





[image: Major Bricket and the Body in the Bell Tower by Simon Brett. A Green and white cover. A broken bell in the middle in a pool of blood. Bunting in the corner and a bird on the title.]












Also by Simon Brett


Blotto, Twinks and the Ex-King’s Daughter


Blotto, Twinks and the Dead Dowager Duchess


Blotto, Twinks and the Rodents of the Riviera


Blotto, Twinks and the Bootlegger’s Moll


Blotto, Twinks and the Riddle of the Sphinx


Blotto, Twinks and the Heir to the Tsar


Blotto, Twinks and the Stars of the Silver Screen


Blotto, Twinks and the Intimate Revue


Blotto, Twinks and the Great Road Race


Blotto, Twinks and the Maharajah’s Jewel


Blotto, Twinks and the Suspicious Guests


Blotto, Twinks and the Conquistadors’ Gold


Blotto, Twinks and the Phantom Skiers


Major Bricket and the Circus Corpse











Major Bricket and the Body in the Bell Tower


Simon Brett


[image: Constable Logo]









Copyright


Published by Constable


ISBN: 978-1-40872-132-2


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © Simon Brett, 2026


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.








	
Constable


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ



	
The authorised representative


in the EEA is


Hachette Ireland


8 Castlecourt Centre


Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland


(email: info@hbgi.ie)











www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









To Cindy, Celia, Simon and Katie, all of whom helped










Chapter One



Major Bricket had never committed himself to a specific faith. For his work, he had seen too much of the damage caused by religious extremism to be over-zealous in his own life. But, though technically unaligned, he was acutely interested in the mystery of faith. And how people could have it. At times, he almost felt envious of them, before logic brought him back on track.


So, in his home Suffolk village of Stunston Peveril, it seemed logical for him to make occasional Sunday appearances at the Parish Church of St Mary the Virgin. 


For a start, it was an important gossip generator on the village network. Along with the village pub the Goat & Compasses, the Gingham Tea Shop, the Green Lotus Thai Restaurant and other minor substations, St Mary’s ensured that not even the smallest local rumour went unshared. Before services, over coffee in the Church Hall after services – and quite often in the course of services – other people’s dirty linen would be exchanged and later hung out to dry where the whole of Stunston Peveril could see it.


Major Bricket’s occasional appearance in the church also arose from a genuine interest in ecclesiastical architecture. It was a subject that had attracted him as a child and, if ever his foreign assignments allowed the time, he made a point of visiting the churches, mosques and temples of the locality. Back in his study at Highfield House, he had an extensive collection of books on church architecture, and it was a hobby he intended to pursue in the increased leisure time that, in theory, retirement should bring.


St Mary’s, anyway, was a fine church to have on one’s doorstep. It was one of the famous ‘wool churches’ of East Anglia, built from the profits of the booming wool trade. The farmers and merchants who had profited from this worldly business hoped that their lavish donations to church building would ensure for them the best seats in the heavenly realm that, they felt sure, lay ahead. 


There had been intense competition between such benefactors to prove that they were richer – and so, automatically, holier – than their rivals. The result was that tiny villages like Stunston Peveril boasted churches of a size that wouldn’t look out of place in a major city. Their capacity had always exceeded the population of the villages they dominated, but in the twenty-first century their echoing vastnesses served only to emphasise the constantly dwindling congregations to which they played host on Sundays. 


On that particular Sunday, numbers had been reduced further by the fact that it was raining heavily. Late September and the weather was definitely on the turn after a surprisingly good summer. Regulars in the Goat & Compasses, Stunston Peveril’s only pub, had had to get used to complaining, over their pints of Devil’s Burp, about the heat rather than the rain. For some of them to have their customary summer gripes removed had been quite a culture shock. It unsettled them.


They felt reassured, though, by the wind and a horizontal fusillade of rainwater, which seemed now to have clenched their hold around the village. All of the old tropes about ‘English weather’ – which had been somewhat devalued by the processes of global warming – could now be wheeled back out for the winter. Somehow, to the locals, that felt more natural.


Major Bricket, like many others in the congregation, had taken his umbrella to church with him that morning.


