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All is not well in the village. The local meadows have been the pride of Bishops Well for hundreds of years, but now they are facing the sharp blades of developers. The landowner is a rich and reclusive author who is happy to see them destroyed, but the villagers – including Sam Dee and Maggie Kaye – are fighting back.


Until, that is, someone decides to silence one of their number permanently.


As Maggie and Sam soon discover, there is more than a quick buck to be made in the developers’ plans. There are age-old secrets and personal vendettas that could have deadly repercussions in Bishops Well today.


With Sam’s legal expertise and Maggie’s . . . well, Maggie-ness, they delve into the past, determined to unearth the truth. And, as sparks begin to fly, could there finally be something more between this sleuthing duo?









To Steve.









Chapter One


The full moon was their silent accomplice – it shone brightly, illuminating the finer detail of the grand forgery they were carrying out on the ground. It wasn’t an easy job. The work had to be conducted on the uneven surface of the south-facing slope of a hill which by day was home to a herd of Friesian cows. A hill covered in cowpats was like a minefield, especially to those who had made the unfortunate choice of sandals for footwear.


Old cowpats pretended to be dormant, but once stirred they could explode in a bouquet of unpleasant odour. That became evident when Rumpole, Vera Hopps-Wood’s Irish wolfhound, was detected smeared with cow excrement and stinking to high heaven. He appeared as happy as a pig in . . . mud, but Vera was inconsolable. No one showed her any sympathy. She should not have brought her pet to work. Forgery was no walk in the park.


The first part of the operation was the painstaking removal of topsoil together with all vegetation and the offending cowpats. That task had been conducted under the watchful eye of the designer and project manager – Maggie Kaye. The whole undertaking was her idea. The loosely organised but fiercely proud community of Bishops Well, in the shape of the Bishops Well Archaeological Association, had rallied round, as they usually did.


Sam Dee had had his reservations, but it was that or desecrating Harry Wotton’s wheat fields with crop circles. He had gone with the lesser evil. At least the injured party would be harder to establish. The ownership of the hill was disputed and claims to it were laid by three warring parties: the folk of Bishops Well, local magnate Lord Weston-Jones, and the parish of St John the Baptist.


By midnight the works were in full swing. The forgers were careful to stay within the outline of the shape, delineated earlier by the best art students recruited by Maggie and fellow teacher Cherie Hornby from Bishops Ace Academy. The labour distribution had been thoughtfully planned: the fairer sex was engaged in the finer art of scraping off the soil and staying within the lines (that required attention to detail and a steady hand) while the men carried bucketfuls of soil, grass, and the ever-present cow muck, which required little more than brute strength, to the top of the hill. There they distributed it evenly so that no one would detect it in the morning.


‘If Alec knew what I was getting up to, he’d have to divorce me,’ Vanessa Scarfe whimpered as she shovelled a stubborn tuft of grass out of existence. ‘I had to say I was staying at Vera’s tonight!’ Her chubby cheeks reflected the ghostly moonlight in all its fullness. Crime didn’t become her. And it shouldn’t – after all, she was the wife of Detective Chief Superintendent Scarfe, a pillar of the community and a man beyond reproach. He couldn’t afford to be linked to a common trespasser partial to forgery and vandalism.


‘Good thing he won’t know, then,’ Maggie assured her. She slunk out of the darkness and squatted next to Vanessa.


Maggie had dressed in a tightly fitting black bodysuit, complete with a balaclava with cat ears. She was channelling Catwoman. Considering that she was a few sizes larger than Halle Berry, she was something closer to a seal than a cat in her appearance. Nonetheless, she was a well-proportioned seal and easy on the eye – in Sam’s opinion. Nearby and similarly garbed, toned and long-faced Vera resembled a dressage mare, and Vanessa a wombat.


Sam had no idea where those zoological analogies came from. It must be due to the white horse under construction on the hill, he thought. He lifted his two buckets with a groan and began his ascent to the top. His lower back would pay a heavy price for this adventure.


‘Nobody had better find out,’ he heard Vera grumble, ‘especially not my Henry! What that would do to his prospects at Westminster bears no contemplation!’


Sam smiled to himself. The Right Honourable Henry Hopps-Wood had more skeletons in his cupboard than lay buried in St John’s graveyard. The only reason he was still an MP was the fact that the Tories could not afford a by-election. Vera’s little transgression paled into insignificance by comparison with her husband’s past indiscretions.


Sam passed Mary Nolan and Megan Murphy who were working on the horse’s rear. They worked silently, Mary as usual tranquillity personified, Megan fully engrossed in her task under the horse’s tail. Megan was the newest member of the AA. She and her husband Ivo, both in their early thirties, considerably lowered the average age of the AA’s caucus.


Sam plodded on. Towards the very top of the hill, he found himself short of breath. Age was catching up with him.


‘You can run, but you can’t hide,’ he muttered.


