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The Traveller Returns


‘The job is a simple murder,’ said the Employer.


‘Very well,’ said the Employee.


‘Do you know the village of Stunston Peveril?’


‘Not well, but I have been there.’


‘Good. The instructions will be sent as a voice message to your mobile phone.’


‘Are there any unusual demands as to how the murder is done?’


‘You will see that when you receive the voice message.’


‘Very well,’ said the Employee. ‘And when do you want it done?’


‘That too will be in the voice message,’ said the Employer. ‘As soon as you receive it, I want you to memorise the contents and then delete the message.’


‘Very well. So, it’s just your standard village murder, is it?’ asked the Employee.


‘Oh, it’s rather different from that,’ said the Employer.


‘Major Bricket’s going to be living in Stunston Peveril all the time,’ Venetia Clothbury announced definitively. 


‘Oh, where did you hear that?’ asked her friend Mollie Greenford.


‘I have my sources,’ came the mysterious reply.


Mollie nodded sagely. She had long since learnt that, if you wanted to stay a friend of Venetia Clothbury, it was unwise to disagree with her. And, even though she wouldn’t exactly have said that she liked Venetia, she did want to stay her friend. There wasn’t a huge choice of friends in a Suffolk village like Stunston Peveril. And the older ones did have an inconvenient habit of dying off. Most, though not all, from natural causes.


The two octogenarians were having their regular Mon-day morning coffee at the Gingham Tea Shop. Stunston Peveril was too small to have been colonised by one of the global coffee chains like Starbucks, and for over twenty years the Gingham Tea Shop had supplied its needs in hot beverages, fancy cakes and fanciful gossip. It was run with beady efficiency by Elvira Finchcombe, who was always hinting she came from a titled family and who discouraged the invasion of her premises by tourists with sleeveless Union Jack T-shirts and tattoos. 


‘It’s interesting that Major Bricket is coming back. It must mean that he’s retired.’ Venetia Clothbury always spoke at full volume. This was not because she was deaf – nor indeed because Mollie Greenford was deaf. It was simply that it never occurred to Venetia that other people might not be interested in what she had to say. 


This had certainly been the case with her deceased husband, Sydney, an Old Etonian whose pinched face had always exhibited the discomfort of a man whose entire married life had been spent trying – unsuccessfully – to get a word in edgeways.


‘Retired from what, though?’ asked Mollie. ‘Nobody in the village seems to know what he actually did.’


‘Oh, I do,’ Venetia Clothbury asserted.


‘How clever of you to find out,’ said Mollie.


‘Yes, it was,’ her friend agreed.


‘I’ve heard a lot of theories from people in the village,’ said Mollie. ‘Some say he’s involved in import/export.’


‘“Import/export” of what?’


‘Oh, they didn’t say that. Other people say he works for Interpol.’


‘Doing what?’


‘Oh, they didn’t say that. And then Rhona in Cosy Collectibles says Major Bricket arranges the touring schedules for an international orchestra. That’s why he’s away so much.’


‘Nonsense.’


‘And Lena who cleans at the vicarage says the Major’s a television producer. He does those programmes where celebrities are shut away in the jungle and made to eat insects.’


Venetia Clothbury shuddered. ‘How irredeemably vulgar.’


‘I agree,’ said Mollie. ‘Programmes like that are an insult to my intelligence.’


‘Imagine what they do to mine,’ said her friend loftily.


‘And then Dierdre in the Post Office says the Major writes romance novels under a female pen name and he travels to research them.’


‘Well, as it happens, Mollie, they’re all wrong,’ Venetia Clothbury pronounced with her customary unassailable self-belief. ‘Major Bricket is in fact in the direct employ of Buckingham Palace. His travels are all to check on the security before Royal visits.’


‘Oh,’ said Mollie Greenford admiringly. ‘You know everything.’


Venetia Clothbury smiled smugly. She had never been a woman to let ignorance of the subject matter get in the way of her pronouncements.


‘No trouble down at Ratchetts Common yet?’ asked Gregory, Viscount Wintle, gloomily. 


