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Chapter One


‘Vicky! Help, help!’ Dave Randall yelled on the other end of the line. ‘Jack Webster is trying to kill me!’


‘Call the police,’ I said wearily. ‘I'm busy.’ And I was. In fact, I was sitting in my car on a mission of vital importance, namely a lunchtime stakeout. ‘I've got to go.’


‘Don't hang up!’ Dave sounded desperate. ‘Wait! Get away from there, you bastard! Vicky – don't hang up, please.’


‘Fine.’ I hit speakerphone. ‘I'm listening but it had better be worth it.’


Was I becoming jaded already? In the old days, Dave's pleas for help would have turned my reporter instincts onto high alert – a murder always made headlines – but not any more. Experience had shown that Dave Randall, hedge-jumping champion extraordinaire, was crying wolf. Again.


‘Don't go in there!’ Dave's voice shot up an octave. ‘No!’ There was the sound of breaking glass followed by an ominous silence.


‘Nice try, Dave.’ He'd used the broken-glass ploy before – an empty milk bottle thrown against a dry stone wall – but to quote another cliché, once bitten, twice shy.


‘Oh Vicky!’ There was an anguished sob. ‘Jack's gone mental. It's different this time, I swear to God. You've got to come quickly.’


‘Do you want me to call the police?’ Of course I had no intention of doing such a thing. As the daughter of The Fog – one of the top ten most-wanted criminals in the world – I'd rather die than phone a copper.


‘No! No police!’


This didn't surprise me. The police were just as fed up with Dave and his ongoing feud with hedge-cutter Jack Webster as I was.


‘Please come. Please.’


‘Nope,’ I said firmly. ‘This time you boys will have to sort it out yourselves.’


I disconnected the line and checked my watch.


Why hadn't he called? The suspense was killing me. I stared at the old red telephone box – one of the few working and untraceable payphones in the whole town of Gipping-on-Plym – and willed it to ring.


As per my orders from Chuffy McSnatch, Dad's right-hand man, I was to wait at Ponsford Cross to receive ‘further instructions’ on Operation George. For the last seven days I'd done just that, but to no avail.


At least the priceless ‘Spat’ Georgian urns that had been mysteriously thrust into my safekeeping were safely buried in my landlady's vegetable garden, where they were unlikely to be discovered, but people – namely my co-workers – were beginning to talk. My disappearance between the hours of twelve thirty and two fifteen was being noticed.


I pushed Dave and his drama out of my mind and turned my attention to this afternoon's ‘Day in the Life’ assignment. This week's guest was champion worm-charmer Ruth M. Reeves. For the past nine years she had taken home the Trewallyn Charmer's Chalice, and she was due to defend her title this coming Sunday.


Frankly, I thought my readers would be far more interested in hearing about her husband's unexpected inheritance, but when I'd called to set up an interview, Ruth had made it clear that the topic was off-limits because she didn't want to get ‘begging letters’ or ‘make people jealous’ about their new-found good fortune.


My iPhone rang again.


The caller ID flashed up the name ‘Pete Chambers’ and my stomach turned over. Our chief reporter never called me unless there was an emergency.


‘Where are you?’ he barked.


‘Just on my way to do the worm-charming feature with—’


‘Ruth Reeves will have to wait,’ said Pete. ‘Got a call about a fight between Dave Randall and Jack Webster.’


‘Oh that,’ I said airily. ‘It's nothing. You know what they're like.’


‘This time it's serious,’ said Pete.


‘It's always serious,’ I protested. ‘I'm seeing Ruth Reeves at two thirty and I'm nowhere near Pennymoor Jump. Can't someone else go?’


‘Randall and Webster aren't at Pennymoor Jump,’ said Pete. ‘Cut the crap, Vicky. Where are you?’


‘Why?’


‘Where?’ Pete demanded again.


‘I thought this was a free country.’


‘Do I have to put a tracker on your phone?’


I hesitated but decided to come clean. ‘I'm at Ponsford Cross.’


‘What the hell are you doing up there?’


‘Eating my lunch and enjoying the view.’ And waiting for the phone to ring. Although the view was spectacular: Ponsford Cross sat at one end of Ponsford Ridge, one of the highest points in Devon. On a clear day, you could even see the English Channel!


‘Good because you're just minutes away,’ said Pete. ‘Those idiots were seen scrapping on Grange land by Hugh's Folly.’


‘Jack Webster is on Grange land?’ I stifled a rush of annoyance. This put a totally different spin on things. If Dave had thought to tell me that Jack was trespassing on Grange land, I might have taken his plea for help a little more seriously.