‘Someone’s thinking of running! Blimey!’ Dan Nolan grinned at Sam and his two buckets. It was easy for Dan to laugh, Sam pondered, being a thick-necked bull of a man with the constitution of a Neanderthal.


It was good, however, to see Dan laughing and fully reintegrated into Bishops Well’s criminal fraternity. He had Mary to thank for that. After his daughter’s tragic death, he had cursed the town and all its inhabitants with it, but Mary had brought him back from the brink and now he was full of beans and mischief like the rest of them.


‘Mind if I join you? I’ll just get me running shoes on.’


All that Sam could afford in reply was to groan and rub his lower back; he had no breath left in him for much else.


‘That bad?’ Dan commiserated.


‘Worse!’ Sam emptied his buckets, making sure that he scattered the soil evenly over the (in his view considerable) extension to the hill. When he was finished he wiped his brow and grinned back at Dan. ‘So your work’s done for the night?’


‘Sit down with us,’ Dan shuffled along the bench to make room for Sam, ‘We’re taking a short break.’


The menfolk of the AA had gathered on top of the hill, which featured a sturdy wooden bench, its brass plaque dedicated to Jenny Gorse-Young 1939-2003. Dan and James Weston-Jones (who was happily going against his father’s interests in joining the AA’s cause) were sitting on the bench, while Edgar Flynn had made himself comfortable on his upturned bucket. Ivo Murphy and Michael Almond were standing. With his hands on his hips Michael was performing a bizarre shoulder rotation. He, just like Sam, was feeling his age in his severely tested spine.


Sam slumped on the bench between Dan and James and sighed. A few equally desperate sighs answered him, but men, being men, Sam thought, kept their mouths shut and admired the view. And the view was to die for! Lit by the eerie moonlight, the hill rolled down like a lazy sea and seeped into the flat, sleepy meadow sprawled at its foot. The meadow in its turn trickled into the thickets of Sexton’s Wood. All of that was bathed in the silver glow of the full moon.


The night silence was disrupted by the occasional hoot of an owl or cry of a fox.


Then came the drone of a van engine, which died quickly, and was followed closely by Cherie Hornby’s commanding voice, hollering, ‘Over here, gentlemen! Bring your buckets! This is no time for having siestas! We only have a couple of hours before sunrise. Get your buckets! Get a move on! The whitewash is in the drum at the back of the pickup.’


Buckets in hand, the men obediently got to their feet and shuffled towards the van parked in the dead end of the dirt road behind them. When they reached it, they found a large industrial drum filled to the brim with a chalky whitewash. Sam was impressed to discover that Cherie had thought of bringing a ladle with which to scoop the paint from the drum and into the buckets. She had also secured several large heavy duty brooms. They would be perfect for painting the horse white in no time at all.


Painting the horse was a chaotic affair. People were tripping over each other, stepping into each other’s buckets, and spilling their whitewash all over their feet. White footprints trailed out of the horse in all directions. It looked as if it was under siege from a squadron of white flies. Any minute now and it would start kicking.


Despite those minor hiccups, by five a.m. the project was completed, the area cleared of any incriminating evidence (fingers crossed), and the gang of forgers were packed into Cherie’s pickup to be transported to the foot of the hill.


There they stood in awe.


The sun was rising over the horizon, its first faint rays growing wider and more assured. If the night view was to die for, the image of the sun emerging over the left shoulder of the hill was like a resurrection. The sun hit the image etched into the face of the hill with all its might, and the still wet whitewash glistened and sparkled like liquid silver.


Maggie was elevated. She gasped, ‘Our very own Bishops Well White Horse!’


The prototype for the endeavour, the ancient Westbury White Horse, had inspired several other equine carvings across the Shires to welcome the approach of the new millennium. Bishops Well might have been a decade or two late joining the trend, but that’s how things were done in Bishops – all in its own good time.


Vera shaded her eyes from the sun and scowled. ‘It looks more like a donkey.’


Maggie and Cherie glared at Vera. Sam swallowed a chuckle. The truth was that the blinking horse indeed looked like a donkey.


‘The ears are far too long,’ Vera continued.


‘It’s a horse,’ Maggie growled.


‘A bloody horse,’ Cherie verified, ‘and that’s final!’


‘It is a bit donkey-like. There’s no two ways about it!’ Dan Nolan waded in – unwisely – on the ladies’ disagreement, to his wife’s chagrin.


‘It’s a horse, Daniel!’ Mary, unusually for her, raised her voice.


James proffered a compromise. ‘It isn’t entirely a horse, I admit, but neither is it a donkey . . .’


Maggie compressed her lips to hold back the trembling. Sam could tell she was close to tears. He couldn’t bear it. In a conciliatory tone, he declared, ‘Of course it isn’t a donkey. It’s a mule – Bishops Well’s very own White Mule.’


