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The Cat’s Memoir

It was Bouncer who found the leg. Well, the whole body really, but it was the leg – stout, white, thick-ankled – that had initially caught his attention and caused him to curtail his sylvan rampage. These rampages were a periodic occurrence embarked upon with a mixture of cringing stealth and cavalier bravado. He once told me that they gave him feelings of exquisite triumph, being proof yet again that a gap could be breached in his master’s laborious barricades. Once out and in the wood he would wreak havoc upon the rabbits and lesser denizens, crashing about in that absurd slow-witted way until eventually, worn out with futile exertion (rarely did he catch anything), he would slink home or be collared by his protesting ineffectual owner.

Bluff and blustering, the man was possibly even more obtuse than his canine charge, and they suited each other: Reginald Bowler, local bank manager – raucous, dull, pipe-obsessed; and Bouncer his ridiculous mongrel companion. They had what I have heard humans describe as a sound working relationship, an ill-defined rapport difficult for outsiders to grasp. Most evenings you would see them – I saw them – floundering around the block: the man with pipe a-glow, jauntily proprietorial of dog and neighbourhood, snapping out soldierly commands (his feet are flat, he never served); and amidst the sparks and noise, straining manically at the leash, Bouncer – oblivious to all except the next lamp post.

And so they would go, leaking and fuming along the pavements until they drew level with me on my gatepost, when things would change a trifle. At this point I generally managed to contrive a mild fracas: a little cat-calling perhaps, a minor skirmish – some light divertissement to help the evening along and hasten the mousing hour . . .

But I digress, and must return to the matter of the leg. You see, it belonged to my mistress. As indeed did the attached body. So when Bouncer came careering up the street bellowing the news around my watchtower I was hard pressed to retain my customary aplomb. As you might imagine, the news was a bombshell and I experienced acute feelings of shock, albeit tinged with the merest quiver of satisfaction. Nevertheless, shock was dominant; and not caring for Bouncer to see it I continued to stare down indifferently at the histrionics being enacted round the base of my pillar.

That pillar, I may say, was not only convenient but eminently comfortable. Convenient because it afforded me an expansive view of most of The Avenue, ranging from the Blakes’ bungalow Khartoum at the far end, to the vet’s house on the edge of the park, and finally to that appalling monstrosity at the top of the slope belonging to the Misses Veasey which they had the nerve to call Nirvana. Bowler’s place was just out of sight but I liked that as it was amusing trying to gauge the precise moment when dog and master would round the bend on their evening foray.

On the afternoon of the leg I had assumed this ritual would be waived, for judging from the yelps emanating from Foxford Wood Bouncer had escaped his flimsy Colditz and was savouring a joyous idyll among the rabbits, intent – to quote one of those human music maestros – on making ‘the buggers hop’. Hop they did, so he told me afterwards. (But I take that boast with a flea’s knee, suspecting that Bouncer’s capacity for duffing up rabbits is largely in his imagination.) At any rate, I knew that he would be in disgrace and thus forfeit the nightly exercise, and so with a slight sense of disappointment I had settled down to doze in the noonday sun. The stone was warm, its surface smooth and solid: an admirable piece of masonry on which to pass an idle hour.

The value of comfort to a cat cannot be stressed enough. Without it contentment is a chimera; with it life has a quality which dogs – particularly those as limited as Bouncer – can rarely contemplate. My pillar was one of a pair of grandiose posts guarding the long gravel drive to Elizabeth Fotherington’s residence. Like several in the neighbourhood the house had been built just before the First World War and seemed to reflect that air of solidity and confidence which, rightly or wrongly, humans ascribe to that era. The same cannot be said of its owner, my mistress.

Solid legs she may have had, but in all other respects she was entirely at odds with the house she inhabited. Edgy, fulsome and witless, she was a constant source of annoyance to me; and my best means of refuge from those crushing embraces was the sanctuary of the high pillar. Facing south it offered an easeful warmth and was sufficiently elevated to ensure protection from pavement vulgarities. I doubted whether St Simeon’s perch was half as good as mine, and in any case probably lacked its attendant tree – whose overhanging branches were not so dense as to blot out the sun yet thick enough to create the necessary camouflage. Cats need camouflage. We are prey to dogs, small boys, and petulant householders.

In particular the tree helped to veil my presence from Bouncer. When he bounded round the corner, with or without his asinine master, he was never quite sure whether I was there or not. The creature’s sense of smell is fairly acute but I sometimes think his eyesight is defective. This may be congenital (one of the several handicaps of the canine condition) or perhaps the effects of the lunatic fringe which cascades from his brows. But whatever the cause it meant that he did not always observe me lurking there, and thus when not in a socializing mood I could remain withdrawn and be spared his frenzied greetings.

