

[image: Illustration]




 


Biography


 


Margaret Yorke was a past chairman of the Crime Writers' Association and her outstanding contribution to the genre has been recognised by the award of the 1999 CWA Cartier Diamond Dagger. She passed away in 2012.




 


 


Also by Margaret Yorke


Summer Flight


Pray Love Remember


Christopher


Deceiving Mirror


The China Doll


Once a Stranger


The Birthday


Full Circle


No Fury


The Apricot Bed


The Limbo Ladies


No Medals for the Major


Small Hours of the Morning


The Cost of Silence


The Point of Murder


Death on Account


The Scent of Fear


The Hand of Death


Devil’s Work


Find Me a Villain


The Smooth Face of Evil


Safely to the Grave


Speak for the Dead


Crime in Question


Admit to Murder


A Small Deceit


Criminal Damage


Dangerous to Know


Almost the Truth


Serious Intent


A Question of Belief


Act of Violence


False Pretences


The Price of Guilt


Patrick Grant series


Dead in the Morning


Silent Witness


Grave Matters


Mortal Remains


Cast for Death


Collected short stories


Pieces of Justice



	No Medals for the Major


MARGARET YORKE


[image: illustration]



 

 

COPYRIGHT

First published in Great Britain in 1974 by Geoffrey Bles

Published by Arrow Books in 1981

Published in paperback by Warner Futura in 1995

This epub edition published by Sphere in 2018

ISBN: 9780751572384

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 © Margaret Yorke 1974

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.

Sphere

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk



PART ONE


I


MAJOR JOHNSON closed the front door of his bungalow and tested the lock. He paused on the porch and surveyed with pride the small, shaven front lawn with its fringe of antirrhinums. Over his head hung a wooden sign bearing the single word Tobruk carved in poker-work; a faint smell of varnish came from it, for the major had just given it a fresh coat.


The day was warm and humid, and the sun shone down on the major as he strode forth into the village street. He stepped out with a light tread, for he was going to Fleckington, and his mind dwelt fondly on the charms of Miss Mainwaring, the town’s librarian, whom he planned to invite to lunch with him at The Feathers.


Though today feeling young in heart, Major Johnson was in fact fifty-eight years old, a short man, stockily built, with wisps of grey hair around a bald dome and a neatly trimmed moustache. At the close of his military career he had come to live in Wiveldown, where property was cheaper than in areas nearer cities or the coast. He had bought the bungalow with his gratuity and his savings, and had spent happy months doing it up, profiting from all he had learned about home maintenance on his army resettlement course.


He had met Miss Mainwaring when, ignorant of what to plant in the garden round his new home, he had gone in search of helpful books; she had led him past horticulture to other pleasures, and a book about Java and the memoirs of a general were due to be returned today. Not much of a reader until he retired, he now made constant forays into new worlds, and the chief delight of this fresh interest was discussing what he had read with Miss Mainwaring afterwards.


‘Not got your car today, then, Major Johnson?’ asked a woman as he boarded the bus behind her.


It was Deirdre Flint, one of the sisters who ran the post office, taking time off to go to market, for Thursday was market day in Fleckington.


‘It’s having a new gear-box fitted. I’m fetching it this morning,’ Major Johnson said. He found Mrs Flint, with her jet-black hair and aggressive bosom, alarming in the post office, but out here among other travellers she did not seem so formidable. ‘Lovely morning, isn’t it?’ he added.


‘It’ll rain by night-time, mark my words,’ said Mrs Flint.


‘My runner beans need rain,’ said Major Johnson. He waited for Mrs Flint to stow herself and her baskets in one seat, and took another across the gangway so that they might converse without physical proximity.


‘Farmers don’t,’ said someone sitting in front of Mrs Flint, who now leaned forward to talk to this other acquaintance.


Major Johnson sat back, relieved to be spared a dialogue with Mrs Flint throughout the journey, but pleased with their small interchange; he was beginning to mingle.


Seated high in the bus, the outlook was different from when he drove to town in his dark green Morris 1300. He had a good view of the village as they passed the last cottages and a gaunt Victorian villa, The Hollies, set back at the end of a long drive, behind a wilderness of shrubs. Then there were fields for some miles before they reached the outskirts of Fleckington.