St Mary’s was a fine example of the wool traders’ competitive largesse. Its exterior featured some excellent fifteenth-century flushwork, a decorative practice where stone outlines were filled in with knapped flint. The best examples of this technique, the Major knew, were to be seen on the Holy Trinity Church at Long Melford, but St Mary’s Stunston Peveril was not far behind in quality.


The interior also boasted some exceptional features, of which the exquisitely painted rood screen was the most remarkable.


But that Sunday morning, seated at the back of the nave just by the door to the bell tower, Major Bricket was more interested in the congregation of St Mary’s than in the splendour of its structure. Though he had owned Highfield House for some decades, it was relatively recently that, in retirement, he had taken up permanent residence in Stunston Peveril, and the doings of the locals held endless fascination for him.


There weren’t that many of them in the church. Gaps between the bodies in the pews meant it was easy, from the Major’s perspective, to see most of the individuals who were there.


Attendance at church had never been a measure of piety. From the earliest times, being seen there had always been more important than just being there. Faith was very much a secondary consideration. And that truism was observable in St Mary’s that Sunday morning.


Take for instance, the Viscount and Viscountess Wintle, the top of whose heads the Major could see in the front row. Gregory would be dressed in a frayed tweed suit that had ‘done all right for his father’ over many decades. Visible on the head of his wife, Perpetua, was a hat. She would no more have appeared in church without a hat than she would have buttered her breakfast toast without using a butter knife. But Perpetua’s hat was not of the kind she might have sported to a Buckingham Palace event. It was the battered straw number she wore for gardening.


Many generations of Wintles had attended St Mary’s. Fincham Abbey, their ancestral home, boasted family portraits going back for centuries. Back in the day, there had been a Wintle Family Pew in the church, but such privileges had been ended by a democratising vicar in the 1980s. Gregory and Perpetua had borne their demotion with grace, though they had abstained from the same vicar’s suggestion that, at a certain point in his services, all congregation members should turn to the person on their right and say how much they loved them. (Obviously, had they obeyed, one of them would be addressing their spouse, whom they might well love. But people of the Wintles’ breeding did not indulge in public displays of affection.)


In the front pew, Gregory and Perpetua were, that Sunday, accompanied by a relative newcomer to Stunston Peveril, their butler, who gloried in the name of Virgo. 


In the same way that they would have been a little surprised to be asked whether they loved each other, the Wintles would also think it bad form to be questioned about their faith. Wintles had gone to St Mary’s in Stunston Peveril every Sunday for many generations, without ever being asked what they believed in. Which was as it should be. That was all there was to say about the matter.


Gregory Wintle tended to be more vocal on the subject of hymns. Having had a traditional public-school education, begun by boarding at a prep school from the age of five, he had served time in chapel on a daily basis. Though this immersion in church ritual had had little effect on his beliefs, it fixed in his mind certain expectations of what should be demanded of a religion. And one of Viscount Wintle’s demands was that he shouldn’t be expected to sing any hymn that hadn’t featured in his school chapel order of service.


This led to a much more serious falling-out with the democratising vicar than the ending of the family pew privilege. Gregory frequently vented his spleen on the subject to his wife. (Having a lot of spleen vented towards you was just one of the duties that came with the job of being Viscountess Wintle. Over many decades, Perpetua had become adept at making appropriate soothing noises of agreement while not listening to a word of her husband’s diatribes.)


Gregory’s complaints about the hymns always took the same form. Perpetua could have joined in the words, had she been listening to them in the first place.


‘It all went wrong,’ the Viscount would begin, ‘with “Morning Has Broken”. When you can have a decent proper hymn like “O God, Our Help in Ages Past” or “Dear Lord and Father of Mankind”, who needs “Morning Has Broken”? That belongs in a Scout jamboree rather than a church service. Doesn’t anyone have any standards any more?


‘And then, even worse than “Morning Has Broken”, there’s “Lord of the Dance”! I mean, Jesus Christ’s job was being Saviour of Mankind, he wasn’t a blooming dancer! “Lord of the Dance” can’t hold a candle to “Praise My Soul, the King of Heaven” or “All Things Bright and Beautiful”. When you have people singing “Lord of the Dance” in a Church of England church, then you know the whole country’s going to hell in a handcart!’