I had just broken one of the golden rules of journalism. Never assume!


‘How did you find out?’ I asked.


‘That old biddy with the purple hair – ’ said Pete, ‘the one doing the turbine petition – called it in.’


I knew exactly who that ‘old biddy’ was. The odious Eunice W. Pratt, who lived in Dairy Cottage and who, for all of five minutes, could have been my aunt-in-law.


‘Webster is banned from going anywhere near Randall,’ Pete went on.


‘And vice versa,’ I pointed out.


Dave was the resident gamekeeper at The Grange, while Jack Webster lived on neighbouring Brooke Farm. The last time the two men had gone up before the local magistrate for disturbing the peace they'd been ordered to keep off each other's property.


‘It takes balls to defy a court order,’ said Pete.


And those I didn't think Dave had.


I checked my watch. It was just gone two. ‘OK. I'll be there in twenty minutes.’


‘Twenty?’ Pete shouted. ‘You're only minutes away. And don't forget—’


‘I know: facts, photos, evidence.’


‘And Vicky …’ There was a pause. ‘What the hell are you up to? Really?’


‘Aren't I entitled to a lunch hour?’


There was another pause and then Pete gave a dirty laugh. ‘Well, well, well. So the rumour's true. Our Vicky is having a bit of lunchtime nooky.’


I wanted to say that if anyone knew about lunchtime nooky it was my lascivious boss, but instead I fell back on my usual trick: telephone static. ‘Hello? Can't. Hear. You. Weird. Line,’ and rang off.


Lunchtime nooky? Nothing could be further from the truth. I despaired of ever having any nooky at lunchtime, or ever for that matter.


Suddenly, a sleek red Audi TT Quattro with the personalized number plate GRN RPR pulled up in front of the telephone box just yards from where I was parked, and a tall, thin woman got out.


She was somewhere in her mid-fifties and sported a stylish pixie cut that had been gelled to within an inch of its life. Dressed in a tailored tweed jacket over navy jeans and tan leather boots, she oozed money, which meant she was probably a tourist.


Somewhere a phone began to ring, and I realized with a sickening sensation that it was coming from the telephone box.


I leapt out of the car shouting, ‘Wait! That's for me!’ but it was too late. The stranger had beaten me to it.


Time stood still.


Everything happened in slow motion as I watched her expression through the glass and saw her mouth the words, ‘Hel-lo? Hel-lo? Whoooooo?’


Then time speeded up and I watched, horrified, as she banged the receiver on the metal shelf three times and slammed it back into the cradle.


Her eyes met mine but I swiftly turned on my heel and trotted back to my Fiat Sisley Panda.


Blast! Blast! Blast!


Chuffy McSnatch would never call me now. Our one and only form of communication, via the old payphone, had been compromised and it was my fault. I was furious. It had taken me weeks to make contact with the ridiculously over-cautious Chuffy using a system worthy of MI5.


I turned on the ignition and was about to pull away when the woman materialized alongside my car and rapped on my window, gesturing for me to open up.


‘Hello,’ I said politely. ‘Are you lost?’


She was much older than I'd first thought, with a heavily tanned face and deep lines, especially around her mouth – the signs of a heavy smoker.


‘I think that phone call was meant for you, dear. I am sorry.’


‘Phone call?’ I acted surprised. ‘Me? I wasn't waiting for a phone call. I pointed to the empty Tupperware box on the passenger seat. ‘I always come up here to enjoy my lunch.’


‘If you say so.’ To my astonishment, she winked. ‘Married is he? Don't worry. We were all young once. I'm Elaine Tully. I've just moved back to Gipping-on-Plym with my son Keith. I've been away for over forty years and this place hasn't changed a bit – wait!’ Elaine snapped her fingers. ‘Gipping Gazette. I thought I recognized you. You're Vicky Hill, the obit girl.’


‘I'm not just the obituary writer,’ I said. ‘I do other things, too.’ I wanted to add that I'd had four front-page exclusives in the past year, but I was never one to brag.


‘You write that column: ‘On the Cemetery Circuit with Vicky’. My son is one of your biggest fans.’


‘One can never have enough fans,’ I joked.


It was true that my weekly column was becoming popular – so much so that Wilf Veysey, our illustrious editor, had finally moved into the twenty-first century and given the column it's own Facebook Page, where mourners could ‘like’ posts and upload photographs of their favourite funerals. At the moment I had forty-nine ‘likes’.


‘Herman speaks very highly of you,’ Elaine went on.


‘That's nice of Herman.’ I wracked my brains. Herman. Herman? I knew every single citizen in Gipping-on-Plym, but there was definitely no Herman.


