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      To the memory of my cousins Alan and Auriol Palmer.


      Thanks for the warmth, the wine … and all


      that jazz.
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        The Vicar’s Version


      




      ‘You don’t think, do you,’ I ventured, ‘that you are making rather too much of this hat business?’




      ‘Certainly not,’ my sister replied briskly. ‘One doesn’t take tea with a murderer every day, does one?’




      ‘What about me?’




      ‘That’s hardly every day … and besides, you don’t count.’ She refilled her cup and scrutinized the two hats perched at the end of the dining room table.




      Suitably chastened, I said nothing and resumed my struggles with the crossword. Such struggles are small compared with the larger conundrums of guilt and concealment, not to mention the problem of ducking the demands of bishop and Mothers’ Union. Being a clergyman is an exacting matter at the best of times, but the difficulties are compounded if one is also an assassin.




      I had not always been an assassin, and indeed for most of my time – as undergraduate, soldier and eventually vicar – had led a life of blameless ineptitude. But that was all changed (the blameless part at any rate) by Mrs Elizabeth Fotherington on that fateful day in the wood – when in the vain hope of retaining my sanity and a measure of peace I had dispatched her to kingdom come. Since then, as you might expect, life has turned complex and precarious and I have been subject to a variety of discomfiting entanglements. The most recent of these was what might be termed the ‘French fracas’, a gruelling time spent in the Massif Central amidst soaring peaks and base pursuers.* Mercifully the latter came to an abrupt end (none of my doing, I hasten to say), but the repercussions were arduous, and involved me in issues which I had confidently assumed to be resolved once back in England in the safety of my parish of Molehill. Delusion.




      ‘On the whole,’ Primrose continued, ‘I think I prefer the one without the veil. I know you say you like it, but I don’t wish to give him a false impression.’




      ‘What sort of false impression?’ I asked.




      ‘Of being anything other than what I am – i.e. an Englishwoman of impeccable credentials and honest intention. The veil has a foreign air, and I wouldn’t like him to think …’ She left the remainder unsaid, and picking up the grey hat with the assertive green bow placed it firmly on her head and gazed into the mirror.




      I shrugged and lit a cigarette. ‘If you say so. But why on earth Rupert Turnbull should think you are remotely foreign when he knows from our encounter in France that you are as British as he – or me for that matter – I cannot imagine.’




      She sighed impatiently. ‘Really, Francis, you are so literal! You know perfectly well what I mean. It is imperative that he sees me as sound and not one to be trifled with. There’s a great deal at stake in this transaction – we’re not talking peanuts, you know. And I’m damned if I am going to let that bludgeoning scoundrel think he can get his hands on my paintings for less than the market price – more would be preferable. A tiny hat with a veil looks either frivolous or dubious, and if things are to go smoothly it is essential I wield the moral advantage.’




      ‘By wearing a hat without a veil?’




      ‘Precisely,’ she snapped.




      There was a pause while I pondered this. And then I asked what she would like me to wear.




      ‘Well, a suit, of course, but the essential thing is the dog collar. You didn’t wear it much in France and it is important that Turnbull be reminded of your status. Just because he battered Boris Birtle-Figgins to death and got away with it, he needn’t think he can run circles around the Oughterards!’




      ‘But Primrose,’ I murmured, ‘we still don’t really know that he did it. It’s not as if he—’




      ‘If you mean he wasn’t so foolish as to confess to anyone in the way that you blurted your idiocy to slippery Nicholas Ingaza, you’re perfectly right. But as we all agreed at the time, the circumstantial evidence was overwhelming. Make no mistake – the man is a ruthless, calculating killer and highly dangerous!’




      ‘All the more reason,’ I said testily, ‘to stay out of his way. I cannot think why you arranged to meet him back in London. We should have severed all connection the moment the steamer left the quayside at Dieppe. In fact, until the arrival of your telegram last week, I thought we had done just that. It really is too bad!’




      She stared at me in wonder. ‘But I have already explained, Francis. Rupert and I have a commercial contract. I am to supply his new London language school with at least six of my rustic church and sheep paintings. This is not something he can be permitted to renege upon, however tasteless or violent his private life. And if things go appropriately I could well get a further order for a batch to the Oxford one as well … No, as I said, we must rendezvous with him at Brown’s Hotel next Tuesday afternoon at four o’clock sharp – and don’t forget the collar.’




      I heaved a sigh and returned to the crossword. Five across: ‘Dog mad as a hatter.’ Seven letters. I swivelled the propelling pencil and carefully wrote in ‘Barking’.




       




      An hour later, with Primrose and hat boxes safely en route to her home in Lewes, and with the phone off the hook, I made further inroads into the crossword, accompanied by a small packet of peppermints and a large gin. It had been a strenuous day – sorting the drifts of diocesan edicts heaped up during my leave, parrying the inanities of Mavis Briggs, being lambasted by a mother whose child had failed to be chosen for the Sunday School prize, and last but certainly not least, being faced with the unexpected arrival of my sister.




      It was not so much Primrose’s presence per se that had been unsettling (siblings, after all, grow thick skins – and in fact we enjoy a wary closeness), but her resolution that we should renew acquaintance with Rupert Turnbull.




