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Prologue

	 

	“It’s a country fly, Clive. They’re bigger out here, better fed I suppose.” She smiled weakly.

	“And they make a bigger mess when you squash them.” said Clive, wiping the gore from his hand.

	 

	oOo

	 

	




	

- July 17, 1996 -

	 

	 Hambledean Wicket is a delightfully obscure bundle of picture-postcard cottages, all of brick and thatch, set jewel-like in the chalk-hilled rustic splendour of southern Hampshire’s rolling countryside. The village has a population of 87, a deceptive number really since at first glance there would appear only to be one pub (the King’s Hounds), a “Jolly Shopper” newsagents-cum-grocery-store-cum-Sub-post-office, two dozen cottages, the Old Rectory, and “The Big House”. It transpires that the occupants of nearby farmhouses, the nearest of which is four miles crow-flight from the King’s Hounds, which is of course the centre of the village, are counted as ‘residents’ of Hambledean Wicket for tax and census purposes. 

	 A single road links the inhabitants with the outside world. To them this road is, like Portia’s rain, “twice blessed”; it has two names - travel south and it is “the Tiddlington Road”, travel north and, as if by magic, it becomes “the Bridge Road” (in reference to the hump-backed bridge eight miles in that direction). Technically, it is a spur road linking the B2498 with the B2501; which is important, since The Queen’s Lodge Hotel and Conference Centre was opened in neighbouring Tiddlington (twenty miles away) and because the glossy maplets supplied by the Hotel bear an unfortunate misprint. A significant proportion of South-bound business travellers seeking salvation-in-a-seminar or secretarial sex-on-expenses at the Queen’s Lodge seem to find themselves hopelessly lost, and on driving through Hambledean Wicket cannot help but wonder at the almost medieval isolation of the place.

	 And the village would have remained ever thus, journeyed through but never to, a seldom-glimpsed though oft-imagined archetypal inspiration for a thousand biscuit tins, had not one particular traveller passed by, saw, and decided to go back to Hambledean Wicket. 

	 The traveller’s name was Clive Risbury, though at the time of his first contact with Hambledean Wicket no-one, other than his wife and present travelling companion Janice Wilson-Risbury (of the Somerset Wilsons, purveyors of fine marmalades since 1892) knew nor cared what his name might be. He was simply a south-bound lost soul, yet another victim of the Conference Centre maplet. 

	 There are only two areas in the village where cars may be parked without blocking the road. One of these is by the side of the King’s Hounds public house, and this is generally accepted as a repository for the assorted vehicles owned by true residents. It is also where Miss Maybee, who is the village matriarch, Sub-postmistress, and proprietor of the “Jolly Shopper”, parks her Morris Minor. The other carpark is little more than a lay-by at the front of the “Jolly Shopper” some two hundred yards further down the Tiddlington Road (south of the pub). It can barely accommodate two small vehicles, and is the reason why, in deference to her customers, Miss Maybee keeps her own car at the King’s Hounds.

	 So it was, then, on this warm July afternoon, Mr Clive Risbury brought his Vauxhall Cavalier to a halt outside the “Jolly Shopper”. He left Janice in the car studying the utterly useless map and headed towards the shop to ask for directions. Miss Maybee was in her customary position behind the till, and had just served Neville Thrutton with a packet of Benson and Hedges when the tiny bell fixed to the top of the shop door jangled and Risbury walked in. 

	 Clive glanced quickly around the shop, seeing the neatly stacked shelves, the small glass cubicle which served as the village post office, and the only other people there, Thrutton and Miss Maybee. It seemed to Clive, on first impression, that conversation between the two had ceased the moment he had walked in. In fact, beyond “Twenny bee an’ aitch” and “That’ll be two pounds seventy” the pair had exchanged no other words at all. Clive regarded Thrutton, watching as the youth pocketed the cigarettes and turned away from the counter. 

	 Thrutton was wearing blue jeans, faded and torn at the knees and stained with what appeared to be motor oil. In spite of the remarkable weather, a thick black leather jacket was draped about Thrutton’s shoulders, silver zips and buckles catching the bright sunlight streaming through the open door which Clive was holding ajar. Clive judged him to be in his late teens. Thrutton avoided eye contact with the older man as he loped through the open door and out of the shop, but Clive noted the sneering expression on the youth’s face. As Clive pushed the door shut, Thrutton walked off towards the pub. His long, lank brown hair was tied back in a pony tail which swung from side to side with each step. It looked for all the world, thought Clive, as if a seabird had been pulled from an oil-slick and then stuck, one wing flapping feebly, on the back of his leather jacket.

	 Clive turned and approached the elderly Miss Maybee, and for a fraction of a second her expression betrayed the utter contempt she felt for Thrutton. As Clive moved closer, clearing his throat, Miss Maybee looked up at him and smiled, one eyebrow raised inquisitively. She would be 72 next birthday, a fact which seemed to have gone unnoticed by Post Office Counters Limited. 

	 She was dressed as one would expect of a village elder, at least as far as Clive could see. He noted the tweed skirt, the dazzling white blouse buttoned to the neck, and the pale cream cashmere cardigan draped regally about the shoulders. A pair of gold-rimmed pince-nez hung about her neck by a slender gold chain. A veritable Miss Marple, in the flesh, thought Risbury, and was absolutely certain, though he could not see, that she was wearing very sensible shoes. 

	 He also noticed that the smile was becoming rather frozen and that Miss Maybee was eyeing him with something akin to the measure of hospitality one normally reserves for a dentist.

	 “Good afternoon,” he said, “I wonder if you can help me. Is this Tiddlington?” The smile faded from Miss Maybee’s lips and her countenance took on the soft, delicate hue of a granite tombstone. Clive marvelled for a moment at how seamlessly this epitome of English country gentlewomen, the Miss Marple to end all Miss Marples, could transform into such a daunting character as now stood before him.

	 “Good heavens, no, young man,” exclaimed Miss Maybee, with a voice that could have frozen a whistling kettle at twenty paces, “This,” she waved a wizened hand, “is Hemden Wick-ette”. 

	 “Oh, frightfully sorry”, said Clive, “It’s just that the sign on your shop has your ’phone number on, Tiddlington 9191. Only I’m afraid I’m lost, we’re on our way to the Queen’s Lodge Hotel.”

