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In memory of my father


AUGUST 14 was a hot heavy day on which the sun appeared through a hazy sky, looking dull and irrelevant, as if it had opted out of its duty of providing light and heat. The warmth, which was oppressive, seemed almost to come from below the earth’s surface and from the top of Beaubridge Hill you had difficulty in distinguishing the individual houses of the village a couple of miles away on the other side of the valley. They were blurred shapes half hidden by the mist, but a mile nearer, the neat barracks round the old farmhouse were quite distinct.

All morning the sheep lay ruminatively under the gorse, scarcely bothering to chew at the short cropped grass which bore parched brown witness to a dry summer. The men in the valley were more energetic, hurrying about their work in the fields and gardens until shortly after twelve a sharp high-pitched bell started to peal a rapid summons from the farmhouse belfry. After five minutes the bell slowed to a strike of one every five seconds and the last of the Community’s thirty-four members walked as rapidly as his habit would allow into the low rectangular building where the office of Sext was to be celebrated.

The friars sat in hierarchical order. Abbot on the left, Prior facing him across the flagstones. On the right of one and on the left of the other, brown-robed men huddled close in the pew, descending in seniority to the novices. Then a gap to tubular steel chairs at right angles to the pews. Today at Sext they were empty. They were for guests and visitors.

There was one other empty place, the most junior of all, to the right of Brother Rollo. Brother Rollo glanced across at Brother Bede opposite and raised his eyebrows. Since he had arrived three weeks before, Brother Luke had been late for practically everything which he had not missed altogether.

Brother Luke’s excuse for missing Sext was the best possible. As his brothers raised a low plain chant to the glory of their Maker, Brother Luke remained in the vegetable garden where, hours earlier, he had been sent to gather potatoes for the Community’s lunch. His rich brown habit merged with the rich brown soil; the white cord round his waist could easily have been confused with the bright white flowers of the plants. Only the livid purple of the back of his neck failed to blend.

He had been lying face down among the potatoes for quite some time when Brother Bede found him, turned him over and noticed that the deep magenta marks around his neck corresponded rather accurately with the pattern of the crucifix chain which he always wore. He was, of course, extremely dead.
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SIMON BOGNOR finished the Beaubridge Friary file for the third time and threw it viciously on to the seat opposite. A piece of paper fell out on to the floor of the carriage and he cursed. It was a bit much. After three years at a desk in the bowels of the Board of Trade and an amazingly tedious assignment at the High Commission in Canberra he had suddenly been lumbered with this.

He had arrived for work early that morning, looking forward to lunch at the club, mindful as ever of the idiocy of his job, when a flustered Parkinson had dropped the thin brown file on his desk. The words had been rather hurtful.

‘Right, Bognor,’ he had said. ‘Off your fat backside. Grab a voucher and sort this out sharpish. Collingdale’s dead. Don’t ask questions, it’s all in the file.’ Which was why he was sitting in a tatty first-class compartment bound for a religious community in the rural midlands. It was the story of his life.

The file told him very little. The Society of the Sacred Brotherhood had been founded at Beaubridge in 1912. It was a respectable Anglican Order, approved by the Church of England and famous for its honey. It ranked below the Community of the Resurrection at Mirfield or the Benedictines of Nashdom, the Cowley Fathers or the Dorset Franciscans, but above the more esoteric societies of hermits and probation officers manqués which sprang up continuously and usually died with their founders. There were seventeen and a half acres of land with it. Most of it was vegetable garden, though there was some timber and space for the celebrated bees. The farmhouse acquired by the founder, an ascetic and very wealthy eccentric who had died twenty years ago, was seventeenth century with Victorian additions. The rest of the buildings had been built after the order’s foundation, sometimes, as their rudimentary nature suggested, by the friars themselves. Woodstock was sixteen miles away by road, Great Tew about three.

On the second page of the file was a bare list of the thirty-three genuine members of the order, with the name of Brother Luke pencilled in at the bottom. The friars also entertained a few permanent guests—a concession to the charitable principle. These men were not identified in the file though Bognor understood that most were alcoholics or derelicts rescued from the benches of London’s parks or main-line railway stations. On the final page was the single sentence which confirmed that each of the eleven Expo-Brit operations had included products from Beaubridge.

Bognor sucked his teeth. He still didn’t quite see why it had been necessary for Collingdale to actually become a friar in order to discover what was going on at the place. He remembered Collingdale well. He was usually assigned to dangerous foreign missions and would pass through London once every two or three months, lean, leathery, tanned and taut. Not a bit like Bognor who was distinctly chubby, and slightly florid.

Parkinson had said the police would meet him at Woodstock station. Bognor prayed they would be efficient and meticulous. He knew that he suffered from an inattention to detail. He was good at broad issues, but poor on minutiae. Also this was his first piece of real field work. He realised, of course, that it would have to happen, that he couldn’t spend the rest of his life drawing up briefs and unscrambling codes and ciphers. Ever since the man at the University Appointments board had leant across the table and whispered ‘There is another branch of the Civil Service, Mr. Bognor . . . a rather special branch . . .’, ever since that moment and the series of curious encounters in pubs and country houses which had followed, Bognor had known that one day life would become dangerous. And this was it. He had been thrown in head first. He was to succeed where tough experienced Collingdale had failed.

It was not yet mid-day when the train reached Woodstock, and Bognor was surprised to see the purple-visaged shape of .Sir Erris Beg proceeding down the platform in his direction.

‘Cops,’ he said noisily, ‘are all busy.’ He extended a fleshy hand, the other clutched a shooting stick. His Old Etonian tie heaved under the impact of asthmatic, alcohol-assisted coughs. ‘Come and have a snifter at the Owl,’ he said, ‘before we dump you with the God-botherers.’

Bognor said he’d be delighted. He’d first met old Beg a couple of years before when there had been some question of the Chinese trying to plant foot and mouth virus in Lord Sodbury’s dairy herd.

Since then they had lunched together occasionally and Bognor liked him. His imbecilic appearance was misleading, besides which he commanded considerable respect within the department and from Parkinson in particular. A great deal more than any other Chief Constable.

‘Your boss rang,’ said Sir Erris when they were ensconced in the saloon bar of the Owl and had embarked on a brace of large pink gins. ‘He asked if I’d keep an eye on you. Thought you might need a bit of moral support.’

‘Oh.’ Bognor was pleased to have the support, but not happy at the thought of Parkinson breathing down his neck. ‘I don’t,’ he said, coughing slightly on the gin, ‘anticipate any great problem. I’ve a fair idea of what happened already. But it’ll be nice having you around.’

‘You do understand the significance of this Expo-Brit connection, don’t you?’ asked Sir Erris.

This, Bognor had to concede, was worrying him more than somewhat. He had understood from the file that the brothers always sent their honey abroad on Expo-Brit expeditions. These were export jollies in which a number of small independent manufacturers banded together to form a mini-export drive, and although most of them remained intoxicated throughout the journey some succeeded in selling considerable quantities of such things as revolutionary bicycle pumps or pre-fabricated hen-houses.

‘Er . . . well,’ he said, ‘I do realise that the Sacred Brotherhood have been on every Expo-Brit so far, which in itself is, naturally, highly significant.’

‘More gin,’ said Sir Erris dogmatically and Bognor bought his round. ‘I’m willing to bet,’ continued the Chief Constable, ‘that every single agricultural secret that has gone behind the iron curtain in the last dozen or so years went out in a jar of Beaubridge honey.’

‘I go along with that,’ said Bognor, who had seen none of this on the file. It was typical of Whitehall. He began to suspect the whole thing was simply an initiative test dreamt up by Parkinson.

‘Collingdale is dead, is he?’ he asked.

‘Oh very,’ said Sir Erris, ‘which I would have thought was conclusive proof that our sacred brothers, or one or more of them, are engaged in a peculiarly unpleasant game of espionage.’

‘Possibly,’ said Bognor. ‘But it doesn’t help to have too many preconceived ideas.’

‘Indeed not. Now drink up and I’ll drive you out to the bloody brethren, and introduce you to our Inspector Pinney.’

It was obviously distressing for Father Anselm. It seemed to the rest of the Community that he had taken it very badly. Particularly as their dead brother had only been with them for three weeks. They had hardly known him.

‘He’s aged overnight,’ said Brother Barnabas to Brother Vivian.

‘I’m not at all happy about the Abbot,’ said Father Xavier to Father John.

True, Father Anselm was looking tired and drawn, but then he had looked tired and drawn since the days of his novitiate. Indeed he had been a tired drawn infant, a tired drawn schoolboy and a tired drawn undergraduate before he ever became a tired drawn friar.

His naturally angular, even haggard, appearance gave him a slightly spurious air of asceticism which he cultivated, and led some to suppose, quite wrongly, that he was frail. He had played stand-off half in a particularly good Marlborough XV and would almost certainly have won a blue but for an untimely attack of hepatitis, or yellow jaundice as it was then called. At fifty-two he preserved his fitness by felling trees in a Gladstonian fashion and once a week in winter he would drive into Woodstock for a game of squash with the headmaster, a friend from Christ Church days.

It was perhaps wrong of the Community to be surprised at Father Anselm’s distress. Ever since he had taken over fifteen years before he had ruled with an authority that was almost paternal. Some resented it and among the more sophisticated there was a feeling that his time with the Society’s mission in Papua had inculcated an attitude towards his fellow man which verged on the contemptuous.

