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            The Vicar’s Version

         

         When Nicholas Ingaza persuaded me to store his ill-gotten paintings circumstances had ensured that I was in no position to refuse. The year was 1958 and my situation as vicar of St Botolph’s, Molehill, Surrey, was what you might call precarious. Six months previously I had had the misfortune to eliminate one of my parishioners by process of strangulation, and the whole business had been exceedingly trying for me. Not that I was tried, for through a blend of sheer good luck and the ineptitude of the investigating police officers I had somehow managed to escape detection and continue my parochial duties unencumbered by criticism or scandal. Then just when things were getting back to normal and I was starting to feel moderately safe, Nicholas cheerfully intervened and my long-sought peace was once more disrupted.
         

         Among other things, and for want of a better term, Nicholas was an art dealer living a life of somewhat misty ambiguity in Brighton. He had not always been an art dealer. Once upon a time he had been a fellow student at St Bede’s, the theological college where I had trained after the war; but events and his own predilections (notably the patronizing of a certain London Turkish bath) had directed him elsewhere – jail, to be exact – and we had long lost touch until his unexpected emergence in the bar of the Old Schooner, Brighton, in the summer of 1957. As things turned out, it was an encounter which would prove both useful and dangerous.

         To explain Nicholas Ingaza is difficult: he is one of those people whom one never really knows but whose capacity to both rile and charm can have an unsettling, even disastrous, effect upon those around him. Beneath the lazy banter and brilliantined suavity there lurks an anarchic spirit, a maverick obstinacy which had certainly created havoc with the authorities at St Bede’s all those years ago – and which even now was jeopardizing the plans I had so carefully laid for my own future security.

         At the height of the ‘troubles’ (i.e. the time when I was in maximum danger from police curiosity) Nicholas had provided me with an alibi, or rather he had corroborated a fiction I had been forced to concoct. He had done this without my having to confide the essential reason for the subterfuge; but his brief part in it had left him tiresomely inquisitive about an event in my life it would have been foolish to reveal. Consequently Nicholas had what you might call a hold over me; and, as he had lightly pointed out, I was in his debt – ‘You owe me one, old cock!’ being, I think, his exact words.

         After a decent interval the owed favour was inevitably requested and I had reluctantly complied. Under the pretext of needing additional storage space for an absent client, he had delivered two large pictures to the vicarage. No mention was made of their provenance and the items were to remain in my ‘safekeeping’ until such time as his client required them. I asked no questions, undid no cords, and tried to pretend that they were not there.

         The vicarage is small, the pictures large; and after a few days the absurd inconvenience was impossible to sustain. They would have to go elsewhere: either down in the church crypt, filthy and damp, and for some reason beloved of my dog Bouncer; or up in the belfry. The former was by far the more accessible but the conditions seemed less than ideal. The belfry was dry, airy and sufficiently remote to deter prying eyes or passing tramps. Thus it was up to the belfry that I somehow managed to lug the wretched things, watched enthusiastically by Bouncer who seemed to think that my oaths and panting exertions were some form of new game. Anyway, there I left them, returned to the vicarage, and putting them out of my mind tried to resume a quiet and untroubled life.

         That, I think, might have been achieved had it not been for Mrs Tubbly Pole. As it was, her arrival in the parish caused considerable upset to the carefully placed apple cart, and its contents were sent cascading in a number of directions – principally mine. Later I developed a wary liking for Mrs Tubbly Pole and we became moderate friends, but at the time she was dynamite.

          

         A couple of weeks after I had received the goods from Nicholas, a house became vacant a few doors down from the vicarage. Its owners were moving to Kenya on a two-year diplomatic term, and rather than sell they had decided to rent it out. The ‘To Let’ sign disappeared after only a week and I learnt on the grapevine that ‘a very nice lady from London’ had taken it for an unspecified period.

         The nice lady’s arrival was heralded by the usual spate of errand boys and delivery vans, but for a while I saw nothing of the new tenant – although her presence at the house was firmly marked by the appearance of an obese and brindled bulldog which spent much of its time lolling idly over the bars of the front gate. Of bulging orb and sabre tooth, this creature would wheeze and snuffle in a way that clearly unnerved passers-by, making them scuttle past with lowered eyes. Its name, I subsequently learnt, was Gunga Din – presumably something to do with the owner’s colonial days in India (on which, as I came to know her, she would expatiate with nostalgic relish).

         Inevitably, however, our paths soon crossed: at the local pillar box to be exact. There I waited my turn as a large female enveloped in musquash was busy ramming bulky packets into its narrow slit. Finally, muttering something about the inadequacies of the postal provisions, she turned and nearly bumped into me.

         I raised my hat politely; whereupon, appraising my dog collar and clerical grey, she exclaimed, ‘Ah, I’m new to this area. My name is Tubbly Pole, and you must be the Reverend Francis Oughterard – quite a public benefactor, I hear. I like a man of generosity, pretty rare these days!’ And she pumped my hand vigorously. I was slightly nonplussed by both comments – confused by the first, embarrassed by the second. Was Tubbly her first name? And if so was that how she wished to be addressed? Surely not! But one never quite knows about these things …
         

         The reference to my generosity was discomfiting; not so much on account of natural modesty as because, although I had indeed contributed to some of Molehill’s worthier causes, the monies for such gifts were a large part of the legacy left me by the lady of whom I had disposed.

         That legacy, far from being welcome, had been an embarrassing bombshell. In the circumstances the last thing I had wanted was for my name to be linked to the deceased in quite so public and intimate a way. At the time, Mrs Elizabeth Fotherington’s dispatch had been a psychological necessity; and monetary considerations were far from my mind when I had been forced to put an end to her ceaseless chatter and coy innuendoes on that dreadful June morning in Foxford Wood.