	 “I see,” said Miss Maybee, and her expression seemed to melt into that of a concerned schoolmistress. “Well, we must see if we can help you on your way then, mustn’t we.” She lifted the flap on the counter by the till and walked towards the door of the shop, taking Clive by the elbow with one hand and raising the pince-nez to her eyes with the other. Very sensible shoes indeed, thought Clive, somewhat triumphantly. She had about her the untroubled air of the born leader, the absolute confidence that comes only with generations of breeding, the certainty that one is always right, and that one’s judgement will never, ever, be questioned. In the instant that she touched Clive’s arm he recognized that she was probably the most astute woman he had ever met, that nothing occurring in this village, no matter how trivial, could possibly escape those bright, intelligent eyes. 

	 Miss Maybee opened the door and led Clive to within a few feet of the bonnet of the Cavalier. She lowered the pince-nez to her bosom and pulled her cardigan closer about her. Risbury felt a brief shudder of alarm, a sudden chill in spite of the heat shimmering from the tarmac road. Miss Maybee looked up, sparkling blue eyes unblinking in spite of the bright sunshine. She paused a moment, and finally let go of Clive’s elbow.

	 “Now then, you must continue on this road. Don’t turn off, mind you, until you come to a T-junction. That will be the B2501. Turn left at the T-junction and carry on, you’ll find your hotel. It’s not far, really, only about twenty miles. You’ll see the signpost for TidLitton at the junction.” 

	 “Thank you so much, I really am obliged” said Clive.

	 “You’re welcome” replied Miss Maybee, and turned back towards the “Jolly Shopper”.

	 No, thought Clive, I don’t think I am.

	 “Where are we then, darling?” Janice sighed as Clive got into the car. She was still staring at the map, though it was now upside down.

	 “This is it. This is Hambledean Wicket, though it’s pronounced Hemden Wick-ette, apparently.” said Clive, starting the engine and selecting reverse. “Not far now though, only about twenty miles or so.”

	 As he pulled away, heading south, Clive couldn’t help but cast a long, lingering look in his rear-view mirror. Perhaps he was wondering at the almost medieval isolation of the place, or perhaps he was looking to see if Miss Maybee was watching him go. 

	 

	oOo



	

- Wednesday, October 14, 1996 -

	 

	 Some three months later Miss Maybee was indeed watching as first a white Range Rover pulled up outside The King’s Hounds and then a furniture removal van came to a halt outside Vine Cottage further down the Tiddlington road. Vine Cottage had been until recently the home of the late Mrs Betty Ashbury, who had passed away quite suddenly after a rather embarrassing fortnight throughout which she had complained about “seeing men in her begonias”. Miss Maybee stifled an almost unconscious shiver in spite of the warmth of her cardigan and the mild October afternoon. Such a shame, she thought, to lose one’s faculties in one’s golden years.

	 Mrs Ashbury had been 79 when she had succumbed to an unexpected heart ailment aggravated by her somewhat nervous disposition. Or so Miss Maybee had learned from the barmaid of the King’s Hounds, who had heard it from the Colonel, who had it straight from the doctor’s mouth in Tiddlington. It seemed singularly inappropriate that, less than two weeks after poor Mrs Ashbury’s demise, a total stranger was moving into Vine Cottage. Not that Mrs Ashbury had been a particular friend; indeed, the dear departed had not really been a true resident of the village, having arrived only twelve years earlier when her husband had died leaving a comfortable policy and pension. It just didn’t seem appropriate, that’s all.

	 Miss Maybee craned her neck to better see the occupant of the Range Rover. Standing on tip-toe and leaning gingerly against a shelf stacked full of canned catfood, she watched as Clive Risbury got out of the car, stretched himself, and after taking a briefcase from the passenger seat, slammed the door. The sound of it closing and the subsequent shrilling ‘Beep! Beep! Beep!’ as the alarm was set shattered the solemnity of the moment for Miss Maybee, who couldn’t help but wince. A car alarm? she thought, in Hemden Wick-ette? Whatever next?

	 Clive strode purposefully up the road towards the waiting removal van, whose occupants were still sat in the cab and pouring tea from a thermos. As he passed the “Jolly Shopper” he fixed his gaze on the van, pulling a bunch of keys from his sports-jacket pocket. The keys, Miss Maybe noticed, were tied together with string and appeared to be individually labelled (fresh from the Estate Agent, she thought). The effort of not looking towards the shop where he knew Miss Maybee would be watching gave Clive an almost military bearing as he strode, shoulders back, cleft chin jutting, towards his new home. 

	 Miss Maybee, pince-nez held firmly in position on the bridge of her nose, studied Risbury with the singular intensity of a laser-guided missile, her eyes unblinking behind the gold-rimmed lenses, her head slowly rotating to follow her target’s every step as he walked past the shop. Risbury stood at least six feet two inches tall and was, Miss Maybee calculated, in his middle forties. His face had a rugged, weathered look, and Miss Maybee made a mental note to take stock of her shaving supplies; the Kirk Douglas jawline looked as though it would need a razor at least twice daily. Wiry red hair, fading to grey at the temples, crowned the tanned face, and though obviously well-groomed would soon need the attention of a barber if it were not to spoil the crisp overall appearance of the man. A former military man, and still possessed of pride in his appearance, thought Miss Maybee, and judged from the neat fit of Risbury’s clothes that he’d still be quite capable of a thirty-mile route march with full pack. 

	 There was no hint of recognition on Miss Maybee’s behalf, perhaps not surprisingly given the glorious summer and its seemingly endless stream of “lost” travellers seeking the Queen’s Lodge. 

	 Risbury, his back now to the “Jolly Shopper” and his pace unconsciously slowing as a result, waved a greeting to the van driver who was emerging from the cab. As he approached the back of the large vehicle, the strain of deliberately avoiding the “Jolly Shopper” finally weakened Risbury’s resolve, and walking between the van and privet hedge in front of Vine Cottage, he turned his head to flick a glancing look towards the shop window some two hundred yards up the road. In the brief moment before the back of the van obscured his view, Clive’s cool brown eyes detected a flash of sunlight reflecting off Miss Maybee’s pince-nez, exactly where he had supposed they might be.

	 It took all of the afternoon to move his belongings and furniture into the cottage, with Clive supervising the two burly removal men as first they unloaded the contents of the van into the front garden, and then transferred the late Mrs Ashbury’s spartan furniture from the cottage to the van. 

	 The cottage had been built some two hundred years earlier at a time when people, and hence their furniture, had been considerably smaller than today. This, coupled with the occasional requirement to move the van in order to permit sporadic traffic to pass along the Tiddlington/Bridge road, meant that Miss Maybee was able to take stock not only of the new arrival in Hambledean Wicket, but of most of his belongings and all of his furnishings as well. Wednesdays were always quiet days in the shop. Whilst the distance from the “Jolly Shopper” to Vine Cottage and the presence of the privet hedge at the front of the dwelling prevented a thorough inventory to be made, Miss Maybee was convinced that there was nothing about the newcomer’s possessions which did not meet with her previous assessment of the man or his background. 