His actions on hearing of the death of Brother Luke were distinctly headmasterly, almost as if planned on the squash court in Woodstock. The friars—not the ‘guests’—had immediately been ordered to the refectory, on the grounds, presumably, that this was a secular matter. The rumour of sensation was spreading but only a handful of them knew what had actually happened and Father Anselm was evidently determined that they should learn from him.

Two or three minutes of silent waiting at the long narrow tables and he entered hurriedly, black leather bible tightly clasped in his left hand. Eyes watched with unusually real interest as he climbed the three steps to the lectern under the room’s solitary stained-glass window (1930-ish, St. Francis with birds). He paused to polish spectacles on the billowing sleeve of his habit before glancing sharply at his audience.

‘I had never thought,’ he began, ‘that it would be necessary to remind you of Exodus XX, Verse 13. Indeed I had always believed that of all the commandments, the seventh was the nearest to the hearts of the followers of the life contemplative. Alas . . .’ He paused, both hands clasping the sides of the lectern. ‘Alas, for the first time in its life our brotherhood has been visited by death which is violent and unnatural. I can not in conscience believe that the murder . . .’ Again he paused. ‘For make no mistake about it, murder it was . . . that the murder of our brother Luke . . . is the work of one of us. And yet the circumstances suggest that it was.

‘It has naturally been my unhappy duty to telephone the county police and they will arrive shortly.

‘I want each one of you to answer the police questions and to help them in their difficult work. But more important, much more important, I believe that someone here in this room knows what happened to Brother Luke. I earnestly pray that that person should come to me. I know that he will be deeply troubled and profoundly unhappy. I cannot pretend that it is not my duty to tell the secular authorities if any person should come forward, but our concern, our whole existence, is dominated by a greater reality. The perpetrator of this dreadful crime must answer to the State but he must answer also to God. And in the knowledge of Our Lord’s infinite compassion and mercy may that man come to me and confess.

‘And now’—he became brisk as he approached the peroration—’when we move as we now shall to the chapel, we shall offer our prayers not only for the soul of our departed brother in Christ, but also for whoever did this deed that he may have the strength to acknowledge his guilt before God Almighty.’

Even Father Xavier, the Community cynic and Father Anselm’s principal detractor, was impressed.

Their prayers in chapel were almost anti-climactic.

They prayed for the soul of Brother Luke:

‘O God, who alone are always merciful and full of pity we humbly implore Thee on behalf of the soul of Thy servant Luke which at Thy bidding has departed today from this life; that Thou mayest not abandon it to the hands of the enemy nor forget it forever but that at Thy command the holy angels may bear it up and bring it to its home in Paradise; where because of its faith and hope in Thee, it will not suffer the pains of hell but will rather possess eternal joy.’

And they prayed for the man who murdered Brother Luke: ‘Almighty and merciful God, who desirest the amendment rather than the destruction of every soul that repents and makes confession to Thee: look upon these servants of Thine; and turn aside from them Thy anger and indignation and forgive them all their sins.’

Some were chanted and some were spoken in unison.

When they trooped out into the courtyard there were two cars parked in it. One was a white Jaguar, the other an old Morris. Two red-faced men in policemen’s uniform and two less rubicund people in grey flannels and blazers were standing waiting.

For the rest of the afternoon the police worked hard but without apparent direction. Fingerprints were taken and each member of the brotherhood was asked to say how he had spent the morning; but no one who endured the brisk five minutes of questioning in Father Anselm’s study seriously believed that the interrogation was more than the beginning of a very long haul indeed.

Just before Evensong at 6.30 Father John met Father Xavier outside the tailor’s shop.

‘The locals evidently can’t cope,’ he said. ‘The Scotland Yard man’s going to be on the nine o’clock tomorrow. Father Anselm isn’t going to like that much. It’ll be in the papers before long.’

Father Xavier dropped the stub of his cigarette on to the cobbles and ground it underfoot. ‘Sooner or later,’ he said, ‘Father Anselm and the rest of you are going to have to get used to the idea that one of us has committed a murder. And anyway, where were you this morning?’

Sir Erris enjoyed driving. Particularly Land-Rovers. After a few gins the deep whine of the engine and the pervading khaki took him back to North Africa. Five miles out of Woodstock he took the right fork, pushed the vehicle to seventy and started to whistle ‘Lilli Marlene’.

They had just swerved past an unforeseen tractor when they saw the hitch-hiker. He was sitting on a rucksack about fifty yards off. Sir Erris who was by then singing ‘The White Cliffs of Dover’ looked across at Bognor. ‘Why not?’ he said. ‘He won’t get another chance for half an hour.’

They had passed him by this time and Sir Erris reversed back erratically brushing the great stalks of cow parsley by the roadside.

‘Hop in the back,’ he said to the man. He was about twenty, with a round, optimistic face and sandy hair. He wore cavalry twills and a nylon roll neck; looked like a prewar student.

‘Thanks awfully,’ he said, limping towards the back of the vehicle and climbing in with some difficulty. ‘I’m sorry. I hadn’t meant to cadge lifts. I’m afraid I just overestimated my powers of endurance. It’s quite a long walk from Sherton station.’

‘How far are you going?’ asked Bognor as Sir Erris accelerated.

‘To the Friary the other side of Great Ogridge. You can drop me off at the turning down to the village. It’s only a couple of miles from there.’

‘That’s all right, we’re going to the Friary too.’

‘Oh. Great. That’s terrific. I’m Brother Paul . . . I’ve been away on leave,’ he added, sensing accurately Bognor’s surprise.

‘By the way,’ he asked a few minutes later, ‘what takes you to the Friary? You don’t look a frightfully religious type if you don’t mind my saying so.’

‘You’re very perceptive. No. I’m a policeman.’

‘Oh.’ The young man thought for a moment. ‘Nothing’s happened, has it? Nothing wrong?’

‘I’m afraid one of your people has been found dead. Not to put too fine a point on it he was murdered. Strangled, I’m led to believe.’

They had reached the hill above Great Ogridge now, Brother Paul asked who the victim had been, and Bognor turned in his seat before answering, wondering if the reply would have any effect.

‘Brother Luke?’ There seemed to be relief but no real recognition. ‘He was new, wasn’t he? I’m afraid he’d only just arrived when I went away. It was my mother, you know. She died. Cancer.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘That’s all right. It wasn’t exactly a surprise.’

Sir Erris grated the gears through the village with its low picture-postcard cottages and its towering church, then plunged recklessly across the main road and up the hill the other side. He was no longer singing and he stared out though the windscreen with all the inherited malevolence of generations of warriors. At the top, on the plateau before the descent to the Friary, he pulled over on to the verge.

‘There,’ he said, gesticulating to the north. ‘Scene of the crime.’

Bognor looked down into the valley, assimilated the gorse and the haze and the sheep and inhaled the warmth of the English countryside, its silence and its somnolence. It seemed a million miles from urban violence and the impersonal butchery of international espionage—mellow and mild and unchanged, surely for centuries. And yet down in that Arcadian setting someone had throttled Collingdale with a crucifix.

‘Oh God,’ said Bognor, scratching his right ear. ‘I suppose we’d better go and have a look.’
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FATHER ANSELM was waiting. He had seen the Land-Rover approaching and had anticipated the arrival of the policeman from London. As the vehicle stopped sharply, scattering chickens and dust, Brother Paul jumped surprisingly nimbly from the back, shouted a quick thank you and was gone. Bognor was unable to follow because Sir Erris and Father Anselm were already shaking hands.

‘I am sorry that we should meet again under such unhappy circumstances,’ the Friar was saying. ‘I hope Lady Beg didn’t find the fête too much of a strain.’ He lowered his voice. ‘We made over £200 this year and although I would like to attribute it to the intervention of the Almighty I’m afraid it’s largely Father Godfrey’s doing. It pays to have a bank manager among us.’

All this was said with extreme rapidity, and there was hardly a pause as he turned towards Bognor and inclined his head. ‘And this,’ he said, ‘must be the gentleman from Scotland Yard. Good afternoon, Inspector, and welcome to Beaubridge. I’m only sorry that your first visit should be in a professional capacity.’

‘Not Scotland Yard actually,’ said Bognor, and then saw Sir Erris nodding at him ferociously. ‘I intend,’ he continued, rallying, ‘to treat my visit as a retreat. The real work will be done by my colleagues from Woodstock. I shall spend a great deal of my time in contemplation.’

‘Ah,’ said the Friar. ‘That would be agreeable, but you’re being unduly modest. One of our concessions to progress and materialism is, I am afraid, a television set. It’s largely because of that, that we understand the significance of Scotland Yard. However, I am being flippant. You will want to unpack. Brother Barnabas here,’ he indicated a short round man with extremely thick spectacles who had been shifting from one foot to another in an orgy of embarrassment, ‘is our guestmaster. He’ll look after you.’ Brother Barnabas smiled broadly and executed a manœuvre which seemed very like a curtsey. ‘Perhaps you’ll join Sir Erris and myself for tea when you’re ready,’ said Father Anselm. ‘Anyone will show you the way.’

The two men turned away, leaving Bognor with his guestmaster. ‘Got much luggage, then?’ he inquired in a thick North Country accent.

‘Just the one case, thanks.’ He took the battered brown leather case from the back of the Land-Rover and followed Brother Barnabas.