         For months she had been tiresome beyond endurance, driving me insane with her importunate attentions. This garrulous widow of uncertain years had become the bane of my life; and it was typical of the woman that even from beyond the grave she had still been able to exert a simpering control over my privacy and peace of mind. Leaving me that large sum was her coup de grâce, her final act of meddlesome intrusion. And, crucially, it was the one thing that might have connected me with the crime!
         

         Thus I had done the only possible thing: abrogated all claim to the legacy by distributing the funds to various local charities. The public approval which this inevitably produced, while in itself unsought, had certainly helped my purpose of stifling suspicion. Nevertheless, it was a means to an end which I have always found faintly embarrassing – and which is why I now felt awkward at Mrs Tubbly Pole’s fulsome praise.

         So muttering something self-deprecating, I quickly turned the subject by asking how she was settling in, and made a great show of patting the ‘handsome’ bulldog. This was obviously the right thing, for she launched into a bubbling eulogy of the creature’s finer points and complimented me on my shrewd judgement of canine quality. Our encounter was concluded by an exhortation to be sure to visit them; and wagging her finger imperiously, she told me not to leave it too long or else ‘the mountain will be forced to come to Mahomet!’

         As I walked home I pondered her words with not a little apprehension. Supposing she was going to be another Elizabeth! But on reflection I considered this improbable. Unlike that lady, Mrs Tubbly Pole seemed of a cheerful and robust nature and did not strike me as one to go ga-ga over an obscure parson twenty years her junior. Having little personal vanity in that particular sphere, I also thought that the chance of ever again eliciting such avid interest remote in the extreme! Thus reassured I returned to the vicarage to feed the dog and cat and give myself a light restorative.

          

         A week passed, and what with one thing and another – squaring up to the Mothers’ Union, parleying with the church heating engineers, and calming the organist’s tantrums – it had been quite a strenuous day. However, it was over now and I could enjoy an evening of uninterrupted quiet. There was a concert starting on the Third Programme which I had been rather looking forward to. So switching on the wireless, I settled back in the armchair, closed my eyes and prepared to relax to Heifetz and the opening bars of the Elgar Violin Concerto.

         As the first notes were struck, the front gate clicked loudly. I cursed, and from the window saw waddling up the path the portly form of Gunga Din followed by his owner Mrs Tubbly Pole. Evidently I had been too tardy in paying the requested visit and, as warned, the Mountain had taken things into her own hands. The dog wore a tartan coat clamped to its ample back. His mistress was sporting some drapery of shaggy fur reaching down to her ankles, and a wide velour hat with upturned brim. The effect was a cross between the Queen Mother and Bud Flanagan. Reluctantly I went into the hall to welcome my guests. Her shape loomed through the glass panels of the front door, and even with it still closed between us I could hear her throaty tones echoing around the porch as she embarked on introductions.

         ‘My dear Vicar, I hope you don’t mind my intruding. Gunga and I were just passing and thought we might drop in and –’ by this time I had opened the door – ‘DISTURB YOUR PEACE,’ she boomed in my face. I smiled weakly as dog and mistress shoved their way into the narrow hall and were shed of their respective coats.

         I steered them into the sitting room, switched off the wireless and mumbled something about making a cup of tea. She sunk herself into the larger of the two armchairs while the bulldog flopped heavily in front of the fire.

         ‘Well, it’s half past five, you know – almost six o’clock. Not too early for a glass of gin, I’d say. Gunga and I like a little nip of an evening.’ I brightened at this and went to fetch the bottle, assuming the reference to the dog to be a joke. ‘A dash of ice and tonic if you don’t mind,’ she called, ‘but he’ll have his neat. A saucer will do.’ The tone was genial but confident and I realized she wasn’t joking.

         Thus directed, I poured a few drops of my precious Plymouth into a saucer and gingerly pushed it under the dog’s snuffling nose. He lapped it thoughtfully. Mrs Tubbly Pole lapped hers and started to appraise the room. Her eye fell on Bouncer sitting meekly in the far corner near the piano. There was an unusual stillness about the dog and it occurred to me that he was probably mesmerized by the spectacle on the hearthrug. Met his match there, all right!

         ‘Oh, you’ve got a dog as well as a cat,’ she enthused. ‘Must be a fellow animal lover!’ I explained that I hadn’t exactly chosen them, that they had in effect installed themselves and somehow just stayed on.

         ‘Ah, but they must find you deeply congenial. You obviously generate a great sense of security. I know all about animals – they won’t stay with just anyone, they’re very selective!’

         I was flattered by her assessment but felt doubtful whether Bouncer and Maurice shared her confidence. At that moment there was a slight movement by the door and I glimpsed the latter poised on the threshold staring querulously at our guests. As he did so I heard her say, ‘I fear my Mimi fell by the wayside two months ago. Gunga Din is only just recovering. He so loves pussy cats! … Don’t you, little man?’ She beamed down at him. Interrupted in drowning his sorrows, the little man stared up lugubriously and then with a sigh returned to his saucer. Maurice had disappeared.
         

         ‘I expect you’ve been wondering why I’ve come to Molehill,’ she observed. I hadn’t particularly but composed my features into the appropriate look of enquiry. ‘Of course, it’s only a temporary arrangement, shan’t need more than six months. You see, I’m one of those hack writers – and a pretty successful one too. My métier is the detective novel.’ She grinned broadly, spread her plump fingers on the arms of the chair and leant back awaiting my response as if all was revealed. It wasn’t.

         ‘Really?’ I said. ‘How very interesting. But I can’t quite see –’

         Before I could continue she had launched into a list of titles – Mortuary Capers, The Case of the Vanishing Corkscrew, A Stiff in the Grass, Daggers over Dagenham, Blood in the Wind …
         

         ‘All good stuff,’ she exclaimed, ‘and jolly lucrative – they’re never out of print, you know! I expect you’re bound to have read some of them.’

