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            The Dog’s Diary


         
 

         It’s all very well the vicar Francis Oughterard (or F.O. to me and Maurice) being pleased because that goof Crumplehorn has been slung into jug – but I know that things won’t last. They never do. Not with our master: he’s what you might call accident-prone. Or at any rate that’s what Florence the wolfhound says. (But then she’s a very nice lady and makes excuses for everyone – unlike Maurice of course.) Speaking for myself, I just think he’s plain daft. Mind you, I don’t mean barking daft like the organist’s aunt who’s short of a biscuit or two, but what you might call normally so like a lot of humans are, especially here in Molehill. Though in F.O.’s case it’s perhaps a bit extra. Still, it quite suits me him being like that, because it means there’s always something going on so I don’t get fed up. There are a lot of dogs who lead very BORING lives simply because their masters or mistresses are BORING. Take my friend O’Shaughnessy the Irish setter for instance. His mistress is dull as a day without bones, which is why he is always slipping his collar and wanting to play with me in the graveyard. When we race around the tombs or get up to no good in the Veaseys’ garden or with the dustbins, the setter says it is like having a shot in the rump with the vet’s special tonic. I like the games too of course – but having a murderer for an owner and not someone who does nothing except go to the hairdresser and play whist all day, I don’t have quite the same need.

         
 

         And besides, there is the cat Maurice to keep me company. He’s a one, all right! What you might call a real sniffy basket. But somehow, despite all those airs and graces, I can’t help liking him. Which is probably just as well, because we have been sharing the vicar’s home for nearly three years (at least, that’s what Maurice tells me – not too good on sums myself) and if I didn’t get on with him things might be a bit OFF. But on the whole it works pretty well, i.e. he tells me to bugger off, and I take no notice. It suits us both. And frankly without him – or F.O. messing around – don’t know what I would do with myself: BORING!
 

         Anyway, after all that stuff with Crumplehorn and the knife, and F.O. doing a stint in hospital and everyone saying how brave he had been (as a matter of fact it was me who savaged that fat slug – but I know when to be modest), he has been fairly calm. But something is starting to rattle him all the same. You can always tell – begins crunching those gobstoppers nineteen to the dozen, and the fag smoke over the piano gets thicker and thicker. But the real clue is when he starts missing the notes. I’ve got a pretty good ear, you know – unlike the cat who’s got a F-O-B-Y-A about music (fobya about most things, come to think of it), and sometimes just to wind him up I remind him what they use for fiddle strings, and he goes berserk! That’s fun, but sometimes he just goes into one of his sulks and sits under the holly bush for hours on end, which is when I get restless and look for O’Shaughnessy or go down to the crypt and listen to the ghosts gurgling.
 

         The vicar ought to do that – he would find it really soothing when he’s having one of his frets. And like I said, I think he’s about to have one soon. There’s an awful lot of dud notes being played (he’s normally spot on), and I heard him on the blower the other day talking to that Gaza person – the Type from Brighton. He was getting very red in the face and jabbing the blotting pad with his pen nib. I don’t always get the hang of human words but Maurice does, and he explained it was something to do with going to France and digging up some stuff in a crumbling house that once belonged to the old girl he did in. I said I thought that sounded pretty interesting as I like to do a spot of digging myself. But the cat only smiled his superior smile and said that as it was gold and not bones they were after, my own particular skills would be OTEEOSE – at least that’s what it sounded like, but half of Maurice’s words I don’t understand anyway. When I asked him what it meant, he thought for a while and then said that the oteeose thing was a bit like me. He seemed to think that was very funny, but I don’t suppose it was – the cat’s jokes are not known for their humour. Not like mine, which are JOLLY GOOD!
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            The Cat’s Memoir

         
 
         I suppose there are other cats who are martyrs to fortune, but for those who have not yet achieved that status I issue a word of warning: at all costs avoid vicars. Humans by nature are peculiar, but vicars more so. I have lived with only one in my lifetime but he is more than enough and I feel I can generalize from that particular. My master’s asinine attempts to keep his head above water while juggling with forces even more neurotic than himself are a trial indeed, although not without interest.
         
 
         A further trial is the dog. But as long as one takes a firm paw he can be managed. As a matter of fact, having the creature as a companion is not without its benefits. One can, for example, chew over with him the details of the day, expounding and honing one’s viewpoint. The dog of course invariably insists on putting his own viewpoint (generally at variance with my own and never honed), but I can ignore that, and broadly speaking our alliance is congenial.
         
 
         Occasionally his observations are pertinent, although naturally one is careful not to acknowledge this too overtly as it goes to his head and he becomes insufferable. Nevertheless, he had a point about the vicar … he was indeed getting het up, and on the whole I am not surprised. After all, with that dubious specimen from Brighton at his coat tails yet again even the most self-possessed might get windy. And the vicar (canon actually – bizarre though that may seem) is far from self-possessed. In fact, one less fitted to eliminate one of his own kind it would be hard to imagine. However, he did it, and we reap the consequences – which are considerable.
 