      Pleasant and personable, Turnbull had become a source of considerable disquiet during the latter part of our stay in the Auvergne, when it emerged that in all likelihood he was a blackmailer and double murderer, and (unlike myself) confident, adroit and smoothly efficient. As I have remarked before, it is bad enough having to confront one’s own fall from grace, but to be dragged willy-nilly into another’s murky slipstream is distinctly disagreeable … especially when in all probability the party in question would not hesitate to take a hammer to one’s skull if he saw fit.




      Really, I thought, if only Primrose were less mercenary, sleeping dogs could safely lie and a modicum of peace be achieved. As it was …




      I poured another drop of gin and stared gloomily at my own sleeping dog, and wondered not for the first time what on earth the creature dreamed about. Rabbits? Bones? Chasing the cat? Certainly not strolling up Albemarle Street to Brown’s Hotel, sprucely dressed in clerical grey and rehearsing pleasantries to exchange with a fellow homicide … Lucky little beggar, innocent as the day he was born!




      

        * See Bones in High Places
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        The Dog’s Diary


      




      Well, like I told Maurice, I wasn’t really asleep – just thinking with my eyes closed. And listening and sniffing. It’s amazing what you can pick up that way – just lying doggo and letting them think you’re dead to the world, when all the time you are alive as a CAT ON HOT BRICKS!




      Maurice didn’t like me saying that and started to go into one of his sulks, but he soon snapped out of it when I began to tell him what I had heard F.O. and the Prim talking about earlier that afternoon. ‘Oh dear,’ the vicar had said, ‘I don’t think I can face any more of that sort of thing, we had quite enough of that fellow in France. Can’t you meet him on your own if you have to?’ The Prim pulled a face and said her brother wasn’t exactly about to get a medal for chivalry, was he? Don’t know what she meant by that, but I suppose F.O. did because he went red in the face and mumbled that he would go along if she thought he could really be of help.




      When I mentioned that bit to Maurice he started to laugh – in that weedy way of his, like a mouse gargling with nettle juice – and said something about there being a thin line between help and hindrance which he didn’t think the vicar had ever quite grasped. Matter of fact I couldn’t quite grasp what the cat was saying either, but then I often don’t. Gets a bit carried away with himself sometimes.




      Anyway, the more we chewed things over and reckoned that F.O. (our master the vicar) was about to put his foot in things again, the more gloomy we got … No, that’s not quite right: the cat got gloomy and I got all sneezy and bristly (the old sixth sense playing up, telling me there’s fireworks ahead). Most times I don’t get gloomy, except when O’Shaughnessy the Irish Setter beats me in the peeing game or F.O. snatches one of my bones and puts it on the mantelpiece where I can’t reach.




      But Maurice is often out of sorts. It’s his own fault. He’s what you might call a disapproving cat, and so all manner of things get up his nose and on his tail and he goes ratty. Which is why he is jolly lucky to have me as his chum. I sort of help him along and make him look on the bright side of things. For instance, I told him once that every cat-litter tray has its silver lining – which struck me as quite a useful thing to say. But he didn’t seem to get the message and muttered something about being tired of stupid dogs spouting fatuous platitudes (whatever they are!), and that in any case nobody could ever say the same for my basket … Oh well, just goes to show, Muncho before mogs! Mind you, he has his moments – lots of them in fact. Like that time in France when he attacked one of the goons who was after F.O. and sent him flying over the cliff edge, or when he scared the living daylights out of Mavis Briggs and she nearly fell into the open grave at one of those corpse-burying things our master is always having in the churchyard. (It’s nice the way the vicar and me share the same interest in bones – though I’ve never actually seen him gnaw any. Offered him a chew of mine a couple of times, but he didn’t seem too keen. Prefers his fags I suppose.)




      Anyway, the point is that Maurice and me know that the business in France with whatshisname – Turnip, I think – is going to catch up with F.O. and make big trouble. But what the cat doesn’t know and I do – because my bones tell me – is that it won’t be long before Ingaza the Brighton Type shows up again. And oh my arse, then there’ll be a buggers’ shindig, MAKE NO MISTAKE!
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        The Cat’s Memoir


      




      It was too bad! I had been fondly hoping that Primrose’s intention to resume connection with that smooth villain was a passing whim. Apparently not, and I should have known better. The more I see of the vicar’s sister the more I realize that unlike her brother, she is possessed of a rare and steely obstinacy …




      You see, Bouncer had informed me that during her recent visit to the vicarage he had heard her instructing F.O. to prepare for a trip up to London for the purpose of taking tea with the Turnip man in some Mayfair hostelry. As it happened, I had already learnt something of this notion soon after we returned from the deprivations of France but had foolishly assumed that for once the vicar might allow common sense to prevail. As I frequently have to remind the dog, I am a cat of sharp and sage perception – and it was galling to have been caught in the snare of wishful thinking. However, as the humans glibly put it, no use mewing over spilt milk. The immediate necessity was to confront the current development and cope as best one could with human frailty – i.e. the vicar’s gaffes.




