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  Introduction:

  Dickensian Crimes


  Mike Ashley


  Even if weve never read anything by Charles Dickens, there cant be many of us who dont know the names of at least one
  Dickensian character, probably more. Ebenezer Scrooge, Oliver Twist, David Copperfield, Little Nell . . . some of them have even found their way into the English language. Dickens was supreme in
  his ability to create memorable characters, many associated with wonderful one-liners. Scrooge and his Bah, humbug!; young Oliver and Please, sir, I want some more;
  Uriah Heep being ever so umble; Mr Bumbles The law is a ass or Sidney Cartons dramatic It is a far, far better thing that I do, than I
  have ever done.


  Dickenss characters live beyond the printed page. They are still with us a hundred and fifty years later and we can easily believe that they had a life beyond the novels. After all, what
  did become of Oliver Twist when he grew up? How did Scrooge cope with his new-found generosity? What other crimes did Inspector Bucket investigate?


  Ah, Inspector Bucket. Now were talking. When Dickens introduced Inspector Bucket in Bleak House in 1853 he created the first true fictional detective in England. He was modelled on
  a real police detective, Inspector Field of the Metropolitan Police Force. Dickens frequently accompanied the police on their duties, betraying a fascination beyond the simple research for his
  books. Dickens was fascinated by crime and criminals, and we should not overlook the significant role that Dickens played in portraying the police in fiction and thereby helping along the fledgling
  field of crime fiction. The majority of Oliver Twist, for example, is set amongst the criminal underworld. There are many crimes in Our Mutual Friend whilst in Martin
  Chuzzlewit Dickens created the first fictional private investigator in England in the shape of the mysterious Mr Nadgett. Most puzzling of all is The Mystery of Edwin Drood, which
  involved either a murder or disappearance but was unsolved because Dickens died before he could complete the novel, thus providing plenty of speculation amongst Dickens devotees.


  Which brings us to the purpose of this anthology. It is a celebration of Charles Dickenss fascination with crime. Here you will find stories that either feature Dickens himself involved
  in a crime connected with people and places that he knew or which feature characters from his books likewise involved in a mystery. For example, we find Mr Pickwick consulted over the disappearance
  of a young woman. We find Oliver Twist having to help the Artful Dodger who has been accused of murder. We find Ebenezer Scrooge, now a changed man, with a stolen baby. We meet David Copperfield in
  later life not once, but twice: in one story investigating the fate of Mr Murdstone, whilst in another teamed up again with Mr Micawber. We also meet the real Little Nell, who may not be quite the
  angel we all thought in The Old Curiosity Shop. All of Dickenss major works are represented including Nicholas Nickleby, Martin Chuzzlewit, A Christmas Carol, Bleak House, Hard
  Times, Dombey and Son, Little Dorrit, Great Expectations, Our Mutual Friend and, of course, The Mystery of Edwin Drood. Dickens himself also turns a hand to investigating, and we meet up
  with Mrs Gaskell, S. Baring Gould, even Edgar Allan Poe. All of the stories here are based either directly on characters or incidents in Dickenss works or on events in his life.


  You do not need to know Dickenss work to understand the stories. Each one is complete in itself, with any necessary background explained. And to further help set them in context I have
  provided an introduction to each story which follows Dickenss life.


  Every story has been specially written for this book. I was not expecting every author to attempt a pastiche of Dickenss style, though a few have done so admirably. Rather I was after
  stories that remained true to Dickenss life and to the characters in his books, with the object of bringing alive the world of Charles Dickens and his fascination for the underworld of crime
  and mystery. So, without further ado let us answer Inspector Buckets question, You dont happen to have heard of a murder? Indeed we have  quite a few. . . .


  
     Mike Ashley

  


  


  The Marshalsea Handicap


  Gillian Linscott


  
    
      Charles Dickens was born at Landport, a suburb of Portsmouth, on 7 February 1812. He was the second of what would eventually be eight children, though two of them died in
      infancy. His father, John, was a clerk in the pay-office at the dockyard. Through his work John and his family were transferred first to London in 1814 and then Chatham in 1817. For the time
      John Dickens was moderately well paid, his salary of 350 in 1820 the equivalent of about 22,000 today, but with a growing family and a determination to give young Charles a good
      education, it was not enough. Neither was John sensible with his money; rather, like Mr Micawber, he spent beyond his means. Admiralty reforms led to John Dickens and his family having to
      return to London in 1822 and settle in Camden Town, in what was one of the less salubrious parts of the suburbs. It was an area that the young Dickens explored thoroughly and features time and
      again in his books. Debts mounted and in February 1824, on his twelfth birthday, young Charles was sent to work in Warrens Blacking Factory, which made shoe blacking, earning a shilling
      a day. His job was to tie together the bottles of blacking and stick labels on them. The factory was on the bank of the Thames near Charing Cross. Though welcomed by his father, it was too
      late. Two weeks after Charles had started work, John Dickens was arrested for debt and cast into the Marshalsea Prison. He was soon joined by the rest of his family, except for Charles, who
      continued to work and who lived in lodgings, unbearably lonely. Such is the point at which our first story begins.


      Gillian Linscott is a former reporter and Parliamentary journalist, and the author of the Nell Bray series of suffragette mysteries that began with Sister Beneath the Sheet (1991)
      and includes the award-winning Blood on the Wood (2000). Although most of her books are set in the early 20th century, Murder, I Presume (1990) takes place in 1874 in the
      aftermath of the death of Dr Livingstone.

    

  


  Right, I told them. Theyre under starters orders and these are the odds. I showed them the list:


  Little Wife  evens.


  Geranium  three to one.


  Glue Boy  three to one.


  The Inventor  ten to one.


  Holy Joe  twenty to one.


  Fifty to one the field.


  Geranium should be better odds. Watts, moaning as usual.


  Think so? Father Christmas is fond of flowers. Dont you remember he turned up one day with a rose in his buttonhole?


  Carnation, Natty said. It was a clove carnation. And how you got it narrowed down to those five?


  Makes no odds whether it was a carnation or a dandelion. Instincts what I go by and instinct tells me theres only five in the field worth a second look.


  Instincts worth something, true, but inside knowledge is worth a good bit more and that was what I had, though Id no intention of letting on to Watts and Natty. The thing is, if
  youve been a customer of a place as often as I have, youre valued by the management. The top storey but one of Marshalsea debtors prison, south of the Thames in Southwark, has
  probably never had a more regular patron than me  in and out two or three times a year as my luck goes up or down  and the governor and I are like old school chums. So when it came to
  some tips from the stable on the annual Marshalsea Father Christmas Handicap Stakes, he put me right.


  Hes got it narrowed down to five and as it happens three of them are on your floor. You know Mr Perkins?


  The one with the pretty little wife who brings his dinner in every afternoon?


  Thats the one. Mr Shipham is very sentimental about wives. His own died young and he confided that little Mrs Perkins reminds him of her.


  I should mention here that Mr Shipham is the one we call Father Christmas, for reasons that will become obvious.


  Its a one-horse race, then? I said.


  No, because hes not quite made up his mind about Mr Perkins. He thinks he may be responsible for his own misfortunes and perhaps not as thoughtful towards his wife as he should be.
  At present hes rather inclining to two of your other neighbours. Ones Mr Peat.


  Who went bankrupt trying to breed a yellow geranium.


  Mr Shipham thinks it shows praiseworthy enterprise. Then theres Mr Dickens.


  Pretty ordinary case, Id say. Government clerk spending beyond his means. A dozen of those on every floor.


  Yes. But Mr Shipham has been impressed by the son. He saw him when he came to visit his father and said he thought hed go far.


  I was surprised. Id seen the boy on his visits, but hed struck me as no more than a twelve-year-old streak of misery, taking it hard.


  Young Charlie the glue boy, you mean? I said.


  Why do you call him the glue boy?


  Because he smells of glue. He works in Warrens Blacking Factory near the Strand, sticking labels on the tins. Boiled horses hooves, thats what they make glue from,
  and thats what he smells of.


  We discussed the two from another floor, a failed inventor and a clergyman whod spent all his money, and some he hadnt got, trying to put a Bible on every beer house counter, and I
  went away to make up my betting book.