         Bouncer tells me he finds it all ‘jolly good’. It strikes me as neither jolly nor good: the dog himself generates enough drama as it is, without F.O. adding to the theatricals. That being said, our master and his absurd criminal pursuits do provide a certain frisson to life, which, after residing with his victim Mrs Elizabeth Fotherington for quite long enough, I find refreshing. The vicar’s injudicious action in the wood rescued me from her stifling clutches, and thus, insane though he is, I owe him a debt of gratitude – which, when appropriate, I show.
 
         Admittedly Bouncer is tiresome; but fundamentally he has a good heart, and I have tried my best to inculcate in him an element of decorum – though it appears but rarely. However, as my Great Uncle Marmaduke was given to remarking, ‘Nothing feline is ever lost’ … I am not entirely clear what he meant by that, but doubtless it is of great wisdom and I am sure that by continuing my association with Bouncer the dog can only benefit.
         
 
         Whether the vicar can benefit from anything at all is a moot point, but we do what we can to monitor his trials and to contain the grosser blunders. However, despite the settling of the Crumplehorn débâcle, both Bouncer and I could foresee just such another blunder looming, and coping with its developments has been fraught with peril. But things seem moderately resolved now … although, to quote the dog’s inelegant phrase, it was ‘a damned near thing’.
 
         It all started with the wretched Brighton Type, Nicholas Ingaza, who had got it into his crooked head that he could exploit the vicar’s title to that battered French property which had been left to him by Mrs Fotherington. This gift was far from appreciated, for the last thing F.O. wanted was to be linked in the public mind with his victim – let alone as her principal heir. As detailed in my previous memoir, the embarrassment of the cash legacy had been bad enough, but despite the inquisitiveness of the police he had dealt with it fairly well. And then just as he thought that all financial connection was severed, out of the blue came the bombshell: his entitlement to her château in France with its rumoured Nazi gold.
 
         As I explained to the dog, left to his own devices F.O. would simply have destroyed the deeds, and the tiresome building would have eventually sunk into the ground with none being the wiser as to its intended owner. The problem is that with the Type from Brighton breathing down his neck our master rarely is left to his own devices … And thus Ingaza smartly pocketed the deeds, forged the vicar’s signature, and fired by the prospect of unearthing gold (or at the very least getting his hands on some profitable real estate) persuaded the vicar that it was in everyone’s interests (i.e. his own) to make an investigative trip to the Auvergne for an assessment of the domain – or, as Bouncer would say, ‘to case the joint’.
 
         This is a matter I shall return to, but meanwhile there are things to be attended to here in the graveyard: the pursuit of pigeons, mangling those grotesque plastic flowers beneath the Browns’ headstone, stern words with the hedgehog and some light badinage with the belfry bats. I think too that the new sexton’s spadework needs inspection. I don’t know the vicar’s view, but personally I think he is cutting corners. It won’t do!
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            The Vicar’s Version

         

         Elizabeth was at the root of it: Mrs Elizabeth Fotherington, my victim and my persecutor. Persecutor? The word carries overtones of menace and malevolence, and in all honesty I cannot think that either term applied to Elizabeth. Rather the reverse in fact, for she was a woman of nauseating, albeit steely, sweetness. But persecuted I felt nonetheless. It was the blandishments, the patronage, the coyly romantic effusions, the merciless smothering pursuit, which appalled – terrified – and in the end snapped my nerve and pushed me into that fatal act, only yards from my vicarage, in the summer of 1956.

         The date and circumstances are embedded in my memory: her outlandish overture on that peaceful shaded path, my eardrums and the wood’s silence rent by the unctuous babbling, the insistent pawing at my elbow, a feeling of sudden revulsion followed by numbed detachment … Then suddenly, with a few brief tugs at her conveniently draped scarf – it didn’t take much – the thing was done: noise stopped, the wood returned to its sylvan calm. And I had become a murderer. What Nicholas Ingaza would doubtless describe as being ‘overcome by events, dear boy’.

         In fact, come to think of it, I believe that is exactly what he did say at some point, when later, in a spasm of intemperate revelation, I spilt the whole can of beans. It happened in a moment of weakness (a state not unfamiliar to me), and while the confession was possibly of some psychological value at the time, in various ways I have been paying for it ever since. ‘As so he should!’ I hear you say sternly. Yes, you are perfectly right – and I mention it less as a defence than as a means of explaining some of the ramifications my act has induced. Murder, like its close companion deception, spins a tangled web. And sitting at the centre of mine is Nicholas – charming, chummy, and preposterously relentless.
         

         If one is rash enough to confide in a disgraced seminarian – high jinks in a Turkish bath – turned entrepreneur of sharkish bent and shady dealings, trouble is bound to ensue. But that, as I have discovered, is the nature of murder: burden becomes heaped upon burden, and things that seem initially expedient sooner or later backfire. In my case generally sooner.