And every time he finished that particular salvo, Perpetua would say, ‘You’re absolutely right, dear.’ Having not listened to a word. And preparing herself for his next tirade, against the ‘cloth-eared idiots’ responsible for the ‘total cock-up which is called “The New English Bible”’. His diatribe against new hymns was always just a warm-up for that.


Another hat in Major Bricket’s eyeline from the back of the church he recognised as belonging to Venetia Clothbury, a self-appointed mainstay of Stunston Peveril society. She was the perfect example of the truism that if you volunteer to be on one committee in a small village, you end up being on all of them. Some people might regard such duties as onerous, but not Venetia Clothbury. She felt her work on committees represented public service and they were all lucky to have her. Besides, the range of her local involvements gave her unique opportunities to keep up to speed on all the latest gossip. And when there was an insufficient supply of the stuff, Venetia Clothbury had no compunction about making some up.


She shared with many middle-class women of her kind the inalienable conviction that she was always right. And she was not inhibited about sharing her views, often over coffee from a table in the Gingham Tea Shop. Since it never occurred to her that anyone might not be interested in what she had to say, she spoke habitually at high volume.


She sang loudly, too, belting out traditional hymns in St Mary’s, blithely unaware of how flat she was.


The hat that the Major could see next to Venetia’s, and at a lower level, belonged to a woman who was frequently in her company, Mollie Greenford. It was arguable whether Mollie was a willing acolyte. As a fellow widow and relatively recent resident, she had realised that she might have to make some compromises in her choice of friends in Stunston Peveril. And when Venetia, in need of a sounding board to agree with her all the time, swept Mollie up in a smothering embrace, there had been little resistance. But Mollie Greenford had a lot more about her than her dominant friend realised. She was a worm capable of turning with devastating effect, when the moment was right.


She was actually rather a good singer, a thin pure soprano. But, since she always sang next to Venetia, her voice was rarely heard. She did, however, have her own area of dominance. At any church function, Mollie Greenford was in charge of the hot-water urns so essential to the making of tea and coffee. Heaven help anyone who tried to usurp her pre-eminence there.


Both widows, Major Bricket happened to know, were on the St Mary’s Parish Council. Venetia Clothbury had, needless to say, at one point been its chair (and behaved as if she still was).


The current incumbent of the chairmanship was also in Major Bricket’s eyeline. Reggie Charteris, like the Major himself, had retired to Stunston Peveril, in his case after what was said to be a highly successful career in insurance. Along with wife Fenella and son Julian, he had moved into one of the most splendid Georgian houses in the village, where the family set about, with characteristic single-mindedness, the business of ‘becoming part of the local community’.


Never people to let the grass grow under their feet, Reggie and Fenella Charteris set the pattern for their progress not by waiting for invitations to meet their neighbours, but by issuing invitations to them. Within a month of their arrival in Stunston Peveril, they had given a large party in the exquisite back garden of their home, Chevoir House.


Major Bricket, who had received an invitation, was intrigued as to how they had arrived at their guest list. Though a small village, Stunston Peveril had far too many residents for everyone to be invited. But, being in England, it did have a highly stratified social system. Though the Wintles were the sole genuine aristocrats, there were plenty of others who regarded themselves as part of an elite. And it was striking to the Major how many of those had been invited. The Charterises’ party was a distinctly upper-middle-class gathering. Around fifty attended, all of them the kind of people who reckoned they were the crème de la crème of Stunston Peveril society.


How had the Charterises figured out the village hierarchy in such a short time? They must have had inside help, someone who’d lived there for a while and was up to speed with all the nuances of the local pecking order. Major Bricket wondered who their insider spy had been.


Anyway, as a charm offensive, the party had been a big success. In such campaigns, money certainly helped. And though Stunston Peveril residents might talk of the vulgarity of splashing the cash, they found it quite acceptable when it was being splashed around in the form of champagne (and not the cheapest version available in special offers from Majestic or Lidl). Buying friendship, all the locals agreed, was an appalling idea, but it did work.


The enduring English principle of reciprocal hospitality ensured that, after their largesse, the Charterises received many invitations to the other upper-middle-class residences of Stunston Peveril. Within weeks, they very definitely had their feet under the village table.