It had begun in the library, but Major Johnson’s friendship with Miss Mainwaring was not confined to the realm of books, for they had met at cookery classes all last winter. When he saw a notice about them in the library, he had consulted her about his suitability as a pupil. A bachelor, he had lived in barracks as a young man, and after he was commissioned in the mess, so that beyond simple fry-ups and opening tins, he was no great cook. Miss Mainwaring had reassured him. She would be at the classes too and would shepherd him along. Thus encouraged, he enrolled, and was not the only man to do so; the class included a widowed schoolmaster, a man whose wife was in a wheelchair, and an enthusiastic schoolboy.


The tutor, Mrs Fellowes, a large woman with a commanding manner, placed Major Johnson and Miss Mainwaring at adjoining tables, and so their acquaintance grew from week to week until summer came and the course ended.


With the bungalow painted, the garden tamed, and some finer elements of cooking mastered, Major Johnson had time on his hands and realised that he was lonely. So, slowly, he made his decision: there was still time to marry. Older people did it every day.


It was to Miss Mainwaring, of course, that he planned, after a careful campaign, to offer his hand. She seemed kind; and though not pretty, she had a pleasant face; her curly brown hair was only lightly flecked with grey, and above all, she was small. Beside her, Major Johnson forgot that so was he. Now that youth was past, she would not look for ardour in a suitor, and he would proceed slowly, in order not to alarm her. Companionship was what he sought, no more; most of the time he successfully banished thoughts of wrapping his arms around Miss Mainwaring’s neat form.


Once, as a young man, he had been in love, but the girl had married another man, and though he had always hoped to find someone else, it had not happened. He had moved about the world so much that there never seemed to be time, and then, somehow, the years ran out. The other officers in the mess grew younger and younger; they called him Uncle Fred and invented a giddy past for him. When he heard about their conquests he knew he could not compete. He sank gradually into his bachelor role, useful at dinner parties and even sometimes baby-sitting. Now all that was gone, and he was adrift in an unfamiliar society.


At first, after he retired, he planned to get some sort of job, but the only suitable one he could find was that of time-keeper in a paint factory in Fleckington. After he had straightened up the bungalow he worked there for some months, but he made no real friends. He decided to leave and seek something with more human contact; then came the cookery lessons, and this summer he had spent five afternoons a week selling admission tickets at Chorlbury Manor, a local stately home. Miss Mainwaring had found him this job, for Admiral Bruce, the curator of the Manor, had asked her if she knew of anyone, so she was, in a sense, already his guardian angel.


Thus, with hope in his heart, he embarked upon his courtship.


II


Miss Celia Mainwaring had lived in Fleckington ever since her mother was widowed during the war. They were comfortable together. Celia did not bother much about housekeeping, for her mother’s health was excellent until she died of a heart attack soon after Major Johnson came to Wiveldown. For years both ladies were members of an amateur orchestra, the mother playing the cello and the daughter the violin. Miss Mainwaring belonged to the dramatic society, and to a group dedicated to preserving the beauties of rural England, and she was captain of Fleckington’s Ladies’ Tennis Six. She did not enjoy sitting idly about, nor did she like to hear of anyone else just whiling time away, hence her interest in getting Major Johnson settled with his gardening and cooking; she had done the same for others in the past, though usually guiding men more towards woodwork than haute cuisine. She kept abreast of what was currently being published during library hours.


Her sister had been the pretty one; she had married young and now had four children to whom Celia was a rather bossy aunt. No one had ever asked her to marry them, nor did she expect that anyone ever would now. She seldom thought about it, for she was much too occupied.


She ran the library with the help of several part-time assistants whom she also saw out of office hours since some of their other interests overlapped. She was welcome in her friends’ homes, for she was no threat to matrimonial safety and was always helpful in a crisis. She and her mother had entertained a lot, the mother cooking, and Celia laying the table, arranging the flowers and whipping the cream. Now, single-handed, Celia found she lacked expertise and so she took the cooking lessons. Each winter, in any case, she followed two courses, one academically slanted such as German or the History of Art, the other recreational like the cooking; in this way she had learned to dressmake, model in clay, identify birds, and speak smatterings of several languages.


When Major Johnson, accepting from her Sir Arthur Grimble’s A Pattern of Islands, invited her to lunch she was taken aback. Each time he left the library she forgot about him till they met again. She hesitated, something she rarely did, while the major hovered anxiously before her desk, holding up the queue of other readers waiting to change their books.


