toll.
 
         Anyway, I told him. The whole damn lot. I sat there smoking my head off and staring at the ceiling while the words just came pouring out. I didn’t seem able to stop them … funny really. On and on I went, every detail and mannerism: her voice, her absurdities, that awful ruthless sweetness, the deluge of invitations and coy innuendoes, the gurgling laugh and simpering affectation – and above all the remorseless, inescapable intrusion of privacy. I told him about my walk in the woods and the blissful solitude, the sense of sanctuary and blessed repose … the silence, the rabbits hopping among the bluebells, the soft cooing of the wood pigeon, and the scent of moss. And then her – suddenly rearing up out of God knows where, clutching my arm, giggling, jabbering, braying; putting the doves to flight, scattering the rabbits … And then I told him everything else.
         
 
         The moment the words ceased I was paralysed with shock, aghast at what had been said. The drink, which must have prompted my outburst, had entirely evaporated and I was suddenly appallingly sober.
 
         There was a long silence, while I continued to stare fixedly at the ceiling. And then he said thoughtfully, ‘Bit rash of you, if you don’t mind my saying. I mean, a pretty wild gamble, if you ask me. Didn’t think, I suppose.’ He sighed.
 
         ‘No,’ I agreed faintly, ‘I don’t suppose I did –’
 
         ‘That’s your trouble,’ he cut in severely, ‘always was. I remember watching you play chess at St Bede’s. Hadn’t a clue how to cope! Painful to behold!’ And he winced as if in recollection. ‘No forward planning, that’s your problem. Far too easily rattled. It was just the same with those paintings – a right pig’s ear you made of it all!’
 
         ‘I’m sorry,’ I said meekly, still too stunned by what had been revealed to think of anything more pertinent.
 
         ‘Oh, don’t apologize!’ he exclaimed magnanimously. ‘Daresay you’ve got rather more on your mind than the paintings fiasco – especially now that they’ve reopened the case. Quite a little facer, that one!’
 
         ‘Yes, quite,’ I replied, beginning to feel very tired.
 
         ‘Still, shouldn’t worry too much. It’ll probably be all right in the end – you never know what’s round the corner!’
 
         ‘I know exactly what is round the corner,’ I cried, the numbness fading, ‘Albert Pierrepoint and his noose!’
 
         ‘Shouldn’t bank on it, old cock. Many a slip ’twixt rope and neck etc., etc.’
 
         ‘For Christ’s sake, Nicholas, stop being so sodding cheerful! I’m in one hell of a mess and all you can do is spout gross platitudes. Why are you taking it so lightly!’
 
         ‘Because, Francis,’ he enunciated slowly, ‘one of us needs to keep a cool head and it clearly won’t be you. Really, dear boy – haven’t heard such language since I last took Aunt Lil to the dog track at Kemp Town. Raised the roof, she did, and now you’re at it as well. Most unseemly for a parson!’ And he gave one of his nasal titters.
         
 
         ‘So’s murder,’ I muttered.
 
         He was silent for a moment, and then pouring himself the dregs of the wine said musingly, ‘Yes, you do rather surprise me there. Would never have thought you had it in you … after all, anyone less like an assassin it would be hard to imagine. Better watch my back, hadn’t I!’ And he gave a crack of laughter.
 
         I was hardly able to share his mirth; and in any case, thought the remark in rather poor taste but didn’t like to say so, being relieved that he hadn’t made a drama of it all. There was enough drama as it was without Ingaza adding his pennyworth.
 
         ‘Anyway,’ he continued blandly, ‘I’m for bed. It’s been a most interesting day, Francis, most interesting. In fact,’ he added, ‘I haven’t had such an interesting day for a long, long time.’ With a mocking grin he got up from the chair and moved towards the door where he paused and, giving a slow wink, drawled, ‘Well, well, what d’you know! What do you know!’ And so saying he disappeared up the stairs.
         
 
          

         It was a dreadful night. I slept for perhaps twenty minutes, and for the rest of the time tossed from back to front and left to right, trying vainly to achieve some repose, some oblivion. Neither was forthcoming and I replayed endlessly the words of that incontinent confession. What on earth had possessed me to pour it out like that, babbling into Ingaza’s sharp and predatory ears? For eighteen months I had nursed the secret: kept it safe and hidden, hugged to my chest, securely zipped and fastened. And now, unprompted, uncued, in a matter of a mere ten minutes, I had divulged the whole damn lot. And of all people, to Nicholas Ingaza! What idiocy, what ineptitude! And echoing down the years I could hear my father’s scathing tones as yet again I missed a trick at the family card table – ‘Buffoon, boy, buffoon!’
 