Cherie drove the company to the edge of Sexton’s Wood. From there they took the brand new footpath leading to Bishops Well Celtic Museum. The museum was situated in the heart of Bishops Swamp, where only last year the foundations of a Celtic roundhouse had been unearthed. It was the same place where the remains of Lady Helen Weston-Jones, James’ mother, had been found. Helen’s body had been deposited precisely where the pitch of the thatched roof of the roundhouse would have been.


Following that historic discovery, the AA extended the dig to find an ancient burial ground containing two relatively well-preserved bog bodies with no twentieth-century add-ons. It soon transpired that two thousand years ago, that part of Bishops Swamp hadn’t been a swamp at all, but a small island in the middle of a secluded lake. Accessible only through an impenetrable forest and then by water, the island had been earmarked as the perfect place to build a prehistoric housing estate. The people who had come up with that brilliant idea were identified as the Belgae, a Celtic tribe prevalent in the area on the cusp of the Bronze and Iron Ages.


By the time Bishops’ amateur archaeologists drilled into the soggy bottom of what would have been a moat, or possibly a pig trough, their Richard Ruta Legacy funds had run out. Ever resourceful, they did not give up. Based on their major findings, they were able to secure funding from Heritage UK and a few shillings from UNESCO. Experts flocked to the excavation site to authenticate and preserve everything in its original location. A sturdy wooden path, complete with rails and platforms, was constructed over the swamps. IKEA donated a pine log cabin on stilts to accommodate the teams of archaeologists and historians who moved on to the site.


James convinced his father, Lord Philip, to sell the site together with the right of way through his land to the AA for a symbolic penny. With the National Lottery grant that Sam had applied for on an off-chance (and was astonished to receive) they had set up the museum, and Cherie became the curator. The site was quickly becoming one of the main tourist attractions in the local Shires, inferior only to Stonehenge and Avebury. And now that they had their own White Horse, there was no limit to how far they could go.


They briskly negotiated the woods to avoid the Swamp’s plentiful mosquitoes. Because they were running for their lives with their heads down and because the thick canopy of July treetops hung over them like a huge green umbrella, they were unable to see the result of their handiwork on the hill. But as soon as they arrived at the archaeological site and their collective gaze travelled northward, they were rewarded with a breathtaking vision – that of their spanking new Bishops’ White Horse towering over the plains.


They were spellbound. The birds had begun to tweet their dawn thanksgiving. Cherie was taking frantic snapshots of the scene – frantic because the elusive beauty of the rising sun would last only a few minutes. The photos were intended for the Museum’s brochure. Looking at the majestic white stallion bathed in the morning sun, there was little doubt that one of the photos would feature on the cover.


‘It still looks like a donkey, I’m afraid,’ Vera’s voice shrilled, having a cringeworthy effect on Sam. There was no saying what effect it was having on Maggie. Her hands furled into tight, deadly fists, and it looked like she was gearing up to beat the living daylights out of the unsuspecting Vera.


‘It’s a blinking horse,’ Maggie hissed through her teeth.


‘Didn’t we compromise on a mule?’ Ivo tried to arbitrate, but it was too late.


‘No, no, no! It’s a horse. It’s always been a horse. It will always remain a horse.’


‘Amen,’ Cherie intoned and Vera, thankfully, held her tongue.


That settled, the company went into the cabin where they collapsed in a heap of exhausted middle-aged carcasses and started whining. Michael mentioned pulling his shoulder. Sam complained of a suspected slipped disc. Vanessa still worried about the clarity of her conscience (though that, strictly speaking, wasn’t a physical affliction). Rumpole was howling outside – they couldn’t let him in because he stank of cow excrement. Mary cried over her mosquito bites, woefully broadcasting the fact that her skin was a magnet for the bloodsuckers. Edgar had wandered into a patch of nettles and was now scratching himself stupid. Dan was counting his calluses and Megan was showing everyone a huge blister under her index finger. Everyone had a wound to lick, but – at least according to the radiant Maggie – it was worth it!


‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ she offered cheerfully. Sam welcomed the idea; he was feeling light-headed and in urgent need of sustenance.


‘You do that, Maggie.’ Dan too nodded his approval. He whisked a hip flask out of his pocket and took a swig from it. He sucked his teeth – whatever it was, it had to be pretty potent. He passed the flask to Ivo. And so it went, doing its rounds. Maggie abandoned the kettle so that she too could have a turn. Tea simply wouldn’t do for her if spirits were on offer, and not necessarily those in their ghostly variety.


A teetotaller, Mary took over at the counter. She carried the mugs to the table where a bottle of milk and a bag of sugar were at the ready. They drank the tea in silence, fortifying themselves with the patriotic beverage before embarking on the business of their War Council Deliberations. And it was at that very moment that the cavalry arrived in the shape and form of Angela Cornish, armed with her unrivalled namesake pasties.