         ‘Well …’ I began doubtfully.

         ‘Now don’t tell me that you of all people haven’t read The Mystery of the Curate’s Curse – should think that would be right up your street!’ She gave a friendly snort and threw down some more gin. ‘That was a real launching pad! All about skulduggery in Lambeth Palace. One of my most ingenious, though I suppose by today’s standards a bit old-fashioned but it put me on the map all right!’ She chuckled happily.
         

         As a matter of fact it did rather ring a bell, and I thought that it could have been the book to which as a young soldier I had gratefully clung during the heavier bombardments. The events it had depicted were so bizarre as to make the nightmare of air raids and shell fire almost normal, and even at the time I had been struck by the author’s seemingly off-beam ideas about the Church of England and its clergy – the clerical protagonists being not so much unhinged as completely barking! However, despite such patent unreality, the book had provided a welcome distraction from the war’s own lunacy and I was grateful to the author for his inventiveness. I say ‘his’ because I was fairly sure that the jacket had carried a masculine name. Did Mrs Tubbly Pole write under a nom de plume perhaps?

         ‘Of course I do!’ she cried. And then changing her voice to a deafening stage whisper, she craned forward and announced, ‘I am … Cecil Piltdown!’
         

         There was a silence as I absorbed this piece of intelligence. She stared wistfully at her last drops of gin. I hastened to fill the glass, cleared my throat and said dutifully, ‘Well, I never!’ It sounded a bit limp but seemed to please her all the same.

         ‘Oh yes,’ she continued, ‘Cecil is my alter ego – what you might call my guiding doppelgänger! We’ve been together for years. A most productive partnership, and earned us a nice little bob or two – as the vulgar would say!’ She gurgled merrily. ‘And now – and now we have come to Molehill!’

         ‘Ah,’ I ventured. ‘That’s very nice – but I still don’t entirely see what has brought you …’

         She tutted in mock exasperation. ‘Surely that’s obvious, Vicar. It’s your murder! The corpse in the woods!’
         

         My stomach muscles clenched with such violence that I thought I was going to bust a gut and I stared at Mrs Tubbly Pole in paralysed horror.

         She went rollicking on. ‘Don’t tell me you’re surprised – everyone knows about Molehill’s unsolved crime: that beautiful June day, the harmless lady lying flat on her back amidst bracken and birdsong, the charming little dog who found the body and alerted his master, fields awash with cowslips …’

         Even in my discomfort I was struck by her writer’s instinct for lyrical hyperbole, and wondered grimly at Elizabeth’s so-called harmlessness and Bouncer’s ‘charm’. Neither description was what you would call accurate.

         ‘Splendid material,’ she enthused, ‘and I’m going to base my very next novel upon it – and you are going to help me!’
         

         Unlike Gunga Din I am not used to taking my gin unadulterated, so when in panic I groped robot-like for the bottle, poured a liberal stream and downed it in one gulp, I was unprepared for its explosive effect. Throat burning, eyes awash, I listened in a state of glazed catalepsy as she unfolded her plans.

         She explained that as a stranger to the area she had scant grasp of its ‘special character’, i.e. its essential features, inhabitants, topography, local customs and social practice. If she were to produce a plausible novel with plenty of local colour she would need an insight into such matters. As it was, she had merely an outsider’s view – not without its use of course, but only of partial value. What was needed was inside knowledge – which was where I came in. As erstwhile friend of the deceased and pastor of the parish, I was apparently ideally placed to supply an authentic whiff of Molehill life and thus play a crucial role in her literary project. My assistance would be invaluable; success was assured.
         

         ‘Why, you will be my partner in crime!’ she laughed gaily. (Was Cecil to be supplanted? I wondered.) ‘With my imagination and you supplying the local detail – who knows, we might even crack the original case itself!’ And she literally rubbed her hands together in glee.

         Naturally I made what protests I could, emphasizing that I was virtually a newcomer myself and not nearly as well rooted in the community as she seemed to think: that despite the press reports, my involvement with Elizabeth had been more as acquaintance than friend; and that since my feet (I resolutely lied) had never trodden the paths of Foxford Wood, as guide to the murder site I would be less than useless, etc. etc. All was ignored. Fate it seemed had selected me for special treatment, and the Hand of Destiny in the form of Mrs Tubbly Pole held me in its grip.

         At last, after a barrage of intemperate reminiscence, scurrilous tales of rival writers, and a lavish toast to her current literary mission, mistress and dog prepared to leave: the one jubilant, the other in a state of drooling torpor. As for myself, once they had gone I cut supper, downed a handful of pills and crawled up to my usual refuge. Too tired even to light a cigarette, I fell into a mercifully dreamless sleep.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            2

            The Dog’s Diary

         

         I’m really settled into this place now and don’t even miss my old master any more. In fact I’m probably better off without him, though at the time it seemed pretty disastrous when he left me all on my own and rushed off to Brazil with half the bank’s dosh. They still talk about it now – ‘That dreadful Mr Bowler’s bezzlement,’ (or some such word) ‘we never liked him.’ (Yes they did! Always giving him bottles of sherry and such – though I suppose that was just sweeteners for their overdrafts.) ‘A disgrace to the bank, shouldn’t have been allowed!’ they squawk. Well, allowed or not, he did it: took the money and buggered off leaving everyone in the lurch, not least me! There’s a new manager there now – rather a weedy one by all accounts. Doesn’t look as if he’d say boo to a cat. At least my old master had some nerve … Which brings me on to my present owner: the vicar, Francis Oughterard (or F.O. as it’s easier to call him). That’s a bit of another story, make no mistake!