‘We’ve had to give you Room Thirteen,’ he said leading the way out of the courtyard and towards a long low post-war building which looked like a sophisticated Nissen hut. ‘Brother Luke’s old room.’ He turned and smiled as broadly as before. ‘Hope you’re not superstitious.’

‘Sorry,’ said Bognor. ‘Not at all.’ A crazily paved path ran down the length of the building to the main door at the far end. Thriving Virginia creeper gave the whole an artificial softness, concealing the cheap red brick which contrasted unfavourably with the older Ham stone which had been used in the original buildings. Inside the narrow door an equally narrow and unlit corridor ran down the centre of the house. Doors led off to left and right at frequent intervals—it was a bit like the tourist class on a cut price (very cut price) cruise liner. The odd numbers were on the left and Bognor’s new home was therefore the seventh door.

‘You should be comfortable here,’ said Brother Barnabas, demonstrating the springs of the iron bedstead with the palm of one hand. ‘Bathroom’s the third door on the right.’

‘Thank you,’ said Bognor. ‘How do I find Father Anselm’s study?’

‘It’s in the Old House. Off the courtyard. I should ask there.’

Brother Barnabas seemed to be hovering and Bognor wondered if he was waiting for a tip. ‘If you want any help,’ he said looking at the linoed floor, ‘I mean anything about poor Brother Luke . . . well you’ve only to ask. It’s been a blow, you see, and no mistake.’

‘You’re very kind. I’ll remember.’

‘That’s right. I don’t mean to seem impertinent. It’s my manner. And that’s what the good Lord gave me. Thank you.’

Bognor thanked him again and then, left on his own, stood for a moment contemplating the room. Poor Collingdale. There were two frames hanging on the walls. One was Holman Hunt’s ‘Light of the World’ in dingy sepia—the other was a text: ‘Verily, verily I say unto you, except a corn of wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth by itself alone; but if it die it bringeth forth much fruit. He that loveth his life loseth it; and he that hateth his life in this world shall keep it unto life eternal. If any man serve Me follow Me; and where I am, there shall also My servant be. If any man serve Me, him will My father honour.’ ‘He that loveth his life loseth it,’ he repeated out loud. Poor Collingdale.

There was a single overhead light with a dirty cream shade trimmed in maroon, a small light brown chest of drawers, a wardrobe of similar design and the functional iron bed, out of Hospital by Public School dormitory. No carpet or rug. The walls were painted a light green and the curtains were unlined in a faded but once garish orange print.

He unlocked the case and unpacked. Pyjamas under the pillow, shirts, socks, underpants, banderkerchiefs in the chest.

Shaving things, soap, towel, he put on top of the chest of drawers and then hung corduroy trousers and thick blue pullover on a wire coat hanger. After some thought Wisden and the current Punch went on the chest along with his file. That was it. He had come for no longer than a week, and he’d soon sort this out. He was confident that the explanation would prove quite simple and straightforward. He wished he wasn’t so nervous.

The window looked out towards the old buildings and the hills beyond. At least he had a view.

But he must get on. His first encounter with the Abbot was about to take place. It would no doubt be extremely decorous, punctuated with donnish pleasantries and sips of Lapsang Souchong, or maybe Earl Grey. On reflection it would be Earl Grey. He had already formed an impression, based largely on his prejudices, of Father Anselm. Even if he hadn’t killed Collingdale he must be involved. He wondered if the heads of religious communities shouldered blame and responsibility in quite the same way as Editors and battalion commanders. If so then Father Anselm was for the chop. You couldn’t have your friars going round doing each other in, any more than an Editor could go on allowing expensive libels to be perpetrated by his reporters. The idea of Father Anselm getting the chop from the bishop rather thrilled Bognor, and he left his little room in a state of contained optimism.

Conversation between Father Anselm and Sir Erris had clearly been flagging. Sir Erris didn’t like China tea any more than weak liquor, and he despised people who didn’t ‘get out and do something with their lives’. Added to which there was the over-riding disadvantage that Sir Erris’ Christianity though real enough was primitive. He regarded incense, for instance, as effeminate and silly.

Father Anselm, for his part, thought Sir Erris a cloddish yokel. He also, evidently, felt that his current misfortune placed him at a disadvantage. He had always previously been able to assume a moral superiority over the Chief Constable. This time the situation was reversed. So conversation was limp.

‘Ah, Mr. Bognor!’ exclaimed Father Anselm jumping to his feet. ‘Or may I call you Simon.’

Bognor was slightly non-plussed by this. Basically it seemed wrong for a suspect to call him by his Christian name, but he smiled weakly and agreed. ‘We have a Father Simon in the Community already I’m afraid, so there may be a little confusion,’ said Anselm. ‘Never mind. It’ll be purely transitory. Tea? Sugar? Milk or lemon? It is Earl Grey I’m afraid. One of my vices.’

They sat and drank tea and discussed monasticism, the essential differences between the Benedictine and Franciscan rule and the power of private prayer.

‘I know you will want to study the way we work,’ said Father Anselm. ‘Who knows what hidden mysteries you may uncover by a simple study of the written words?’ He pressed some volumes on Bognor. ‘I think those should tell you much of what you need to know,’ he said. After some minutes of rather one-sided talk Bognor asked his first overtly professional question: ‘How well did you know Brother Luke?’

‘I was afraid you wouldn’t be able to keep your promise,’ said Father Anselm, smiling patronisingly.

‘I only meant that you wouldn’t actually see me with a shorthand notebook cautioning people in all directions,’ said Bognor, ‘but I have to admit that I do have some professional curiosities. I am afraid there will have to be times when I allow them to get the better of me.’

‘I didn’t intend criticism—simply a mild and no doubt misplaced amusement. I’m sorry.’ Father Anselm’s apology made the initially rather feeble remark seem much worse. It probably had been intended as a joke but Father Anselm’s humour was largely academic. He was intelligent enough to recognise what was funny without actually finding it funny himself. ‘Brother Luke . . . No. He was quite new here. He wrote to me from his home and said that he had been prematurely retired from the Colonial Office—Tanganyika I believe—and he believed that he had a vocation.

‘He gave the name of two referees. A don at Cambridge’ (he mentioned the name of a prominent ministry contact) ‘and his previous superior in the Colonial Office.’

‘And you accepted him on the strength of that?’

‘It’s not quite so easy. The references were acceptable and we invited him for the week-end so that we could get to know one another. That was about eight weeks ago.’

Bognor finished his cup of tea and accepted a second. There had been nothing in the man’s manner to suggest that he suspected Luke’s alternative identity. His edginess was entirely plausible. It was natural to accept the cover story. It was a perfectly good one, adequately authenticated.

‘The week-end was presumably a success?’

‘He seemed to me and those of my colleagues who discussed it with him, to have a very genuine sense of vocation. He evidently believed that he could be useful here. We agreed that he should join us as a novice.’

‘Which he did about five weeks later?’

‘There are always some loose ends to be tied up, Mr. Bognor . . . Simon . . . even when the new brother is the loneliest of men, the most independent of characters, there are still leavetakings. Mundane matters have to be attended to. Bank managers to be interviewed, subscriptions to be cancelled. Above all a period of quiet contemplation is not undesirable before finally taking such an important step.’

Bognor frowned. Collingdale had had a reputation as a womaniser and a rake. His five weeks would undoubtedly have been extremely dissipated. The more he thought about it the more tasteless Collingdale’s mission became.

‘And he seemed to be settling in all right?’

‘I think so. He was a little erratic in his personal habits. Often a little late for offices. But he was, I believe, a genuinely good and thoughtful man. I believe he could, in time, have become a very useful member of our family here.’ He paused, as if as an afterthought, and said, ‘He was strangely interested in the bees.’

‘Oh.’

‘Yes. I recall him saying on one occasion that his father had kept them. Father John was taking him in hand over bees. Perhaps you should talk to him.’

‘Thank you, yes. You’ve no theories yourself then? No ideas about motive, for instance?’ asked Bognor, making a mental note to investigate the bees as soon as possible.

‘Alas, no. I am confident—with respect to your skills—that our prayers will provide us with an answer.’

‘I hope so.’ Bognor drained his cup. ‘Thank you for your help, I look forward to having another talk before long. Sir Erris, could I have a word with you?’ The two men said goodbye and went out into the courtyard. The sun was getting low over the hills. From the village they could hear a farmer chivvying his cows towards milking.

‘Do you think it’s time I met your policemen?’ asked Bognor nervously.

‘If you like,’ said Sir Erris. ‘But if you’ll accept my advice you’ll take it slowly. Try to be patient.’

‘Oh,’ said Bognor, ‘I’ll see.’

They found the men of the local constabulary pacing round the potato patch. Two constables were treading out distances under the supervision of Sergeant Chamberlain while Inspector Pinney contemplated the rich earth with his hands in his pockets. He took them out on recognising Sir Erris. Introductions once more.

‘Have you got anywhere?’ asked Bognor, trying to look impressed.

‘Done what you asked for,’ said the Inspector. ‘More than that . . . no, can’t say I have. Buggered if I know who did it. Or why. The reports are in the car.’

‘Could we go and have a look?’

‘Right.’

He told the others to go on with their apparently meaningless manoeuvres and led the way back to the courtyard.

The papers were locked in the glove compartment of the Jaguar.

‘Best we could do in the time we’ve had,’ said Pinney, half apologetic, half truculent. He didn’t care for Londoners poaching on his territory, but he had a proper awareness of the structure of authority.