He was sitting in the Yellow Morning Room of Fincham Abbey, a space whose patina of dust and draping of cobwebs bore witness to the fact that the Wintles had insufficient staff. The Viscount was looking out of the windows over his estate, now considerably reduced from the hundreds of acres owned by earlier generations of the family. Many parcels of land had been sold off to pay death duties, particularly in the years after the Second World War. Though the view from the Yellow Morning Room was unspoilt, the Viscount was never unaware of the housing estates encroaching on either side of the diminished gardens he had left. Those housing estates, it should be said, made a great deal more profit for their developers than the sale of the land ever had for the Wintle family. 


‘There won’t be any trouble,’ said his wife, Perpetua. Her voice was soothing, a tone she adopted for most conversations with her husband. The Viscount lived in constant anticipation of new disasters. His view was that, during the seventy-odd years of his lifetime, Great Britain had ‘gone to hell in a handcart’. He’d had no respect for any politician since Margaret Thatcher and regarded all governments since then as conspiracies against the upper classes. He entertained a sneaking nostalgia for the feudal system, when at least everyone knew their place.


He was dressed that morning in his uniform of a tweed suit, which had been distressed even back when his father wore it. The collar of his Tattersall shirt was frayed, and the white lining showed through the silk at the edges of his regimental tie. The leather of his brogues was cracked but still highly polished.


The state of Gregory’s attire had nothing to do with poverty. Though he was constantly complaining about not having enough money, he was of the class that made a fetish of dressing scruffily. Clothes, like furniture, should, in his view, be inherited.


Perpetua, by way of contrast, had on a summer dress, whose white background was decorated with a design of forget-me-nots. She wore thick stockings and shoes suitable for dog-walking. Grey hair was swept back in what used to be called an Alice band. Her face was innocent of make-up but its leathery surface bore witness to a life spent mostly outdoors. The couple’s two children had long since left home. Son Henry made money in the City, and daughter Serena was currently occupied with her small children and would be until they were old enough to join the Pony Club.


The Viscount and Viscountess had got beyond the point in their marriage when they might notice each other’s appearance. And both were so short-sighted that to each of them the other was only a blurred outline, anyway. Both still drove battered Land Rovers along the lanes of Suffolk, ever-present hazards to all other road-users.


If either Wintle had been asked the rather impertinent question, both the Viscount and Viscountess would have asserted that they had a very happy marriage. But this did not prevent Gregory constantly moaning at Perpetua. After more than forty years, she had heard all his moans many times before. 


There were the continuing ones. Any time of year he could be heard moaning that they couldn’t afford the proper number of staff for a place like Fincham Abbey. They hadn’t even got a butler, for God’s sake. 


And then there were the moans that came round on an annual cycle. Perpetua could predict, almost to the hour, that, come July, their subject would be Ratchetts Common.


Despite the implication of its name, Ratchetts Common was not in public ownership, but part of the Fincham Abbey estate. An open area abutting the village of Stunston Peveril, it had never been cultivated, though in more leisured times it had given space to tennis courts and croquet lawns. And every July, it played host to the Stunston Peveril Summer Fair. Which, every July, Gregory complained about.


The summer fair was a surprisingly lavish event for such a diminutive village. As well as a few stalls manned by locals, it featured a small travelling circus, with a ring master and such old-fashioned acts as clowns, trapeze artistes, a strongman and a knife-thrower. The ownership of Lavoisier’s Circus had gone through many generations of the family, until it came to the current incumbent, Bernard Lavoisier. Rumour had it that he was more interested in the booze than the family business. Certainly, while he was in the village, he spent a lot of time at its only pub. Each morning, he left his caravan on Ratchetts Common and was inside the Goat & Compasses the minute it opened.


Along with the circus, there was also a funfair, featuring a range of old-fashioned stalls: coconut shies, whack-a-moles – even a mini-helter-skelter and dodgems. The summer fair was a fixture in the calendar, attracting visitors from many of the nearby towns in that part of Suffolk. The seven days it was encamped in Stunston Peveril contributed healthily to the local economy.


And its popularity seemed to grow rather than diminish. Wealthy people with second homes in East Anglia were attracted to such old-fashioned entertainments as a kind of retro chic. It exerted a similar pull to Cromer’s End-of-the-Pier Variety Show.


On Perpetua’s initiative, soon after she married Gregory, the summer fair had been invited to use Ratchetts Common. Their previous site, an empty area behind the church, had been bought for development. So, without Perpetua’s intervention, Stunston Peveril would have lost its summer fair. And, though its presence did not affect the even tenor of his life one iota, Gregory felt it a point of honour to complain every year about ‘having all that riffraff on Ratchetts Common’.