         However, it is not simply Ingaza’s knowledge of the business that puts me in his power, but also the debt that I owe: for in a moment of crisis during the original police enquiries I had asked him to substantiate a fiction I had been forced to concoct. Without then knowing the full details (my ‘confession’ came later), he did this with brisk efficiency … and with genial good humour has been exacting the toll ever since. Any protest from me is met with the pained, ‘But my dear chap, don’t you see, it has made my position very delicate. After all, there’s a hefty penalty for confounding Her Majesty’s law enforcers … bad for business, you know.’ Invariably he will murmur something about a quid pro quo, and with conspiratorial wink sleek his hair and offer me a Russian Sobranie which I accept in silence.
         

         The problem is that the single quid multiplies alarmingly. True, I had myself elected the role of assassin (no, not elected – blundered into), but since then Ingaza has cast me as chief protagonist in a variety of his dubious schemes, and most recently as stooge in his search for buried gold in a godforsaken French ruin left me by my victim. This last has been a particularly taxing experience from which I have barely recovered. However, to be away from the crags and vicissitudes of the Auvergne, and back in the staid safety of Molehill, my Surrey parish, and the comforting flagstones of St Botolph’s church is a massive relief which even my bishop, Horace Clinker, fails to unsettle (for the time being at any rate).
         

            

         Although Nicholas had made it more than clear that he proposed we should investigate the Fotherington Folly (as it had come to be known), there was fortunately an interval between the edict and the date of our setting out. Apparently Brighton’s art-dealing fraternity was undergoing a lucrative phase and he was engaged in a number of ‘delicate transactions’ which required his full attention.

         I was relieved at that as I had a number of things to deal with myself, one of which was at least as delicate as anything Ingaza might be connected with – i.e. my forthcoming Canonical Installation and Inaugural Address, a nerve-racking event which haunts the lives of all recently promoted canons, stipendiary or otherwise. Fortunately my post was of the latter sort: an honorary one attracting no fee – but thankfully also few duties. Much to my bishop’s displeasure, it had been conferred upon me some months previously in tacit gratitude for scuppering the chances of a universally disliked cleric hell-bent on securing the then vacant post of archdeacon. Since the candidate in question had happened to be Bishop Clinker’s protégé, my superior had taken a dim view of my elevation. But there was nothing he could do, and in any case, the bishop’s own affairs were sometimes what you might call a shade delicate as well, and there had been more than one occasion when I had helped smooth the episcopal path.

         For example, his passion for playing tiddlywinks with Mrs Carruthers is something he chooses to keep well under wraps. However, like much that is clandestine, it can lead to moments of acute embarrassment (that appalling business in the allotment shed being a painful case in point*). Thus, irked by my knowledge but reliant on my assistance, Clinker views me with a mixture of pique and resentful tolerance. And as a respite from the awful Gladys, I suspect I represent a half-decent port in an exhausting storm.
         

         The bishop’s problems are, of course, less acute than mine, and do not have the threat of the noose hanging over them – though some would say that living with Gladys was a comparable fate. However, all is relative, and in moments of benignity I experience twinges of a wary loyalty … But few such twinges were felt when I encountered him in Guildford a few days prior to the inaugural ceremony.

         I had nipped over to remind myself of the layout of the pro-cathedral’s chancel and choir stalls. The ceremony is an elaborate and tortuous affair and it doesn’t do to be seen taking a wrong turn in the prescribed perambulations. I was familiar with the general protocol but thought it wouldn’t hurt to ‘walk the course’ before the day itself. Once I get the hang of things I am all right, but I recall only too well being a raw recruit at Aldershot during the war, and the sergeant-major’s apoplectic despair as he tried to cajole me into turning left rather than right on its parade ground. It had been a time of mutual trauma. And thus, still smarting from the memory and not wishing to relive it, I took the necessary precaution.

         As it was a Friday afternoon there were few people about, and I was just ambling thoughtfully up the central aisle and eyeing the pulpit from which I would deliver the Canon’s Address, when there was a brisk tap on my shoulder.

         ‘Ah, Oughterard,’ Clinker’s voice boomed. ‘Having a little rehearsal, are we?’

         I jumped, inwardly cursed, and then assuming an air of casual ease agreed that that was exactly what I was doing.

         ‘Good, good,’ said Clinker. ‘Sensible thinking. I’ve seen many a new canon make a hash of things. Amazing really. Wouldn’t want that, would we?’ There was a note of hopeful challenge in his voice.

         ‘Absolutely not, sir, not at all!’ I smiled wanly.

         We chatted for a while about the ceremony and other related matters, and he pointed out the new hassocks which I dutifully admired. And then, clearing his throat, he said, ‘I think, Oughterard, I might say that congratulations are in order.’

         I was surprised and could not think what on earth I had done to merit such recognition. However, composing my features into a modest smile, I replied appropriately: ‘Goodness, is that so, sir?’

         ‘Yes, it is rather. You see, I have won my half-blue.’

         Disappointment and amazement jostled for position, the latter outstripping the former by a good length. A half-blue? At his age! And in what, for heaven’s sake? I stared blankly.
         

         ‘Yes, thought you would be impressed. It was the Bracknell Cup that did it, made my mark there all right. The judges were most complimentary.’

         Daylight dawned. My God, he was talking about tiddlywinks.
         

         ‘Remarkable, sir. I had simply no idea that they awarded blues for board games.’