‘The vicar.’ Elaine gave a laugh tinged with scorn. ‘You don't know the name of your own vicar and you're the obituary writer?’


‘Oh, that Herman!’ I laughed but felt my face redden with embarrassment. The truth was that the Reverend Whittler always said, ‘Just call me Whittler,’ so we did.


Seeing my confusion, Elaine added. ‘Herman and I go back decades. We bumped into each other in Disney World. I'd just lost Carlos, my fifth husband—’


‘I'm sorry for your loss,’ I said automatically. Good grief! Fifth husband? ‘Well, nice to meet you. Must go. Bye.’


‘Wait!’ Elaine thrust a coloured photograph through the window. ‘Can you tell me if this picture was taken around here?’


The photograph showed a birds-eye view of a sparkling river running through a field of wild flowers, flanked by blossoming almond trees. Its beauty was marred, however, by five enormous wind turbines on the horizon. Eunice Pratt was right to conduct her petitions to stop these monstrosities from being built.


I shook my head. ‘No. Sorry. That's not from around here.’


A flash of annoyance crossed Elaine's features. ‘I see. Then perhaps you can tell me if Jack Webster has moved?’


‘Jack Webster?’ I said, surprised. ‘No. Why?’


‘No reason.’ She reached in and snatched back the photograph, shoving it savagely back into her handbag.


‘Did you try calling him?’


‘I just tried using that old phone,’ said Elaine. ‘I lost my iPhone and I'm waiting for a replacement.’


Now my curiosity was piqued. ‘Brooke Farm is only at the end of Honeysuckle Lane.’ I pointed to one of the four roads that converged at Ponsford Cross.


‘I know where it is,’ she said.


‘Although Jack might be out,’ I added, knowing full well that he was probably beating Dave Randall to a pulp at that very minute. ‘But I'm sure his wife Amelia is home.’


Elaine's eyes widened. ‘Seriously? They're still married?’


‘It would seem so,’ I said.


‘Well, thanks anyway.’


And with that, Elaine gave a curt nod and strode back to her fancy car.


I felt uneasy as I watched the Audi roar away. Who was this newcomer to Gipping-on-Plym? Was she on the hunt for husband number six? And what could she possibly want with Jack Webster, the most obnoxious person in the whole of Devonshire?


At least Elaine had mistaken Chuffy McSnatch's real reason for calling. In fact, she had given me a brilliant idea. Why not invent an affair? I was weary of being teased mercilessly about my virginal status.


Why on earth hadn't I thought of it before! It could come in handy, to say nothing of being a bit of a laugh. I might even give my imaginary lover a Ferrari, just to make my frenemy Annabel Lake pea-green with envy.


Buoyed up by my new plan, I set off for Hugh's Folly to attend to some bruised male egos.




Chapter Two


Flanked by high Devon hedges, Honeysuckle Lane marked the northern perimeter of the vast Grange estate, the seat of the ancient Trewallyn dynasty.


The current owner of The Grange, Lady Ethel Turberville-Spat – or Topaz Potter, aspiring undercover reporter to yours truly – was eccentric and paranoid at the best of times, but today it would appear her paranoia had reached new heights. Even I was surprised at the number of hand-painted signs liberally daubed with skull and crossbones saying, ‘Trespassers Will Be Prosecuted’, which were dotted along the boundary. But before I could dwell further on what went through Topaz's peculiar mind, Eunice Pratt leapt in front of my car, waving a clipboard.


With a yelp, I hit the brakes, fishtailing dangerously on the mud-slicked road and pulling up within a millimeter of Eunice's outstretched hand as she stood there, without so much as a quiver.


‘Finally!’ she shouted and slammed her clipboard onto the bonnet of my car with a deafening crash.


Here we go, I thought as Eunice stormed over to my window. She was wearing her usual headscarf over a lavender-coloured perm and brown tweed coat with a dozen badges marking her numerous causes and petitions. I noted two new ones: ‘Say No to Turbines!’ and another sporting the recently formed Citizens’ Patrol slogan, ‘I'm Watching You!’


The whole Citizens’ Patrol thing was silly given that there were precisely three houses in the vicinity – one being Dairy Cottage, which Eunice shared with her sister-in-law Mary F. Berry. The other two properties were Brooke Farm, home to the infamous man of the hour, Jack Webster, and his wife, Amelia, and John and Ruth Reeves of Reeves Roost.


I opened my window a crack and braced myself for Eunice's usual spite.


‘I've been waiting for you for hours!’ she snapped. ‘What took you so long?’