  Now, you wont find the Marshalsea Father Christmas Handicap in any racing calendar and you probably wont have heard about it at all unless youve done time
  in the Marshalsea yourself, but among debtors its nearly as famous as the Derby. It isnt run at Christmas, either. Thats just the name we give it because for one lucky man
  its like all the Christmases he ever had rolled into one, thanks to Mr Shipham. What happened was, around forty years ago when Mr Shipham was about the age that Glue Boy is now, his own
  father died in the Marshalsea. Young master Shipham supports whats left of the family and goes on to make a fortune in the building trade, but how ever much money he makes it preys on his
  mind that he couldnt save his own dad. So once a year, on his fathers birthday, he chooses the most deserving man in the prison and pays off his debts up to the sum of two hundred
  pounds. Now, since a lot of poor devils end up in here for owing no more than thirty pounds or so, thats the key to the door and a bit over. Mr Shipham starts making up his mind a week or
  two beforehand, discusses things with the governor a bit but mostly relies on his own judgement. What he does is sit quietly in the common rooms in every part of the place, just watching and
  listening to what goes on. Now, you might think that would mean he couldnt move for people crowding round him and begging him to choose them, only the Marshalsea Stakes has its rules like
  any other and the main one is that the debtors and their friends and relations mustnt approach him or even let on they notice him. Well, thats asking a lot, of course, but it helps
  that hes a quiet old gent, nothing special to look at and his clothes as plain as anybodys, only better quality if you get up close. So he can sit of an evening on a bench by the fire
  with his pipe and after a while people do get used to him more or less and the drunks start drinking and the swearers start effing and blinding again, all nearly natural. Thats the point we
  were at when I made my final list of the odds with just a few days to go to the big day.


  Now, seeing what the governor had said, you might think I was wrong making Perkins and the little wife favourite, but taking my meals in the same common room as them Id
  had a good chance to weigh them up and reckoned the governor wasnt allowing enough for her form. To my mind, she had winners enclosure written all over her. She was as pretty as a
  doll fresh out of the toy box, big blue eyes, little wisps of fair hair showing underneath her bonnet. She always kept herself neat, even though there couldnt be anything to spend on
  clothes, her collars and cuffs starched and laundered, little boots clean even after tripping through the muddy streets round the Marshalsea every afternoon carrying her basket. That basket was a
  winner in its own right. For a start, it was so big and heavy that a man with any warmth in his heart couldnt stop himself from offering to carry it for her. Ive seen two of the most
  hardened sinners in the place practically fighting each other for the privilege of carrying it up the last flight of stairs. Then when she sat down with Perkins at their share of the long common
  room table and unpacked it, every eye in the room was on it, like kids at a Punch and Judy show. Every day thered be two clean handkerchiefs for Perkins (who sniffed a good deal), every
  other day a clean shirt, once a week a clean pillowcase. I daresay King George himself didnt have better care taken of his linen than Perkins in the Marshalsea. Then, bless you, shed
  unfold a snowy white napkin, put it down in front of him and take his dinner out of her basket. By then, you could hear a sound like the sea sucking round rocks when the tide goes out. It was all
  the other men in the room licking their lips. We got to know the menu by heart. Sundays, for a treat, he got big slices of meat off the joint with potatoes tucked up in newspaper to keep them warm,
  followed by a slice of apple pie. Mondays was cold cuts and pickle, Tuesdays what was left of the cold cuts done in a curry, Wednesdays a lamb cutlet with a neat little pot of mint sauce.
  Shed sit opposite watching him eat, not taking a morsel herself then, when he was quite done, pack the plate and knife and fork back in her basket and put his dirty linen that she was taking
  away for washing on top. Then shed give him a peck on the cheek  always embarrassed at having to do it in front of a roomful of strangers  and slip away, light as a wisp of hay
  blowing across the paddock. Talking about her round the fire afterwards on the day that Id worked out the odds, the three of us agreed shed thrown herself away when she married
  Perkins. Hed owned a couple of drapers shops before his problems and it could be that shed been impressed with seeing his name up over the doors. But he was a poor enough
  creature in himself, blaming all the world for what had happened to him, bearing grudges.


  He doesnt appreciate what hes got, Watts said.


  Picking the poor woman up like that over a pair of gloves, Natty agreed.


  Watching her as we did, wed all noticed that her hands when she packed up her basket were sporting a neat pair of lilac-coloured gloves. So had Perkins.


  Are those new gloves youve bought?


  Shed coloured up.


  Of course not. I found them in the back of a drawer.


  Practically accusing her of going out buying finery when he was locked up for debt, Natty said.


  Even if she had, what difference would a pair of gloves make? added Watts.


  I noticed that Glue Boy was standing not far away, listening to us. Usually he spent his visits talking to his father but his seniors attention was taken up with a
  couple of the younger brats. It struck me that when he wasnt blubbing Glue Boys eyes were better than the rest of him, big and wary like a thoroughbreds, noticing things. When
  Natty and Watts moved off to their card school I patted the bench beside me, inviting him to sit down. He did but a bit gingerly, as if he expected the bench to be dirty.


  So how dyou rate Mrs Perkins? I asked him.


  She is the very model of a devoted wife.


  I could have burst out laughing. Here was this shaver trying to sound like a gentleman three times his age. His voice was clear and carrying, like a child actors. Then I noticed him
  glancing towards Mr Shipham, sitting quietly by the fire.


  Oh-ho, my lad, youre not as green as youre grass-looking, I thought. I lowered my voice and moved closer to him, in spite of the whiff. Shes the reason
  why Perkins is a furlong or two in front of your father.


  He nodded. Hed seen that.


  But the race isnt over till its won, I told him. Mr Shipham is fairly impressed with you.


  Im not sure why I told him that, only I enjoy a close finish and it seemed to me the great handicapper had dealt a bit too lightly with Perkins. I could see Glue Boy had taken in what I
  said. He had the sense not to glance towards Mr Shipham again but later, when it was time for Glue Boy to go, he made a great business of saying goodbye to his father and even, gawd help us,
  kneeled down on the floor for his blessing. Over-egging it a bit, I thought, but from the thoughtful look on Mr Shiphams face, it had played well.


  That was on the Monday evening, with only two clear days to go to the finish, the birthday of Mr Shiphams late dad falling on a Thursday that year. On the Tuesday night,
  Perkins went and got himself poisoned. We didnt know it was poison at first. All the day visitors had left, including Mr Shipham. The outside doors were locked. Inside, some of us were in
  bed already and a few, including Watts, Natty and me, were dredging the bottom of the punch-bowl round what was left of the fire. Then the shrieking started, coming from the cubbyhole of a room
  that Perkins shared with another cove. We all looked at each other. Perkins had been complaining of stomach gripes earlier, but then he was always complaining of something so we didnt take
  any notice. Then the cove he shared with put his head round the door, yelling that Perkins was dying and to fetch the governor quick. The governor came and had him carried to the sick room. Perkins
  was groaning and shrieking all the time, face grey, so we had to admit that for once he did have something properly wrong with him.


  Twisted gut, Natty said. A cousin of mine died from it.


  Gallstones, said Watts.


  Geranium, whod been woken up by the noise and reckoned he knew about medicine, said it was a burst appendix. It wasnt worth making a book on it and just as well because by the time
  the outside doors were unlocked in the morning, all bets would have been off. The word had spread round the Marshalsea that Perkins was dead of rat poison. Now, being hundreds of years old, the
  Marshalseas got more than its fair quota of rats, so rat poisons more common than sugar here. Every now and then, some poor blighter who cant settle himself philosophically to
  being locked up decides to take a few mouthfuls of it as the quickest way out. So if the prison doctor said it was rat poison, rat poison it was, leaving open only the question of how it got inside
  Perkins.


  For a start, he didnt know he was taking it, Natty said.


  No argument about that. A man with a good chance of being out with all his debts paid in two days and a loving little wife waiting for him isnt going to take the boneyard exit of his own
  free will. Our common room had filled with visitors from outside plus debtors from other floors who wanted to know all about it. No sign of Mr Shipham. The word was that he was closeted with the
  governor, quite distressed.


  Theyll have to send somebody to let his wife know, Watts said.


  Thats being seen to, said somebody from the ground floor. Cant have her tripping in this afternoon with her basket as usual and finding him in his
  coffin.


  Natty took his pipe out of his mouth and gave the man an old-fashioned look.


  How come you lot on the ground floor know about the basket, then?


  Several people spoke at once, saying much the same thing  everyone in the whole Marshalsea knew about Mrs Perkins and the daily visit with her old mans dinner. Truth is, not a lot
  happens here and we gossip like farm wives on market day. You could feel the atmosphere change. Nattys question, and his tone of voice, had brought into the open the question we were all
  asking ourselves. If somebody nobbles one of the favourites, who gains?