	 At half-past six that evening the van finally roared into life and, after a harrowing reversing manoeuvre using the parking area outside the “Jolly Shopper”, departed the village via the Bridge road. Other than a pair of open windows at the front of Vine Cottage, there was no indication that anything of particular significance had occurred in Hambledean Wicket this fine October day.

	 At seven-thirty, Risbury left the cottage, locking the front door behind him. It was dusk, the lingering grey light a faint reminder of the glorious summer evenings enjoyed by the villagers a few short months ago. Clive had bathed to remove the dust and grime of moving in. He had indeed shaved again, a fact which would have been met with a ‘well, of course’ smile from Miss Maybee if she’d seen him, and he’d changed his clothes. The sports jacket had been replaced with a dark blue double-breasted blazer worn over a crisply-ironed white shirt and red-and-blue striped tie. Grey, well-pressed trousers, the creases razor sharp, black socks and black slip-on shoes completed his visible attire. He pocketed the front door key, now on a leather fob and bereft of labelling, tapped his left breast pocket to confirm the presence of his wallet, and began walking up the road to the King’s Hounds public house. 

	 The pub was every brick as original as Vine Cottage, if not older. Its cracked and faded wooden sign, hand-painted by a master signwriter in the days when the art was still practiced, hung limply from its gallows, the painted fox-hounds faintly illuminated by the dull electric light flickering at the top of the pole. There was only one set of double doors giving public access to the pub’s interior. Hambledean Wicket had no need of separate public and lounge bars. The pub’s outer doors were of heavy oak with studded iron braces and ornate hinges, the ironwork finished in glistening black Hammerite and showing no visible signs of corrosion.

	 The heavy doors were opened back against the front wall of the building, and were held in position by a pair of strategically-placed flower tubs made from a barrel sawn in half. Risbury noticed that the panes of glass in the inner doors carried two signs. One, a printed offering from BT informed patrons that “You may telephone from here”. The other, handwritten in thick black felt-tip pen stated ominously “NO BIKERS. NO SHORTS. SHIRTS MUST BE WORN ON THESE PREMISES”. He smiled, and pushing open the door, walked in.

	 The King’s Hounds is in all respects the archetypal rustic pub; thatched roof, oak beams, horse-brasses and a capacious brick-built fireplace in which great logs enjoyed a long repose awaiting winter’s conflagration. Strange agricultural implements, whose purpose and nomenclature passed long ago from living memory, decorated the interior walls and ceiling beams. Clive had to duck below one of the beams as he stepped into the lounge and crossed the thick red carpet to the bar. There was no-one else to be seen, but a lit cigarette quietly fuming in an otherwise empty ashtray gave mute evidence to human presence. He noticed that the butt of the cigarette was smeared with pink lipstick. 

	 As he looked around the bar, he took in the small oak tables surrounded by brass-studded chairs upholstered in a shade of red which matched the carpet and curtains. The high barstools were also studded with brass and covered with the same deep red velvet. A solitary fruit machine stood vainly flashing its multi-coloured pre-programmed seduction ritual in the far corner of the room, where a pair of doors marked “Gentlemen” and “Ladies” stood closed against the facilities provided. The unmistakable odour which pervades country pubs the land over permeated the place; tobacco, beer, and polished wood greeted Clive’s nostrils, along with the faintest hint of musty straw. 

	 Clive sat at the bar, and took a packet of Silk Cut and a lighter from his blazer pocket. He put the pack on a beercloth protecting the highly-polished bar, placing the small gold lighter on top so it lay exactly over the centre of the box. 

	 The sound of footsteps interrupted Risbury’s appreciation of the pub’s interior decor and he looked up to see a woman pushing through the bead curtains behind the bar. She was smiling to herself, and looked momentarily startled when she caught sight of the seated man. Risbury smiled a charming smile, stood, and said cheerily: “Hello! Good Evening. I’m Clive Risbury, just moved into Vine Cottage today. Thought I’d pop in and introduce myself.”

	 The woman smiled back, lifting her left hand to her face, brushing back imaginary hairs from her eye. It was a completely unconscious act, but Clive couldn’t help but notice the absence of a ring from her third finger. She stepped forward to face him across the bar and held out her slim right hand. 

	 “Oh, Hi! I’m Amanda, Amanda Payne. Welcome to Hemden Wickette.” Her voice was soft and husky, seductive in the practiced manner of a professional barmaid. Clive took her hand, enjoying its coolness, and, still smiling, looked deeply into her hazel eyes. There was no doubting that she was physically attractive, her short dark bobbed hair framing her smiling face, which was glowing with a healthy tan and the inner wellbeing enjoyed by those fortunate not to be daily exposed to the stresses and strains of city life. 

	 “Hi, nice to meet you.” replied Risbury. He spoke a gentleman’s English, with no discernible accent. His was a voice heard daily by airline passengers and the junior ranks of all Her Majesty’s Armed Forces, the voice of a well-bred, well-educated man filled with quiet confidence and endowed with that unusual quality recognized as ‘leadership’.

	 “Are you the licensee of this fine establishment?” Clive continued, knowing full well that one George Crombley was in fact the licensee, he had seen the name on the plaque above the door when he’d come in.

	 “Good lord, no,” replied Amanda, slowly withdrawing her hand. “George is the landlord, he’s in the cellar at the moment putting on another barrel. He’ll be up in a minute.” 

	 “Oh good. Only I’ve taken a bit of a liberty and parked my car outside all day. I hope he doesn’t mind?” said Clive, raising an inquisitive eyebrow. Amanda had leaned forward a little, pressing her abdomen up against the drainer below the bar. The smoke from her cigarette drifted up from the ashtray between them, and she noticed that it had taken on a curious stale odour. 

	 “No, I’m sure he won’t, most of the residents park their cars outside here, it helps to keep the road clear.” Amanda reached forward and stubbed out the cigarette; condensation had formed a wet stain on the underside of the cigarette, and the smouldering tobacco had seemed to be producing a wispy yet tangible veil between the two. “Can I get you something to drink while you’re waiting for him?” asked Amanda, coquettishly tilting her head to one side. 

	 “Yes thanks, I’m dying for a gee and tee. Been moving furniture and boxes all afternoon. Will you join me for one?” said Clive, still smiling. 

	 “Thank you,” breathed Amanda, “I’ll have the same if I may?”