‘Thank you. That would be nice,’ she said, and pointed out to her friend Mavis later that it would have been difficult to refuse since she went to The Feathers nearly every day in any case.


Major Johnson had timed his visit to the library for a quarter to one, so that he could be there when it closed for lunch and thus escort her down the road. He read Country Life while he waited for her, then walked proudly at her side on the kerb edge of the pavement. The Feathers was busy, but the major, though small, had commanded men, even though they were mostly military clerks and not fighting troops. He found a corner table in the crowded bar, bought two sherries, and gave their order all with a minimum of fuss and a maximum of efficiency. Miss Mainwaring was quite impressed.


‘There’s Mrs Fellowes,’ she said, when he sat down. ‘Over there, near the window.’


‘Oh yes,’ said Major Johnson. Mrs Fellowes, the cookery tutor, had seen them and gave a slight wave in their direction. ‘She lives in Wiveldown,’ he added.


‘Yes,’ said Miss Mainwaring.


‘Where I live,’ Major Johnson said.


‘Oh – do you?’


Why be cast down because she had forgotten? He thought of all the postcards she had sent him, telling him that certain books were waiting for him.


A flash of recollection came to Celia.


‘Ah yes – Tobruk. That’s the name of your house, isn’t it? Were you there?’


‘Yes,’ he admitted, and was rewarded by the way Miss Mainwaring’s blue eyes widened.


‘What an experience,’ she said.


Major Johnson did not tell her that his job had been not to fight, but to find supplies for those who did. He hoped she would not ask him about the siege; he might have to reveal the true nature of his role.


‘I enjoy my job at Chorlbury Manor, the one you found for me,’ he volunteered, to change the subject. ‘I’d like to be a guide, if I could learn enough about the house to do it properly.’


‘Why not?’ asked Miss Mainwaring.


‘Mrs Fellowes is a guide there. Did you know?’


Miss Mainwaring did.


‘She’s most capable. She’s very good at answering difficult questions.’


‘She’s used to that. She teaches at the comprehensive school, part-time,’ said Miss Mainwaring.


‘Oh!’


Time flew. Major Johnson had rehearsed in advance some topics for discussion so that conversation would flow smoothly. He described his garden and suggested she might care to see it one day. She disclosed that she was going to Italy soon for her annual holiday. This dismayed the major, for it meant a delay in his programme, but he rallied. He had been stationed in Italy after the war and gave her tips on what to see. Miss Mainwaring had been to Italy six times already. She scarcely listened.


‘I’ll see you again before you go,’ he said to her, resolving if need be to sit up half the night finishing the books she’d given him today.


She refused his offer to escort her back to the library. He thought of asking her out for a drive in his car over the weekend, if he could find a time to suit her when he was not on duty up at Chorlbury Manor, but then he dismissed the idea. It would be rushing things. There would be other opportunities later.


He drove home whistling happily, and did not notice the tall figure of Mrs Fellowes waiting at the bus stop. Some way further on, however, he met a small girl standing by the roadside, thumbing a lift.


Major Johnson frowned. Small girls, and big ones too, should not thumb lifts from strangers. He slowed down. Only when the child was sitting beside him in the car and had said she wanted to go to Wiveldown did he realise who she was. Her name was Mary Forman, and her father worked in the paint factory where Major Johnson had been employed himself. Her mother had a job in a shop in Fleckington.


‘You shouldn’t be hitch-hiking, Mary,’ Major Johnson reproved her. ‘Isn’t the bus due soon?’


‘Yes. I’m meant to be on it,’ Mary said. ‘But lots of people from Wiveldown go to market and I knew I’d get a lift today. Then I can save the fare.’


‘I hope you wouldn’t go in a car with anyone you didn’t know,’ said Major Johnson.


She did not answer, busy picking at a sticking plaster on her knee.


‘Will anyone be at home? Aren’t your parents both at work?’ He realised that she was adrift on a weekday because the schools were on holiday.


‘I’m going to see my gran. She lives in Wiveldown too,’ said Mary.


‘Show me where her house is, and I’ll drop you,’ said the major.


III


Roger Brewis and Tom West loafed along an alley-way between a row of stalls in Leckington’s market. It was mid-afternoon, and the hot, late summer air was heavy with the threat of thunder. Scraps of paper and withered vegetable leaves littered the ground; babies in prams, some of them fractious and whining, blocked the aisles while their mothers gossiped or examined the goods and their brothers and sisters scuffled about in the dust.