         The buffoon got out of bed, lit a cigarette, and standing at the open window gazed across at the churchyard’s dark and looming trees. One thing was a blessing at any rate: at least she wasn’t buried out there! St Elspeth’s at Guildford had had that privilege; and for a brief moment I gave thanks for the ghastly daughter, Violet Pond, who, having a rooted dislike of Molehill, had been so insistent that her mother’s remains be interred in the adjacent parish.
 
          

         The next morning breakfast began neutrally. It ended less so. Surprisingly, given the previous night’s intake of alcohol, neither of us had a hangover; and my guest talked fulsomely of how well he had slept (unlike the host), the comfort of the bed, and the pleasures of waking to the sound of birdsong. I was a little sceptical of that last comment, feeling that Ingaza’s sensibilities, such as they were, were unlikely to be stirred by the fluting of birds. Presumably he was trying to be tactful after my intemperate revelation. I was grateful for that, and thus relieved busied myself with boiling the eggs while he parleyed with the cat and then applied himself to the coffee and newspapers.
 
         Eventually, however, he said mildly, ‘I’ve been giving some thought to your little problem. I sympathize – must be quite tricky for you.’
 
         ‘You can say that again,’ I replied woodenly.
 
         ‘Yes, quite tricky … but then of course, given the circumstances, it could be quite tricky for me too. Not really sure what the penalty is for supplying a false alibi, or at least, misleading Her Majesty’s law enforcers … and of course, I’m not mad about having those charmers sniffing at my door again. Not good for business, you might say!’ He spoke lightly but pointedly, and I felt sick at heart.
         
 
         ‘No, no, of course not,’ I mumbled. ‘Must have been crazy to try to involve you, very thoughtless. Panic, I suppose. Forget all about it – and if they come back to you about those binoculars, just tell them that I had told you a pack of lies and you were confused.’
 
         ‘Oh, good Lord, no!’ he replied. ‘I’m not trying to pull out if that’s what you’re thinking. Not at all – always eager to help an old mate, even one as woolly as you … it’s just that it could be rather complex, not entirely easy, you know. A mite troublesome, if you see what I mean.’ And he tapped with delicate precision on the shell of his egg.
         
 
         I somehow doubted the professed eagerness to help and was irritated by the term ‘old mate’ (we had never been close at St Bede’s, he being two years ahead of me and moving in realms far different from my humdrum sphere). I was also somewhat stung by his reference to my ‘woolliness’. Still, it was certainly a relief to hear that he hadn’t changed his mind about the corroboration; and expressing awkward thanks I also – but with rather less dexterity – attended to my egg.
 
         There was silence as we reabsorbed ourselves in the newspapers – or at least he did, my own mind being far too tense to do other than merely gaze at the print. The night’s insomnia coupled with the shock of my confession was already taking its toll, and glad though I was to have Ingaza’s assurance of help, I was beginning to feel more than tired and wished that he would go. But he showed no signs of wanting to, being fully engrossed in his reading and evidently intent on a lengthy breakfast …
 
          

         ‘Ever heard of the Pontoon Idol?’ he suddenly asked. I shook my head.
 
         ‘No, thought you probably hadn’t. Things artistic not up your street really, are they?’
 
         ‘If you mean that I hadn’t heard of those crass Spendler paintings that you tried to palm off on me, you’re quite right. A load of rubbish they were!’
 
         ‘Ah, but not this Pontoon Idol – different class of goods altogether, the real McCoy you might say.’
         
 
         ‘Well, what about it?’ I asked wearily. ‘And anyway, what is it?’
 
         ‘The Pontoon Idol is one of the world’s most sought-after objets curieux and there are a number of fakes and copies. However, I happen to know who has got the original … except that he doesn’t.’
         
 
         ‘You mean doesn’t know that he has the genuine article, thinks it’s some sort of imitation?’
 
         ‘Exactly, Francis. The speed of your deduction delights me!’
 
         I scowled, and asked him what was so special about the thing.
 
         ‘Comes from Poona. It’s a bone effigy of a rampant pig sporting emerald eyes and a bejewelled tail.’
 
         ‘A rampant pig!’ I exclaimed. ‘Who on earth would want that sort of thing? Sounds hideous!’
 