         He’s got nerve too, I suppose, though most of the time you wouldn’t think it. Always seems to be in a flat spin – crunching those humbugs and smoking his head off; either that or lying on his bed throwing down pills with a cold flannel over his eyes. Still, you have to hand it to him – it’s not every human who can do away with one of their own, hold the rozzers off his trail, and keep the church going (well, sort of). Sometimes I feel quite proud of him: I bet there’s no other dog around here who can boast of having a murderer as a master. Maurice, the cat that I share F.O.’s house with, says I’ve got to keep very quiet about it otherwise we shall all be in the can. He’s right of course (one of the few occasions), and I haven’t told a soul, not even O’Shaughnessy, my best friend the Irish setter – which is probably just as well as he is a bit of a blabbermouth, though jolly good fun. Maurice says he’s goash and glumfing though I don’t really know what those words mean, but then there are a lot of Maurice’s words which sound peculiar.
         

         Anyway, all of that stuff was last year and things have calmed down now – although my special sixth sense tells me that it won’t last. For someone hell-bent on finding peace and quiet, the vicar always seems up to his neck in some mess or other. Which is maybe why I like living here: it keeps a dog on its toes! There’s the crypt and graveyard too, my most favourite places. The crypt is best because it’s dark and restful and neither F.O. nor Maurice ever go down there. The vicar is too lazy to go anywhere that isn’t essential and Maurice is secretly nervous of the mice. They’re fiercer than his usual type though they seem all right with me.

         The other place, the graveyard, is cracking fun! When I’m feeling a bit bored and want some extra life about me I always go off there. It’s much bigger than Bowler’s old garden where I used to play when I belonged to him, and is full of funny nooks and corners (good sniffing areas), and grassy paths where I can race up and down. There’s even a small rabbit colony which comes in very handy when I’m in sporting mood as it saves me the trek to Foxford Wood (that place where he did the old girl in). Sometimes I do make just a teeny bit of a noise – you know the sort of thing, clearing my throat and testing my lungs – but that’s all right, except when Maurice happens to bethere lounging on one of the tombstones. He gets awfully ratty, hisses and spits and uses words which I do know but didn’t think he did!
         

         All in all it’s a good life – which is why at all costs Maurice and me must PROTECT THE VICAR!!
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            The Cat’s Memoir

         

         Since the not unfortunate demise of my mistress, Mrs Elizabeth Fotherington, I have been living at the vicarage of St Botolph’s. It is a smaller and less salubrious establishment than the one to which I had been accustomed, but its incumbent the Reverend Oughterard, although somewhat trying, is kind and generally inoffensive. The smothering blandishments of my former owner had driven me almost to distraction and there were times when – had I the strength and the means (and were less dependent on the good food she provided) – I could have readily strangled her. But fortunately the vicar did that instead.

         He and I share the same need for peace and quiet. She gave it to neither of us, and in the end he could stand it no more. As things turned out, his lapse worked to my advantage and I am really more than moderately content in this clerical abode. However, nothing is painless, and so there is of course the problem of the dog: Bouncer. When his master, the local bank manager, absconded with the bank’s funds I generously made arrangements to install him here in the vicarage (as detailed in my earlier Memoir). I do not regret this gesture, for fundamentally Bouncer is a good-natured creature; but being a dog, his raucous temperament can jar the nerves. Indeed, there are times when I have to assert myself quite strongly and instruct him in the arts of etiquette and savoir-faire. It is a thankless business.

          

         One unusually warm day in late January I was sitting cleaning my paws on the vicar’s crazy paving, when Bouncer appeared from behind the tool shed toting his rubber ring. He looked edgy.

         ‘What’s wrong?’ I enquired.

         ‘Nothing much,’ he growled, ‘except that those big parcels that he’s put up in the belfry have fallen against my bag of secret marrow bones and now they’re all bloody jammed underneath and I can’t get at them.’

         ‘Well, that’s something to be thankful for,’ I exclaimed, adding sharply, ‘but kindly refrain from swearing. You know I don’t like it!’ He was quite unabashed and started to chew his foot. I left him to it, and slipping through the hedge made my way over to the church and up to the belfry.

         He was right. The parcels, which had been rather carelessly deposited, had become dislodged and fallen across the bone bag making it quite inaccessible to the dog’s ferreting nose. One of them was lying very close to the opening of the trap door and the slightest shunt could send it toppling down the steps. I could see where he had been scratching – shreds of brown paper and chewed string littered the floor, and protruding from one of the parcels was the corner of what seemed to be a picture frame. Typical of F.O., I thought, to want to put his paintings in the belfry. Any normal person would hang them in the house! But then of course …

         As I gazed at the ripped paper it occurred to me that if the vicar were to visit the belfry to inspect his parcels or check the bells he would see the debris, move the pictures and discover the wedged bones. There would doubtless be a palaver, the bones would be confiscated, and Bouncer would have to devise yet another storage space – and probably one closer to the house. I recalled with a shudder their previous hidey-hole – and my appalled shock when I encountered them there. At least in the church belfry they were well out of harm’s way, or at any rate my way. I don’t know which I dislike more, the sound of bells or the sight of bones. Both are obnoxious.
         

         As I pondered the question there was a loud scrabbling noise a few feet below. Covered in dust and bits of flaking plaster Bouncer emerged into the chamber panting heavily. ‘Cor!’ he exclaimed. ‘It doesn’t get any easier!’

         ‘If you curbed your peculiar passions,’ I answered coldly, ‘you wouldn’t have to resort to such exertions.’

         He grinned vaguely and started to sniff at the parcels. For one distasteful moment it seemed as if he was going to lift a leg, but instead he turned and said, ‘You know, Maurice, we’re going to have to shift those things. I’ve taken a great deal of trouble rebuilding my collection after that business with the piano stool, and there’s one or two in that sack which I don’t wish to be without – delicacies, you would call them.’
         

         ‘I most certainly would not!’ I cried.