They joined the Tennis Club, the Bridge Club and other social institutions (in many cases using local connections to speed up time-honoured membership procedures). Reggie Charteris, offering more lavish hospitality, invited the right sort of people to watch the Six Nations Rugby games on the wall-size screen at Chevoir House.


He also, with the full support of Fenella, targeted the church. An instinct, which had reportedly guided him to the top of the insurance business, told him that, despite dwindling congregations, St Mary’s remained one of the handles of power in Stunston Peveril. After less than six months, following the death of a long-serving member, he was voted on to the Parish Council. And, within a year of the family’s arrival, Reggie Charteris was its chair. And soon trying to extend his empire by taking on responsibilities which rightly belonged to the parochial church council.


Fenella, meanwhile, with appropriate meekness – ‘if you ever need a spare pair of hands … ’ – had offered to help out with the church flowers. Anyone who had known her for any length of time would have realised that this was the start of her planning for a coup. But nobody in Stunston Peveril had known Fenella Charteris for any length of time, so they were unaware of the threat. Which was good for the unbroken sleep enjoyed by Venetia Clothbury, whose fiefdoms included organising the St Mary’s flower-arranging rotas. Had she known the challenge that Fenella Charteris represented, she would not have rested so easy.


With his parents, and easily visible because he was a full head taller than Reggie, sat Julian Charteris. Around eighteen but apparently no longer at school, there was surprisingly little circulating on the Stunston Peveril gossip network about Julian. The rumour that he had spent the summer on a kind of ‘gap year’ in Asia had been substantiated. But what he had been taking a gap from was less certain. A lot of speculation but few facts. 


This amused Major Bricket, because the same had happened to him when he first retired to spend all his time in the village. It seemed that every resident had a different version of what he had retired from. And, by never confirming or denying any of their conjectures, he had kept his mystery. Which was exactly what he had always wanted to do.


The vicar taking the service that Sunday morning in St Mary’s was not the regular incumbent, who had retired just before the Major took up permanent residence in the village. She had been a woman called Grace Truscott and the Major had heard nothing but good about her. None of the churchgoing residents of Stunston Peveril had wanted her to go, but the Church of England had strict rules about retirement ages and there had been no choice in the matter.


Though Major Bricket had an enduring interest in church architecture, he had never concerned himself much with church management. But the more he found out about how the allocation of clerical jobs worked, the more of a Looking Glass world of illogicality he found himself in.


Basically, it seemed to be the case that the Church of England did not begin to look for a successor until after the incumbent had left. The process could then take up to two years. And in the meantime, services would be taken by anyone from a rolling repertory of semi-retired vicars. This was obviously disruptive and rendered impossible the idea of building up any continuity of church activity. There were still a lot of people who attended church because they had developed a respectful relationship with the priest in charge. With constantly changing personnel, the concept of brand loyalty was out of the window. 


Reggie Charteris, as chair of the Parish Council, had in their meetings, the Major heard, frequently expressed his frustration at the system. ‘In the insurance world …’ he would say (he started many sentences like that), ‘… where I was CEO of a major international company …’ (he continued a lot of his sentences that way, too) ‘… we always prioritised succession planning. I spent five years grooming the individual who I had decided should take over from me. Obviously, we weren’t replacing like with like, but the talent pool wasn’t very deep. And a lot of the senior management were women and … well, I didn’t think the company was quite ready for a female CEO. So, I chose my man and engineered his appointment. I did give him a lot of useful pointers about the business, so his taking over hasn’t been the total disaster it might have been.


‘But the Church of England’s methods … words fail me …’ (an event which never actually happened in the life of Reggie Charteris) ‘The Church of England – pardon my French – couldn’t run a piss-up in a brewery!’


The vicar who was taking the service that particular Sunday had filled in at St Mary’s a couple of times before. His name was Michael and he introduced himself to the congregation as ‘Father Michael’. He did not grant them a surname, though presumably the Parish Council, who had made the booking, knew that.