         His expression soured somewhat. ‘Of course they don’t, Oughterard, but tiddlywinks is in a league of its own and has long been regarded as one of the more civilized sports – not, I may say, a mere game. However, you lead a sheltered life and I suppose can be forgiven for not knowing.’
         

         A sheltered life? That was rich! Nothing sheltered about cultural larceny, let alone the Foxford Wood nightmare. However, anxious to reap the bishop’s ‘forgiveness’, I said brightly that I was sure his partner Mrs Carruthers would be most gratified. To this he replied that Mrs Carruthers was but Gladys wasn’t, and on no account should I mention it to her: ‘Mrs Clinker has limited knowledge of the sport and even less of its value.’

         Since I am punctilious in ensuring that my encounters with the bishop’s wife are minimal, I thought the likelihood of my conversing with her on the subject distinctly remote. Thus assuring him of my discretion, I said soothingly that doubtless true aficionados would recognize the honour and that it had surely been admirably earned.

         He looked pleased and thanked me, adding a trifle wistfully, ‘Yes, it is nice to be appreciated in such matters.’ I felt a rare stirring of sympathy and was about to make further assurances, but was numbed by his next words.

         ‘Anyway, one thing at least will please Gladys: we are taking our holiday next month. There is of course the initial hurdle of Belgium and my sister-in-law, but after that we shall be motoring through the … uhm, never can think of the name …’

         ‘The Ardennes?’ I asked helpfully. ‘So easy from Brussels and I believe it is beautiful countryside.’

         ‘No, not the Ardennes,’ he exclaimed impatiently. ‘Myrtle is always dragging us off there; after all these years I know it like the back of my hand! No, we are going well south – to the Auvergne, much more interesting.’
         

         I had discovered from the atlas that the Auvergne is a very large area, and thus the chances of our encountering Clinker and Gladys were about a million to one. And besides, despite being in the same month, it was unlikely their sojourn would coincide with the dates of our own brief foray. But despite such rationalizing, the news struck like a blow to the solar plexus, and not for the first time I wondered why Fate had selected me for such persecution.

         ‘Fascinating,’ I murmured. And then gingerly, and with winded words, enquired what dates he expected to be there.

         ‘Mid-October. Rather a nice little place by all accounts, a village called Berceau-Lamont – quite high up, I believe. Myrtle has friends there.’ She would, I thought. She just frigging would!

         Berceau-Lamont – the nearest village to La Folie de Fotherington. According to Ingaza it was a small hamlet set on the lower slopes of a precipitous mountain about a mile to the north of the château, boasting a church and, apart from a pond and some rambling goats, not much else. His description had been uncomplimentary, although if the bishop’s sister-in-law had friends living there presumably it must have had something to commend it. However, its qualities or otherwise were now entirely irrelevant: what mattered was that it was in the immediate vicinity of La Folie and that Clinker and Co. would evidently be visiting at the same time as ourselves. Did Fate know no bounds to its cruelty?

         I listened to him describing the fishing he hoped to do and Gladys’s determination to take her painting paraphernalia. A blanket of gloom descended as I envisaged the likely complications and embarrassment should we have the misfortune to encounter them. Questions would be asked. What was I doing there? What was my connection with the ruined château? How extraordinary that it should have belonged to the poor lady murdered in my parish! Who were my companions? … I thought of the boisterous Eric, Ingaza’s domestic sidekick with his cockney slang and raucous guffaws; and (with a shudder) of that egregious curé from Taupinière, Henri Martineau, their seedy Gallic accomplice roped in to ‘help with the lingo, dear boy’. I could see only too vividly the raised quizzical eyebrows, Myrtle’s pursed lips, and the lowering scowl from Gladys … and mentally cringed at the prospect.
         

         And then with a flash of horror I thought of Ingaza himself. Bad enough having to explain the other two, but how on earth after all these years was I to explain to the bishop the sudden emergence of Brighton’s sharpest and shadiest art dealer? Nicholas Ingaza: ejected from St Bede’s (then under Clinker’s own administration) for matters of gross misconduct, ex-jailbird … and long, long ago at Oxford, the bishop’s one-night standing folly. To a man such as Clinker, governed by status and Gladys, such entanglements are best forgotten or at least kept veiled. A sudden encounter with Nicholas and his satellites on a remote foreign mountain top would hardly be good for him. But more to the point, it would hardly be good for me. The fallout would be dire: I should be blamed for everything and doubtless banished to the frozen wastes of the north or packed off to administer some obscure Home for Indigent Clergy – or worse still, to manage a Temperance Mission in Peckham. And it would all be Nicholas’s fault! Wretchedly I tugged at my collar and contemplated the Auvergne in all its looming menace …

         ‘I say,’ said Clinker, ‘you’re looking a bit tense, Oughterard. Hope you haven’t been overdoing things. Nerves probably – I’ve noticed it before with the new canons: it’s the prospect of the ceremony. Gets them down. And then there’s the special Address of course, always a fraught business. Still, I dare say yours will be all right … more or less.’ And with those words of comfort and inspiration, he rattled his car keys and sauntered off to the main door.