      These gaffes were much in evidence in France – an experience from which I had barely recovered – where, accompanied by his sister and the manipulative Brighton Type, F.O. fell foul of all manner of alarming idiocies and dangerous ruffians. (I do not include the bishop and his female entourage in this latter category, though their presence there hardly contributed to peaceful harmony. Neither, I suppose, should one count the Curé of Taupinière – a specimen even more suspect than the Brighton Type.)




      Fortunately, two of those ruffians were eventually disposed of – with, I might say, no small help from myself. But the principal one, Turnip, remained at large and was clearly destined to be a thorn in our master’s flesh – or more to the point, in the flesh of Bouncer and myself. Being a canine, the dog lacks the sensibilities of us cats and is given to spluttering that he finds our master’s entanglements ‘GOOD SPORT!’ Even so, he is not so foolish as to forget that F.O. is a source of food, comfort and relative protection, and that it would be unfortunate were those things to be withdrawn on account of laxity and oversight. There have indeed been some near misses, and naturally the whole issue of the original Fotherington murder continues to pose a niggling threat to our welfare. However, on the whole I have learned to live with the vexations; and while I would not agree with Bouncer about the ‘good sport’, it has to be said that balancing on the high wire with the vicar does have its moments of sprightly amusement.




      Not that there was anything sprightly or amusing about the dog’s inane attempts at French conversation that afternoon. Just because we spent time in the Auvergne he now imagines he is a native speaker and goes around shouting absurd gobbledegook accompanied by much shoulder movement and paw waving. It is a tiresome and raucous display and I cannot think why the poodle, Pierre the Ponce, seems so impressed. My own grasp of the language, selective and academic as it is, does not lend itself to such exhibitionism … But then, of course, one has to make allowances for the braggadocio of dogs.




      And talking of dogs, I also gathered from Bouncer that we could expect another visitation from the toping Gunga Din – yes, if you please, that corpulent hound attached to the lady crime novelist who had descended on F.O. when he was once being forced to house Ingaza’s ill-gotten swag.* It had been bad enough our master having to cope with the Brighton Type and his oily manoeuvres, but to be encumbered with Mrs Tubbly Pole as well, not to mention the dreadful bulldog drooling at her heels, was really the last straw. And now Bouncer told me they were coming again. Horror!




      My instinct of course was to ignore the dog’s prognostications – based as they were on that questionable ‘sixth sense’ of his – but the recent news of the proposed London meeting with Turnip made me suspicious, and I feared the worst.




      Thus, as a corrective to drooping spirits and a means of stiffening the fur in readiness for the coming ordeal, I decided that a gentle session with the Special Eye would be helpful; and repairing to the quiet of the pantry, I proceeded to caper with my favourite toy. This, I must explain, had been presented to me by Bouncer in one of his more rational moments. Indeed, in view of the pleasure it has since given, one might almost say it was an offering of inspired thoughtfulness. I say almost for it doesn’t do to lavish too much praise on the dog as it creates mayhem. But at the appropriate times I am careful to express my gratitude.




      The item in question is the blue glass eye which Bouncer encountered under the neck of the corpse battered by Turnip. Details of the discovery appear in an earlier volume of my memoir and so need no further reference here. Suufice to say that the little trinket affords much gaiety, and for the time being permitted me to ignore the looming confusions.




      

        * See Bones in the Belfry
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        The Vicar’s Version


      




      I had decided to take the train up to London, feeling that meeting Primrose at Victoria station would be fraught enough without having the worry of parking the car as well.




      It was pouring with rain, and pacing on the platform I irrationally feared there might be delays on the line. In fact she arrived punctually, sporting a rather nippy coat and skirt and having stuck to her choice of the veilless hat. I was surprised at how smart it looked. Fortunately, despite the wet the cab queue was short and we were soon installed and driving out of the station forecourt.




      ‘Now,’ Primrose said, ‘our best plan is to get the tea business over first – you know, soften him up with scones and cream and all that stuff, and then when he’s sated and charmed by my—’




      ‘Hat,’ I broke in.




      ‘What?’




      ‘Your hat.’ I smiled. ‘After he has succumbed to its undoubted elegance.’




      She frowned impatiently. ‘No, not my hat – my thoughtful interest in his wretched language schools of course! Once all that’s over and he’s suitably malleable, I’ll get down to brass tacks about the pictures while you make an excuse to visit the gents and settle the bill.’ I knew I had some role, I thought wryly.




      As the taxi trundled into Albemarle Street, Primrose snapped open her powder compact, scanned the mirror, pulled on her gloves and tapping me briskly on the knee, said, ‘Now, best foot forward, Francis. Much depends on this. And don’t overtip the driver!’




       




      Rather to my relief, Brown’s tea lounge was almost empty. Apart from a mother and a small girl in neat school uniform (half-term treat and merciful respite from Matron?) and an elderly couple holding hands in rapt tête-à-tête, the room was empty and we could take our pick of a suitable corner. Primrose summoned a waitress, and I was just about to order tea for three when she stopped me and said, ‘You had better make it four, just in case.’




      ‘In case of what?’




      ‘In case he brings Lavinia. She’s still with him, you know.’