‘Where's the action, Mrs P?’ I said mildly. Now that I was no longer interested in having a romantic future with her nautical nephew, I didn't feel the need to go out of my way to curry favour with the old bag.


‘How are you Mrs P?’ I said warmly.


‘The police are here already.’ Eunice gestured to the open five-bar gate a few yards further up the road. ‘In the top field. This time, they'll put Randall behind bars. Good riddance to bad rubbish.’


‘Do you know what happened?’ I asked.


‘Poor Jack was just picking blackberries—’


‘Picking blackberries?’ I didn't believe that for a second. ‘That would be trespassing and Dave Randall was within his rights to order him off the property.’


Eunice looked startled for a moment. ‘No. Jack mentioned that her ladyship said all her people were welcome to the Trewallyn blackberries,’ she declared. ‘Randall just attacked him. Knocked him out cold.’


‘And you saw this?’


Eunice reddened. ‘I'd been to see her ladyship to get her to sign my turbine petition, but she wasn't home. On my way back I heard the kerfuffle, so I called the police.’


‘So you didn't actually see Dave Randall hit Jack Webster?’


‘Are you calling me a liar?’


‘No. But you might be called upon as a witness.’


‘Good,’ said Eunice with relish. ‘As the founding member of Citizens’ Patrol it's my duty to report any trouble in the neighbourhood. I suppose you've heard about Ruth's prizewinning sunflowers?’


I hadn't and said so.


‘Slashed to ribbons, they were. Crime is on the rise in this area,’ Eunice declared. ‘We need to be extra vigilant.’


‘Hence the reason for all the new trespassing signs?’ I suggested.


‘I'm glad her ladyship listened to me,’ said Eunice. ‘What with the Spat urns still being missing—’


‘I'm sure they'll have left the country by now,’ I lied.


‘And of course, Amelia was robbed.’


‘Amelia was robbed?’ I exclaimed. ‘When?’


‘She can't remember,’ said Eunice. ‘She said she was looking for her silver punchbowl this morning and realized that a few pillboxes and a pair of candlesticks were missing.’


‘Did she tell the police?’


‘She's going to,’ said Eunice. ‘These are dark days in Gipping-on-Plym. Mary's been oiling the twelve-bore. Of course, we all know who's responsible.’


‘You think Dave Randall is a thief?’


‘Not Randall!’ Eunice spat. ‘Although I wouldn't put it past him. No, that chappy – the famous burglar. What's his name? The Fug.’


I hoped my face didn't betray my shock. ‘You mean The Fog.’


‘That's the one. He held up a bank and shot all the hostages.’


‘No he did not!’ I exclaimed. ‘Where on earth did you hear that?’


‘The Daily Mail Online.’ Eunice nodded. ‘Oh yes, we've got the Internet now.’


‘The Daily Mail Online is misinformed,’ I said. ‘It was a security guard and his own gun accidentally went off in its holster. He's supposed to make a full recovery.’ I knew this for a fact because say what you like about my dad, he was not a violent man.


Eunice just waved away my comment. ‘There was no sign of a break-in at Brooke Farm,’ she went on. ‘Just like that stealth robbery at The Grange.’


My heart began to race erratically. Dad had earned the nickname The Fog because he materialized out of thin air and disappeared without a trace. Often, his victims didn't even know they'd been burgled, thanks to his knack of selecting valuable but obscure pieces and then rearranging the silver cabinet. I had to admit it bore all the trademarks of my father's fair hand.


Eunice slammed her clipboard on top of my roof, putting an end to my musings. ‘Did you hear what I said?’ she demanded. ‘I told the redheaded copper all about Amelia's punchbowl and he was most interested.’


My stomach gave a jolt. ‘Redheaded copper? You mean the one with the freckles—?’


‘And teeth like a shark. Yes. Him.’ Eunice pulled a face. ‘Probes. I thought he'd gone for good.’


As did I! I couldn't believe it. Detective Inspector Colin Probes was back in the fold after weeks and weeks away. Wait! Was he back because he'd heard something about my dad?


‘And you mentioned … The Fog to the police officer?’ I ventured.


‘Who? No!’ said Eunice. ‘We've got more important things to worry about. Randall is after Jack's blood. Mark my words. You write that in your paper. And you tell them that you heard it from Eunice Pratt first when poor Jack ends up dead in a ditch.’


As Eunice raged on about Dave Randall's shortcomings and that England should bring back hanging, Dad was forgotten. Instead I was consumed with the memory of my last conversation with the redheaded policeman – it was one I knew off by heart.