         I drove home, fed the dog, and with lacklustre energy attacked the piano and the whisky.

            

         The next day the post brought two books for me to review for the parish magazine – Tips for Vergers by one Cliff Underdown and Best Baking for Bazaars by a Lady Doworthy. Neither excited my imagination, and I dispensed with them quickly in favour of a frantic telephone call to Nicholas.
         

         Just as feared, it was not Nicholas but Eric who answered. ‘Oh, it’s you, Frankie,’ was the cheery response. ‘Might have known – there’s nobody else what calls us before ten o’clock in the morning. What can I do for you?’

         Wincing at his term of address – a recent adoption which I feared I was stuck with – I apologized for my ridiculously early call (9.50 a.m.) and explained that I had some rather bad news for Nicholas. ‘You see, Eric, I have just learned that Bishop Clinker and some of his family will be in the French village at the same time as ourselves. It could all be a bit tricky … Uhm, in the circumstances I fear he may feel we ought to cancel.’ (I tried not to sound too hopeful.)

         There was a pause, and then Eric said doubtfully, ‘Well, I shouldn’t think so – bought the three ferry tickets, he has, and got the documents and all. There’s a hefty fee for cancelling, and you know what Nick’s like wiv the old spondulicks.’ I did know. ‘Still,’ he went on, ‘you’d better speak to him later – after he’s had his gasper and coffee. He won’t make no sense at the moment.’ And he gave a throaty chuckle.

         I agreed that that would be best, and was about to put the phone down when a thought struck me. ‘Eric, did you say three tickets? But there are four of us – you, me, Nicholas and Primrose.’

         ‘Oh no, old son – just you and yer sister. You don’t catch me going orf to Frogland and eatin’ bleedin’ snails and such – no fear! Besides, somebody’s got to stay behind and mind the shop – there’s a couple of deals going on here what needs rahver careful handling, as yer might say. And if His Nibs wants to go gadding orf to foreign parts, then he’s welcome, but I’m staying here.’
         

         Well, that was a relief at any rate. But I envied him his resolution, and thought wistfully how pleasant it would be to remain in Brighton with nothing to do but ‘mind the shop’.

         I sighed and turned my thoughts back to Baking for Vergers and Tips for the Bizarre.
         

            

         A little later, bogged down by vergers and bazaars and wondering if it was too early to knock off for a restorative, I was disturbed by a loud thump at the door. It was the telegraph boy, an increasingly rare species, and I knew it could mean only one thing: Primrose.

         In her youth my sister had been a rabid sender of telegrams – usually requesting money of our parents or announcing some firm purpose unlooked for by the recipient. In middle age, and a successful artist earning a lucrative living churning out scenes of sheep and churches for the popular market, she has considerably less monetary need. However, though now comparatively sparse, her telegrams still have the power to bemuse and unsettle. And thus it was with some reluctance that I took the yellow envelope from the boy, read it quickly and assured him it needed no reply.

         BLOWER KAPUT, it read, KINDLY INFORM RE FRANCE STOP WHOSE CAR WHAT LUGGAGE QUESTION MARK IMPERATIVE THAT I KNOW STOP YOUR SISTER.

         I sighed and shoved it on the mantelpiece. Since the French trip was more than two weeks away I failed to see the urgency; but women tend to fuss over these matters and I knew that a delayed reply would only provoke further demands. The need for an early restorative grew more pressing and so I poured a small gin and lit a cigarette.

         I was just reflecting what details I should put in my letter, when the telephone rang. Assuming it would be a parish matter at that hour in the morning, I was surprised to hear Primrose’s own voice.

         ‘I thought your phone was up the spout,’ I said.

         ‘Well, it’s better now,’ she said briskly, ‘some little man came to fix it and he actually got it right. Now Francis, I have a lot of preparations to make and need your full attention. I hope you are listening.’ I assured her I was hanging on every word.

         ‘Oh yes? That’ll be the day! Now look here, what about the travel arrangements? I assume that we shan’t be expected to cripple ourselves stuffed into your Singer. Presumably Nicholas will bring that old Citroën of his. Can’t say I like the look of it, always reminds me of the sort of thing the SS used to favour in the war. Still, at least it’s bigger than your rabbit hutch.’

         I was stung by that, having particular affection for my battered but trusty roadster. However, I assured her we would indeed be travelling in Ingaza’s car, and that since Eric had elected not to come there should be plenty of room.

         ‘Well, that’s a mercy,’ she said, echoing my own thoughts, ‘he makes such a noise on the telephone! Doubtless he is the soul of charm and wit, but I don’t wish to be deafened before my time.’
         

         Primrose had only recently become acquainted with Eric – or rather his disembodied voice at the end of Ingaza’s phone line. Indeed, she had only recently become acquainted with Ingaza, to my considerable disquiet having allowed herself to be bamboozled into joining forces with him in a project of joint benefit and dubious good: namely supplying the Ontario art market with fake eighteenth-century pastorals. At the time I had objected strongly and warned her of the dangers of such an undertaking, especially with someone like Nicholas. But my words had fallen on deaf ears and I was gently reminded by both of them that, being a murderer, I wasn’t exactly in the best position to give advice on such matters. Which of course was true – but it did not stop me worrying, nor for that matter feeling distinct pangs of moral unease. Old habits and values die hard, and it went against the grain to see my sister in collusion with someone as tortuous as Ingaza.