  Got to be one on your list, hasnt it? Watts said.


  Murmurs of agreement from all round. They all knew the odds and most of them had got bets on.


  Not necessarily, I said. It doesnt have to be one of the favourites. It could be anybody who thought he was in with a chance.


  There was no point in pretending that Perkins death had nothing to do with the Marshalsea Handicap so we didnt try.


  You wouldnt risk getting your neck stretched if you were only an outside chance, somebody objected.


  Thats the whole point about debtors, Watts said. We always think the outside chance is going to come up.


  Couldnt have put it better myself. I looked round, wondering if any of the favourites was listening. None that I could see. Geranium had taken himself off somewhere and Dickens had shut
  himself in his own room with his wife and young brats. Only I noticed his lad Glue Boy standing on the edge of our group, taking in every word.


  Look at it logically, though, Natty said. Biggest chance, biggest motive. It makes sense to start with the favourites. Then you ask yourself, who out of them had the best
  chance of feeding him rat poison without anybody knowing.


  Youd slip it in his dinner, said the man from the ground floor.


  Which was true enough, only our little group didnt like it or the way he said it. It meant that he was putting suspicion fair and square on our top-storey-but-one common room. We were the
  ones with the opportunity. I pointed out that it didnt need to be in his dinner, he could have been given something with poison in it by anyone, any time of the day. But the argument
  didnt stand up for long. Rat poison acts pretty quickly and Perkins was a creature of routine. Hed eaten his dinner, drunk a glass of water with it and nothing else. So it had to be
  in the dinner and if you accepted that our common room had the best opportunity, well . . .


  It puts Geranium and Dickens right in the frame, said the man from the ground floor.


  My eyes went to Glue Boy. His whole body flinched and for a moment his eyes screwed up tight as if he wanted to shut out everything. Next second, they were wide open again, as if his life
  depended on taking in every detail of the scene. He said nothing. I dont think the man from the ground floor had intended any harm to him, he just didnt know who the lad was. But
  there wasnt time to think any more about Glue Boy, because a new voice spoke up. A slow, preachy kind of voice.


  If in the frame means under greatest suspicion . . .


  Several impatient voices assured him that it did. It was Holy Joe, the clergyman. Until then, I hadnt known he was in the room. He was sitting on a bench, some way apart from the group. A
  balding, egg-shaped man, very satisfied with himself in spite of where hed landed up.


  Then the argument is proceeding on a false premise. There would have been ample opportunity for a person from another floor to have introduced a noxious substance into the unfortunate
  mans repast.


  How?


  We all spoke at once. Hed probably never caught a congregations attention from the pulpit the way he held ours and you could see him enjoying it.


  The fact of the matter is that Mrs Perkins left the basket containing her husbands dinner on the landing of the floor below for some time yesterday when she was paying a visit to
  me in our common room.


  Noises of incredulity all round. The idea of Mrs Perkins bothering with Holy Joe when there were plenty of other men in the place to talk to didnt please anybody. Watts expressed the
  general feeling.


  Why the hell would she want to visit you?


  Holy Joe glared at him.


  Because, unlike some people, Mrs Perkins has a proper Christian spirit. In spite of her adversities, she came to make a small contribution to my Bible fund.


  That silenced us for a while. Against all the odds, Holy Joe still cherished this mad scheme of putting Bibles in beer houses. Hed tried to get most of us to stump up for it, with as much
  chance of success as running a three-legged donkey in the Gold Cup.


  How much? somebody asked.


  A shilling. Not a great deal, perhaps, but you know the parable of the widows mite . . .


  She wasnt a widow then, somebody said.


  We were worried that Holy Joe was going to start preaching at us.


  Was she with you long? I said.


  Ten minutes or more. She asked me about my work and we prayed together.


  And the basket was out on the landing all the time?


  Yes, indeed. I accompanied her out to the landing and carried it upstairs for her, as far as this landing.


  Then, probably judging that hed made his dramatic effect, he got up and left. Natty, Watts and I moved away from the rest of the group and formed a huddle in the corner to talk it
  over.


  If hes right, anybody had time to do it, Watts said. Whoever it is notices her basket on the landing, nips down to the basement for the nearest dish
  of rat poison and sprinkles it over Perkins dinner while shes in there praying.


  If he is right, Natty said. But why make such a point of telling us?


  Well, it puts suspicion away from him for a start, said Watts. He couldnt be inside praying with her and outside with the rat poison at the same time.


  But hes admitted to carrying the basket upstairs for her. He could have put it in then.


  Twenty stairs or so and her walking just in front of him? Dont be daft.


  Youre both of you missing the point, I said. Its not who his story puts suspicion away from, its who it puts it onto.


  Silence for a while as they thought about it.


  The Inventor? Natty said.


  Yes, hes on the same floor as Holy Joe and they cant stand each other.


  The Inventor was a bit of a free-thinker, though hed been keeping that quiet when Mr Shipham was around so as not to spoil his chances. Men from the floor below were fed up with arguments
  between him and Holy Joe about miracles.


  So hes implying that the Inventor had a good chance of seeing the basket there on the landing? Natty said.


  Well, it might be true, mightnt it, even if it is Holy Joe that says so, Watts said. If it is, then we have to add another one to the list. Its Geranium, or
  Dickens, or the Inventor.


  Watts had spoken quite loudly, certainly loudly enough to reach the ears of Glue Boy who, just by chance, had moved over to look out of the window near us when we started our discussion.
  Id noticed, but the other two hadnt. Whats more, Glue Boy had noticed that Id noticed.


  I went over, casual like, and stood beside him at the window.


  Taking the day off from the factory, are you?


  He gave me an unfriendly look, too big for a child-sized face.


  Theyre saying my father killed Perkins?


  Well, somebody killed him, I said.


  It wasnt my father.


  How do you know? You werent here last night.


  He coloured up.


  I had business somewhere else.


  Business, gawd help us. It was this solemnity of his that made me tougher with him than I might have been with an ordinary twelve-year-old brat. If he wanted to play the grown-up, he could have
  it.


  Just as well, then, I said. At least nobody could say you slipped the poison in his curry.


  I was watching him, wondering whether he was going to take a swing at me or burst into tears. A boy that age could do either. He did neither.


  Curry, yes. He said it quite coolly. Tuesday night, so it was curry.


  He stared at me, and the eyes that met mine werent a childs. Hed understood something that Natty, Watts and all the rest of them had missed.


  Thats the size of it, I said. Always curry on Tuesdays. Nothing better for hiding the taste of rat poison.


  But not everyone would know that, he said. They all knew about her bringing him dinner every day, but they wouldnt know what it was.


  Not unless they were in the same room with him when he ate his dinner, I said.


  And youre saying it brings it back to my father or the geranium man?


  Im not saying anything, I said.


  He looked away.


  You havent asked me where I was last night, he said.


  Im not one to pry into a gentlemans private affairs.


  I was at Astleys.


  I laughed. Nothing like the circus for taking your mind off your troubles.


  Astleys Amphitheatre in Lambeth, not far upriver. No blame to the lad if he took a night off from attending on dad in the Marshalsea to watch clowns and Cossack riders. But something in
  the way he said it suggested there was more to it than that.


  A boy from the postroom where I work knows a back way in.


  So you can get in without the formality of passing the pay office? Dont worry, we knew the back way in when I was your age.


  We managed to get to the front of the side part of the gallery. You can see the people in the expensive seats from there.


  Well?


  I noticed a particular couple because they came in late, halfway through the evening. The woman turned round once or twice and I could see her face quite clearly. She was wearing an
  Indian shawl and a bonnet with blue and purple feathers.


  Very tasteful, Im sure.


  The man with her was big and broad shouldered, with black hair, side whiskers and a moustache. When the clowns were on, he had the loudest laugh of all. You could hear it over all the
  others, like a donkey braying. He had his arm round her most of the time.


  He paused and looked at me. The next words came out in a rush.


  She had a bag of whelks on her lap. He kept leaning over and taking one. And once she . . . she took a whelk out of the shell for him and held it out to him in her fingers and he took it
  between his lips, like feeding a parrot.


  You sure it was whelks, not winkles?


  It might have been winkles, he admitted.


  And you recognized little Mrs Perkins? I said.


  He jumped back, eyes wide.


  How did you know?


  As well as surprise, there was annoyance at having his story spoiled. I glanced round and signalled to him to keep his voice down.