He was a vicar of the old school. The booming cadences of his voice did not need the expensive system of microphones and PA that had been installed in the church some decade earlier. His sermon, Major Bricket remembered from a previous visit, would start with a sentence which referred to the week’s news, before rolling seamlessly into a narrative of more general and uncontentious religious teaching. It certainly wasn’t worth his while to have written anything new … particularly considering the derisory fee the Church of England paid for his services (in every sense of the word).


Major Bricket noticed that Father Michael would have found a soulmate in Viscount Wintle. As he announced that the next hymn (chosen by the Parish Council) was to be ‘Morning Has Broken’, he winced visibly.


But Major Bricket’s attention was only partly on the morning service he was attending. There was something else niggling at him. A small cloud on his horizon, but one which he knew had the potential to develop into a hurricane.


Annoyingly, it belonged to his former life, the life in which he had been gainfully employed in work about which the residents of Stunston Peveril had such varied conjectures. All, he was comforted to know, inaccurate.


He did not like it when such concerns impinged on his long-planned retirement. There was one area of his expertise for which he was happy to be called upon and which might necessitate brief absences from Highfield House. But in general, he hoped his permanent residence in Stunston Peveril had closed the book on his previous employment. But the little cloud on the horizon troubled him.


Major Bricket had first been aware of the cloud that morning. As was his custom, he had woken on the dot of six-thirty and completed his morning routine with the dispatch that characterised a member of the Armed Forces. He woke at six-thirty, incidentally, regardless of what time he had got to bed the night before. Major Bricket was a man of discipline, though most of his discipline was self-imposed. 


After he had done his tough twenty-minute workout, he restricted breakfast that morning to a very strong cup of black coffee. He knew he would be having a large lunch, cooked by his friend Nga Luong. She was usually busy at the Green Lotus Thai Restaurant, a successful Stunston Peveril eatery which she had set up some fifteen years before (with a little help from the Major). But they had struck a deal whereby he had first call on her services when he needed them. 


And he had invited her to cook lunch that Sunday for him and a young man called Rod. The three of them had worked together solving the murder of someone whose corpse had been found dressed in a clown suit. And they had agreed thereafter to pool their talents in the event of another case arising.


No such case had arisen yet. So, the lunch was not planned as a brain-storming session for an investigation, but as a celebration of Rod Enright’s nineteenth birthday. Major Bricket had kept an avuncular eye on the boy, ever since his mother Sylvia, a close friend, had been taken far too young by cancer. 


Rod had little interest in intellectual matters and no desire to go to university. But he did have other valuable qualities. One was a photographic memory, and another an instinctive aptitude for the use of firearms.


To give the boy focus and stop him from drifting through life, the Major had funded various courses for him. To develop his natural talent with guns, Rod had been booked in for training in rifle shooting. Car maintenance classes, too. He had also, with the Major’s encouragement, got into martial arts.


This had improved his general fitness, which enabled him to improve at the sport that was his real passion, rugby. (It goes without saying that he played the proper form of the game, Rugby Union, and not that strange northern version, Rugby League, where the game stops every time it gets interesting.)


Major Bricket, who had a background in the sport from school and university, encouraged Rod’s enthusiasm. He was pleased that the boy had developed into a nippy and quick-thinking scrum half. Just as the Major himself had once been.


He was looking forward to the lunch, which would give an opportunity for the three of them to chat while enjoying Nga Luong’s magnificent Vietnamese cuisine. There was an irony in the fact that, although she was from Vietnam, Nga Luong’s restaurant was called ‘The Green Lotus Thai Restaurant’. Major Bricket had been of the opinion that the denizens of Stunston Peveril would find the prospect of Thai food less challengingly foreign than Vietnamese. Nga Luong, ever the pragmatist, readily agreed, thinking it unlikely that anyone in the village would know the difference.


The two of them had met in Hanoi, where the Major had been sent on assignment by his former employers. Nga Luong was a native of the city. Though she had spent time studying computer science at American universities, she always returned home to Vietnam. And, from her flat on the crowded streets of Hanoi, she conducted a very successful international business as a freelance researcher.


Sometimes, however, the information she was commissioned to dig out was information that the people concerned very definitely did not want to have spread around. Which made Nga Luong very unpopular with them. The danger of such people seeking revenge had made it now impossible for her to return to Hanoi. Which was why, with logistical and financial help from Major Bricket, she had ended up running a Thai restaurant in the Suffolk village of Stunston Peveril.