‘I thought you could all do with some refreshments.’ She carried in two baskets wrapped in the aroma of fresh baking.


‘How did you know what we were . . . well, what we were up to?’ Vanessa blinked her astonishment at Mrs Cornish, who tapped the side of her nose and said, ‘Bishops Well is a very small town.’


No one else bothered to find out how the town’s chief gossip got wind of their enterprise – they were all too busy stuffing their faces with steaming pasties.









Chapter Two


I have so far failed to mention that the Carving of the White Horse on the hill had a dual purpose. One: it was to enhance the cultural appeal of our budding Museum. Two: it was to obstruct the proposed new housing development.


Let me elaborate.


The hill upon which the White Horse now dwells lies in what the locals refer to as No Man’s Land. It is a stretch of ten or fifteen acres comprising the hill, the surrounding water meadows where Mr Wotton’s cows persevere with establishing their squatters’ rights, and the banks of the River Avon meandering towards Salisbury Plain. To the west sits the town (sometimes erroneously described as a village!) of Bishops Well. In the south-eastern direction sprawls the Weston Estate, buffered on the south by Sexton’s Wood. Behind the hill, facing north, stands an eighteenth-century folly which during the last war was requisitioned for an army hospital.


After the war, the previous Lord Weston-Jones, from his deathbed, gifted the folly to the Church of St John the Baptist to be used for charitable causes. The army hospital was transformed into an orphanage. It was in use until the mid-nineties when it received its last contingent of war orphans from the Balkans. That had been organised by Vicar Laurence, who knew the area well having spent every summer at his grandparents’ farm in Bishops as a child (his idyllic memories of the place were why he’d returned as vicar after many years in war-torn countries). After that, the building fell into disuse. It now presents a sad picture of disrepair and neglect with its broken windows, rotten floorboards and crumbling walls.


Further to the north, No Man’s Land borders the estate of a reclusive horror writer, Daryl Luntz. Mr Luntz purchased the land from the current Lord Weston-Jones in the late nineties and built his ugly neo-Gothic residence there. Allegedly, and it is Lord Philip who makes those allegations, No Man’s Land was part of the sale and purchase agreement. That allegation is strenuously contended by Vicar Laurence, who claims that No Man’s Land was gifted to the Church together with the folly by the old Lord Weston-Jones.


Regardless of those finer details, and most importantly, we, the residents of Bishops Well, demand our continuing possession of the land to be recognised in law. For generations, we have been asserting our rights to this patch of land by grazing it, crossing it at will, picnicking on it, fishing in the river that runs through it, and in some cases doing all sorts of things there that nobody can name without blushing.


The various parties had been coexisting peacefully in No Man’s Land until Daryl Luntz decided to sell it to a property developer in March this year. That was when all hell broke loose. And that is why we carved the White Horse on the face of the hill. It was our way of branding it as our ancient Village Green under the communal dominion of the Bishops Well’s inhabitants.


I am proud to say, it was my idea.


Tonight’s meeting of Bishops Well Parish Council was open to the public and ardently attended by just about every man and his dog. It was held in the village hall, which resembled a World War Two army barracks complete with a well-established lawn on its sloping roof. Despite its size it was bursting at the seams.


The reason for its unprecedented popularity was a new housing development proposed to be built on No Man’s Land. That proposal was to be debated and voted on by our parish councillors. The developer, a company with limited liability, trading as Cinnamon Rock, had already done their homework by surveying No Man’s Land and finding it to their liking. An undisclosed offer was on the table, subject to contract. Daryl Luntz stood poised to sign it in his capacity as vendor as soon as the Parish Council approved the development. This was to be done in two steps: firstly the rezoning of the use of the land from agricultural to residential, and secondly granting Cinnamon Rock the licence to develop it. Both decisions were to be taken tonight.


In anticipation of a favourable outcome, Cinnamon Rock had architects and landscapers design the estate which, on paper, looked green, tranquil, and village-friendly. Plans, sketches, and mock-up digital impressions were plastered on the walls. They showed eco-friendly, mud-brick mansions nestling on the banks of the River Avon or tucked away on the slopes of Bishops Hill. They looked like they had always been there. The folly was proposed to be extended and converted into a low-rise block of flats under the Affordable Housing Scheme. There would be two playgrounds and one pond.


The pond wasn’t there just for the entertainment of ducks. Its primary objective was to act as a reservoir to contain and regulate water overflow from the marshes. The floods frequently inflicted on No Man’s Land would thus be consigned to the past – alongside most of its unique wildlife.


The Parish Council consisted of five councillors. The chairman was Howard Jacobsen, the erstwhile headmaster of Bishops Well Lord Weston’s CE Primary School. He was a man in his early sixties, short, corpulent, and oozing zero authority. He had the high-pitched voice of a man in a state of permanent distress calling for backup.