The two boys wore skin-tight jeans into which their thin hips and legs seemed to have been poured, and despite the heat, leather jackets. Roger’s was adorned with various symbols; Tom’s was undecorated. Both wore their hair to their shoulders; Roger’s was straight and lank, Tom’s a mass of corkscrew curls which stood out like a halo round his pale face. They had spent a couple of hours earlier in the day going round the pubs in the centre of the town and drinking a pint of beer in each, and they had eaten, between them, a single packet of crisps. As they lurched along, Roger eyed the young women with their children and made loud remarks about them. Tom listened to him vaguely, his mind almost a blank; he felt sleepy.


They were both out of work. Tom had worked at a local garage, on the pumps, hoping to become a mechanic one day. The garage had been closed under a road-widening scheme and the owner had moved away from the district to open up elsewhere with his compensation money. Tom, meanwhile, was drawing his unemployment benefit and enjoying a rest. Roger had never had a steady job since he left school; two weeks here and three there was as much as he could manage. He’d sold small goods in an electrical store until the manager caught him stealing the stock; then he’d done a stint with a builder which had set him up financially for a time. He’d tried a milk round, but the early rising didn’t really suit him.


They passed a vegetable stall. The stallholder was busy serving a crowd of women who were clustered round picking up apples, inspecting cauliflowers, and feeling plums for ripeness. Roger adroitly filched a small bunch of bananas from the front of the display and slipped them into an inside pocket in his jacket. He sauntered on, and when some yards past the stall started to fall about with laughter. Tom followed, slightly aghast but admiring. When they were well out of range, Roger shared his spoils and they ambled on, eating the bananas.


‘Your turn next,’ Roger said. ‘I fancy some shoes. Them boots with studs round. Let’s nick a pair.’


‘We can’t. We’d get caught,’ Tom protested.


Roger had stopped at a footwear stall. Boots and shoes, men’s, women’s and children’s, were arranged on a long trestle under an awning. Baskets of job lots, plimsolls and sandals, stood in front of the stall.


‘That pair there.’ Roger pointed. Some bright tan boots with studs over the instep had caught his fancy. ‘Them’s my size, nines. I’ll chat up dad here, while you nick them. Meet you in the gents.’


He advanced to the edge of the trestle and leaned against it. The stallholder was showing cut-price sandals to a woman hung about with little children; a persistent toddler kept delving into the display basket as if it were a bran tub and coming up with assorted trophies. Out of the corner of his eye the trader had noticed the two boys, and he watched warily in seconds snatched from attending to the woman as Roger picked up a pair of canvas shoes and began to examine them.


Tom, with a sinking heart, looked at the boots. If he didn’t do it, Roger would think him chicken, and he’d be right. It was just a lark, really, he reasoned. The boots weren’t all that dear; Roger could pay for them if they were caught, since he’d cleaned up well on the building site and could always get taken on there again, for all he didn’t fancy the work.


Someone would be sure to see, if he took them. There were so many people about, busybody women, if the stallholder himself didn’t catch him in the act. Still, he could run. By the time they’d called the fuzz he’d be away. He glanced round. All the shoppers were intent on fighting their way through the narrow spaces between the stalls or spotting the best buys; they weren’t looking at him. But the boots were bulky; he couldn’t hide them.


At the far end of the stall Roger had picked up a lightweight shoe of the kind a clerk might wear. He ran his hand along its sole and peered inside it at the lining.


‘Be with you in a minute, lad,’ said the stallholder, handing his woman customer yet another sandal. ‘Not your style, that, hardly,’ he added to Roger.


‘Take your time, dad. I’m not pushed,’ Roger said. He leaned more heavily against the counter and over went several opened boxes of shoes on to the ground, spilling their contents. With an exclamation, Roger dived after them. ‘Sorry, dad – clumsy, that’s my trouble,’ he gabbled, picking them up with every appearance of wanting to restore order.


Tom had seized his chance. He grabbed the boots and darted down another aisle to the rear of the shoe stall. Then he strolled along, holding them openly, so that they looked like an innocent purchase. He idled on, pausing to look at other things that caught his eye, one ear cocked listening for sounds of pursuit, but all was well. At the end of the gangway he put on speed and turned towards the public lavatories in a corner of the square. He pattered quickly down the steps and bolted himself into a cubicle until Roger should arrive. He felt slightly sick, yet elated. Beyond the odd apple or banana or a packet of sweets, he’d never stolen anything before.