      I changed the order and, a little surprised, asked how she knew.




      ‘When he accepted the invitation last week. He said something about how nice it was to have his cousin back in London and hoped she could find something suitable while selling the French property.’




      ‘So you think she’s intending to settle here? Hmm – quite a change from the lofty peaks of Boris and the Massif Central, I should think.’




      ‘Yes, but I think that’s exactly what she’s after. As we observed at the time, not entirely the prostrate widow. And with Boris conveniently dead she’s all ready to immerse herself in the flashing fleshpots of the gay metropolis.’




      ‘Oh really, Primrose, your imagination!’




      ‘Not at all,’ she protested. ‘Remember what she said to you at his funeral – about her passion for fast cars and how she longed to learn the tango? And after all, we did see the pair of them zooming off to Paris only days after boring Boris was lowered into his grave …’




      ‘So you still think she was complicit in the murder?’




      ‘Undoubtedly. In fact, if you ask me … Damn!’ she muttered. ‘Here they both are. I told you so. Now, I don’t want her lurking around while I’m getting him to sign on the dotted line. You’d better take her for a walk or something.’




      ‘But how …?’ Before I could protest further, Turnbull and Lavinia had spotted us, and with ingratiating smiles we rose to greet them.




      Seeing the pair so soon after our time in France, there seemed nothing remarkable about their proximity. And apart from the fact that Lavinia was wearing azure blue eyeshadow and stockings with startlingly black seams (a change from the pale lids and drooping smocks of the Auvergne), neither looked any different. Nevertheless, despite the social normality of our meeting, I felt a frisson of fear as I watched Turnbull being the perfect guest amidst the starched napkins and bone china of our decorous surroundings. I stared down at the low table and saw not gâteaux and cucumber sandwiches, but Boris sprawled and bloodied on the sunlit flagstones. Had he really done it? Oh lor!




      ‘Nice to see you both again,’ I lied. ‘And Lavinia, how well you look!’




      ‘Oh,’ she cried, ‘it must be the relief from strain. So much to do and organize after poor Boris’s end. And there’s been all the business of putting the house on the market – the French are so awkward over these things! Anyway, now that I’m back in good old London town and away from it all I feel so much better!’ She sank on to the sofa, arranging her bouffant skirt and stretching out a neat toe, shod in what Primrose assured me later was a Rayne original. (‘His latest model,’ she had fumed. ‘Must have cost at least thirty guineas. Tainted spoils, that’s what!’)




      ‘Good, good,’ I said vaguely, not quite sure whether I was supposed to show sympathy or give a cheer, and turning to her cousin I asked how his plans for the language school were coming along.




      ‘Couldn’t be better,’ Turnbull replied. ‘The Oxford one is opening in a couple of months and the one in Kensington at the end of next week – which is why I need your sister’s paintings in place.’




      We went on to chat about this and that, asked after Lavinia’s search for a suitable London base and tactfully skated round all but the barest mention of Boris and his putative killer Herbert Castris. At one point the name of Inspector Dumont was mentioned (‘such a charming man and with such Gallic politesse!’), but the conversation quickly slid away into neutral matters – namely Primrose’s latest accolade for her sheep pictures. ‘Do you know,’ she laughed, ‘the reviewer actually said he had never seen such soulful faces in his life!’




      ‘Huh,’ I responded. ‘Obviously hasn’t seen my flock when the sermon’s too long and they’re dying for their G and Ts!’ And then, as I was lifting a cup of Lapsang Souchong to my lips and speculatively eyeing the impressive array of cakes at my elbow, I sensed a movement in the doorway.




      The round furrowed face of a brindle bulldog appeared, followed by its squat and hefty torso. Breathing heavily, undershot jaw firmly clamped, the creature stood foursquare and staring. I stared back nervously, and then in horror – as with a rumble of recognition, the creature lumbered over to me and thrust its head on to my lap … I gazed down at the snuffling form of Gunga Din.




      In startled silence my companions also gazed. And then clearing his throat, Turnbull said, ‘Is that another of your pets, Oughterard? I thought you just had Bouncer and the cat.’




      ‘Er, no,’ I said uncomfortably, contemplating the rolling eye. ‘I think it belongs to a friend …’ And before I could add anything further, Maud Tubbly Pole came billowing into view.




      ‘Hello!’ she boomed, unsettling the trysting couple in their mutual absorption. ‘First it’s the Channel ferry and now it’s Brown’s. We’re obviously destined, Francis!’ She advanced with beaming purpose. Gingerly pushing aside the encumbrance, I rose to greet her and made the necessary introductions: ‘This is Maud Tubbly Pole, lethal crime writer,’ I said with a laugh – and instantly regretted it. (What a tactless comment in front of that pair!)




      They smiled politely and shook hands, but I thought I noticed the merest start of surprise from Maud when Turnbull’s name was mentioned. However, she gave him an affable nod, and turning to Primrose, said stoutly, ‘I like your paintings, my dear, the sheep have such intelligent faces – unlike most!’




      Lavinia gave a silvery laugh. And then gesturing toward the snuffling pet, said, ‘Is this your dog? What a sweet little fellow.’ She regarded Gunga Din with mild distaste.