The second in command was the parish parson himself. Vicar Laurence held his Councillor’s post ex officio – it was not something to which he would dedicate his time and energy if he had a choice. He was a military type, and his past as an army chaplain was still in evidence in his straight back, long stride, and clipped speech. Underneath all of that rigour, though, he was a kind man with a big heart, just like you would expect a country clergyman to be.


The CEO of Bishops Rugby Club, Aaron Letwin, was another councillor. He was known for speaking his mind without mincing his words and for frequently being under the influence. His body could take it though – he was large, and just a couple of years past his prime.


The two representatives of the fairer sex were Michelle Pike and Agnes Digby. Despite her matronly appearance, being endowed with a big bust and usually bathed in the frills of a white blouse, Michelle was a seasoned entrepreneur. She was the proprietor of the Golden Autumn Retreat Residential Home, a thriving business which she had started single-handedly using the divorce settlement from her philandering ex-millionaire ex-husband. Apparently, she had taken him to the cleaners on an industrial scale.


Agnes Digby, on the other hand, was a gentle soul, a widow and an active member of Bishops’ Women’s Institute. She also volunteered for the Samaritans, and had a suitably calming voice layered with honey.


Finally, there was the long-suffering parish clerk, George Easterbrook. As lean as a sirloin steak, George could normally be found running marathons and cycling incessantly around the county. Unless he was painting or playing the organ. George was an accomplished watercolourist and a virtuoso organ player. He supplemented his income by trying to hold the parish together. Tonight, he sat at his laptop, ready to take minutes, looking like someone who’d much rather be somewhere else.


The main interested parties weren’t even there. Daryl Luntz had stayed at home, probably penning his next tale of horror. He was represented by his fat cat lawyer from Sexton’s Canning’s prominent law firm Ibsen & Morgan. Lord Weston-Jones was away taking the air in the Swiss Alps. His proxy was his son, James, who also happened to be one of the ‘White Mule’ forgers, a committed member of Bishops AA, and an avid birdwatcher. Wearing that many hats, James had a multi-layered conflict of interests to contend with. Cinnamon Rock was represented by its Operations Director, Alistair Wright-Payne, a big-city boy in an expensive, weather-inappropriate suit. He spoke way too much and too fast, made various wild hand gestures, and glared at people so intensely that many were tempted to pour a bucket of cold water over him. And last but not least, the final party to these proceedings was the good citizens of Bishops Well.


‘This development is going to bring prosperity and jobs to this dying area,’ Wright-Payne babbled on, flailing his arms like a deranged juggler, ‘an area which, let’s face it, has fallen behind the rest of the region and is, let’s face it, in dire need of the kiss of life. And I mean modernisation, urbanisation – revival—’


‘We’re very much alive without it!’ Dan Nolan bellowed. Someone in the background whooped three times in agreement with Dan.


‘But this new development will kill life – wildlife. We have a very fragile population of cattle egrets on the banks of the river. What do you think your bulldozers and irrigations will do to them if not kill them?’ James Weston-Jones decided to wear his birdwatcher’s hat in flagrant disregard of his family’s fiscal interests.


‘And what about me cows?’ Harry Wotton brought another branch of Bishops’ thriving wildlife into the discussion. ‘They been grazing up that hill as far back as when me grandad ran the farm.’


‘Surely they aren’t the same cows! Your grandfather’s cows are long dead, Harry,’ Agnes Digby questioned his statement but her objection was overruled by Harry in no time.


‘Cows is cows,’ he spoke his piece and sat down.


‘What about badgers?!’ someone shouted from the back. ‘Where will they go?’


‘And otters!’ The crowd was beginning to warm up.


‘Herons!’


‘Newts! Newts are rare, they are!’


‘Bats are even rarer!’


‘Deer – red deer, at that! At least four of them that I know of!’


‘Foxes!’


‘No foxes left, matey . . . His Lordship’s hunted them down to the last one!’


‘I saw a fox the other day, in the wood!’


‘I’m sure I saw a beaver, meself. Swimming in the river, it was – building a dam.’


Bishops Well wasn’t exactly the beaver’s natural habitat. The way things were going, someone would mention a polar bear, and the credibility of the wildlife card would be in tatters. George Easterbrook called for order in the house. His voice was drowned in the commotion.


‘Stay out of it, Easterbrook! If you know what’s good for you!’ someone yelled.


‘Whose side are you on, anyway?’ someone else enquired of the Parish Clerk.


‘Order!’ the man insisted, for that was what he was paid to do.


‘Shame on you, George! If your poor mother knew how you sold out . . .’


George waved his hand and sat down. There was no arguing with George’s mother even though she had been dead for ten years. If only I could tell George her spirit was sitting right next to him at that moment, breathing down his neck . . .


Wright-Payne trumpeted over the rumpus, ‘We carried out an environmental impact study! Rest assured that no wildlife will be affected by the development. You have my word! No animal will be harmed—’


‘As if you care!’ Harry Wotton pointed out. ‘You can’t tell a cow from a bullock, I bet!’