IV


Mary Forman spent an hour with her grandmother in her council bungalow at the end of Welbeck Crescent and then she went home. The house, which was at the other end of the estate, was empty, since her parents were both still at work. She took the key from beneath a brick in the coal shed, unlocked the back door and let herself in, as she did after school every day. The house was very neat; it was well furnished, and in the kitchen there was a big refrigerator and a washing machine. A set of children’s encyclopaedias on which Mary’s mother was still paying the instalments filled a shelf in the living-room and there was an upright piano, for Mary was having music lessons. Mrs Forman was ambitious for her only child.


Mary sat at the piano and practised her scales a few times. Then she played two pieces she was learning. That would do for today. After that she went into the kitchen, poured herself out a glass of milk, opened a tin and took out three angel cakes, and then sat at the table to eat her small feast. She cleared up tidily after she had finished, for her mother had trained her to be neat. Then she went upstairs to change into her Brownie uniform. She and her friend Heather Smith were going to be tested for their Brownies’ Writers’ Badges at five o’clock.


The plaster on her knee needed replacing. A smear of blood had trickled down her leg from underneath it; all her picking at it must have re-opened the small wound. She went to the bathroom where the plasters were kept and carried out this repair. Then she fetched her school satchel, which contained her work to be examined, went downstairs, let herself out of the house, locked the door and put the key back in the coal shed.


Heather lived in a bungalow not far away. Wiveldown had been subjected to a good deal of in-filling development, and there was a close of eight new bungalows at the end of Church Street, one of which belonged to the Smiths. The arrangement was that Mary would call for Heather and they would walk together across the village to the cottage where Miss Evadne Price, who was to test them, lived. She was a retired schoolmistress who now wrote historical romances and was thus doubly equipped for the job.


Heather’s mother came to the door at Mary’s ring, full of concern because Heather had been sick that afternoon and was not fit to go.


‘Never mind. I’ll go by myself,’ said Mary.


‘It’s something she ate, I think – or this hot weather,’ said Mrs Smith. She wondered for a moment if Mary ought to go alone and then dismissed her doubts. Miss Price lived in the village after all, and Mary was so sensible; she was used, too, to being on her own. There she stood, neat as a new pin, her round pink face shining with health, the embodiment of the perfect Brownie.


‘I tried to ring up Mrs Jenkins, but there was no answer,’ Mrs Smith worried on. Mrs Jenkins was the Brown Owl who ran the Brownie pack and had made the appointment for the children with Miss Price. Twice Mrs Smith had been up to the call-box in the square trying to reach her.


‘She’s away. She’s gone to Spain for a holiday,’ said Mary. ‘I hope Heather will be better soon,’ she added. ‘Now I’d better go.’


She walked off. The road wound round past the church, and she trod in sober fashion for in her Brownie uniform she felt old and important. She passed Major Johnson’s bungalow; it looked deserted and the garage was closed but she heard a strange sound as she went by: the major was playing his trombone and the deep notes echoed into the outside world though all the windows were shut. Mary marched on. She jumped when a sudden rustling and then furious barking came from behind a privet hedge outside another house; a collie dog leaped at the gate, clawing the ironwork and making a frantic noise. Mary’s heart thumped with fright as she hurried by, and a stern voice called the dog to order.


Soon she reached the square, where the road forked left for Fleckington and right for Chorlbury and the north. There was some traffic here. Her mother would be on the bus which arrived just before six but her father would be late, for on Thursdays in the summer he went straight from the factory to a house where he did odd-job gardening twice a week, and then on to a meeting of the Fleckington Caged Birds’ Society. The Formans, between them, brought in a fair income, but their outgoings were heavy with their various hire-purchase commitments.


Duckett’s Stores in the square closed on market days, but the post office was open. Mary had the money saved from her bus fare earlier, so she went in and bought some sweets. She did not like the two Mrs Flints, who were both sisters and sisters-in-law, having married a pair of brothers, but the post office was a useful place since it sold sweets as well as stamps, and also supplied the newspapers. The lino on the floor was always dirty, and the air seemed fusty. Mary did not know why she disliked the two Mrs Flints; they both wore crumpled clothes which looked as if they slept in them, and the ancient spaniel they owned had usually shed hairs upon them. Marilyn Flint was alone today since her sister was still at market; she looked stale, somehow, thought Mary, wrinkling her nose fastidiously as she went out again into the cleaner air of the square.