Having downed his coffee that Sunday morning, the Major had gone out to his garden shed. Not an unusual step for a Stunston Peveril resident. The villagers were proud of their gardens and highly competitive about whose looked the best. So, for most of them, going to the shed on a Sunday would be preparatory to mowing, edging or weeding.


Major Bricket’s interests, however, did not lie towards horticulture. He had employed Rod Enright to keep an eye on things while he was away on assignments but came to recognise that the boy had no more interest in the endless processes of weeding and planting than he did. There was now a girl who came in one morning a week to keep the garden tidy, but no more than that.


Though the girl took tools from the shed and returned them there, she had no idea of the building’s rather unusual properties. She wouldn’t have believed her eyes, had she witnessed Major Bricket’s actions that morning. 


Entering the shed always gave him a little lift, a surge of confidence in his own abilities. Inside lay the usual impedimenta of gardeners – spades, trowels, forks, flowerpots of terracotta and plastic, balls of twine on wooden work surfaces. The Major showed no interest in any of them. He went across to one of the shed’s interior struts, worn and grubby, no different from any of the others. With remembered ease, he twisted it sideways to expose a metal control panel, with a keyhole at its centre. Ready with the key, he fitted and turned it. A code was tapped into the keypad and the Major stood back, on a safe part of the floor, to watch the recurring miracle.


The boards moved apart, leaving a widening gap to the excavated chamber beneath, until the whole of the wide metal staircase was revealed. With pride, Major Bricket stepped down into his inner sanctum.


It still gave him pleasure to recall how the structure had been built. Needless to say, a job for a specialist, but in his line of work he had always known the right specialists. 


The use of names in that world was kept to a minimum and they could be changed as often as coffee filters. The security expert who designed and oversaw the construction of the chamber beneath the shed was known only as ‘K8’. Or, was known as ‘K8’ at the time. The name could have been changed a hundred times since then.


Major Bricket had had no direct dealings with K8. Certainly, the two never met. The Major didn’t know whether he was dealing with an individual or a team. All the negotiations – amending the plans to fit the Major’s specific requirements – had been conducted through intermediaries. That was how things worked in the world from which he had recently retired.


(Incidentally, it should be stressed that, though they had been in touch during Major Bricket’s professional career, K8 did not work for his bosses. He had always operated as a freelance. And he charged for his services accordingly.)


Given the high level of security that surrounded K8’s activities, the Major felt certain that the existence of his underground control room was not known by his former employers.


The bulk of the construction work had been done while he was away on one of his foreign assignments. Highfield House, fortunately, as its name suggested, was set on the top of Stunston Peveril’s one hill (its very existence a rarity in East Anglia). The building was surrounded by tall hedges, so there was no danger of the construction being overlooked. Which was just as well, because the extent of earth-moving and laying of electronic cables, if seen, might have caused comment and consternation in the village.


But the simple expedient of having the builders’ and electricians’ vans dressed in the livery of landscape gardeners seemed entirely appropriate to the values of Stunston Peveril’s residents.


On the rare occasions when someone visiting the Major at home actually asked what the landscape gardeners had done, they received the ready reply that the surface of his lawn had been rather pitted and needed levelling out. Flat lawns were approved of in Stunston Peveril, so nobody raised any further questions.


Once on the floor of the shed’s oversized basement, Major Bricket crossed to his control panel, a wall of screens and controls, and pressed the relevant buttons to close the entrance above. He had once left them open and been surprised by a visitor entering the premises. Since it had only been Rod, no harm had been done, but the experience had made him extra punctilious about always closing the doors every time he entered.


Once the shed floor above had returned to its undetectable normality, the Major looked with satisfaction around his domain. Lights were blinking from the array of computers, but they were not his priority at that moment. Finding the right key on the ring, he opened the tall metal cupboard to reveal an armoury that was certainly the most extensive in Stunston Peveril. And, given recent defence cuts, they might be more extensive than that in many of the UK’s military establishments.


The lower half of the cupboard held rifles, upright in customised slots. Above them were rows of handguns supported on metal stands. A numerical padlock held every one of the weapons in place.