Every year, his wife listened to the moans with her customary apparent interest, tact and steely determination to get her own way. She had no worries that, with regard to the summer fair, she might have to make any changes to the status quo. Perpetua Wintle had decided, even before their marriage, that, at Fincham Abbey, she would be the one who wore the threadbare corduroy trousers.


The summer fair coincided with a social event about which Gregory felt a lot happier. Indeed, he welcomed it. The Fincham Abbey Costume Ball was a tradition in the Wintle family, dating back to the Roaring Twenties. Except for an unavoidable break during the Second World War, the event had taken place every year since. For historical reasons, which no one could now remember, it had always taken place on a Monday. Gregory had made his first appearance, dressed as a page boy, at the age of four. And, though he felt a duty to complain every year about the disruption caused by the costume ball, it was actually one of the highlights of his social calendar. He derived childlike glee from coming up with ever more bizarre costumes for himself.


The other attraction of the event for him was that the guest list only included ‘his kind of people’. Though Viscount Wintle would hotly deny the accusation, had it ever been raised, he was in fact a terrible snob. His wife was constantly building bridges with the people of Stunston Peveril, but her husband’s unspoken desire was to blow all of those bridges up. He could be polite to the locals at events like the opening of the summer fair, but he never felt that they were members of his tribe. He was always more at ease with the Etonians and Harrovians he had grown up with. 


And so, it was their names that filled the costume ball’s guest list. Of the Stunston Peveril locals, only a tiny handful were thought worthy of receiving a stiff invitation card through their letterboxes. And they were instantly dropped off the list if they were ever heard to refer to the event as ‘fancy dress’. Viscount Wintle had his standards.


For him, another great attraction of the Fincham Abbey Costume Ball was that his only input to the preparations was deciding what to wear. Not that this was a minor task for the Viscount. It was something he puzzled over for much of the year between balls. Normally, he homed in quite early in the process on the character he would represent. But finding the perfect costume for that character could be a long undertaking. He had been known to order up to a dozen variations from different theatrical costumiers, and only decide which one to wear on the evening of the ball.


He still hadn’t made the vital decision for the current one. But that was all he had to worry about. As in so many areas of their lives, Perpetua had made all the other arrangements for this massive annual jamboree.


Gregory Wintle was entirely happy about his wife organising everything, with a few significant exceptions. He had always drawn a strict line between what he regarded as ‘men’s work’ and what he regarded as ‘women’s work’. And he was untroubled by the way, gradually during the years of their marriage, an increasing number of responsibilities had been shifted from the first category to the second. 


Some duties he still guarded as his own, though. The sporting facilities for weekend guests, of whom there were fewer and fewer over time, the Viscount regarded as exclusively his province. If setting up a shooting party or fishing expedition, he knew the right people, gamekeepers and such, to whom to delegate the actual arrangements.


Gregory Wintle also claimed he was responsible for anything to do with the fabric of the building. Fincham Abbey had been in his family for so long that he felt it to be almost a part of his body, so when structural work was required, he it was who would consult builders and get estimates, generally far in excess of anything the family could afford. Letting the great building quietly collapse into disrepair was, undoubtedly in the Viscount’s estimation, ‘men’s work’. As was paying the regular bills that were inescapable with a property of that size and age. Necessary minor repairs, windows being cleaned less often than they should be, insurance, burglar alarms being checked … all such expenses were paid by Gregory. And, long after most of the world had moved on to online banking, Viscount Wintle made a point of paying by cheque. His cheques were written in fountain pen and posted to their destinations in envelopes. With stamps on them.


Perpetua did, on occasion, question her husband about whether he was keeping up to date with all the bills. Though she would never put the criticism into words, she didn’t have complete confidence in Gregory’s reliability in matters of detail.


Such enquiries, however, only served to engender considerable anger in her husband, so, in the cause of domestic harmony, she stopped making them. And crossed her fingers, in the hope that all the regular demands were being met.