There were a few chuckles to that, but the commotion was beginning to die down, possibly because people had run out of protected species to mention.


‘Settle down, everyone! Please!’ Chairman Jacobsen screeched. ‘We have to follow the protocol.’


No one listened until Aaron Letwin roared, ‘Silence! Shut up! This is a serious business! You lot go quiet or we’ll have the house cleared!’


The riot was – temporarily at least – quelled.


Jacobsen cleared his throat. ‘Thank you. Thank you, Aaron,’ he nodded to Letwin. ‘Right, we want to give everyone a chance to have their say, but we have to do it in an orderly manner. We’ll take turns to speak. Put your hand up if you wish to make a statement.’


That was my cue to act. I raised my hand and performed a little leap in the air so that I wouldn’t be overlooked –– I wasn’t the tallest person in the room, far from it.


‘Maggie, fire away!’ Letwin shouted.


I stood up, rose on my toes, leaned forward, and rounded upon Wright-Payne with a steady and piercing gaze, I fancied. Once I had his full attention, I threw my first curve ball at him, right between his eyes: ‘You can’t build houses over monuments of historical significance – that simply isn’t allowed, is it?’


Wright-Payne blinked his confusion at me, ‘What monuments? Where?’


‘The White Horse. On Bishops Hill. It’s part and parcel of the West Country’s unique—’


‘Do you mean that clumsy hillside graffiti a bunch of pranksters carved into the slope?’ The fat lawyer from Ibsen & Morgan enquired with a twinkle of bemusement in his voice. ‘You can’t seriously consider that part and parcel of . . . of anything, really.’ He chortled and exchanged smug looks with Wright-Payne.


‘It’s our folklore, and it’s part and parcel of the West Country White Horse Trail!’ I stood my ground, repeating myself frantically, my hurt feelings igniting something bordering on fanatical. At that moment in time, my zeal could have easily rivalled Joan of Arc’s. I would not be trampled over by a bunch of misogynists in their Givenchy suits, disparaging Bishops Well’s White Horse!


‘What White Horse, I ask you . . . It’s not noted in any records, and it wasn’t there when we surveyed the land,’ Wright-Payne pointed out.


‘Because it’s just a piece of worthless graffiti, as I have already mentioned. And it’s hardly a horse – more like a donkey!’


‘That’s what I said,’ Vera mumbled under her breath. She was kicked in the shin by Dan. Rumpole growled at Dan, but not as loud as Vera did. I merely sent her a hurt look.


A few people failed to suppress giggles. I couldn’t un-hear that. My heart spasmed in my ribcage. I compressed my lips, but I was fighting a losing battle against the tears of defeat.


Fortunately, there was someone ready to take over from me. Cherie thrust her hand up in the air and began speaking before anyone asked her to, ‘The horse is beside the point. It’s just complementary to the actual heritage site of the early Celtic settlement in Bishops Swamp. It is a protected site. You can’t just roll over it with your bulldozers, and your . . . your irrigations are bound to damage the foundations of . . . of . . . and all!’


‘We’ve had the development approved – provisionally, of course,’ Wright-Payne squirmed a little, ‘pending the Parish Council’s decision, naturally . . . But that being well, we’ve had it pre-approved by Heritage UK. The development will be in an acceptable distance from the site and will pose no threat to it.’


‘It’s a non-issue, I can vouch for that. I carried out the necessary checks for my client.’ The fat lawyer from Ibsen & Morgan stretched in his chair, kicked his feet out, and laced his fat fingers on the dome of his stomach.


At this point, Cherie surrendered and joined me in feeling crestfallen and defeated. We stood no chance against those City boys. She sat down next to me. We exchanged forlorn glances. At least, we had tried . . .


Luckily, as it turned out, the game wasn’t over yet for we had a secret weapon – our own City boy, admittedly in retirement but still firing on all cylinders. Sam Dee, QC put his hand up and gave a gentle cough.


‘Mr Dee,’ Aaron Letwin pointed to him.


‘There is still the unexplored question of the common law rights of the Bishops Well community to what is known as No Man’s Land,’ Sam began, sounding as terrifically officious as only he knew how. ‘The area has been used for decades as communal space . . . There are the grazing rights of Mr Wotton and then there is the ancient right of way—’


‘No, there isn’t,’ the fat lawyer interrupted him rudely, ‘and if any claims are made, they’ll be strenuously contended by my client. Mr Luntz purchased absolute title to the land with no encumbrances whatsoever, I’m afraid. It’s all black and white in the deeds, no grey areas there. I have submitted the Sale and Purchase Agreement to the clerk in my information bundle. Mr Luntz is entitled to do with No Man’s Land what he pleases.’ He peered at his Rolex ostentatiously. ‘Can we please get on with the vote, Mr Easterbrook?’