         Was perhaps Primrose herself crooked? No – that’s the irony. In many ways she is a model of propriety. Her student days at the Courtauld had, admittedly, been wildly wayward, but she possesses an inherent sense of justice and fair play and is a stalwart, if bossy, ally in times of crisis. She is, however, incorrigibly mercenary; and I think it is this, coupled with an acute pride in her artistic ability, that made her susceptible to Ingaza’s overtures. The painting of those fakes was a challenge to her ingenuity, and the thrill of a financial coup a draw she could not resist. Fundamentally honest, she had, I think, persuaded herself that the whole venture was simply a test of artistic endeavour and entrepreneurial skill. In this of course she was pandered to and encouraged by Ingaza … However, it is not my intention to ruminate upon Primrose and her moral ambiguities. I write simply to record as best I can how the three of us (four if you count the impossible Henri) fared on that questionable trip to Berceau-Lamont and La Folie de Fotherington.

          

         * See Bone Idle 
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            The Cat’s Memoir

         
 
         All I can say is that if the vicar and his sister assumed they could swan off to France without my being involved, then they could certainly think again! I am a cat of agile brain and probing curiosity and had no intention of being left behind by F.O. while he embarked on so questionable an enterprise with the Type from Brighton. Admittedly, when Bouncer and I first sniffed it in the wind I had thought the plan was bound to abort, being too absurd to get further than F.O.’s atlas. Indeed, I expressed that opinion to the dog. Bouncer, however, seemed less certain, saying that his bones told him otherwise – his exact words being, ‘You just see, the bugger will go and we’ll be left.’ Naturally I never pay attention to his wretched bones and assured him it would come to nothing.
 
         However, with the Type’s telephone calls more frequent and F.O. growing more tense, I began to think that the dog wasn’t so far off the mark. It was when the sister started sending her telegrams that my suspicions were really aroused … and the vicar’s frantic purchase of a new French dictionary finally confirmed them.
 
         It was plain that the dog was disturbed by the thought of his master disappearing to foreign parts (having had a bad experience with his original owner decamping to South America*). However, when I told him it would be only for a short time and that I had overheard F.O. arranging to settle him with Florence, he recovered his spirits remarkably well, reminding me incessantly of how admired he was by the wolfhound, and that her nice owners were ‘dab hands with the grub’. In fact, as the time drew nearer for the vicar’s trip, the more excited Bouncer became at the prospect of his own little holiday – going so far as to ask whether he should apply a spit and polish to his rubber ring. Since the item was ingrained with months of dirt, I said I thought this an excellent idea but it would need a considerable amount of saliva. The ensuing cleaning process was objectionable but useful, for it kept him fully occupied and thus gave me time to consider my own plans. These naturally were both bold and masterly.
         
 
         Although the odious Crumplehorn was firmly incarcerated in Broadmoor (the lunatic asylum in Berkshire distrusted by humans), I was nevertheless worried that things might yet again prove perilous for the vicar. He is not of a robust ilk, and accompanied by one as slippery as the Brighton Type his chances of being dragged into more dangers seemed distinctly high. There was of course the sister – who might be expected to exert a modicum of control over matters, but having seen her assaulting the sherry and drooling over those dire chinchillas, I could not be too sure. Thus I felt it my inescapable duty to accompany our master on his travels and ensure that he returned, if not hearty (God forbid), then at least hale.
 
         This decision was not such a sacrifice as you might think, for I have to admit that having once been treated to the ramblings of Pierre the Ponce (Bouncer’s friend, the toy poodle) re the pleasures of Continental life, I was now tempted to see for myself just how well the other half lived. According to Pierre, the French pilchard was of a quality so rare and exquisite as to make all other varieties pale into watered milk. Of course the poodle is a notorious blagueur and such claims are typical of his Gallic showmanship. Nevertheless, I couldn’t help wondering …
         
 
         *    *    *
 
         So, the decision made, I drew up my strategy. Quite a simple one really: I would become a stowaway – both on land and on the high seas! The prospect gave me a frisson of excitement, and despite my usual discretion I could not resist confiding my plans to Bouncer. He stared at me for some time with what I took to be surprised awe. And then he said gravely, ‘You’ll rue it, Maurice. You’ll be as sick as a dog.’
 
         This was not the response I had expected, and for a few moments my buoyant spirits were quite dashed … so much so that I considered a sulk was in order. But just as I was preparing for such, it occurred to me that with only three days to go before the vicar’s departure, time would be better spent in planning tactics. Thus pausing only to tell Bouncer to watch his tongue I made my way briskly to the graveyard, and under the branches of the old yew spent a most profitable hour devising ways and means.
 
         I was interrupted in this by a loud barking, and the next moment the dog appeared tousled and panting. ‘I’ve been thinking,’ he announced.
 