	 “Please do” insisted Clive. Amanda stepped back from the bar, and reached up to take two glasses from the rack above her head. She was wearing a pale blue cardigan which clung tightly to her chest as she reached up. Smiling, Amanda stepped across to the optics and began to charge one of the glasses with Gordon’s. She was half turned toward Risbury, and he took the advantage offered to study her figure. The light blue knee-length skirt she was wearing was as flattering as her cardigan. Clive imagined she was in her early thirties, and that beneath the sheer stockings she would have good legs. 

	 “Ice and lemon?” asked Amanda, flashing a smile.

	 “Yes, thank you.” said Clive, picking up his packet of cigarettes. Just then, the bead curtains parted and a fat, balding man of about sixty walked through. He was mopping his brow with a brown handkerchief, and breathing heavily. At first he couldn’t see Risbury, the svelte figure of Amanda was interposed between the two men.

	 “Oh George, there you are,” said Amanda enthusiastically, and she stepped back from the optics. Crombley could now clearly see the stranger. “This is Mr Clive Risbury, he’s just moved into the cottage down the road.”

	 Crombley looked at Clive with something akin to suspicion, and moved slowly forward to greet the man. Risbury put down the cigarettes and held out his hand. The landlord’s ample girth prevented any possibility of him leaning over the drainer as Amanda had done, and Clive had to stretch out his arm over the bar between the beer pumps.

	 “Hello, Clive Risbury. I’ve just moved in to Vine Cottage.”

	 “How do. George Crombley. I’m the landlord.” croaked Crombley, as he pocketed his handkerchief, still breathing heavily . His face was flushed with exertion and Risbury tried to picture the portly publican heaving barrels of beer around in a dark, humid cellar.

	 “Nice to meet you.” Clive smiled his best smile, crow’s feet appearing at the corners of his eyes and his face lighting up with good humour. “I’ve just been saying to your charming Miss Payne, I’m afraid I took a bit of a liberty this afternoon and parked my Range Rover outside your pub while I moved in. I hope I didn’t cause any inconvenience, old chap?”

	 “Not at all, sir,” replied Crombley, his aspect relaxing from one of suspicion to near subservience. “Most of the village residents park here all the time, helps keep the road clear. I’ve no objection to you doing the same, we all look out for each other in Hempden Wick-ette.” Crombley smiled, his piggy eyes gleaming under his perspiring brow, his breathing becoming more relaxed.

	 Amanda squeezed herself between Crombley and the optics to put Risbury’s gin and tonic on the bar, smiling as she did so. Clive reached for his wallet and addressing Crombley said: “Would you care to have a drink with me, Mr Crombley?”

	 Crombley smiled, nodded, and waving a dismissive hand at Clive’s wallet said “First one’s on the house. And I think I’ll join the pair of you, it’s not often we get new folk taking up in the village.”

	 “Ah that’s very kind of you” said Risbury, relaxing a little as Crombley poured himself a generous brandy. “Cheers!”.

	 “Your good health” said Crombley, waving his glass in Clive’s direction.

	 “Cheers” breathed Amanda, sipping her drink, head slightly lowered, and gazing at Risbury over the rim of her glass.

	 Clive drank a mouthful of the gin and tonic, put his glass back on the beermat and once again reached for his cigarettes. “God I needed that!” he exclaimed, opening the packet and offering them first to Amanda and then to Crombley. Both took a cigarette saying “thanks” and Clive lit them, then his own, drawing deeply on the smoke. 

	 “D’you plan to stay in the village long, Mr Risbury?” asked Amanda, breathing out both words and smoke.

	 “Hmmmm” hummed Clive as he took another draw on the cigarette, “It’s Clive, please. Yes, I’ve had enough of travelling and the city both. Decided I might like to settle once and for all and write that book I’ve always promised I would.”

	 “Ah, you’re an author then?” asked Crombley, somewhat surprised. 

	 “Good heavens no. Just promised myself one day I’d write an account of my exploits, just for fun really. No, I used to have business in the City, but decided I’d had enough excitement and thought I’d settle down here.” 

	 “Oh,” said Amanda, almost disappointedly, “I had you down as a military man, perhaps another retired Officer like our Colonel Rumboult. He lives up at the Big House.”

	 “Yes, he should be in later, usually comes down for a pinkers at about nine o’clock.” said Crombley, draining his glass.

	 “Oh does it show?” said Clive, feigning disappointment himself, “Actually I was in the RAF for a few years.”

	 “There, I knew it!” giggled Amanda. Even the giggle had a coltish, seductive quality. 

	 “Well!” exclaimed Crombley, “the Colonel will be chuffed. What was it, Wing Commander?”

	 “No, no, just Squadron Leader I’m afraid.” Clive grinned sheepishly, tapping the ash from his cigarette and picking up his glass. He tipped it back and drained the contents unceremoniously in a gesture he took to be nonchalant.

	 “You’re too modest, Clive,” said Amanda, huskily. “I’m afraid you’re likely to be in for a long evening when the Colonel gets here!”

	 “Aye,” said Crombley, resting one pudgy hand on a beer pump, “he likes to remember his wars. Served in the Royal Artillery, you know. That’s his stool in the corner, next to where you’re sitting.”

	 The non-sequitur took Risbury by surprise and all he could manage was “Oh, really?”. He made a mental note not to sit on the corner stool lest he offend against village tradition.

	 Just then the door swung open and Neville Thrutton loped in. He was still wearing the same black leather jacket Risbury had seen when asking for directions at the “Jolly Shopper” all those weeks ago. The sneer on the youth’s face was the same too, the apparent badge of disaffected teenagers the world over. Apart from the youth’s jeans, which appeared to be less soiled than they had been in July, Thrutton’s appearance was exactly as Risbury remembered it. Thrutton dismissed Clive with barely a glance, and walked past the corner of the bar. Both Crombley and Amanda could barely disguise their feelings towards the youth and Clive, struggling to avoid betraying a hint of recognition, detected a noticeable chill in the air.

	 Thrutton pulled a tattered and stained five-pound note from his jeans pocket, and placing it on the bar grunted “Pound coins for the fag machine?”. Without speaking, Crombley took the note and held it aloft, making a performance of looking for a watermark. Thrutton snorted. Amanda moved almost imperceptibly closer to Risbury, offering a weak and apologetic smile to the older man. The till “chinged” as it was opened and Crombley took five pound coins from the tray. He handed them to Thrutton, dropping them into the youth’s outstretched hand as if physical contact might result in the transfer of some terrible disease.