She put the sweets into her satchel to eat later. Beyond the square the road looped and a footpath between some buildings offered a short cut to the Leckington road where Miss Price lived. Mary took it, passing between two iron posts which were there to prevent bicycles being ridden this way. There were some tall white daisies growing in the rough grass at the side of the path, and Mary thought a bunch of them would make a nice present for Miss Price. As she moved about picking them, something caught her attention, an object lying in the grass; it was a shabby leather purse.


She picked it up. You took purses to the police, she knew, but there wasn’t a policeman in the village now. Still, Dad or Mum would take it in to Leckington in the morning. She put it in her satchel.


V


After dropping Mary outside her grandmother’s door, Major Johnson drove home, put his car away, and pottered round the garden snipping the odd dead head off the roses. There was not a weed to be seen; he had mowed the day before and the lawn was striped in neat swaths from the marks of the blades as though it had been swept. The air was heavy with the ominous stillness that precedes thunder and the sun was hidden now behind livid clouds. Soon he went indoors and took out the accounts of the Wiveldown Horticultural Society, of which he was the treasurer. He had taken on this task willingly, for he had plenty of spare time and he hoped it might be a way of being drawn into the life of the community. But he still felt a stranger, even though he was on nodding terms with many people. He did not play bridge, so he was excluded from the group who did, which included the Philpots next door. He went to church regularly, not from religious conviction but from habit begun when he joined the army as a band boy after his mother and father were killed in a railway accident. His only relative was an uncle who was a sergeant in a county regiment; it seemed the best solution at the time and he never questioned it, soon learning to play the bugle, and later the trombone. When the war came he transferred to the quartermaster’s department where his meticulous sense of order had an outlet. He was quartermaster sergeant at the end of the war, and, remaining in the service, was commissioned soon afterwards.


Wiveldown’s vicar was one of the bridge players. He was a scholarly widower round whom the ladies of the parish fluttered like solicitous doves. He was tall and looked distinguished, with white hair and a beaked nose; he should have been a bishop, thought Major Johnson, conscious every Sunday of his own small size beside the other man. The vicar had marked him down as someone likely to be useful, and with ready goodwill Major Johnson had run the tombola at the village fête and helped to trim the hedges round the churchyard, but he would not be drawn into the choir nor become a sidesman.


It was strange, he thought as he put away the accounts, now satisfactorily balanced, how you could live in a place for months and know many people by name, yet get close to no one. Still, it had always been like that for him, though he had never before had time to notice it. He looked around his sitting-room with its two armchairs upholstered in speckled hairy tweed; something was lacking here, but he did not know what it could be. Perhaps it was simply company.


Over the mantelpiece hung his bugle, which he polished twice every week. He kept his trombone in its case in his bedroom, and sometimes he got it out to play a few bars, when he thought there was no one near enough to hear him. Mrs Philpot was out a lot, at golf or bridge, and most afternoons Cathy Blunt from the other side, whose garden ran at right angles to his, went out with her new baby for a walk. Major Johnson intended to ask Miss Mainwaring if a trombone would be useful in Fleckington’s amateur orchestra. He knew she played in it for he had seen her violin case in the library, and asked her. His wind was not as good as it had been, but he could still blow, and he had been commended often for his sense of timing.


He played a small part of a Gilbert and Sullivan overture, which had been a popular piece in his regiment’s repertoire all those years ago; the notes scored for the trombone were not the most melodious, and to Mary Forman passing by, the sounds were like the braying of a donkey; but Major Johnson imagined himself back on the parade ground, stepping out with a light heart amid his fellow musicians.


He did not play for long. He wiped his mouth, his lips smarting a little because he played so seldom, and put the instrument away. He would have a bath and then go up to The Grapes. There were two pubs in the village, The Grapes and The Rising Sun, and Major Johnson had tried them both. The Grapes, besides being nearer, had a slightly older and less trendy clientele than The Rising Sun. He walked up there most evenings for a pint, and sometimes there was someone willing to chat in the bar.
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