         He looked pained but added amiably, ‘Besides, if he comes up here again and sees that mess he’s bound to get twitchy and then we’ll all cop it. He’s already working himself into a lather over that Tubbly woman!’

         ‘Not to mention her gin-sodden bulldog,’ I exclaimed indignantly. ‘Enough to give anyone a turn!’

         He laughed raucously. ‘Your face when you came in and saw him lying in front of the fire, especially when Tubbly said, “Oh, he loves pussy cats!”’ And Bouncer put on what he fondly imagined to be an imitation of Mrs Tubbly’s darkly expansive voice. It was a disagreeable noise and I was not amused.
         

         ‘I am glad you appreciate the trouble your antics may cause. Why you had to start interfering with those parcels I cannot imagine!’

         ‘Well, you know how it is when you want to gnaw something rather badly – you haven’t time to pussy-foot around.’

         I told him what I thought of his gross appetites, not to mention his crude terminology; but after a quick sulk I resumed my usual geniality and started to apply my wits to the problem. The two parcels were square and very large – much bigger than us – and looked quite heavy. Getting them away from the open trap door, withdrawing the sack of bones and concealing the general mess was going to be a taxing task and would require all my ingenuity. The rope securing one of them had got hitched up on a nail protruding from the surrounding balustrade and would clearly further hinder removal. I pondered.

         ‘I tell you what,’ said Bouncer, ‘the fellow we need is O’Shaughnessy. I’m sure he could fix it.’

         I flinched. ‘Certainly not! The last thing we want is that great creature floundering about up here – he would do untold damage!’ (O’Shaughnessy was Bouncer’s special friend, a wild Irish setter who had recently come to the neighbourhood and for whom Bouncer had developed an inexplicable hero-worship.)

         ‘Oh well,’ he said moodily, ‘it was just a thought.’

         ‘Look,’ I pointed out, ‘I know he was helpful when we had that problem with the vicar’s cigarette lighter in Foxford Wood, and I appreciate his bringing that piece of haddock for me at Christmas, but what we have here is an extremely delicate situation which requires equally delicate handling. That is not something which comes within O’Shaughnessy’s sphere.’

         ‘If you say so,’ he growled.

         ‘I do say so. The object is to ease the bones from underneath the parcels in such a way as not to give ourselves a hernia and without causing conspicuous damage to the goods or sending them hurtling to the floor below. As you say, if F.O. discovers something has been at these parcels and sees your mangy fossils strewn around them he’ll become fraught and fragile again and it will be we who endure the fallout. It doesn’t take much! He is also bound to confiscate the bones. You wouldn’t like that, would you? The task requires finesse and a certain – how shall I put it? – feline subtlety.’
         

         ‘You mean you want to have a go,’ he said.

         I sighed. ‘It would be safer!’

         Picking my way carefully, I strolled to the far corner of the belfry from where I could get a better perspective. The whole thing needed meticulous appraisal and I spent some time in assessing the dimensions of the parcels, the circumference of the trap door, the tension of the securing rope, and the weight of his dreadful bone bag. Bouncer watched, grinning inanely.

         Finally I returned slowly to the middle of the chamber, settled myself comfortably and proceeded to sleek my paws and touch up my ears.

         ‘Well?’ said Bouncer. ‘What do you think? Chop chop!’

         ‘What I think,’ I replied coolly, ‘is that the task is not without difficulties but is perfectly possible. All that is required is a steady nerve, a dextrous touch, and a quick tweak of the rope. That will slacken the tension, ease the bigger parcel and facilitate withdrawal of the bone bag with minimal disturbance. It is quite straightforward really.’

         He stared at me with his mouth half open and head tilted slightly on one side. He normally does that if he is feeling sceptical or bloody-minded. But in this case I think he was impressed by my powers of analysis.

         ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘so you’re going to do that, are you?’

         ‘Most certainly.’

         ‘Right-ho.’ And he took up a position close to the open trap door.

         Despite my words of assurance to Bouncer, I wasn’t quite sure how I was going to proceed, for in the course of my inspection I had noticed a further complication – a long corner of the sack with its strands of hessian was closely entwined with the parcel’s string binding, and detaching the two would not be easy. However, it doesn’t do to look flummoxed. My left paw is particularly adroit in such matters and I judged that with concentrated patience the bits could be unravelled. That done and the rope gently tweaked, the dog could give a quick tug with his teeth and so pull the sack from the overlying pictures. I explained this to him and directed that he be poised for the ready.
         

         Extending a claw I started to pick tentatively at the muddle of string and sacking. Gradually it began to unravel, and thus emboldened I intensified my efforts and then applied my teeth. The additional pressure was a mistake: the top parcel trembled slightly, its rope fell from the nail, and then suddenly, as I was so delicately teasing the string of the one underneath, it started to slither towards the open trap door. In the nick of time I leaped back as the great thing slid past me, and then bumped and trundled its way down the belfry steps. There was a great deal of noise which made my ears go quite numb.

         We stared down in dismay and saw the picture with its wrappings ripped apart lying face up at the foot of the stairs. From our angle it looked like something abandoned in a junk yard.

         ‘Well, you’ve properly put your paw in it there, haven’t you!’ Bouncer observed.

         Despite the shock I naturally had my wits about me. ‘You may recall that it was your bones that were responsible for this absurdity in the first place. I was merely pandering to your appetites and trying to help you out of a tight corner. My theory was excellent but theories occasionally go adrift – through no fault of their devisor!’
         

         ‘Oh well,’ he grumbled, ‘those who can, do: those who can’t, teach!’ I could see from his smug expression that he was pleased with that, and tired of his insolence gave him a prod with my unsheathed claw. It had the desired effect and he looked suitably contrite.

         ‘I suggest you start to remove those confounded bones to some recess where F.O. is unlikely to chuck his lumber! While you are doing that I shall assess the damage.’ So saying, I picked my way down the narrow stairway to the loft below and proceeded to survey the picture.