There was only one item Bognor really wanted. He turned over the first two pages and found it.

‘The following members of the Society,’ it said, in flowing and immaculate copperplate, ‘have been in continuous residence at Beaubridge Friary for the past eleven years:

‘Father Anselm

Father Xavier

Father John

Father Simon

Brother Aldhelm

Brother Vivian

Brother Barnabas

Brother Bede.

Certain inmates of the home attached to the Friary have been in continuous residence for a similar period. These are not enumerated as we are given to understand that this information is not relevant to the case.’

Eight suspects. Eight suspects, that is, if the murder was part of the espionage business. And if it wasn’t, then it would surely have to be the work of a maniac. And if it was the work of a maniac then information about the inmates of the home might indeed be relevant to the case.

‘Excellent,’ he said, debating the extent of the confidence into which he was about to take the Inspector and opting for caution. ‘I have a feeling,’ he continued, ‘that it will, turn out to be one of these. Not, of course, that we can dismiss all the others. Do you have any hunches about any of them?’

‘Not really, sir. Can’t say I care for Father Anselm. Otherwise . . . well they’re a rum lot, but I don’t know I’d think any of them were murderers.’

‘Do any of them have anything to do with the honey?’

Inspector Pinney looked at him as if he embodied all the vices he had ever associated with urban people, Londoners in particular.

‘Father John looks after the bees,’ he said. ‘Is it important?’

‘Could be.’

They went back up to the potato patch, neither man talking, and found the others still pacing about and frowning. The patch was behind a wall and therefore invisible from the main part of the Friary. Not a bad spot for a murder, particularly at that time of the morning when everyone was busy. ‘Whoever it was,’ said Pinney, ‘came at him from behind and just pulled very hard. He never had a chance.’

‘Which direction was he facing?’

‘South.’

‘So whoever did it just came round the north end of the wall, took him by surprise, killed him, and went back to whatever it was he was doing before?’

‘Suppose so.’

‘And even if the murderer had been spotted it would have been from quite a distance and as he would almost certainly have been wearing a habit he would have looked just like anybody else.’

‘Wouldn’t necessarily have been wearing a habit. Not in the middle of the morning.’

‘No.’

Sir Erris joined them and said he would be getting back. Bognor had his number, if there was anything he could do . . . Yes. Bognor wanted mobility, could a car be arranged? No problem, he could borrow the Land-Rover. Pinney would give him a lift home.

It was beginning to get dark and the four policemen agreed to go too.

Bognor watched them drive away—his last links with the outside world—and walked slowly back to his room. It seemed even drabber and more depressing than at first. With a sigh he flopped down on the bed and turned to the literature Father Anselm had provided. There were three volumes: a heavy book called Benedictine Monachism by the late Dom Cuthbert Butler, Abbot of Downside, and two pamphlets—The Eyes of the Church or what is the Good of Contemplative Communities? and a slim brown one which was The Manual of the Order of the Society of the Sacred Brotherhood.

There was a note pinned to the dust jacket of the book and Bognor read it first. ‘Benedictine I know, but the principles are not dissimilar, and you will find Dom Cuthbert most stimulating. A.’ There was a lot of the schoolmaster in Anselm—he half expected to be examined on the contents of these things when they next met. He put the book on one side and turned to the manual. Its brevity was attractive.

He opened it at random and found a section headed ‘Works.’

‘The active works by which the Brothers seek to serve their Master begin with the house and in the garden,’ he read. ‘The sweeping, dusting and other menial offices, as well as certain forms of manual work, are apportioned among them so that each may contribute his share to the work of the household and the cost of his own living. All Brothers must be capable of engaging in some form of manual work.

‘All must consider the interests of the Community in its work for God and study strict economy. Brothers will do their own work as far as possible. The idle Brother has no place in the Community.’

Just like school, thought Bognor. He shivered slightly and glanced at the Holman Hunt. Flipping through the manual he suddenly came to a type-written supplement at the back. ‘Notes for the laity’ it was headed. There followed a paragraph about the abiding love and charity of the Sacred Brethren, their perpetual and unstinting hospitality and the very natural curiosity of their usually ignorant guests. ‘It is the purpose of these notes’, wrote the anonymous author, whom Bognor guessed to be Anselm himself, ‘to attempt answers to some of the more frequent and commonplace queries which are made. Nevertheless the Brothers are here to help in whatever way is possible and so guests are asked not to shrink from approaching anyone in their quest for knowledge.’ Bognor was suitably encouraged. He laughed at the final sentence, confirmation, in his view, of authorship. ‘Contrary to secular belief’, it ran, ‘curiosity is never idle.’

The next page contained an account of the regime, which certainly looked spartan. The first service, a combination of Matins and Prime, began at 5.45, and the public celebration of belief continued at irregular intervals through Communion, Terce, Sext, None, Evensong, to Compline at nine. At nine there was a rule of silence till morning when the cycle began again.

However, there was more to the Community than communal prayer. Bognor, who was conscientiously annotating as he read, found that ‘the Brothers must guard with jealous watchfulness the times of private prayer. They must remember that corporate worship is not a substitute for the quiet communion of the individual soul with God, and they must strive to go forward to ever fuller enjoyment of such communion, till they are living in so constant a remembrance of God’s presence that they do indeed “pray without ceasing”.’ Bognor, who was a cheerful agnostic, wondered what it meant. Further on he got some sort of reward. Although the brothers, being friars, were rather more gregarious than some of their monkish counterparts, their day seemed to include a lot of silence. From time to time there were silent lunches, silent breakfasts, teas and suppers as well as the all-night silence from Compline to Prime. During the meals it was evidently the custom for some book of an improving nature to be read out loud by one of the brothers. As if this frequent though spasmodic ban on conversation was not enough there were special week-end retreats and quiet days when there was no talking at all. Bognor wondered what happened when the telephone rang.

Then there was work. Most of this seemed to happen between the end of breakfast at nine and the beginning of Sext at 12.15. The majority of the brothers formed a pool of basic labour—gardeners and cooks, hewers of wood and fetchers of water. A few had specialist jobs like honey or library which exempted them from the more menial functions. The only time in which they were really encouraged to take any relaxation seemed to be the period immediately after lunch. As far as Bognor could make out this consisted principally of walking about and communing with nature.

It wasn’t the life for him and it couldn’t have been much of a life for Collingdale. So much prayer and introspection, so much heartiness and outdoor living, although obviously there were diversions. Those who drove made occasional excursions in the van to Woodstock, those who were able sometimes went to local parishes to preach or conduct retreats or perhaps to help out a vicar or curate who was sick or needed a holiday, but in the main it seemed to consist of a primitive struggle to live off the soil and a little charity, coupled with incessant conversation with God. Bognor wondered if He often got bored. The aspect which he found most sympathetic was the establishment of mission stations round the world, which presumably provided education for the underprivileged even if it was accompanied by a certain bias.

His eye stopped briefly at the final paragraph on page 16. ‘It is the purpose of Christ our Master to work miracles, though His servants; and, if they will but be emptied of self and utterly surrender to Him, they will become chosen vessels of His Spirit and effective instruments of His mighty working.’

He looked again at the appalling sepia of the Light of the World and pondered. Reading through this comfortable though curious religious exposition, he had almost forgotten that he was here on a murder hunt. Someone, he reflected, was going to have to be emptied of a little more self, and, compounding the sacrilege, would be surrendering to him, not his Master. For the time being the written word had yielded enough. He decided to take a walk. There was plenty of time before Compline. He turned out of the Friary grounds and started to walk down the lane away from Great Ogridge. He must have been going for more than half an hour when the steep hedges on either side of him fell away and he was in a small jumble of houses with a post office and a pub uncompromisingly named the Boot. The rich smell of cowdung was all about him and the dung itself plastered the road with a thick layer of brown. The door of the Boot, from which most of the paint had long since vanished, was also splattered with the stuff and the pub (licensee one Geo. Hey) was a picture of meanness and decrepitude. However, the walk had made him thirsty and a pub was a good place for gossip.

Inside it was dark and the very definite smell of cow mingled with stale beer and cigarettes. Two farm hands in caps and light khaki trousers conversed in incomprehensible dialect. They wore braces and shirts which had been designed to go with stiff collars, and might have done on Sundays long ago. He ordered a pint and asked the barman (who soon transpired to be none other than Mr. Hey himself) to join him. Mr. Hey said he didn’t mind if he did and his was a mild-and-bitter, thank you very much, and was he staying in these parts or just passing through.

The idea of this particular hamlet being on the way anywhere hadn’t occurred to Bognor who admitted staying at the Friary. Mr. Hey looked at him with suspicion. After a bit he said, ‘You don’t look like one of them.’

‘That’s the second time today someone’s said that. You’re right. I’m not.’

‘You don’t even look as if you’re on what they call “retreat”,’ said Mr. Hey, his initial approval slowly returning.

‘Not in a very full sense. I’m studying.’

‘Ah. Studying what?’

‘Oh, you could say I was researching into the significance of monastic life in Britain.’

Mr. Hey’s eyes narrowed and he appeared to be cogitating.

‘Could tell you some funny things about that lot. If you were interested.’

‘What sort of things?’

Mr. Hey leant across the bar and lowered his voice.

‘Not all they might be, them,’ he said ambiguously. ‘Not some of them, anyway.’

‘Oh.’ Bognor implied interest.