      ‘Not sweet,’ his owner chortled, ‘but sterling. Mummy’s sterling boy, that’s what he is!’ And she prodded him fondly on the backside. This brought forth a pained grunt, and with a loud hiccup the sterling boy rolled over and went to sleep.




      After a pause, pleasantries were resumed, and I asked Mrs Tubbly Pole if I could get her an extra cup and saucer. She waved this aside. ‘Oh no, my dear, I only popped in to secure a table for tonight. I can’t have caviar and cakes! Alfred’s secretary – I’m standing him dinner for helping me to clinch matters with the Great Man. You’ll see, your name will be up in lights before you can say “Holy smoke”!’ She grinned toothily and delivered a prod not dissimilar to that received by Gunga Din, but fortunately mine was on the knee.




      I smiled wanly and hoped that nobody had heard. No such luck. And for Lavinia’s benefit I had to endure a lengthy synopsis of the whole saga – i.e. her successful novel inspired by the infamous Molehill murder*, the invaluable help given by the ‘kindly parson’ in her quest for local detail (yes, I recalled ruefully: hoisting her and the deadweight Gunga up the belfry ladder in search of ‘atmosphere’), and finally her ‘masterly’ persuasion of Alfred Hitchcock not only to turn it into a film, but – horror of horrors – to give ‘my friend Francis here’ a walk-on part.




      ‘Goodness,’ Lavinia laughed. ‘To think that we have a rising film star in our midst. Hidden talents, Francis!’




      With a more caustic tone, Primrose also laughed. ‘Well, better a film star than a murderer in our midst. Hitchcock’s films are so sinister he’ll probably cast him as one!’




      I froze. How could she be so brazen? Did she think it a game to jibe Turnbull thus! I shot him a covert glance to see the reaction, but he was preoccupied with his napkin and a particularly lush choux bun, and seemed not to have heard. I certainly hoped not … And then the thought struck me that perhaps the jibe had been directed at me – exactly the sort of flippant observation Primrose would make! Either way, one could do without such intemperate innuendos and I scowled in her direction. She ignored my look and plied Turnbull with more tea.




      I turned to Mrs Tubbly Pole and was about to enquire after her niece, Lily, when I noticed that she was staring at Turnbull intently. ‘I think I knew your …’ she began. Then stopped short, and bending down started to drool over Gunga Din. A moment later, still smiling affably, she yanked the dog’s collar, and murmuring something about a hair appointment made ready to leave. Amid effusive farewells I escorted her to the foyer and then out on to the street to hail a taxi.




      As one came near she grabbed my arm and said hastily, ‘You want to be careful with that one, Francis. Very careful … Anyway, I’ll telephone you shortly with news of Alfred – and other things.’ She shot me a meaningful look, and before I had a chance to say anything, the cab drew up and she had bundled herself and her companion into its depths.




      The very last thing I wanted was news of ‘Alfred’ and the tiresome film proposals. But I did want to hear about the ‘other things’. What had she meant about Turnbull – and whom had she known connected with him? His father, his brother, wife, mistress …? It could be anyone. But whatever the meaning, Mrs T.P.’s warning certainly seemed to confirm my own earlier fear: that Rupert Turn-bull was a dangerous piece of work and best avoided.




      I returned to the hotel and caught a brief glimpse of Lavinia mounting the stairs en route for the ladies. With luck she might be there long enough to allow Primrose and Rupert to complete their business. Well, let them get on with it; and the sooner Primrose detached herself from the wretched man’s orbit the better! I lit a cigarette and sat down on one of the sofas in the hallway. If Lavinia returned too soon I could always divert her by bland social chit-chat, i.e., ‘How’s life without saintly Boris? And did you really egg on your cousin to do him in?’




       




      ‘I think that all went rather well,’ Primrose chuckled as we walked down towards Piccadilly. ‘Very well indeed. No problem with my terms and he’ll take delivery of the pictures on Friday. Excellent.’




      ‘Good,’ I said. ‘So that’s that and we don’t have to see them again.’




      ‘No we don’t have to see them again, but it might be polite all the same.’




      ‘Why? What do you mean?’ I asked suspiciously.




      ‘You were probably too busy with your novelist friend, but while you were both gassing Lavinia invited me to go with her to a new art gallery launch in Brighton. Belongs to an old school chum. Apparently it’s likely to be quite a big event and I think she wants a running mate.’




      ‘What about Turnbull, can’t he go with her?’




      ‘She didn’t mention him. I had the impression she was going on her own.’




      ‘How is she getting there? Return ticket on the Brighton Belle?’




      ‘Actually she’s staying the night with me in Lewes.’




      I groaned. ‘Oh for pity’s sake, Primrose! I thought it was agreed that we were going to keep our distance. That palaver in France was frightful to say the least, and the sooner we put the lid on it the better. You may remember we had all voted to keep our heads well below the parapet, and here you are waving a blooming flag!’




      ‘Don’t exaggerate, Francis. Overreacting as usual. I simply want to find out a bit more about Lavinia, i.e. discover if she really did encourage Turnbull to bump off her old man. You must admit it’s quite intriguing!’