         Apart from a few scrapes and minor splinterings of the frame, there didn’t seem to be any obvious damage – or at least none that F.O. was likely to notice – and I turned my attention to the subject itself. This I found peculiar and distasteful. The background was unattractive – all dark and grim and murky with great swirls of pallid mist and streaks of muddy orange. But it was the front part that really made me shudder: a vast conglomeration of human bones and skulls – white and glistening and nasty! I am a cat of delicate sensibilities and, as you have probably gathered, do not share Bouncer’s partiality for things osseous. It is bad enough having to endure the sight of his gnarled trophies, but they at least are smaller both in dimension and number; and to face such a stark and sudden panorama was more than I could stomach. I emitted a long mew of disgust which brought the dog floundering down the steps.

         ‘What’s up? What are you making that racket for? It’s enough to wake the dead!’

         ‘They are woken,’ I said. ‘Just look at that!’ And I gestured with my tail towards the canvas. He sat down in front of it and stared for a long time.
         

         Eventually I asked him what he thought. ‘I suppose you like it, your sort of thing presumably – all those bones!’

         ‘No,’ he said slowly, ‘I don’t, as a matter of fact. I think it is SILLY. They’re not proper bones at all – like plastic, too white and no meat. They don’t look anywhere near real.’

         ‘They look real enough to me!’ I exclaimed.

         ‘Ah, but you’re not a conners whatsit. I am.’ I graciously accepted his connoisseurship in the matter but still preferred to avert my eyes, and suggested that since there was nothing else we could do about the painting it was time to return to the vicarage and to supper. On the way back I observed that if that was an example of what the humans call ‘art’ I didn’t think much of it.

         ‘Don’t suppose he does either. That’s probably why he shoved them up there. Wanted to get ‘em out of the way!’

         ‘You could well be right,’ I acknowledged. He wagged his tail vigorously.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            4

            The Vicar’s Version

         

         The next day I was sufficiently distracted by my parish duties to forget, or at least ignore, Mrs Tubbly Pole’s bizarre proposal. I had a wedding on my hands in the afternoon and it turned out to be an occasion of such excruciating embarrassment that Mrs T.P., Nicholas and his tiresome pictures all paled into temporary oblivion. The bride, a seemingly earnest but bovine local girl, had started to come to me some weeks earlier seeking pre-nuptial counsel and preparation. Never having been married myself I take rather a pride in my calm objectivity in such matters, and like to think that I gave her sound spiritual advice regarding her new status. At any rate she seemed quite impressed with my discourse and showed a proper appreciation of the occasion’s solemnity. However, she confessed that there was one thing that was bothering her acutely – her virginal, or rather non-virginal state. I assured her that a proper contrition would of course speedily resolve the matter and that she could approach the altar with a clear conscience. To this she replied that it wasn’t her conscience that was the problem but her dress.

         She must have seen my perplexity for she explained, ‘You see, my gran always says that if you’ve been a bad girl you can’t wear white and that if you do you’ll be smitten and have bad luck for ever after. But if I don’t wear white my mum will have a fit and call me every name under the sun – she’s very particular like that.’ I asked her what her young man thought. There was an embarrassed giggle, and then she said, ‘Oh, Trev, he said he’d like me in my birthday suit!’
         

         Inwardly I cursed her gran and mum, not to mention the lewd Trev, but said lightly that perhaps a delicate shade of ivory might suit all interests and always looked nice, adding jovially that if I were in her position I would sport scarlet!

         ‘Would you, Vicar?’ she asked gravely.

         ‘Oh yes,’ I laughed, enjoying the joke, ‘Give it to ’em good and proper!’

          

         The day came – and the bride wore scarlet. The bridesmaids were in gold lurex, sequinned mascara, and black mock-ostrich feathers. The groom, his hair combed into the slickest D.A. you have ever seen, was attired in a teddy-boy suit of impeccable cut, and with drainpipes so tight as to make me wince in vicarious agony. Resplendent in puce and pink, Mum and Gran sat stiffly in the front row, the one glowering, the other bun-faced. Across the aisle, festooned with Kodaks and mammoth silver-foiled carnations, Trev’s parents lolled bibulously. I recall that one of them – I think it was the husband – had a cigar thrust behind the ear, and I spent the first ten minutes nervously awaiting it to be lit up in the middle of my address. As things turned out such an eventuality would have mattered not one jot …

         Despite her visibly pregnant paunch (starkly outlined in the vibrant satin), the bride Madeline had chosen to wear stilettos of such spectacular elevation that she not so much teetered as staggered up the aisle, gamely supported on the arm of some diminutive kinsman. He seemed bowed down by his burden and looked distinctly the worse for wear, and I thought it unlikely he would last out the ceremony.

         Indeed, dazzled by so rich an array of lurex and scarlet I rather wondered about my own chances – but, beaming encouragement, waited for the procession to complete its faltering course to the chancel steps. Bride and escort finally made it, and she was delivered into Trev’s smirking care. Taking a deep breath I commenced the service, and slipping into the familiar rubric began to feel that despite the threat of the cigar all might possibly be well … It wasn’t of course.

         As we neared the apex of the ceremony my attention was caught by the white face of Mavis Briggs at the back of the church. As far as I knew, Mavis had no connection with either the bride or the groom, but she is one of those parishioners who contrive to be everywhere and always. From bible classes to bazaars, wakes to enthronements, Mavis is invariably there; and should I ever be required to conduct an exorcism I am convinced she would somehow get in on the act. It would have been less bad were she not given to reciting execrable poetry at the drop of a hat. Much of this is of her own penning which makes it all the worse. Funerals are her speciality, and at such times it takes enormous skill to pre-empt some maundering and pious recitation. Seeing her now increased my gloom as I wondered vaguely what bits of doggerel lay in store for us at the reception. But it soon became clear that it was not doggerel that she had on her mind.