‘Oh yes. I could tell you a thing or two. Take those vows, for instance. What is it? Chastity and poverty and obedience, well . . .’ He was lowering his voice to new depths when the door opened and a middle-aged man in light-weight cotton jacket and open-neck shirt came in.

‘Usual, please, George,’ he said, adding a terse but not unfriendly ‘Evening’ to the company in general. He put the canvas duffel bag he’d been carrying over his shoulder on the floor beside the bar stool. Mr. Hey poured a double whisky and added a single measure of water. The newcomer took a considerable sip.

‘Busy?’ he enquired, without appearing to be interested in the reply, which also had the tired air of oft-repeated ritual.

Mr. Hey clearly regarded the duffelbagger as a valued customer, which judging by the rapidity with which the second Scotch followed the first he certainly was. Bognor practised the unaccustomed art of detection. The man was comfortably off. The shirt was silk. The pound notes peeled off in a thick roll and he was smoking Perfectos Finos. Rather a lot of them. He and Mr. Hey talked about the weather and cricket and the price of whisky.

After a few minutes Bognor finished his pint, told Mr. Hey that he was looking forward to a chat some other time, and set off back to the Friary for Compline.

He made it with time to spare and was sitting in his tubular steel chair before even the first of the friars came in. The chapel had atmosphere, of that there was no question. The low rafters, the little niches with statues of the saints and the dull plain wooden crosses—fourteen of them—signifying the stations of the cross. Bognor tried to remember them. Condemnation was the first, then actually being given the cross, then falling for the first time under the weight of the cross—he got stuck around the middle and couldn’t remember which came first, the cross being given to Simon of Cyrene or Jesus’ face being wiped by Veronica. He was wrestling with the problem as the first of the friars entered. He was an old man with a stick and Bognor switched anxiously from the problems of Veronica’s handkerchief to the more immediate ones of murder and espionage. He wondered if this Was one of his suspects. The old man shuffled in past him and then reaching the middle of the chapel turned to face the altar on his right, made a fumbled genuflection and went to his place in the stalls. A few seconds later another younger man followed whom Simon recognised. It was Brother Paul. He smiled briefly and then performed an altogether crisper obeisance towards the altar before kneeling in his place. After Paul the friars came faster. Old and young, fidgety and arthritic, decisive and athletic, faces that suggested a Victorian missionary zeal and others that seemed totally introspective and withdrawn; clever-looking men and stupid, men with vacuous expressions and men with darting observant eyes. Only two that he knew—Brother Barnabas, gauche and almost tripping on the step into the stalls. Brother Barnabas, reflected Bognor, could never have pulled a man’s crucifix with his bare hands until the man wearing the crucifix choked and died. He shuddered at the thought. And Father Anselm, the last to arrive, his coming signalling the beginning of the service. Bognor still found him irritatingly obsequious, but he had a presence of sorts. As he sat at his place nearest the altar a brown-clad figure rose from the stalls opposite him and intoned in bass ‘The Lord Almighty grant us a quiet night and a perfect end.’

As he sat, a friar almost immediately opposite him stood and chanted, this time tenor, ‘Brethren, be sober, be vigilant, because your adversary the devil, as a roaring lion, walketh about, seeking whom he may devour; whom resist steadfast in the faith.’ Bognor was entranced. Despite the actual modernity of the chapel itself and the fact that he had seen one of the men in front of him riding in a Land-Rover that same afternoon the whole effect was medieval. If it made industrial espionage seem less likely it gave murder a greater probability.

The Community progressed in plainsong through a variety of prayers and responses and then four different psalms concluding with the Nunc Dimittis, a confession and a Lord’s Prayer.

For Bognor, whose recollections were exclusively of hymns like sea-shanties sung by five hundred schoolboys, it was a strange experience. He wondered if the tenor who sang of the devil as a roaring lion had a murder on his conscience. He was a square robust man, about Bognor’s own age. Or the bass, tall, stooping, late forties, who had asked for a quiet night.

There was a lull and he realised with a start that the friars were kneeling in silent prayer; then silence was broken by Father Anselm’s voice calling on ‘Our Lord, who at the hour of compline didst rest in the sepulchre and didst thereby sanctify the grave to be a bed of hope to thy people.’ Another pause and then a rustling as every man stood and pulled his cowl about his head and slipped his hands into his sleeves. A clip of Eisenstein passed through his mind as he stood watching. Slowly the men, faces hidden, hands unseen as if in muffs, filed past him and into the dark outside, They were no longer recognisable as individuals. Each one looked like his brother and the high point of the cowls gave the normally comfortable brown habits a new and sinister dimension. They looked like a rural English Ku-Klux-Klan.

He waited a few moments after the last figure had shuffled past him into the night and got up to go. Outside he stood in the courtyard and stared up at the clear sky. He picked out Orion and this time remembered his Hardy. Betelgueux and Aldebaran were there shining brightly. Obviously a good part of the country for stars. The reminder that things didn’t change and the occasional sight of a shadowy friar performing some final task before bed made him uneasy. He rather wished he had decided to stay nights in a local pub, but he would never solve a crime unless he was on the scene itself.

Turning away from these depressing thoughts he headed back to his poky cell. As he passed the building he noticed that most of the lights were on and thought nothing of it. Turning down the corridor he stopped outside his room and was mildly surprised to see that there was light coming from under the door. He must have forgotten to turn the light off. Unlike him. Usually so punctilious.

Still only half apprehensive he opened the door.

The brown figure on the bed exhaled a small balloon of expensive cigarette smoke, and Bognor noticed the packet of Perfectos Finos open on the chest of drawers.

‘Good evening,’ he said. ‘I’m Father Xavier.’

‘Good God!’ said Simon shutting the door slowly and standing in front of it.

‘It occurred to me,’ said Father Xavier, ‘that when you eventually identified me as the solitary drinker in the Boot you might perhaps begin to harbour some unworthy suspicions. So I thought I’d better seek you out and explain myself before you started to attribute poor Luke’s death to some drunken excess on my part. So here I am. Do sit down. Would you like a drink? I took the precaution of buying a bottle from our friend Mr. Hey—who incidentally will provide you with a great deal of rumour and speculation but very little in the way of fact. I would personally treat his information with caution but then you’ll hardly need me to warn you about that. I’m sorry. I’m talking too much. Would you like to ask some questions? Fire away.’

He leant back against the wall behind the bed and waited. He was enjoying the situation, the eyes half shut showed deep crow’s feet at the corners. Bognor poured a slug of whisky into a tooth mug and decided against going down the passage to get water. He sat down.

‘I thought,’ he said, ‘that there was a rule of silence between Compline and Matins?’

‘I have an idea there’s a rule about drink.’

‘I would have thought so. You don’t seem to be awfully good about rules.’

‘No.’

There was a pause. Eventually Bognor said, ‘How exactly do you think you can help?’

‘I suppose primarily by eliminating myself as a suspect and then by giving you a certain amount of accurate and truthful information. You won’t get a great deal from that tight-lipped hypocrite Anselm.’

‘O.K.,’ said Bognor, groping. ‘Tell me what you think I ought to know.’

Father Xavier stubbed out his cigarette and took another drink. ‘People in intelligence organisations always work in curiously elliptical ways. I came across a few in North Africa. There’s an opaqueness about them which can be irritating. Most of them were dons on sabbatical. Fancied themselves to death. Nowadays I suppose you’re career men.’

Bognor smiled and said nothing.

‘Anyway,’ the maverick Friar continued ‘you will not, contrary to the protestations of our respected Abbot, find this a happy or indeed a noticeably religious community. I don’t for myself believe that there are more than half a dozen of us with a genuine sense of vocation. I know one who’s wanted by the French police on a pederasty charge but other than that I don’t believe there are any actual criminals here. Or weren’t until the Brother Luke business. Now that was interesting. No sense of vocation. No apparent need to escape from anything. No obvious weakness. He was one of yours, wasn’t he?’

Bognor was entirely unprepared for the observation.

‘I couldn’t tell you even if he were, which of course he wasn’t,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid our operations aren’t as cloak and dagger as that. We’re much more conventional.’

‘Have it your own way,’ said Father Xavier, ‘but if you don’t admit that he was one of yours we do get rather bogged down on motive.’

‘In this instance,’ said Bognor, ‘I expect the motive to come last of all. In any case.’ He tried to be brisker. ‘Where were you when Luke died?’

‘Do you have a precise time in mind?’

‘Some time that morning. We can’t be certain.’

‘I was in the library and then I slipped down to the Boot for a quick one. George Hey will confirm that.’

‘Anyone with you in the library?’

‘Anselm for about five minutes, changing a book. Brother Bede for an hour.’

‘What were you doing?’

‘Cataloguing. It’s my job. Bede helps.’

Bognor struggled with the alibi which seemed insubstantial. He admitted to an excursion to the village. Since it was a twenty-minute walk each way that gave him plenty of time for a quick murder. But it would do for the time being. The two men were silent for a moment, it was very still outside and Bognor, used to the traffic and the aeroplanes of London, found it unnerving. He started to remark on it, but Father Xavier waved him quiet.

‘Shhh,’ he said. ‘Listen.’ They both sat silently straining for a noise, but there wasn’t a sound. Somewhere, probably up on the hill, a car changed gear. It was a long way away.

‘Funny,’ said Xavier. ‘I could have sworn I heard something.’

‘Probably a cat,’ said Bognor.