	 Thrutton looked at the coins for a second, obviously counting them, and grunted “chiz mate” as he turned his back on the other three. He crossed to the cigarette machine, deposited some money in the slot, and noisily yanked a knob. The machine spat out the gold-coloured pack which Thrutton pocketed before moving off to the fruit machine at the far end of the bar.

	 “Charming character.” said Risbury, conspiratorially, remembering the contempt he’d seen on Miss Maybee’s face, and recognizing the same in the two behind the bar.

	 “Nasty little bugger, if you’ll excuse my French, Squadron Leader.” said Crombley. Amanda nodded, the apologetic smile still twitching at the corners of her mouth.

	 “Hmm. I suppose there’s at least one everywhere you go. And please, it’s just Clive, I left the Service some while ago.”

	 “Oh, righto then. You can call me George, or just Crombley if you prefer. Colonel does.” said Crombley. Clive thought he noted a hint of disappointment in the landlord’s tone. He promptly took his wallet from his blazer, and putting on his best no-nonsense voice exclaimed:

	 “Right, well I’m about ready for another, and this time I insist on buying too. Amanda? George?”

	 Both Crombley and Amanda accepted the offer, and the somewhat tense atmosphere which had begun to develop since Thrutton’s arrival at once evaporated. Crombley smiled his acceptance and handed both his and Risbury’s glass to Amanda, who cheerfully set about replenishing the drinks. Thrutton, his back to them all, stood in front of the fruit machine, the sound of his fist banging the buttons and the electronic pleas of the machine the only indication of his continued presence. 

	 “What made you decide to settle here, then, Squadron Leader, if you don’t mind my asking?” asked Crombley.

	 “Sort of spur of the moment thing really. My wife died a couple of months ago, and the flat seemed pretty big on my own.”

	 Crombley looked down at his feet, and after an awkward silence said “Ah. Sorry to hear that sir.”

	 Amanda returned with the drinks, and Risbury could tell from her big, sympathetic eyes that she had overheard.

	 “Not to worry,” Risbury smiled reassuringly, “Cheers!” and he lifted his glass. Crombley and Amanda returned the toast, though somewhat less enthusiastically. Clive was suddenly distracted by movement at the far end of the bar and looked up to see Thrutton loping their way. The fruit machine had failed to pay out and the youth’s sneer had developed into a scowl as he hurried past and out of the doors.

	 “Riddance. Excuse me a moment.” said Crombley, and he turned away. Thrutton had left a cigarette smouldering on top of the fruit machine, not in the ashtray, but on the veneered surface of the machine itself. Crombley walked to the other end of the bar and lifted the flap to open the small door in the bar. He ambled across to the machine with a curious, waddling gait, and stubbed out the smouldering butt.

	 “I should keep well away from that one, Clive. He really is a nasty piece of work.”

	 “Sorry, Amanda, who’s that?”

	 “Neville Thrutton. Hairs around on a great big motorbike, going like a bat out of hell. Always in trouble with the police. Only I thought I’d let you know, in case you see him hanging around.” Amanda’s eyes were wide, and Clive detected both genuine concern and more than a little fear in her soft voice. 

	 “Oh, right. Thanks for the warning.”

	 “With any luck he’ll come a cropper on that damn bike of his,” said Crombley, closing the flap as he stepped back behind the bar.

	 “George, really!” Amanda scolded, “That’s a terrible thing to say!” 

	 “Don’t tell me you wouldn’t count your blessings if he did, now ’Manda. You more than most know what the little toe-rag’s capable of.”

	 “Please George.” she replied, her voice soft, like a frightened child. 

	 Clive could see that the young woman looked hurt, and perhaps a little embarrassed, and a sudden, unexpected breeze of sympathy seemed to waft lightly through him. “Excuse me,” he said, before Crombley could continue, “Nature calls.” he lied, raising an inquisitive eyebrow.

	 Amanda looked a little relieved and flashed a coy smile. “Oh straight through, to the side of the fruit machine.”

	 “Thanks”. Clive rose, and left the two at the bar as he made his way to the gents. Once inside the toilets he simply stood looking in the mirror above the wash-basins, a curious, puzzled expression on his face. After what seemed to him to be a reasonable period of time he abruptly turned on his heel and walked back out into the bar.

	 “...’Course, in them days a fellah had to be damn’ careful not to get his bally head shot off! Uhugh!” said Colonel Rumboult, punctuating the end of his sentence by clearing his throat and jamming the King Edward cigar into his mouth.

	 “Quite so, Colonel” responded Crombley, with plausible enthusiasm. Risbury approached his stool, and as the Colonel continued his martial anecdote, Risbury studied the man facing him. Colonel Rumboult was in his late sixties or early seventies, it was difficult to tell. He had been genetically afflicted by Male Pattern Baldness and lost most of his hair in his early twenties, thereby acquiring the not-quite-so-affectionate nickname “bum-bald” from his peers. 

	 Strands of lank grey hair were combed with military precision from above his left ear, across his bald pate, to connect with his right. This, together with the shrub-like tufts of grey hair that protruded from within the Colonel’s ears, gave the impression that a continuous band of hair ran through and over the plump, round head. 

	 The Colonel had a ‘strawberry’ nose, an accurate description for both shape, texture, and colour of the poor man’s proboscis. Tiny hairs grew from the seed-like pits in the skin covering the surface of the nose, and Rumboult was obliged to frequently trim these as well as the hairs protruding from within the fruity organ. Rumboult was dressed in tweeds, of course, a matching deerstalker resting, as if ready to pounce, on the bar beside his left elbow. As the Colonel reached out his left hand to brush the ash from his cigar into the large glass ashtray he and Risbury were sharing, Clive caught sight of the gold watch-chain attached to the swollen waistcoat beneath the man’s jacket. The Colonel had, since it was a weekday, dispensed with the Regimental tie and instead selected a plain blue silk cravat worn under his open-necked shirt. A matching blue kerchief protruded from the Colonel’s jacket pocket. Plus-fours, naturally. 

	 “Aha! Must be the new chap Crombley mentioned, Uhugh! Colonel HE Rumboult, at your service, sah! Uhugh!” And Rumboult held out a plump, dry hand. 

	 “Risbury, Clive Risbury. Nice to meet you, Colonel.” Clive shook the hand, somewhat surprised at the old man’s weak grip.

	 “Squadron Leader eh? Raffy-taffy type. Artillery meself. Nice to meet you too old boy! Uhugh! Just telling Crombley here...” and he continued regaling the landlord with a vague account of one of his regiment’s African campaigns. Clive looked at Crombley, and thought he caught a slight rolling of the eyes. Amanda was nowhere to be seen. After a while two men came into the lounge, chatting good-humouredly. They walked straight to the middle of the bar down from where Risbury sat, and Crombley seized his opportunity to escape. He nodded briefly at Clive before turning and walking off down the bar. 