         She stared at me fixedly and then started to make the most peculiar movements – contorting her features, opening and shutting her mouth, and gesturing with upturned thumb towards the door behind her. Naturally I took no notice and tried to concentrate on what I was saying. However, out of the corner of my eye I noticed that the gestures were getting increasingly frenzied, and fearing that she might be drunk or worse, I speeded as fast as decorum permitted to the crucial exchange of vows. I never got there.

         Suddenly, pandemonium was loosed. The door Mavis was standing in front of burst open, and the sidesman Davies and the churchwarden Colonel Dawlish came crashing in grappling with two young men. ‘Young men’ is perhaps a rather charitable term, for they looked distinctly ruffianly and were emitting shouts and words not usual to wedding guests. Felling Davies and thrusting the Colonel to one side, the larger one began to advance grimly down the aisle. For one dreadful moment I thought he was making a beeline for me (Elizabeth Fotherington’s avenging angel?) but his eyes were on one quite other: the girl in red satin. The startling nature of the intrusion had brought cries of alarm, but as the youth got nearer to the bride the noise was replaced by a stunned silence. Madeline, though still patently unsure on her pins, regarded him with calm and indulgent eye.

         ‘So you’ve come then, Fred, have you? Not before time neither.’

         He muttered something incomprehensible, and grabbing her by the wrist proceeded to drag her away from the chancel steps and back up the aisle. In fact the only reason she needed dragging seemed less to do with reluctance than with her footwear. Hitching up her voluminous frock, and with much stumbling and giggling, she followed him past the gawping pews.

         And then the air was rent with banshee shrieks as Mum and Gran, furiously puce and pink, started to make their position clear. Clutching the hapless Trev they thrust him after the departing couple, exhorting him to honourable retrieval. He seemed disinclined and hung back twitching. Not so his father, who with a bellow of rage lunged forward in pursuit, tripped, and was then promptly given a black eye by the kidnapper’s henchman. From that moment chaos reigned.

         Among the congregation were the boyfriends of the bridesmaids (presumably dragged along to admire their girls’ finery). These seemed divided re the merits of Trev and Fred, and their lack of consensus led to a mêlée of unfortunate size and intensity. I looked on in horror as fists flailed and hassocks hurtled. Collars were discarded, hats cast aside, hymn books lobbed, and handbags wielded with practised ease. The wedding party was in its element.

         The chief protagonists appeared to be Mum and Gran who were fighting with a zest I had never previously witnessed in anyone, but it was difficult to discern their particular affiliation as each seemed ready to take on whoever happened to cross their paths. I kept well out of range, and glancing up saw Tapsell peering down from his organ loft, waving his arms and shouting the odds in a state of rampant ecstasy. Wretched fellow, I thought, could he never conduct himself with dignity? His job was to play the organ, not be a tick-tack man! He must have seen me scowling for at that moment he sat down and launched into a violent rendering of the march from Tannhäuser. The noise was deafening – yet only marginally more so than the row raging from beneath.
         

         Amidst all the mayhem I glimpsed one still and solitary figure: Trev, sitting on the pulpit steps smoking a cigarette. I felt a momentary pang of envy as I could have done with one myself. However, I went over to him and said gently that smoking was not really allowed in the church and could he possibly wait until later. He nodded obligingly and stubbed it out in Mavis Briggs’s tastefully placed pot of trailing ivy. Feeling sorry for him I started to marshal words of sympathy.

         He cut me short and with a slow smile said, ‘That’s all right, mate. I never really liked her and it weren’t mine anyway.’ It was difficult to know what to say to that, and while I was racking my brain, he added ruminatively, ‘Just goes to show, don’t it: if yer keeps yer fingers crossed long enough somethin’s bound to turn up in the end.’ I was impressed by the tenacity of his faith. And thus fortified, I left him to his peaceful contemplation and set off to quell the revellers.

         Eventually of course, things died down, though I think that was less to do with my efforts than with the combatants’ desire for beer and buns. Thus, averting my eyes to avoid confronting the state of the church and firmly locking its door, I herded them into the parish hall where they set about the wedding tea with the same relish as they had shown in beating one another up. Of the runaway couple there was no sign, and the last I saw of Trev was a spindly-legged figure sauntering nonchalantly across the canal bridge in the direction of the Swan and Goose. He looked enviably free.

          

         The next morning there was a complaint from the cleaners and a request that I go and view the fallout from the festivities. Obediently I walked over to the church and surveyed the damage. It was a daunting sight. The grey flagstones had become a kaleidoscope of spilt confetti and shredded flowers. Hymn books, service sheets, broken vases, articles of apparel – gloves, scarves, collars, the bride’s veil – all lay strewn in loose abandon. Unaccountably the Mothers’ Union banner had been ripped from its socket and was slumped limply over the back pew, its blue and gold embroidery looking raddled in the morning light. It may have been my imagination but there even seemed the faintest whiff of stale ale, and I cast a wary eye around for signs of a broken bottle.

         My gaze was intercepted by the baleful face of Edith Hopgarden as she and her fellow polishers stood relishing my dismay. Clearing my throat and tut-tutting loudly, I grabbed the nearest broom, rolled up my sleeves and started to sweep vigorously. One by one, and with grudging grace, the ladies joined in and were soon hard at work complaining primly and swapping anecdotes about Madeline and her questionable companions.

         After a while I thought I might safely slip away but was waylaid by Edith who, taking me to one side, said that she hoped the previous day’s events were not going to set a precedent for future weddings at St Botolph’s. I assured her this would not be the case, and then asked solicitously after the health of Mr Hopgarden. This generally does the trick in forestalling further offence. Ever since I had once stumbled across Edith in flagrante delicto with Tapsell in Foxford Wood her attitude to me has been one of reproachful petulance. However, the one thing that gives ballast to our relationship is a shared allergy to Mavis Briggs. Thus in addition to Mr Hopgarden, reference to the former is invariably useful in defusing bouts of Edith’s simmering hostility. So I asked her if Mavis was all right after being so nearly trampled in the skirmish at the church door.