‘More likely the whisky . . . anyway, can’t I tell you something useful? Like who’s sleeping with who.’

For the first time Bognor was genuinely shocked. He must have shown it because Father Xavier laughed.

‘A prudish policeman. Dear oh dear. Well for a start there’s Brother Barnabas—you’ve met him, comes from Leeds and stammers, poor soul. He’s with Vivian, has been for about six months now. Before that I think it was Bede though I’m not too certain about that . . . ah . . .’ A thought suddenly appeared to strike him. ‘Perhaps that would be a motive. Maybe your Brother Luke was trying to cut in on that cosy relationship and someone didn’t like it.’

‘He wasn’t queer,’ said Bognor.

‘And he wasn’t one of yours either. I know. For a policeman you’re either very slow-witted, or very on edge, or extremely crafty.’ He smiled. ‘Don’t worry. You’ll find me a great source of comfort in the hard days ahead.’

Again he suddenly held up his hand and listened. This time there was no mistake about it. It wasn’t from outside, but from the corridor, and it sounded like a foot on a floorboard. The two men paused a moment and then both made for the door, but they had paused too long. By the time they were out in the corridor the outside door was slamming shut, and by the time they had got to the outside door the intruder was invisible in the darkness. They could hear running footsteps hurrying away, clipping a staccato pattern on paving stones. Then another door slammed and there was silence.

‘Someone from the farmhouse,’ said Xavier.

‘Who lives there?’

‘About half the community. It could have been almost anyone.’

‘Let’s have another talk tomorrow,’ said Bognor. He was tired and cross. He had an uneasy feeling that someone was trying to make him look silly, and it was beginning to get him down.

He slept badly. The walls between rooms were wafer thin and he could hear his neighbour snoring with a deep monotony. At 5.15 Brother Barnabas woke him with a stuttered quasi-religious greeting. He turned over and tried to get more sleep. Breakfast was silent and he had to endure not only lumpy porridge but a biography of the prison reformer, Elizabeth Fry, read stumblingly by an elderly friar with a squint. His depression increased as the morning went on. His colleagues from the local police reappeared and together they ran through the list of suspects. It was, he said to himself, ridiculous. None of them had alibis which could be corroborated because each one had been working on his own. Anselm had been in his office going through accounts and bills, except for the brief excursion to the library. Xavier had been in the library. John with the bees, Simon working on Expo-Brit, Aldhelm weeding the herbaceous border outside the recreation room, Vivian tinkering with the van, Barnabas cleaning out the washbasins and baths, Bede in the library with Xavier for an hour, then cooking. Everyone had seen everyone else some of the time—and of course at the 11 a.m. cocoa break. Except that none of them seemed able to remember the cocoa break with any precision. Or indeed anything else much.

The cocoa break was part of the community ritual. Bognor and Inspector Pinney helped themselves to mugs of watery chocolate from the chipped urn on the trestle table and looked round.

Hardly anyone except for Anselm was wearing a habit. Paul was wearing the same outfit as the day before, hitch-hiking. Barnabas was in baggy grey flannels with bicycle clips; Father John in khaki shorts and a faded blue Aertex shirt, Brother Giles, an ex-naval Petty Officer, demonstrated press-ups in the middle of the courtyard, to the considerable amusement of a small group of guests, friars and pigeons. Interspersed among the friars themselves were the various inmates of the home, usually, though not always, distinguishable on account of some physical or mental handicap. All this was described and interpreted for Bognor and Inspector Pinney by Father Xavier, himself looking like a cross between a tea planter and a don, in faded white trousers, sandals and cream silk shirt.

After he had pointed out everyone present, each man accorded a more or less rude epithet, he took Bognor by the elbow and led him away from the crowd towards the well which stood in one corner of the courtyard.

‘Funny thing happened this morning,’ he said, quietly.

‘Yes.’ Bognor was not in the mood for funny things.

‘Yes. Old Anselm came into the library about an hour ago. Very uptight. “Xavier, a word, if I may,” he says. He’s always at his most punctilious when he wants to say something unpleasant. Anyway he warned me off.’

‘Warned you off?’

‘He said that while we were to give the police every assistance it was no part of our duty to start playing at Peter Wimsey, and that we should on no account approach the police without first being approached, and that the situation was bad enough already without irresponsible brethren putting wrong ideas into policemen’s heads. And then he said he hoped he made himself clear.’

‘To which you replied?’

‘That I’d no idea what he was going on about but that I personally had a great deal more experience of the police than he had, and I would use my own judgement.’

‘You think it was him last night?’

‘It’s your job to do the thinking,’ Xavier smiled. ‘I’m just giving you the facts. I’ll be seeing you.’ He drained his cocoa and walked off briskly grinning broadly and bowing in the direction of Father Anselm who had been watching with unconcealed irritation.

Bognor was wandering towards Inspector Pinney and wondering what new line of enquiry to pursue when there was a tug at his elbow. He turned and saw a man of about thirty in a plastic mac and a brimless panama hat; he recalled Xavier’s description. ‘Lord Camberley’s son and heir,’ he had said; ‘the rest of them call him Batty Tom. Nutty as a fruit cake. Or so they say. I’m rather fond of him actually, and I’m not so sure. Anyway I always call him Thomas, just in case.’ Bognor looked into the piercing pale blue eyes and wasn’t sure himself.

‘Do you know who lives at Balmoral?’ asked Thomas urgently. And before Bognor could answer him he embarked on a catalogue of royal names.

‘Not all the year round,’ said Bognor seriously. ‘Only on holidays.’

Thomas looked at him with interest. ‘The capital Mali,’ he said slowly, ‘is Bammaku.’

He waited for the information to sink in and then went on, ‘You see. I’m not as stupid as I look. Not by a long chalk I’m not.’

‘No,’ said Bognor.

The blue eyes glazed. ‘I can help you.’

‘How?’

‘You’d like to know who did it, wouldn’t you?’

‘Did what?’

‘Strangled him.’ He drew his hand across his throat expressively. ‘Throttled him. Did him in. You’d like to know about that ’cos that’s what you’re here for. You’re here to find out who did the murder. See. I’m not stupid.’ He pulled clumsily at the sleeves of his mac, waiting for approbation.

‘No,’ said Bognor, ‘I can see that. But who do you think did it?’

‘I don’t think, I know. I know for certain. Just like I know the Queen lives in Buckingham Palace when she’s not in Balmoral. Did you know who the Emperor of Ethiopia was?’

‘Haile Selassie.’

Lord Camberley’s son smiled. ‘That’s what you think,’ he said. ‘But I saw him the day of the murder. I said “Good morning” to him too. Never said anything to me though. Told him he wasn’t supposed to be there too.’ He smiled vacantly and the eyes went more empty than before. ‘Here comes Father Anselm. I’ll see you here after lunch. At one.’ He raised his voice, on what Bognor supposed must have been purpose. ‘Haile Selassie doesn’t just have lions. He has bulldogs too. Big fat bulldogs from Britain.’ He giggled and turning, smiled inanely at Father Anselm who was on the point of interrupting them.

‘Morning, Thomas,’ said Father Anselm with less than friendship. He was obviously in a foul temper. His mouth was tight and he seemed to be shaking. A thin line of cocoa stained his upper lip and he was not as impressive as earlier in chapel.

‘Good morning, Simon,’ he said as Batty Thomas made his way back across the yard.

If it hadn’t been Anselm last night then he clearly knew all about the encounter.

‘Look,’ he said breathlessly, ‘I know you have a job to do, but so have I. Mine is preserving the good order of the Community and preventing any unnecessary things which interfere with its smooth running. It’s bad enough already, without a lot of cloak and dagger stuff. For instance I don’t like you talking to poor things like Thomas. He can’t help himself, and he doesn’t know what he’s saying. You’ll be bound to get false impressions from him. And . . .’ he lowered his voice, though there was no one within yards. ‘There are other people who are less than reliable. I see, for instance, that you have made contact with Father Xavier.’

He laughed a laugh that was intended to sound weary but was really just brittle. ‘I was afraid this might happen. He’s a wonderful man in many ways, a man of massive spiritual integrity, a fine preacher . . . many things like that. But he’s the last person to be talking to at a time like this. He’s an incurable romantic. Everything is adorned. Of course he wouldn’t actually lie but he can’t help exaggerating; and his war wounds have, I am afraid, left indelible scars. Sometimes he scarcely knows what he is saying.’

‘War wounds?’

‘He didn’t tell you?’ Father Anselm looked at him with surprise. ‘Oh dear, then I’m afraid that he’s been less than honest. I can hardly blame him. He finds it distressing and there are only a handful of us here who know anything about it. He was in a tank in the North Africa campaign. Not an unusual story in its way. There was a direct hit and he was the only man to survive. It affected him terribly. Amnesia, hallucinations, paranoia. He seems so dreadfully normal so much of the time, and yet there are times when . . .’ Father Anselm put his hand to his forehead. ‘It’s peculiarly unfortunate that you should have encountered him so early. I blame myself.’

‘He seemed all right to me,’ said Simon.

This remark irritated Father Anselm still more, and he said something semi-coherent about policemen being trained to recognise that sort of thing. They were alone in the courtyard by now, and only the cawing of rooks and the sporadic whine of a circular saw up on the hill disturbed them.

‘It would be better,’ said Father, Anselm, ‘if your interviews were arranged through me in future.’