‘Vicky,’ he'd said. ‘I don't care who your father is. None of us can choose our parents.’ I knew that he was about to declare his feelings for me, but I'd panicked, made my excuses and rushed off. The next thing I heard was that Probes had gone away to work on a drug case with ‘international’ connections and wasn't expected to return for months.


Dad always said that the only good copper was a dead copper, but I'd had time to think about it. History was dotted with tragic love affairs – Romeo and Juliet, Heathcliff and Cathy, our receptionist Barbara Meadows and editor Wilf Veysey, to name just a few. Wasn't I entitled to my own Romeo? Surely Fate wouldn't be so cruel as to deny me those feelings of passion and desire – even if it did end badly? Was I destined to remain a dried-up old spinster?


I could see it all now. I would be at the altar, dressed in white – no wait. I wouldn't want to be a virgin on my wedding day; I'd wear ivory and a circlet of roses in my hair – while Colin would be in a matching suit. Reverend Whittler – Herman – would announce us as man and wife, but as we embraced, my father would burst in and—’


‘Did you hear what I said?’ Eunice banged her clipboard again.


‘Of course,’ I said, all business. ‘I'd best go and see what's happening.’


‘I'll be expecting your call,’ Eunice said. ‘And make sure you take a photograph of poor Jack's skull for the paper before that chubby chap bandages it up.’


‘The ambulance is there?’ The only chubby chap I knew was paramedic Steve Burrows. Steve, who was determined to pursue me to the ends of the earth so that he could, in his words, ‘make you mine’.


This was awkward, because by some horrible stroke of luck, every time I'd got close to having a meaningful conversation with the aloof Detective Probes, Steve had managed to sabotage the moment.


Waving Eunice Pratt a cheery goodbye I drove the few yards up to the open gate just as a police Panda car emerged, greeting me with several loud parps on the horn that intimated ‘get out of the way’. My stomach flipped as I recognized the timid, young Detective Constable Kelvin Bond in the driving seat, with Probes riding shotgun.


Our eyes met. I felt my face grow hot as I wound down the window, steadying myself for a polite hello. Since our last conversation, he'd grown more attractive in my imagination. I'd even got as far as picking my night-time negligee.


I waved and offered a warm smile, but Probes had other ideas.


Without even acknowledging my presence, he turned to his colleague and made some remark that caused the younger copper to hoot with laughter. I wondered if they were talking about me.


And then they were gone.


As I watched the Panda car disappear from view my disappointment turned to a peculiar sense of relief. Those weeks of longing had made me restless and oddly vulnerable and, as we all know, there's no room for vulnerability in the cut-throat world of investigative journalism.


I'd never been one to pine and mope and I wasn't about to start now. I thought of Barbara, our receptionist, whose love life lay in tatters, or Annabel and her obsession with married men and their cars. My infatuation with the copper had been a temporary indulgence and one I was determined not to repeat. What had I been thinking? A daughter of Harold Hill cavorting with the enemy?


Focus, Vicky, focus! Right now I had a story to write. In fact, I had three!


First, find out the real reason why Jack Webster had strayed onto Grange land. Was he really picking blackberries, or was he out to kill Dave Randall? Second, interview Ruth Reeves and question her about her slashed sunflowers. Was she right in claiming that their new-found good fortune had spawned jealous neighbours?


There was also the mysterious Elaine Tully to consider, and why, after forty years she had suddenly decided to move back to Gipping-on-Plym. What was the connection between the turbine photograph and Jack Webster?


Call it my reporter instinct, but something told me that life in Gipping-on-Plym was about to get lively.




Chapter Three


Steve's ambulance was parked alongside a dirty green Land Rover at the bottom of the field in front of a stone byre. Behind it stood the crenellated turret of Hugh's Folly peeping through the trees. Standing 30 feet high and with a tiny window up top, the tower smacked of Rapunzel's prison from Grimm's Fairy Tales.


There was no sign of Dave Randall.


I assumed this vehicle must belong to Jack Webster since Dave's Land Rover was distinguished by the hand-painted logo on the driver's side: ‘Jump Azberjam 2016’ with Azerbaijan spelled wrongly, of course.


Ever since the sport of hedge-jumping had been excluded from the Olympic games, Dave was a changed man.


Dave had campaigned hard for ‘Team GB 2012: Let's Jump’ and many private citizens and small-business owners had donated their hard-earned cash and held fundraisers for extra training. Even my landlady Mrs Evans had helped sew the custom-made logos onto dozens of pairs of moleskin trousers. When news that hedge-jumping did not meet the global qualifications needed to be a sport ‘accessible by all’, things had turned nasty. Investors wanted their money back – with interest – but it was too late. Dave had spent the lot.