         ‘That’s as may be, but there are those who would give their eye-teeth to get their hands on it. The gems themselves aren’t all that important – it’s the origin and history which collectors find fascinating.’
 
         ‘Oh yes?’ I replied drily.
 
         ‘Yes. You see, at the end of the eighteenth century, 1797 to be exact, it fell into the hands of Sir Royston Beano –’
 
         ‘The explorer, you mean?’
 
         ‘That’s it. He was being entertained at cards in the Viceregal Lodge in Delhi – some sort of house party with a number of distinguished guests, European largely, but also a number of high-ranking Indians including an irksome chap called Hyder Ali, a dabbler in rare tribal artefacts. His wife was with him, a rather beautiful girl by all accounts. Apparently Beano was very smitten with the lady but found Ali less entrancing – in fact according to the unpublished diaries he was a “boor of the first water”, and I seem to recall that the term “tiresome toad” was also used … Anyway, in the course of the evening a number of the guests, including the begum, were mad keen to play a few rounds of pontoon, and as Beano had a passion for both the game and the girl he was only too keen to participate. Ali wasn’t good at cards – wasn’t good at anything according to Beano, except getting in the way – and he elected to leave early, directing the wife to be escorted home by coach and chaperones once the gaming had finished.
 
         ‘After he left a good time was had by all – except that in the course of it the beautiful wife lost very heavily to Beano, and unbeknown to her husband was already up to her neck in gambling debts. So she found herself in the embarrassing position of having to offer yet another IOU – and one which she could not possibly honour.’
 
         He paused for a moment, smiled, and then went on: ‘Now, you might think that there was an obvious solution to her problem and that the debt could have been settled in the age-old way. But although Beano was a philanderer he was not a cad, and apparently it was always a point of honour with him never to press home an unfair advantage on the opposite sex. So instead of requesting the lady’s presence in his bed, he said he would cancel the debt if she were to give him some little memento of the evening’s events – a memento whose charm should be enhanced by being both rare and obtained at some small risk to herself.
 
         ‘The begum, evidently a gal of sporting spirit, rose to the challenge; and two days later sent Beano the most prized object of her husband’s special curio collection, i.e. the prancing pig from Poona. It was carved from a tiger’s femur by some obscure early tribe, and the only one of its kind. Beano was delighted, and it’s said that in an access of further gallantry he paid the donor a nice little packet to cover the rest of her gambling dues. But according to several accounts it was less the pig itself that pleased Beano, than the fact that it had been lifted from under Hyder Ali’s self-satisfied nose by his own wife: a sort of substitute for cuckoldry without the attendant risk.’ Nicholas stretched out his arm for the marmalade, buttered more toast, and giggled.
 
         ‘But surely,’ I said, ‘if it was such a primitive piece of carving it wouldn’t be decorated with jewels.’
 
         ‘Of course not. It was Beano who had those added, and then back in England gave it to his own good lady as some sort of anniversary present.’
 
         ‘So what happened to it? And in any case, what made it look so different from the later fakes?’
 
         ‘They had a row and she threw it at him.’
 
         ‘Well, that doesn’t tell me anything!’
 
         ‘Oh, yes it does. You see, he ducked and it hit the fender. When they picked it up one of the emeralds had fallen out and they found the tiniest nick on its underside, the merest blemish but it’s there all right, and he mentions it briefly in one of the diaries – something to the effect of: “Gadzooks! Thanks to Lucinda’s temper I’ve had to have the creature’s right eye reset, but otherwise none the worse except for a snip under the stern. No matter, I’ll have Beeston put that right. What a harpy the girl is!”’
 
         ‘Who’s Beeston?’
 
         ‘Beeston & Littlejohn. They were a firm of silversmiths in the City; but as a sideline the senior partner used to do all sorts of renovation work and was much in demand. Beano obviously had him smooth the mark out, but if you look really hard and run your thumbnail over the surface you can still detect the merest trace.’
 
         ‘So I take it that you’ve seen this thing recently?’
 
         ‘About a year ago, give or take.’
 
         ‘And you think the owner has no idea what he’s got?’
 
         ‘From what he was saying, hasn’t a clue. He’s obviously very attached to the thing but seems to assume it’s just a pleasing Victorian copy.’
 
         ‘Why didn’t you enlighten him?’
 
         Nicholas gazed at me in wonder. ‘Enlighten him, dear boy? Whatever for?’
         