	 “Be with you in a tick,” he said to the newcomers, who nodded affably and carried on with their conversation. Rumboult turned his watery eyes in Risbury’s direction and continued his story unabated, as Crombley walked out through the bead curtains. More customers arrived as the Colonel droned on, puffing on the cigar and coughing every other sentence. Amanda and Crombley reappeared, and went about the business of supplying drinks to the eight or nine newcomers.

	 Clive was aware that the Colonel’s glass had been empty for almost ten minutes, though his own was still half full. As Rumboult continued describing the effectiveness of a twenty-pounder against tribal warriors armed with deadly sticks, Risbury looked up the length of the bar in an attempt to attract the attention of either Amanda or Crombley. Amanda, who had made it her business to keep an eye on the new arrival, caught sight of Risbury’s imploring gaze and smiled apologetically. She was pouring the second of two pints of Guinness for a pair of middle-aged agricultural types and it was plain that it would be some time before she could come to Clive’s assistance. 

	 Crombley, at the far end of the bar, had adopted his customary pose, feet apart, standing squarely between two beerpumps, each hand resting lightly on a pump handle. He was laughing with an elderly man who was deftly rolling a cigarette with his left hand whilst clutching a pint of Best in his right. At the sound of Crombley’s laughter, Amanda turned her head to the portly landlord and must have verbally attracted attention to Clive’s plight at the other end of the bar, for Crombley turned to look at Risbury and the Colonel. Seeing that his services were required, Crombley nodded at the elderly man and walked slowly to where the two men sat.

	 “Knew some of your fellahs in Egypt. Wingco’s name was Johnson, I believe, p’raps you served with ’im, Uhugh?” 

	 “’Fraid not, old chap.” said Clive, as Crombley approached, “CO’s name was Tattersall.” and then to Crombley “Another for the Colonel, please, George.”

	 “Right you are sir, and another gee and tee?”

	 “No, not for me I’m afraid. Been rather a long day, what with the drive and moving in and all. Think I’ll polish this one off and head for home.” 

	 “Uhugh!” coughed the Colonel, as Crombley placed Rumboult’s empty glass in the drainer and took a clean one from the overhead rack, “Tattersall you say? Don’t think I know the fellah. Served in Egypt did he?”

	 “Don’t believe he did, Colonel.” replied Risbury, still maintaining an impressively credible expression of interest in the conversation. As Crombley walked away towards the bead curtains to fetch the Angosturas Bitters, Risbury continued conspiratorially, “Actually, most of my service was ‘down south’, if you know what I mean, Colonel?”

	 “Ah! Uhugh!” beamed the Colonel, looking around as to confirm the lack of eavesdroppers, the threadveins on his flushed cheeks glowing crimson, “Say n’ more old boy, fuzzie wuzzies, eh? Had one or two run-ins with the little beggars meself. Not to worry, Uhugh!” and, leaning closer, tapping the strawberry with his index finger, continued: “Mum’s the word, old boy, eh? No names no packdrill, what?”

	 “Quite so, sir, quite so.” whispered Risbury, loud enough so that the hushed words could penetrate the Colonel’s shrubbery. 

	 Crombley arrived with Rumboult’s replenished pink gin and placed it next to the deerstalker. “There you are, Colonel, ice out as usual.”

	 “Ah, cheers Crombley. Jolly decent of you, Squan Leer, Uhugh!”

	 “You’re good health, Colonel.” Clive raised his glass to Rumboult and downed its contents in one. Smacking his lips, he placed the empty glass on the table, stubbed out his cigarette, and put the packet and lighter in his pocket. “Well, I must make a move, dog tired you know. It’s been a jolly nice evening, meeting you and all. Thanks for the business with the carparking and all, George, I really am much obliged.”

	 “Not at all, sir, feel free. I live upstairs, so nothing’s going to happen to it. No real need for the alarm, really.” replied Crombley, cheerfully, hoping that Risbury would take the hint; a car alarm going off in the pub carpark would wake the whole village and be the subject of conversation for days.

	 “Thanks, George, decent of you.” Clive, whose view was obscured by the bulk of the landlord, couldn’t see Amanda, who was serving at the opposite end of the bar. Instead, he turned to the Colonel “Well, goodnight Colonel, I daresay we’ll bump into each other tomorrow.”

	 “Hmmmmff.” croaked Rumboult who was in mid-swig, “Uhugh! Yes, ’night Squan Leer, look forward to it. Damn decent to have another military type in the old place, even a bally raffy-taffy, eh, Ha! Uhugh!”

	 “Quite so, Quite so. Cheer-o!” Clive raised a hand in farewell and turned for the door. Ducking under the ceiling beam, he pulled the door open and turned for one last fleeting look at the bar. Amanda was pulling a pint for one of the farmworkers and looked up at Clive, her expression inscrutable. Clive raised a cheery hand which was met with the briefest flicker of a smile from Amanda. He couldn’t help but notice that hers were not the only eyes to watch him leave.

	 The fresh air carried a slight chill, a faint promise of the winter to come, and night had fallen. In truth, Risbury had lost all sense of time since the Colonel had arrived to claim his ‘rightful’ place at the corner of the bar. The pub’s sign was creaking in the slight breeze, and the electric light atop its gallows pole provided the only illumination, though there was a bright pool of light spreading from the front windows of the “Jolly Shopper”. Risbury buttoned his blazer against the breeze, and began slowly walking down the Tiddlington road towards Vine Cottage.

	 He found the unfamiliar terrain a little confusing on his way home; the lack of street lighting and recognizable landmarks making it all the more difficult to precisely locate his new abode. The gin and tonics he had been obliged to drink had made him feel light-headed, and the unfamiliar silhouettes of cottages and hedgerows added to his confusion. He found Vine Cottage though, through the simple expedient of having left the porchlight on. Moths fluttered about the glowing bulb as he opened the front door, and he was grateful to himself for putting only the front door key on the leather keyfob he had bought the day before.

	 Though all the furniture and packing cases had been delivered, there had been no time either to arrange the furniture or unpack the contents of all the boxes. Clive had labelled each box and crate meticulously, and had ensured that the brand new double bed (which had taken the three men so much effort to manhandle up the stairs and into the bedroom) was made up before leaving for the King’s Hounds. For this too, he was grateful. As he prepared for bed, genuinely tired, the silence of the room was broken by the muffled chirping of the mobile ’phone nestling in the inside pocket of his sports jacket. He picked up the jacket from on top of the chest of drawers, and taking the small ’phone from the pocket, flipped open the mouthpiece. “Risbury.” he said, and obviously recognizing the voice of the caller, scowled. It was Thrutton.