         ‘That’s nice,’ I murmured. ‘What about?’
 
         ‘Your trip to foreign parts. You had better start practising.’
 
         ‘Practising what?’
 
         ‘Mewing in French of course.’
 
         ‘If you imagine,’ I replied, ‘that I have any intention of adjusting either my accent or my vocal cords, you are entirely wrong. Foreign soil does not necessitate adopting foreign peculiarities!’ He took no notice of course, and hurtled into the shrubbery, rump triumphant and lungs fit to burst. Deafened, I returned to the kitchen; and settling myself by the boiler engaged in some meditative grooming.
 
         This lasted for a lengthy period, but was broken by the arrival of F. O. who, fresh from bell ringing, started to warble and grind peppermints in the most irritating way. However, the interruption was just as well for it reminded me that it was time to reflect further upon my stowaway – i.e. how best to insinuate myself into F.O.’s car and thus to France. I slipped through the cat flap and returned to the graveyard where, settled comfortably on one of the sunnier tombs, I cogitated.
 
         This went well, and I was on the verge of returning to the vicarage and my pre-prandial milk, when in the distance I saw the dog bounding about. I watched his antics for some moments, and then, just as I was poised to slip into the long grass, he saw me and came cantering over. In some excitement he suggested we should settle ourselves beneath the yew tree as he had something important to say. Travel plans complete and in no hurry for my milk, I said I could spare a few minutes, followed him to the base of the tree and sat down expectantly.
 
         ‘I know something you don’t know, Maurice,’ he began smugly.
 
         ‘Oh yes,’ I said indulgently, ‘and what is that?’
 
         ‘It’s what I heard some of F.O.’s cronies gassing about. It’s to do with London and something they had seen there – something like a story with curtains.’
 
         I pondered. ‘Ah, I think you mean a play, it’s what humans look at from time to time and pretend they are other people.’
 
         ‘You mean like us when you pretend to be a giant tiger and I’m the brave wolf?’
 
         ‘Something like that.’
 
         ‘Well, this play thing has got a special name, and I thought you would like it because it’s to do with catching mice.’ He cocked his ears and grinned.
 
         ‘Catching mice?’ I said with interest. ‘How do you know?’
 
         ‘Because it’s called …’ He paused dramatically. ‘It’s called THE MOUSETRAP!’
 
         As it happens I did have a vague recollection of the title. Stem Ginger, the cat down the road, had said his people had seen it – but it sounded disappointing as from what he could make out there were no mice in it at all.
 
         I was about to say as much to Bouncer, but before I had a chance he went rollicking on: ‘And what’s more, there’s a murder in it – just like F.O.’s.’
 
         ‘Not like F.O.’s,’ I observed, ‘I gather there are substantial differences. Besides, I cannot quite trace the direction your thought is …’
 
         He looked blank and then shook his head impatiently. ‘If you mean you can’t see what I’m getting at, I’ll tell you … I know whodunit. Heard the piano tuner telling the vicar. And it’s a deadly secret – has been for ages. But I know, you see. So what do you think of that?’ He swaggered around wriggling his stern.
         
 
         ‘Bouncer,’ I exclaimed sharply, ‘on no account must you ever divulge that secret. Stem Ginger told me it brings years of bad luck – and there’s quite enough of that around as it is, coping with the vicar.’ I fixed him with a forbidding glare.
 
         ‘Hmm,’ he muttered, ‘we’ll have to see about that. I heard F.O. say the thing had gone on far too long and would probably last for a hundred years. I shall be dead by then and won’t have told anybody. BORING.’
 
         ‘Well, you’ll just have to be bored,’ I snapped. ‘I do not propose having my fate put in jeopardy because you cannot keep your mouth shut. So kindly remember!’
 
         It cut little ice. He looked sly, commenced to snuffle at the yew roots and lifted his leg. I gave a disdainful mew and left him to it.
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            The Vicar’s Version

         
 
         As expected, the Canonical Address was mildly nightmarish; but I managed to survive both it and the attendant ceremonial, exhausted but unscathed. And with the whole thing safely behind me I was able to relax somewhat, revert to normal parish life and take stock of things to come, i.e. the Auvergne project.
 
         Despite my dread misgivings, such was the relief at the resolution of the cathedral business, that I began to view this event with a degree of equanimity. Perhaps after all it would prove to be simply no more than a diverting break from pastoral responsibilities. With luck Ingaza’s obsession about my entitlement to the Fotherington domain would subside, fizzle out into a whim of no practical consequence. The three of us (four if the questionable Henri ever did materialize) would merely pass an agreeable sojourn in foreign territory not normally explored.
 
         A surfeit of encounters with the cloying Mavis Briggs and the acerbic Edith Hopgarden served to bolster this vagary, and I almost began to relish the prospect of the trip. Mavis had been particularly irksome regarding her wretched Little Gems of Uplift. You would have thought that having contrived to get two volumes of those mawkish verses printed she would be content to let things rest. Not a bit of it: enthused by the success of the first two (displays on diocese bookstalls and quavering readings to captive audiences), she was now obsessed with producing a third … and with me writing its Introduction. This was a burden that began to eclipse all else in its awfulness and made the prospect of the French expedition positively rosy.
         