 
         ‘Well … might have made his day I suppose – learning that he’d got the real thing which everyone else is clamouring for.’
 
         ‘My dear Francis, it is not exactly his day that I am interested in.’ And he slowly raised his eyes to the ceiling and sighed.
         
 
         I cleared my throat and lit a cigarette, not quite grasping the implication but sensing something dubious. However, he made no further comment and went on munching his toast.
 
         After a while I said curiously, ‘So, where did you see it then? I mean … who exactly is this lucky owner?’
 
         He crumpled his napkin, and then pushing back his chair replied casually, ‘Blenkinsop’s brother.’
 
         I gaped. ‘You don’t mean Archdeacon Blenkinsop, here in Guildford – surely not! Didn’t even know he’d got a brother, certainly never mentions him!’
         
 
         ‘From what I remember of the archdeacon, he never mentions anyone except himself. Besides, I doubt whether they’ve much in common: brother far too arty-farty for old Vernon’s prosaic liking.’ And he smiled wryly, adding, ‘But they share one thing all right – both windbags. I met a sister years ago – crashing bore she was too! Runs in the family, I imagine.’
 
         ‘So where does he live, this other Blenkinsop? Your neck of the woods, Brighton?’
 
         ‘No, London. Behind Wigmore Street – just off Manchester Square. Very salubrious. Wouldn’t mind having a little pad there myself one day, a handy pied-à-terre tucked away in some secluded nook and far from the hurly-burly of the south coast … just the job.’ He looked thoughtful. And then leaning across the table, he said quietly, ‘In fact, Francis, that’s where you come in.’
         
 
         ‘Me!’ I exclaimed. ‘What do you mean? How on earth do I “come in”? Don’t know what you’re talking about!’
 
         ‘Well, you’re a colleague of the archdeacon, you know him. As did I once, of course – Oxford before the war. He was on the periphery of Clinker’s mob. But that was ages ago, and in any case, ever since that little contretemps at St Bede’s I’ve never been exactly persona grata with our clerical brethren.’ He gave a mocking smile.
         
 
         I said nothing. And then with tightening throat, I asked slowly, ‘But how does my being a colleague of Vernon Blenkinsop have anything to do with your aspirations to owning a pied-à-terre in Manchester Square?’
 
         ‘Possibly quite a lot, old chum – if things go right, that is.’
 
         ‘What things?’ I asked suspiciously.
 
         ‘To do with the pig.’
 
         I splashed the dregs of the now very cold coffee into my cup, took a gulp, and said as distantly as I could: ‘Nicholas, I do not know what you have in mind, but whatever it is I can assure you that in no respect do I intend becoming involved with your domestic arrangements, let alone with that rampant pig! So please put any such ideas out of your head.’
 
         Ignoring both my tone and words, he went on: ‘What is in my mind, Francis, is that you should persuade Archdeacon Blenkinsop to give you an introduction to his brother – under some pretext or other which we can work out later; gain access to the flat, and whilst there engaging in gay social chit-chat, liberate the pig and substitute a copy. Blenkinsop the younger will continue in blissful ignorance, I can flog said article for a whopping packet, you’ll get a neat cut (never let it be said that Old Nick isn’t fair) – and we shall all be as happy as sandboys!’
         
 
         ‘Like hell we will!’ I cried. ‘Have you lost your scheming wits? This is preposterous!’
 
         ‘Oh no,’ he said smoothly. ‘Not preposterous at all – perfectly feasible. Should be quite a simple little operation. Needs attention to the finer details of course, but actually the whole thing could be done in a trice and nobody would be any the wiser – least of all Blenkinsop Minor.’
 
         ‘It’s hardly the logistics that concern me,’ I exclaimed angrily. ‘It’s the principle … the whole suggestion is disgraceful!’
 
         ‘Perhaps,’ he said sweetly, ‘but not quite as disgraceful as murder …’
 
         I stared helplessly, dumb with fear and outrage. Eventually I muttered something to the effect that I thought it a bit much being subjected to that kind of manipulative blackmail and that I had expected better of him. (I hadn’t really, but it sounded suitably pained.)
 
         He was quite unruffled, and observed suavely that in view of the delicacy of my situation and the perilous nature of his own involvement in it, I could hardly begrudge him a little favour. Deep down I acknowledged that he had a point, but instinctually I was furious. However, there was little that I could do, and, having nothing else to say, I weakly offered him some more cold coffee. He accepted.
 
         
            * See Bones in the Belfry 
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