      ‘Only to the officious.’




      ‘Don’t be so pompous. Just because you’ve got your own skeleton doesn’t mean you can’t be interested in another’s.’




      ‘I consider that remark in very poor taste,’ I replied stiffly.




      ‘Hmm. But if I did find out anything I bet you’d want to know.’




      ‘Possibly.’




      ‘You bet you would! Quick! There’s a taxi. Take me back to Victoria and I’ll buy you a shandy in the buffet.’




       




      I set her safely on the Lewes train, and with some relief took the tube to Waterloo and thence the train on to Molehill. One way and another it had been a tiring day and I was glad to gain the comfort of my armchair, switch on the Home Service and doze to the emollient voice of Frank Phillips apprising the nation of its latest scandals.




      

        * See A Load of Old Bones
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        The Vicar’s Version


      




      The following morning was marred by the realization that my cigarette case was missing. I don’t use it very much, being generally in too much of a hurry to make the transfer from one jacket to another. However, it’s handy for social occasions and I was annoyed not to see it anywhere. I tried to think when I had last had it; and then wondered perhaps if it might have been dropped in Ingaza’s car on our way back from France. Typical of him not to say anything. It was a long shot but worth a try, and I went to the telephone and dialled his number.




      ‘Well ’ee’s in bed, yer see,’ explained Eric. ‘What you might call languishin’.’




      ‘Languishing?’ I snapped. ‘What’s Ingaza got to languish about? He was perfectly all right the last time I saw him.’ (Swirling off from the Newhaven docks in a cloud of exhaust and brilliantine.)




      ‘Ah, but ’ee’s gorn down since.’




      ‘Huh,’ I said without sympathy. ‘Aunt Lil on the warpath, is she? Didn’t get her quota of postcards from the Auvergne, I suppose.’




      ‘Nah, she got those all right,’ said Eric, ‘thought they was very nice, she did. It ain’t that, Frankie,’ (I winced at the name, but knew I was stuck with it), ‘it’s what you might call rav-vah serious … not too nice at all, old son, if you get my meaning.’ I did not get his meaning and was about to say as much, when he added, ‘And of course the old bish won’t like it much either. Put him in a pretty pickle I shouldn’t wonder …’




      I stiffened. ‘Old bish’? Surely he couldn’t mean … I cleared my throat and said tentatively, ‘You’re not by any chance alluding to my superior, Bishop Clinker, are you?’




      ‘Got it in one, mate. That’s the geezer – Clinker.’




      ‘So what has the bishop got to do with things?’ I asked warily.




      ‘We-ll, not for me to say really. I expect His Nibs will fill you in when ’ee’s stopped languishing.’




      ‘Oh yes? And when is that likely to be?’




      ‘Couldn’t say, old son. Most like when he gets a good tip from ’is Cranleigh pal.’ He gave a hoarse laugh. ‘Abaht time that ferret earned his commission! Toodle-oo.’ He rang off, leaving me perplexed and uneasy.




      Ingaza’s languishing was no concern of mine, but I was ruffled by the link with Horace Clinker. Whatever Eric was referring to, it was clearly something affecting the two of them and evidently unwelcome. If Ingaza was sufficiently exercised to be ‘languishing’, what then was the bishop in his ‘pickle’ doing? Searching around for someone to complain to … or to blame, no doubt. Over time I had noticed that in periods of pique or discomfort, more often than not it was F. Oughterard who bore the brunt of Clinker’s fulminations. Would this be such an occasion? In view of my association with Ingaza it most probably would.




      I sighed irritably. Really, after all our recent tribulations in France the last thing I wanted was to be embroiled in the bishop’s problems – particularly if they involved Ingaza. Coping with each separately was bad enough, but a joint onslaught was more than nerves could stand. No peace for the …




      I whistled for the dog, shoved his head in his collar, slammed the front door and set off grimly to view the defective brickwork around the church porch.




      *    *    *




      When I returned, the lunchtime post had arrived. Rarely does it contain anything much except bills and diocesan circulars, and I was about to sweep it aside when I saw a large cream envelope postmarked Maida Vale with my address scrawled boldly in purple ink. Judging from both locality and script I guessed it could only be from Maud Tubbly Pole, and never quite knowing what to expect from that quarter, slit it open with a certain trepidation.




      

        Devastated, it ran, Alfred tells me he cannot find a slot for you in the screenplay of my book, and the work itself is to be postponed for at least a year! All very vexing and I know you will be so disappointed. He sends his heartfelt apologies and trusts you will find stardom with another director (and mentions something about the Ealing comedies). However, the good news is that I am scheduled for a signing session at your local bookshop, and two days after they want me to give a talk to the Molehill Lending Library followed by some sort of bun fight in the evening. Thus, rather than dash up and down to London, I have decided to take a room for a week at the Gravediggers’ Arms a mile down the road from you. They were so kind to Gunga last time I was in your neck of the woods and I know he will appreciate the change of scenery – and who knows, perhaps renew his special friendship with dear little Bouncer and Maurice!