	 “Yes. Hmmm. I thought so, too. Look, I’ve told you before... Hmmm. Good night.” Still scowling darkly, he closed the mouthpiece and, placing the ’phone on the chest of drawers, switched off the lights and went to bed. 

	 Risbury slept soundly in spite of the strangeness of his surroundings and the unfamiliarity of the new bed. Perhaps a combination of gin, fresh country air, and the stresses and strains of moving in assisted with his dreamless slumber. 
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	 At five o’clock in the morning he was awakened briefly by the growling of a tractor rumbling past the cottage down the Tiddlington road, but consciousness lasted just long enough for his resting brain to identify the curious sounds and vibrations and classify them as non-threatening. At six-fifteen, however, that raucous cacophony euphemistically referred to by country folk as ‘the dawn chorus’ blasted Risbury from sleep with such a start that for a moment he believed himself to be under attack from the Colonel’s stick-wielding savages. To Clive, the din seemed interminable. The waves of sleep, which for some ten minutes attempted to engulf him, were driven back by a thousand feathered Canutes, and Clive, yawning, pulled himself up on his elbows. He surveyed the bedroom in the gloomy first light, and remembered where he was. He looked at his wristwatch lying next to his shaving kit on the bedside crate, and seeing the time muttered an oath before climbing out of bed.

	 Risbury had labelled a large cardboard box ‘consumables & essentials’, and from this he had taken an electric kettle, some mugs, a jar of instant coffee, and a carton of teabags the day before. These items had been installed in the small but adequate kitchen soon after the unloading of the removal van had begun; as everyone knows, tea lubricates the gears of manual labour and had greatly assisted in the ‘moving in’ process. Risbury filled the kettle at the kitchen sink, plugged it in, and after finding a roll of toilet paper, went back upstairs.

	 After dressing, Clive returned to the kitchen and made himself a mug of black coffee; the pint of milk he had brought with him had been used up by the removal men and a visit to the “Jolly Shopper” to buy another had been out of the question on his first day in the village. While the coffee cooled on the sink drainer, Risbury searched for and found an electric toaster in a second box (labelled ‘kitchen equipment’), and taking a rather squashed loaf of sliced bread from the ‘essentials’, set about making a frugal breakfast. After a while, he stood in front of the sink, mug in one hand and a slice of toast in the other, gazing out of the kitchen window at the back garden. 

	 The garden had been well-tended by the late Mrs Ashbury, and although narrow (about the same width as the cottage itself) was fully sixty feet long. Privet hedges ran the length of the garden on both sides, and being some eight feet tall provided privacy from the neighbouring gardens. A rocky pavement wound its way from the back door to the back gate, which was a small wrought iron affair set between white picket fencing, and which opened onto the apple orchard beyond. A small, six-foot by four-foot wooden shed occupied the far right corner of the garden, and Clive decided to explore its contents come the weekend.

	 A single clothes-line ran almost the length of the garden, and was secured to a tall wooden pole at the far end and to a metal eye-hook set in the brickwork below the upstairs bathroom window. A forked wooden prop stood askew in the middle of the garden holding the line up, and Risbury could see where the base of the prop had worn a shallow indentation between the large flint cobbles which formed the path. The garden had been segregated into plots, each neatly bordered with white and black flint nodules. Each plot was planted with a variety of small shrubs and multicoloured bedding plants. Clive had no interest in gardening, and was unable to identify any but the most common flowers. The infamous begonias, not visible from where Clive stood, occupied a small plot immediately below the kitchen window, stretching from the privet hedge on the right to the back door at the left. The begonia bed, however, unlike the other plots, was bordered with broken paving slabs, jutting up out of the ground like a row of jagged, broken teeth.

	 A faint flicker of a smile twitched at the corners of Risbury’s mouth as he remembered the nights he and Thrutton had spent standing, toes pressed up against the jagged stone, watching through the kitchen window as Mrs Ashbury had made her bedtime cocoa. To have stood in the flower bed itself, as Mrs Ashbury had insisted to the police that the ‘strange men’ had, would have been madness; the soft and daily-watered earth in which the delicate flowers reposed would have recorded their presence as effectively as any camera. 

	 He remembered too the flight up the garden path, the casual leap across the three-foot high gate, and the escape through the orchard which they had been obliged to make in the time it took the frail old woman to hobble from the sink to the back door. After the third of their silent visits, however, Mrs Ashbury’s fear prevented any attempt at challenging the men, and instead she had simply lurched into the living room to telephone the police. The iron poker she had taken to keeping on the kitchen window sill was still where she had left it before her untimely demise.

	 Risbury worked at unpacking his belongings and arranging the living room furniture until noon, when the rumbling in his stomach reminded him that two slices of toast and cup of coffee had been a poor substitute for his usual fried breakfast. He went up to the bedroom in search of his wallet and keys, and slipping on a casual jacket, pondered over the difficult decision as to what to do next. He could simply walk to the King’s Hounds, where he could lunch on the wholesome “home-cooked food” as advertised on the chalkboard behind the bar. Or he could visit the “Jolly Shopper”, and stock up on much-needed provisions. It was a difficult choice. Whilst the pub offered rapid relief from hunger and the pleasant prospect of an afternoon in the company of the delightful Amanda, there was of course the risk that Rumboult also took luncheon there. That would mean the whole afternoon wasted, and another evening spent without supplies (and a woolly head from too much gin to boot). On the other hand, thought Clive, the “Jolly Shopper” meant a face-to-face encounter with the Village Inquisitor.

	 Clive of course knew that he must endure the inevitable meeting with Miss Maybee at some time or other; he couldn’t simply shut himself away in the cottage venturing out only after dark when the “Jolly Shopper” closed. And the prospect of another dry-toast and black-coffee breakfast was beyond the pale. As he descended the stairs, Risbury decided that between Miss Maybee and the Colonel, the Inquisitor was the lesser of two evils.

	 Miss Maybee had been somewhat surprised that the newcomer had not called at the shop earlier that morning. Most of the village souls were up and about by seven and many called in for newspapers, tobacco, milk and foodstuffs, or to post letters, well before nine. True, there was a trickle of customers throughout the day, but the majority of the regulars were morning visitors. And of those that did call in during the afternoon, most were elderly village folk simply keeping abreast of the goings on. Miss Maybee had seen not a hint of activity from Vine Cottage all day, and she found it somewhat perplexing not knowing whether the man was either in or out.