It was only when he learned that the Inter-Continental Games was to be held in Azerbaijan in 2016 that Dave pulled himself together and made a last-ditch attempt to get hedge-jumping back on the competitive map. To say he was obsessed would be putting it mildly. He'd become repeatedly paranoid that Jack was out to sabotage his life-long dream and, given Jack's illegal presence this afternoon, Dave might have a point.


The snag was that Dave's hedge-jumping course was located a few miles away at Pennymoor Jump. It was not on Grange land.


Maybe Eunice was right and Jack really had been picking blackberries.


Suddenly Jack emerged from behind the ambulance holding an icepack to his forehead.


Steve followed, carrying a spiked shooting stick. He wore his usual white medic's coat which, despite Eunice's cruel comments about Steve being chubby, didn't look as tight as usual.


‘Good afternoon, gents.’ I braced myself for Steve's usual onslaught of flattery.


‘Can I help you?’ Steve's sparkling blue eyes seemed puzzled.


‘Hi Steve,’ I said.


Steve jabbed the spike into the ground and opened the aluminum handles with a snap. ‘There you go, Mr Webster. Take a pew and sit down for a moment.’


Jack duly did as he was told, although those portable seats aren't the most stable.


Steve turned to me with a frown. ‘Have we met before?’


‘Very funny, Steve,’ I said.


He snapped his fingers. ‘Oh yes. Vicky, isn't it? That's right. I didn't recognize you. Excuse me.’


Steve retreated to the ambulance, leaving me more than a little miffed.


What wasn't there to recognize? I'd only seen Steve three weeks ago. I was dressed in my trademark Christiane Amanpour safari jacket, my hair was its usual shoulder-length bob and I had given up wearing contact lenses to disguise the true colour of my sapphire-blue eyes, which Steve claimed he could ‘drown in, doll’.


True, I never returned any of his phone calls – unless it was something to do with the morgue – so obviously Steve was trying the old reverse-psychology ploy. How childish.


Turning my attention to the injured party I said, ‘Are you hurt, Mr Webster?’


With his bright red nose and a map of capillary veins stretching over his cheeks, Jack bore all the signs of a heavy drinker, and he'd clearly been drinking today.


The farmer removed the icepack. ‘What do you think?’ He pointed to a deep gash on his forehead that was matted with congealed blood.


‘That looks painful.’


‘Randall hit me on the head with a bloody rock,’ he said.


I pulled out my notebook. ‘Where is Mr Randall?’


‘Bloody coward skedaddled the moment the cops turned up,’ grumbled Jack. ‘Bloody Eunice and her Citizens’ Patrol. She should have kept her mouth shut.’


‘Why can't you boys get along,’ I scolded. ‘Live and let live.’


‘It's barbaric, that's why!’ Jack fumed. ‘We've got to preserve our heritage!’


For the average layman, it would seem that since the two sports shared a common interest – namely, hedges – they should be able to coexist quite happily. Cutters took care to craft and build the Devon hedge-bank for various competitions, as did the jumpers. The disagreement between the two came from one basic fact: many of Dave's hedges were inadvertently destroyed during practice. To Jack, this was a crime against nature; to Dave, it was all part of the fun.


Privately, I agreed with Jack Webster, but it was a reporter's job to remain impartial.


‘What were you doing trespassing on Grange land anyway?’ I demanded.


‘Eh?’


‘Why is your Land Rover parked in this field?’


‘Eh?’


‘Why you were here in the first place, Mr Webster?’


‘Blackberries,’ said Jack suddenly. ‘I was picking them for Amelia, like. Ask Eunice; she'll vouch for me.’


‘You drove your Land Rover to pick blackberries.’ I considered the nearby hedge-bank. With my practiced eye I could identify every hedge species, and the one enclosing this field was a mixture of hawthorn, laurel and beech. There wasn't a blackberry to be seen.


‘Where were you picking blackberries?’


‘What are you? The police?’ Jack said angrily.


‘The police were here,’ I said. ‘Our newspaper was informed. I am only doing my job. If you want your story to appear in print, I need to hear your side.’


‘I'll tell you what I told the cops,’ said Jack. ‘I don't want to press charges.’


‘What?’ I exclaimed. ‘But you said Dave struck you!’


‘Yeah well, accident's happen.’


This was highly unusual. Here was Jack Webster's chance to ruin Dave's life – just as Dave had feared – and for some reason Jack had decided not to. Clearly the blow to his head had affected him more than he realized.


‘Time to stitch you up, Mr Webster.’ Steve reappeared holding the biggest needle I'd ever seen.