        Anyway, my dear, it will also mean that I can fill you in a trifle more about your handsome friend at the jolly tea party the other day. I have been giving the matter some thought and one or two bells have begun to ring rather dissonantly.


      




      She went on to supply dates and times for her visit and breezed cheerfully about other topics, but I gave scant heed to these, being too elated by the Hitchcock news. I was also intrigued by the laconic reference to Turnbull. Well, I would just have to wait and see. Meanwhile, there were psalms to be sung and pews to be addressed … I donned my cassock and prepared for both.




      *    *    *




      Later that day I was ambling along the High Street, minding my business and trying to look as anonymous as a vicar ever can, when I was pulled up short by a sharp tug at my sleeve. I looked down and was confronted by the intent face of Mavis Briggs.




      ‘Canon,’ she breathed, ‘can you spare a moment? I was about to have a coffee, and perhaps you would care to join me – there’s something rather urgent I need to discuss.’




      I did not care but was caught nevertheless. And having no ready excuse, dutifully followed her into Mrs Muffet’s Tea Room. Mavis ordered only coffee, but stung by the hijacking I compensated with a jam doughnut.




      Mavis does not hang about. That is to say, when she has some point or request to make she cuts to the chase and gives her victims little time to collect their wits.




      ‘I am really very concerned, Canon,’ she began earnestly. I bit into my doughnut, looking impassive. ‘You see, I can’t help thinking that that new librarian is getting above himself.’




      ‘How far above?’




      ‘What? … Oh, I see. Well in my opinion, much too far.’




      ‘In what way?’




      ‘You may not have noticed, but it has become fashionable for authors to be invited to the library to give readings from their books, answer questions and discuss literary matters with their readers.’




      ‘Yes,’ I replied, ‘I’ve heard about that. Rather a good idea I should have thought …’




      ‘Indeed,’ she agreed, ‘but it rather depends on what sort of author! After all, a library does have certain standards to maintain, one can’t have just anyone. I mean,’ and here she lowered her voice, ‘some might be a corruptive influence on the young! Mr Hoylake would do well to bear that in mind.’




      ‘Perhaps,’ I agreed uneasily, wondering who on earth Mr Hoylake had invited that was to exert such a malign influence on the local youth … Frank Harris was rumoured to be ill, and I doubted whether Henry Miller would see Molehill as a lucrative trading post for his books. ‘So who are you talking about?’




      ‘Haven’t you read today’s Clarion? It’s that woman crime writer, Mary Tubbly Pole. She’s coming in a fortnight’s time!’




      ‘Maud,’ I said mechanically.




      ‘Well whatever her name, I don’t think she’s at all appropriate.’




      ‘But she’s very popular,’ I protested. ‘Probably be quite a draw.’




      ‘She may be popular, but is she literary?’ Mavis squeaked sententiously.




      I wondered whether we were to embark on an exploration of what constituted literature and whether entertainment and intellectual stimulus were mutually exclusive. If so I should need to be fortified by another doughnut. On the other hand, such a course would surely lengthen proceedings and prolong the agony. Thus I decided to forego the doughnut and say nothing. ‘Hmm …’




      However, it became clear that Mavis’s question had been largely rhetorical, for in the next instant she rushed on: ‘You see, Mr Hoylake has been more than negative about my own little publications. After all, it is not every Surrey town that has a poet in its midst, and yet whenever I broach the idea of holding a series of readings with a chance for the public to ask me about my philosophy of life he clams up and says nothing. Or at least, he did until yesterday.’ She paused pointedly and I felt that I was supposed to say something.




      ‘And, er, what did he say yesterday?’




      ‘Well,’ she twittered, ‘it was the third time this week that I had approached him, and I was just about to enquire if he would care to reconsider my useful offer, when he swung round and said that he had no intention of permitting his library to provide a platform for pappy piffle, and would I kindly move out of the way as I was making a barrier between Colonel Dawlish and the Hank Jansens! I may say, Canon, I was more than shocked, but I stood my ground, oh yes!’




      ‘Good for you, Mavis,’ I said, awed by Hoylake’s nerve and his alliterative zeal. ‘So what did you say?’




      ‘I told him that although he might not possess literary discernment, a number of people did, including Canon Oughterard who was only too eager to write the introduction to my third volume. That gave him pause for thought!’




      It also gave me pause to wipe the smug smile off my face; and I emerged into the High Street wondering how on earth I was ever going to summon the nerve to enter the library again.
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        The Dog’s Diary


      




      He was in a right old bate this evening! Muttering and spluttering and yanking my lead as if he was dragging rocks out of a well. I can tell you, I wasn’t having it. No thank you! And to quote the cat, I made my position clear – i.e. crouched on the pavement outside the organist’s gate and did the business. Tapsell saw from his window and came hurtling out cursing the vicar up and down dale. There was an awful row and F.O. looked a bit sheepish. Generally he gets the better of Tapsell but this time he was short of ammunition. Serves him right – a dog like me deserves a bit more POLLY TESS, as Pierre the Ponce says.