There was no question in the Major’s mind as to which of them he wanted. Remembering the relevant code, he released his Smith & Wesson Model 14 .38 Special. It was his favourite for basic target practice.


He unlocked the ammunition drawer and took out twelve bullets, six for the static targets, six for the moving ones. He slotted the first six into the chamber, found in a drawer a pair of ear defenders and put them on.


The press of a button on the control desk caused doors at the other end of the room to fold back on themselves, revealing a set of targets. Grey cardboard human outlines, without arms or legs. Darker grey circles where the cardboard hearts and foreheads would be.


Major Bricket placed his foot against the silver line marked on the floor and assumed his firing pose. Six shots at six targets. Six neat holes in six cardboard foreheads.


He shucked out the empties from the revolver’s chambers into the adjacent bin and reloaded. Another button pressed and the holed targets peeled off to be replaced by intact ones. A touch on a switch and they started to move horizontally on a loop, so that there were always six targets in view.


The Major gave the mechanism time to reach optimum speed, then fired his six shots. Each one holed the centre of a cardboard forehead. He worked the controls to stop the targets’ movement, to replace them with new ones and to close the folding doors. Another six cartridges into the bin, .38 Special secured on its peg and gun locker locked.


That was all he needed to do. A regular pattern, at least once a week. Though he had planned as complete a break as possible from his former life, there were some skills he thought worth retaining, even in Stunston Peveril.


His next task was to check the flashing lights on the control panel. Though no longer active in the field, Major Bricket had kept an excellent network of contacts around the world. The principle was that they were there to help him if he required information but, as it worked out, most of their dealings worked the other way round. His contacts abroad more often consulted Major Bricket, whose vast experience could often supply helpful solutions to intractable international problems.


The many screens above his control desk gave instant access to anywhere in the world. Most of the flashing lights, predictably enough, indicated contacts who wanted to pick his brains. These, from Johannesburg, Santiago, Ottawa and Kharkiv, were handled with characteristic speed and efficiency. In each case, Major Bricket, using a rather more sophisticated Zoom, spoke face to face with the supplicant. Having had the situation described, he gave short, incisive advice to deal with it. All four calls were completed in under ten minutes. 


Only one light on the control panel was still flashing. It was from the Major’s contact in Hanoi, Vietnam. He had deliberately left it till last. He knew his former colleague out there would not be in touch unless it was important. And ‘important’ was unlikely to mean ‘benign’.


No video contact this time. Just a message on the screen. Encoded. But in a form of encryption the Major knew well.


The message was stark and simple. ‘J HAS ESCAPED FROM PRISON.’


Major Bricket was fully aware of its implications. 


And that was the small cloud on the horizon which troubled him that Sunday morning in St Mary’s Parish Church. 


Father Michael was coming to the end of his reheated sermon. ‘And when we look at His Creation, we can only marvel at its beauty and variety. God is in every part of it. In the flowers in the garden, in the fruit on the trees, in the sunlight that dapples our lawns. God is part of everything around us. And He is part of us, too. God is in every person He has created. Some have yet to find the godliness within themselves. But He is there. And for His presence everywhere, we should be eternally grateful. Thanks be to God.’


Major Bricket was not a sufficiently qualified expert on religion to question the doctrinal aspects of the sermon. There were people in St Mary’s who might have considered Father Michael was straying nearer to Pantheism than Anglicanism. The Major just thought that the words had probably been originally written for a more clement season. Flowers, fruits and sunlight were scarce commodities in a rain-drenched end of September.


He was in two minds as to whether to go to the Church Hall for coffee after the service. The rival attraction was the Goat & Compasses. Though the pub didn’t open officially till noon on a Sunday, the landlord Crocker Fosbury could be relied on to have the doors open and be pulling pints of Devil’s Burp at half-past eleven. Normally, the Major had time to do coffee in the Church Hall, fit in a couple of pints and make it back to Highfield House to eat whatever he had chosen to cook for lunch.


But that Sunday he had a deadline. Nga Luong had said her Vietnamese feast would be on the table at one o’clock, and he never crossed Nga Luong. So, enjoying a relaxed two pints in the Goat & Compasses before walking back to Highfield House didn’t really leave time for Church Hall coffee. He would sidle out from his position at the back of the church and go straight for the pub.