Before George Easterbrook had a chance to swallow hard, the least likely ally came to his rescue – Vicar Laurence.


‘I don’t know what Lord Philip sold to Mr Luntz in the nineties,’ he said in a calm and assured tone, ‘but it couldn’t have been the unencumbered title to No Man’s Land. In the early fifties, Lord Philip’s father, Lord Nicholas, gifted the folly to the Church of England.’


The fat lawyer opened his mouth to object, but Vicar Laurence silenced him with a simple gesture of putting his finger to his lips. ‘I haven’t finished, sir. It wasn’t just the folly that was gifted – it was also the land upon which the folly stands.’


Wright-Payne could not contain himself, ‘But the folly is a ruin! By law, it belongs to the land sold by Mr Luntz to Cinnamon Rock!’


‘Mr Luntz can’t possibly sell what isn’t his. The folly belongs to the Church. In the past, it was used as a safe haven for the orphans of the war in the Balkans, like Ivo Murphy and his sister.’ Vicar Laurence sent a benevolent smile in Ivo’s direction. Ivo nodded slowly back. The vicar continued, ‘It was the old Lord Weston-Jones’s intention for the place to be used for charitable purposes, not for commercial ends. And now, the Church intends to restore the orphanage for the next lot of war refugees coming from Syria. I have already started the necessary preparations and soon we’ll be receiving the first few unaccompanied minors—’


‘This is some kind of a joke, and it’s not funny!’ Wright-Payne yelled and stomped his feet like a spoilt little brat, at last showing his true mental age. I felt like chastising him and sending him to the Headmaster’s office. He was now shouting, ‘Daryl Luntz sold this land to Cinnamon Rock! It belongs to us! Am I not right, Mr Morgan?’ He drilled the fat lawyer with his spoilt brat’s beady eyes.


‘Of course you are correct. The parson has no legal claim to the land, rest assured. What he’s talking about is the unsubstantiated tale of a dying man’s words . . . Nothing in writing—’


‘That’s where you’re wrong,’ Vicar Laurence interrupted as rudely as he himself had been previously interrupted. ‘I can substantiate it. I can produce written evidence of His Lordship’s bequest.’


Both Wright-Payne and the fat lawyer gawped in the fashion of two beached whales. You could hear bones click in Wright-Payne’s fingers as he clenched his fists.


George Easterbrook spoke over the ominous silence, the sort of silence you get just before the storm of the century. He said, ‘The vote of the Parish Council will be adjourned to enable the Vicar to provide evidence of his claim.’


And that was that.









Chapter Three


I was positively buzzing.


One: No Man’s Land was as good as ours – snatched away from the jaws of Cinnamon Rock plc. All thanks to Vicar Laurence! He had managed to get in touch with the two people who had witnessed Lord Nicholas’s deathbed bequest and were willing to talk about it. As elderly and frail as they now were, their mental faculties were apparently fine and they had a clear recollection of all the details. The Vicar had set up a meeting with them to take their testimonies down in writing. Gerard, the Weston-Joneses’ ancient and fiercely loyal butler, had also heard the old Lord’s dying words. Alas, all of a sudden, he appeared to struggle with remembering what exactly had been said. I was sure that Gerard would rather die than contradict his master, the incumbent Lord Weston-Jones, and therefore his amnesia was bound to be wholly premeditated. Luckily, the other two witnesses were long retired from service and could freely speak their minds.


Two: the works to convert my late parents’ house into a B&B were finally in full swing. The first task had been to repair the damage done by the recent fire, not of my doing, I hasten to add, but that’s a story for another day. The works had to be done sensitively and with the approval of the local authority. After all it was a Grade II-listed building, a Tudor hunting lodge that in its glory days used to host kings and witnessed many an out-of-wedlock liaison and a few treasonous conspiracies being cooked up behind said kings’ backs. As soon as the permission was granted, restorative works commenced, subject to numerous conditions, stipulations, and caveats. Every step of the way an inspector would arrive to poke through the walls, checking the authenticity of the wattle and daub. At long last, we were now at the stage of stripping the walls to the bare bones, re-plastering, and re-fitting (duly pre-approved) windows where the chipboard used to be. Then experts had arrived and rewired the whole house and re-structured the layout of the first floor to create four en-suite guest bedrooms; the fifth was the loft room under the thatch I’d shared with my sister Andrea, which was spacious enough to be divided into a bedroom and a lounge, and as such would serve as a presidential suite. It would feature prime views of Bishops’ White Horse, erroneously referred to by some uninformed individuals as the White Mule.


Next month, plumbers were arriving to install the bathrooms. Meantime, my wonderful friends had come together to clear the debris left behind by the builders, to tear off multiple layers of old wallpaper, and paint their hearts out under my thoughtful guidance and vigorous supervision.