She also very soon backed off making suggestions that their financial situation might be eased by selling off some of Fincham Abbey’s works of art. The walls were decked with dusty, ill-lit family portraits and other paintings, some of which knowledgeable weekend guests had identified as treasures. They had not been catalogued or valued for many decades, but the Viscount would not tolerate any talk of selling even the smallest of them. Like the building itself, they were an essential component of his identity. So, as she had many times in their marriage, the Viscountess once again bit her tongue.


Perpetua’s expertise in the running of Fincham Abbey was part of the way she had been bred. She’d inherited that upper-class skill of making very complex tasks look effortless. Which meant that, on the morning of the ball, while staff shifted furniture in the abbey’s Great Hall, brought up bottles of vintage champagne from the abbey’s wine cellars and prepared delicious food in the abbey’s kitchens, she could take time to sit in the Yellow Morning Room listening to her husband moan about the summer fair.


Gregory was never one to give up after a single moan. He picked further at the old scab by saying, ‘Well, one day there will be trouble down at Ratchetts Common, you mark my word. You can’t invite a criminal element onto your property without risking the consequences.’


‘Gregory,’ said his wife sweetly, ‘the summer fair has taken place there for over forty years, and the worst consequence we’ve had is one of the local drunks falling off a dodgem. What other kind of trouble are you anticipating?’


‘Something serious, Perpetua,’ he replied grumpily. ‘Murder? I wouldn’t put it past people like that.’


‘Gregory, when we hear of someone being murdered down at Ratchetts Common, then we will do something about it. Until such time, I think we can leave well enough alone.’


‘“Leave well enough alone”?’ her husband echoed in doom-laden tones. ‘Huh, what would have stopped the unions from taking over the country if Margaret Thatcher had “left well enough alone”?’


Having allowed him his ration of moaning, Perpetua Wintle felt able to move the conversation on. ‘Oh, incidentally, I heard in the village shop that Highfield House is going to be occupied on a more permanent basis.’


‘Oh? Has the place been sold?’


‘No, but Major Bricket, the gentleman who’s owned it all these years, is going to live permanently in Stunston Peveril.’


‘Really? I’ve never met the fellow. Have I?’ He usually relied on his wife’s memory rather than his own.


‘No, you haven’t.’


‘Have you?’


‘No, Gregory. But, apparently, Major Bricket is “our kind of person”.’


‘Oh? Eton?’


‘No.’


‘Harrow?’


‘No. Winchester.’


‘Oh. Well, I suppose he just about scrapes in,’ the Viscount conceded.


‘I’ve invited him to the costume ball every year since he arrived in Stunston Peveril. But, so far, I have always received a punctiliously polite handwritten refusal. Work commitments. He travels abroad a lot, I gather.’


‘Doing what?’


‘I’ve no idea. This year, however,’ the Viscountess went on, ‘he has accepted the invitation.’ 


‘Oh?’ Gregory Wintle reached for the racing pages of his Times. ‘Was at Winchester, eh?’ he grunted. Without the security of knowing they went either to Eton or Harrow, how could he form a viable opinion of anyone? ‘So, I can’t imagine that this Major Bricket is going to impinge on our lives very much. Or on Stunston Peveril, come to that.’


Little did he know how inaccurate that remark would prove to be.


The same Wednesday lunchtime, in the Goat & Compasses, Stunston Peveril’s only pub, the Major’s plans to take up permanent residence in Highfield House were also being discussed. On a hot July day in one of Suffolk’s most beautiful villages, business was brisk, but the landlord, Crocker Fosbury, prided himself on his skills of delegation. ‘That’s the art of management,’ he would say with considerable frequency. ‘Delegation. Get the right staff and you can be a proper landlord, welcoming customers and chatting with them. What people want when they come into a pub is chat.’ 


So, it never happened that Crocker Fosbury was too busy to have a chat. And the rumour round the village – that his skill of delegation relied on the fact that his wife, Mel, did all the work – was never voiced in his presence.


Because it was such a sunny day, most of the pub’s customers wanted to be in the garden, so the landlord could have a nice little private session with his mates in the snug, which was known as ‘Crocker’s Corner’. There he could indulge his taste for chat, and the only work he did there was pulling pints for his cronies. 