Jack's eyes bulged in horror. ‘What the hell? You keep away from me, you big fat idiot!’


Steve sucked in his stomach. ‘Suit yourself. It's your funeral,’ he said. Then, to my surprise, he abruptly shoved Jack Webster off the shooting stick and sent him toppling onto the grass.


Steve folded the contraption, tossed it into the rear of the ambulance, slammed the doors, stormed around to the cab and got in. Moments later, he started the engine and began the slow climb back up the hill to the five-bar gate and Honeysuckle Lane.


I was rather surprised by Steve's uncharacteristic rudeness. He hadn't even said goodbye.


Cursing, Jack got to his feet.


Recalling my instructions to get ‘facts, photos, evidence’, I brought out my iPhone and scrolled to the camera feature.


Jack's hands flew to cover his injured face. ‘No photos,’ he cried.


‘My boss will kill me if I don't get at least one.’


‘Vicky – please luv,’ Jack mumbled through his fingers, all bluster gone. ‘Keep this quiet. Just this once, will you?’


I wondered if Jack had concussion. For starters, he always wanted any spat – especially one involving Dave Randall – reported in the papers, and secondly, he had never ever addressed me as ‘luv’.


‘Well, I'll need to talk to Dave,’ I said.


‘Please don't, Vicky … it's Amelia,’ said Jack urgently. ‘She doesn't like Randall and, well, this will only upset her. I don't want her to know about any of this because …’ he thought so hard I could almost hear his brain whirring, ‘she's got a weak heart.’


Pointing to Jack's head wound I said, ‘How do you plan on explaining away that?’


‘I walked into a door.’


Typical! How many times had Amelia said the very same thing when sporting a telltale bruise on her face – and then I had a hunch. Jack Webster was up to something, and it wasn't just picking blackberries.


‘Oh, someone was looking for you earlier,’ I said, feigning innocence. ‘Do you remember an Elaine Tully?’


‘Eh?’


‘She's moved back to Gipping-on-Plym and was asking after you.’


All the blood drained out of Jack's face. ‘What … what did you tell her?’


‘Nothing, but she did try calling you. Apparently your phone is out of order.’


‘That's right.’ Jack Webster nervously licked his lips. ‘Did she say anything else?’


‘She showed me a photograph of wind turbines.’


‘You don't know what you're talking about!’ Drawing up to his full height he shouted, ‘You mind your own bloody business, do you hear me? Interfering little busybody.’


Astonished, I could only watch him storm back to his Land Rover – just as Steve had done moments earlier – start the engine and struggle up the hill in the ambulance's wake.


There was a rustling of leaves as Dave Randall scrambled out from the interior of the hedge where he'd obviously been eavesdropping.


‘Has he gone?’


Dave was wearing a pair of brown moleskin trousers and a matching brown sweatshirt sporting the Jump Azberjam 2016 logo.


‘Yes. He's gone.’


Dave's handsome face was smudged with dirt. ‘Vicky, I'm so glad you're here. I told you Webster was out to get me.’


Dave dragged off his knitted beanie and ran his fingers through his dark curly hair, making it stand on end. He seemed so emotional I could almost swear I saw tears in his eyes.


‘I'm ruined,’ he whispered. ‘It's all over.’


‘I think you'd better start at the beginning,’ I replied.




Chapter Four


‘But I swear he lied!’ Dave exclaimed. ‘I never touched him.’


‘Jack Webster claimed you hit him with a rock.’


‘I threw it as a warning, like,’ Dave said defiantly. ‘It didn't even hit him. It hit that wall.’ He pointed to the byre. ‘But Jack went mental and then he attacked me with a bottle.’


I recalled the sound of breaking glass. ‘Go on.’


‘You don't believe me, do you?’ Dave grabbed my hand – his were rough and calloused – and steered me over to the side of the byre, pointing to a mound of broken glass that lay in pieces on the grass. ‘See! See!’ he cried. ‘He threw that at me!’


‘And he missed,’ I said.


‘What a waste of scrumpy,’ he said with disgust.


I poked the shards with the tip of my boot and was surprised to see that instead of the usual thick brown glass of Sandford Orchards – a local favourite – this bottle was green. I bent down and carefully picked up a large chunk. The label bore the name Asti Spumante.


What on earth was Jack Webster doing picking blackberries with a bottle of Asti Spumante on a Wednesday afternoon?


‘I caught Webster red-handed,’ said Dave. ‘He was trying to break in.’


There was a shiny brass padlock fixed to the old byre door.


‘Where were you at the time?’ I asked.