  I didnt know about Astleys but I guessed there was something going on, I said.


  How?


  He didnt believe me.


  The gloves. You were there that evening. You should have noticed too, since youre so sharp-eyed.


  I did notice. He picked her up about her gloves. Everybody heard.


  Thats right. The gloves she said shed found in the back of a drawer. He didnt say anything at the time, but he knew all right. And she knew shed given herself
  away.


  But why shouldnt she have found them in the back of a drawer?


  Youre forgetting what Perkins did for a living before he came in here.


  He was a shopkeeper.


  He stared at me as if I werent playing fair.


  Yes, but what sort of shopkeeper? I said.


  I watched his face as the answer came to him.


  A draper.


  Exactly. A man wholl have been dealing in ladies gloves six days a week for the past twenty years or so. Do you think he wouldnt be able to tell the difference
  between a spanking new pair and a pair that had been lying around in the back of a drawer so long hed forgotten them? He could have done it blindfold by the smell alone. And since he
  hadnt bought them for her, some other man had or she wouldnt have lied about them.


  And she knew hed guessed?


  Yes. So she knew too thered be hell to pay once he got out of the Marshalsea. Thats why she did it.


  And all the time she was talking to the clergyman, her basket was out on the landing with the rat poison already in the curry.


  Thats right, prepared by her own loving hands. And she had the cunning to go and get prayed over by Holy Joe so that anybody coming up and down that staircase would come under
  suspicion and muddy the waters nicely if people started investigating.


  Yes, he said. Id worked out that part of it.


  Which might even have been true. It sounded like the truth. He said nothing for a while, staring down out of the window.


  You said if people started investigating . . .


  Which they wont, I said. Whats one debtor, more or less? I daresay theyll go through the motions, but they dont know what we know.


  You wouldnt catch me talking to the law and I knew nobody would take any notice of Glue Boy.


  So shell get away with it?


  Women usually do, I said.


  Watts and Natty were looking in our direction, curious because wed had our heads together so long.


  But if people think my father did it . . .


  Dont worry about that. Ill put the word round where it matters.


  He blew his cheeks out in a sigh of relief, gone back to being boyish again.


  And what will happen about Mr Shipham and the money?


  Oh, that. I had inside information again and had intended to hang on to it a bit longer because it hurts me to have to give people their stakes back. Still, he had a right to
  know.


  Thats off, for this year at any rate. He and the governor have decided to declare the race null and void, so the two hundred pounds is going to widows and orphans.


  Oh, he said.


  Then he went across to his fathers room and that was it.


  Not long afterwards his father had a bit of good luck and got out anyway. I didnt expect to set eyes on Glue Boy again, but as it happened I did. It was ten years or so
  later, Epsom Downs on Derby Day. There he was, walking around with his hat, cane and watch-chain, quite the young dandy. He wasnt taking any notice of the horses, just strolling about
  looking at people. Then our eyes met and he flinched, as if seeing me had taken him back where he didnt want to go. He recovered quickly. When I reintroduced myself I noticed that the smell
  coming off him these days was one of Floriss best, with spices and a hint of cedarwood. We talked about the weather and the crowds and didnt mention the Marshal-sea. He said he was
  surprised Id recognized him from all that time back, only he didnt sound really surprised, as if being recognized was his due. I hardly did, I said, him having turned out so smart. It
  was the eyes that had it. Id have recognized them anywhere out of ten thousand.
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    In Which The Intrepid Mr Pickwick and Mr Tupman Journey To Kent, View An Unusual Antiquity, And Assist Mr Stephen Rooksbee Of That Parish In Solving A Mystery

  


  
    Samuel Pickwicks merry eyes twinkled behind his moon-shaped spectacles as he applied the great engine of his intellect to deciphering the
    words spilling in an anguished and passionate torrent from the lips of his rotund friend Tracy Tupman.

  


  As ever, it was a matter to do with one of the fair sex, a preoccupation with whom being both the susceptible Mr Tupmans glory and his bane.


  You say she went to visit her aunt and ran afoul of a three-legged cat, said Mr Pickwick. Does this ferocious feline belong to the aunt?


  Its not that sort of cat! Mr Tupman drew from the pocket of his waistcoat a linen handkerchief, with which he proceeded to mop his brow. The Goswell Street rooms occupied by
  his companion had grown exceedingly warm, the heat of midsummer being augmented by both the fiery passions of Mr Tupman and the workings of Mr Pickwicks gigantic intellect. Its
  a hill figure such as the White Horse of Uffington, he went on.


  Enormous depictions that can be seen for miles? Made by the lifting off the turf to exposure the chalky soil below? They can be thousands of years old! remarked the learned Mr
  Pickwick, who could have added considerably more to his description.


  Thats so. This ones known as the Three-legged Cat of Great Clatterden. I stayed in the village inn on my journey and told its proprietor Id bring my learned colleague
   you, Mr Pickwick  to investigate this interesting antiquity. But all such thoughts were driven out of my mind when I arose the next morning to find the innkeepers sister was
  gone. He told me shed left to visit her aunt, but then word came on the next coach that she had never arrived. It greatly pains me to think of the tender words his sister and I had exchanged
  only the day before.


  Try not to distress yourself, my dear Tupman, Mr Pickwick replied. I admit the hill figure is of enormous scientific interest, but what makes you suppose this cat is
  involved in her disappearance?


  Because of what the boy told me. A mercenary little ruffian who answers to the name of Herbie. He seemed to reside in the stable, and was forever wanting to clean my boots or carry my
  portmanteau or escort me on a tour of the village  which consists of a single street, mark you  and all for a price. Naturally I declined his offer. He had the sort of face suggesting
  a character that will inevitably lead him to wear a hemp rope for a cravat.


  Mr Pickwick tut-tutted at this sad intelligence, and then interjected several sagacious observations concerning the wisdom of frugality, the recounting of which would turn this simple tale into
  a philosophical treatise, and finally asked his distraught friend to provide as much detail as possible concerning the mysterious event.


  I suspect the boy overheard what passed between myself and the innkeeper, Mr Tupman said. When I rushed out to catch the London coach, the boy was lounging at the door
  smirking at me. Naturally I demanded what it was he found so humorous, considering the dire circumstances. He remained silent. Has the cat got your tongue? I remonstrated.


   Its not my tongue the cats got, he replied. Its her tongue, and all the rest of her besides. It must be. Because last night, just when that big
  fat moon was scratching its belly on the tops of the pine trees, I seen her climbing the hillside all by herself, climbing up to the field where that three-legged cat was lying in wait.
  


  Around the gently curving road across undulating countryside the commercial chariot thundered on, the sound of its rumbling wheels punctuated by sharp cracks of the whip. By
  the time it came to a halt at the inn door, the elderly proprietor was waiting on the step.


  Readers, had we been the skylarks about whom Mr Shelley has written so tenderly, and were we wheeling over ripening corn or meadows dotted with placid cows, and in addition were such birds
  blessed with the power of speech accorded to mankind, we might have formed an avian chorus to announce the coach with as deep a chorus of joy as sang in the bosom of Stephen Rooksbee, landlord of
  the Trout and Basket Inn, for he knew heat and summer dust worked up a thirst in horse and traveler alike, and he stood ready to slake both.


  In a fashion reminiscent of an eager collie, albeit one grizzled and somewhat rheumatic in the hind legs, Mr Rooksbee herded the new arrivals inside his hostelry. He smiled and nodded at each
  guest. But did a cloud pass across his face as the two esteemed gentlemen from the Pickwick Club descended from the coach? Surely not, for when had the jolly countenance of Mr Pickwick presaged
  anything but fair weather?


  Mr Rooksbee settled his charges in the bar parlor, a low-beamed room filled by the comforts of settles, round tables, a wide fireplace, and not least, after a long coach journey, the comfort of
  not being constantly jostled by ruts in the road.


  Mr Rooksbee approached the table where sat his visitors from London. tis a pleasure to see you again, Mr Tup-man, he remarked in a sorrowful tone which revealed to the
  sensitive perceptions of Mr Pickwick something of the anguish the old man had succeeded in concealing from his less discerning guests. And your friend . . . certainly it is not that
  scientific gentleman you told me about?


  Certainly it is, replied Mr Tupman. You see before you none other than Mr Samuel Pickwick, an observer of human nature, a scholar of vast knowledge, a living compendium of
  the most interesting and astonishing facts, and just the man to unravel the mystery of what has befallen your dear sister Alice.