         She sniffed and said tartly, ‘Well, she’s making a great fuss. Thinks her arm’s broken but it’s pure imagination of course. I don’t know what she was doing by the door in the first place.’ I was inclined to agree but said nothing and, leaving her brooding on the ninnyish Mavis, made my escape.
         

         On the way back to the vicarage I saw Mrs Tubbly Pole and Gunga Din in the distance but they didn’t see me and I slipped into the house unmolested.
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            The Vicar’s Version

         

         Rather unexpectedly a card from Nicholas bearing a French postmark had arrived by the early post; but having more important things to do than decipher his obsessively tiny script I had delayed giving it my attention. Now, with a few spare moments, I was able to do so.

         It began by sending me fulsome ‘Greetings from Le Touquet’ and went on to describe the delights of its municipal gardens and the casino. Why he thought I should have been interested in either I could not imagine. However, what did interest me – or rather irritate – was the postscript to the effect that he hoped the pictures were ‘behaving themselves’ and that he might be over soon to remove one and replace it with another. That Nicholas might simply take the two of them away altogether and leave me in peace was clearly a fantasy of absurd devising! I sighed wearily, and seeing Maurice glide past was tempted to tweak his tail, but fortunately prudence prevailed.

         The morning had not been helped by bumping into Mavis Briggs – last seen at the wedding going gently berserk in front of the church door. Recalling Edith Hopgarden’s scornful reference to the allegedly injured arm, I was not surprised to see her sporting a large sling and a martyred expression. I tried to look sympathetic, and together we tut-tutted about the mores and alarming peculiarity of modern youth.

         Eventually I was able to disentangle myself, but not before she had warned me about the state of the floorboards in the lower loft of the belfry, observing in pained tones that it would only take the merest stumble for a bell-ringer to be laid flat out, or worse still, losing control of the rope, be hoisted to the rafters! Accidents were so common, she observed, glancing pitifully at her bandaged arm.

         I assured her I would go and investigate immediately; and assuming an air of worried concern set off briskly for the bell tower. However, since it was nearly lunchtime and I was feeling rather tired, I decided to postpone the matter till the afternoon. Doubling back on my tracks and keeping the dwindling figure of Mavis in sight, I got home unobserved in time for the one o’clock news, a cigarette and a bit of shut-eye.

         Later that afternoon and moderately refreshed, I set off once more to inspect the floorboards. Despite the irritation of the Le Touquet postcard, I must have been feeling in lighter mood, for as I started to mount the first flight of stairs my mind was beset with images of Mavis Briggs swinging spectacularly on the end of her bell rope, watched by a ring of gaping colleagues as she spiralled slowly and remorselessly skyward …

         Savouring these scenes, I emerged into the lower chamber. The mirth stopped: across the bottom rungs of the belfry staircase, its coverings split and loosely trailing, sprawled the larger of Nicholas’s pictures.

         I gazed dumfounded. I could have sworn blind they had been stacked safely against one of the rafter posts. How on earth could this one have found its way to the bottom of the steps? Surely on top of everything else I was not now to be plagued by some deranged poltergeist. It was too bad! I stared at it bitterly, cursing Nicholas and wondering how I was going to summon the energy to heave the wretched thing all the way up again. However, it certainly couldn’t be left lying there – so up it must go. Taking off my jacket and crunching a peppermint humbug for strength, I commenced my labours.

         It was only when the picture was once more resting against its post that I started to take a proper look at it. I wasn’t exactly impressed. The principal colour was a sort of dingy bluey-black intermittently slashed with streaks of ochre with here and there splodges of grey – rather like ragged balls of sock knitting-wool. It was difficult to make out whether they were meant to be clouds or just random bits of decoration. In the foreground, and rather unpleasantly, I thought, were large heaps of white bones and skulls. Could it perhaps be intended as a protest against the current spate of cemetery vandalism? Nothing so simple, I suspected. Doubtless it held some dark preternatural significance which for the moment entirely escaped me. It all seemed decidedly gothic and morbid and I couldn’t imagine why anyone should want to hang it on their wall.

         I wondered about the smaller one, now also dislodged and lying on the floor though still in its wrappings, and was tempted to undo the string and take a look; but I was pressed for time and thought that if it looked anything like its companion such fumblings were hardly worth the effort. Nicholas had implied they were valuable, but judging from the first specimen I rather doubted this. He had always dramatized. If this other one was of the same style – dismal and pretentious – it seemed unlikely that anyone would really go to the trouble of stealing them. So perhaps after all, my nagging suspicions were groundless and the tale of simply needing extra storage space was entirely genuine. There was, I supposed, just a remote chance that he had been telling the truth. And clinging to that thought I began to feel better.

         But there was still the curious matter of their displacement. Could it have been rats, cavorting squirrels, a sudden gust of wind blowing in from the roof vents …? Or perhaps it was just one of those times when inanimate objects, poised more precariously than realized, do fall down on their own. I remembered an incident from childhood, when right in the middle of the night my cricket bat, propped against the nursery wall, had suddenly slipped to the floor with the most dreadful clatter. It had given me a terrible fright and I had woken the whole house with my wails.

         Yes, there was obviously a perfectly simple explanation – but I really hadn’t the time to pursue it further. The Vestry Circle was meeting later that afternoon and had asked me for suggestions about their next month’s agenda. As I hadn’t a single notion it was time I thought of something to say. And with that wearisome challenge in mind I clambered down the stairway and hurried back to the vicarage.
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