Vera, assisted by Rumpole, was ripping off wallpaper in the sitting room. This particular task had been created with Vera in mind – she was proficient at tearing strips off people, so getting her claws into wallpaper was exactly where she would excel. Rumpole on the other hand was sprawled on the floor, relishing the comfort of the soft paper lining and inhaling the vapours of fresh paint.


Samuel and Dan were also removing wallpaper but, being men, they couldn’t tackle it with their bare hands and felt compelled to resort to external apparatus. Dan was steaming the wall with a bizarre hoover-like gadget while Samuel was scraping the paper off with an oversized spatula. They were arguing a lot and telling each other what to do without taking turns. Division of labour wasn’t something they knew anything about. I let them get on with it.


The ever-artistic Mary and ever-so-helpful Vanessa were painting the dining room the colour of blossoming primroses. They were working in perfect harmony, occasionally exchanging compliments and words of encouragement.


Cherie and her partner Lisa had gone upstairs to pull up the old carpets. They are both small but sturdy and compact with muscle and sinew, so I had no reason to doubt their ability. No amount of manual labour would be too much for these two.


The works were proceeding to schedule. Tea was brewing in the kitchen while I was busy arranging on a plate a selection of chocolate digestives, Jammie Dodgers, and the two remaining Jaffa cakes from the pack of twelve. Having concluded that two Jaffa cakes were an awkward number, I ate one of them and placed the other in the centre of the composition.


‘Come, everyone! Let’s have a little break,’ I called out to my workforce.


They flocked to the kitchen in record time.


As we indulged in a touch of sustenance, I reached for the last Jaffa cake. I figured that way no one would have to fight for it. I detected a tinge of resentment in Vanessa’s eyes, but she quickly found solace in a Jammie Dodger.


‘Have you thought of a name for this?’ Dan waved his arm towards the bare walls, the pile of wallpaper, and buckets of paint in the hallway.


‘Oh yes, of course,’ I said. ‘Badgers’ Hall, since it is situated on Badgers Lane. Did you know that badgers used to rule supreme around here in the days when this place was a royal hunting lodge? There used to be more badgers here than people – more badgers than any other species, in fact . . . So anyway, how does Badgers’ Hall sound to you?’


‘Perfect!’ Cherie spat out a few crumbs of digestive. Rumpole hoovered them up from the floor.


He then raised his head and uttered a low growl, aiming it at the front door. Ivo burst in, looking flustered and sheepish.


‘So sorry I’m late!’


‘You’re not. We’ve only just started,’ I assured him though, truth be told, we had been at the hard graft since eight o’clock and he was indeed over an hour late.


‘Vesna had a bad night. We hardly got any sleep. Up and down, up and down – exhausting! Megan won’t be coming. She had to stay to keep an eye on Vesna.’


‘It’s the bloody heatwave,’ Vera said. ‘I can’t sleep a wink myself! I can feel my brain melting inside my skull and—’


‘Who’s Vesna?’ Dan asked. I was glad he did. I wanted to know too. As far as I was aware Ivo and Megan had no children.


‘My sister – Vesna.’


‘Visiting?’


Ivo smiled ruefully. ‘No, not quite. My sister is bedridden. In a vegetative state, more or less. Some days are better, some . . . Brain damage, I’m afraid . . .’


‘Of course!’ I quipped, and bit my tongue. I couldn’t say it out loud, but I realised who the teenage girl shadowing Ivo was. She wasn’t one of his lost students, as I had suspected when I had first met Ivo– she was his sister. Her spirit had departed from her bedridden body to keep her brother company in the world of the living. That was much more entertaining than watching flies on her bedroom ceiling. She was a pretty young thing with an abundance of golden hair, tanned skin, and large curious eyes. And the fact that she wasn’t quite dead explained why her ethereal presence was so faint.


Ivo peered at me, waiting for further elaboration to my outcry, but since none was coming, he turned his attention back to Dan. ‘Yeah, I wish it was just a flying visit and she was going back somewhere to her own home and her family . . . I wish she had a life – any sort of life . . . Oh well, Megan and I are all she has. We agreed she’d stay with us until – until the end.’


‘Sorry, man. That was a stupid question.’ Dan looked apologetic, which wasn’t an expression he sported frequently.


‘Nah,’ Ivo waved his arm dismissively, but his eyes were dark with sadness. ‘Vesna used to be in a mental health unit in Gloucestershire, then a residential home. Last year, we decided it was time to bring her home. Megan is brilliant with her – she knows what she’s doing. But then she would – she used to work at Golden Autumn as a carer.’


‘Ah, that’s where I remember her from!’ Cherie interjected, looking enlightened. ‘She’s always looked familiar to me, since we met, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Of course – Golden Autumn! My mother was a resident there – well, it’s nearly three years since she . . . passed away. Golden Autumn, but of course! That’s where I’d have seen Megan on and off, go past her in the corridor . . . Her face was so familiar! Now I know why. It’s been bothering me—’
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