Also present that morning were his brother Derek, who was always there, and Bernard Lavoisier, owner of the circus currently occupying Ratchetts Common. (Or maybe he wasn’t the owner any more … There had been a takeover of the business or something, but Crocker Fosbury hadn’t got the details clear in his mind. This was partly because, as a conversationalist, he infinitely preferred talking to listening. The confusion may also have had something to do with Bernard Lavoisier’s overdeveloped taste for alcohol, particularly brandy, which made his ramblings about the state of his business difficult to follow.)


‘Crocker,’ the circus owner slurred, ‘you take my advice.’ When he was performing as ring master, he had a marked French accent. The more he drank, the more this seemed to slip away in the direction of something nearer to Cockney. ‘Crocker, don’t do business with crooks. Doing business with crooks doesn’t do you any good. And you know why? Because they’re crooks.’


‘That’s true,’ Derek Fosbury agreed. He was the least contentious person on God’s earth. Rarely initiating conversation himself, he had a wide repertoire of responses to endorse anything anyone else said.


‘And I’ve got involved with crooks,’ Bernard Lavoisier maundered on. ‘For some years, as I’ve been getting older … and I am, I am getting older … I’ve been trying to work out my … succession planning … and I’ve been looking for a partner … to share the load. But you don’t want a partner who’s a crook.’


‘You’re not wrong,’ said Derek Fosbury.


His brother Crocker seemed to think he hadn’t said enough for a while. ‘I had a similar problem, way back, pub I was running in Ipswich. Assistant manager I had, he was a wrong ’un. Can’t work with a wrong ’un.’


‘You said it,’ said Derek Fosbury.


‘Crooks are despicable …’ Bernard Lavoisier began.


But, having regained the conversational high ground, Crocker wasn’t about to relinquish it. ‘’Nother thing I heard, Derek, is – Major Bricket’s going to be living in Stunston Peveril, permanent like. Be nice to have him around.’


‘Certainly will,’ agreed Derek Fosbury. 


‘Not that we see that much of him when he is at home. In here for the occasional pint of Devil’s Burp, but that’s it. And nobody seems to know what he does for a living.’


‘No, they don’t,’ said Derek Fosbury.


Bernard Lavoisier, apparently having given up being part of the conversation, was communing intimately with his brandy.


‘Mind you,’ the landlord went on, ‘I know what the Major does.’


‘Oh yes, Crocker? What’s that then?’ asked his brother.


‘He’s a hotel inspector. Spends his time going round the world, testing out the facilities of five-star hotels. Nice work if you can get it, eh?’


‘Certainly is,’ his brother agreed.


This view of what the Major did was, by Crocker Fosbury’s standards, a modestly realistic one. Most unexplained things – the landlord normally reckoned – were caused by aliens.


At that moment, a young man in scruffy jeans and a T-shirt came into Crocker’s Corner. He was probably late teens, small for his age, with dark eyes that looked jumpy and alert. The rest of him moved with the lethargy of adolescence. The landlord greeted him. ‘Hi, Rod.’


‘Hi, Crocker. Derek.’ His accent suggested private education.


‘Nice to see you, Rod,’ said Derek with some warmth.


‘You too, Derek. How’s Bella?’


‘Lovely as ever.’


‘Of course. You got lucky there, Derek.’


‘I did indeed. She’s always been—’


But Crocker was not interested in hearing praise for his sister-in-law. ‘You don’t know Bernard Lavoisier, do you, Rod?


‘Lavoisier of the circus?’


‘That’s right.’ But it was the landlord who replied rather than the man himself. Bernard was still more interested in his brandy than in being introduced to anyone.


‘Pint of the old Devil’s Burp, is it, Rod?’


‘Please, Crocker.’


‘And you can have it legal now.’


The boy blushed. He felt grown-up at eighteen and didn’t want to be reminded of Crocker’s former leniency about the legal drinking age.


‘We was just talking about your boss,’ said the landlord, as he started to pull the pint.


‘Yes, we was,’ Derek Fosbury agreed.


‘Boss?’ the young man echoed. ‘I haven’t got a boss. To have a boss you have to have a job. Which at the moment, sadly, I don’t.’


‘No? I thought you was meant to be looking after Major Bricket’s garden.’


‘Oh yeah, well, I know I’m meant to, but I only, like, do it when I know he’s going to be back in Stunston Peveril.’


‘Well, he is going to be back in Stunston Peveril.’


‘What?’


‘For good.’


‘You’re having a laugh.’