Dave pointed to a patch of scrubland where I could see his Land Rover parked. ‘I was checking fences and the like and I saw him drive down the hill.’


‘And then what?’


‘I watched him, didn't I?’ said Dave. ‘He got out and tried to open the byre door, but I'd just put on a padlock because I've seen him snooping around here a lot recently.’


‘And then what?’ I said again.


‘Jack went back to his Land Rover to get a pair of loppers.’


‘Was he holding the bottle of Asti Spumante?’


‘Yeah.’


‘But surely he couldn't hold the loppers and the Asti Spumante,’ I pointed out.


Dave shrugged.


‘So you didn't see Jack Webster with the loppers,’ I said. ‘And the padlock was never broken.’


‘Yeah but …’ Dave swallowed hard. ‘Then he turned on me something wicked, told me he'd make me sorry—’


‘And that's when you threw the rock?’


‘And he threw the bottle.’


‘And that's when you called me?’


‘Yeah. And then bloody Eunice Pratt phoned the cops.’


‘It's a tough one, Dave,’ I said. ‘Webster was trespassing but he didn't actually break into the byre.’


‘He was going to.’


‘That's your word against his, and you know Eunice won't side with you. You also attacked Jack first.’


Dave sank onto the edge of the water trough and put his head in his hands. ‘This is the worst day of my life.’


Much as I felt for Dave's predicament, he could be so melodramatic.


‘Why do you suppose Jack wanted to break into the byre?’ I asked.


‘Oh Vicky, swear to God and hope to die that if I tell you, you will never repeat it.’


I crossed my fingers behind my back. ‘You can trust me, Dave.’


Dave shot me a look of pure agony. ‘You know what happened after the Olympic fiasco,’ he said miserably. ‘When Quentin Goss screwed us over?’


I hardly thought that was fair. Quentin Goss's Leviathan farm machinery company had been one of Dave's sponsors and, quite reasonably, they had requested their money be returned.


‘The Inter-Continental selection committee is coming next Wednesday to inspect the course.’


‘At Pennymoor Jump,’ I said.


Dave shook his head. ‘No.’ He jabbed a thumb at the wood behind. ‘Down yonder at Boggins Leap. Her ladyship gave me permission. Sir Hugh Trewallyn used to jump there in the ‘60s but he abandoned it in favour of the park.’


I should have realized that Topaz's great-uncle – founder of the sport of hedge-jumping and Dave's mentor – would have had several hedge-jumping courses on The Grange estate.


‘Boggins Leap was in a bad state,’ Dave went on, ‘but I've been rebuilding it on the quiet, like. And now Webster has found out.’


‘Why didn't you build it at Pennymoor Jump where you've already got tight security?’ In fact, the last time I had visited Pennymoor Jump, all the electric fencing and razor wire reminded me of one of Dad's many stints as a guest at Her Majesty's pleasure.


‘You don't understand. The course has got to be pristine. Perfect.’ Dave's mood turned to one of despair. ‘But what does it matter now? Jack has destroyed me.’


‘What are you talking about?’


Dave's eyes brimmed with tears. ‘Remember that scandal with the Olympic swimmer Michael Phelps? Remember when he was caught smoking illegal drugs?’


It was hardly in the same league as hedge-jumping, I thought, but said, ‘You haven't been smoking illegal drugs, Dave.’


‘You don't understand!’ he said again and gave a tiny sob. ‘The committee won't tolerate violence or a police record. So you see, I'm finished. Damn Jack bloody Webster!’


‘Well, guess what, Dave,’ I said. ‘The good news is that Jack Webster isn't pressing charges.’


‘But … but … I saw the police. They were here!’


‘It's your lucky day. Jack – for whatever reason – sent them away.’


Dave's jaw dropped. For about ten seconds he said nothing, then he pulled me into his arms. ‘Oh Vicky, Vicky. Thank you – but why?’ He thrust me away. ‘No. No! He's up to something. I don't trust him. He's got another plan.’


‘Let's cross that bridge when we come to it,’ I said. ‘You still haven't told me why you think Webster wanted to break into the byre.’


‘My equipment is in there – loppers, axe, billhook and a brand-new chainsaw,’ said Dave. ‘Can't get my Land Rover down to Boggins Leap. I've got to go in on foot, so I keep all my stuff here, see?’


And I did. Maybe Dave was right about Jack, after all.


‘Do you want to come and see Boggins Leap?’ said Dave shyly.


I checked my watch. I was already half an hour late for Ruth Reeves, but Pete had wanted a story and I had one right here – it wasn't the one Pete expected, but it was a story nonetheless.
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