  At this Mr Rooksbee took heart and brightened somewhat. Then hes only come to look for Alice?


  I know you told me not to trouble myself with the matter, Mr Tupman continued, but how could a man in whose chest there yet beats a heart abandon a maid so fair? There is no
  further news of your sister?


  Fraid not, sir. Im fair flummoxed, and thats a fact. Weve looked everywhere, we have. Ive even had the boy searching around the village and the fields
  and the hills. Yes, even the hill at the back of my inn, which is too much of a climb to ask of refined gentlemen such as yourselves and especially in this weather. Nor would the thorns respect
  your tights, sirs.


  Mr Pickwick thanked him for his consideration.


  And is Herbie back yet? inquired Mr Tupman, his hand moving protectively toward the pocket where he kept his purse.


  I havent seen him since this morning, replied Mr Rooks-bee. He must still be out searching, but if you need your boots polished or any small service of that sort,
  Im sure hell be back soon. Now, if you two gentleman will be staying the night, I suspect Ill be able to find a chop or two for dinner, along with some vegetables and how about
  a nice bit of goats milk cheese? Ill have my girl bring you something to eat right away.


  The innkeeper bustled off, not neglecting to take orders from his other guests on his way to the kitchen.


  Its most inconvenient the boy not being here, but we must bear it as best we can, remarked Mr Pickwick.


  Yes, indeed. When we see him we can question him further about seeing Alice walking up toward the cat.


  Really I was thinking about how dusty my boots were, said Mr Pickwick, his keen eyes taking in every detail of the crowded room. A man so versed in the wonders of nature could not
  help but notice how the walls were partially concealed by  for one could not honestly say decorated with  badly executed watercolors depicting horses the like of which were never seen
  in equine circles, along with formless blobs  perhaps tittlebats, perhaps weasels  and sundry other portraits whose originals, if these were faithfully rendered, would have populated
  the dreams of anyone unfortunate to see them in the flesh.


  It would be better if they had a painting of the three-legged cat figure, dont you think?


  The speaker was a youngish man seated at the table nearest the corner where the Pickwickians were ensconced. His hair and coat were black, his nose was a sharp point, and he was as thin as a
  scriveners pen. He introduced himself as Edward Clarke, tutor to the son of a minor member of the nobility.


  Why do you say that, sir? wondered Mr Pickwick.


  Because most of our fellow guests are here to see the cat. Its quite the local attraction, particularly among the unlearned and superstitious.


  You are familiar with Great Clatterden? Mr Pickwick asked.


  Mr Clarke admitted that he passed through the village now and then.


  The astute Mr Pickwick would not have neglected to inquire further except that they were interrupted by the arrival of the sizzling chops.


  It is the sad task of the writers to report that the chops were a disappointment and the vegetables watery and few, although the serving girl, dressed in a shapeless black garment topped with a
  sacking apron and who could not have brightened more than twenty summers, caught Mr Tup-mans romantic eye, even though his heart remained the captive of one who was sadly absent.


  The cheese however was excellent and our two adventurers did it full justice. As the parlor began to empty, Mr Tupman leaned forward and whispered to Mr Pickwick, I am sure you have
  noticed we were not the only diners to find our victuals lacking. Not a soul has finished his meal.


  Mr Pickwick immediately saw that this was true of their neighbor the tutor, who stood up, leaving a small side dish untouched.


  The tutor noticed the direction of the learned mans sharp, inquisitive gaze. Thats what they call the cats bit, he explained. Nearly everyone buys a bit
  for the cat. Supposed to be good luck. Certainly its good luck for those who will eat it when were gone. Theres no end to the tales . . . but I need to be off. When he heard I
  would be passing through Great Clatterden my employer insisted I toss a penny to the cat as the moon rises. Its reputed to have quite a different effect than pouring a libation at dawn. All
  humbug, of course. Comes from a lack of education.


  As Mr Clarke left, the serving girl returned. She had enlivened her dark outfit by the device of a red kerchief around her neck and simpered as she poured cider from a large stone jug.


  Are you fine gentlemen here for the scouring? she asked. Tis Midsummers Day tomorrow. Everyone helps to clean our hill figure, you know, pull up any weeds
  thats sprouted on it. Theres a meal afterwards, with a bonfire and dancing far into the night. The saucy lass accompanied this pronouncement with a look at Mr Tupman which
  caused the poor mans cheeks and every last one of his chins to turn red.


  Alas, if only I had two of those noble organs which pulsate in our breasts, he murmured apologetically.


  The serving girl narrowed her eyes. I seen you talking with Alice, sir. A sly old fox, she is. Her brother keeps a sharp eye out for Cupid and shows him the door the moment he turns up.
  But young hearts and old ones will find a way. Alice is spoken for. She turned on her heel and departed.


  What did she mean by saying Alice is spoken for? Mr Tupman expostulated. I had the impression the dear lady had never known romance in her life. But women, Mr Pickwick, can
  be very jealous creatures.


  Mr Pickwick beamed benignly. My dear sir, do you suppose I havent been searching for the dear lady ever since you brought your problem to me? My mind covers the ground faster than
  my feet could accomplish. Now I intend to continue my urgent work by inviting our host to sit with us for a pipe of tobacco and an hour of conversation.


  And having gained Mr Rooksbees attention that is exactly what he proceeded to do. Ever tactful and mindful of the terrible strain the innkeeper was bearing with the stoicism of his class,
  Mr Pickwick first steered the conversation to everyday topics such as the unusual warmth of the summer, the virtues of Kentish cider, the watercolours on the walls.


  Mr Rooksbee puffed out a cloud of smoke. The former owner were powerful fond of drawing and painting, he were, and I have left them up due to sentimentality and cracks in the plaster.
  Sentimentality, sirs, is a curse, and without naming names, there are those whose love is not returned by the object of their affections who might best turn their attention elsewhere.


  Having ascertained that Mr Rooksbee had entered a reflective state of mind, Mr Pickwick took out his notebook and invited their host to enlarge their stock of information about the strange
  cat.


  Well, you may laugh, gentlemen, but that there cat is responsible for half the matches in Kent, for tis widely known if a couple walk round it, tis as binding as a tenancy
  paper, and they will marry within the year.


  Mr Tupman paled and his chins sank into his cravat. Is that so? he quavered.


  Why, certainly, sir. Spinsters visit from miles around to trap a man, and the vicar, he do have queues of couples waiting to be wed most weekends. Every man in the county knows the
  dangers of that cat.


  After some encouragement, Mr Rooksbee went on relating local cat lore. Suddenly he stopped and tipped his head one side. He had risen to his feet in as near an approximation of a leap as his
  creaking bones would allow before Mr Pickwick was aware of a sound like distant thunder. By the time he identified the sound as that of a coach, Mr Rooksbee had hobbled to the parlour door.


  Tis the late coach, he exclaimed. The prospect of new customers had kindled a warm glow of friendly greeting in his watery eyes. On this evening, however, the innkeeper was
  destined for disappointment. Upon throwing open the door of the Trout and Basket he was confronted only by the boy Herbie, who stuck a note into his hand.


  Ere, Mr Rooksbee. Coach driver left this. Said its from Miss Alices old aunt. Having discharged his mission, Herbie screwed up his face at Mr Pickwick,
  directed a malignant glare at Mr Tupman, and raced off into the night.


  The moment the innkeeper read the paper the glow in his eyes went out. He swayed from side to side and began to moan.


  The kindly Mr Pickwick rushed to the stricken mans side. Whatever is the matter, my friend?


  Its Alice. Shes disappeared.


  Yes, yes, we know, said Mr Pickwick, recognizing at once a case of incipient hysteria. Is there further word then? Nothing terrible has happened?


  Mr Rooksbee shook his head. No. Her aunt . . . she is just . . . reminding me . . . that shes still . . . missing . . . Ah, my good Mr Pickwick, if you are the wise man your friend
  makes you out to be you will surely find my sister. You and Mr Tupman must go to Dover at once and look into the matter.


  Mr Pickwick assured him firmly that he had nothing to fear and that the missing Alice would soon return to hearth and home.


  Mark well, readers, that while a lesser intellect might have attempted to unravel the problem of the womans disappearance by asking directly after her, Mr Pickwicks more subtle
  powers of reasoning had revealed to him a better way.


  Dont you see, Mr Rooksbee? he went on. The answer lies not with your Alice but with the three-legged cat of Great Clatterden. Once we learn what it has to tell us, we
  will discover what has become of your sister.