‘No way, Rod,’ said Crocker.


‘No way,’ his brother agreed.


‘When’s he coming back?’ asked Rod.


‘This afternoon.’


‘Holy Moses! Hold the Devil’s Burp, Crocker. I must get back and mow his lawn!’


Suddenly less lethargic, the young man rushed out of the Goat & Compasses.


In the Green Lotus, Stunston Peveril’s – rather daringly different – Thai restaurant, Nga Luong was making spring rolls. It was a task which she had performed so often, she could have done it with her eyes closed. Taking out the prepared wrappers, grating the ginger, slicing the shiitake mushrooms and the water chestnuts, cutting the tinned bamboo shoots into matchsticks, shredding the cavolo nero. With that done, she then added the secret ingredients and sauces which made her spring rolls distinctive, ingredients that had the Green Lotus customers drooling and demanding the one thing she would never give them – her recipe.


The difference from ordinary spring rolls came from Nga’s heritage. She originated from Vietnam rather than Thailand, but, an eternally practical woman, had decided her potential clientele might find a Thai restaurant more appealing than a Vietnamese one.


The English middle class of Suffolk were not highly attuned to such nuances. Though there was pressure in the right-on media to respect individual ethnicity, the residents of Stunston Peveril were a bit hazy about the national differences among people from the East. So long as they were enjoying their food, they weren’t too bothered whether its origin was Thai or Vietnamese. Nga Luong, an easy-going woman secure in her own identity, was amused rather than offended by their ignorance. 


She knew she had witnessed more of the world and its dangers than the residents of Stunston Peveril ever would.


Nga Luong quietly enjoyed playing up to the prejudices of the English middle classes. They were not guilty of cultural appropriation, more of complete lack of interest in the cultures of other countries. Many of them had done luxury package tours to Thailand, incorporating five-star hotels, visits to Bangkok’s Grand Palace, Temple of the Golden Buddha and floating market, as well as a dinner cruise on the Chao Phraya River.


They had then flown to Phuket, where they spent the rest of their fortnight draped over loungers on beaches (only interrupted by a full-day excursion to the iconic Phi Phi Islands).


So, they knew all about Thailand.


As to Vietnam, some denizens of Stunston Peveril had investigated going there to see the massive temple complex of Angkor Wat (before they discovered it was in Cambodia). So, they reckoned they knew about Vietnam too.


This vagueness about foreign cultures manifested itself in another way in the Green Lotus Restaurant. Quite frequently, their experience of Asian cuisine having been mostly in Chinese restaurants, customers nearing the end of their meals would ask the waitresses whether they’d be getting fortune cookies. The first time this happened, the English waitresses didn’t know how to answer and took the problem to Nga Luong in the kitchen.


She, fully aware that fortune cookies had nothing to do with the Orient and had been invented in California in the early years of the twentieth century, solemnly went out into the restaurant and addressed the table who had raised the question. Maintaining a pose of complete seriousness, she announced, in a much heavier accent than she usually used, ‘The tradition of the fortune cookie in Thailand is different from other countries. Diners get the fortune, but not the cookie.’


Seeing the confused faces, she elaborated, ‘If diners in a Thai restaurant ask for a fortune cookie, it is the custom for the proprietor to tell them their fortune.’


‘What?’ asked one of the group. ‘You produce a piece of paper with the fortune written on it?’


‘No,’ said Nga Luong. ‘The proprietor just tells them their fortune by speaking.’


‘All right. So, what’s mine?’


Nga Luong had closed her eyes and furrowed her brow, as if communicating with some unseen power. Then she proclaimed, in sombre tones, ‘When even a small frog jumps into a pond, there will be a splash.’


The diners had been very impressed. They were vaguely aware of the concept of Eastern wisdom. They had seen cartoons of gurus dispensing abstruse thoughts from the tops of mountains. They had heard of philosophers, from Confucius onwards, giving rules for life in gnomic utterances. And they appreciated the fact that Nga Luong had shared her mystic gift with them.


The customer who had asked the original question interpreted her words to mean that even the smallest happening will trigger other events. As a result, he changed his plans for the evening ahead. After the dinner, his intention had been to go to visit his mistress. But the fortune cookie’s gem of Eastern wisdom persuaded him to go back instead to his wife, to whom he was never again unfaithful.