      Still, mustn’t grumble. He’s all right generally – pretty kind, really – but just now and again he gets ratty. I suppose it’s being a murderer that does it. Gets on his fins I daresay … Mind you, I don’t think that was the cause this evening. It was something to do with the Brighton Type and the bishop person. The vicar was on the blower, and after he put the thing down I heard him say, ‘That’s all I need – bloody Nicholas and bloody Horace!’ So for some reason they are at him – and we get the flak.




      I told all this to Maurice, but he didn’t say much. Just gave one of those God-awful miaows and then went silent and sort of huffy. Hasn’t spoken since. I’m not complaining, mind. Sometimes it’s quite nice not to have the cat’s pennyworth shoved under my nose all the time. Still, it won’t last. He’ll soon find his tongue again and start telling me what’s what. But in the MEANTIME I’m off to the graveyard for a bit of peeing practice. O’Shaughnessy has bet me his new ham bone that I can’t outdo him. We’ll see about that!




       




      So, I’ve had a nice little caper, emptied the old bladder at a rate of knots and discovered a shortcut through the big tombs by the side gate. O’Shaughnessy doesn’t know about that – or if he does, the rotter’s never mentioned it to me. So if everything goes to plan and I can keep up my pace and my peeing, that ham bone should be in the bag – or, better still, in BOUNCER’S BASKET!




      As guessed, Maurice has now crawled out of his huff and started to talk again. But before he got too carried away by the sound of his own voice I thought I’d give him a blow-by-blow account of my fun in the cemetery. And I had got halfway through this when he suddenly said, ‘Yes, yes, Bouncer, all very fragrant I’m sure, but there are issues of greater moment than bones and urine, and we need to discuss them.’




      Well, I didn’t know what he meant by moment and urine, but I understood the word bones all right, so I told him coldly that as far as I was concerned bones were JOLLY IMPORTANT and that I didn’t think many things mattered more.




      ‘Haddock and murder,’ he said.




      ‘Stuff the haddock,’ I said, ‘but what about the murder?’




      He looked sniffy, and then said in his best cat voice, ‘It has come to my notice that our master is more than worried about the Turnip villain, he—’




      ‘Well, yes of course,’ I said, ‘we guessed that when he rushed up to London with the Prim to meet him at that special place you were on about. So what’s new?’




      ‘What is new, Bouncer, is that one’s suspicions are now fully confirmed: he is indeed destined to see more of that dangerous ruffian.’




      ‘How do you know?’ I asked.




      ‘I’ve heard him talking.’




      ‘Who to?’




      ‘To himself, in his sleep.’




      ‘Huh!’




      ‘I can assure you it was very revealing. If you recall, when he returned from that London hotel he put on his slippers and collapsed into the armchair, and despite the racket coming from the wireless went straight off to sleep. You retired to your basket in the kitchen while I stayed on the hearthrug. From there I could hear exactly what he was muttering.’ The cat stopped here and asked if I was listening. Well of course I was listening – no chance not to when he’s giving tongue! Just because I was having a bit of a scratch and a look down below didn’t mean I hadn’t got my ears cocked! Anyway, he went on to report that F.O. had said something like, ‘“Prim’s put her hoof in it now … Can’t face being caught up with Turnip again, slippery customer! Mrs T.P. nearly swallowed her teeth when she saw him, said he was murky. He’s that all right! Enough murk with Elizabeth – can’t stand any more following me around … Oh God!” So you see, Bouncer,’ the cat went on, ‘if this Turnip is skulking about and the Brighton Type and the bishop person are on his wick, then clearly there is more than a nip in the air and I fear storm clouds gather!’




      I didn’t really understand that last part because it seemed quite a nice day to me – and besides, I don’t know what the weather had to do with it … Still, like I’ve said before, the cat’s got a tricky mind. Anyway, I think we shall have to watch our rumps – not to mention the vicar’s … Funny that bit about the Tubbly. Sounds as if she must have been in that London place too – and I bet old Gunga was with her! So I expect we shall be seeing him before long … Probably just as fat – and tight. Soon find out I expect.




      But right now I think I’ll go and do a bit of Frog-speak with Pierre the Ponce. I learnt a lot of useful stuff in France, such as merde, salope, and ne toochay par mon os. It’s a good thing to keep up with the old parlay-voo, but Maurice says he’s got better things to do with his time. Probably just as well – he talks enough in ordinary lingo (though being Maurice it’s not as ordinary as all that, of course). But perhaps I might practise in the crypt with those gabbling ghosts – I’ll ask after their crumbling osses. That’ll fox ’em!





OEBPS/Images/title1_online.jpg
AA Bedlam

of Bones

Suzette . Hilt

CONSTABLE

Constable ® London





OEBPS/Misc/insertSpan.js
function setSpanIGP(){var clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-num');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-sub');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-author');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-contributor');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-other');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('caption');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);}function setSpaninPara(pClassList){for(i=0;i<=pClassList.length;i++){if(pClassList[i]){var para_html=pClassList[i].innerHTML;para_html='<span>'+para_html+'</span>';pClassList[i].innerHTML=para_html;}}}function init(){setSpanIGP();}window.onload=init;




OEBPS/Images/9781849017930_cover_epub.jpg
~A
Bedla
of BOIIEISn

‘Perfect one-sitting
summer read.

A A