  This statement of good intentions elicited from the old innkeeper a howl of despair which only confirmed Mr Pickwicks diagnosis of hysteria.


  Quickly, Mr Tupman, he said, administer a good dose of cider. Then we are off to bed. Theres no point confronting a crisis without a proper nights
  rest.


  I venture to suggest that the custom we have been hearing about is a clear survival of pagan sacrifice, which is to say offering coins to the cat rather than . . .
  anything else, Mr Pickwick remarked in an undertone to Mr Tupman as they took a candle set in a precarious wax bed on a saucer and retired to the attic room they had been assigned.


  Mr Rooksbee, having been sufficiently sedated by liquid comfort, had been placed in the care of the red kerchiefed serving girl, who sighed and fluttered her eyelids in such a way as to clearly
  indicate that although the innkeeper might have reason to mourn the absence of his sister, if he chose, Mr Tupman would not.


  Its all very well to say the cat holds the answer to Alices disappearance, observed Mr Tupman, but I should think her brother, who claims to have put her on
  the coach, might know something more as well. Do you suppose Alice came down the hill once she went up? And did you see the way that odious boy looked at us and then ran off? Might he be avoiding
  us? Does he know more than he told me?


  Try to remember, Mr Tupman, Mr Pickwick assured him, that the cat at least can be depended upon to tell us the truth, unlike the people here. I regret to say each and every
  one of them may be a suspect, for what that chalky feline reveals to us comes from our own close examinations of it and not by way of its own lips.


  Mr Tupman let out a mournful sigh, the mention of cats lips having reminded him of Alices lips and the sweet words which had emerged from them.


  Their room faced the hill behind the Trout and Basket and the two travellers had an excellent view of the famous wonder of Great Clatterden. It was a fine, clear night, a huge moon flooding the
  landscape with bone-coloured light, outlining every blade of grass and bush and throwing into sharp relief the monstrous shape of a cat carved in the side of the hill.


  Mr Pickwick looked out, entranced, for several minutes and then produced his ever present notebook. Now, Mr Tupman, would you take that figure to be a domestic cat or a leopard or similar
  wild beast?


  I would take it to be a crow with an extra leg. Or a cow, or possibly a rather emaciated hedgehog, replied Mr Tupman in a distracted tone. But as we are informed it is a cat
   and I can quite definitely make out an ear or two  I should call it a domestic grimalkin.


  A fine example of observational prowess, sir, Mr Pickwick remarked. Let me note that down immediately. Do you see also how its tail is curled, posing a perfect likeness to a
  question mark, and one might say almost serving as a message to seekers after knowledge?


  Which end is the tail?


  Mr Tupmans gloomy voice drew his friends attention away from the hillside feline. Youre looking unwell, Mr Tupman, he observed. Dinner disagree with
  you?


  The other denied it. Its just . . . well . . . I have promised to marry the innkeepers sister.


  My dear sir! Congratulations are in order! But now of course with this tragic


  I fear you misunderstand, his friend groaned. The engagement came about in an unintended fashion. I knew nothing of Cupids connection with the cat until the innkeeper
  mentioned it tonight. Before I left, Alice and I strolled right around the monstrous feline!


  Mr Pickwick offered such comfort to his distraught companion as he could, and then retired with his head a whirl of the romantic legends related by their host, including how the figure
  represented a monstrous cat, companion to a local giant, both of whom preyed on travellers until a passing knight vanquished them by force of arms, and the local belief that if a rustic and his
  wife reclined upon the cat and bathed in the light of the full moon they would be blessed with a large family. Indeed, he blushed to wonder if the unpleasant little Herbie had been the result of
  such an unnatural, not to mention uncomfortable, conception.


  Yet while Mr Pickwicks slumber was haunted by a monstrous cat chasing him with lethal intent  not to mention accompanied by several other creatures whose portraits adorned the
  walls of the inn, their shape and menacing aspect suggesting both river rats and wild boars  these nightmares causing him to wake with a yell and disturb the innocent slumbers of Mr Tupman
  and others sheltered under the roof of the Trout and Basket Inn, we cannot in all honesty deny, dear readers, that in this singular circumstance the goats milk cheese was entirely
  blameless.


  The Pickwickians were awakened at dawn by the joyous songs of Great Clatterdens countless winged inhabitants who, not being informed of the identity of the gargantuan
  hillside predator, sworn enemy of their avian race, did not recognize it as anything they should fear.


  Mr Tupman gloomily remarked he and Mr Pickwick would at least have an early start on climbing the hill to inspect the figure, adding he hoped to develop a few blisters as such pain in his feet
  might distract him from the agony in his bosom.


  Indeed, to the common mind, it may have appeared the way to inspect a cat is to look at the cat, but Mr Pickwick, that great man, immediately saw a better method. For, as he explained as he and
  Mr Tupman trudged up the dusty road, in these rustic villages the fount of all knowledge is the vicar.


  So it was they presently found themselves in the untidy, book-lined study of the Reverend Clarence Clopton, a gnarled old oak of a man whose hoary head swayed and whose knobby hands waved in the
  winds of disputation as he challenged every detail of the legends vouchsafed by the innkeeper.


  I fear you were misled, sirs, Mr Clopton said, taking another sip of port. Mr Rooksbee is known for his, I will not say falsehoods, but rather over-fertile imagination. It
  runs in the family, sirs. Why, only last year he accused my curate, Mr Philpot, of paying unwanted attentions to Miss Alice. Naturally, I interviewed the man, and was assured all that transpired
  between them was he wished her a pleasant good morning whenever he saw her.


  Mr Pickwick remarked this seemed perfectly reasonable and polite, a charming demonstration that courtesy was not lacking in bucolic surroundings.


  Quite so, replied Mr Clopton. And I may say I believe him, since Mr Philpot has a good character despite a sad tendency to placing small wagers with my parishioners, though
  he is endeavoring to overcome that defect.


  The vicars tone grew confidential. In fact, although we must be charitable, it is Mr Rooksbee, one of the more difficult of my flock, about whom I worry. It is true he provides a
  home to his sister, although he expects her to work long hours among travellers not always of the best upbringing, begging your pardon and present company excepted, in return for nothing but board
  and bread. Its my opinion thats why hes kept such a close eye on her all these years. Doesnt want to lose her help, you see, being as close with his pennies as a Kentish
  oyster.


  Mr Tupman dabbed at his eyes, almost overcome by emotion at the thought of the fair Alice being relegated to a life of lonely drudgery. Mr Pickwick kindly changed the subject. What then
  is the truth about the hill figure? he asked.


  I must look out a paper I wrote some time ago, Mr Pickwick. The Antiquarian Society received it with most flattering interest. I was able to place the figures age precisely at
  between 2,000 and 30 years  the latter being the number of years since I arrived here to take up my position and first saw the cat with my own eyes. I am told the former proprietor of the
  Trout and Basket made certain that the figure was maintained regularly and may have been the first to undertake that task in some time. In fact, I owe not a little of my scholarly reputation to
  that cat.


  Fascinating, sir, fascinating indeed, Mr Pickwick remarked. And particularly given you are situated in a less travelled location, where local customs and beliefs too often
  go unrecorded and are ultimately lost to the scholar.


  Mr Clopton sighed. You are quite right, sir. Now, I admit we may not be as well known as Dover or Canterbury, but for the antiquarian we have much of interest. For example, were
  not far from that deep valley which I regret to say my parishioners still refer to as the Devils Kneading Trough. Young villagers often gather there on summer nights, and I may add it is my
  firm conviction they dont go up there seeking to view the sea.


  Mr Pickwick observed that to a man of the cloth such as Mr Clopton such behaviour must be upsetting.


  The vicar paused for a moment. Yes, of course, though not compared to the fact were still fighting the remnants of heathen customs, he admitted. My predecessor spent
  twenty years persuading the villagers to abandon erecting a maypole, and before his time it is said they were still in the habit of casting small animals into the midsummer bonfire. Of course, I
  have no direct knowledge of that.


  As a hard-headed man of science such as myself, I understand you must confine your speculations to verifiable facts, said Mr Pickwick. However, for reasons I shall not delve
  into at this time, I am also interested in legends surrounding this wonderful cat figure.


  The vicars chuckle sounded like the rustle of autumnal leaves. Stuff and nonsense, all of them! Consider the naive belief it serves as a sort of feline cupid. Why, as a scientific
  experiment, I myself have escorted more than one young lady to view it, and remain a bachelor to this day!