The news of Nga Luong’s mystical powers did not take long to spread throughout Stunston Peveril. It became the habit of the more superstitious residents, when faced by some social or moral dilemma, to go and have a meal at the Green Lotus Restaurant. When they had finished their dessert, they would ask the waitress for a fortune cookie. Nga Luong would be ceremoniously summoned from the kitchen and articulate the latest words of ancient enlightenment that she had just thought of. 


She was careful never to give direct advice. She took care that her pearls of sagacity were capable of more than one interpretation, and the customers with dilemmas always interpreted them as encouragement to follow the course that they had already decided to take.


Delighted by the success of the game, Nga Luong mentally dubbed herself ‘The Human Fortune Cookie’. The availability of oriental mysticism did no harm to the numbers of locals booking at the Green Lotus Restaurant.


The English frequently described people from the Far East as ‘inscrutable’. Nga Luong could do inscrutability with the best of them. And no one knew that, as she dis-pensed her gnomic maxims, behind her inscrutable exterior she was sending them up rotten.


A ting from her mobile not only brought her back to the present and the manufacture of spring rolls, it also notified her she had a text message. She wiped her hands on kitchen roll before picking up the phone.


The text read: ‘I will be arriving at the house later this afternoon. I’m occupied this evening, but thereafter will you be up for some cooking? MB.’


Nga Luong smiled. Life could never be dull when the Major was around.


Major Bricket felt good being back, wearing his familiar tweed sports jacket, in his familiar red 1976 MG Midget. Not just good at being back in the car, but good at being back in England. The travels which had taken him all over the world for the past three decades had not been without their excitements, but it was time for a change. He was careful not, even to himself, to use the words ‘complete retirement’, but he looked forward to whatever his new life might bring. And he felt confident that it would be different.


He turned the open red sports car into Stunston Peveril and was warmed by the familiar sights of the village. He had enjoyed happy times there. Sad ones too, but he didn’t dwell on those. There were few places he had ever been where all of his memories had been untainted by sadness. And, though much of the Major’s training had been in hiding his feelings, that did not mean he hadn’t got any. He just found he could suppress them by being relentlessly active.


As he passed, he looked along the unchanging parade of the High Street … the Gingham Tea Shop … the Green Lotus Thai Restaurant … Cosy Collectibles with its usual window display of things he’d never give house room to. (That didn’t mean, however, that he’d never been in the shop. It was the closest place to his home where he could buy batteries. And it seemed discourteous to the owner, Rhona, if batteries were all he bought. So, at Highfield House, he had a small collection of figurines of the Royal Family with nodding heads. They were kept securely in a locked drawer where no visitors to the house might ever see them. Though the Major appeared stern, he could be quite a softie at times.)


As he drove past the Goat & Compasses, he thought he could do worse than end the day having a couple of pints there. Such indulgences, of course, now became possible for a retired person. But, even as the idea arrived, the Major reminded himself that he was otherwise committed that evening. The Fincham Abbey Costume Ball.


He stopped the Midget on the road outside Highfield House and opened the gates. A high summer afternoon in an English village – what could be more appealing?


Clicking the gates closed behind him, he drove the car to a standstill on the semicircle of gravel in front of the garage. He noticed that the garden had not been watered as regularly as it should have been. And the lawn gave the impression of having been mowed hastily. He’d have to have a word with Rod Enright about that. But he didn’t feel angry. If anything, he felt protective. He knew doing gardening was not a natural fit for the boy. Maybe there was something else to which he might be better suited …?


Major Bricket was in no hurry to get into the house. A greater attraction for him lay in the shed at the end of the garden. But, a man of strict priorities, he would park the car first.


He pressed the remote on his ring of keys and the garage door lifted up and over. He was about to drive the Midget in when he noticed that there was something on the floor in front of him. He got out of the car to inspect.


Spreadeagled on the cement floor of the garage lay a dead body.


The corpse was dressed in a clown’s costume. Bald plastic cranium with side-tufts of ropey orange hair. Red jacket, too long. Black-and-white check trousers suspended from elastic braces to a hooped waistband. Shoes three foot long pointing outwards in a strange semaphore.


Well, he’s really turned his toes up, thought the Major, inappropriately.


Around the man’s neck, an iron bar had been twisted.


The clown had had his last laugh.
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