	 So it was with some satisfaction that Miss Maybee, standing at her favourite vantage point by the catfood shelf, regarded Risbury as he walked briskly up the Tiddlington road. When Clive reached the door of the shop Miss Maybee was back behind the serving counter and apparently deeply absorbed by an article in the latest edition of ‘Country Life’. The pose did not convince Risbury, however, for as he entered the shop the old woman took far too long to look up and raise the pince-nez to her eyes. 

	 “Ah” she exclaimed, conferring two syllables upon the sound, “Good afternoon. You must be the Squadron Leader Risbury that I’ve heard mentioned so often this morning?” and with that she lowered her pince-nez.

	 “Good afternoon!” Clive called back above the jangling of the bell as he closed the door. He feigned an expression of delighted surprise as he approached the Inquisitor, hand outstretched in greeting. “I am indeed. I’m afraid you have me somewhat at an advantage, Mrs...?”

	 “Miss Maybee.” replied the woman, with heavy but none-the-less polite emphasis on the title rather than the surname. “I am both the proprietor” she waved vaguely about her, “and sub-post-mistress of Hemden Wickette.” 

	 “Charmed to meet you, I’m sure.” said Clive, taking the cold, parchment-dry hand regally offered him by the Matriarch. For a split second, Risbury felt unsure as to whether to simply shake the hand, or kiss it. The fleeting moment passed, however, and he wisely elected to take the hand in his, and lightly and politely squeeze it for a second or two before allowing the owner to withdraw it to her side of the counter. “I moved into Vine Cottage yesterday” he continued, unnecessarily, “and I’m in desperate need of supplies!”

	 “But of course.” Miss Maybee impaled him with an inscrutable stare from her cool blue eyes, and slightly raised one eyebrow. This subtlest of expressions obliged Risbury to continue, and he found himself saying:

	 “Quite so. Apart from stocking my shelves, I wonder if I may order a daily newspaper? You do deliver?”

	 “Indeed we do, Squadron Leader. Though we may be somewhat isolated here in the village, I can assure you we are not living in the dark ages. And I shall be delighted to open a delivery account for you. I very much regret, however, that I must ask for some form of identification.” She reached under the counter to retrieve a large, leather-bound tome which she carefully, and quietly in spite of its obvious weight, placed on top of the counter. 

	 “I’m afraid the only identification I have on me is some credit cards,” said Risbury, reaching for his wallet, “will they suffice?”

	 “Yes, that will be adequate. Unfortunately, though I cannot accept them as payment for goods. The charges, you know. I hope this doesn’t cause you any embarrassment. And which newspaper would you like to have delivered?” 

	 “The Times, please, and no, not at all, I always use cash myself, the cards really are for emergencies like petrol and so forth.” Risbury took his wallet from the inside pocket of his jacket and withdrew a credit card. Clive was obliged to wait, the credit card held trespassing over of the edge of the counter, while Miss Maybee opened the ledger and began slowly turning the pages. She took up a ball-point pen from beside the till, and at length reached across to take the offending plastic square. She wrote slowly and meticulously, speaking the words aloud as she penned them into the ledger. 

	 “Squadron...Leader...CJ Risbury. Vine...Cottage...TidLitton Road” (though she wrote ‘Tiddlington’) “...Hemden...Wickette” (though she wrote Hambledean Wicket) “The Times... daily... commencing 16 October...nineteen...ninety six.” She suddenly and alarmingly snapped her head up to lance Clive with those steely blue eyes and said “Shall you be taking the Sunday Edition, Squadron Leader?”

	 “Oh, yes, please, thank you, I shall” spluttered Risbury, taken aback as if ambushed.

	 “Very well.” and redirecting her attention to the ledger continued writing. Without looking up she held the credit card up for Risbury to take back, and he did so, slipping it back into his wallet as Miss Maybee entered figures in a column at the right of the page. 

	 “Shall you be settling your account weekly?” she enquired, pen poised, eyes fixed on the nib.

	 “Yes, that’s fine, whatever’s convenient for you, Miss Maybee.”

	 She appended the letter ‘W’ after the figures, placed the pen back beside the till and gently closed the ledger. She looked up at Risbury, and though her cockleshell lips were smiling, her eyes remained blank and inscrutable. “Delivery will commence tomorrow, Squadron Leader.” 

	 “Thank you. I wonder, since I need to stock up with so much, do you have a box I could use for my supplies?”

	 “I’ll see what I can find for you, Squadron Leader. In the meantime, just place anything you need on the counter.”

	 “Thank you.”

	 Miss Maybee tilted her head in acknowledgement, and waited until Clive had turned away from the counter before she silently departed through a strip-curtained doorway to fetch the box he required. When Clive turned round, arms laden with shopping, a large cardboard carton was resting on the counter and Miss Maybee was exactly where she had been standing earlier. Risbury had heard no sound, and to him the appearance of the box and Miss Maybee’s inscrutable smile smacked almost of the supernatural. He smiled back, placing the goods on the counter so that Miss Maybee could price them into the till. 

	 “I wonder, Squadron Leader, will Mrs Risbury be joining you?”

	 “No, I’m afraid I’m a widower, Miss Maybee.” replied Clive, taking a bottle of washing-up liquid to the counter.

	 “Oh dear I am sorry.” said Miss Maybee, with the same practiced, polite indifference used by BBC newscasters when reporting that a capacious airliner had crashed with no Britons aboard.

	 “Not at all.” responded Risbury dutifully, and continued moving about the shop.

	 “Tell me, Squadron Leader, are you at all related to the late Mrs Ashbury? It seems like only yesterday that the poor woman passed away.” Clive recognized the oblique reference to the apparent rapidity with which the former occupant of Vine Cottage had moved on and the present incumbent had moved in.

	 “No, no, I’m afraid I didn’t know Mrs Ashbury at all. I came to hear about the cottage from her nephew. He was the beneficiary. His family home is in Purbright. I knew him as a business associate and he was aware that I was looking to move into the country, so he offered the cottage to me. I accepted straight away, of course, such a charming village.”

	 “Ah. I see.” said Miss Maybee, nodding wisely.

	 “I imagine Mrs Ashbury must have been a dear friend of yours?”

	 “I knew her, yes of course, but she had only been resident for a short time, really. One never gets to know people as well as one would like, even in such a small community as ours.” She rang in the price of the loaf and balanced it on top of the now full carton. “Still, it was such a shame towards the end, the poor woman’s mind became quite frail, you know.”
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