  Mr Tupman was heard to mutter comments casting aspersions upon the honour of a certain churchman.


  Yet even these superstitions can bring about good, sirs, Mr Clopton  fortunately being hard of hearing and therefore unable to take up Mr Tupmans grievances 
  continued. The villagers do quite well catering to visitors who want to walk up there. Take Paynter, the village cobbler and harness maker. Does a roaring trade in stout shoes, if you will
  believe it, once the curious hear about the titled lady who insisted on climbing the hill in dainty slippers more suited for dancing, slipped, broke her leg, and could not attend a ball for six
  months. You can be certain thats one of the first things they hear about at the inn.


  He paused. Yet I cannot blame my flock, for these humble services they perform, not to mention the little boys earning an honest penny by taking visitors up the hill to tell them the
  legends in situ, has helped my parishioners buy comforts they might have otherwise lacked. Indeed, one might say that not only does the cat look out over Great Clatterden from its lofty elevation,
  but that it looks out for the local residents as well.


  I suspect a considerable number of travellers come to see the cat? asked Mr Pickwick.


  More pass through here in a month than actually live here, confirmed the vicar.


  Among these strangers, have you noticed any who might, shall we say, have given the impression they were here for some devious purpose?


  Mr Clopton shook his head. I cant say I have personally, Mr Pickwick, although my curate did mention a man who, so he said, appeared to be paying undue attentions to Miss
  Alice.


  Not a local man, then?


  No. A traveller, or so Mr Philpot supposed.


  The vicars two visitors took their leave. They had barely stepped back into the street before Mr Tupman burst out. Ah, poor Alice! I see it all now. Its that rogue the
  curate saw with her whos responsible. That explains everything, or would, if we knew who it might be.


  Mr Pickwick smiled. I have an idea about that, but first let us consult the cat.


  An hour later the stout figure of Mr Pickwick could have been spotted from the Trout and Basket Inn  where telescopes were available for rental  toiling up the
  steep hill toward its heights, the still stouter figure of Mr Tupman toiling even more mightily and at an increasing distance behind.


  It had turned into another warm day and the pair were happy to finally arrive at their destination and sit down on a stretch of scrubby grass to view, spread out below them, an expanse of
  rolling meadows amongst which the handful of structures forming Great Clatterden appeared hardly worthy of the prefix of its name. Further up the steep slope behind them, a thick wood murmured in
  mysterious fashion which, with the somnolent sound of bees busy in the clover and wild flowers forming splashes of colour on the hill, produced a feeling of languor.


  However, Mr Pickwick, while resting his legs, refrained from resting his mind, for he could not help but notice below the winding ribbon of the road which should have borne Alice Rooksbee safely
  to her aunts house but, for some reason mysteriously related to the cat upon which he now, very nearly, was seated, had not done so. He made notes in a furious manner while Mr Tupman
  scattered scraps of bread around the grass in a desultory fashion, a sure way to locate a lost love, or so he had been told at the inn.


  Finally, Mr Pickwick closed his notebook with a snap, resettled his glasses on his nose, and climbed to his feet. He began to pace back and forth across the slope, occasionally stopping to peer
  down at the chalk filled furrows forming the cats crude outline.


  The sun beat down as Mr Pickwick examined the figure and cogitated. He walked between the cats ears, along its back and down to the tip of its tail, a large perambulating flea in tights,
  gaiters, and a waistcoat.


  Suddenly Mr Pickwick let out a cry of triumph. Mr Tupman! I have found it!


  Whats that? exclaimed Mr Tupman, who had fallen into a dreary reverie. Youve found her? Found Alice?


  Not Alice. The cats missing leg. Do you note this patch of nettles? I believe the leg must have descended from the body at this exact point but it was allowed to become overgrown.
  Perhaps someone refused to grasp the nettles last year. Why, this shall only serve to spread the fame of our august society. When I write my paper I shall name it The Pickwickian Leg.
  What a splendid discovery!


  Ah, yes, sighed Mr Tupman. A splendid discovery, but how does it help us find Alice?


  Mr Pickwick was doubtless about to answer when there came from the woods above them a terrible cry of pain, as if the cat had caught a rodent in its merciless jaws.


  Before our adventurers could react, the boy Herbie burst from the woods, howling and holding his ear. He raced past the pair and vanished downhill as the stick-thin figure of the tutor with whom
  Mr Pickwick had spoken the previous evening strolled out of the thicket whence the boy had come.


  Caught the little beggar collecting good luck coins tossed to the cat, he explained. Tried to get away, but I caught him and gave him a good boxing around the ears. First
  principle of education. Box around the ears helps open the mind. And what are you doing up here, Pickwick? Come up to see the humbug for yourself, have you? If its a cat, Im a
  goose!


  Care to elucidate, sir? Mr Pickwick queried.


  Dont tell me you havent noticed a certain similarity between this . . . whatever it is . . . and all those paintings of . . . whatever they are . . . adorning the walls of
  the inn?


  Having made this mysterious observation, the tutor sauntered off towards the village.


  What a puzzling remark, Mr Tupman observed. What could he mean?


  Perhaps that the former owner of the inn was inspired by this ancient work to create his own artistic if primitive interpretations? What interests me more is what he was doing up here, or
  in fact, what he is doing in Great Clatterden at all. Perhaps it is time for us to seek out the boy Herbie.


  An account of the doughty Pickwickians journey back down the rugged hill and their stoicism in the face of gorse, brambles and rocks would make an adventure in itself.
  Suffice it to say, when they had regained the level ground, at great cost to Mr Pickwicks tights, they went immediately to the inns stables. Entering them as stealthily as possible,
  despite Mr Tupmans laboured breathing and Mr Pickwicks decided limp they surprised the aforementioned Herbie poking at a pile of straw in a shadowy corner of an empty stall. Startled,
  he whirled around and attempted to bolt past them but Mr Pickwick grabbed him by the arm. Although, dear readers, truth to tell, the two gentlemen standing side by side left very little room for
  passage between or around them.


  Young man, we wish to have a word with you, said Mr Pickwick sternly. You told Mr Tupman you saw Miss Alice going up the hill alone. Are you certain she was
  alone?


  Herbie glared his captor and tried, unsuccessfully, to free his arm.


  Is it possible you did not also see, let us say, a thin man dressed in black? persisted Mr Pickwick.


  No, sir. Just Alice, all by herself, came the reply.


  And did you see her come down again?


  No, I didnt, the lad admitted.


  Mr Tupman gasped. She never came down! Mr Pickwick, this means she cannot have got on the coach and in turn explains why her brother has been acting in such a strange manner.


  Please dont leap to conclusions, my friend, said Mr Pickwick calmly. Now, Herbie, what were you doing up there today?


  The boy narrowed his eyes. I were checking to see whether anyoned left any coins for the cat. Just checking, see? Wanted to get there before anyone else went to do the same,
  like.


  Mr Pickwick looked thoughtful. Few men would have noticed the way Herbies gaze slid to the pile of straw in the corner, but Mr Pickwick, that great man, that close observer of humanity,
  made note of the fact. What were you hiding in the straw? he asked. Mr Tupman, if you would be so good . . .?


  His friend bent with difficulty and when he straightened up, with still more difficulty, he held a large carving knife in his trembling hand.


  Now some may suppose a rustic boy can find any number of innocent uses for such an implement, but Mr Pickwick could see the truth of the matter and perhaps Herbie saw Mr Pickwick saw the truth
  of the matter, which would explain why he blurted out his explanation. I was just sharpening it, sir, ready like. Im hoping to find a chicken for the festivities tonight.


  Mr Pickwick nodded, gave him a penny, and dismissed him to his duties.


  How terrible to see such an intent in one so young, cried Mr Tupman when they were alone again. He was going to kill a chicken to roast over that bonfire the serving girl
  mentioned. But surely he would have to steal the bird?


  I fear it is far worse than that, Mr Tupman, but his admission is the last piece of the puzzle. I am happy to announce I have constructed a theory to account for the disappearance of
  Alice.


  Does it have anything to do with the tutor? His continued presence here seems highly suspicious. Why isnt he at home teaching his charge instead of lurking about in woods?
  said Mr Tupman. On the other hand, that obnoxious boy is always underfoot. With a knife, we now learn. It would not surprise me to learn he might well be up to no good. And the serving girl
  . . . she didnt seem to like Alice, did she? Not to mention Mr Rooksbee has been acting in a most peculiar manner, although I suppose that is understandable in the circumstances. Or do you
  suppose the vicar is hiding some pertinent fact?