Bognor demurred. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I’ll co-operate as far as possible but I do have a job to do.’

This seemed to alarm rather than irritate Anselm.

‘What do you propose doing next?’ he asked.

‘I’ve got nothing much on before lunch,’ said Simon, who was pinning a lot of hope on his interview with Batty Tom. Any other progress was difficult. The alibis were all essentially similar and an overt admission that he was suspicious about the Expo-Brit scheme might ruin everything. At the moment the murderer couldn’t be sure that his motive was known. It had better stay that way for the moment. He remembered Sir Erris’s advice about not trying too hard.

While he was thinking this he was being talked at. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘What?’

‘I said I’d like you to meet Father Simon. Thoroughly sound and helpful. I think he’d help you get things back in perspective after Xavier and poor Thomas.’

Father Simon was in charge of the administration side of the honey export drive. A prime suspect. If Anselm was involved in the intrigue and the murder he was being exceedingly cavalier, or perhaps cunning. Bognor’s mind flickered between the two possibilities. ‘I’d be delighted to meet Father Simon,’ he said. ‘In what way is he so sound?’

‘He joined the Community the same year I did. I’ve known him for most of my adult life. You’ll see what I mean when you meet him. The concept of inner peace probably doesn’t mean much to you, but if you think it’s a cliché you’ll be reformed after meeting Simon.’

‘Good.’

They walked into the main building and stopped outside a door in the same corridor as Father Anselm’s own office. Anselm knocked and entered in the same movement.

‘I’ve been looking for you everywhere,’ said Father Simon in tones which betrayed little inner peace. ‘The labels have disappeared. I simply can’t find them anywhere. You haven’t taken them off, have you?’

‘Later, Simon, later. I’d like to introduce you to a namesake from London, Simon Bognor. I’m afraid he’s here about something rather more serious than labels.’

Father Simon was having none of this. He was an extremely small man with a grey, office-bound face and rimless glasses, and he was agitated.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘But the labels are important. They ought to be on by next week if we’re going to get everything packed in time. I’ve tried everything else. Have you no idea where they are?’

Anselm was discomfited. ‘I’d really prefer not to discuss domestic trivia at a time like this,’ he was saying when Bognor waved him on, with well-assumed languor.

‘I’m not fussed,’ he said. ‘It’s obviously very important to Father Simon. My business can wait.’

The little man smiled at him quickly and mechanically, and Anselm looked even more ill at ease. ‘It’s simple,’ he said. ‘As you yourself must have noticed, the quality of print on those labels was woefully inadequate. I’ve sent them back to the Press. They say they’ll have them re-done by the week-end. There’s no reason for all this distress.’

Father Simon subsided. ‘Thank goodness for that,’ he said. ‘They get most upset if anything’s late, and our relationship with the Globe has always been so good. I’d hate to spoil it.’ A thought occurred to him. ‘I never noticed anything wrong with them,’ he said, slightly testily, his mouth pouting in an unaccustomed gesture of insubordination. ‘They looked all right to me.’

‘But not to me,’ said Anselm. ‘Neither of us is getting any younger, I’m afraid. But still, I want you to help Mr. Bognor with his questions. He’s been having a difficult time since he arrived.’

It was useless. Admittedly he had a sort of half-cock alibi because he’d made some phone calls that morning. Five in all and not one of them lasted more than five minutes. Bognor told him patiently that that left about an hour and three-quarters unaccounted for, if they accepted that Luke had been killed between the time he was last seen setting off for the potato patch with a sack over his back (just after ten) and the beginning of Sext which was 12.15. Father Simon said he’d been to cocoa break and Bognor conceded another quarter of an hour. Father Simon said that he hadn’t noticed Luke at cocoa that morning and that fitted in with the pattern. Nobody could remember seeing him at cocoa that morning.

Which might have meant that he was already dead by eleven; or simply that he didn’t feel like cocoa. Bognor shuddered at. the recollection of his first cup and decided that Luke’s absence from cocoa was unlikely to be significant.

‘If time concerns you,’ said Anselm, ‘I think I should say that he had dug remarkably few potatoes when they found him.’

‘Maybe he was a slow digger,’ said Bognor, realising that it sounded facetious the minute he’d said it. The two friars looked at him with contempt. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘It’s interesting but not conclusive. Luke could have died at any time between ten and twelve-fifteen and I have to tell you that no one has yet produced a water-tight alibi. It could have been anyone.’

There was a silence after that. The heavy and functional alarm clock on Father Simon’s mantelpiece ticked noisily and he shuffled through some of the scattered heaps of paper on his desk.

‘Is there anything else I can help you with?’ he asked eventually. He had, Bognor reflected, the same slight old-maidishness as his superior, Anselm.

‘It’s not really relevant, but very interesting all the same . . . and we’ve got half an hour before lunch . . . I wonder if you’d tell me a bit about the honey and exporting it.’ Bognor hoped they wouldn’t notice the entirely professional nature of his interest in their honey.

Father Simon was enthusiastic. Anselm less so, although he seemed relieved that the serious questioning was over and that a red herring could be indulged. Either innocent, decided Bognor, or he underestimates me.

Father Simon’s was a virtuoso performance. Starting in a low key with the historical beginnings, the arrival of the first bees, he painted a dramatic picture of the honey’s growing reputation as a genuine gourmet’s delight.

‘What Frank Cooper became to marmalade, the Friars of Beaubridge became to honey,’ he said in one well-rehearsed phrase. From the acceptance of the Beaubridge honey on the breakfast tables of the nation’s connoisseurs he moved with enthusiasm to the day when the managing editor of the Globe had telephoned at Lord Wharfedale’s personal request. Lord Wharfedale, he had said, has long been an admirer and consumer of your excellent product. He believes that yours is a gift which should be shared with other nations. Other great British products, too, must be introduced to less fortunate countries but amongst those which Wharfedale Newspapers choose to sponsor yours will ever be foremost. By the first post next day thay had received a letter asking them to take part in the Expo-Brit scheme. It was an opportunity quickly grasped, and not just for the sake of Beaubridge’s inestimable honey.

It was at this point that Father Simon himself had begun to take an active part in the proceedings.

‘For some years,’ he said, ‘I had maintained an interest in the plight of our beleaguered church behind the iron curtain, the oppression amounting sometimes to torture, the persecutions and the trials. All this made bearable by the heroism of our brothers. I had been in correspondence—a secret correspondence you understand—with many of them and I had come to know them well.’ He lowered his voice for dramatic effect and continued: ‘The minute I heard of Lord Wharfedale’s idea I saw it as a golden opportunity. Under the guise of a somewhat materialist export scheme we could bring succour and encouragement to our Holy Mother the Church in countries where normally there was only a very little.’

Father Anselm, who had obviously heard this moving speech many times before, muttered an excuse and left. Quickly.

Father Simon, however, was delighted to have an audience and appeared not to notice that the Father Minister had left. He became increasingly fluent, dwelt at length on the joys of his first visit to Rumania and to Poland, and his meetings with the church people there. On the subject of his fellow exporters and more particularly on that of his official hosts he was more guarded. There had, he gave one to understand, been excesses: a great deal of slivowic in Rumania and vodka in Poland, and not every member of the party had behaved well. There had been women, unfortunate souls, no doubt forced to prostitute their bodies by their Communist masters. A hazard of dictatorship, feared Father Simon, but whatever the reason, they were prostitutes and some of the British had behaved less than properly. Naturally he regretted it as a man of the Church, but also as a patriot.

‘It’s all,’ he said, lowering his voice to previously hidden depths, ‘on microfilm.’

Bognor nodded. There were still ten minutes before lunch.

He asked if Father Anselm had ever been on one of these expeditions, and Father Simon said yes, of course, but that the two of them had never been together. It wasn’t usual for any exporter to send more than one representative—something to do with the notorious meanness of Lord Wharfedale and the declining circulation and shrinking profits of his frightful newspapers. Usually it was Simon or Anselm but others had been occasionally.

‘Poor Luke,’ said Father Simon. ‘He knew Bucharest quite well.’

‘Oh.’ Bognor knew that. As Collingdale he had had at least two spells there in the past five years, but how the hell did Father Simon know that? It sounded as if Collingdale had been careless.

‘We had some very stimulating conversations,’ Father Simon went on. ‘He was interested in the honey . . . Like you.’ He gave Bognor a searching look and smiled.

‘It’s an absorbing subject,’ said Bognor. ‘How much do you produce?’

‘John would have to tell you that. Not enough, I’m afraid. The season only lasts about twelve weeks.’ He looked conspiratorial. ‘There have been times when we here have been reduced to eating Canadian.’

Bognor looked suitably shocked. ‘Well, thank you,’ he said. ‘I’ll have a chat with Father John as soon as I can. I hope you find your labels before long.’

Father Simon immediately looked troubled again. The chance of delivering his speech on the export business to a new audience had produced a state verging on euphoria, but now he was back in one of twitch. ‘We’ve never been late before,’ he said. ‘I do hope Anselm isn’t going to upset everyone. I must stick them on by next week.’

They got up to go across to lunch.

‘You stick them all on?’ asked Bognor. ‘That’s a lot of spit.’

‘Yes,’ said Father Simon, not smiling.

‘And then parcel them up and that’s that.’

‘Just about. After they’ve been checked by Father Anselm.’

‘He checks them?’

‘Yes. It’s just a formality, of course, but it is his responsibility in the end.’