 
         Thus it was with moderate resignation that I started to prepare for my departure. This included making arrangements for Bouncer and Maurice to be fed and overseen. The cat, being the more independent and self-contained, needed only scant attention, but I had managed to prevail upon the owners of the giant wolfhound Florence to take Bouncer as a lodger for the duration. They are canny creatures, dogs, and on one or two occasions I had caught him gazing at me with that intent quizzical look which seemed to suggest he knew something was afoot. Fanciful perhaps, but live with a dog long enough and you develop a nose for such things. Maurice of course remained inscrutable on the subject.
 
         Bouncer had not stayed away before on his own and I was a little worried about how he might cope – or behave. The Watkins were a cheery couple and I did not want our relationship to come to grief should the dog cut up rough and be impossible. Thus it was decided that he should be left with them a couple of days prior to my departure to adapt to his new surroundings and get used to my absence. I pinned my hopes on the wolfhound: with luck her placid presence would be a comfort. I also ensured that the guest arrived equipped with his basket and box of trusted toys.
 
         In fact Bouncer took to the move like a duck to water, sniffing around the house, wagging his tail and rolling nonchalantly on the kitchen floor. He then rushed off to cavort with Florence without giving me a backward glance … which in the circumstances struck me as a trifle cavalier. However, it meant I could now attend to the journey without further qualm.
 
            
 
         To my dismay I learnt that our ferry to Dieppe would be leaving Newhaven at crack of dawn. The obvious thing would have been to stay the night with Primrose in Lewes, but the previous evening I was due to chair a meeting of the St Botolph’s Historical Society, something which I rather enjoy. Thus there was nothing for it but to get up before first light and drive straight to Newhaven picking up Primrose en route. I had loaded the car the night before, but nevertheless rising at four in the morning is not my idea of fun, and I was not exactly in sparky mood as I set off from Molehill on damp roads and under blustery skies. But I got down to Sussex in good time and collected my sister as arranged.
 
         We drove to Newhaven in silence, at that grey hour neither of us in the mood for chat. But as we approached the dock Primrose exclaimed anxiously, ‘I know we’ve got our passports, but I suppose we can rely on Nicholas to bring all the tickets. I don’t fancy walking up the gangplank only to have my way barred at the last moment for want of some vital document. It would be most disappointing!’
         
 
         ‘Oh, he’ll have everything,’ I assured her gloomily, ‘including the wretched deeds. He’s not going to let the chance of gain slip by on account of lost travel tickets – more’s the pity.’
 
         ‘Don’t be such a killjoy, Francis. You’ll see, you’ll probably fall in love with the place when we find it, stake your claim and retire there for life.’
 
         ‘Oh yes?’ I answered. ‘If the new police superintendent or that ferret-nosed Samson get to hear of my link with the Fotherington estate I shan’t be retiring anywhere except into one of Her Majesty’s penitentiaries – or more likely, through Mr Pierrepoint’s trap door.’
 
         ‘Too late to think of that now,’ she said briskly, ‘and don’t be so theatrical. Now, brace up … and mind that seagull, you nearly ran it over!’
 
         I swerved, and drove into the car park beside the main quay where we were to rendezvous with Ingaza. There was a scattering of vehicles but no sign of the black Citroën, and for a few moments of joyous reverie I had a vision of its owner being confined indefinitely to bed with lumbago or cholera. Naturally, the vision faded, for seconds later we saw his car appear around the side of the Customs shed and drive smartly through the gates into a space close to our own.
 
         He got out and opened up the boot, gesturing to us to bring our bags. I think I had half expected him to be sporting a Breton beret or jaunty Maurice Chevalier boater, and was relieved to see otherwise. As it was, with raincoat collar turned up against the morning dank, and slouch hat pulled well down over his sharp profile, he looked not unlike an effete form of Philip Marlowe. Presumably as a gesture to holiday convention, the customary emaciated tie was replaced by a knotted silk scarf.
 
         It was as well that we had little luggage, for large though the boot was, almost half of it seemed to be allocated to assorted cases of whisky. I recoiled. ‘Good God, Nicholas, we can’t take that with us. It’ll be impounded and so shall we – are you mad? Besides, what on earth do you want that amount for? We can hardly drink it all ourselves.’
 
         ‘Always handy for oiling palms and wheels,’ was the reply. ‘Scotch is one of the few British things the French appreciate – it’s considered “très snob” over there. Now keep your hair on, old chap, it’ll be perfectly all right. They never bother at this hour. Besides, we’ve got the vestments.’
         
 
         ‘Vestments! What are you talking about?’
 
         ‘Camouflage of course. Borrowed them from a mate of mine who’s keen on dressing up as a choirboy. They come in quite handy for this sort of thing – a couple of surplices strewn on top of the stuff and they’ll think we’re a bunch of ecclesiastical outfitters, or parsons off for a sing-song at Taizé. Now, where’s your collar?’
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