  Mr Pickwick could not but help suppress a smile as he listened to his friends innocent musings, but then his expression turned dark, or as dark as was possible for that good-natured
  gentleman.


  I regret to tell you my theory is nothing to do with any of that, he replied. It is to do with human nature, but I fear nature of an inhuman nature.


  Ticking off points on his plump fingers as he explained, Mr Pickwick continued. First item of particulars: the cat is undoubtedly a figure of heathen origin and of great age. Second item
  of particulars: if I may presume to mention a delicate matter, it is widely believed to be connected with matters of heart and hearth, vital to all communities. Third item of particulars: Midsummer
  Day is tomorrow, the time of the annual scouring. Fourth item of particulars: youve just recalled the serving girl who mentioned those celebrations include a bonfire, not to mention a meal
  and dancing. Fifth item of particulars: Mr Clopton indicated pagan customs have not completely died out hereabouts.


  Mr Tupman observed he was certain the vicar would not be in evidence at such festivities, and doubtless viewed them with horror.


  Undoubtedly, Mr Tupman. But consider all these items taken together. What do they suggest?


  Mr Tupman had to admit they suggested nothing to him. But then he was a creature of the heart, and there were very few who could have put the facts together in the manner Mr Pickwick did, and
  fewer still of such an intellect as to make the breathtaking leap from these seemingly unconnected matters to his conclusion.


  Mr Pickwick paused and gathered himself up, as if he were addressing the entire Pickwick Club rather than a single member. Mr Tupman, think of what the boy just said. He planned to kill a
  chicken for these unholy festivities. Do you think he meant to eat it? Do you think that such a large cat could be placated by a small chicken? Be brave, my friend, for I must tell you that it is
  obvious Alice has been abducted in order to serve as a human sacrifice to the cat.


  By the time the moon had escaped the grasping limbs of trees atop the hill and floated free, shedding its spectral glow on the enormous  if poorly rendered  cat
  and the crowd gathered around the bonfire near it, our intrepid Pickwickians had already spent several hours ensconced in a thick patch of shrubbery at the edge of the woods, watching as villagers
  scoured the feline and threw weeds and brush on the blaze illuminating the proceedings.


  Now the terrible scraping of a fiddle accompanied by an infernal banging on pie tins rose into the night sky and the villagers danced. There was the serving girl stepping out in a sprightly
  fashion with a man in a cobblers apron, her red kerchief catching the firelight, while the odious Herbie threw sticks into the flames and cackled with glee at the explosions of sparks thus
  engendered.


  The crowd far exceeded the population of Great Clatterden. There were a great many spectators, and not all were guests at the Trout and Basket Inn. Stationed behind a wooden table, Mr Rooksbee
  was doing a brisk trade in cider and pork pies.


  Monstrous, monstrous, groaned Mr Tupman.


  Mr Pickwick made no reply, entranced as he was by the scene before him. Who would have guessed such savagery still existed in the wilds of Kent? Yet firelight reflecting off his spectacles gave
  even that amiable gentleman something of the appearance of a red-eyed demon.


  Look there, Mr Pickwick! Isnt that the vicar? whispered Mr Tupman.


  Horribly enough, dear readers, it was true. Mr Clopton was clearly visible against the leaping flames, which glinted off the keen edge of the carving knife he carried. It was the ever-observant
  Mr Pickwick, however, who first noticed two other figures moving toward the bonfire.


  One was an older woman, not uncomely, dressed in her Sunday best, accompanied by . . . nay, led by . . . nay, pulled by the elbow toward the roaring flames . . . by a strange man in solemn
  garb.


  Alice! cried Mr Rooksbee.


  Philpot! cried the vicar.


  Mr Tupman! cried Mr Pickwick.


  But in vain.


  Whatever subtle plan Mr Pickwick had devised to save the innkeepers sister from a pagan death was superseded by the tender-hearted and impetuous Mr Tupman, who upon spying his love burst
  from the bushes in an explosion of leaves and twigs.


  There issued from Mr Tupmans lips a bone-chilling roar of rage, or as near to one as he could manage. Before anyone knew what was happening, he had thrown himself bodily on the man who
  grasped Alices arm, knocking him to the ground by his sheer weight rather than any athletic prowess.


  By the time Mr Pickwick reached the fray, his friend was rolling about in the grass with Mr Philpot, while Alice inexplicably beat on Mr Tupmans head with her dainty fists.


  A considerable number of loud remonstrations and throat clearings restored order. The curate, released from Mr Tupmans grasp, got to his feet, brushing chalk and grass off his coat.


  What are you doing here, Philpot? demanded Mr Clopton. This is no place for a curate!


  Nor a vicar, I should think, retorted the younger, though hardly young, man to the vicars consternation.


  Sir! You will attend a meeting with me tomorrow at nine sharp! the cleric replied. I do not propose to discuss


  Unhand my sister, you swine! exclaimed Mr Rooksbee somewhat belatedly, although it must be admitted that to Mr Tupman it appeared the innkeeper had just thought to protest,
  particularly since he had taken no part in assisting Mr Tupman in the unhanding of Alice.


  You may call me Mrs Philpot, if you please, Alice simpered.


  We were married by special licence a few hours ago and have returned to celebrate, explained her curate husband. When you insisted Alice go off to her aunt, I saw our chance
  to wed. I thought I had better take it while I could, after observing this gentleman here pouring sugary words into Alices ears. He nodded toward Mr Tupman.


  So thats the stranger you told me you saw talking to Alice? put in Mr Clopton.


  Yes, it is. Alice and I met up here to make our arrangements the night. We often met up here, he concluded, with a fond look at his blushing spouse.


  Mr Rooksbee gaped in horror. A small sound of anguish escaped from Mr Tupman as he clapped a hand to his chest.


  Oh, poor, dear Mr Tupman, said Alice. I am so sorry, but what you so ardently desired could never be, for my affections already belonged to another.


  Come now, Mr Tupman, put in Mr Pickwick. A glass of cider and a nice pork pie will lessen your anguish. Despair always seems worse on an empty stomach. If it lifts your
  spirits, consider youve played the part of Cupid in all this, because if Im not mistaken Mr Rooksbee sent his sister away solely to save her from your attentions. However, he
  didnt realize that she was really missing until he received the aunts note after dinner yesterday.


  I suspect its more likely he sent Miss Alice away to dissuade your friend from returning and bringing his scientific colleague to Great Clatterden.


  The speaker was Mr Clarke, the thin tutor, who had been hanging back among the spectators. With the toe of his boot he scraped at the chalk furrow at his feet. You see, if the
  three-legged cat were to be revealed as nothing but a humbug, drawn  if you can call it that  by the former landlord of the Trout and Basket Inn in order to improve business . . .
  well . . .


  Mr Pickwicks eyes gleamed with sudden understanding. Yes, I see what you mean, sir! The cat helps everyone in the village earn a few extra pennies. If one of those scientific
  impostors who have so vexed the Pickwick Society in the past were to pronounce this remarkable figure to be a fraud, it would do inestimable damage. Luckily, I am not one of those small-minded men
  lacking in the capacity to appreciate the worlds wonders. As soon as I return to London I shall begin work on my next paper, to be entitled An Account of the Three-Legged Cat of Great
  Clatterden, An Investigation Into Its Antiquity and the Discovery of Its Missing Leg. Indeed, I believe your cat will become so famous there will be an even larger stream of visitors to your
  fair village.


  Mr Tupman, bereft as he felt, nevertheless gazed at his friend with deep admiration. Again I am amazed by your brilliance, Mr Pickwick. You led us straight to Alice, even if you could not
  lead her to me. And all that nonsense about sacrifices was nothing more than a ruse, wasnt it?


  Mr Pickwick merely beamed.


  Dear readers, thus was the mystery solved, and let no one repeat the calumny that the immense cheer from the assembly greeting Mr Pickwicks announcement drowned out the Trout and Basket
  serving girl, whose muttered, But none of that there rubbish about walking round the cat meaning marriage is true! No wonder she was so agreeable about going to Dover! And how did she get
  her claws into the curate to begin with? Not but what an old bone like her is fit for a scraggy dog like him! reached only the unwashed ears of the grubby boy Herbie as he stood by, gnawing
  on a leg carved from the plump corpse of a fowl by the vicar. For as we all know, while we render all honour to the blushing legions of the fairer sex, its not only cats who go hunting for
  prey.
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