Anyway, the leg. There I was that afternoon quietly enjoying my customary post-prandial snooze when suddenly the air was rent by the dog’s excruciating tones. As mentioned, I managed to keep my composure and icily directed him to lower his voice. My cool reaction had a sobering effect and he proceeded to recount his experience. It was a fairly lengthy business as he is not the most succinct narrator and much of it was punctuated by demonstrations of how he had beaten hell out of the rabbits. I told him to get to the point which he eventually did.

Apparently he had been resting briefly having first rolled in a mess of rotting leaves and Lord knows what (the pungency was still upon him), when he noticed a large bush to his right. He was just pondering whether it had lamp-post possibilities when he caught sight of something alien protruding from its undergrowth. His eyesight not being of the best, he went over to take a few exploratory sniffs. He said there were a number of flies buzzing around which it was fun snapping at, and that the thing seemed fairly stiff and had a smell which he couldn’t quite place. He tried a few tentative licks and thought the texture vaguely familiar; but it was only when he registered the brown leather casing at the near end and saw it was a human shoe that – to use his own words – ‘the bone dropped’.

Now, I know Bouncer is none too bright but even he has flashes of perspicacity, and it passed through his mind that where there was one leg there might be two. So he rummaged around a bit and found the second one tucked up in a twisted position under a green garment. It was a dress clothing a female torso to which both legs were attached. He said he was bouleversied by the discovery (my word actually – I think his was ‘buggered’); but shock turned to awe when on closer inspection he realized that the brown shoe, the dress, the chiffon scarf wound tightly round the neck (plus the unaesthetic shape of the legs) all pointed to one person, namely Mrs Elizabeth Fotherington, owner of Marchbank House, bane of the local church and its incumbent, and my ghastly mistress!

Why she should be dead I could not think. She had been only too alive the previous evening, twittering around the place in her usual irritating way: moving the ornaments, straightening the cushions, plaguing the budgerigar, crooning and gurgling down the telephone to the vicar, and humming interminably in that high gnat-like voice. In short, she had been her normal maddening self. Nothing untoward, nothing remotely interesting. So what was she doing now, flat on her back under the hawthorn bush dead as a doornail?

As a species we cats are an independent group and in view of my antipathy you may be wondering why I elected to stay. The answer is simple: food and comfort. I have already discoursed on the importance of the latter, and in the realm of food I confess to being a bit of a gourmet (unlike that philistine Bouncer whose idea of a good meal is a tin of Muncho and a gnaw on one of his disgusting marrow bones).

These epicurean tendencies my owner largely satisfied, providing me with a spacious garden full of the things I most admire: the noble catmint, clouds of trailing asparagus, the intoxicating lemon verbena – lush and wonderful basking plants! And in the house there were soft surfaces, plump cushions, sensuous rugs and eiderdowns where I could luxuriate to my heart’s content. Being of a foolish and indulgent nature she permitted me these things. Nothing was forbidden, not even the flexing of my claws on those irresistible shiny cretonnes. My meals were served promptly, the menus delicious and diverse. Cream was copious, fish plentiful. In short I lacked for nothing.

Naturally there was a penalty to pay for all this: her presence. I am by nature a reflective cat. She, however, was ceaseless in her chatter; tediously effusive, and as far as I could make out reflected on nothing but the Reverend Francis Oughterard on whom she lavished gross and painful attention. Whether he was as adept at eluding her clutches as I was, it is hard to say. Probably not – guile is not one of his qualities.

However, back to Bouncer and those critical moments when he first apprised me of the afternoon’s events. He was clearly in a state of shock (as was I, though naturally mine was the more concealed) and I felt an unaccustomed sympathy as he shifted from paw to paw peering up worriedly through the curtain of that bedraggled fringe. I think that the excitement of flouting Bowler’s fences, the exertions of the rabbit hunt and the repellent encounter with Elizabeth Fotherington’s corpse, had all taken their toll and he was obviously eager to return to the ministrations of Bowler and his foul-smelling pipe. Nevertheless, I had to speak sternly to him, pointing out that he couldn’t just slope off home as though nothing had happened, and that it was his duty to somehow or other alert his master to what he had found.

These injunctions, you understand, were not prompted by feelings of public concern but rather by the realization that the sooner the neighbours were informed, the sooner my feeding programme could be resumed. The people next door had always spoken very civilly to me and on one occasion I heard them compliment my mistress on the lustre of my fur. Thus there seemed a fair chance that once they heard of their neighbour’s demise they would take pity on the poor beleaguered cat. Naturally I couldn’t expect the meals to be of the same high quality; but circumstances, as they say, alter cases, and occasionally standards do have to be modified. It is all to do with ports and storms.

So I dismissed Bouncer with a gracious flick of my tail and settled down to devise plans for my future welfare. At that stage questions involving the details of my late mistress’s death – the whys, whos and wherefores – did not really occupy me. They were to later, but for the time being it was all a matter of sauve qui peut (or purr, as the case may be).
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‘Perfect one-sitting summer read.
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