But his plans had not accounted for Venetia Clothbury, who came striding towards him, doing her customary impression of a galleon in full sail. Mollie Greenford trailed behind, a little tender bobbing in her wake.


‘Major, I so wanted to have a word with you,’ Venetia boomed, her large body effectively cutting off his escape route out of the church to the pub. 


‘Nice to see you. Good morning. And to you, Mollie.’ 


‘Major, I really do think it’s time we got you on to the Parish Council.’


The same words had been addressed to him before. And, as he had done before, he said, ‘Venetia, I’m not far into retirement. And, at this stage, rather than taking on new responsibilities, I want to enjoy my freedom from those I have recently relinquished.’


‘Ah. Well, of course,’ came the sly response. ‘Royal visits abroad won’t be so well organised now, will they?’


Venetia Clothbury’s conviction that Major Bricket had worked directly with Buckingham Palace, organising tours for the Royal Family, was unshakable. As ever, he smiled his Oh-you-know-my-secret smile at her. He was pleased how well this system worked. He reacted in exactly the same way when other versions of his past employment were suggested by other village residents. In that way, confusion was healthily spread. And still nobody in Stunston Peveril was any the wiser about how he’d actually made his living.


‘Anyway,’ Venetia continued, ‘I’ve mentioned this before, Major, but now the situation is more urgent.’ She dropped into her idea of a whisper, which was only about three times louder than the average human voice. ‘The fact is that the composition of the Parish Council is becoming very unbalanced. Certain people …’


By a movement of her shoulder, she indicated Reggie Charteris, who was at the church door, gladhanding the departing congregants, as if he, rather than Father Michael, had been responsible for the entire service.


‘Certain people,’ she repeated in her version of a whisper, ‘are treating the Parish Council as if it was their own personal fiefdom.’


This was spoken with all the self-righteousness of someone who felt she had been usurped, because the Parish Council was in fact her personal fiefdom.


‘But if we got you on as a member, Major, then we would have a counterweight, another strong masculine voice which might take issue with some of the current chairman’s more undemocratic initiatives.’


Major Bricket was about to respond but was beaten to it by Mollie Greenford, who said, quite forcibly, ‘The trouble is, Major, that Mr Charteris is used to running a big organisation with lots of staff. He gives orders all the time and expects them to be dealt with instantly. Till he became chairman, the only thing I had to do in the Parish Council was take the minutes. Now, he seems to want me at his beck and call every hour of the day. He doesn’t realise that we’re volunteers. The Stunston Peveril Parish Council is run on goodwill.’


The Major did not express his view that running on goodwill was a very risky basis for any kind of endeavour. Instead, in a slightly different set of words, he repeated his earlier response about not wanting to take on any new responsibilities.


‘Come and have coffee in the Church Hall,’ ordered Venetia Clothbury, ‘and I’m sure I’ll be able to persuade you.’


So confident was she in her persuasive powers, it never occurred to her that, when Major Bricket made a decision, nothing shifted him from it. As many persuaders, far more important than Venetia Clothbury, had found out over the years. To their cost.


The three of them were now the only people in the church. And, dragooned into coffee in the Church Hall, the Major’s prospects of two soothing pints of Devil’s Burp in the Goat & Compasses seemed to be fading fast.


A possible reprieve offered itself when they reached the church door. Between them and the Church Hall, the rain was falling so heavily the drops splashed upwards from the paved surface. And Major Bricket remembered that he had left his umbrella in his pew.


With apologies to the ladies, who set off raising their waterproof coats above their heads like aspiring ghosts, the Major went back into the church.


Umbrella retrieved from its niche propped up at the end of the pew, he reckoned he could hightail it now, straight to the Goat & Compasses.


But, as he turned to make good his escape, he noticed that the door to the bell tower was ajar.


Being a man of more than natural curiosity, Major Bricket moved forward and fully opened the door.


At the foot of the stone spiral staircase lay the body of a man. He wore a dark suit and a clerical dog collar.


The mess where the top of his head should have been suggested he wouldn’t be taking any more services.
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