They were almost late for lunch. Heads turned as they entered the refectory still talking, and Bognor was conscious of a sea of inquisitive pink faces looking at him with undisguised suspicion mingled with incipient dislike. Father Simqn slipped away immediately to his place and Bognor himself was deftly propelled to another position by a smiling Father Anselm.

‘Not too busy for a light lunch, I hope?’ he enquired softly.

Bognor gave him a flattering smile and looked to see who his neighbours were. One was the nervous and rotund Brother Barnabas who favoured him with a jerky nod, but the other was unfamiliar. This was odd since he was a strikingly good-looking man in his early thirties, tall with thick black hair brushed back from a widow’s peak. Bognor was wondering why he hadn’t noticed him when there was a breathless coughing and the chubby figure of Father Xavier pushed into the room and took up a position immediately opposite him. Father Anselm stared at him for a moment with unconcealed dislike and said an expressionless grace: ‘Benedictus, Benedicat Beniesum Christum Dominum Nostrum.’

There was a moment’s pause and then as Anselm scraped back his big high-backed chair at the end of the top table the room erupted into activity. Long benches were lifted back from the tables and friars girded up their habits, to straddle them before sitting down. He had a sudden glimpse of white calves and Clark’s sandals before the whole community was sitting with its elbows on the tables talking to its neighbour. The silence of breakfast was broken in an outburst of noisy chatter.

‘I don’t know what people do to washbasins,’ said Brother Barnabas pouring him water from a brown earthenware jug. ‘The filth is fantastic. You need a lot of elbow grease and Vim to get that lot clean I can tell you.’ He seemed to have acquired some overnight self-confidence. ‘Oh, I don’t suppose you’ve met Brother Aldhelm, have you?’ He leant across Bognor to the handsome man with the widow’s peak. ‘Aldhelm, old cock, this is Mr. Bognor.’

‘Oh, just Simon, please,’ he said.

‘Learnt anything?’ enquired Xavier, tearing a home-made crust with both hands.

‘Nothing spectacular . . .’ he smiled. ‘By the way. You said something about knowing Intelligence people in North Africa. Were you in Intelligence yourself?’

The bloodshot eyes looked across the table with mild curiosity, but, as far as Bognor could see, nothing approaching alarm or confusion.

‘’Fraid not,’ he said. ‘Footslog. I was with the Holy Boys, which was oddly prophetic, don’t you think?’

‘Holy Boys?’

‘The Norfolks. They were in the Peninsula and the idiot Spanish were misled by their cap badges. They had Britannia on it, and the locals thought she was the Virgin Mary. Rather a good joke actually.’

‘It strikes me as being in remarkably poor taste.’ It was Aldhelm who had spoken and he blushed slightly.

‘I wouldn’t have thought you were in any position to pontificate on the subject of taste,’ said Xavier knowingly.

Brother Barnabas giggled. ‘That’s a bit below the belt, Father,’ he said, and then giggled again. ‘Oh dear. What an unfortunate turn of phrase!’

The situation was saved, momentarily at least, by the arrival of the first course. Food was being served by about half a dozen of the friars, chosen, Bognor presumed, on some sort of rota basis. They brought steaming enamel bowls to the head of each table and deposited them on the straw mats. Then the friar seated there started to ladle, and the bowls of hot liquid were passed along the table from hand to hand.

The first bowl reached Brother Barnabas in mid-giggle.

‘Oh Cripes,’ he said, sniggering and sniffing in unison. ‘It’s Brother Bede’s Brother again. Time they took him out of the kitchen and put him back in the garden.’

He passed it on to Bognor who passed it on to Aldhelm. It looked all right to him, even if it did seem to rely rather heavily on potatoes. He said so.

‘Oh take no notice of them,’ said Brother Aldhelm sourly. ‘They don’t seem able to take anything seriously. Except for Barnabas and his permanent spring cleaning. Isn’t that right, Barnie?’

Brother Barnabas giggled again, more nervously this time.

‘I don’t think it’s a crime to take a pride in cleanliness,’ he said, sniffing:


‘A servant with this clause

Makes drudgery divine;

Who sweeps a room as for Thy laws

Makes that and th’action fine.’



He passed on another bowl of soup while the others digested this pearl. Bognor’s principal thought was that the words sounded rather better in Barnabas’ flat Yorkshire than the last time he had heard them, which was when he had heard himself singing them, along with several hundred other male voices. It must have been during his national service. The next bowl of soup he kept.

‘Anyway,’ it was Brother Barnabas again. ‘When all’s said and done, it’s the likes of us keep the world going. You may be very well educated, but education on its own never buttered any parsnips. It’s hard slog and grind that makes things tick, hard slog and grind.’ He slurped at his soup and made a face.

Bognor started to eat and looked around at the community. Everyone to his own taste, he mused, and sighed wistfully for the sophistication of his London club.

Thanks to Xavier’s cocoa-break lecture, he could name quite a number of the brothers. And now that he had met Aldhelm, there were only two suspects he couldn’t identify: Bede and Vivian. Bede presumably wouldn’t be in the refectory at this moment since he was responsible for the soup. As for Vivian, all he had established from Inspector Pinney’s notes was that he was responsible for the maintenance of the Friary’s Dormobile. He had apparently worked in a garage before his conversion to the life monastic. It had been Inspector Pinney’s opinion that the conversion had more than a little to do with the man’s sexual proclivities, and Xavier’s revelation about his friendship with Barnabas tended to confirm this, though what on earth he could find attractive about Barnabas was impossible to guess. He wondered which of the greedy soup drinkers was Vivian and would have liked to ask if he could have been sure of not antagonising Barnabas.

Conversation drifted away from prickly antagonisms and settled in to the everyday at which Barnabas was a past master. So indeed was Aldhelm, and curiously it was Xavier who was excluded. It was easy to see why Anselm had placed Bognor between these two as the talk shifted with remarkable lethargy from food (problems of low budget, high-protein catering) through bed-making (necessity or otherwise of hospital corners) to the weather (ritual amazement at vagaries of English climate). There was, despite the banality of what Aldhelm was saying, a sensuousness about him which Bognor found disturbing.

As noisy conversation filled the refectory the Community ate its way through the soup and toad-in-the-hole and a jam pudding composed almost entirely of suet. A singular meal considering that the temperature was still over 80.

Not until Bognor conceded victory to the absurd pudding did anyone say anything which interested him.

‘Are we fully booked for this week-end?’ asked Aldhelm.

‘Couple of empty beds,’ said Barnabas. ‘Depends if the Visitor comes.’

‘What have you got planned for the week-end then?’ asked Bognor.

‘Just a routine retreat,’ said Aldhelm. ‘You know what that means, I suppose?’

‘Yes, thanks. What sort of people do you normally get?’

‘You’d be surprised,’ said Aldhelm.

‘All sorts,’ said Barnabas.

‘Quasi-cosmopolitan riff raff with theological pretensions,’ said Xavier.

Further discussion on this point was brought to an end by the insistent jangling of a small handbell. Looking up Bognor saw that it was being rung by the Abbot in an attempt to draw attention to himself and induce silence. When he had achieved both he coughed and began to speak from notes attached to a foolscap clipboard.

‘Just one or two points,’ he said. ‘There will be a tree-felling party in Simpson’s copse this afternoon during the rest period. Volunteers please assemble in the yard at 2 p.m. sharp.’

He rustled the papers. ‘Brother Vivian will be taking the minibus in to Woodstock this afternoon. Anyone with letters to post or any requests for toothpaste or shaving things let Vivian have them before . . .’ He peered round the room, looking for Vivian . . . ‘before 2.30, that’s right, is it, Vivian?’

A robust, rather swarthy man halfway down the second table said yes. ‘Depending,’ he added in a country accent Bognor couldn’t place, ‘on whether I can fix the petrol pump proper, or not.’

Father Anselm was momentarily nonplussed. ‘Quite,’ he said after a pause. He put his clipboard back on the table and looked earnest.

‘A more general matter,’ he said. ‘I heard this morning from our Visitor, the Bishop of Woodstock, and he has said that he will be attending this week-end’s retreat and preaching in chapel on Sunday evening. I need hardly say that in view of recent unfortunate circumstances it is more than ever important that we put on a very good show indeed. Politeness, austerity, prayer, none of these in themselves is enough. It is vital that the inner sanctity which is the core of this community should make itself evident, and that we should at all times demonstrate our dedication to our Founder Wilfrid, and to God the Father, God the son and God the Holy Ghost.’ He shut his eyes for the final sentence and crossed himself.

It wasn’t the end of the meal. Father Anselm sat down again and plates were piled up, jugs removed and conversation resumed. Bognor looked at his watch. It was almost time for his interview with Batty Thomas. He looked across the room to the far end of the third table where the ‘guests’ were sitting dominating the room with raucous conversation. He ran an eye up and down the line and failed to find Thomas; retraced more slowly and still didn’t see him. He looked at his watch again. Only about a minute to go. Perhaps Thomas had managed to sneak out before the final grace. He looked towards Anselm and saw to his relief that he was standing up to bring the meal to its end Another scraping of benches, a crisp ‘Benedictus Benedicata’ and a rather undignified jostle towards the door.

Bognor, despite an uneasy but irrational feeling that haste was necessary, refused to join in the scramble. Together with Father Anselm he was the last person to emerge into the courtyard. Once he did it was immediately clear that his unease was well founded. Something unpleasant had happened.
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